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ABSTRACT

The essay undertakes a study of the nascent pmidtpaiblic spheres in late-9and early-28' century Punjab and
examines women'’s claims to subjectivity and thegatiation with colonial and reform discourses thgh the periodical
press of the times. In Punjab, discursive batttesaffirmation of religious identities at this timgere also fought over
women’s bodies, their practices, and their relasbip to the public sphere. Women are assumed te hagn contained
within these reform discourses that defined appeiprmodernity for them. As a counter to this agsion, this essay
examines the participation of women in the burgegnirint and public spheres of late-colonial Punjhd the ways in
which the periodical press mediated their underdiag of the self as part of the public. The essagstions the rather
stable idea of the public/private divide through examination of women'’s responses in the periogicass of the times,

specifically through the study of two periodicalBunjabi Bhain in Punjabi and Bharat Bhagini in Hin

KEYWORDS: Print Sphere, Women'’s Periodicals, Colonial Punjé&sivate/Public, Reform Movements in Colonial
Punjab

INTRODUCTION

The essay discusses the ways in which women iy-28th century Punjab experienced, participatedhind reinvented
the configurations of the public, both in its mékand discursive understanding, through the Bléi Press. Early-20
century Punjab history has conventionally beenistuthrough the tropes of hardening of religiousnities or formation
of nationalist consciousness. In these readingseliexy the role and presence of women have beeadetider. The
present essay examines the participation of womehd burgeoning print and public spheres of lateral Punjab and

the ways in which the periodical press mediated thederstanding of the self as part of the public.

The print and public spheres in Punjab are seérave been appropriated by the middle-class refoovements
such as the Arya Samaj movement (founded in 187Bdyanand Saraswati), the Singh Sabha movementdéalin
1873), and the Ahmaddiya movement (started in 188@} sought to legitimize and consolidate religiadentities and
produce images of idealized womanhood. Identitfewamen are understood to have been framed andided either
through the discourse of these reform patriarchrethrough the colonial discourses about women.sTthe ‘women’s
question’ has been discussed in historical liteeatuithout taking into account women’s own partatipn in the public
sphere and their claims to agency. This essay gedkbin this gap in the study of print sphereg examining women’s

own negotiations and claims to subjectivity in gegiodical press of the times.

The print and public spheres in late®#nd early-26) century Punjab were successfully mobilized byréferm
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patriarchies to fix religious canon and practiagesyrite history, negotiate issues of modernityditian, languages, caste,
class and religion through ‘idealized womanhoodieTpreoccupation, in the print terrain, with prgsore femininity is
indicative of the anxieties of colonial and refopatriarchies about the management of women'’s sigxaald marking out
class, caste and religious differences through wisrigodies and their cultural practices. In thatsse the print space was

already ‘gendered’.

In a famous formulation of the “women’s questionithin the reform discourse in colonial Bengal, Rart
Chatterjee (1989) suggested that the new refornapetty resolved the women'’s question by relegatiregn to the inner,
private, domestic sphere where tradition and Inatas could be preserved and over which they coaldtain control,
while the outer, the public and the masculine spheas a sphere where western modernity was to petiated and
emulated. In an early critique of this position, &@hakravarty (1996) questioned the passivity ahen within religious
reform movements through the example of Pandita @amand demonstrated that women’sidentities wetenrerely
fixed by reform and colonial discourses. Subsedygemt large body of feminist scholarship has alsameined the
private/public distinction, its articulation in thmblic sphere, and the ways in which the privateese itself has been cast
in gendered terms. In the colonial Indian contetkte work of Tanika Sarkar, Janaki Nair, Meera Kosam
HimaniBannerji, and Padma Anagol, to name a fethe$e interventions, suggests that from the pdinteav of women,
the women’s question was never resolved, the ioo®Y was a site of contestation and the privat® public were
permeable spaces rather than being fixed oneswbh@en’s periodical press in late colonial Punjabspnts evidence of

