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ABSTRACT:

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a visionary social reformer and educator, played a pivotal role in advancing women's
education and empowerment in early 20th-century Bengal. Her educational philosophy emphasized that women'’s liberation
could only be achieved through education, challenging the patriarchal and religious constraints that confined women to
domestic roles. Through the establishment of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in 1911, she provided women with access
to modern education, fostering intellectual, social, and economic independence. Rokeya’s legacy has had a lasting impact on
contemporary women'’s education in Bengal, inspiring ongoing movements for gender equality, increased female literacy, and
broader participation in various professions. Her work also addressed the intersectionality of gender, class, and religion,
particularly focusing on providing education to Muslim women from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Today, her vision
continues to influence modern feminist movements, demonstrating the enduring importance of education as a tool for social
and gender justice.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a pioneering figure in
the history of South Asia, stands as one of the foremost
advocates for women’s education and empowerment in
the Indian subcontinent. Born in 1880 in what is now
Bangladesh, she challenged the prevailing norms of her
time, which confined women to domestic roles, through
her literary works, social activism, and education
initiatives. Begum Rokeya’s advocacy for women’s
education was not just about promoting academic learning
but about uplifting women from the shackles of societal
limitations, thereby laying a foundation for broader gender
equality and empowerment.

Rokeya’s vision for women’s education was
groundbreaking. During a time when women were largely
illiterate and subjected to the patriarchal ideologies that
dictated their roles in society, she emphasized the need for
women to be educated in order to elevate their social
status. She strongly believed that education was a tool for
liberation. In her writings and speeches, Rokeya argued
that without education, women would remain subjugated
and unable to participate meaningfully in societal
development (Moshin, 2014). Her work aimed to break

down the barriers that prevented women from accessing
knowledge, which she saw as essential to both personal
and social transformation.

Rokeya’s most significant contribution in this realm was
the founding of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School in
Kolkata in 1911. This was one of the earliest educational
institutions for girls in the region. The school was
revolutionary not only because it offered girls the
opportunity for formal education but also because it
embodied Rokeya’s progressive vision of a world in which
women could access the same opportunities as men. The
institution provided a range of subjects, from languages
and literature to science and arts, giving young girls a
broad and holistic education. By creating this educational
space, Rokeya directly challenged the idea that women’s
primary role should be domestic and limited to managing
the household. Her school became an early beacon for
women’s autonomy and intellectual development, which
later influenced the course of women’s education in the
region (Sarkar, 2009).

Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives also contributed to
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a larger cultural shift regarding women’s rights in the
Indian subcontinent. Through her work, she made
significant strides in shifting public perception about
women’s roles. Her efforts were not confined to formal
education alone but extended to writing and speeches
aimed at changing societal attitudes toward gender
inequality. Rokeya’s seminal work, Sultana’s Dream
(1905), is one such example where she imagined a utopian
world in which women occupied roles of leadership and
scientific advancement. In this work, she critiques the
oppressive conditions faced by women in her time and
offers a radical vision of a world where women were free
from subjugation (Rokeya, 2005). This work not only
advocated for women’s rights but also highlighted the
need for women’s education as a means to achieve these
rights.

In addition to her work in education and literature,
Rokeya's advocacy extended to social reforms aimed at
improving women'’s position in society. She was a vocal
critic of practices such as child marriage, purdah (the
seclusion of women), and the general lack of opportunities
for women. She used her educational initiatives as a
platform to challenge these oppressive practices and to
argue that an enlightened society must include women as
equals in all walks of life. She often emphasized that
empowering women through education would lead to a
more just and equitable society for all (Saha, 2011).

The impact of Begum Rokeya’s work on contemporary
women’s empowerment in South Asia can be seen in
various ways. First, her initiatives laid the groundwork for
subsequent movements aimed at advancing women’s
rights in the region. Her emphasis on education as the key
to empowerment continues to resonate today, as millions
of women across South Asia still face barriers to accessing
quality education. In countries such as Bangladesh, where
Rokeya’s legacy remains strong, education is seen as one of
the most powerful tools for women to break out of cycles
of poverty and gender-based discrimination.

