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British and American Unitarians and members of the Brahmo Samaj of India belonged
to liberal religious groups that played leading roles in movements to improve women’s
education and social position in Britain, the United States and colonial India.1 Their
engagements with the ‘woman question’ were informed by a shared conviction that
human progress could be achieved through combining a rational or intuitive, rather
than an authoritarian or dogmatic, approach to faith with a radical agenda of social
reform. Unitarianism and Brahmoism did not develop in isolation from each other, but
rather in the context of a long history of cross-cultural interchange and co-operation.
This article, focused on analysis of articles published in the first Bengali women’s
journal, Bamabodhini Patrika, presents new evidence about the nature of the intercultural liberal religious milieu within which debates on the ‘woman question’ were
shaped in the nineteenth-century world. In the process, it offers a fresh perspective on
the role of religious movements in the global development of modern feminism.
From their consolidation in the 1820s as distinctive liberal religious groupings,
Unitarians and Brahmos identified each other as kindred spirits. Unitarians in Britain
and America formed national organisations in 1825, which brought together heterodox
Protestant congregations who questioned the Trinitarian belief in Christ’s divinity and
rejected the Calvinist doctrine of original sin. United by a belief that ‘true religion’
was marked by good deeds rather than adherence to orthodox Christian dogma,
they formed close-knit transatlantic networks promoting the abolition of slavery,
social reform and women’s rights.2 These Unitarian networks inter-meshed with
transoceanic webs of connection with the Brahmo Samaj (Society of Worshippers
of the Supreme Being), founded in Calcutta in 1828 by Rammohun Roy to promote
monotheistic religion and social reform among Hindus.3 Rammohun Roy engaged
in extensive correspondence and exchange of tracts on religion and social reform
with leading British and American Unitarians, and he cemented and extended these
personal connections during an extended visit to Britain prior to his death in Bristol in
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1833.4 He impressed Unitarians as a religious thinker whose controversial pamphlet
Precepts of Jesus provided external validation of their rejection of the doctrine of the
Holy Trinity and whose Hindu monotheism might prove a stepping-stone to Unitarian
Christianity. Unitarians were also keen to engage with Roy as a social reformer whose
opposition to sati (widow-burning) and promotion of female education chimed with
their own desire to improve the position of women. Indeed, Lyn Zastoupil has recently
highlighted Roy’s impact on the development of British feminism.5
The cross-cultural ‘imagined community’ that developed between Brahmos and
Unitarians was sustained after Roy’s death in Bristol in 1833 through transoceanic
processes of commemoration, as I have explored in an earlier article.6 These laid
the ground for renewed connections in the 1860s and 1870s, centred on English
Unitarian social reformer Mary Carpenter’s co-operation with the male leadership
of the Brahmo Samaj in an ambitious project of transnational social reform aimed at
improving Indian women’s education.7 This article seeks to broaden our understanding
of Brahmo-Unitarian interchange on the ‘woman question’ at this period beyond the
existing scholarly focus on the figure of Mary Carpenter. In so doing, it offers a different
perspective on the relationship between religion and the ‘woman question’ in the age
of empire than that dominant in earlier postcolonial feminist scholarship on colonial
India. This scholarship convincingly highlighted the way the figure of the Hindu woman
became the ground for the struggle over authority between imperial and indigenous
elites, evangelical Christian missionaries and orthodox Brahmin priests. However, in so
doing, it placed an overriding emphasis on religious polarisation, coloniser-colonised
conflict and the erasure of Indian women’s own voices.8 The focus here is instead
on exploring what I consider to be the equally significant history of cross-cultural
inter-exchange among religious groups, co-operation between ‘western’ and ‘eastern’
activists and the resultant openings for Indian women’s agency which resulted from
Brahmos’ creative, critical and constructive engagement with western debates on the
‘woman question’.9
The Bengali-language journal, Bamabodhini Patrika (Journal for the Enlightenment of Women), on which this article focuses, was a monthly journal for women that
became the leading forum for debate on the ‘woman question’ in colonial India. The periodical was launched in 1863 by the Bamabodhini Sabha (Committee for the Enlightenment of Women), as part of a series of initiatives through which a dynamic new leader
of the Brahmo Samaj, Keshub Chunder Sen, sought to reinvigorate the religious organisation. This revival was associated with a renewal of links with Unitarians, from whom
the group had distanced itself in the 1840s and 1850s as it fought concerted attempts by
Christian missionaries to gain converts among educated Bengali elites.10 Among Sen’s
key sources of inspiration were the writings of Theodore Parker, a leading American advocate of Transcendentalism. This intellectual and spiritual movement moved beyond
mainstream Unitarian Christianity in advocating a universal religion rooted in personal
intuition, while reinforcing the established Unitarian emphasis on the importance of
social action over adherence to a specific creed.11 Trancendentalism, itself drawing inspiration from ‘eastern’ spiritualities, influenced Sen in the development of a new universalist theism which moved beyond Hindu reformism.12 Sen and his young followers
split in 1866 with the Adi (original) Brahmo Samaj to form the Brahmo Samaj of India,
