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Abstract: The 19th century in Bengal was a
transformative period for women’s education, marked
by a confluence of colonial influences, indigenous
reformist movements, and evolving socio-cultural
attitudes. This study examines the development of
women’s education during this era, focusing on the
impact of British colonial policies, the contributions of
key reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasagar, and the broader socio-political
context. British colonial administration introduced
Western educational models, which, despite their
utilitarian focus, inadvertently advanced women’s
education. Women play a vital role in the progress of a
family, society or country. In order to make democracy
successful in the country women education is equally
important with the men. Education is one of the
milestones for women empowerment because it enables
them to respond to the challenges, to confront their
traditional role and change their lifestyle. Standing in the
twenty first century if we go back to the nineteenth
century, we will find that women had to go through a
tough time to cross the hurdle of blind faith and
superstition to promote education for them. Vidyasagar
took active interests in the spread of female education
too. On his own initiative, he established forty girls’
schools in the four districts of Bengal. In the later part of
his life, he took the responsibility of the Metropolitan
College (presently, Vidyasagar College) and turned this
college, managed fully by the Indians only, as the largest
college of Bengal. In this article, an attempt has been
made to delineate some of the activities of Vidyasagar in
the realm of education for which we are still remaining
grateful to him. This article explores the life and legacy
of Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, a towering figure in 19th-
century India. Vidyasagar was a scholar, educator, and
social reformer  who championed  women's
empowerment. The article highlights his unwavering
commitment to education, particularly female education,
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and his fight against social evils like widow remarriage,
polygamy, and child marriage.

Keywords: Transformative, Reformer, Movement,
Women Empowerment, Challenges, Socio —Political.

LINTRODUCTION

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, a luminous figure in 19th-
century India. He was a scholar, educator, and as well
as a social reformer. He dedicated his life to
dismantling the social and legal barriers that
marginalized women in Indian society. Born into a
period of rigid patriarchal norms, Vidyasagar
distinguished himself as a champion of women's
rights. His reform agenda, though deeply rooted in
Indian traditions, drew profound inspiration from
Western philosophies and legal systems. Vidyasagar's
exposure to Western thought began at the Sanskrit
College in Calcutta, where he studied alongside
traditional Indian texts and Western literature. This
exposure ignited a passion for educational reform,
particularly for women. He envisioned a society where
women were empowered through knowledge and
advocated 6 a holistic education encompassing both
traditional subjects and Western sciences and
humanities. Vidyasagar's commitment to social justice
extended beyond education. One of Vidyasagar's most
notable contributions was his relentless advocacy for
vernacular education. He firmly believed that
education should be accessible to all, regardless of
their social or economic background. Vidyasagar
emphasized the importance of educating the masses in
their native languages, such as Bengali, rather than
relying solely on Sanskrit or English. He emphasized
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the importance of vernacular education, whereby
education is imparted in the local language, to ensure
wider accessibility and inclusivity. Vidyasagar's
efforts led to the establishment of numerous schools
and colleges that offered education in the vernacular
language. His most significant contribution was his
role in promoting the Bengali language and making it
the medium of instruction in schools. This not only
empowered the local population but also played a
crucial role in preserving and promoting Bengali
literature, culture, and identity. He made significant
contributions to the development and simplification of
the Bengali alphabet and typography. Recognizing the
need for a more accessible and standardized writing
system, Vidyasagar undertook the task of
reconstructing the Bengali alphabet. His efforts led to
the simplification of Bengali typography, creating an
alphabet of 12 vowels and 40 consonants with each
character representing a distinct sound, while
eliminating the complex Sanskrit phonemes. This
initiative had a profound impact on the standardization
of Bengali typography, enabling greater accessibility
and understanding of written material as well as on the
promotion of vernacular education and the
preservation of Bengali language and culture.
II.OBJECTIVES

1.To Focus on Vidyasagar's key reforms.
2.To Identify Impact on social structures.
3.To Identify Long-term consequences.

