
 © 2018 IJNRD | Volume 3, Issue 5 May 2018 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

 

IJNRD1805021 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) 118 
 

WOMEN’S EDUCATION AS AN INSTRUMENT 

OF SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION IN 

TWENTIETH CENTURY TAMIL NADU 
Mrs. P. Parvathi 

Research Scholar 

Department of History 

Rani Anna Govt. College for Women, Tirunelveli. 

(Affiliated to Manonmaniam Sundaranar University, Tirunelveli.) 

 

Dr. S. Rajadurai 

Assistant Professor  

Department of History 

Rani Anna Govt. College for Women, Tirunelveli. 

(Affiliated to Manonmaniam Sundaranar University, Tirunelveli.) 

Abstract 

Women’s education emerged as one of the most influential forces of social transformation in twentieth-century 

Tamil Nadu. Although the nineteenth century witnessed the introduction of female education through missionary 

initiatives and colonial educational policies, its expansion gained remarkable momentum during the twentieth 

century due to the combined efforts of the Government of Madras, social reformers, educational institutions, and 

voluntary organisations. The spread of education enabled women to overcome traditional social barriers such as 

illiteracy, child marriage, gender discrimination, and restricted public participation. Reformers including Dr. 

Muthulakshmi Reddy, E.V. Ramasamy (Periyar), Annie Besant, and other progressive leaders consistently 

advocated female education as the foundation of social progress and women’s emancipation. After Independence, 

constitutional guarantees, educational reforms, welfare programmes, and the expansion of higher educational 

institutions further strengthened women’s educational advancement across Tamil Nadu. Increased access to 

education encouraged women to participate in professional occupations, public administration, politics, 

healthcare, and social service, thereby contributing to the economic and social development of the state. 

Education also transformed family structures by promoting health awareness, reducing gender inequality, 

improving literacy, and encouraging informed decision-making. This study examines the historical growth of 

women’s education in twentieth-century Tamil Nadu and analyses its significance as an instrument of social 

transformation. It argues that the educational empowerment of women not only enhanced individual opportunities 

but also reshaped the broader social, cultural, and economic fabric of Tamil society, laying a strong foundation 

for inclusive development and gender equality. 
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Introduction 

Education has long been recognised as a fundamental instrument for social progress and national development. 

It not only enhances individual knowledge and skills but also promotes equality, economic growth, and 

democratic participation. Among various dimensions of education, women’s education occupies a significant 

place because it directly influences the well-being of families, communities, and society at large. In Tamil Nadu, 

the twentieth century marked a decisive period in the history of women’s education, witnessing remarkable 

changes in literacy, educational access, and social status. These developments contributed significantly to the 

transformation of traditional social structures and paved the way for greater gender equality.Before the twentieth 

century, educational opportunities for women in Tamil society were severely restricted due to patriarchal customs, 

child marriage, caste discrimination, and economic limitations. Formal education was largely confined to men, 

while women were expected to remain within the domestic sphere. Although Christian missionaries and colonial 

administrators initiated female education during the nineteenth century, social acceptance remained limited. The 

gradual expansion of girls’ schools, teacher-training institutions, and women’s colleges during the early twentieth 

century created new opportunities for female education and challenged long-established social norms.The 

progress of women’s education in Tamil Nadu was further strengthened by the efforts of social reformers, 

nationalist leaders, and progressive governments. Reformers such as Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, E.V. Ramasamy 

(Periyar), Annie Besant, and other educationists advocated equal educational opportunities for women as an 

essential requirement for social justice and national progress. After India’s Independence, constitutional 

provisions, state educational policies, scholarship schemes, and welfare programmes substantially increased 

female enrolment at all levels of education.This article examines the historical development of women’s 

education in twentieth-century Tamil Nadu and evaluates its role in bringing about social transformation. It 

analyses how educational advancement contributed to women’s empowerment, improved social mobility, 

expanded employment opportunities, enhanced political participation, and transformed family and community 

life. The study argues that women’s education became one of the most effective instruments in shaping a more 

inclusive, progressive, and equitable society in Tamil Nadu during the twentieth century. 

Women’s Education before the Twentieth Century 

 Before the twentieth century, women’s education in Tamil Nadu was limited by deeply entrenched social, 

cultural, and religious practices. Although classical Tamil literature mentions learned women such as Avvaiyar 

and Andal, formal education was generally restricted to men from privileged social groups. Most women were 

expected to fulfil domestic responsibilities, while customs such as child marriage, female seclusion, and caste-

based discrimination prevented them from pursuing education. Economic hardship further discouraged families 

from educating daughters, as investment in female education was often considered unnecessary.The nineteenth 

century witnessed the first signs of change with the arrival of British rule and Christian missionary activities in 

the Madras Presidency. Missionaries established girls’ schools and introduced elementary education for women, 

particularly in urban centres and mission stations. Government initiatives, including the recommendations of 

Wood’s Despatch (1854) and the Hunter Commission (1882), gradually encouraged female education through 
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grants-in-aid and teacher training. Although enrolment remained low, these early efforts challenged prevailing 

social attitudes and created the institutional foundation for the rapid expansion of women’s education during the 

twentieth century. 