and pursued an ambitious plan to regenerate the nation as a whole through missionary
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activity throughout India. The group linked the promotion of theism with campaigns
to abolish caste distinctions, to spread education to the masses and to improve the
position of women through developing female education, attacking the custom of child
marriage and encouraging widow remarriage. It was to help forward this agenda that
Sen’s followers persuaded Mary Carpenter to come to India to promote schools for
girls independently of the Christian missionary societies who had led recent initiatives
in female education. Sen extended his mission to Britain in 1870, seeking both to influence Unitarians to convert from Christianity to his brand of theism and to gain their
support for his plans to improve female education in India. Unitarians themselves saw
in Sen a worthy successor to Rammohun Roy: an inspiring religious leader who might
fulfil their hopes that Indian religion and society could be reformed from within.13
Bamabodhini was founded only five years after the violent suppression of the
Indian Rebellion and the establishment of Crown Rule, and Calcutta, the home of the
journal, was the capital of Britain’s Indian Empire. Brahmo men were part of a wider
group of western-educated Indians who, under the racist structures of colonialism,
lacked the access to the economic and political power exercised by their middle-class
Unitarian counterparts in Britain and America.14 This sense of powerlessness fuelled
the rise of cultural nationalism, and among some Indians this took the form of preserving ‘tradition’, manifested as hostility to attempts by the colonial government and
Christian missionaries to interfere in the domain of family life and gender relations.
Others, however, notably Sen and his followers, responded to the challenges of colonialism by formulating ambitious plans to regenerate the Indian nation from within
through pursuing their own agendas of religious and social reform, with a focus on
female education as a key to wider social improvement.15
Bamabodhini, though it initially had a tiny print run of 100, increasing to some
450 in 1873, reached subscribers from influential Brahmo families throughout Bengal
and beyond, and was published continuously between 1863 and 1922. Rather than
being a narrow sectarian publication, it was in the vanguard of debates on the ‘woman
question’ in India, providing both men and women with ‘a platform to think through
the beliefs of an existing culture in the hopes of glimpsing a new horizon’.16 Brahmo
men sought to use the journal to engage Brahmo women in their interlinked agenda of
social and religious reform and, in order to achieve this, they opened up the first public
forum for Bengali women themselves to contribute to literate culture.17 Bamabodhini
has, not surprisingly, been used extensively as a source by researchers in Bengali
women’s history, and it is not my intention to reiterate the many insights into female
agency that analysis of the separate sections devoted to women’s own writings in
Bamabodhini has already afforded.18 What has not yet been explored, and forms the
focus of this article, is the journal’s value as a source for illuminating the cross-cultural
liberal religious milieu of reform within which debates on the ‘woman question’ took
place at this period. Drawing on a set of new translations of articles published during
the first decade of the journal’s publication between 1863 and 1874, my aim here
is to throw fresh light on this pivotal period in the development of debates on the
‘woman question’ in Britain, America and Bengal. It was a decade which not only saw
the consolidation of organised movements for women’s rights in Britain and America
but also, in Bengal, strides forward in women’s education and female participation in
literate culture, the initiation of campaigns against child marriage and the creation of
the first women’s organisation.
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Unitarian women activists as exemplars for Brahmo women

Bamabodhini published articles articulating a range of approaches to the ‘woman
question’ among Brahmo supporters of Keshub Sen, ranging from the paternalist
approach of Sen himself to the more emancipationist stance of the journal’s editor,
Umesh Chandra Dutta. This diversity is evident in the first two articles that the journal
published, and illustrates the limitations of earlier interpretations of social reform in
colonial India as the ‘recasting’ of patriarchy along western lines.19 Its ‘Introduction’
stressed the ‘utmost importance’ of extending the ‘rays of education’ into the antahpur
(the inner quarters of the joint family home where respectable Bengali women lived
in seclusion) so that women could replace their ‘delusions and superstitions’ with
‘true knowledge’, and stop acting as an obstacle to ‘the country’s betterment and
development’.20 Here the main concern seems less about benefiting women themselves
than about stopping them being blocks to national progress through encouraging them
to adopt the enlightened Brahmo approach to religion rather than continuing to adhere
to traditional Hindu socio-cultural practices. However, the following article was much
more woman-centred. It took the form of an imagined dialogue in which one Bengali
woman seeks to persuade another of the benefits of female education. Education, she
argues, would not only improve women’s relationships with their husbands, but also
help them fulfil their own potential, and perhaps even lead them into wider social roles,
including earning money by writing books and holding women’s meetings to develop
their own ideas ‘for the betterment of the country’.21 The inclusion of a section of
women’s writings in each issue of the journal encouraged this wider outlook, enabling
women to begin to publish their own writings, including both poems and essays on
women’s roles and education.