III.LREVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

1. Dr Anirban Bhattacharya (2019), "Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar and the Evolution of Bengali Literature.
Examines literary works such as novels, essays and
poetry and analyzes their themes, styles and influence
on the colonial literary landscape of Bangladesh. This
review examines Vidyasagar's efforts to promote
Bengali as a language literature and explores the
influence of writers on the next generation.

2. Dr. Sarmistha Roy Chowdhury (2019) delivered a
lecture on "Ishwar chandra Vidyasagar: A Pioneer of
Educational and Social Reform in Colonial India". It
studies the philosophy of education, attempts to
protect women's education, promotion of local
languages and elimination of social evils through
education. The review emphasizes the lasting impact
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of the Vidyasagar initiative and the importance of
modern education.

3. Dr. Amrita Dasgupta (2018), "The Role of
Vidyasagar in the Modernization of Bengali
Literature". Literary reforms such as the simplification
of Bengali grammar, the introduction of the vernacular
in literature, and the development of an accessible
writing style are examined. The review analyzes the
impact of these reforms on the development of modern
literary aesthetics and the democracy of Bengali
literature.

4. Dr. Madhumita Patra (2018), "Educational Ideas of
Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar: A Critical Appraisal". This
review critiques Vidyasagar's educational ideas and
their relevance in the contemporary context. Explore
ideas about inclusive education, curriculum
development, teacher training, and the role of
education in social change. The review assesses the
strengths and limitations of Vidyasagar's philosophy of
education and its implications for current educational
practice.

5. Dr. Rina Bhattacharya (2018), "Ishwarchandra
Vidyasagar and Women's Liberation in Colonial
India". It examines challenges to widespread social
norms such as child and widow remarriage, and
women's discourse on education and empowerment.
The review analyzes the impact of Vidyasagar's
initiative in changing the status and opportunities for
women at that time.

6. Dr. Suparna Mukherjee (2017), "The Sociocultural
Meaning of Vidyasagar's Literary Contribution". In his
writings, he examines the treatment of contemporary
social problems such as caste discrimination, women's
rights and religious reform. The review explores the
representation of these themes in his work and their
impact on social attitudes, intellectual development
and social change.

7. Dr. Subrata Kumar Bhowmik (2016),
"Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar and the Development of
Indigenous Education in Colonial India". Supporting
the development of regional language textbooks and
curriculum, the establishment of local schools, and the
use of regional languages in education. A review
examines the impact of the Vidyasagar initiative on
language empowerment and education.

8. Dr Sumita Dasgupta (2016), "Vidyasagar's
Approach to Women's Education: A Comparative
Study". Analyzes strategies, educational philosophies,
and institutional initiatives in the context of broader
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debates about women's education in colonial India.
The review assesses Vidyasagar's unique contribution
and legacy in shaping the discourse on women's
education.

9. Dr. Anindita Roy Chowdhury (2015),
"Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar and Women's Education:
A Historical Perspective". It examines the
establishment of women's schools and colleges, the
protection of women's rights, and efforts to challenge
social norms that hinder women's education. This
review analyzes the impact of the Vidyasagar initiative
on women's social mobility and changing gender roles
in colonial India.

IVEARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar was born in 1820 in the
village of Birsingha. Whivh is located in West Bengal,
India. He came from a Bengali Brahmin family, a
traditionally high-caste Hindu community. Despite
their social standing, Vidyasagar's family faced
financial difficulties throughout his childhood. These
challenges would not making any obstruction him
from his pursuit of courageous knowledge.
Encouraged by his mother, Bhagavati Devi, to pursue
education which making him a golden boy for Indian
history. Despite facing financial limitations,
Vidyasagar displayed a remarkable aptitude for
learning from a very young age. His mother, Bhagavati
Devi, recognized her son's brilliance and actively
encouraged him in his academic pursuits. This early
encouragement would play a crucial role in shaping
Vidyasagar's intellectual journey. Vidyasagar's
educational journey began at a village school in his
hometown of Birsingha. These village schools, often
referred to as pathshalas, provided basic education in
subjects like reading, writing, and arithmetic. While
the resources were limited compared to urban
institutions, this early education laid a strong
foundation for Vidyasagar's future academic
achievements. At the young age of nine, Vidyasagar's
thirst for knowledge led him to Calcutta, the then-
cultural and educational hub of British India. There, he
secured admission to the renowned Sanskrit College.
Established in the 18th century, the Sanskrit College
focused on classical Indian studies, including Sanskrit
grammar, literature, philosophy, and Hindu religious
texts. Vidyasagar excelled in these subjects,
demonstrating his strong foundation and intellectual
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aptitude. This exposure sparked Vidyasagar's curiosity
about Western ideas. While the Sanskrit College
primarily focused on traditional Indian subjects, the
curriculum also included a limited introduction to
Western literature and philosophy. This exposure to
Western thought, though limited, sparked Vidyasagar's
curiosity and ignited a passion for learning beyond the
confines of his cultural background. This blend of
Eastern and Western knowledge would become a
defining characteristic of his intellectual journey.
Vidyasagar's thirst for knowledge never diminished
throughout his life. He continued to read and learn
independently, expanding his intellectual horizons.
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar's dedication to learning
wasn't confined to his formal education. He possessed
an insatiable curiosity and a lifelong commitment to
expanding his knowledge base. Even after completing
his studies at the Sanskrit College, Vidyasagar
continued to read and learn independently. He
familiarized himself with a wide range of subjects, not
only traditional Indian texts but also contemporary
Western literature and philosophy. This lifelong
learning habit fueled his passion for social reform and
equipped him with the intellectual tools necessary to
challenge the status quo and advocate for change.
Vidyasagar's academic journey wasn't without its
challenges. The financial hardships faced by his family
continued to be a hurdle. However, his unwavering
determination and commitment to education never
wavered. To support himself and finance his studies at
the Sanskrit College, Vidyasagar secured scholarships
and undertook part-time teaching jobs. His
perseverance and dedication in the face of financial
constraints are a testament to his strong work ethic and
unwavering passion for learning. Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar's early life and education played a defining
role in shaping his future as a social reformer. The
rigorous academic environment at the Sanskrit College
equipped him with a strong foundation in traditional
Indian knowledge. Additionally, his exposure to
Western thought through the limited curriculum and
his own independent learning sparked a critical
thinking process. Witnessing firsthand the social
injustices faced by women in his society, particularly
the lack of educational opportunities and the
prevalence of oppressive practices ignited his desire
for change. Vidyasagar's unique blend of Eastern and
Western knowledge, coupled with his personal
experiences, formed the foundation for his lifelong
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commitment to women's empowerment and social
reform in 19th-century India. The 19th century in India
was a period of immense social transformation.
Amidst the ripples of colonialism and the burgeoning
Bengali Renaissance, a remarkable figure emerged —
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar. Vidyasagar, a name that
translates to "ocean of learning,” wasn't just a scholar
or an educator; he was a crusader for social reform,
and at the heart of his mission lay the cause of women's
empowerment. In a society where women were largely
confined to the domestic sphere, Vidyasagar's
unwavering commitment to education, widow
remarriage, and broader societal re ineforms for
women stands as a testament to his progressive vision
and unwavering courage.

V.CONTRIBUTION OF ISWAR CHANDRA
VIDYASAGAR

Contribution towards Education Vidyasagar was
interested in the local knowledge of his countrymen.
Deep and wise, Vernakulare believes that education is
very interesting because it only offers general
development. Vidyasagar established several classical
schools. In 1855, Vidyasagar was appointed as the
principal of the South Bengal School. Five schools
were established in each district in one year. He has
written several books on the development of basic
education. Varna Parichaya is a beautiful creation of
Vidyasagar. Vidyasagar's massive efforts in primary
education inspired the poor people and brighten their
lives. Vidyasagar contributed significantly to the
development and reform of higher education. It
enriched and transformed India's higher education
system. Vidyasagar tried to promote college education
as well as primary education in 1853 Vidyasagar
opened an English-Sanskrit free school in Birsinha, his
home village. In 1859, he opened a training school in
Calcutta with his colleagues as secretary. In 1861 this
was called the Calcutta Study Vidyasagar is credited
with the role of a major reformer of the college-
dominated high school education system and medieval
Sanskrit. When he returned to the Sanskrit College as
a professor, he had to add English and Bengali as
medium of instruction in addition to Sanskrit. It offers
courses in European history, philosophy, and science
and Vedic writings. He encourages students to study
these subjects and get the best of both worlds.
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VI.CONTRIBUTION TOWARDS BENGALI
LITERATURE

