Published by: Pather Dabi Educational Trust, (Regn No: 1V-1402-00064/2023), Under Govt. of West Bengal, India

The Social Science Review
A Multidisciplinary Journal
ISSN: 2584-0789

(Open-Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Bi-Monthly, International e-Journal)

Homepage: www.tssreview.in

Dr. Ramkrishna Mohanta * & Surajit Mahato 2

RESEARCH ARTICLE

! Principal,
Dishari College of Education,

Purba Bardhaman, West Bengal, India;

2 Research Scholar,

Department of Education,
Sidho-Kanho-Birsha University,
Purulia, West Bengal, India

This paper delves into the profound contributions and enduring relevance of eleven pioneering
women who, from the late 18" to mid-20™ centuries, transcended significant societal and patriarchal
barriers across Europe, the United States, and India. These remarkable figures — Mary Wollstonecraft,
Savitribai Phule, Fatima Sheikh, Tarabai Shinde, Pandita Ramabai, Sister Nivedita, Maria
Montessori, Mary McLeod Bethune, Sarojini Naidu, Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Nel
Noddings — were instrumental in advancing social justice, educational equity, and gender equality.
A central unifying theme among them was their unwavering conviction in education as the primary

vehicle for liberation. Their efforts included championing equal education for women, establishing
schools for marginalized communities, rehabilitating widows through learning, and revolutionizing
early childhood pedagogy. They also bravely introduced concepts like the ethics of care in education
and empowered disempowered communities through “socially responsible individualism.” Beyond
educational reforms, these women relentlessly challenged deeply entrenched patriarchal norms and
oppressive social hierarchies, including caste and racial discrimination. Their diverse strategies
encompassed institutional building, insightful literary critique, and impactful political activism. Their
influence resonated globally, with their works becoming foundational texts, their methods gaining
international acclaim, and their advocacy contributing to global movements for independence and
women’s rights. Their legacies continue to inspire contemporary movements for gender equality and
social justice worldwide.
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Introduction

The 18™, 19™ and early 20™ centuries marked a period of profound global transformation, characterized by burgeoning
industrialization, widespread colonial expansion, and the emergence of diverse social reform movements. Within this dynamic
landscape, women, who were frequently marginalized and systematically denied access to formal education or public roles, rose
as formidable agents of change. This paper examines eleven such pivotal figures — Mary Wollstonecraft, Savitribai Phule, Fatima
Sheikh, Tarabai Shinde, Pandita Ramabai, Sister Nivedita, Maria Montessori, Mary McLeod Bethune, Sarojini Naidu, Begum
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Nel Noddings. Their varied efforts laid crucial groundwork for modern movements advocating
for social justice, educational equity, and gender equality. The historical span encompassing these women, from the late 18™"
century to the mid-20™ century, provides a unique opportunity to analyze the evolution of feminist and social reform movements
across distinct geographical and cultural contexts, including Europe, the United States, and various regions of India. Recognizing
this extensive historical arc is essential for comprehending their lasting impact and continued pertinence in the present era, as
their ideas often predate or directly influence subsequent movements, thereby demonstrating a continuous thread of progress and
resistance against entrenched norms.

These women, despite confronting immense societal, patriarchal, and often colonial opposition, collectively advanced the cause
of human liberation. They championed education as a transformative tool, advocated for women’s autonomy, challenged deeply
ingrained social hierarchies, and pioneered new philosophical and pedagogical approaches. Their legacies continue to inform
and inspire contemporary efforts towards fostering a more equitable and just global society. This paper will delve into the
biographical context, primary fields of work, and most significant contributions of each individual, followed by an in-depth
analysis of their enduring relevance. A subsequent comparative section will identify common themes, explore the diverse
strategies they employed, and highlight the intersectional nature of their advocacy.

Beyond the specific figures highlighted in this paper, countless other women globally made significant contributions to social
reform and education during this period. For instance, American activists like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton

Page | 91



https://orcid.org/0009-0008-9922-2290

Published by: Pather Dabi Educational Trust, (Regn No: 1V-1402-00064/2023), Under Govt. of West Bengal, India

were instrumental in the women’s suffrage movement, while Helen Keller emerged as a powerful advocate for civil rights and
the disabled. In education, Lucy Wheelock was a key figure in establishing kindergarten in the United States. Across Europe,
women such as Germany’s Clara Zetkin championed women’s rights and political activism. These diverse efforts collectively
underscore the widespread and multifaceted nature of women’s leadership in shaping a more just and equitable world.

Defining ‘Transformative Women’

Transformative women are those who have fundamentally altered the course of events, intellectual discourse, social structures,
or scientific understanding. They are not simply figures who achieved greatness within existing frameworks but those who
actively reshaped those frameworks. Their impact often transcends their immediate context, influencing subsequent generations
and inspiring movements for change.

