
© 2026 IJRAR January 2026, Volume 13, Issue 1                www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR26A1520 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 229 
 

A Study on the Social and Economic Status of Women 

in India During the 19th Century Renaissance 

 

Susanta Samanta, Research Scholar, Mahakaushal University Jabalpur, M.P. 

Dr. Babu Ram Maurya, Research Guide, Mahakaushal University,  Jabalpur, M.P. 

 

Abstract: 

The 19th century in India marked a period of significant socio-cultural transformation, often termed the Indian 

Renaissance. This era witnessed a growing awareness of social reform, education, and women’s rights, largely 

influenced by colonial encounters, religious reform movements, and the spread of Western education. This 

paper examines the social and economic status of Indian women during this period, highlighting the interplay 

between tradition and emerging modernity, and the role of social reformers in challenging entrenched 

patriarchal norms. The 19th century in India was a period of profound social, cultural, and intellectual 

awakening, often referred to as the Indian Renaissance. During this era, the status of women was shaped by 

the tension between traditional patriarchal norms and emerging reformist ideas. This study examines the social 

and economic conditions of women in 19th century India, highlighting their limited access to education, 

property, and public life, alongside the efforts of reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra 

Vidyasagar, and Jyotirao Phule to challenge oppressive practices like sati, child marriage, and gender-based 

educational restrictions. The research analyzes the gradual improvements in women’s social mobility and 

economic participation, while also recognizing persistent barriers due to caste, class, and regional disparities.  
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Introduction 

The 19th century in India was a period of remarkable social, cultural, and intellectual transformation, widely 

recognized as the Indian Renaissance. This era was marked by increased awareness of social issues, the rise 

of reform movements, and the influence of Western education and ideas introduced during the colonial period. 

Within this context, the condition of women became a significant area of focus, as traditional patriarchal 

structures severely restricted their social and economic participation. 

Indian women in this period were largely confined to domestic roles, with limited access to education, 

property, or public life. Practices such as child marriage, purdah, and widowhood customs further curtailed 

their freedoms. However, social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and 

Jyotirao Phule challenged these entrenched norms by advocating for women’s education, widow remarriage, 

and the abolition of oppressive practices like sati. 

 

 



© 2026 IJRAR January 2026, Volume 13, Issue 1                www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR26A1520 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 230 
 

This study aims to explore the social and economic status of women in 19th century India, examining both 

the constraints imposed by tradition and the opportunities created by the reformist movements. By analyzing 

the interplay between societal norms and reform efforts, this paper seeks to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the gradual transformation in women’s roles during the Indian Renaissance. 

2. Social Status of Women 

Traditionally, women in India were expected to adhere to roles dictated by family and caste norms. 

Practices such as child marriage, purdah (veil), and limited mobility constrained their social freedom. 

However, the 19th century saw the emergence of reformist movements led by figures such as Raja Ram 

Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and Jyotirao Phule, who advocated for women’s education, 

widow remarriage, and the abolition of oppressive practices like sati. 

Education became a key tool for social upliftment. Institutions for girls’ education, both in urban and some 

semi-urban centers, slowly began to challenge the traditional notion that women’s intellectual capacities were 

secondary to men’s. While progress was slow and limited largely to upper-caste communities, it laid the 

foundation for future social transformation. In 19th century India, women’s social status was largely determined 

by deeply rooted patriarchal traditions and religious customs. Their primary roles were confined to the domestic 

sphere, including household management, child-rearing, and maintaining family honor. Women had limited 

participation in public life, restricted mobility, and negligible influence in decision-making processes, both within the 

family and society at large. Practices such as child marriage, purdah (seclusion), and widowhood restrictions further 

constrained women’s freedom and social engagement. 

Despite these limitations, the 19th century witnessed the emergence of social reform movements that aimed 

to improve women’s social conditions. Reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy actively campaigned against 

sati (the practice of widow immolation), while Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar promoted widow remarriage, 

challenging orthodox norms that marginalized widows. Social reformers also emphasized the importance of 

women’s education as a means to empower them socially and intellectually. Missionary schools and early 

girls’ institutions began offering literacy and basic education, primarily to urban and upper-caste women. 

Nevertheless, access to education and social mobility remained uneven. Rural women, lower-caste 

communities, and economically disadvantaged groups had minimal exposure to these reforms. Cultural 

resistance from conservative families and local communities often limited the practical impact of these 

initiatives. Consequently, while the 19th century laid the groundwork for the improvement of women’s social 

status, these changes were gradual, partial, and largely concentrated among certain sections of society.  

 

3. Economic Status of Women 

 

Economically, most women in the 19th century were dependent on male family members, as property rights 

and employment opportunities were restricted. Agrarian and household labor formed the bulk of women’s 

contributions, yet these were largely unrecognized in formal economic terms. 

Reformist legislation and social awareness started to create limited opportunities for women to engage in 

trade, handicrafts, and teaching. Widows and upper-caste women gradually found access to employment in 

education and missionary institutions. Despite these openings, widespread economic independence remained 

unattainable for most, and women continued to occupy a marginal position in the formal economic sphere. 

The economic position of women in 19th century India was largely dependent on patriarchal family structures, which 

limited their access to property, employment, and financial autonomy. Most women contributed significantly to 

household and agrarian labor, including farming, animal husbandry, and domestic crafts. However, these 

contributions were informal and largely unrecognized in terms of legal ownership or economic decision-making. 

Women’s work within the household, though essential, was undervalued and rarely considered part of the formal 

economy. 



© 2026 IJRAR January 2026, Volume 13, Issue 1                www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR26A1520 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 231 
 

Property rights for women were extremely restricted. In most communities, women—especially married 

women—were denied inheritance rights over family property. Widows and single women had slightly more 

legal recognition in certain regions, but their economic independence was still constrained by social and 

familial pressures. 

The 19th century social reform movements introduced limited avenues for women’s economic participation. 

Education and literacy programs enabled some women, primarily from urban and upper-caste backgrounds, 

to work as teachers, nurses, or employees in missionary and government-run institutions. Additionally, 

cottage industries and handicrafts provided income opportunities, though these were mostly small-scale and 

insufficient for complete financial independence. 

Despite these openings, widespread economic empowerment remained largely inaccessible. Socio-cultural 

barriers, such as restrictions on women’s mobility, caste-based discrimination, and conservative family norms, 

continued to hinder women from participating fully in economic life. Nevertheless, the period laid the 

foundation for recognizing women as active contributors to the economy, sowing the seeds for greater 

economic engagement in the 20th century. 

4. Challenges and Resistance 

The transformation of women’s status faced resistance from orthodox sections of society who feared the 

erosion of traditional values. Conservative interpretations of religion and custom often limited the 

implementation of reformist ideas. Moreover, the benefits of social and economic progress were unevenly 

distributed across caste, class, and region. 

5. Conclusion 

The 19th century Indian Renaissance laid the groundwork for significant social and economic changes for 

women. While traditional patriarchal constraints continued to dominate, reformist interventions in 

education, property rights, and legal protections gradually enhanced women’s agency. The period marked 

the beginning of a long journey toward gender equality in India, reflecting the tension between tradition and 

modernity. 
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