Furthermore, Rokeya’s legacy is visible in the continued
push for women’s participation in the workforce and in
political leadership. Her insistence on women’s rights to
education and intellectual growth has had a lasting effect
on the ways in which women in the region see themselves
in relation to society. Women in South Asia today are
increasingly breaking barriers in various fields, from
politics to business, science, and technology, inspired by
the pioneering efforts of figures like Begum Rokeya (Islam,
2017).

Rokeya’s contributions are particularly relevant in the
current context, where women’s rights and gender
equality remain ongoing struggles in many parts of the
world. Her vision of an empowered woman, equipped with
knowledge and the freedom to participate fully in all
aspects of society, continues to inspire educational and
social reforms aimed at achieving gender parity.

Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives were not only
groundbreaking for their time but also set the stage for

contemporary  movements aimed at  women’s
empowerment in South Asia. Through her school, her
writing, and her advocacy, she was able to provide a
blueprint for empowering women through education,
which has had far-reaching effects on contemporary
gender equality efforts. The ideals that she championed
continue to influence the pursuit of social, political, and
economic equality for women in the region and around the
world.

2. RATIONALE OF THE STUDY

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, widely regarded as a
pioneer of women's education in the Indian subcontinent,
made significant contributions to the empowerment of
women during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. She
is best known for her advocacy of women'’s rights, social
reforms, and the establishment of educational initiatives
aimed at uplifting women. In a time when women'’s
education was either highly restricted or outright
prohibited in many parts of South Asia, Begum Rokeya’s
educational initiatives, especially her establishment of the
Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School in Kolkata, were
revolutionary. The present study seeks to explore the
impact of her educational efforts on contemporary
women's empowerment, assessing how her work
continues to influence the status and opportunities of
women today.

Begum Rokeya was born in 1880 in what is now
Bangladesh, a region where traditional gender roles were
strictly adhered to, and women were often confined to the
domestic sphere. Education for women was not considered
a priority, and women’s rights were often overlooked or
actively suppressed. In this context, Begum Rokeya’s
efforts to promote women’s education stand out as
remarkable and forward-thinking. She not only worked to
create educational opportunities for women but also
challenged the social and cultural norms that restricted
their participation in intellectual, social, and political life.
Her progressive ideas laid the groundwork for later
women’s movements in the subcontinent, particularly in
areas concerning education, social reforms, and gender
equality.

Begum Rokeya’s educational philosophy was rooted in the
belief that the true liberation of women could only occur
through education. She recognized that an educated
woman could challenge societal norms and contribute
meaningfully to both her family and society at large. Her
establishment of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School in
1911 was groundbreaking, as it provided opportunities for
girls to learn subjects such as Bengali, English, science, and
the arts—subjects that were traditionally reserved for
male students.

The school was an important step in educating girls from
all social classes, aiming not just to impart knowledge but
also to foster critical thinking and a sense of agency in
young women. Through her writing and public speeches,
Begum Rokeya emphasized the importance of both formal
education and self-awareness for women, urging them to
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question the traditional roles assigned to them by society.

The impact of Begum Rokeya’s initiatives on contemporary
women’s empowerment is both profound and enduring.
Today, in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, her educational
model has influenced the structure of women'’s schooling
systems, especially in rural and marginalized communities
where access to education remains limited. As women's
literacy rates continue to improve across South Asia, it is
clear that the seeds of change sown by Begum Rokeya have
borne fruit.

The empowerment of women, however, is a multifaceted
concept. It goes beyond just access to education to include
political participation, economic independence, and
freedom of expression. The study aims to examine how
Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives contribute to these
dimensions of empowerment today. By providing women
with the tools to improve their educational and intellectual
capabilities, her work indirectly fostered a generation of
women who have gone on to be leaders, entrepreneurs,
and advocates for gender equality.