Vidyasagar was a linguist who believed that language
is an important tool for communication and
expression. He worked to standardize the Bengali
language by simplifying the grammar and introducing
punctuation. His efforts made the language more
accessible to the public and helped develop its use in
literature and education. Vidyasagar was also an
accomplished writer in Bengali. He wrote several
textbooks, novels and essays that helped popularize
the language. His works were widely read and admired
and helped establish Bengali as a literary language.
Vidyasagar was instrumental in promoting Bengali as
a literary language. At a time when Sanskrit dominated
literature, Vidyasagar advocated the use of Bengali to
make literature accessible to the masses. He simplified
Bengali grammar, encouraged the use of spoken
language, and developed a writing style that resonated
with a wide audience. His efforts laid the foundation
for the growth and development of Bengali literature,
opening the door for future generations of writers. As
a writer, Vidyasagar explored various literary genres
including novels, essays, poetry and literary
commentary. His novels explore social issues and
depict characters who challenge existing norms and
traditions. In works such as Barna Parichay, Bhranti
Bilas and Shakuntala, he had provided a critical
analysis of society, addressing themes such as caste
discrimination, the status of women and religious
practices. Vidyasagar's writings are characterized by a
deep understanding of human emotions, moral
dilemmas and moral values, encouraging readers to
reflect on their actions and strive for personal and
societal improvement. He believes that education is a
catalyst for social development and plays an important
role in the development of society. By establishing
schools and colleges specifically for women, he
empowered women and encouraged their participation
in literary activities. Vidyasagar's emphasis on
education and his work for the advancement of
women's rights paved the way for a new generation of
educated women who would later make important
contributions to Bengali literature. c¢. Women’s
Education Vidyasagar was an advocate of women's
rights. He understood that women were often
marginalized and oppressed in Indian society and
believed that they deserved equal rights and
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opportunities. He supported the education of girls and
fought for the right to study. He believes that education
is the key to empowering women and enabling them to
participate fully in society. Vidyasagar also worked to
reform laws that discriminated against women. He
advocated widow remarriage, which was prohibited at
the time. He believed that widows deserve a second
chance for happiness and worked to change social
attitudes about remarriage. These efforts led to the
passing of the Widows' Remarriage Act of 1856, which
legalized widow remarriage. Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar made an important and significant
contribution to the education of women in 19th century
India. He sees the importance of education in
empowering women and challenging societal norms.
Vidyasagar established schools and colleges
exclusively for women, providing opportunities for
learning and personal development. These efforts have
led to the education and empowerment of countless
women, allowing them to break free from traditional
constraints and contribute to society. Vidyasagar's
commitment to women's education remains a lasting
testament to his progressive vision and lasting impact
on gender equality.

