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Abstract:-A country or a nation can advance politically, socially, culturally and economically,
only if both men and women have access to education. Education of women is far more important
than men. According to Mahatma Gandhi, men's education is the education of an individual but
women's education is the education of the whole family. Unless women have an opportunity to
have the right to education, a nation cannot advance and achieve its goal. In the colonial Tamil
Nadu impetus was given to the women education. The Christian Missionaries played a
remarkable role in promoting female education and made attempts to enroll women into the
portals of education. The colonial administrators provided conducive atmosphere to the women
education as they made many efforts to remove the social ills which severed as hindrance to the
progress of women in the modernization and westernization process. Modenisation is explained
as the socio-cultural transformation which results in changes due to factors that are distinctive of
the contemporary world. Westernization is defined as “ a disquieting positive spirit touching
public institutions as well as private aspirations”. As a matter of fact, the Colonial Administrators
provided a good beginning to the women education and even inaugurated an era of equality
where equal education to men and women was stressed. In this period, duties, responsibilities
and honors were shared equally by en and Women. This paper attempts to highlight progressive
women’seducation incolonial Tamil Nadu

Keywords:Education, Women, Missionaries, Madras Presidency, School, Tamil Country,
Enrolment.

INTRODUCTION

The women education has been the key to the progress of every nation. Educating a girl means educating a
mother and, in turn, educating her children, the future citizens of the country." While underlying the importance of
women's education, Jawaharlal Nehru, said: "Education of boys is education of one person, but the education of a girl
is the education of the entire family" ?

Long before the government took up the cause of women's education, the missionaries were already at
work. They came to India mainly to spread Christianity. They selected education as a tool to carry on their missionary
work. They made much effort for women's education in the Madras Presidency. Gradually, their work in the field of
female education also increased. The greater part of Female Secondary Education was provided by the missionaries.
But, in the beginning, the progress in this direction was very slow, because female teachers from suitable social
position were notavailable.

Till the advent of European missionaries, every village in Tamil Country had a pial school, popularly
known as Tinnai Pallikudam. The Christian missionaries converted this pial system into permanent schools. The
students thereafter did not go from Verandha to Verandha for sitting as the pial school was shifted from one house to
another. At the same time, the missionaries established the pial schools at first to bring students to the established
schools of their area. This led to the European model of permanent school system. In order to educate the youth, a
number of colleges and seminaries were opened. Thus, higher education was extended to all levels of students,
irrespective of caste, creed and colour.

With the arrival of the Protestant Danes at Tranquebar on the south east coast in 1706 begins the history of
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European system of Indian education.’ The activities of the English missionaries began in the year 1727 and the first
Protestant English Mission began to adopt the work of the Danes. Utilising the services of Schultze and Schwartz, the
Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge started schools at Madras, Tanjore, Cuddalore, Palayamkottai and
Trichinopoly.* The missionaries were very particular for including Christian instruction in the curricula of studies.’
The Western Missionary Societies continued to be very active in the field of education. The Missionary Societies
work in the operation of schools and Zenana education was the most effective means of establishing contact with the
people. The Christian girls were not forced into early marriage, thus it was possible for them to continue their
education beyond primary school.

In Madras, the first attempt of the missionaries for opening a school for Indian women was made in 1821.
In the same year, the Church Missionary Society opened at Tinnevelly, first of the Madras Boarding Schools. The
Missionary Societies limited their work to the elementary level. But after the Act of 1833, they paid greater attention
to the secondary and collegiate education.’ In the early 1820's, the Court of Directors of the East India Company
instructed the Provincial Governors to undertake educational surveys within their respective provinces. °

Sir Thomas Munroe, who was the Governor of Madras Presidency from 1820 to 1827, was the first person to
take steps for the promotion of education in a systematic manner. By his efforts, the number of women in schools
increased. He undertook a detailed study on education in Madras and submitted his minutes to the Government, on
25th June, 1822. It recommended that education in India was to be made widespread.”® In 1826, he constituted a
Board to organise a system of public instruction in the state. The board had been authorised to establish two principal
schools in each collectorate and one junior school for each taluk." As separate schools for girls were a rarity, they
continued their education at boys' schools. He founded a primary school in every village. Through these schools, the
women, including tribal women, received some sort of education.” By the effort of Sir Thomas Munroe, one woman
inahundred could read in the Madras Presidency by the beginning of the Nineteenth Century.

In 1835, Lord Macaulay, as the President of the Committee on Public Instruction, presented a lengthy
minute to the then Governor - General of India on the condition of education. In this Minute, he emphasised the
importance of English language and literature as the basis of good system of education in India.* In 1840, with the
assistance of the Reverend Issac Wilson, six schools were opened for Hindu girls in Madras with a total strength of
two hundred pupils. “°In 1845, the first girls’ school was opened under the Joint Management of the Indians and
Europeans 16 at Madras, which continued to work for the cause of female education. The Government recognised the
importance of women's education when it made provision in the Woods Despatch on education in 1854. This
Despatch gave greater importance to education in India in general and female education in particular, and as a result,
many of the women of India obtained the benefit of education.”” In 1854, there were probably 7000 girls at schools,
conducted by Missionary Societies.”® But the anachronistic practices like Purdah, Child Marriage, Sati and
Widowhood, limited the scope of girls to receive the elementary education. Therefore social reformers like Raja Ram
Mohan Roy, made efforts to remove the evils present in the society. A number of institutions like, Brahmo Samaj,
Prarthana Samaj, Arya Samaj and others rendered valuable services to the promotion of women's education. Lord
Dalhousie, during his Governor-Generalship, allocated separate funds for the education of girls. But this awakening
through education was confined only to cities.