this contestation.
WOMEN AND THE PRINT-PUBLIC SPHERES IN COLONIAL PUNJ AB

The public sphere in late-19th century Punjab wasked by restructuring of caste, class, and raligidentities and an
intense contestation for domination among the @hitesligious communities. These discursive batftesaffirmation of
religious identities were also fought over womebglies, their practices, and their relationshith®public sphere, which
became new indicators of class and cAdteus, the public sphere was experienced by wolmemuigh communitarian and
caste identities and ideas of ‘appropriate’ modgrnCaste and gender identities were also negdtidteough print
dissemination of pamphlets, tracts and popular ggesuch agjissa literature.Anxieties about women’s relationship to

public spaces are evident in reform prescriptidsmawomen’s mobility in the periodicals produced women.

Middle class women also experienced the public espghcough a maze of restrictions suggested by mefor
organizations on their traditional cultural praecand spaces of association with each other aghatsugh new forms of
public appearance sanctified by these organizations of the new forms of public gathering for ni&ldlass women was
a conflation of religious gathering with public-gfgd voluntary associations in the formsa#tsang andmahilasamags.
Yet, even these sanctified forms of access to pudplace sometimes invited ridicule and resentn&sme of this can be

gleaned from the way in which women'’s mobility vaasmmented upon in the print media.

Mai Bhagwati, apracharakof the Arya Samaj addressed a public gatheringhat is now Haryana that was

reported in theTribune as follows: “Of late, a correspondent says, it haen difficult to get well-cooked dishes at any

! See Malhotra 2002 for a detailed discussion on hmawriage and spatial practices by various casege vestructured to move into a
new high caste, middle class identity.
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house in Haryana, and few people stop at Haryan&eéo of indigestion...? Mai Bhagwati was also an active writer,
publishing morally ‘appropriate’ songs and readersvomen (for exampleStri Bhajanpublished in 1910), in which she
addressed the question of women’s education. Healsdfor women, such aBrya Mahila® published by the Arya
Hitkarini Sabha from Benaras amthnchal Pandita published by Lala Dev Raj and Badri Dass fromubhdur, often
expressed suspicion of women who roamed arounchef bwn volition, participated in fairs and gatings and
entertainment in public spaces or wore clothesakpbsed the female form to a public gaRar(chal Pandital5 January
1901).

The ‘private’ spaces of home, domesticity and wormad already been brought into the public domainetigrm
organizations, by State intervention that sougHix@ustomary laws, marriage practices and fenfiaddicide in Punjab,
and by ethnographers who wanted to record traditisociety. Foremost among these ethnographersemiok has been
described as example of “empirical taxonomisingotatship” (Bayly, 1996: 355) is Sir Richard Tempfeunder and
editor of Panjab Notes and Querigest. 1883), editor and proprietor of thedian Antiquaryfor forty-six years and
compiler ofDissertation on the Proper Names of Panjabis, sjtlecial reference to the Proper Names of Villagethe
Eastern PanjaliBombay, 1883). Flora Annie Steel, J.C. Oman, HRAse, C. F. Usborne and Charles Swynnerton were
other scholars who attempted to document folklora) cultures, and linguistic practices of locahwuounities, thereby

entering the ‘private’ world.

This essay questions the rather stable idea ofpthidic/private divide through an examination of wemts
responses in the periodical press of the timegifspadly through the study of two periodicalsRtnjabi Bhainin Punjabi
andBharat Bhaginiin Hindi.Women'’s reform in Punjab was indeed tiedjuestions of communitarian identities but could
never be completely co-opted into a cultural, ielig, nationalism so as not to have its own dynarajectory. The new,
burgeoning print culturesmade available for womew modes of subjectivity as writers, readers, ognand consumers
of print in colonial Punjab. The women’s periodigaéss of the late-19th and early™@nturies is an important medium
to study women’s own interventions in the questitimst shaped their everyday lives. Many of thesgogicals were
either instituted or supported by reform instita8oand, in many cases, edited by male reformerereTtvere a few
periodicals, however, that were edited by women, tais brought them into the day-to-day procesg$esriting, editing,
gathering financial resources, dodging censorshippgomoting subscription. For the anonymous womka contributed
letters, essays and poetical works, the periodlmateime a medium to share pain, anger, aspiratisstntent, embodied

experiences, and affective desires.