VIL.LEDUCATION: A CATALYST FOR CHANGE

Education of girls was one of the prime objectives of
Vidyasagar’s plan. He realised that unless women of
the country could be educated properly it was very
difficult to emancipate and liberate them from the
terrible burdens of inequalities and injustice imposed
on them by this cruel society of the period.
Vidyasagar's journey towards championing women's
rights stemmed from his deep-rooted belief in the
transformative power of education. He recognized that
the prevalent social order, which denied women access
to knowledge, stifled their potential and ultimately
hindered societal progress. During that era, female
education was a radical notion. Traditional societal
structures viewed women primarily as homemakers,
and education was seen as unnecessary, even
detrimental, for them. Vidyasagar, however, held a
different view. He believed that education was not a
privilege reserved for men; it was a fundamental right
that could equip women with the tools for self-
reliance, critical thinking, and participation in the
wider world. Vidyasagar's advocacy for women's
education wasn't merely theoretical. He translated his
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convictions into action. He played a pivotal role in the
establishment of Bethune School in Calcutta in 1849,
the first ever school for girls in India. This marked a
watershed moment, shattering the existing social
norms and paving the way for the education of future
generations of women. Vidyasagar's efforts didn't stop
there. He went on to establish a staggering 35 schools
for girls throughout Bengal, creating a network of
educational institutions that brought the light of
knowledge to countless young women who would
have otherwise been denied the opportunity. However,
establishing schools was just one part of the battle. To
ensure the sustainability of these institutions,
Vidyasagar  established the Nari-ShikshaNidhi
(Women's Education Fund). This forward-thinking
initiative provided financial support for the schools,
ensuring their continued operation and making
education accessible to girls from diverse socio-
economic backgrounds.

VIII.BEYOND EDUCATION: FIGHTING FOR
WIDOW REMARRIAGE

Vidyasagar's crusade for women empowerment has
extended beyond the realm of education. He
recognized the plight of widows in Indian society. The
barbaric practice of Sati, where widows were forced to
immolate themselves on their husband's funeral pyre,
had been outlawed decades prior, but the situation for
widows remained grim. They were ostracized, denied
basic rights, and often forced to live a life of hardship
and social isolation. Vidyasagar became a vocal
advocate for widow remarriage. He understood that
this custom not only condemned widows to a life of
misery but also deprived society of their potential
contributions. His fight for widow remarriage was a
monumental undertaking. He faced immense
resistance from orthodox sections of society who
clung to traditional beliefs. However, Vidyasagar was
a man of unwavering determination. He meticulously
studied ancient Hindu scriptures and religious texts,
meticulously combing through them for evidence that
supported widow remarriage. His scholarly
arguments, coupled with his passionate advocacy,
resonated across Bengal. The tide of public opinion
began to shift, and ultimately, his relentless efforts
culminated in the Widow Remarriage Act of 1856.
This landmark legislation, a direct result of
Vidyasagar's tireless work, granted widows the legal
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right to remarry, a critical step towards ensuring their
social dignity and economic security.

IX.MOVEMENT AGAINST CHILD MARRIAGE

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar started campaign to
abolish child marriage in 1870s. The revolt of 1857
had created an unbridgeable gap between Indians and
colonial rulers. The British had lost their reformist
motives. Following India’s first war of Independence
in 1857, power transferred from the East India
Company to the British Crown, and for a few decades,
the colonists decided not to interfere in Indian personal
laws. Due to this, the Bill against child marriage could
not be passed for a very long time. In 1890-91, Hindu
social reformers continued to appeal to rise the age of
marriage for girls. This was due to the reported death
of the child bride Phulmani. She died after forced
sexual intercourse by her several years older husband,
Hari Maiti. The upper-caste Hindu society was in a
state of mnear revolt, when the British-Indian
government decided to rise the age of legal
cohabitation from 10 to 12. From the orthodox
perspective, this proposal violated the custom of
garbhadhan, the customary ritual process leading to
conception in married women. In orthodox Hindu
believe, it was a responsibility upon the father that his
daughter was married off before she went into her
menstrual cycle, failing which would be a gravest sin.
Since in Bengali upper-caste society, it was customary
to get daughters married between the ages of eight and
ten. The proposed amendment was viewed with the
greatest alarm. The amendment stipulated that sexual
cohabitation with a child bride below the age of
twelve, would amount to a criminal offence. The
orthodox objection here was premised on the belief
that a girl commonly had her first menses around the
age of nine or ten.