Methodology

This research paper employs a qualitative, historical, and analytical approach to examine the contributions and contemporary
relevance of the selected pioneering women. The methodology primarily involves a comprehensive review of existing scholarly
literature, including academic journals, books, and reputable biographical sources. Data collection focuses on extracting key
biographical details, identifying primary fields of work, documenting significant contributions, and analyzing the enduring
impact and relevance of each individual. The historical context of their lives and work is critically assessed to understand the
societal, patriarchal, and colonial challenges they confronted. Furthermore, a comparative analysis is conducted to identify cross-
cutting themes, diverse strategies for social change, and the intersectional nature of their advocacy. This approach allows for an
in-depth exploration of their legacies, drawing insights from established academic discourse while also acknowledging areas of
ongoing scholarly debate and historical interpretation.

Individual Profiles: Contributions and Relevance
Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797): The Genesis of Feminist Philosophy

Mary Wollstonecraft, an English writer and philosopher, was a fervent advocate for educational and social equality for women.
Her seminal work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), is widely regarded as a trailblazing feminist text. In this
influential work, she argued that the prevailing educational system of her time deliberately trained women to be frivolous and
incapable. She posited that if girls were afforded the same educational advantages as boys, women would not only become
exceptional wives and mothers but also capable professionals in various fields. A distinctive aspect of her contribution was her
unique assertion that the betterment of women’s status necessitated political change, specifically advocating for radical reform
of national educational systems, believing such systemic changes would ultimately benefit all of society. Her earlier work,
Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787), also significantly informed her evolving views on education. Her radicalism
for her era stemmed from her direct challenge to the fundamental causes of women’s subjugation — not merely social customs,
but the very educational and political systems that perpetuated inequality. This deep analytical approach, rather than simply
advocating for improved treatment, positions her as a foundational philosophical feminist.

Wollstonecraft is widely considered a foundational figure in feminist thought. Her arguments for women’s education and
empowerment laid crucial groundwork for subsequent feminist movements. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman continues to
hold enduring relevance in women’s rights advocacy and significantly influenced 19™-century advocates, including those
participating in the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention in the United States. Her unwavering insistence that women are human beings
deserving of the same fundamental rights as men remains a core principle of gender equality movements today. Her critique of
societal institutions and prominent authors who characterized women as lesser beings resonates with ongoing critiques of
systemic misogyny and gender stereotypes in contemporary discourse. Her argument that denying women education constitutes
a waste of societal assets and that women should possess ‘power over themselves’ rather than over men prefigures modern
discussions on economic empowerment and self-autonomy as crucial drivers for overall societal progress, extending beyond
mere individual benefit.

Savitribai Phule (1831-1897): The Mother of Indian Feminism

Savitribai Phule was a pioneering Indian social reformer, educator, and poet, widely revered as India’s first female teacher.
Alongside her husband, Jyotirao Phule, she played a pivotal role in advancing women’s rights and education in India during the
British colonial period. In 1848, they founded the first Indian-run girls” school in Pune. Despite facing severe hostility, including
having stones, mud, and dung thrown at her daily, she steadfastly continued her work, eventually establishing 18 schools for
girls. This physical abuse she endured while pursuing her mission underscores the profound societal resistance to women’s
education and caste reform in 19"-century India. Her perseverance in the face of such direct, violent opposition highlights an
extraordinary level of courage and conviction.

Phule also established schools for adults and accepted students from all castes, directly challenging the Brahminical system that
restricted education to upper-caste males. Her philosophy of education as ‘liberation and reform,” which she termed ‘Tritiya
Rata’, aimed to empower the oppressed by enabling them to understand the transformative relationship between power and
knowledge. This vision extended beyond basic literacy, advocating for education as a tool for systemic critique and social
transformation, a concept central to many progressive educational movements today. She campaigned vigorously against child
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marriage, infanticide, and sati (the practice of a widow immolating herself), and established shelters for widows and destitute
women, providing them with essential education. She was instrumental in the Satyashodhak Samaj (‘Society of Truth Seekers’),
promoting social equality and initiating ‘Satyashodhak marriage’ without priests or dowry. Furthermore, she defied prevailing
social norms by lighting her husband’s funeral pyre upon his death in 1890. Her literary contributions include two significant
poetry collections, Kavya Phule (1854) and Bavan Kashi Subodh Ratnakar (1892).

Savitribai Phule is celebrated as the ‘mother of Indian feminism’ and remains an enduring icon for marginalized communities.
Her unwavering commitment to universal education, particularly for girls and lower castes, continues to inspire movements for
inclusive education and social justice in contemporary India. Her work against caste discrimination and patriarchy, often
intertwined, represents an early articulation of intersectional feminism. The annual celebration of her birthdate as ‘Balika Din’
(Girl Child Day) in Maharashtra and the renaming of Pune University in her honour underscore her profound and enduring
national significance. Her call for critical thinking and the questioning of religious texts remains highly relevant for fostering
independent thought and challenging oppressive ideologies in modern society.