From the beginning, a decision was made by the editor to publish articles that
encouraged Bengali women to widen their horizons through presenting as exemplary
role models women from western liberal religious backgrounds in the vanguard of
women’s entry into the public sphere. This decision was motivated in part by a belief
that women lacked indigenous Indian female role models with whom they could
identify. Trying to encourage Indian women to gain an education by pointing to the
‘many examples of educated women from our ancient times’, the author argued, would
not be effective because these women ‘are taken as deities by popular belief’ rather
than seen as role models by ordinary women. Instead, Harriet Martineau, ‘a very well
known figure in the field of Sociology’ was presented as an ideal role model: a woman
who, through her courage and persistence, had successfully overcome severe obstacles
to her education and self-development caused by her frail health, deafness and family
difficulties, and had gone on to write numerous learned books.22
Underlying the choice of Martineau as exemplar was her Unitarian background,
her history of personal links with the Brahmo Samaj and her admiration for Rammohun Roy, whom she had met during his stay in England.23 Brahmos’ sense of religious
affinity with Unitarians also meant Martineau could be presented as an appropriate role
model encouraging Brahmo women to become writers on religion. Conveniently ignoring the fact that she had abandoned Unitarianism for free-thought by the early 1840s
– she was described in Bamabodhini as a ‘monotheist’ who ‘belonged to a Christian
sect’ – the biography began by praising her early religious writings and attributed her
rise to fame after 1830 to her ability to write about religion with exceptional learning.
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Her writings on religion are the starting point of her successful career as a leading
sociologist, historian and novelist whose writings revolved around ‘powerful subjects’
including ‘the betterment of women’. Asking rhetorically ‘Do we see such brave
women in our society?’, the article went on to draw out ‘important lessons’ that could
be learned by Bengali women from her life history: women could overcome obstacles
to achieve education and self-development; they could become erudite and famous;
education would enable women to become effective in both the domestic sphere and
wider society; and a woman’s adherence to principle was the mark of a ‘great soul’.24
Martineau’s single status was perhaps the hardest thing to explain to Bengali
women living in a society where custom dictated that all girls should marry by the
age of puberty. The article, however, took care to explain Martineau’s singleness in a
positive way: ‘Miss’, it noted, was ‘a title given to English women who dedicate their
lives for the betterment of their country’. A few years later, reporting on Unitarian social
reformer Mary Carpenter’s visit to Calcutta to promote Indian women’s education, the
journal went further in presenting singleness as a positive choice for women keen
to improve other women’s lives, as the lack of a husband gave women freedom of
movement and action. It described Carpenter as ‘a woman of great deeds’ who ‘did
not get married because that would have enchained her to a particular place and she
would not have been able to pursue her dreams’.25
Another exemplary single western woman featured in the same article in Bamabodhini was Frances Power Cobbe who, like Martineau, was praised for her religious
writings: her work on religion and morality was described as ‘so powerful that it would
transform even the worst of the sinners’.26 Like Keshub Sen, Cobbe had found religious inspiration in the writings of the American Unitarian Transcendentalist Theodore
Parker, whose works she published as an edited collection in 1863.27 Cobbe had become
acquainted with the Brahmo Samaj through her friendship with Mary Carpenter and
participation in London Unitarian circles. In August 1866, she published in Fraser’s
Magazine an essay providing the first history of the Brahmo Samaj for an English
readership, which presented a highly positive picture of its leadership in social and
religious reform in India.28 In 1869, Bamabodhini was ‘immensely happy’ to retail
the news that the Secretary of the Brahmo Samaj had received a letter from ‘a very
learned English lady’ – who can confidently be identified as Cobbe – asserting her
sense of religious affinity to Brahmos. She explained that a Brahmo is similar to what
English people call a ‘theist’, and claimed to be a Brahmika herself ‘since her religious
sensibilities are similar to Brahmoism’.29 Cobbe’s religious affinities with Sen clearly
made her an ideal western woman to present as a role model of the educated woman
making a valuable contribution to the moral development of society, especially as she
articulated an intercultural female religious identity through identifying herself as a
Brahmika.