Contemporary women in South Asia continue to benefit
from educational programs inspired by Begum Rokeya's
advocacy. Government and non-governmental initiatives,
including scholarship programs, vocational training, and
awareness campaigns, can trace their roots back to her
revolutionary stance on women’s education. The
expansion of girls' education in rural areas, the increase in
women'’s participation in higher education, and the rising
number of women in professional fields can all be
attributed, in part, to the groundwork laid by Begum
Rokeya. Despite the clear impact of Begum Rokeya’s work
on contemporary women's empowerment, there remains a
lack of comprehensive studies that examine her influence
within the context of modern South Asian societies. While
scholars have analyzed her writings and her early
20th-century contributions to education, less attention has
been paid to her long-term legacy in empowering women
through education. This study will bridge that gap by
exploring how her educational initiatives have shaped the
contemporary landscape of women’s empowerment in
South Asia.

3. REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a pioneer in women'’s
education and social reform in British India (modern-day
Bangladesh), remains a crucial figure in the discourse
surrounding women’s empowerment in South Asia. Her
educational initiatives, rooted in her belief that education
was key to women’s liberation, laid the foundation for
modern feminist thought and action in the region. This
review analyzes the impact of Begum Rokeya’s educational
initiatives on contemporary women’s empowerment,
drawing from historical and contemporary perspectives.
Begum Rokeya’s advocacy for women'’s education began at
a time when women in South Asia, particularly in Bengal,
were largely confined to domestic roles with limited access
to education. Her seminal work, Sultana’s Dream (1905),
articulated her vision of an equitable society where

women were educated and participated equally in all
spheres of life (Hossain, 2014). She believed that educating
women was not just a matter of individual upliftment but
of societal progress. She founded the Sakhawat Memorial
Girls' School in Kolkata in 1911, a groundbreaking
initiative that aimed to provide women with formal
education and vocational training.

The Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School was one of the first
institutions of its kind, emphasizing both academic
education and practical skills like handcrafts. This dual
focus was aimed at enabling women to be financially
independent, as well as socially and intellectually
empowered (Islam, 2019). According to Ahmed (2005),
Begum Rokeya’s educational philosophy was rooted in a
progressive understanding of women’s roles in society,
which transcended conventional expectations of women's
roles within the family and domesticity. She also advocated
for the inclusion of English and modern subjects in the
curriculum, making her approach forward-thinking in the
context of early 20th-century Bengal.

The historical influence of Begum Rokeya’s initiatives on
contemporary women’s empowerment can be seen in
several ways. First, her educational vision laid the
groundwork for the modern women’s rights movement in
Bangladesh. The Sakhawat Memorial School continues to
operate today, and its legacy of promoting women'’s
education can be seen in the increasing number of girls'
schools and female literacy programs throughout the
region (Rahman, 2017). Research by Chowdhury (2016)
highlights the role of women’s education in improving
socioeconomic outcomes, emphasizing how the expansion
of girls' education in Bangladesh, in part inspired by
Rokeya’s early work, has led to greater female
participation in the labor market, improved health
outcomes, and increased political engagement.

Additionally, contemporary women’s empowerment
movements in Bangladesh and South Asia have drawn on
Begum Rokeya’s framework for gender equality and
women'’s rights. Studies by Banu (2018) demonstrate that
women’s educational attainment has been directly linked
to greater political and economic empowerment, a trend
that aligns with Rokeya’s assertions about the
transformative power of education. Her advocacy for
women’s participation in public life has inspired
contemporary feminist leaders and activists in Bangladesh,
who continue to champion education as a fundamental
right for women (Zaman, 2020).

Moreover, Begum Rokeya’s legacy is evident in how
women’s empowerment programs today prioritize
education as a vehicle for change. Modern NGOs and
governmental initiatives, such as the Bangladesh
Education for All (EFA) program, emphasize gender
equality in education, a concept that echoes Rokeya'’s early
vision. According to a study by Khan (2020), the focus on
educating girls in Bangladesh has significantly reduced
gender disparities in literacy rates, with girls now
outperforming boys in terms of school enrollment and
completion in certain regions.
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Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives were ahead of
their time, and her contributions to women'’s
empowerment continue to resonate today. Through her
establishment of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School and
her writings, Rokeya not only advanced women'’s
education but also set the stage for ongoing social reforms
aimed at gender equality. Contemporary women'’s
empowerment in Bangladesh and South Asia owes much to
her pioneering work, with education continuing to be seen
as a key tool for women's social, economic, and political
empowerment. The enduring impact of her initiatives
affirms that Begum Rokeya was not only a visionary of her
time but remains an enduring symbol of women'’s potential
for change.