Fatima Sheikh (1831-1900s): India’s First Muslim Woman Teacher

Fatima Sheikh was a 19™-century Indian educator and social reformer, widely recognized as India’s first Muslim woman teacher.
She was a close colleague and friend of Savitribai and Jyotiba Phule. Together, they established their first girls’ school, named
‘Indigenous Library,’ in a portion of her brother Mian Usman Sheikh’s house in 1848. This initiative was revolutionary because,
at the time, public education for girls was not permitted in the prevailing social environment. Fatima Sheikh taught alongside
Savitribai Phule at ‘Native Female Schools,” providing education to girls from diverse caste backgrounds and offering a broad
curriculum that included history, geography, arithmetic, and socio-economic issues. Their collaborative work was instrumental
in paving the way for other Indian women to enter the teaching profession outside missionary supervision. A testament to her
profound personal commitment to social reform that transcended community boundaries is her willingness to open her home to
the Phules when they faced ostracism from Jyotiba’s parents for their social work. This act of providing refuge and support
enabled the Phules’ continued revolutionary educational work, highlighting Fatima Sheikh’s crucial, often overlooked,
foundational support to the movement.

Fatima Sheikh symbolizes inclusive education and the breaking of gender and caste barriers in 19"-century India. Her pioneering
role as India’s first Muslim woman teacher remains a significant historical marker, gaining increasing recognition in public
discourse, including through Google Doodles and state textbooks. Her collaboration with the Phules emphasizes the critical
importance of inter-community solidarity in social reform movements. Her legacy underscores the ongoing struggle against the
historical erasure of minority contributions and the continued importance of accessible education for marginalized communities.
The recent recognition of Fatima Sheikh through Google Doodles, textbooks, and statues suggests a contemporary effort to
reclaim and highlight marginalized histories, particularly those of Muslim women in India, in response to current socio-political
dynamics. This reflects a modern political and cultural struggle over historical narratives, where figures like Fatima Sheikh
become symbols in present-day identity politics and efforts to ensure historical accuracy and inclusivity.

Tarabai Shinde (1850-1910): Radical Critique of Patriarchy and Caste

Tarabai Shinde was a pioneering feminist activist who vehemently protested patriarchy and caste in 19th-century India. Her
published work, Stri Purush Tulana (“A Comparison Between Women and Men,” 1882), is widely considered the first modern
Indian feminist text. This pamphlet offered a radical critique of both caste and patriarchy, proving controversial for directly
challenging Hindu religious scriptures as a source of women’s oppression. Shinde criticized the social inequality inherent in the
caste system and the patriarchal views of other activists who focused solely on caste as the primary form of antagonism in Hindu
society. Her work was a direct response to the prevalent social norms that demonized women, particularly widows. Notably, Stri
Purush Tulana emerged from a specific legal case involving a Brahmin widow who aborted her child. This demonstrates how
individual instances of injustice can catalyze profound theoretical and activist responses, highlighting the personal roots of
political critique and the connection between individual suffering and systemic analysis.

Stri Purush Tulana continues to serve as a reference for many present-day women’s rights activists and is considered a landmark
contribution to Indian feminist thought. Her work is recognized as an early articulation of intersectional feminism in India,
foregrounding the challenge to patriarchal and caste-based hierarchies. Her radical critique of gender inequality, moral double
standards, and systemic exclusion remains profoundly applicable to contemporary feminist theory and activism. Her defiance of
inherent patriarchy in Hindu scriptures continues to be a controversial and debated topic today. Furthermore, her work’s “biting
language” and strategic use of sarcasm, irony, and moral questioning to destabilize dominant narratives represent a powerful
rhetorical strategy for feminist critique that continues to be employed effectively in contemporary activism and literature. This
approach underscores how style can be as impactful as content in challenging entrenched power structures and inspiring critical
thought.

Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922): Champion of Widows and Women’s Emancipation

Pandita Ramabai Saraswati was a pivotal figure in Indian social reform, education, and women’s rights. Her intellectual prowess
and profound knowledge of Sanskrit earned her the distinguished titles ‘Pandita’ (learned woman) and ‘Saraswati’ (goddess of
wisdom), making her one of the first women to receive such honors. She further demonstrated her linguistic abilities by
translating the Bible into her mother tongue, Marathi, directly from the original Hebrew and Greek texts.
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Ramabai tirelessly advocated for women’s emancipation and education, with a particular focus on the plight of widows and child
widows. In 1882, she founded the Arya Mahila Samaj, an organization dedicated to promoting education, rights, and healthcare
for women, with a pronounced emphasis on widows and child widows. Her establishment of residential schools, such as Sharda
Sadan (1889) and Mukti Sadan (1898), for widows and destitute women was a radical undertaking for its time, as these were
among the first schools founded by a woman. Her seminal work, The High Caste Hindu Woman (1887), is considered a canonical
text in Indian feminist literature and is often referred to as “the feminist manifesto” of the country. She was also a pioneer in
introducing Froebel’s teaching method to India. Her influence extended to policy-making, as she testified before the Hunter
Commission on Education in India in 1882, and her community service was recognized with the Kaisar-1-Hind Medal in 1919.

