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Women in Public Spaces: Why is it still such a radical 
idea? 

Bandana Purkayastha, North Grafton, Massachusetts 

During the turn of the 20th century, Begum Rokeya, the founder of Sakhawat Memorial 
School in Kolkata, wrote an inspiring story—Sultana’s Dream--where women moved 
around freely in the world, as they educated, invented, and governed the world. In 
contrast, men were confined to homes.  Anyone who reads this story is struck by the idea 
of a society where no men are visible in public spaces.  The idea that men have to be kept 
safe by confining them to secluded homes makes us pause; perhaps many of us secretly 
sigh with relief that this is a hundred year old story because such a reality is too 
preposterous for us to consider.  Yet, we do not find it difficult to accept the idea that 
women are safest at home. Indeed, in a recent episode of Satyameva Jayate, several 
members of the audience expressed the opinion that women were mostly exposed to 
violence when they were out late at night, or they travelled in public transportation, or 
they were in public spaces.1 

In this essay I reflect on this “radical” idea of women in public spaces: their right to be 
visible, safely, outside their homes.  My impetus is as an educator; I understand that we 
cannot claim to support education for women and girls, if we disregard the need to create 
safe public spaces where women and girls can move about freely, day and night, and their 
voices and visions are marked indelibly on public spaces.   

This is not a new idea of course.  I can name many historical and contemporary women 
whose activism and everyday actions—their sheer courage, determination and tenacity—
have claimed public presence and spaces. I consider these women to be Durga, demon 
slayers and mothers, who have challenged the laws, policies, and customs that make it 
appear that we are safest when we are secluded, when our physical presence, voices, 
opinions, thoughts and yearnings, are safest within the private recesses of our homes.   

 

A page from history 

Let me begin with a historical figure, Sarala Devi Chaudhurani, an early pioneer in 
claiming her space in public arenas. Sarala Devi was born in 1872. Her mother, 
Swarnakumari Devi was a sister of Rabindranath Tagore’s, the editor, from 1884, of the 
journal Bharati, the founder of the Ladies Theosophical Society, and the founder of Sakhi 
Samiti, a women’s support group that paid particular attention to the need of widows. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Satyameva	  Jayata	  is	  a	  popular	  social	  issues	  series	  on	  Indian	  television;	  
conceptualized	  and	  presented	  by	  Amir	  Khan	  it	  creates	  consciousness	  about	  
contemporary	  issues	  of	  injustice.	  	  This	  particular	  episode	  was	  about	  violence	  within	  
homes,	  and	  pointed	  out,	  much	  like	  many	  researchers	  have	  documented	  that	  women	  
are	  not	  safe	  within	  their	  homes	  either.	  	  	  	  	  



Sarala Devi was one of the earliest female graduates of Calcutta University (via Bethune 
School and College). She worked as the Assistant Superintendent of a girl’s school in 
Mysore in 1894 and returned to Calcutta to take on the editorship of Bharati. 

The “demons” of the time were the British colonial power and the lack of mobilization 
among men and women to act against social stasis. In her seminal history of the women’s 
movement in India, Radha Kumar writes that Sarala Devi threw herself into a maelstrom 
of organizing to cultivate strength among men and women and to breach the home-world 
divide. She started with the antaranga dal, organizing young men who had to lay their 
hands on the map of India and pledge that they were ready to sacrifice their lives in the 
cause of India’s freedom. As her realm of influence increased rapidly, she introduced a 
series of bratas, including martial arts training, as a way of getting young Bengali men to 
hone their mental and physical prowess. In 1904, for the Congress session in Calcutta, 
she trained the group to sing Bankim Chandra’s Bande Mataram, and in 1905, through 
the Suhrid Samiti, she indelibly linked this homage to a motherland to the rallying call of 
the Indian nationalist movement. She started a Birastami festival to commemorate valor 
on the second day of Durga Puja where young people recalled past heroes and took a vow 
to fight imperialism. She was an outspoken supporter of the railway workers strike 
against the British in 1899. Undaunted by the attacks by large sections of Hindus who 
castigated her for behavior unworthy of a Hindu woman, she moved onto the national 
stage. In 1905, after the partition of Bengal and a rapidly rising fear among Hindu and 
Muslim women of being raped by British soldiers who were “keeping law and order,” she 
began to organize self-defense lessons for women as well. 

In 1910, she organized the Bharat Stree Mahamandal, the first formal Indian women’s 
organization. The aim of the organization was to spread female education, but, 
acknowledging that purdah and child marriage were the main obstacles to women’s 
education, she began to organize money to send teachers into homes to teach women. 
Well aware of the efforts of the missionaries to reach the “recesses of the zenanas” to 
impart a “civilized education” to Indian girls and women, this organization created Indian 
texts to emphasize vernacular cultures, brought women’s crafts and skills to the public 
arena through mahila silpa melas, and created avenues for bringing women’s visions, 
women’s writing to the public sphere. At the same time the organization organized 
relentlessly against child-marriage and purdah, two causes that were later taken up by a 
large number of other newly formed women’s organizations. Sarala Devi’s work is key to 
understanding women’s participation in the nationalist uprising, formally through public 
participation in protests, boycotts, and later the students “terrorist” uprising. But she also 
inspired women’s participation in public life through their use of swadeshi products, their 
role in circulating of nationalist bratakathas through women’s circles, of harboring and 
aiding male nationalist “brothers and sons” who were fleeing from the British, through 
protest arandhans which served as means to raise family consciousness to protest British 
political decisions.  