4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY

The following research questions have been formulated for
the present study -

e How did Begum Rokeya’s educational philosophy
contribute to the evolution of women's empowerment
in Bengal?

e What role did the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School
play in shaping women’s educational access and
empowerment in early 20th-century Bengal?

e How did Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives
address the intersectionality of gender, class, and
religion in women’s empowerment?

e To what extent have contemporary women'’s
educational achievements in Bengal been influenced
by Begum Rokeya’s early advocacy for women’s rights
and education?

5. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

Based on the above mentioned Research Questions, the
following research objectives have been formulated for
the present study -

e To examine the contributions of Begum Rokeya’s
educational philosophy to the development of
women’s empowerment in Bengal.

e To assess the role of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls'
School in increasing women'’s access to education in
early 20th-century Bengal.

e To explore how Begum Rokeya’s educational
initiatives addressed issues of gender, class, and
religion in women’s empowerment.

e To investigate the ongoing influence of Begum
Rokeya’s educational initiatives on contemporary
women’s educational achievements and
empowerment in Bengal.

6. METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY

The methodology of this study adopts a qualitative
approach, focusing on historical analysis to examine the
impact of Begum Rokeya’s educational initiatives on
contemporary women’s empowerment. The research will
begin with an in-depth review of primary and secondary
sources related to Begum Rokeya’s life and work, including
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her writings, speeches, and correspondence. This historical
analysis will provide insight into her educational
philosophy, particularly her advocacy for women'’s access
to education and social equality. The study will also
explore how her ideas were received in her time and how
they have evolved to influence contemporary women'’s
empowerment. Key historical texts, such as Sultana’s
Dream and other works by Rokeya, will be analyzed to
understand her vision for women’s education.
Furthermore, the research will incorporate oral history
interviews with women who are part of institutions or
communities inspired by her initiatives, gathering
personal narratives that link her educational work to
current gender equity movements. By focusing on
historical and qualitative data, the study aims to trace the
long-term impact of Rokeya’s educational contributions,
offering a deeper understanding of how her legacy
continues to shape modern concepts of women'’s
empowerment and access to education.

7. OBJECTIVE-WISE ANALYSIS AND
INTERPRETATION

7.1. OBJECTIVE 1: TO EXAMINE THE CONTRIBUTIONS
OF BEGUM ROKEYA’S EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY TO
THE DEVELOPMENT OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT IN
BENGAL.

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880-1932), a
pioneering feminist thinker, educator, and social reformer
from Bengal, made a profound contribution to the
empowerment of women in the region. Her educational
philosophy was grounded in the belief that the liberation
of women could only be achieved through education,
which would foster intellectual, social, and economic
independence. Rokeya’s efforts in establishing educational
institutions, writing, and advocating for women's rights
were instrumental in shaping the future of women’s
empowerment in Bengal.

Rokeya's Educational Philosophy: Rokeya Sakhawat
Hossain’s educational philosophy was rooted in her belief
in equality and the potential of women to contribute to
society if given access to education. In an era when
women’s education was considered taboo and
unnecessary, especially for Muslim women, Rokeya was a
vocal advocate for education as the primary tool for social
change. She argued that education would enable women to
become self-reliant, critical thinkers, and active
participants in societal transformation. She famously
stated, “If you educate a woman, you educate a family, and
if you educate a family, you educate a society” (Rokeya,
1905). This idea encapsulated her belief that educated
women could break free from the shackles of patriarchy
and discrimination.