Pandita Ramabai’s legacy as a “feminist foremother of Modern India” continues to inspire generations. The Pandita Ramabai
Mukti Mission, which she established in 1889, remains active today, providing housing, education, and vocational training to
thousands of needy women and children across India. The enduring operation and expansion of the Mukti Mission for over 130
years, offering comprehensive support including education, vocational training, and healthcare, demonstrates a sustainable model
of holistic social welfare that transcends immediate relief efforts. Her critique of religion, patriarchy, and colonialism and her
focus on the specific challenges faced by high-caste Hindu women remain relevant for understanding the complexities of gender
and social reform in India. Her advocacy for women's medical education highlights ongoing struggles for equitable access to
healthcare and professional opportunities. Ramabai’s conversion to Christianity and subsequent marginalization by some in India
reveals the complex interplay of religious identity, social reform, and national belonging in colonial India, illustrating how
personal choices, even those driven by a desire for social good, could be perceived as betrayals of caste or community.

Sister Nivedita (Margaret Elizabeth Noble) (1867-1911): A Bridge Between Cultures for Indian Nationalism

Margaret Elizabeth Noble, was an Irish teacher, author, and social activist who became a devoted disciple of Swami
Vivekananda. Her primary field of work was education and social activism in India, with a particular focus on empowering
women. In November 1898, she established a girls’ school in Bagbazar, Calcutta, dedicated to educating deprived girls, including
widows and adult women, offering a broad curriculum alongside vocational skills. During the devastating Calcutta plague
epidemic in 1899, she actively nursed patients and organized extensive relief efforts.

Nivedita actively promoted Indian history, culture, and science, notably providing financial support to eminent scientists like Dr.
Jagadish Chandra Bose, helping him gain recognition despite colonial indifference. She became a prolific writer and lecturer,
inspiring Indian youth to dedicate themselves to their country’s cause and actively supporting the nascent Indian independence
movement, even designing a national flag. Her decision to publicly dissociate from the Ramakrishna Mission due to her political
activities reveals the inherent tension between spiritual organizations and direct political engagement under colonial rule. This
strategic move protected the Mission from persecution by British authorities while allowing her to pursue nationalist goals more
freely. Her literary works aimed to correct Western misconceptions about Indian culture, including notable titles like The Web
of Indian Life and The Master as | Saw Him.

Nivedita serves as a unique example of a Westerner deeply integrating into Indian society and contributing significantly to its
social and political awakening. Her dedication to women's education, particularly vocational training for widows, remains a
model for empowering marginalized women. Her efforts to cultivate Indian culture and science and her fervent support for Indian
nationalism continue to inspire cultural revival and national pride. Her story highlights the potential for cross-cultural
collaboration in social justice movements and the complex dynamics of colonial-era activism. Institutions such as Sister Nivedita
University and various conferences continue to reflect her enduring legacy in education and art. Her influence on Indian artists
like Abanindranath Tagore to develop a “pure Indian school of art” and her broader promotion of Indian culture represent a
crucial contribution to decolonizing cultural identity alongside political independence, demonstrating her understanding that
national liberation encompassed both political and cultural dimensions.

Maria Montessori (1870-1952): Education as Self-Construction and Global Peace

Maria Montessori, an Italian physician and educator, stands as a pioneering figure in early childhood education. Notably, she
was the first woman in Italy to earn a medical degree. Her experiences working with children with mental disabilities provided
a unique, scientific lens through which she approached educational theory, ultimately leading to the development of her
revolutionary Montessori method. This blend of scientific observation and pedagogical innovation allowed her to create a method
that was both deeply humanistic and empirically grounded, contributing significantly to its widespread and lasting adoption. Her
key contributions to the education system include promoting open classrooms, encouraging customized learning for every
student, and introducing manipulative learning materials that facilitate a hands-on approach to learning new concepts. The
Montessori method fundamentally emphasizes self-directed learning, independence, and allowing children to learn at their own
pace, thereby fostering a natural love for learning. Montessori firmly believed that children’s psychological self-construction
occurs through their interactions with the environment, and that they possess an innate path of psychological development that
a carefully prepared environment should support.

The Montessori method continues to exert a profound influence on education globally. Its enduring relevance lies in its child-
centered philosophy, which remains highly pertinent in contemporary educational discourse. The emphasis on independence, the
development of self-esteem, and emotional intelligence within her framework aligns closely with modern pedagogical goals for
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holistic child development. The method deliberately discourages conventional measures of achievement, such as grades and
tests, focusing instead on understanding and nurturing individual learning styles and fostering adaptability in a rapidly changing
world. Her concept of “cosmic education,” which promotes a universal understanding of humanity’s role in an interdependent
universe, resonates powerfully with current calls for interdisciplinary learning and global citizenship. The detailed specifications
for a “prepared environment” in Montessori classrooms, characterized by aesthetic appeal, spaciousness, and ecological
considerations, can be viewed as a precursor to modern concepts of personalized learning and flexible educational spaces, which
are increasingly valued in contemporary educational design.

Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955): Education, Civil Rights, and Political Empowerment

Mary McLeod Bethune was an exceptionally influential African American educator, civil rights leader, and government official.
Born to formerly enslaved parents, she achieved the distinction of being the first person in her family to be born free and to
receive a formal education. Her journey from these humble beginnings to a presidential advisor and college president vividly
illustrates education as a primary vehicle for upward mobility and social change in the face of systemic racial and gender
oppression. Her life itself served as a powerful testament to her philosophy.

In 1904, she founded the Daytona Literary and Industrial Training Institute for Negro Girls, which later merged to become
Bethune-Cookman College (now Bethune-Cookman University). This achievement made her the first African American woman
to serve as a college president. Her educational philosophy, which she termed “socially responsible individualism,” emphasized
the pursuit of education with the explicit intent of using that knowledge to serve society and achieve racial and gender equality.
She co-founded the United Negro College Fund and played a crucial role in integrating the Red Cross. Bethune’s leadership
extended to major women’s organizations; she was elected president of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW)
in 1924 and founded the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) in 1935. Her influence reached the highest levels of
government, as she advised four U.S. presidents. Most notably, she served as Director of Negro Affairs for the National Youth
Administration, becoming the first African American woman to head a federal agency. She was also the sole woman of colour
at the founding conference of the United Nations in 1945. Recognizing the imperative of preserving historical narratives, she
championed the documentation of African American women’s contributions, which led to the establishment of the National
Archives for Black Women’s History.

Bethune’s legacy persists through Bethune-Cookman University, which continues to uphold her vision of faith, scholarship, and
service. Her philosophy of “socially responsible individualism” remains highly relevant for fostering civic engagement and
leadership, particularly within marginalized communities. Her pioneering role in federal government and her informal “Black
Cabinet” laid foundational groundwork for greater African American political representation and influence. Her dedication to
preserving Black women’s history is crucial for understanding and celebrating diverse contributions to American society and
actively combating historical erasure. Furthermore, her creation of the “Black Cabinet” and her involvement in integrating the
Red Cross and the Women’s Army Corps demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of how to effect change from within existing
power structures, not solely through grassroots activism. This dual approach offers a valuable model for contemporary advocacy
seeking both systemic and community-based impact. She remains an enduring symbol of resilience, leadership, and the
transformative power of education in the ongoing fight for civil and women’s rights.

Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949): The Nightingale of India and Political Leader

Sarojini Naidu was a renowned Indian political activist, feminist, and poet, famously celebrated as the “Nightingale of India”
for her lyrical poetry. She holds the distinction of being the first Indian woman to serve as president of the Indian National
Congress (in 1925) and the first woman to be appointed an Indian state governor (of Uttar Pradesh, in 1947). Naidu was a strong
advocate for women’s education and their active public participation, emphasizing their crucial role in politics and society. In
1917, she co-founded the Women’s Indian Association (WIA), an organization dedicated to promoting women’s rights and
suffrage. Her advocacy significantly contributed to the Government of India Act of 1919, which granted provincial councils the
authority to extend franchise to women.

She was deeply involved in India’s independence movement, participating actively in pivotal events such as the Salt Satyagraha,
the civil disobedience movement, and the Quit India Movement, which led to multiple imprisonments. Her literary achievements
include acclaimed volumes of poetry like The Golden Threshold (1905) and The Bird of Time (1912). Naidu’s simultaneous
engagement in political activism, including enduring imprisonment, and her flourishing literary career demonstrates how art and
politics can be mutually reinforcing tools for social change, allowing her to reach diverse audiences and express nationalist and
feminist ideals through different mediums.

Sarojini Naidu remains a powerful role model for political leadership and women’s empowerment in India and globally. Her
profound belief that the nationalist cause and women’s liberation were inseparable continues to inform intersectional feminist
approaches to political movements today. Her pioneering role in Indian politics, from leading the Congress Party to becoming a
state governor, established significant precedents for women’s participation in governance. Her literary works continue to be
celebrated for their lyrical beauty and their invaluable contribution to Indian English literature. Her efforts to promote communal
harmony in the aftermath of partition are particularly relevant in diverse societies grappling with inter-community tensions.
Furthermore, her international lecture tours and participation in conferences like the Round Table Conference signify her role as
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an early global ambassador for Indian independence and women’s rights, demonstrating the transnational nature of these
struggles even in the early 20™ century and serving as a precursor to modern global advocacy networks.

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880-1932): Pioneer of Muslim Women’s Liberation

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain was a prominent Bengali feminist thinker, writer, educator, and political activist, widely
regarded as a pioneer of women’s liberation in both Bangladesh and India. She held a firm conviction that women’s liberation
could only be achieved through education. In 1911, she established the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ High School in Kolkata, which
was the first school primarily for Muslim girls. She managed this institution despite facing significant hostile criticism and social
obstacles.