While recent historical reconstruction has credited Gandhi, solely, with moving women 
into the sphere of politics, Sarala Devi’s work had been in-force for decades before 
Gandhi returned to India and started the Satyagraha movement. Her Durga-like 
combination of intellectual force, fearless-ness, valor, and steadfastness of principle, 



created the idea that women could be leaders, women could, and did imagine ways in 
which to create just societies.  And, most importantly, she was one of the early pioneers 
who created the conditions that brought women out in increasing numbers onto the streets 
as the independence movement grew on the Indian subcontinent.  She paved the way for 
Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, Aruna Asif Ali and the large number of 
women who claimed public presence and space. 

  

Two stories of contemporary valor 

Sarala Devi’s history is remarkable because of the context in which it unfolded: the 
British colonial government had unleashed state-sponsored violence that severely 
restricted the public presence of Indians: their physical presence in protests, their 
thoughts and ideas of freedom.  Yet, sadly, such state sponsored violence is not unknown 
in India—or the United States—today.  Three brief stories illustrate valor and claims of 
public space. 

The states on eastern borders of India with China and Myanmar continue to be designated 
as zones with heightened action for national security: large numbers of military and Para 
military forces are stationed in the eastern states and union territories.  As the decades 
long fast by Irom Sharmila, of Manipur, continues to remind us, “normal life” with full 
access to civil, political, and social rights is no longer accessible to people in these 
militarized zones.  

These conditions are particularly troublesome for women.  If the university students in 
Kolkata worried about their safety after dark in a bustling metropolis, the women and 
girls in these regions are afraid of their safety day and night. The Armed forces special 
powers act grants enormous and untrammeled powers to security forces.  For many of us, 
our imagination about Manipur is shaped by the warrior princess Chitrangada in 
Rabindranath Tagore’s dance-drama, where Princess Chitrangada well versed in martial 
arts and weaponry is capable of defending her subjects against outside invasions.  At one 
level, the reality in Manipur is no different.  Manipuri women have been attempting to 
defend their spaces.  They have been protesting: some through fasting, like Irom 
Sharmila, others by filing legal challenges that are consistently dismissed. A particular 
news item that I first read in the Bengali magazine Sananda, remain etched in my mind 
because of the valor of women who took up a challenge against insurmountable adds, and 
the enormity of the life-conditions that lead them to take this step.  That news item 
described a small group of Manipuri women, including grandmothers, who they protested 
by shedding their clothes and storming public spaces with banners daring the security 
forces to rape them (http://www.countercurrents.org/hr-tukdeo241004.htm). The 
inhumane (unsafe) conditions of their everyday lives that led to such a spectacular act of 
challenge offer us a contemporary lesson.  If we support lives of dignity for women, we 
should never accept the suspension of checks and balances in any society, even on the 
excuse of national security, in any part of the world, if it is at the cost of women’s safety 
in public spaces.  Whether it is Kashmir or Palestine, Tibet or Treblinka, Bosnia or 
Standing Rock Sioux territory, when we pay little attention to the lack of safety for 



women in public spaces, we add a brick to the wall that confines women to the “safety” 
of their homes, and diminish our humanity.  

I have been inspired by another act of courage of a different kind.  This August, Indian 
courts indicted some of the people responsible for organizing a massive carnage against 
Muslims in the state of Gujarat in 2002 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/03/world/asia/gujarat-riot-trials-may-alter-indias-
cycle-of-violence.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0) 

For day’s parts of Ahmedabad, was at a standstill as riots rent the city apart.  This 
violence has been documented by feminist groups in India (see, for instance, Threatened 
Existence, 2003).  As violence spread, one of the most spectacular acts of courage was 
shown by the poor women who are members of the Self Employed Women’s Association 
(SEWA). The SEWA women are rag pickers, vegetable vendors, sub-contracted tailors, 
construction workers; relying on seasonal and ill-paid work, they work relentlessly to 
support their families.   As the city smoldered, and people cowered in meager shelters to 
escape the wrath of whoever targeted them as “the enemy,” this union of poor female 
workers reached out to every member of the union and her family, irrespective of her 
religion, to bring food, offer shelter, and provide support so that they could resume their 
livelihood after the political violence died down. SEWA’s account of their effort is 
described in their publication Shantipath, Our Road to Restoring Peace.  In another 
conflict-ridden situation, these women were on the roads, providing immediate practical 
help, thus challenging the violence that confined them to their homes.  Equally 
importantly, in a riot torn city where the boundaries between religious communities were 
being politically mobilized and inscribed onto public spaces, they quietly but firmly 
breached this political divide.  Unlike the Manipuri mothers they organized no protest, 
yet they went about re-claiming the public spaces in ways that fit their vision of peace.   

 

***  

   

The acts of courage by these women, during the time of India’s independence, or today, 
remind us about the important and essential role women play through their public 
presence.  Yet that very presence in public spaces remained embattled.  Weighing against 
every Sarala Devi or an Irom Sharmila or the Manipuri grandmothers, against every 
SEWA member in Ahmedabad after the Gujarat riots, there is the young woman who is 
afraid to stay on at her university library after dark, a woman who is afraid to speak out 
publicly against state or group sponsored violence, a women or child who is afraid of 
being in a public space simply because of her caste or religion or sex.  Yet no individual 
can build lives of human dignity to the fullest measure if their world remains fragmented 
by narrow domestic walls.  Organization of states, institutions, culture, customs, and 
ideologies a vast array of practices continues to militate against women’s public 
presence.  I cannot help wondering how many more years it will take for the satire in 
Sultana’s Dream to become irrelevant in our lives?  
















