Establishing Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School: One of
her most significant contributions was the establishment
of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School in Kolkata in 1911.
This school became a beacon of progressive education for
girls from diverse backgrounds, including the Muslim
community. The school aimed not only to provide formal
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education but also to empower women by teaching them
skills that would allow them to contribute economically
and socially. The curriculum emphasized not only
traditional subjects but also vocational training, giving
women the opportunity to become financially
independent. Through this school, Rokeya demonstrated
that women'’s education was not only a moral imperative
but also a practical necessity for the development of a
progressive society.

Writing and Advocacy: Rokeya was also a prolific writer
whose works critiqued the socio-cultural norms of her
time. Her writings, including her famous work "Sultana's
Dream" (1905), a feminist utopia, illustrated the potential
of women in an environment free from patriarchal
constraints. "Sultana’s Dream" imagined a world where
women, liberated through education, governed and ran a
peaceful and prosperous society, highlighting the
transformative power of education. In her essays and
lectures, she consistently advocated for women's rights to
education, property, and independence, positioning these
as essential for societal development.

Legacy in Bengal and Beyond: Rokeya’s educational
philosophy and activism laid the foundation for the
broader women’s empowerment movement in Bengal. Her
influence extended beyond the boundaries of formal
education. By championing women’s intellectual and
economic independence, she inspired generations of
women to challenge gender norms and seek knowledge.
Her work, both in education and in writing, galvanized the
discourse on women'’s rights in Bengal, and later across
India and South Asia.

Through her contributions, Begum Rokeya paved the way
for a rethinking of women’s roles in society. Her advocacy
for education became a central theme in the struggles for
women's emancipation in Bengal and beyond. In
contemporary times, her work continues to inspire
educators, feminists, and social reformers who recognize
education as a key tool for social change.

7.2. OBJECTIVE 2: TO ASSESS THE ROLE OF THE
SAKHAWAT MEMORIAL GIRLS' SCHOOL IN INCREASING
WOMEN’'S ACCESS TO EDUCATION IN EARLY
20TH-CENTURY BENGAL.

The Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School, founded in 1911 by
Begum Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain, played a pivotal role in
shaping women’s educational access and empowerment in
early 20th-century Bengal, which was a period marked by
intense social and political change. The school’s
establishment was a significant milestone in the struggle
for women’s rights and education, which were severely
restricted in colonial Bengal due to both colonial policies
and traditional societal norms.

At the time of the school's founding, women in Bengal
faced numerous social and cultural restrictions, including
limited access to formal education. Traditional norms
confined women to domestic roles, and they were often
discouraged or outright forbidden from seeking formal
schooling. Begum Roquiah, an influential social reformer,
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educator, and writer, sought to challenge these oppressive
structures through the establishment of the Sakhawat
Memorial Girls' School, which aimed to provide an
alternative vision for women'’s lives.

The school's mission was not only to educate women in the
traditional subjects of the time but also to instill a sense of
self-worth and independence. Begum Roquiah, through
her leadership, advocated for a curriculum that was
progressive and holistic, covering subjects such as history,
literature, and science, in addition to vocational training
and skills that could empower women economically. Her
own experience with education, having learned to read
and write in a society that largely restricted such
opportunities to women, influenced her strong
commitment to ensuring that other women could access
the same possibilities.

One of the central aspects of Sakhawat Memorial Girls’
School was its focus on providing education to women
from various socio-economic backgrounds, particularly
those who were less likely to attend other schools due to
financial or societal constraints. The school became a
beacon of hope for many young girls who otherwise might
have been deprived of formal education, and it offered a
space where women could both learn and grow outside the
confines of patriarchal expectations.

The school also became an emblem of feminist activism in
Bengal. As Begum Roquiah advocated for women'’s right to
education, she also highlighted the importance of social
reform to improve women’s lives. She challenged
patriarchal interpretations of religion that justified the
exclusion of women from education and public life.
Through her writing and public speeches, she championed
the idea that women’s education was vital not only for
their personal development but also for the progress of
society as a whole.

Furthermore, the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School helped
to ignite a broader movement for women’s rights in
Bengal, contributing to the gradual emergence of female
participation in public life. The school encouraged women
to step outside their traditional roles, engage in political
discourse, and contribute to the changing social landscape
of Bengal.

The Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School was an essential
institution in the development of women's education and
empowerment in early 20th-century Bengal. It played a
significant role in challenging patriarchal norms,
promoting gender equality, and expanding the educational
and social opportunities available to women. The legacy of
Begum Roquiah’s work continues to inspire movements
for women's rights and education in South Asia.

7.3. OBJECTIVE 3: TO EXPLORE HOW BEGUM ROKEYA'’S
EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES ADDRESSED ISSUES OF
GENDER, CLASS, AND RELIGION IN WOMEN’S
EMPOWERMENT.

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880-1932) was a
pioneering figure in the early 20th century Indian
subcontinent, advocating for women’s education and
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empowerment in a deeply patriarchal and conservative
society. Her work reflected a nuanced understanding of the
intersectionality of gender, class, and religion, and she
used education as a means to challenge oppressive
systems. Rokeya’s initiatives focused not just on advancing
women'’s rights but also on improving their position within
the socio-economic and religious contexts of her time.

Intersectionality of Gender, Class, and Religion in
Rokeya's Work: Rokeya’s primary educational initiative
was the founding of the Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School
in Kolkata in 1911, which provided formal education to
Muslim girls in an environment where they had little
access to such opportunities. In colonial India, both gender
and class were pivotal factors in determining access to
education, especially for women. The social order often
relegated women, particularly from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, to domestic roles. Upper-class Muslim
women, however, faced additional restrictions due to the
combination of patriarchal cultural practices and religious
conservatism. Rokeya’s school was specifically designed to
bridge these divides, making education available to a
diverse group of women from various classes, and
particularly to those from a Muslim background.

Challenging Religious and Patriarchal Norms: Rokeya's
advocacy for women's education was deeply tied to her
critique of both religious orthodoxy and patriarchal
societal structures. In her famous essay “Sultana’s Dream”
(1905), a feminist utopian narrative, she portrayed a
world where women, liberated from the restrictions of
both religion and patriarchy, could flourish intellectually
and contribute to society. This work underscored her
belief in the potential for reform within religious
structures, advocating for a reinterpretation of Islamic
teachings that promoted gender equality (Hasan, 2006).
Rokeya argued that women’s education was a religious
duty and that Islam, when correctly understood, was not
opposed to women’s empowerment but rather supported
it (Khan, 2007).

Empowerment Through Education: Education, for
Rokeya, was the primary tool for social transformation.
She believed that without education, women were
confined to their roles as wives and mothers, deprived of
the opportunity to make meaningful contributions to
society. Her school offered a progressive curriculum that
included not only religious studies but also subjects like
mathematics, science, and literature, aiming to provide
women with a comprehensive education that would allow
them to break free from the limitations imposed by their
gender and class. By educating women, she sought to equip
them with the tools to challenge both the socio-economic
constraints of class and the rigid gender norms dictated by
religion (Sikand, 2002).

Legacy and Impact: Rokeya’s educational initiatives were
groundbreaking in their intersectional approach,
addressing the needs of women from different
backgrounds. Her efforts helped to reshape societal
attitudes toward women'’s education, particularly within
Muslim communities. By providing education to girls from
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lower and middle-class backgrounds, she highlighted how
women's empowerment was inseparable from broader
social justice issues. Her work laid the foundation for
future generations of women activists who would continue
the struggle for gender, class, and religious equality.

Begum Rokeya's educational initiatives were rooted in an
intersectional approach that recognized the
interconnectedness of gender, class, and religion in
shaping women’s lives. By advocating for the education of
women, especially Muslim women from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, she not only challenged the
patriarchal norms of her time but also redefined the role of
women in both public and private spheres. Her legacy
continues to inspire women'’s rights movements across the
world.

7.4. OBJECTIVE 4: TO INVESTIGATE THE ONGOING
INFLUENCE OF BEGUM ROKEYA'S EDUCATIONAL
INITIATIVES ON CONTEMPORARY WOMEN'’S
EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENTS AND EMPOWERMENT
IN BENGAL.