Bamabodhini also presented western Unitarian women’s independent travel and
public speaking by women in a positive way to its middle-class female readership. It
praised Mary Carpenter for ‘crossing the treacherous sea alone’ in order to ‘do some
good for our women’ and reported that she had attended several meetings organised
by men at which she had ‘delivered inspiring public speeches towards the progress
of Indian women’.30 Another news item reported on ‘numerous women preachers in
England who propagate religion through their speeches’ and informed readers that
Julia Ward Howe had recently delivered a ‘brilliant speech’ entitled ‘Let there be
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peace and friendship in the world’, while Mary A. Livermore had delivered ‘another
inspiring speech’.31 Howe, an American Unitarian Transcendentalist, and her friend
Mary A. Livermore, a Universalist (a member of an American religious group who, like
Unitarians, believed in universal salvation and rejected the doctrine of original sin),
were becoming renowned in the world of transatlantic reform as public lecturers.32
Such articles gave Bengali women information about a wider world in which some
women played leading roles in the public sphere.
This sense of liberal religion as providing an avenue to wider roles for women was
reinforced in other articles praising western women’s international travel and active
participation in organisations and debates. American and European women’s intercontinental travel, ‘especially for missionary work’, was presented as evidence of ‘how
women are progressing in every aspect of society in America and Europe’.33 ‘Erudite’
women’s participation in debates about religious philosophy in ‘the Independent Religious Society of Boston, USA’ and the presence of women on its governing body, was
also praised as a mark of social progress. This report almost certainly refers to the Radical Club of Boston, which was founded in 1867 to act as a debating society on liberal
religion and social reform, and numbered prominent Unitarian and Transcendentalist
women among its members.34
In selecting prominent western Unitarian women activists as role models for
their wives and daughters, the Brahmo men involved in Bamabodhini thus encouraged
Bengali women to envision wider social roles beyond becoming better educated wives
and mothers who could exert good influence within reformed religious households.
This was more than rhetoric, as reports in Bamabodhini reveal. By including a section
on women’s own writings, they opened up a space for women to publish and thus to have
a voice in wider society, giving women an opportunity to articulate their own views
on marriage and family life and on questions of education. Increased opportunities
were also opened up for women to participate more actively and fully in Brahmo
religious life beyond the home when, in 1865, Sen founded the Brahmila Samaj to give
women the opportunity to engage in a weekly discussion of spiritual issues under his
oversight.35 By 1874, the ‘emancipationist’ wing of his supporters had successfully
put pressure on him to end the custom of women sitting behind screens at the main
mixed religious meetings.36 In 1870, a long article entitled ‘Bongiyo Stree Samaj’
(Bengali Women’s Society) urged women to set up their own organisation to improve
women’s position in society rather than rely on men who ‘cannot fully comprehend
the general needs of the women, and hence they cannot fully sympathize with them’,
wishing rather ‘to mould their women in line with their own taste’. Setting up the
example of English and American women who ‘gather together to work like their men’
and thereby accomplish ‘great tasks’, the writer exhorted:
O sisters of Bengal! Be conscious of your own conditions! Exhibit your enthusiasm and courage.
The grounds for work are spread in front of you, and the numerous doors leading to independence
and happiness are open. Come together in unity and try improving your conditions.

Clearly the writer had hopes that Brahmo women, like Unitarian women in the west,
could become a vanguard in progressing the position of women: he presented ‘Our
Brahmo sisters’ as ‘the foremost bearers of the torch of women’s improvement in
Bengal’ and urged them ‘to show their superior characters, and follow the ways of
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God through their own initiatives by forming a society for women’.37 The article
laid the ground for the formation in 1871 of the Bama Hitaisini Sabha (Women’s
Welfare Committee) as a forum for debate among women on improving their social
position.38 While Sen acted as President of the organisation, placing it firmly under
male oversight, women’s writings now moved into the main part of Bamabodhini,
which carried reports on the debates in Bama Hitaisini Sabha sent in by its female
secretary, Saudamini Khastogir.39
Closely linked to this new society was a Normal School for Girls, set up by
Sen to educate middle-class Bengali girls and train women teachers. In fact the period between the mid-1860s and the 1880s witnessed an amazingly fast trajectory
of developments in Brahmo women’s education. Brahmo women were among the
first female university graduates in India, and the first Indian women to qualify and
practice as doctors and teachers.40 Pioneering figures included Kadambini Ganguly
(née Basu), who in 1883 became one of Calcutta University’s first female university
graduates and went on to become Bengal’s first female doctor.41 These rapid developments say much about the courage of some Brahmo women in breaking entrenched
social taboos on female education and female independence. They also suggest the
willingness of the more radical men associated with the Brahmo of India – including
Kadambini’s husband Dwarkanath – to encourage and support new roles for women.
