CHAPTER- 1

INTRODUCTION

“... Yes, I am fond of history.” ‘I wish | were too. | read it a little as a duty; but it tells me
nothing that does not either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or
pestilences, in every page; the men all so-good-for nothing, and hardly any women at all-it is

very tiresome... "
(Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey, 1818)

Catherine Morland’s boredom with history depicts disconnectedness between what was
considered important by women i.e., ‘her story’ and ‘his story’. It is a fact that the history of
men has been a history of civilizations, where wars, battles, victors, and kings have made it to
the mainstream historical discourses. The experiences of common men did not make it to the
mainstream. The historical schools of thought saw a lacuna there and went about uncovering
the histories of subaltern groups or those who were believed to subsist on the margins.
Unfortunately, women on the other hand have been excluded in both the cases, whether as elite

women or as common women.

Narratives ‘of” women or ‘on’ women, in historical writing, so far have been written mostly by
men, from the perspectives which they considered were important for women. Hence by and
large women as a generic category have been examined as ‘semi-humans’ unable to speak for
themselves. Women are only ‘looked at’ and have rarely done their ‘own looking’. It was
probably because women’s mundane experiences were not considered noteworthy enough. As

Virginia Woolf writes in ‘A Room of One’s Own’ in 1929,

“...What one wants, | thought- and why does not some brilliant student at Newnham or
Girton supply it is a mass of information; at what age did she marry; how many children had
she as a rule; what was her house like; did she have a room of herself; did she do the
cooking; would she be likely to have servants? All these facts lie somewhere, presumably, in
parish registers and account books; the life of an average Elizabethan woman must be

scattered about somewhere, could one collect it and make a book of it. It would be ambitious
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beyond my daring ...”?

Women’s experiences came from the lives or the struggles that they faced on a daily basis.
Men too faced them but unlike women, they did not spend their lives taking care of their fathers,
brothers, husbands, or sons. Men were the owners of their little ‘medieval-like fiefdoms and
women acted as their ‘serfs’. Thus, women had little or no space to themselves neither in their

houses nor in the histories of the time.

If the history of women is traced to pre-historic times, women’s role and their daily routines
were considered important as they were the part of milestones of the evolution of human
civilization. For instance, despite no physical evidence, it can be easily believed that women
were pioneers in many fields. For instance, knowledge of fire, or invention of the wheel, or the
knowledge of horticulture's importance could have been women’s inventions. Unfortunately,
despite no evidence proving that these were done by men, such acts have been ascribed to men
rather than women. This shows how unfair historical writing has been to women as all the
development or progress was believed to have been carried out by men rendering women

absent.

The same problem persisted at the beginning of the historical age. The historical age in the
case of the Indian subcontinent shows a much-advanced civilization in the form of Indus Valley
Civilization. The script of this civilization is yet to be deciphered thus leaving the archeologists
and historians to presume that rulers or chiefs were predominantly men. Hence making an
unwarranted assumption that women were reduced to act merely as agents of fertility and
nothing more. To write women back in such histories looks to be an impossible task for the
field on women’s history is fairly new. Gerda Lerner, one of the influential figures in the
development of women's and gender history since the 1960s while beginning her work

mentions that,

“...When [ started working on women's history about thirty years ago, the field did not exist.

It was not recognized; people didn't think that women had a history worth knowing....””

Writing women back presumably is difficult because of the lack of records in the archival
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sources as women’s achievements were not considered important enough to be mentioned in
the public spaces. As can be expected the central domain of women has mostly been private
spaces. Therefore, their records have been absent from the archival sources, marking their

absence from mainstream historical discourse.

Whatever little covers the experience of women has been written in male voices, not in female’s
voices. This has made the historical narrative a tilted one, heavily in favor of male’s history.
To write women’s history or women in history, it becomes important to recognize that women
had a strong role to play in shaping the past or influencing both the present and future.
Women’s perspectives as a mother, a wife, a daughter, a sister, a widow, a grandmother, or an
aunt, although absent from archival sources, do find a voice in myriad alternative or non-

traditional sources.

Alternative sources such as popular folk tradition do recount the lives of ordinary women and
their day-to-day experiences: their efforts to manage the home front, their sufferings, the
patriarchal pressure that they face, and their persecutions at the workplace (lower caste
women). Folklore and other traditions such as marriage songs often highlight important aspects
of women’s lives such as their bodies, sexuality, mental health, emotions, love, desires, and
dreams, etc. For a very long period of time, historical schools did not consider these as authentic
historical sources. Yet, recent researchers have used the folk traditions of their respective

regions to talk about women’s lives.

History of the Western Indian regions is replete with such instances where women have
remained absent in the traditional archival sources, but their presence is most prolific in the

oral sources or those written sources which were authored by women themselves.

The present study broadly undertakes to bring to light the representative and comprehensive
history of women in Western India. This research besides concentrating on factual details also
takes into account the experiences of women which were not considered historically relevant.
For this purpose, it becomes important to look for them in the sources as mentioned above. The
study sees women as playing different roles that brought them into the limelight or sometimes
by remaining in the shadows, they have done something which was a revolutionary step in their
own way. They are seen as a force in politics, as a reformer, as revolutionaries; also, as
producers of culture and tradition, as researchers, as workers, as artisans, as peasants, as tribal,

and as domestic workers or in their social roles as wives, daughters, and mothers.



RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research employs a combination of descriptive, analytical, theoretical, and evaluative
methods to study women's issues in Western India. Data is gathered from a wide range of
sources, including published and unpublished government records, reports, and monographs,
as well as gazetteers, caste and tribe’s studies, literary writings of both men and women,

publications, periodicals in various languages, and oral sources.

