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In exploring the interface between women’s writings and politics, I refer not only to
the conventional definition of politics as a public sphere, macro-level activity and to
power relations between different political groups in a nation-state or between the
colonizer and the colonized, but also to politics in the social sense as relationships to
power: to sexual politics in everyday life between men and women in the family, in
public institutions and in political parties. As gender has continued to remain
marginal to those who do political histories because of the ‘irrelevance of women to
nay notion of politics and public life,’ political history ‘has been the stronghold of
resistance to the inclusion of material or even questions about women and gender.’
In spite of a huge, rich and varied corpus of writing on the political history of
modern Bengal, few historians have engaged with how ‘politics constructs gender
and gender constructs politics’ in ‘contextually specific ways’. Nationalist historywriting in India has cursorily mentioned a few viranganas or masculinized women
warriors in India’s struggle for Independence and a few women who epitomized the
Gandhian concept of feminized strength reflected through passive resisitance.
Though in the last twenty-five years, feminist scholarship has closely interrogated
the ways in which women were constructed in the nationalist discourse, and ‘traced
a history of betrayal in which the nationalist leadership’s failure to confront
patriarchal institutions’ has been questioned, yet much of feminist history writing is
still in the additive or contributory mode ‘without questioning the field of power
itself.’
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A focus on the genre of non-fiction is also intended to challenge the conventional
boundaries within which women’s creativity is expected to operate. Man’s world has
always been regarded as the world of reason and intellect in opposition to women’s
world of feelings. Women’s reading and writing has thus conventionally been
associated with fiction, especially novels, supposedly reflecting women’s antiintellectual predilections, whereas non-fiction genres have been the preserve of men.
Throughout history, women writers have been publicly censured when they dared to
defy this division of domain between the head and heart. In early twentieth-century
Bengal, when the 29-year-old widow Jyotirmoyee Devi wrote a ‘fierce piece of prose’
questioning some social strictures against women, it met with a huge outcry. Her
critics refused to believe that the essay was written by a woman. ‘This is man

writing in the guise of a woman,’ they charged, as ‘women cannot write like this.’
Likewise, when Radharani Devi, a few years younger than Jyotirmoyee Devi, began
publishing ‘extremely powerful’ poems which were ‘emotionally and stylistically
mature,’ she was accused of faking emotions as her critics presumed that it was not
possible for a ‘child widow of an aristocratic family’ to write poems charged with
such ‘intense erotic tension.’ Chastised for using the ‘elevated unisex poetic diction of
the day,’ Radharani wrote poetry in a ‘colloquial female tongue’ experimentally
under the nom de plume Aparajita Devi. Aparajita Devi’s poems were hailed as
‘genuinely feminine’ by male critics and was a spoof of what ‘men think of women’s
writing.’ By calling attention to the non-fictional prose of Jyotirmoyee and
Radharani’s contemporaries as well as some of their juniors, this work intends to
explore the history of sexual division of intellectual labour in modern Bengal as well
as significant resistances to intellectual segregation between men and women. It
also questions conventional categorization of non-fiction writing based on women’s
‘private’ experiences as ‘social’ and thereby tries to expand the realm of the
‘political.’
Extracts:
Ch 2 Saogat and the Reformed Muslim Woman
Firmly believing that a rationalization of religion should include granting women
the rights concede in Islam but not practiced socially, Saogat wanted to strike at the
root of blind faith so that Bengali Muslim women could be liberated from
superstition and incarcerating practices. It sought to educate women to interpret
Islam and to show how society stood to gain if women followed Islamic ideals. It also
looked up to role models form the golden age of Islam like the Prophet’s daughter,
Fatima, or the Prophet’s wives Khadija and Ayesha. Celebrating women’s progress
in contemporary Islamic nations was a part of this glorification. This was essential
both for countering critiques of the status of women in Islam and also for inculcating
in Bengali Muslim girls the right; values enshrined in the figures upheld.
The reformer in the Saogat editor was ‘determined to institute a women’s liberation
movement through the pages of this magazine’ and Mohammad Naseeruddin
decided to ferret out ‘the women who despite severe purdah and other strictures, had
secretly managed to learn Bengali’... With the identity of Urdu as a Muslim
language thus reinforced in India and the high-born ashrafs looking down upon
Bengali as a Hindu language in Bengal, the women of upper-class Muslim families
in the province were caught in a double bind. Though they were mostly taught to
read Koran in the Arabic without understanding it, they were severely chastised if
they learnt to read and write secretly in their mother tongue. So it was an onerous
task to hunt for mostly self-taught Muslim women who could be persuaded to write
alongside young, liberal and independent-minded male writers. In the initial years,

to encourage new women writers, their contributions to Saogat would be brushed up
and published… The editor had hoped that:
If we are to publish a women’s issue of Saogat, there would be a new
awakening, a new awareness among our womenfolk. But the problem is, how
many women writers do we have to make such an issue possible?
Mosammat M. Khatun, who encountered both Begum Lohani and A.F.M. Abdul
Hakim, wrote in ‘Obstacles to Women’s Education’:
No sooner have a couple of our girls had the opportunity for higher education
that we hear a hue and cry- if women are highly educated, they are bound to
revolt. Thus, many are busy setting up suitable standards for women’s
education… Some are not even ashamed to speak such canards that higher
education leads women to excessive fondness for plays and novels, to smoking
and other such disorderly conduct.
Ch 3 Jayashree and the Nationalist- Feminist Women p 109
Jayashree’s editorial board had wanted to make a radical shift from the common
run. In the words of Shakuntala Chowdhury:
Women’s magazines meant household tips, cooking, sewing, knitting and so on. We
wanted to stay away from all that. Ours was an endeavour for Indian independencea journal through which women could express their own views and spread political
awareness. Jayashree created space for many such views to be aired. We at Deepali
Sangha always made it a point to take up projects that would require women to
come out of their walled existence and participate in public activities. For instance,
we broke all taboos once and took out a procession of women through the Muslim
dominated areas of Dacca and held a meeting at the main square. We wanted to set
a similar trend at Jayashree.