Finally, they are indicative of the success of Bamabodhini in widening the horizons
and aspirations of its Bengali female readers – not least through presenting as role
models Unitarian women in the vanguard of the women’s movement in Britain and
America.
The ‘new’ Bengali woman and the spectre of the ‘strong-minded’ woman

Western influence on Bengali women was not, however, seen as unproblematic by
members of the Brahmo Samaj of India. Indeed, the appropriate relationship between
approaches to the ‘woman question’ in ‘east’ and ‘west’ became increasingly contested
within the organisation in the 1870s. A growing division between the ‘emancipationist’
wing, led by the journal’s editor Umesh Chandra Dutta, and the ‘paternalist’ wing, led
by Keshub Chunder Sen, developed in the context of the growth of cultural nationalism
in Bengal, and attacks on western influence as leading to ‘denationalisation’. Initially,
this was articulated in Bamabodhini as a concern among Brahmo women themselves
about appropriate reformed styles of dress. In 1871, the journal published a report
of a debate on dress reform among members of Bama Hitaisini Sabha, written by
the society’s secretary, Saudamini Khastogir. The women’s group recognised that
the traditional dress of semi-transparent sari worn without undergarments was a ‘huge
obstacle’ to women’s ‘progress’ and ‘social improvement’ because it prevented women
from leaving the home to attend lectures on religion and philosophy and from ‘achieving
anything in our society’. However, they expressed their opposition to copying English
women’s dress and their desire to fashion a ‘decent’ form of dress that would ‘suit
our local condition’ and ‘give us a sense of identity’. Wearing western dress, they felt,
would make them lose their self-respect as Indian women and become ‘unwelcome
in our own society’, thus inhibiting their ability to influence ‘debates and arguments
about our country’s progress’.42
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Enthusiastic discussions of the public work of western religious liberal women like
Carpenter, Martineau, Cobbe, Howe and Livermore in the journal between 1867 and
1871 had avoided any direct mention of their involvement in the growing transatlantic
women’s rights movement. However, in 1872, an article on ‘Social relations and rights
of women’ for the first time drew the attention of the journal’s Bengali women readers
to the ‘different kinds of strong debates and revolutionary stances regarding society’s
relation to women and women’s rights in most civilized contemporary Europe and
America’ and noted that debates on the rights of women were also beginning in
India.43 In this context, the question of the purpose of improved education for Bengali
women was raised. An article entitled ‘New Bengali Women’, probably written by
Sen, noted approvingly that over the past twelve years ‘the new Bengali women have
turned into strong characters and they have translated their words into practice and
satiated their curiosity’. It recognised that Bengali women were no longer ‘the former
Hindu women of the antahpur’. They ‘want to take on more responsibility’, were
‘happier to accompany their husbands to faraway places than to be in a joint family’,
and ‘do not want to be uneducated and superstitious anymore’, nor treated badly if
they were widows. However, the writer went on to express concern about where this
wave of change was leading, asking: ‘Do our women really want to become Bibis?’ –
Bibi being the term used for western women living in colonial India. While the author
asserted that this was not the case, he acknowledged that ‘it is not determined, yet,
what they are becoming’, for ‘the only thing that is certain is the fact that they cannot
be subjugated to ancient societal rules’. This current situation of flux and uncertainty,
the writer suggested, was ‘the perfect time to have talks about new Bengali women’s
present situation and what the future might hold for them’. Seeking to shape the agenda
of these talks in a way that addressed his concern that women might begin to neglect
their household duties, he questioned: ‘women are becoming liberated and educated
but how are they going to use this to care for the household, eradicate superstitions and
embrace advanced religion?’44
Sen’s stress on the overriding importance of women’s religious roles within the
household led to a questioning of whether secular education along the lines promoted
by his Unitarian collaborator Mary Carpenter was the right way forward for Indian
women, or whether it would be better for Brahmos to set up their own schools which
could educate girls in their own Brahmo religious beliefs. Secular education, the
author of a 1873 article in Bamabodhini argued, was not appropriate for women: as
mothers are responsible for the character-formation of their children, women needed
to study religion so they were equipped to uphold the moral codes of Bengali society
at a time when men were all going astray by adopting British culture and western
norms of social behaviour, especially drinking.45 Such concerns fuelled the conflict
between Sen and English Unitarian educationalist Annette Akroyd. Akroyd, inspired
by Sen’s visit to England, arrived in Calcutta in 1873 determined to promote female
education. Bamabodhini, expressing sadness in 1873 at hearing that Sen planned to
resign from the position of honorary secretary of Annette Akroyd’s school committee,
laid the blame on Akroyd for proving herself unable to ‘work with the real well-wishers
of our nation’.46 While they disliked Akroyd’s high-handed approach, however, the
journal’s editor and other ‘emancipationist’ Brahmos disagreed with Sen’s insistence
on a separate domestic-focused educational syllabus for girls. As a result, they decided
to support Akroyd’s attempts to establish a more academically rigorous curriculum,
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and went on to take over the running of her school themselves following her marriage
and withdrawal from educational work.47
Concerned that ‘new Bengali women’ were moving too far from their traditional
religious and domestic roles in the household, Sen’s paternalist faction raised the
spectre of the ‘strong-minded woman’. In 1873, Bamabodhini published a long article
entitled ‘Women’s Bizarre Advancement’ that noted that there were women in England
and America who are called ‘strong-minded women’, many of whom ‘do not marry
and thus their personalities become like men’ and some of whom ‘are strong atheists’.