The main objective of the research is to critically examine women's issues that have been
overlooked or justified to marginalize women in society. By adopting a feminist perspective
and emphasizing the value of subjectivity and personal experiences, the research aims to
contribute to equitable social and economic development. Focusing on women's studies and
the importance of filling in gaps. The research prioritizes women's voices and experiences
through feminist research. Primary sources, especially accounts written by women themselves,
are considered essential to create an inclusive history of women. To achieve the stated goals, a
thorough examination of primary and secondary sources has been conducted, involving
sampling, analysis, and review. Additionally, field survey research and interviews are

incorporated to enrich the current research.
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DISCOURSE ON WOMEN IN WESTERN INDIA

A large body of literature has been reviewed, the focus of which was on various aspects of
based on Women’s history. This research have paid attention to not only to the basic women’s
history,* but also a myriad of topics related to writing women’s history evolved in the South

Asian region and more specifically in Western India. Studies have looked critically or have
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given a detailed description of women as a category,® royal/elite women,® women’s lives,
"women’s issues, 2women and education, ® women and law,'® women and literature,'* women’s

movement!? and soon.t®

However, despite the multitude of studies found, they are certain lacunas that are visible. For
instance, most of these studies focus on contributory history. Unfortunately, none of these
studies concentrate specifically on the regional dimension. Secondly, most of these studies and

literature have carried out a thorough discussion and have highlighted specific women or
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aspects related to them. Some studies, although discuss the socio-economic, cultural, or

educational aspects of women'’s history, are carried out mostly by contemporary educationists.

There is very little focus on establishing thematic historiography; Another drawback to these
studies is that there is a lack of discussion on the history of ‘ordinary’ women in the area coming
especially from Western India; the most important gap that this thesis aims to bridge is that
most of the studies carried out so far have concentrated adding women into history rather
writing women’s history. However, in this process majorly the experience of women is ignored
or not considered important. Hence, the main scope of the current research lies in addressing
the aforementioned limitations and providing understanding, analysis, and evaluating data for

a better understanding of women’s history and its relevance in modern times.
HYPOTHESIS

History of men and women in Western India was synonymous with each other and therefore

women did not have a separate historical experience.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The central research questions that the thesis seeks to answer are:

1. Whether the Reformer Men both Indian and English, discussed the absence and
presence of women in their writing?

2. Did women step out in the public fields in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries? If yes, then did it create any impact on the lives of ordinary women?

3. Did women make attempts to visualize the agency of other women?

4. Was there any difference in the public and private spaces that women subsisted in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries?

5. What happened to the historical experience of ordinary women? Can they be

historicized to include ordinary women?



OBJECTIVES

e \Work towards a better understanding of the past and revise the way we see women and
history.
e Understand the experience of women.

e Restore women to history and history to women.

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

It gives an introductory description of the current research containing the meaning and
concept of the terms such as History, Women, Women’s history, and Western India. It
further deals with the major objectives of the current research, hypothesis, and review of the

literature.

CHAPTER 2: EXAMINING THE ABSENCE AND PRESENCE OF WOMEN AND
THEIR ISSUES THROUGH THE AGENCY OF ‘REFORMER MEN’ IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

This chapter deals with the reformer men in Western India during the nineteenth century. These
men acted as an agent in asserting the voices of elite women by taking up women’s issues.
Both English men, as well as Indian Reformer men, played a role in improving the condition
of elite women by initiating a dialogue with the major issues related to women such as female
infanticide, Sati Pratha, and widow remarriage. An analysis is made of the wives and women
in the lives of select Indian reformer men to ascertain the level of control that was exercised

on them, and how women negotiated spaces and worked their way around such pressures.

CHAPTER 3: MAKING WOMEN VISIBLE BY AGENCY OF ‘WOMEN’ IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

This chapter deals with ‘women’ as an ‘agency’ who displayed a different level of
understanding of the change that was taking place in nineteenth-century Western India. They

were more than ready to embrace the change and also were aware of the mutilated transactions



taking place around them. They themselves did not become a cause of the change in the
nineteenth century but they did understand the need to adapt and prepare themselves and those
around them. This was partly because of the influence of other communities such as Parsi
women, Anglo-Indian women, and Englishwomen. Women from the Nagar Brahman
community were the first ones to adapt. This did not mean that women from all the sections
experienced the change or accepted it. It only meant that a consciousness was created among

few middle-class and fewer elite women to change with the changing times.

CHAPTER 4: WOMEN IN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPACES IN THE TWENTIETH
CENTURY

This chapter discusses the transition for a larger number of women from private spaces to
public spaces in the twentieth century in Western India. The transition spelled the creation of
new overt roles for middle-class women. While it takes into account the changing situation of
women within the household, it also focuses on the role many women played in the
establishment of women's organizations in Western India. The chapter also focuses on the
involvement of women of Western India in the Gandhian mass movements or constructive

program of Mahatma Gandhi.

CHAPTER 5: HISTORICIZING THE EVERYDAY LIFE AND ISSUE OF ‘ORDINARY’
WOMEN

Hence in this chapter the lives of ordinary women are brought to light by using both the archival
sources as well as folk traditions. The issues related with common women i.e. the struggle
they faced; their achievements; their daily lives and routine are discussed to prove that
women’s history has to be different from those of men, as their experiences are also equally

different.

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

This chapter discusses the findings and conclusions of the present study.