Women writing in these periodicals argue for spacéhe public arena and professions, wrest théatiie to
speak on their own behalf, discuss women’s movesnant universities across the globe, imagine @rkisbd, hold
tradition and family responsible for their misfares and counterpose their everyday experienceketaamanticized
notions of Vedic womanhood through which they wbeeng constructed. Joining their individual fatetkat of the
collective, they try to negotiate their way intethuestions that affected them and configure thguage of ‘rights’ in

which to address the State and the reformers.

2 The information is in Kenneth Jones (1976: 108triote). This is also quoted in Kumar (1993: 32).
* “SwachandBhraman Se StriBigadJati Pairya Mahila February-April 1919.
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WOMEN'S RESPONSES IN PUNJABI BHAIN AND BHARAT BHAGI NI

| focus here primarily on two periodicaBunjabi Bhain(1907-18), a monthly in Punjabi, edited by Vir @nand Harnam
Kaur at the Sikh Kanya Mahavidyalaya, Ferozepud, published at Wazir-i-Hind Press, Amritsar (lad&m@ new press at
Ferozepur), andharat Bhagini,a monthly in Hindi started in 1889, edited by Handand published at Lahore (the
periodical ceased to exist in July 1911). Mostaitits inPunjabi Bhain however, were written by a female persona. The
titte Bharat Bhagini(Sisters of India) already indicates the clainHirfidi to represent a sisterhood across ‘Bharatlavhi
Punjabi Bhain(Punjabi sisters) is content with a regional &fibn, although both had readership outside Puagivell.
Both the periodicals were embedded in local andgmelized network of relationships, as suggestedhby contents

where biographical references are made to impocitimeéns and donors.

The presses where these periodicals were printéeh ofidvertised their services in printing pamphlets
newspapers, cards, programmes, thus ‘compositowgil Isocial life and relationships. At the sameetirthe periodicals
reached out to the larger world to establish nelta/atong transnational axes. Both the periodicalmlly consisted of 20-
35 pages and included editorials, world and natiowavs, biographical information on men and womegaged in
reform, scientific achievements in the world, opmipieces on social questions, domestic issuedthhdeusehold,
cookery, children, stories, literary writings, &, riddles, prayers, songs, homemade remed@snreended books, and

advertisements.

To make women aware about world events and ingpicaigh example, the periodicals would carry nelasua
women passing university exams, scientific invamion Europe and America, professions for womerkEimopean,
American and Chinese societies, activities of womemnganizations abroad, women'’s societies sucthasSociety for
Prevention of Foot Binding in Japan, Ramabai'sdtavnews of medical advancement, surgeries, traigoveries such
as the washing machine that changed the face oéslizity in America, telecommunication, electricdgneration from

alternate sources and scientific explanations ehpmena.

It was through various forms and genres that tipesidicals brought together and created theirengdis and
addressed various sensibilities. The amalgamatibrold and new genres was used to formulate unpested
experiences, problems, and dilemmas in variousuaggs of emotion, reason, and anger. Articles ditdral notes in
both the periodicals would frequently exhort womensubscribe in the name of sisterhood. One sud¢é imdPunjabi
Bhain compares the numbers of women’s magazines sdidiiope and wonders why Hindu, Muslim and Sikh women
who are all ‘sisters’, cannot achieve such numi§Brmjabi Bhain September 1910). We also get a glimpse into the

networks of readership, congregations, confererarasjnstitutions that sustained these worlds ot pr

The genre of the periodical gained currency inl#te nineteenth and early twentieth centurieshattime of
reform and was influenced by Victorian British pelicals such a¥he Light of Reasonhat was referred to frequently in
both the periodicals under discussid?ujabi Bhain February 1911). The contributors cited the examgfl women
contributing to the British public sphere, as a wloshere women charted their own destiny. A read@&harat Bhagini
in fact, suggests that Indian women should take éuen the Suffragette movement and women'’s orgdioias in Britain
(Bharat Bhaginj June-July 1902). The debates about womanhoduaesetperiodicals were informed by feminist debates
in Europe but women also articulated the need &otaut and write their own modernity, distinctfrahe western model.

