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Abstract—Rabindranath Tagore, one of India’s most 

celebrated literary figures, made significant 

contributions to the portrayal of womanhood in 

literature. This research paper critically examines the 

evolution of feminist themes in Tagore’s writings, 

focusing on his portrayal of women as complex, multi-

dimensional characters who challenge societal norms. 

Through an analysis of key works, including Chokher 

Bali, The Home and the World, and The Wife’s Letter 

(Streer Patra), this paper explores how Tagore’s 

depiction of womanhood evolved over time and how he 

addressed issues such as autonomy, identity, and 

empowerment in a patriarchal society. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) was not only a poet, 

novelist, and playwright but also a social reformer who 

used his literary works to challenge the societal norms 

of his time. His portrayal of women reflects a deep 

understanding of the complexities of gender roles and 

the struggles women face in a patriarchal society. 

Tagore’s female characters are often depicted as 

individuals who grapple with their identities, desires, 

and the constraints imposed upon them by tradition 

and society (Sudh et al., 2025). 

This paper seeks to explore the evolution of 

womanhood in Tagore’s writings, examining how his 

portrayal of women evolved over time and how he 

addressed feminist themes such as autonomy, identity, 

and empowerment. By analyzing key works, this paper 

aims to highlight Tagore’s contribution to feminist 

literature and his role in challenging the patriarchal 

structures of early 20th-century Bengal (Mehta & Sen, 

2025). 

The Early Portrayal of Womanhood: Tradition and 

Constraint 

In his early works, Tagore often depicted women 

within the confines of traditional roles, reflecting the 

societal norms of his time. However, even in these 

early portrayals, there is a subtle critique of the 

limitations imposed on women by a patriarchal society 

(Nair, 2022). In Chokher Bali (1903), Tagore 

introduces two contrasting female characters: Asha 

and Binodini. Asha represents the idealized traditional 

woman, who is naive, devoted to her husband, and 

content within her domestic sphere. However, 

Tagore’s portrayal of Asha is not without critique; her 

innocence and dependency highlight the 

vulnerabilities of women who are conditioned to 

accept their subservient roles without question. 

In contrast, Binodini, a widow, challenges societal 

norms by refusing to accept the role of a submissive 

and self-effacing widow. She is intelligent, assertive, 

and seeks to assert her identity in a society that seeks 

to silence her. Tagore uses Binodini’s character to 

critique the rigid social norms that govern the lives of 

women, particularly widows, and to explore the 

consequences of a woman’s desire for autonomy in a 

society that restricts her freedoms (Sudh et al., 2025). 

The Evolution of Feminist Themes: Autonomy and 

Identity 

As Tagore’s literary career progressed, so did his 

portrayal of women. He increasingly depicted women 

as individuals with their own desires, struggles, and 

identities, challenging the traditional roles assigned to 

them by society. 

In The Home and the World (1916), Bimala’s 

character represents a significant evolution in 

Tagore’s portrayal of womanhood. Bimala begins the 

novel as a devoted wife, whose identity is closely tied 

to her role within the household. However, her 

exposure to nationalist ideas and the charismatic 

Sandip leads her to question her domestic role and 

seek a broader identity as an active participant in the 

Swadeshi movement. 

Bimala’s journey is one of both empowerment and 

disillusionment. Her political awakening gives her a 

sense of agency, but it also exposes her to the 

complexities and contradictions of nationalist fervor. 
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Through Bimala, Tagore explores the intersection of 

gender and political awakening, highlighting the 

challenges women face when they step outside the 

confines of their traditional roles. Bimala’s character 

reflects Tagore’s growing recognition of the need for 

women’s autonomy and his critique of the ways in 

which political movements can manipulate and exploit 

women (Mehta & Sen, 2025). 

Empowerment and Rebellion: The Assertion of 

Female Identity 

In his later works, Tagore’s portrayal of women 

becomes increasingly focused on their empowerment 

and the assertion of their identities in the face of 

societal constraints. He portrays women who actively 

challenge the norms of their society and seek to define 

themselves on their own terms (Nair, 2022). 

The Wife’s Letter (Streer Patra, 1914) is a powerful 

example of Tagore’s portrayal of female 

empowerment and rebellion. The story is written as a 

letter from Mrinal, a woman who leaves her husband 

after years of feeling stifled and unfulfilled in her 

marriage. Mrinal’s decision to leave her husband and 

live on her own terms is a radical act of defiance 

against the patriarchal expectation that a woman’s 

duty is to remain subservient to her husband. 

Mrinal’s letter is a declaration of independence and a 

rejection of the traditional role of a wife who endures 

suffering in silence. Through Mrinal’s voice, Tagore 

articulates a strong critique of the patriarchal 

oppression of women and advocates for their right to 

self-determination. Mrinal’s character represents a 

significant evolution in Tagore’s portrayal of 

womanhood—one that is not only critical of societal 

norms but also actively seeks to dismantle them (Sudh 

et al., 2025). 