The year 1855 is a great landmark in the educational history of Tamil Country. A Department of Public
Instruction was instituted and Sir Alexander Arbuthnot was appointed as the first Director of Public Instruction in
Madras. *He brought about radical changes in the field of women's education. The establishment of the University of
Madras in 1857 was an event in the history of higher education.” It was established on the recommendation of the
Releigh Commission, which was constituted in 1857.

After a few years, there were few changes in the field. In 1866-67, the women schools and schools with
grant-in-aid in the Madras Presidency was only 75.” In 1868, the central government sanctioned a grant of
Rs.12,000/- to the Madras Presidency to start educational institutions for women. By the end of the nineteenth
century, there were 34 girls' high schools and three women's colleges in the Presidency. The Madras Medical College
was the first Medical College in the then British Empire to admit women students in the Certificate Course in
Medicine in the year 1875. Enrolment of women in universities was commenced in India at first in the Madras
University in 1876.” In 1881, for the first time, the Missionaries of the Scottish Church started working for the
education of Hindu women.”

In 1881-1882, the total number of girls in schools throughout India was 515.% For a long time, co-education
was restricted. In 1882, only 4207 girls attended mixed schools. Grants-in-aid were liberally offered to girls’ schools
in Madras between 1858 and 1881.

The Education Commission, constituted in 1882, recommended the expansion of girl's education. With the
result, posts of Inspectress of Girls” Schools were created and a few training schools for women teachers were also
established. * Further, the report of the Education Commission emphasised the need for affirmative action by
establishing scholarships and women's hostels to encourage women's education in the Madras Presidency. The need
to start Teachers Training Institutes exclusively for women teachers, who could teach at schools exclusively for girls,
was felt. ° Between 1907 and 1912, the University of Madras admitted external female candidates to examinations.
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Consequently, the percentage of educated women candidates was 17.2% in the Madras Presidency.”’

. Annie Besant, who entered politics in 1914, delivered memorable series of public lectures in Madras
entitled "Wake up India" in which she emphasized the need to abolish child marriages and to give every women the
opportunity of literacy.”

The first women's college, the Queen Mary's College, was opened in Madras in 1914. Fresh discussions
began on school education and college education for women. The subjects taught in the schools were devotional
music, basic principles of Hinduism, and ideals of Hindu womanhood and so on.”

In 1921, the Madras Legislative Council passed a resolution, which allowed women to be enrolled on the
electoral list for legislature and by 1926, every other provincial legislature had done likewise. S.Muthulakshmi
Reddy was the first woman to be returned to Madras legislature, and also the first to be elected as the Vice-President
of the Madras Legislative Council. *

With the assumption of power by the Congress Party to power in 1937, the Madras Presidency had taken the
lead in providing education to women. The enrolment of girls in schools was made faster. In the same year, the
Central Advisory Committee was established, which guided the State government to look into the development of
women's education in the Presidency. Following these, women's education had rapidly spread in the Madras
Presidency. Further the State government wanted to impart technical and vocational education to women. Even
before Independence, the girls were encouraged to undergo courses in technical and vocational education.

From 1936 to 1937, two Arts Colleges for women were opened in Trichinopoly. St. Therasa's College and
the Maharaja's College for Women in Trivandrum were raised to the status of Degree Colleges. In 1937, nine arts
colleges for women were established.31 In 1940, women candidates were allowed to enter into engineering college
for the firsttime. In order to give vocational training, industrial centres were also set up for women.

Between the years 1937 to 1947, rapid progress was made in women's education in the Madras Presidency.
The enrolment of girls in all institutions had increased.32 At the same time, a comprehensive scheme was launched to
extend compulsory education to rural areas for girls from all communities.33 During the war period, a large number
of women were employed in government offices, business concerns, school etc. The tendency among educated
women to seek a career and economic independence became more noticeable at this time. In 1946-47, short-term
training courses were started in Madras to train a large number of teachers.34 All these developments took place by
the efforts and services of the Christian Missionaries. The foundation stone was laid down by them for women's
education. In order to recognise the works of the missionaries, Muthulakshmi Reddi mentioned in the All India
Women's Conference that “I honestly believe that the missionaries have done more for women's education in the
country than government itself.”

The dawn of the twentieth century marked the beginning of a new era in the annals of the history of
education of women in the Tamil country. During the British period, the diffusion of Western and Non-H=indu ideas
created a stir in the Tamil country. The British administrative system was based on the 'Rule of Law' and the reforms
of Bentinck and Dalhousie35 and no wonder the missionaries questioned the unequal treatment of the various
sections in Hinduism. Further, the reformist zeal encouraged Mrs. Annie Besant to organise the Theosophical Society
at Adayar near Madras. The Society stood for the emancipation of women in the Tamil country. This was followed by
the establishment of "'The Women's Indian Association,' and "'The South Indian Women's Association' which stood for
the abolition of social evils and thereby helped the elevation of the status of women in the Tamil country. Besides, the
birth of a prose literature in the Tamil country in the Nineteenth and Twen-itieth centuries served as a powerful
weapon of thought and expression. The writings of Bharathiyar and Bharathidasan gave new impetus to fight for
their rights. The emergence of social reformers like Periyar E. V. Ramasamy Naicker and Thiru V.Kalyana
Sundaram created an atmosphere conducive for social reforms in the Tamil country. While these measures paved the
way for social reforms in general and the emancipation of women in particular, the introduction of Western system of
education had opened new vistas of life and initiated many a change.
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