The periodical as genre, rather than having a firedning, should be regarded as a form that arosed specific need to
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define modernity at a crucial historical time. Bakle periodicalsBharat Bhaginiand Punjabi Bhainvere addressed to
women and declared their intent as the reform ahdtaion of women. Both consisted of articles writby men and

women. Women'’s responses in these journals aréuigreoven through poetry, irony, wit and sometsrenger.

Editors and readers laid out the parameters ohgdistic ethics that were to be followed. Objectinghe lack of
journalistic ethics in the Hindu, Sikh, and Muslimness in an article titled “Hai Anarth”, a readdr Runjabi Bhain
comments on how Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim press waslived in mudslinging and gaining cheap populabgyabusing
and destroying each other’s reputation. She sagb @¢bucated men bad-mouth prominent names from etwr’'s
religious communities, thus provoking communal tagpfation rather than following ethics. Such comalypolitics was
keeping people of the nation apart. If the trendtiomed, the nation would destroy itself and thenfd would fall on the
educated classes, especially editors of the prRaggdbi Bhain June-August 1914). In a spirited rebuttal to ktedu and
Sikh press, she suggests that people of all relgyghould unite in respecting their women rathanténgage in divisive

politics through them.

This was generally the tenor of both these peraldith a context that was communally charged. \®ioethese
periodicals try to configure languages and ethibéciv can overcome the divided publics. Young sttslerf the Sikh
Kanya Maha Vidyalaya (SKM) would frequently distitb pamphlets on amity amongst religions. For exem000
copies of a pamphlet titled “Pyare Panth Guru aBhain Da Sneha” (Message to the Panth from &i$jstonveying
that communal tensions can be overcome throughatida¢ were distributed at the Second Sikh Edunati€onference
by students of the SKM. Amidst bitter controvergtveeen the Arya Samaj and the Singh SaPhajabi Bhainreports
the visit of an Arya Samaj delegation at the Sikdnita Mahavidyalaya. In turRrakash a newspaper associated with the
Arya Samaj expresses adulation for the single-héduederts of Bhai Takht Singh in establishing asahfor women and
asks the Arya Samaj to emulate the same spitibjabi Bhain June-July, 1910Punjabi Bhainalso reported with pride
Muslim delegations and educationists visiting tbko®l who had words of praise for the school inldteers they wrote
subsequently. Some of the people named were Walialhoned, Professor, MAO College, Aligarh, Abdul AzZiPost
master, Baluchistan, Kamal-uddin, Pleader, Ferazepltohammad Shafi, Normal School, Lahore and Chikxg,
Pleader, Pakpatta®(njabi Bhain September 1912). Thus, they valiantly tried tddoa consensus on women'’s education
across religious boundaries. While the colonial exfdrm narratives employ the ‘women’s questionstpport their own
evaluations and interventions in ‘Indian Culturelpmen’s voices in these periodicals acquire an idiawy by being

concerned about the everyday, the experientiaérdtian larger constructs of culture.
WOMEN'S CLAIMS TO SUBJECTIVITY IN LITERARY WRITING

The periodicals became vehicles for women to plakigeir literary writing and experiment with genréss reformers
reinforced the idea of one language, one commutiisre was also a need to demonstrate the existarténdeed the
superiority of literary cultures associated witlsleéanguage. It was this need that impelled thernedrs to include women in
the production of substantial literature in themggliages. In these journals, they conform, of eotarshe one language, one

community formula, but this may not have been tlneir reading practices outside the sanitizéorne discourse.