Colonial Educational Policies in the Madras Presidency 

 Colonial educational policies played a significant role in expanding women’s education in the Madras 

Presidency during the early twentieth century. Although British educational reforms primarily aimed to create an 

educated administrative class, they also promoted female education through systematic policy measures. Wood’s 

Despatch (1854) recognised education as a state responsibility and recommended support for girls’ schools, while 

the Hunter Commission (1882) emphasised the need to expand primary education among women. These 

recommendations influenced the Government of Madras to introduce grants-in-aid for private and missionary 

institutions, encouraging the establishment of girls’ schools throughout the Presidency.The transfer of education 

to provincial governments under the Government of India Act of 1919 further strengthened educational 

administration. Scholarships, hostel facilities, fee concessions, and teacher-training institutions were introduced 

to improve female enrolment and reduce educational inequalities. Women’s colleges such as Queen Mary’s 

College in Madras provided opportunities for higher education, enabling women to enter professions including 

teaching, medicine, and public service. Despite persistent social barriers, colonial educational policies established 

the administrative and institutional framework that facilitated the remarkable growth of women’s education in 

twentieth-century Tamil Nadu. 

Contribution of Christian Missionaries to Women’s Education 

 Christian missionaries made an outstanding contribution to the development of women’s education in 

Tamil Nadu. Long before female education received substantial governmental support, missionary organisations 

established schools for girls across the Madras Presidency. Missionary societies such as the Society for the 

Propagation of the Gospel, the London Missionary Society, the Church Missionary Society, and the American 

Mission introduced formal education for girls in districts including Tirunelveli, Madurai, Trichy, Salem, and 

Madras. These institutions admitted students from different social backgrounds and promoted literacy, moral 

education, health awareness, and vocational training. Missionaries strongly believed that educating women would 

improve family welfare and social progress. They also established teacher-training institutions, producing 

qualified women teachers who encouraged greater female participation in education. Besides academic 

instruction, missionary schools emphasised hygiene, child care, and practical skills that enhanced women’s social 

status. Many missionary institutions later developed into prestigious schools and colleges that produced teachers, 

nurses, doctors, and administrators. By challenging traditional prejudices against female education, Christian 

missionaries laid a strong educational foundation that significantly influenced the social transformation of women 

in twentieth-century Tamil Nadu. 

Role of Social Reformers in Promoting Women’s Education 

Social reformers played a decisive role in promoting women’s education and challenging the social practices that 

restricted female advancement in Tamil Nadu. Leaders such as Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, E.V. Ramasamy 
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(Periyar), Annie Besant, and Subramania Bharati regarded education as the most effective means of achieving 

women’s emancipation and social equality. They criticised child marriage, gender discrimination, caste 

oppression, and other practices that deprived women of educational opportunities. Their speeches, writings, and 

public campaigns encouraged families to educate girls and recognise women as equal participants in society.Dr. 

Muthulakshmi Reddy worked extensively for women’s welfare and educational advancement, while Periyar’s 

Self-Respect Movement advocated equal educational rights irrespective of gender or caste. Annie Besant 

promoted modern education and established educational institutions that encouraged female participation. Bharati 

emphasised that educated women were essential for national progress and social justice. The combined efforts of 

these reformers influenced public opinion and inspired government policies supporting female education. Their 

contributions transformed education into a powerful instrument for women’s empowerment and laid the 

intellectual foundation for gender equality in modern Tamil Nadu. 

Women’s Education as an Instrument of Social Transformation 

The expansion of women’s education during the twentieth century transformed the social, economic, and political 

landscape of Tamil Nadu. Education enabled women to overcome traditional barriers by improving literacy, self-

confidence, and access to professional opportunities. Educated women increasingly entered occupations such as 

teaching, medicine, nursing, law, administration, and public service, thereby contributing to the state’s economic 

development. Higher educational attainment also delayed child marriage, improved maternal and child health, 

and enhanced family decision-making.Women’s education further promoted social equality by reducing gender 

discrimination and encouraging greater participation in democratic institutions and community organisations. 

Educated women became active in political movements, local governance, and social welfare programmes, 

influencing public policy and community development. Increased literacy also strengthened awareness of legal 

rights, health, sanitation, and financial management, improving the quality of life across rural and urban 

communities. Thus, women’s education functioned not merely as an academic achievement but as a catalyst for 

social transformation. It reshaped traditional family structures, expanded opportunities for women, and 

contributed significantly to building a more progressive, inclusive, and equitable society in twentieth-century 

Tamil Nadu. 

Conclusion 

Women’s education emerged as one of the most influential forces behind the social transformation of twentieth-

century Tamil Nadu. From limited educational opportunities in the nineteenth century, women gradually gained 

access to schools, colleges, and professional institutions through the combined efforts of colonial educational 

policies, Christian missionary organisations, social reformers, and post-Independence government initiatives. 

These developments significantly increased female literacy and expanded women’s participation in education, 

employment, public administration, and social service.Education not only enhanced women’s individual 

capabilities but also transformed families and society by promoting gender equality, improving health, reducing 

social inequalities, and encouraging democratic participation. The educational advancement of women 

challenged traditional patriarchal norms and created opportunities for economic independence and leadership. As 
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a result, Tamil Nadu emerged as one of the leading states in India in the field of women’s education and social 

development. The historical experience of the twentieth century clearly demonstrates that investment in women’s 

education is fundamental to achieving sustainable social progress. Therefore, the educational empowerment of 

women remains an essential foundation for inclusive development, social justice, and national advancement. 
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