It quoted from an article in the English periodical The Saturday Review ridiculing such
women who ‘churn out fiery public speeches on women’s advancement’ but in fact
‘want to trade their beauty to upper class men’.48 The writer warned women readers
in a patronising and paternalist tone of the current tendency to ‘imitate the British
in everything we do’ and suggested that ‘if we turn a blind eye towards our own
judgements then many English transgressions would seep into Hindu women’s society
and destroy its innate purity’. Stressing that ‘it is not respectable for women to lead a
life without religious and moral regulations’, the author claimed that ‘our chaste Hindu
women clearly are petrified’ by the spectre of such strong-minded women.49
Ironically, some of the western liberal religious women that Bamabodhini had
singled out as exemplars for Bengali women in earlier issues of the journal were
the very women who were being attacked as ‘strong-minded’ in the western press at
this period.50 The writer attempted to reconcile his misogynist attack on independent
women with this earlier praise by distinguishing so-called ‘poisonous’ women from
‘a few who could challenge men in their education and knowledge’ and who ‘choose
to remain unmarried and childless so they can devote themselves to the betterment of
society’. The latter, he asserted, are ‘goddesses whose lives are exemplary!’ However,
by deifying these women, he undermined the earlier approach of the journal: that of
presenting such western women as more effective everyday role models than deified
women from the Indian past. He also asserted that applying ‘the Western idea of
women’s education’ to India would lead women to aspire to be ‘ignorant and arrogant
“strong-minded women”’ who will ‘always be mercilessly ridiculed in our society’.51
Clearly Sen and his ‘paternalist’ faction of the Brahmo Samaj of India feared
that, in promoting women’s education, they had let the genie out of the bottle. Having
hoped to furnish themselves with companionable, well-educated and religiously liberal
wives, they were in danger of creating independent women who were no longer content
to remain under patriarchal control within the household, and who might even reject
religion altogether. Indeed, the journal retailed news that ‘a Bengali lady lately delivered
a lecture, or rather read a paper, in which she went so far as to say that women must
go quite as far in the road to knowledge and power as men’, and raised this question:
‘Are we going to have “strong-minded women” . . . in our midst?’52
Communications between Unitarian and Brahmo women

Brahmo men’s control over women’s responses to debates on the ‘woman question’
was also undermined by the growth of direct communications between Brahmo and
Unitarian women. Ironically, this was set in train by Sen himself, through his visit
to England in 1870 to drum up support from English women for improving Indian
women’s education and to gain western converts to his brand of theist religious
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universalism. Bamabodhini reported on the excitement generated by his visit, particularly among English women, and noted that at one of his meetings ‘women stood
up to deliver inspiring speeches’ and ‘their oratory astounded many in the audience’.53
His visit to Mary Carpenter in Bristol led to the formation of the National Indian
Association to foster support among British women for women’s education in India.
Bamabodhini also claimed that ‘many religious women want to leave their “dead”
Christian religion and are praying to Keshub Babu to convert them to his “living” religion’, noting that he had delivered religious speeches in Unitarian chapels in London.54
As a result, a committee headed by Unitarian social and political reformer William
Shaen was set up to form a theistic society in London ‘as a means of uniting all those
who believe in the Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man’, regardless of
their religious backgrounds or national origins.55 Sen’s religious mission in England is
striking evidence of the way in which transoceanic networks of liberal religion could
involve genuine cross-cultural interchange rather than simply a uni-directional flow of
influence from ‘west’ to ‘east’.