Encouraged by reformers to produce literature @irtlown’ language, women contributed in terms diterials,
serialized stories, poems, traditional forms suglelzhand, baint, kabitt, jhok and dohra, which wshrertened forms of

what was traditionally considered a gissa. Faririapdints out that print-versions of the traditibrgssas were usually
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“episodic” versions that narrated only a few scemrespisodes and took for granted the audiencedsvladge of the entire
plot. These genres were “siharfi (thirty lettedrshranmah (twelve months), sawal-jawab (question arsiver), faryad
(plea), jhok (abode), and chitthi (letter)” (MiQ20: 15). The genealogy of these oral traditiords their transmission and

change into print has been further detailed by éearPritchett iMarvelous Encounters

In these periodicals, traditional oral genres sashchhand, kavitt, dohra and baramasahs were ntedula
express intimate experiences and individual emsetidihey merged the embodied, affective charge alitprwith the
realism of commentary on education, religion andality. As an example, | quote three verses fromaannymous

composition, Fariyaad’ (Punjabi Bhain September 1916):
He panthdayaluhokripalu dal bhujangantarasde
De dan sanuyadia, charantereparasde (1)
Kuchkhavane di chahnahipahinne di lor na
Hai aasdadiyéddi, eh saditor na (2)...
De dan vidya datya, phirpangiva kaarlai
Nimaniya, nitaniya, niyaniya di saarlai (6)
“O kingbanthbe merciful to us poor women
Give us the graheducation, we long at your feet
We do not want delicious foadr do we want fancy clothes
We crave for edima, do not disappoint us
By granting us the boon of education you will seyeer panth
You would have\esl the meek, the weak and the marginalized”

Both the periodicals encouraged women to pursue ¢heativity because there was a new medium ofipation
available. The seried/ichar Vridhak Ladi in Punjabi Bhaininvited compositions from women and gave tipstmndraft
to new authors. Another serie§dmasya Purtigave a rhyme that readers had to complete irfdha of a chhand and
send to be printedP(njabi Bhain June 1912). The periodical also recommended mgadind book reviews on the art of
writing poetry Punjabi Bhain April 1918). Similarly, serialized stories andvets by women authors were also published

in Bharat Bhagini
SOCIAL LIFE, DOMESTICITY, AND CULTURAL PRACTICES

Recipes for healthy cooking, traditional remedi@smestic and child care columns were added to &gpeaomen’s
interest. The informal, everyday tone of advice whl® modulated by the scientific vocabulary oftalig requirements,
calorific count, nutritional values of foods aneithuse.Similarly, women in these periodicals Ueediscourse of science
to give primacy to motherhood as an experienceraetat their health. Thus, the reform anxiety ablmartnessing women'’s
reproductive capacities to produce a healthy recased to draw attention to the health and caae Wtomen need and

duties of husbands towards the health and educafitheir wives.
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The letters sent to the periodicals by women frdatgs as far as Burma, Canada, and America deratasire
transnational linkages that they were able to babgut. At the same time, they opened up the idoerains of women'’s
lives to public gaze. A lot of these letters werglshed anonymously. Anonymity ensured that pevstruggle and
discontent could be voiced even in bitter, angmyegd A whole range of letters divulge struggle e individual
aspirations and social pressures, little acts sist@nce against social expectations and a desiceristitute individual

subjectivity through languages of modernity.

A letter inPunjabi Bhainregrets communal infighting between men and agpealvomen not to provoke hatred
further and continue to write for peacBufjabi Bhain June-July 1910). A vociferous critique of Hindefarm is
presented ilBharat BhaginfApril 1902) in a note titled Aryadharma ki Nyunta(“The Deficiency of Aryadharma”). The
writer contests the claim of Aryadharma to haveugid about women’s upliftment through reform. Arethetter in the
same periodical complains that despite tall claw@mnen’s lives are imprisoned within domesticityaltiteracy and that

the only liberation possible is at end of ligh@rat Bhagini May-June 1902).

Anonymous letters narrate the everyday experiexdiiainmas that resulted from fractured experieneesplit
between ambition and domesticity in marital honmasdern education and traditional practices suchdasning oneself
with jewellery, the rebellious acts of reading agathering together and the chiding received. Vdtgny women write
about the ignominy that parents of an educatedhgid to face despite the tall claims of reform mmo&ets on women’s
education Punjabi Bhain May 1912).