In 1916, she founded the Muslim Women’s Association (Anjuman-e-Khawateen-e-Islam), an organization dedicated to fighting
for women’s education and employment. Her major literary works include Matichur (a collection of essays), Sultana’s Dream
(1908), a groundbreaking feminist science fiction novella depicting a women-ruled Ladyland, and Abarodhbasini (1931), a
spirited critique of extreme forms of purdah. She passionately advocated for men and women to be treated equally as rational
beings. Rokeya’s use of science fiction in Sultana’s Dream to envision a women-led utopia was a remarkably innovative and
subversive literary strategy for her time. This creative genre choice allowed her to critique patriarchal norms and imagine
alternative societal structures without direct confrontation, demonstrating strategic foresight in her activism and broadening the
scope of feminist expression.

Begum Rokeya’s vision continues to influence modern feminist movements, particularly in Bengal, inspiring ongoing efforts for
gender equality, increased female literacy, and broader participation of women in various professions. Her work specifically
addressed the intersectionality of gender, class, and religion, focusing on providing education to Muslim women from lower
socio-economic backgrounds.

Sultana’s Dream is recognized as a significant and influential satire and an early work of feminist science fiction, continuing to
inspire contemporary artists and scholars. Bangladesh annually observes “Rokeya Day” on December 9", and various institutions
and national awards are named in her honour. Her challenge to “parochialism and excessive conservatism” within Muslim society
remains highly relevant for internal reform movements seeking progressive change. Her powerful belief that “whenever any
woman tries to raise her head, weapons in the form of religions or holy scriptures strike her head” and that “those scriptures are
nothing but systems constructed by men” represents a profound deconstruction of religious authority used to justify gender
oppression. This radical critique goes beyond merely advocating for education; it challenges the very ideological underpinnings
of patriarchy, making her a truly revolutionary thinker whose ideas resonate with critical theory and secular feminist movements
today.

Nel Noddings (1929-2022): The Ethics of Care in Education

Nel Noddings was an influential American academic and writer, recognized for her significant contributions to the philosophy
of education and the ethics of care. Her seminal work, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (1984),
established her conviction in the importance of caring relationships as the fundamental basis for ethical decision-making.
Noddings dedicated nearly two decades to teaching in New Jersey public schools before transitioning to higher education, where
she held positions at prestigious institutions such as Stanford University and Columbia University. She posited that the core
purpose of school education should be to teach students how to care, with the ultimate aim of cultivating “capable, caring and
loving people who are worthy of love”. Her pedagogical methods, derived from her ethics of care, emphasize four key
components: modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation. Educators are expected to demonstrate caring through their own
behaviour, engage students in conversations about caring, provide opportunities for students to practice caring, and affirm the
best in others. Her critique of “brutal academic discipline” and an overemphasis on “academic achievement” highlights a
persistent tension in educational policy between measurable outcomes and the holistic development of compassionate
individuals, providing a philosophical framework for prioritizing the latter.

Noddings’ work continues to be a pivotal reference point for those seeking to reaffirm the ethical and moral foundations of
teaching and education more broadly. Her ethics of care theory holds profound relevance in contemporary discussions about
holistic education, emotional intelligence, and fostering empathy among students. In a world often preoccupied with academic
achievement and competition, her argument that the primary aim of schools should be to care for children and teach them to care
offers a vital counter-narrative. Her ideas challenge standardized education models that may inadvertently undermine the diverse
talents of children and the essential ethic of care. Her emphasis on relationships and the continuity of care resonates strongly
with current efforts to build supportive school communities and address student well-being. The concept of “confirmation” as a
pedagogical method, which involves affirming and encouraging the best in others based on a deep understanding of the
individual, offers a powerful alternative to generic “high expectations”. This personalized approach is crucial for inclusive
education and nurturing diverse talents in ways that standardized systems often fail to address.

Cross-Cutting Themes and Comparative Analysis

The eleven women profiled — Mary Wollstonecraft, Savitribai Phule, Fatima Sheikh, Tarabai Shinde, Pandita Ramabai, Sister
Nivedita, Maria Montessori, Mary McLeod Bethune, Sarojini Naidu, Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Nel Noddings —
though separated by geography, culture, and time, share profound commonalities in their commitment to social progress. Their
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individual narratives, when viewed collectively, reveal overarching themes that underscore the interconnectedness of their
struggles and the enduring relevance of their contributions.

1.

