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                                                  Abstract 
The  development  of  feminist  history  writing  over  the  course  of  the  twentieth  century  has  

led  to  several  important  historiographical  shifts.  This  essay  shall  begin  by  attempting  to  trace  the  
broad  contours  of  the  feminist  scholarship  in  the twentieth  century  and  the  paradigms  shifts  that  
have  taken  place  in  historiography. The  important  contributions  of  scholars  would  be  analyzed  for  
every  shift. The  survey  of  scholarship  begins  by  tracing  the  early  writing  of  the  1970s   and  
moves on  to  the  poststructuralists.  The  final part of  the  paper  is  focused  on  the  theoretical  
framework  of  the  “separate  spheres”  of  men  and  women,  with  instances  from  colonial  India.  
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Feminist  Scholarship in  the 1970s 

It  would  be  useful  to  trace  the  historiographical  trajectory  of  the  feminist  theoretical  
frameworks.  During  the  1970s  and  1980s,  the  feminist  theory  largely  centred   around  the  theme  
of  absence of   women  from  the  histories  that  had  been  written  till then.  The  concept  of  
patriarchy  was  attempted  to  be defined  and  understood  by  several  scholars  like  Sheila  
Rowbotham,  Joan  Scott  and  several  others.1 The  theme  of  separate  spheres  and  alternative  
women’s  cultures  was  another  dominant  theme  at  this  time.  The  home  and  the  private  space  
were  seen  as  arenas  of  women’s  activities  and  were  given  great  importance,  especially  in  the  
study  of  nineteenth  century  middle  class  women.   

The  ‘Linguistic’ Turn  

The  next  shift  came  with  work  of  Natalie  Zemon  Davis  and  Joan  Kelly  who  argued  for  
the  study  of  both  sexes  and  the  interaction  between  men  and  women  in  the  public  and  the  
private  sphere.2  The  ‘linguistic  turn’  and  the  poststructuralist  thought  of  Michel  Foucault and  
Jacques  Derrida  also  influenced  the  feminist  theory  and  writing.3 The    work  of  Joan  Scott  and  
Judith  Butler  can  be  cited  as  examples  of  the  deconstruction  of  the  sex/gender  distinction,  
questions  of  agency  subjectivity  and  the  gendering  of  knowledge  and  history.4  This  was  in  turn  
questioned  by  those  scholars  who  criticized  the  overlooking  of  the  sexual  differences  and  
reducing  the  category  of  woman  to  simply  language.  A  challenge  to  the  heterosexual,  patriarchal  
relations  was  presented  in  the  form  of  queer  histories  and  relations  in  society.  The  work  of  
Afsaneh  Najmabadi  and  Carla Petievich  illustrates  this  strand  of  feminist  scholarship,  especially  in 
context  of  South  Asia.5     

                                                
1 Morgan (2006). 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Ibid. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid.  
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The  ‘Women’s  Question’  in Early  Nationalism  

Against  this  background,  the  theme  of  separate  spheres  of  women  and  men  in  context  
of  nineteenth  century  colonial  India  may  be  placed.  The  concept  of  separation  of  the  public  and  
the  private  and  the  confinement  of  women  to  the  private  domain  in  the  late  nineteenth  century  
colonial  India  has  been  explored  by  several  historians.  The  work  of  Partha  Chattejee  places  the  
private  or  the  home  as  the  sphere  where  patriarchy  reinforced  and  recast  itself.6  The British  had  
established  their  dominance  in  the   public  domain  and  thus  the  home  became  the  arena  for  the  
assertion  of  patriarchal  norms.  This  explains  the  preeminence  of  the  “women’s  question”  in  the  
late  nineteenth  century  discourse  on  nationalism  and  its  gradual  retreat . 7              

        A  critique  of  this  neat  separation  of  the  private  and  public  spheres  of  women  and  
men  can  be  found  in  the  work  of  Antoinette  Burton.8  Burton’s  work  on  the  archive  questions  
these  categories  of  home  and  the  writing  of  women  from  home. 9 Through  a  study  of  the  
private  diaries  of  3  women- Janaki Majumdar,  Cornelia  Sorabji  and  Attia  Hosain,  Burton  tries  to  
break  down  the  clear-  cut  boundaries  of  the  private  and  the  public  and  the  home  as  being  
insulated  from  the  outside  world.10 She  also  challenges  the  notion  of  the  archive  as  being  
constituted  by  the  state  and  history  being  written  only  by  trained  historians.11   