On his return to Calcutta, Sen launched a number of new social reform initiatives,
including the formation of the Bama Hitaishini Sabha (Women’s Welfare Committee),
and acted as a conduit for the first exchanges of letters between Unitarian and Brahmo
women. These developing contacts were reported with enthusiasm on the pages of
Bamabodhini, which noted that Sen’s visit ‘has inspired many scholarly and compassionate women to lend their hands towards the advancement of their sisters in India’
and that some ‘had even started learning Bengali so that their communication could
run smoothly with their Indian sisters.’56
Bamabodhini began publishing translations of letters from English women to
Brahmo women. ‘Letter from England’, described as from an English ‘enthusiast
for women’s advancement’, was probably written by Elizabeth Sharpe, daughter of
Samuel Sharpe, the President of the British and Foreign Unitarian Association, who
had organised a formal welcome for Sen on his arrival in Britain. The letter thanked the
Brahmo woman (who had apparently initiated the correspondence but whose name was
also not published in Bamabodhini) for her letter and stressed their religious affinity:
‘we are the children of the same God’, even if we express this in different ways. The
letter from Bengal had ‘made me feel deeply for my brothers and sisters who are so
far away from me. It has brought me near to them’. Expressions of closeness across
cultural and geographical divides combined with a positioning of English women
as helpers to their less privileged Indian sisters. However, instead of positioning her
Brahmo contact as a silent victim in need of saving – the classic evangelical missionary
stance towards Indian women – Sharpe adopted an empowering tone, telling her not
to underestimate her own sense of judgement and intelligence, stressing the value
of her dedication to raising her children, urging her to gain further education and
suggesting that she was ‘not as weak and helpless as you deem yourself to be’.57
Bamabodhini also published letters to Brahmo women expressing enthusiasm about
Sen’s visit to England from May Hickson and E. Spears, wife of the Revd Spears, the
secretary of the Unitarian Association who had organised Sen’s lecture tour around
Britain.58
Bamabodhini also published part of a letter to a Brahmo woman from Sophia
Dobson Collet, ‘a very erudite and religious woman’. A writer and feminist from a
Unitarian family background, Collet had become fascinated by the Brahmo Samaj
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in the 1860s. When Sen came to England in 1870, she and Frances Power Cobbe
were the first two people he visited in London, and she became the leading English
promoter of Sen’s writings on religion and social reform.59 Her 1871 letter expressed
her sense of religious affinity with Brahmos, stating that ‘Even if I am a Christian,
I feel immense love and respect for the Brahmos’, and conveyed her desire to help
the cause of Indian women through her writings.60 In 1873, Bamabodhini published
another letter from Collet, and praised her work in supporting Sen and Brahmoism,
and her diligent study of Indian culture, moral codes and the current revolution in
social progress. The letter was one Collet had written to the new secretary of Bama
Hitaisini Sabha, Radharani Lahiri. The editors of Bamabodhini expressed amazement
that she had written this letter in ‘perfect handwriting and in precise Bengali’, having
worked very hard to learn the language, primarily so that she would ‘be able to write
letters to her sisters in Bengal so that the channel of communication could be direct
and easy’. In her letter, Collet explained that she had been reading Bamabodhini for a
while – and had found out about Bama Hitaisini Sabha after reading Lahiri’s article on
it in the journal: she was making contact in order to find out more about its work. She
expressed her ‘appreciation and deep sympathy for all of you who are devoting their
time and energy for women’s advancement in Bengal’ and her ‘earnest wish’ that they
succeeded. She also asked a number of questions: do women write the articles for the
committee and read their own writings out, and will the journal be publishing these, and
which articles in Bamabodhini were written by girls from the Female Normal School
set up by Sen?61 Collet was clearly keen to establish how much the Committee was
under women’s direction and to read women’s own writings. Thus, in Collet’s case at
least, we see a genuine appreciation of Brahmo women’s own efforts to improve Indian
women’s lives, a major effort to engage with Bengali women in their own language,
and an approach to members of Bama Hitaisini Sabha as fellow activists rather than
passive recipients of western women’s direction and aid. Her correspondent, Radharini
Lahiri, was a leading figure in Brahmo women’s associations through the 1870s and
1880s. While little is known of her personal life, she appears to have remained single,
like Collet herself. Leading a life at odds with Sen’s ideal of the educated Brahmo
housewife, and perhaps closer to that of the western Unitarian women presented
as role models in early issues of Bamabodhini, she devoted her life to improving
the position of women through her associational work, her paid teaching and her
writing.62
In 1873, Bamabodhini also launched an English-language section of the journal
in the hope that it would ‘draw enlightened Native ladies in different parts of India
into closer intercourse with each other and with their English sisters’.63 Copies of the