Education as the Cornerstone of Liberation

A pervasive and unifying theme across nearly all these figures is their unwavering belief in education as the primary vehicle
for social change and women’s empowerment. Maria Montessori focused on child-centered learning for holistic
development, emphasizing that a prepared environment facilitates a child’s natural desire to learn and construct their own
understanding. Mary Wollstonecraft argued passionately for equal education for women, asserting that it was essential not
only for their individual development but also for their full and rational participation in society. Nel Noddings, through her
ethics of care, emphasized that the core purpose of education should be to teach students to care, fostering compassionate
and capable individuals. Mary McLeod Bethune founded educational institutions and championed “socially responsible
individualism,” believing that education should equip individuals to serve society and achieve racial and gender equality.
Savitribai Phule and Fatima Sheikh courageously pioneered girls’ and marginalized caste education in India, often facing
severe opposition for their efforts to make learning universally accessible. Pandita Ramabai established residential schools
specifically for widows, providing them with skills and dignity. Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain championed education
as the central precondition for women’s liberation, particularly for Muslim women confined by traditional norms. Tarabai
Shinde, through her writings, highlighted the systemic denial of educational opportunities as a tool of subjugation against
women. Nivedita, an Irishwoman deeply committed to India, founded girls’ schools and linked education directly with
national revival and cultural decolonization.

The consistent emphasis on education across these diverse geographical and cultural contexts demonstrates a shared
understanding that knowledge is power, and its equitable distribution is fundamental to challenging existing power
structures. For many of these women, education was not merely about literacy or vocational skills; it was a transformative
tool for fostering critical consciousness and self-determination. They recognized that by empowering individuals with
knowledge, they could enable them to question hegemonic ideologies, understand systems of oppression, and ultimately
dismantle them. This broad vision of education as a means of liberation, rather than just instruction, remains profoundly
relevant for contemporary efforts to promote social justice and human rights globally.

Challenging Patriarchy and Social Hierarchies

These pioneering women consistently confronted deeply entrenched patriarchal norms and oppressive social hierarchies,
including caste systems and gender-based discrimination. Mary Wollstonecraft directly challenged the societal and
educational systems that relegated women to subordinate roles, arguing for their inherent rationality and equal rights.
Savitribai Phule and Fatima Sheikh directly attacked the caste system alongside gender discrimination by opening schools
for girls from all backgrounds, including lower castes, and defying social ostracism. Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana
was a radical critique of both patriarchy and caste, explicitly challenging religious scriptures used to justify women’s
oppression and exposing moral double standards. Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain critiqued the “parochialism and
excessive conservatism” within Muslim society that confined women, advocating for their equal treatment as rational beings.
Pandita Ramabai challenged the regressive customs against widows and child brides, advocating for their rehabilitation and
dignity. Mary McLeod Bethune fought for racial and gender equality, using education and political influence to break down
barriers for African American women. Sarojini Naidu believed the nationalist cause was inseparable from women’s
liberation, actively campaigning for female suffrage and empowerment.

The struggles faced by these women often highlight the intersectional nature of oppression, where gender discrimination
was intertwined with issues of race, caste, class, and religious dogma. Their work demonstrates that social hierarchies are
not monolithic but complex systems of interconnected disadvantages. The resistance they encountered, ranging from
physical abuse and social ostracism to political marginalization, underscores the profound societal investment in maintaining
these hierarchies. The enduring nature of the challenges they addressed, such as gender-based violence, educational
disparities, and systemic discrimination, means their critiques and strategies continue to resonate in contemporary feminist
and social justice movements. Modern activism frequently draws upon these historical precedents to articulate the
multifaceted nature of oppression and to advocate for comprehensive, intersectional solutions.

Diverse Strategies for Social Change

The women examined in this paper employed a diverse array of strategies to effect social change, adapting their methods to
their specific contexts and the nature of the opposition they faced. Many, like Maria Montessori, Savitribai Phule, Fatima
Sheikh, Mary McLeod Bethune, Pandita Ramabai, Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Nivedita, focused on institutional
founding and educational reform. They established schools, colleges, and shelters, creating tangible spaces for learning and
empowerment where none existed or where access was denied. This direct provision of services was a practical and
immediate way to address pressing social needs.

Others, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Tarabai Shinde, and Begum Rokeya, leveraged literary and philosophical critique.
Their powerful writings challenged prevailing ideologies, exposed societal hypocrisies, and articulated new frameworks for
understanding human rights and gender equality. This intellectual activism laid foundational theoretical groundwork for
future movements.
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A significant number, including Mary McLeod Bethune, Sarojini Naidu, and Nivedita, engaged in political activism and
advocacy. They advised leaders, founded political organizations, campaigned for suffrage, and participated in national
liberation movements, demonstrating a commitment to systemic change through policy and governance. Sarojini Naidu’s
dual role as a political leader and a celebrated poet exemplifies how art and politics can be mutually reinforcing tools for
social change, allowing her to reach diverse audiences and express nationalist and feminist ideals through different
mediums.

The strategic adaptation of their methods to their respective contexts is a crucial aspect of their enduring influence. For
instance, Rokeya’s use of science fiction in Sultana’s Dream allowed her to articulate radical feminist ideas in a way that
might have been less directly censored than a straightforward political tract. Similarly, Nivedita’s public dissociation from
the Ramakrishna Mission protected the spiritual organization while allowing her to pursue nationalist goals more freely
under colonial rule. This demonstrates a pragmatic and strategic approach to activism under oppressive regimes. The
complementary nature of these various approaches — from direct service and institutional building to intellectual discourse
and political engagement — highlights that effective social change often requires a multi-pronged strategy that addresses
both immediate needs and systemic issues.