Tagore’s Contribution to Feminist Literature 

Tagore’s portrayal of women and his exploration of 

feminist themes represent a significant contribution to 

feminist literature. His works challenge the patriarchal 

structures of his time and offer a nuanced and 

empathetic portrayal of women’s struggles for 

autonomy, identity, and empowerment (Mehta & Sen, 

2025). 

Tagore’s female characters are not mere symbols of 

virtue or vice; they are complex individuals who 

navigate the complexities of their social and personal 

lives. Through his portrayal of these characters, 

Tagore critiques the limitations imposed on women by 

tradition and society and advocates for a more 

inclusive and egalitarian understanding of gender 

roles. 

Moreover, Tagore’s works have had a lasting impact 

on the discourse surrounding gender and feminism in 

Indian literature. His portrayal of women as 

individuals with their own desires, struggles, and 

identities paved the way for future generations of 

writers to explore feminist themes in their work. 

Tagore’s contribution to feminist literature is not only 

significant in the context of early 20th-century Bengal 

but also continues to resonate in contemporary 

discussions of gender equality (Nair, 2022). 

Key Female Characters and Their Roles in Tagore’s Works 

Character Novel/Story Traditional Role Modern Role 

Binodini Chokher Bali Widow, expected to live in 

submission and austerity. 

Challenges societal norms, seeks autonomy 

and self-expression (Chakraborty & Das, 

2023). 

Asha Chokher Bali Naive, devoted wife, 

conforming to traditional 

gender roles. 

Embodies the vulnerabilities of women who 

adhere to traditional expectations (Nair, 

2022). 

Bimala The Home and the 

World 

Devoted wife, confined to 

domestic duties. 

Politically awakened, questions and defies 

traditional roles (Mehta & Sen, 2025). 

Mrinal The Wife’s Letter Subservient wife, expected 

to endure suffering in 

silence. 

Asserts autonomy by leaving her husband, 

rejecting traditional marriage norms 

(Chakraborty & Das, 2023). 

Charulata Nastanirh (The 

Broken Nest) 

Lonely housewife, confined 

to her home. 

Seeks intellectual companionship and self-

expression beyond traditional confines (Nair, 

2022). 
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Thematic Exploration of Feminist Themes in Tagore’s Writing 

Theme Description Examples from Tagore's Works 

Education as 

Empowerment 

Education depicted as a tool 

for women to challenge 

traditional roles and seek 

autonomy. 

The Home and the World (Bimala’s education leads to 

her political awakening); Tagore’s establishment of 

Shantiniketan reflects his commitment to women’s 

education (Mehta & Sen, 2025). 

Autonomy and 

Rebellion 

Women asserting their 

independence and rejecting 

societal expectations. 

The Wife’s Letter (Mrinal leaves her husband); Chokher 

Bali (Binodini challenges the norms imposed on 

widows) (Chakraborty & Das, 2023). 

Critique of 

Patriarchy 

Examination and criticism of 

the patriarchal structures that 

confine women. 

Chokher Bali (Critique of widowhood); The Home and 

the World (Critique of traditional gender roles); 

Nastanirh (Charulata’s struggle with isolation and lack 

of intellectual freedom) (Nair, 2022). 

Intersection of 

Gender and 

Nationalism 

How nationalist movements 

influence and are influenced by 

women’s roles. 

The Home and the World (Bimala’s involvement in the 

Swadeshi movement reflects the intersection of gender 

and politics) (Mehta & Sen, 2025). 

 

Social and Historical Context for Tagore’s Portrayal of Women 

Statistic Data Relevance to Tagore’s Work 

Female Literacy Rate in 

Bengal (1921) 

Approximately 2.5% Highlights the progressive nature of Tagore’s focus on 

educated female characters in a society with low 

literacy rates for women (Chakraborty & Das, 2023). 

Marriage and 

Widowhood in Bengal 

(Early 20th Century) 

Over 80% of women 

married by age 15; high 

widowhood rates. 

Contextualizes the challenges faced by characters like 

Binodini in Chokher Bali and the societal expectations 

critiqued by Tagore (Nair, 2022). 

Women’s Participation 

in Nationalist 

Movements 

Less than 10% during the 

Swadeshi Movement. 

Demonstrates the significance of Bimala’s active 

political role in The Home and the World, which 

challenges traditional gender norms (Mehta & Sen, 

2025). 

Widow Remarriage Rate 

(Early 20th Century 

Bengal) 

Less than 10% of widows 

remarried. 

Reflects the societal stigma against widow remarriage, 

which Tagore critiques in Chokher Bali (Chakraborty 

& Das, 2023). 

II. CONCLUSION 

 

Rabindranath Tagore’s portrayal of womanhood 

evolved significantly over the course of his literary 

career. From his early depictions of women within the 

confines of traditional roles to his later portrayals of 

empowered, rebellious female characters, Tagore’s 

exploration of feminist themes reflects a deep 

understanding of the complexities of gender roles and 

the struggles women face in a patriarchal society. 
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