X.MOVEMENT AGAINST POLYGAMY

Vidyasagar's social reform agenda wasn't limited to
education and widow remarriage. He also spoke out
against the social evils of polygamy and child
marriage. Polygamy, the practice of having multiple
wives, severely restricted women's agency and
autonomy within marriage. Child marriage, a
prevalent custom at the time, robbed young girls of
their childhood and education, often condemning them
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to a life of hardship and limited opportunities.
Vidyasagar, through his writings and activism,
challenged these deeply ingrained social practices,
advocating for a society where women had the right to
choose their partners and pursue education without the
constraints of early marriage. Vidyasagar attacked the
practice of polygamy among highcaste Hindus
alongwith his campaign for widow remarriage. The
passing of Hindu widow Remarriage Act (1856) was
indeed followed by the widespread demand for the
abolition of polygamy. On the 27th December of 1855,
Iswarchandra  Vidyasagar submitted to the
Government a petition signed by nearly 25,000
persons, among who were many influential men,
praying for a law against polygamy. In the year 1856,
Ramaprasad Ray (1818-62), the second son of
Rammohan Ray, took the opportunity to reprint the
Article (1825) of his father on abolition of polygamy
to encourage and help the petitioners for abolish
polygamy. In February, 1857, R.P.Ray also took active
part to put an end of polygamy and in this regard he
urged the Government to prevent it by invoke Article
43 of Indian Council Act 1861. Sir J.P. Grant, a
member of Legislative Council, promised in 1857 to
introduce a Bill on the subject, but the Sepoy Mutiny
(1857) stopped all further action, and also changed the
attitude of Government regarding social Legislation.
During the sixties of the nineteenth century the
question of suppression of the practice of polygamy
was, however, renewed. Thus, in 1862, the Raja
Deonarayan Sing of Benares, a member of the
Legislative Council of India, had tried to bring in a Bill
for this purpose, but he had been prevented by a
suggestion of Governor General, Lord Elgin (1862-
64), that some further expression of public opinion
was desirable before a law was enacted. Therefore, in
1863, on behalf of the Bharatavarsiya Sanatan
Dharma-raksini Sabha' a petition signed by twenty one
thousand persons was sent to the government for the
abolition of the practice of polygamy by an enactment
of a Law. On the 1st February, 1866, Iswar Chandra
Vidyasagar, further submitted to the government a
petition also signed by twenty-one thousand persons
for the same purpose. Furthermore, on the 9
March,1866, a deputation which included Iswar
Chandra Vidyasagor, Krishna Daspal, Raja Satysaran
Ghoshal, Pandit Bharat Saramani, Justice
Dwarakanath Mitra, Jagadanath Mukhopadhyay,
Peary Charan Sarkar, Prasanna Kumar Sarbadhikari,
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Durga Charan Laha and fifteen other respectable men
waited upon Sir Cecil Beadon as representatives of
petitioners for reconsideration of the former petition.

XI.CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar's
contribution to education was truly remarkable and
lasting. As a leading scholar, social reformer and
educator in 19th century India, Vidyasagar left an
indelible mark on the field of education, establishing
principles and practices that continue to guide the
modern education system. Vidyasagar's visionary
thinking and consistent efforts are evident from his
deep belief in the power of education to transform
individuals and society. Its focus on inclusiveness,
accessibility and quality education has laid the
foundation for a more just and democratic education
system. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar stands as a
towering figure in 19th-century Bengal, a champion
for social reform with a particular focus on women's
empowerment. He recognized the transformative
power of education and relentlessly fought to
dismantle the social and legal barriers that denied
women access to knowledge and a dignified life.
Vidyasagar challenged religious dogmas and social
norms by: first, drawing evidences and proofs to
support their arguments against social and religious
evils from historical and scriptural sources so as not to
offend practitioners of the religion and also to gain
greater appeal among them; second, by translating
religious texts in various languages to highlight the
erroneous ideas that people held and to introduce them
to the true spirit of their religion. Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar’s endeavours for women’s upliftment,
welfare, empowerment and elevation proved to be a
milestone, and he became a great source of inspiration
for people in general and women in particular.
Vidyasagar's legacy extends far beyond his lifetime.
His unwavering commitment to establishing schools
for girls, advocating for widow remarriage, and
challenging oppressive social practices like polygamy
and child marriage, paved the way for a more equitable
society. While the long-term consequences wouldn't
have been immediate, his work likely contributed to:
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