Global and Transnational Impact

The impact of these pioneering women often extended far beyond their immediate regional or national contexts, contributing
to broader global discourses on human rights, education, and gender equality. Maria Montessori’s educational method
quickly gained international attention, leading to the establishment of Montessori schools worldwide and influencing
pedagogical practices across continents. Her concept of “cosmic education” promotes a universal scope of lessons and helps
children understand their role in an interdependent universe, resonating with global citizenship ideals.

Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman became a foundational text for feminist movements across
Europe and the United States, influencing pioneers like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Margaret Fuller and shaping the
women’s suffrage movement. Her arguments for women’s rational equality and access to education provided a universal
framework for challenging gender-based limitations.

Nel Noddings’ ethics of care theory has become a key reference point in educational philosophy globally, offering a human-
centered counter-narrative to achievement-focused models and influencing discussions on moral education and empathy
worldwide.

Mary McLeod Bethune’s influence reached international forums, as she was the only woman of color at the founding
conference of the United Nations, signaling her role in shaping global human rights agendas. Her philosophy of “socially
responsible individualism” offers a model for civic engagement that transcends national boundaries.

Indian reformers like Savitribai Phule, Pandita Ramabai, Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Tarabai Shinde, while
operating within specific Indian contexts, articulated ideas that resonate with global feminist thought. Phule’s work against
caste and gender discrimination and her vision of education as liberation aligns with universal principles of social justice.
Ramabai’s establishment of the Mukti Mission, funded partly by international support, created a sustainable model for
supporting marginalized women that continues to operate globally, demonstrating the transnational nature of philanthropic
and social welfare efforts. Rokeya’s Sultana’s Dream is recognized as an early work of feminist science fiction, placing her
within a global literary tradition of utopian thought that critiques patriarchal structures. Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana
is considered an early articulation of intersectional feminism, a framework that has gained global prominence in
contemporary feminist theory.

Sarojini Naidu’s international lecture tours and participation in global conferences positioned her as an early global
ambassador for Indian independence and women’s rights, demonstrating the interconnectedness of anti-colonial and human
rights struggles across borders. Nivedita, an Irishwoman, became a crucial bridge between Western and Indian cultures,
promoting Indian nationalism and cultural revival on an international stage and influencing the development of a “pure
Indian school of art”.

The collective impact of these women highlights that movements for social progress are rarely isolated. Their work
demonstrates a continuous global dialogue and exchange of ideas, where local struggles inform and inspire broader
transnational movements. Their legacies continue to shape contemporary global efforts towards achieving universal human
rights, educational equity, and gender justice.

Conclusion

The lives and contributions of Mary Wollstonecraft, Savitribai Phule, Fatima Sheikh, Tarabai Shinde, Pandita Ramabai, Sister
Nivedita, Maria Montessori, Mary McLeod Bethune, Sarojini Naidu, Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and Nel Noddings
collectively represent a powerful testament to the transformative potential of individual courage and intellectual foresight in
driving societal progress. Spanning diverse geographical and historical contexts, these eleven women, through their unwavering
commitment to education, social reform, and gender equality, laid foundational principles that continue to resonate profoundly
in the present era.
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A central conclusion derived from their collective narratives is the consistent and profound role of education as a tool for
liberation. Whether through pioneering child-centered pedagogies, advocating for equal access to learning, or establishing
institutions for marginalized communities, these women understood that knowledge was the key to empowering individuals to
challenge and dismantle oppressive systems. Their efforts to make education universally available and to foster critical thinking
remain highly relevant in contemporary global discussions on equitable and inclusive educational practices.

Furthermore, their work consistently highlights the interconnected nature of various forms of oppression. They did not merely
fight for “women’s rights” in isolation but often addressed the intertwined challenges of patriarchy, caste discrimination, racial
inequality, and colonial subjugation. This early articulation of what is now understood as intersectional feminism underscores
the complexity of social justice movements and provides a historical blueprint for holistic approaches to advocacy. The diverse
strategies they employed — from institutional building and direct service to powerful literary critique and political engagement —
demonstrate that comprehensive social change often requires a multi-faceted approach, adapting to specific contexts while
maintaining an unwavering commitment to core principles of equality and human dignity.

Finally, the enduring legacies of these women, recognized through ongoing institutions, academic discourse, and public
commemorations, underscore that the struggles they championed are not yet fully resolved. Their pioneering voices continue to
inspire contemporary movements for gender equality, civil rights, and social justice worldwide. By understanding their
contributions and the challenges they overcame, modern society can draw valuable lessons on resilience, strategic activism, and
the persistent pursuit of a more equitable and just world for all.
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