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a pioneering figure in
the social reform movement of Bengal, is widely regarded
for her groundbreaking advocacy for women's rights and
education. Her work, particularly during the early 20th
century, has had a lasting impact on the educational
achievements of contemporary women in Bengal. This
influence can be traced in various ways, including the
emergence of women's schools, increased access to
education, and the continued fight for gender equality in
education.

Rokeya's most notable contribution to the cause of
women’s education was the establishment of the Sakhawat
Memorial Girls' School in Calcutta in 1911. This was one of
the first institutions that provided modern education to
girls in a time when formal schooling for women was
considered a taboo in many parts of the region
(Choudhury, 2009). Her efforts not only provided women
with access to schooling but also challenged societal norms
that placed limitations on their educational opportunities.
She argued that a woman's education was crucial for the
development of a just society and that the education of
women would contribute to the upliftment of the nation as
a whole (Hossain, 2005).

Rokeya's advocacy helped set the stage for a gradual shift
in public opinion towards the education of girls. Her work
inspired other reformers and activists to promote
women’s education. By highlighting the importance of
women's empowerment through education, Rokeya
contributed to a broader cultural transformation in Bengal.
The early schools and educational institutions founded by
women's rights activists in the 19th and early 20th
centuries laid the foundation for the expansion of
educational opportunities for women. This foundation can
be seen in the substantial increase in female literacy rates
and the rise of women in various professions, including
education, medicine, and administration, over the decades.

In contemporary Bengal, the impact of Rokeya’s vision is
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evident in the strong educational achievements of women.
Over the years, the gender gap in education has steadily
narrowed, especially in urban areas where the female
literacy rate now stands at par with that of men (Basu,
2018). Moreover, women are increasingly participating in
higher education, and many have excelled in fields that
were once male-dominated, including science, engineering,
and politics. This is in line with Rokeya's belief that a
woman'’s intellectual development should not be confined
to domestic duties but should extend to all fields of
knowledge (Sengupta, 2010).

Additionally, Rokeya's ideas about the intersectionality of
gender, class, and education continue to resonate in
contemporary discourse around women'’s rights. Her work
laid the groundwork for the feminist movement in Bengal,
which, while rooted in the struggle for education, also
emphasized women's rights to economic independence
and social equality (Choudhury, 2009). Today, feminist
scholars and activists in Bengal draw upon Rokeya’s
writings to challenge gender norms and fight for systemic
changes in the educational system to ensure that women of
all socioeconomic backgrounds have equal access to
quality education.Begum Rokeya’s pioneering work in
advocating for women’s education continues to influence
the educational achievements of contemporary women in
Bengal. Her legacy can be seen not only in the proliferation
of educational institutions for women but also in the
broader cultural and social shifts that have allowed
women to access opportunities that were once out of
reach. While challenges remain, the impact of Rokeya’s
advocacy is undeniably significant in shaping the
landscape of women’s education in Bengal.

8. CONCLUSION

Begum Rokeya's educational initiatives have had a
profound and lasting impact on contemporary women's
empowerment, particularly in the context of South Asia.
Through her pioneering work in advocating for women's
education, Rokeya laid the groundwork for the
advancement of women's rights and gender equality,
which remains relevant today. Her establishment of the
Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School in Kolkata marked a
significant milestone in providing formal education to
women, a revolutionary act in an era where women were
often denied such opportunities.

Rokeya's emphasis on education was not limited to
academic learning but extended to the holistic
empowerment of women, enabling them to engage in
society with confidence and self-reliance. This vision
continues to inspire educational reforms, policy changes,
and the growth of women’s educational institutions across
the region. Furthermore, her advocacy for women's
economic independence, intellectual growth, and social
participation has helped shape the ongoing discourse
around gender equality and women's rights. In the
contemporary context, the impact of her educational
initiatives is evident in the increasing number of women
participating in higher education, entering the workforce,
and asserting their rights. Despite the progress, challenges
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remain, but the foundation laid by Begum Rokeya
continues to motivate new generations of women to seek
empowerment through education. Thus, her contributions
to women’s education remain a beacon of progress,
echoing the need for continued efforts to bridge the gender
gap in education and other spheres of life.
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