journal began to be sent to the National Indian Association in England, enabling other
English women to find out about the activities of Bengali women.64 Bamabodhini also
published a number of articles written especially for the journal by English women,
including E. A. Manning, the Unitarian secretary of the London branch of the National
Indian Association. These presented Bengali women with accounts of English family
life and new developments in education and social welfare, including kindergartens
and schools for the blind. Perhaps influenced by Sen, however, these articles cautiously
avoided the issue of women’s rights, despite the leading role Unitarian women were
playing in the women’s suffrage movement at this period.65
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This article has highlighted the significance of transnational liberal religious networks
in shaping debates on the ‘woman question’ in the nineteenth-century world. It has
shown that debates on the position of women in colonial India cannot be reduced to
a contest between evangelical Christian missionary and orthodox Hindu priest, or between westernised collaborator and cultural nationalist. Such interpretive frameworks
close down the space for exploring the creative and constructive engagement with
western religious liberals and social reformers by members of the Brahmo Samaj, an
organisation which played a pioneering and influential role in promoting improvements
to Indian women’s education and social position. Brahmo connections with Unitarians
were sustained outside official colonial channels and were based on the mutual perception of shared approaches to religion and social reform, and shared commitments to
improving the position of women. As is evident in Bamabodhini Patrika, this led some
Brahmo men to present to Bengali women as role models, not the Victorian housewives
idealised by evangelical Christian missionaries, but rather Unitarian women who were
pioneering full female engagement in the public sphere in Britain and the USA.
Such cross-cultural engagement in the context of British imperial domination of
India was of course always problematic. However, it is clear from articles published in
Bamabodhini in the early 1870s that Keshub Chunder Sen’s growing conservatism on
the ‘woman question’ was influenced not only by cultural nationalist concerns about
Bengali women becoming ‘denationalised’ through imitating western women but also
by the misogynist backlash in the west against the ‘strong-minded woman’. It was
within this transnational context of heightened contestation over the ‘woman question’
in both east and west that Sen opted to promote a domestic-focused educational curriculum for women that stressed their religious duties as Brahmo wives and mothers.
As we have seen, other Brahmos, including Bamabodhini’s editor, engaged very differently with this ferment of debate, reaffirming an emancipatory agenda for women
and promoting an academically rigorous secular education for girls which opened up
avenues for women’s entry into universities and professional employment.
Dissension over the form that female education should take marked the beginnings
of a split within Sen’s organisation around the ‘woman question’. The final schism was
to come in 1878 when, in violation of the Brahmo Marriage Act of 1872 that abolished
child marriage among Brahmos, Sen married off his thirteen-year-old daughter Suniti
Devi to the maharajah of the princely state of Cooch Behar.66 It was an action which sent
shockwaves across the ocean: Sophia Dobson Collet, Frances Power Cobbe and other
British feminists linked to Unitarian networks turned against Sen and allied themselves
with the new organisation that emerged to represent the female emancipationist wing
of Brahmoism, the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj. This break with Sen, however, rather
than marking an end of Brahmo-Unitarian connections, opened up a new chapter
of cross-cultural co-operation when Sophia Dobson Collet took on the role of official
record-keeper for this new female emancipationist wing of Brahmoism, as the Londonbased compiler of its yearbooks.67 The nature of interchanges on liberal religion and
the ‘woman question’ in this succeeding phase of connection awaits further research.
Bamabodhini Patrika continued under male editorship until 1922; long before its
demise, Antahpur, the first Bengali women’s journal to be edited by a woman, had
been launched. Founded in 1898, its first editor was Banalata Debi, the daughter of
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Brahmo reformer and promoter of female education Sasipada Banerjee and his wife
Rajkumari, who in 1871 had become the first Brahmo woman to travel overseas, staying
with Mary Carpenter at Red Lodge in Bristol.68 At about the same time that Antaphur
was launched, Swarnakumari Debi (Ghosal), daughter of Brahmo leader Debendranath
Tagore and a writer and campaigner for women’s welfare, became editor of the leading
Bengali literary magazine Bharati.69 Along with Kadambini Ganguly, the pioneering
Brahmo doctor mentioned earlier in this article, she was also one of the first women
delegates to the Indian National Congress in 1889.70 Further research is needed to
explore the extent to which transnational networks of liberal religion and social reform
and resulting east-west interchange on the ‘woman question’ remained significant to
this new, increasingly politicised, generation of Brahmo women activists.
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