The  Public  and  the  Private  Spheres 

This  illustration  from  colonial  India  shows  how  the  notion  of separate  spheres  of  private  
and  public  can  be  questioned  by  the  poststructuralist  thought.  Pushing  the  boundaries  of  the  
archive  itself  and  moving  beyond  rigid  formats  and  divisions  has  yielded  rich  results  for  feminist  
scholarship.  Also,  the  interaction  between  these  spheres  and  thus  between  men  and  women  can  
be  understood  with  the  home  being  viewed  from  a  new  prism.  The  notion  of  separate  spheres  
tends  to  ignore  this  interaction  between  the  sexes.   The  feminist  scholarship  has  been  enriched  
by  engaging  with  the   marginal  and  unconventional  sources  such  as  personal  diaries,  
autobiographical  accounts  and  the  like.   

The  importance  of  print  sources  of  the  late  nineteenth  century,  especially  material  
produced  by  women  or  for  women  by  men,  also  points  towards  a  close  interaction  between  the  
inner  and  outer  domains.  The  proliferation  of  print  and  literature  from  the  late  nineteenth  
century  onwards  throws  light  on  these  themes  of  women’s  everyday  experiences.  To  highlight  
this  aspect,  we  can  refer  the  works  of  Tanika  Sarkar on  Amar Jiban  as  well  as  Charu  Gupta  on  
United  Provinces  in  the  late  nineteenth  century.12  These  works  have  considerably  revised  the  
simple  delimitation  of  the  separate  spheres  of  women  and  men  by  highlighting  an  ongoing  
interaction  between  the  two.  In  several  cases,  such  as  didactic  instructional  manuals  for  women  
written  by  men,  we  find  interconnecting  and  overlapping  themes  of  patriarchy,  everyday  

                                                
6
 Chatterjee (1989). 

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Burton (2003) 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid. 

12
 For  instance, see Tanika Sarkar’s work on Amar Jiban in Bengal A Book of her Own: 

Autobiography of a Nineteenth Century Woman, History  Workshop, No. 36, Autumn 1993. 

Charu Gupta’s work on United Provinces, Sexuality, Obscenity, Community:Women, Muslims 

and the Hindu public Sphere in Colonial India, Permanent Black, New Delhi, 2001. 
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communalism    and  the  instructions  given  to  women  regarding  their  behavior  and  conduct   in  the  
public  sphere.   

It  can  be  argued  that  the  concept  of  separation  of  spheres  only takes  into  account  the  
experiences  and  histories  of  upper  and  middle  class  women.  With  reference to  colonial  India,  this  
concept  has  largely  been  used  to  write  about  the  intermediate  or  upper  castes.  The  experiences  
of  the  Dalit  women  have  sometimes  been  overlooked  but  recent  historiographical  interventions  
have  tried  to  bridge  this  gap.13        

Conclusion  

The  feminist  scholarship  has  brought  together  several  strands  and  influences  in  every  
context.  As  with  every  other  histroriographical  approach,  it  is  important  to  keep in  mind  the  
shifts  and  changes  that  enrich  every  method  and  approach.  In  context  of  colonial  India,  what  
has  been noteworthy  are  the  regional  variations  that  have  come  up  from  the  late  nineteenth  
century  onwards.  Thus,  reading  the  experiences of  women  from  Bengal  along  with  those  of  
United  Provinces  or  Maharashtra  brings  to the  forefront  points  of  divergence  as  well  as  
convergence.  The  feminist  theoretical  frameworks  outlined  above  give  a  reference  point  for  
writing  about  women’s  histories  and  experiences.  But  there  is  no  single  framework  that  fits  all.  
The  category  of  woman  includes  women  from  all  strata  of  society  and  a  single  framework  
cannot  do  justice  to  the  panorama  of  experiences.  Thus,  when  writing  about  women’s  histories,  
a  constant  questioning  and  revisiting  of  each  of  the  historiographical  trends  of  feminist  
scholarship  and  a  close  engagement  with  unconventional  sources  can  yield  rich  results.                               
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