Advertisements of books and musical instrumentsaith the periodicals under study point to the wiayahich
middle-class domestic womanhood and the concelgisifre time was being constructed by women. Mucthe writing
mentioned above, thus, shows that the concerngfofm patriarchies about women were in fact retgstvomen to
construct a modern self in different ways. Issugshsas gender discrimination and the economic sigfitvomen were
also addressed by both periodicals. Women als@ueitthe efficacy of reform in the absence of propeights and
economic security, a condition which pushed theto invisibility in economic processe®fnjabi Bhain June-July
1910). A later issue d?unjabi Bhainalso suggests that the Married Women'’s Propertyb&camended so that property is
not taken away from women after the death of thesbandsRunjabi Bhain August 1916). This evidence shows that
women’s responses went beyond interventions inestipns of domesticity and education to the recuméition of social

and economic structures and gender relations witldm as well.

Another essay ifPunjabi Bhainundercuts the symbolic obeisance paid to mytholdgvomen while nothing is
done to improve the everyday lives of real womdme 8ses Hindu mythology to cite intellectual attaémts of women,
for example, the Goddess Saraswati who gage vidyaand contributed to the writing of Vedas but hetceras still
regarded as unintelligentsdraswati ki jati ko moorkhnahikehsakigPunjabi Bhain November 1910). She regrets that
Saraswati had been reduced to a mere sculptureddaon shomes. Women like Lopamudra and Vidyotama meve
acknowledged their authorship because of their hitynaind have therefore vanished from history. Efere, she says, a
new history is needed in which women are acknovddddf is through these interventions that womegage with their
idealized representations in colonial and reforatadlirses and negotiate with their everyday sogj@@ences, prescribed

cultural behaviours, and norms of domesticity.
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CONCLUSION

Women’s writing in the two periodicals examined absuggests that one cannot simply assign confomwliss to an
undifferentiated middle-class community of womenowtvere sought to be reformed and modernized byrmefo
patriarchies and the colonial state. They were sioiply co-opted bystanders perpetuating hegemoaitns about
community, religion, domesticity, and ‘progressiwgiltural practices. This paper has argued thatstume that women
were by and large co-opted within a male discoisst® deny to them a history of contestation. Theuanption that
women formed part of the consensus created by dorhgroups occludes forms of struggle that exigtesbcial relations

within these groups.

Women writing in the two periodical?unjabi Bhainand Bharat Bhagini speak from within a dominant
discourse, in fact, they acquire legitimacy to gpfram this discourse that authorizes them. One smmthem actively
participating, mediating, and negotiating on quesiof women’s education, professions, politics eeatling practices.
They are sometimes co-opted, at other times thplpgeheir agency in various interesting ways, tbffering glimpses of
what Partha Chatterjee calls “fragmented oppositibiat can be traced through a “historically sigdhtdynamics of
dominance and subordination” (Nijhawan, 2006 refer€Chatterjee, 1993). Hence, women were not oniyttiral and

ideological objects of others’ invention” but clathideological and political agency and subjedtif@annerji, 2001: 3).

As against the a historical, essentialized notimihezomanhood, women in these periodicals offerdieryday,
guotidian experience of struggle and discriminatiozt are frequently beyond the divisive concemensin the literature
of the time. This is in contrast with the reformaiges of women as superstitious, bickering and eltiggnt and requiring

the superior authority of men as arbitrators.

Therefore, the periodical as a genre not only axdme@ a public but actually convened one. It wasipestyles,
genres, and idioms that became markers of thisg@ublthough initiated with the purpose of moralvaze and women'’s
reform, these periodicals became vehicles for wosneglf-conscious emancipation, their connectioith the outer world
and their literary subjectivity. The public thusnstituted was conscious of the need for a diffensite, sometimes
discordant with the dominant discourse. Thus, thesely emergent ‘print publics’, which were undesi as gendered

spaces offered new subject positions and modediofilation to middle-class women.
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