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Abstract: 

Tarabai Shinde (1850–1910) was a pioneering feminist thinker in India, whose work Stri 

Purush Tulana (A Comparison Between Women and Men) stands as one of the earliest critiques 

of patriarchy in Indian society. Her arguments challenged the deeply entrenched gender biases of 

19th-century India, questioning religious, social, and cultural justifications for women’s 

oppression. This paper explores Tarabai Shinde’s influence on Indian feminist thought by 

analyzing her contributions to early feminism, her impact on later reformers and feminist 

movements, and the relevance of her ideas in contemporary feminist discourse. By 

contextualizing her work within the broader trajectory of Indian feminism, this study highlights 

how her radical critique laid the foundation for subsequent feminist struggles in India. 
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Introduction: 

Feminist thought in India has evolved through various phases, from early social reform 

movements in the 19th century to contemporary struggles for gender equality. While many male 

reformers, such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Jyotirao Phule, contributed to the discourse on 

women's rights, Tarabai Shinde was among the first women to present a systematic and scathing 

critique of patriarchy from a female perspective. Her Stri Purush Tulana, published in 1882, 

emerged as a landmark text in Indian feminism, questioning the inherent biases of a male-

dominated society and advocating for women’s dignity and autonomy. 

This paper examines the extent of Shinde’s influence on Indian feminist thought, tracing 

how her ideas shaped subsequent feminist movements. It explores how her radical critique of 

gender inequality was received in her time, its impact on later feminist thinkers, and how her 

arguments resonate with contemporary feminist debates in India. 
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Tarabai Shinde’s Critique of Patriarchy 

Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana was a response to the hypocrisy of a patriarchal society that 

condemned women for moral failings while overlooking the transgressions of men. Some key 

aspects of her feminist critique include: 

1. Religious and Social Criticism 

Shinde exposed how religious scriptures and social customs were used to justify women’s 

subordination. She challenged the belief that women were inherently sinful or weak, arguing 

instead that such ideas were constructed to maintain male dominance. 

2. Double Standards in Morality 

She criticized the harsh treatment of widows and unmarried women, while men were 

granted freedom in their personal lives. Her work denounced the tendency of society to blame 

women for moral corruption while excusing men's misdeeds. 

3. Advocacy for Women’s Education and Agency 

She argued that the lack of education and economic independence kept women 

oppressed. Unlike many male reformers who focused on improving women’s conditions through 

benevolent reform, Shinde demanded equality as a right, not charity. 

Tarabai Shinde’s Influence on Later Feminist Movements 

While Stri Purush Tulana was largely ignored during her lifetime, its impact became 

evident in later feminist struggles. Some ways in which Shinde’s ideas influenced Indian 

feminism include: 

1. Influence on Social Reform Movements 

Tarabai Shinde was a bold and radical thinker in 19th-century India, challenging the 

patriarchal norms that dominated both society and the social reform movement. Her work Stri 

Purush Tulana (1882) was a scathing critique of gender inequality, particularly targeting the 

hypocrisy of male reformers who sought to "uplift" women while still maintaining their 

dominance. At a time when social reform movements focused primarily on issues like widow 

remarriage, child marriage, and women's education, Shinde took a more fundamental approach - 

questioning the very foundations of patriarchy, morality, and religious justifications for women's 

oppression. Unlike many reformers who framed women’s rights as a matter of social betterment, 

she demanded justice and equality as fundamental human rights. 
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One of the key areas of Shinde’s influence was on the broader feminist discourse within 

social reform movements. While male reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar 

Chandra Vidyasagar campaigned for legal reforms concerning women, their approach was often 

paternalistic, portraying women as passive recipients of male-led reform. Shinde, in contrast, 

wrote from the perspective of an oppressed woman, arguing that women’s subjugation was not 

just a social problem but a systemic injustice rooted in caste, class, and religious structures. Her 

radical views were ahead of their time, but they laid the foundation for later feminist movements 

that sought not just social improvement but structural change in gender relations. 

Shinde’s work also resonated with Dalit and anti-caste reformers like Jyotirao and Savitribai 

Phule, who were among the few contemporaries to recognize the interconnectedness of caste and 

gender oppression. While many upper-caste reformers focused solely on gender issues, the 

Phules and later Dalit feminists built upon Shinde’s insights to highlight how Brahmanical 

patriarchy oppressed lower-caste women even more severely. Her critique of religious texts and 

societal norms influenced later feminist and Dalit intellectuals who questioned both gender and 

caste-based discrimination. 

Although Stri Purush Tulana was largely ignored in her time, her arguments found 

renewed relevance in the 20th and 21st centuries. The Indian women's movement of the early 

20th century, led by figures such as Pandita Ramabai and later the All India Women’s 

Conference (AIWC), echoed many of Shinde’s demands for women’s education and autonomy. 

In more recent times, Dalit feminists have revived her work, recognizing her as a precursor to 

intersectional feminist thought in India. Her fearless questioning of patriarchal structures 

continues to inspire contemporary struggles against gender and caste discrimination, making her 

a significant, though often overlooked, figure in the history of India’s social reform movements. 

2. Connection to the Women’s Movement in Colonial India 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) was one of the earliest feminist critiques of 

patriarchy in colonial India, making her a significant yet often overlooked figure in the women’s 

movement. Her work emerged at a time when social reform movements were addressing 

women’s issues such as widow remarriage, female education, and child marriage. However, 

while many male reformers framed these reforms as benevolent efforts to "uplift" women, 

Shinde took a more radical stance, arguing that gender inequality was deeply embedded in 

religious, social, and moral structures. Unlike many of her contemporaries, who sought 
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incremental change within the framework of existing norms, Shinde called for a complete re-

evaluation of the gendered morality that oppressed women. 

Although Stri Purush Tulana did not gain much recognition during her lifetime, its ideas 

found resonance in the evolving women’s movement of colonial India. By the late 19th and early 

20th centuries, women reformers such as Pandita Ramabai, Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, and 

Sarojini Naidu were actively advocating for women’s rights, including education, suffrage, and 

legal reforms. These reformers shared Shinde’s belief in women’s autonomy and dignity, even as 

they worked within the constraints of colonial rule and societal expectations. Shinde’s fiery 

critique of patriarchal double standards influenced the discourse on women’s morality and 

agency, paving the way for future feminists to challenge not just laws but also cultural narratives 

about women’s roles. 

Shinde’s arguments also prefigured the rise of organized feminist activism in colonial 

India. The formation of groups such as the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) in 1927 and 

the Women’s India Association (WIA) in 1917 marked a shift from male-led reforms to women 

actively demanding their rights. Although these movements were largely led by upper-caste 

women, their focus on issues like women’s education and legal equality echoed Shinde’s 

demands. Furthermore, her critical perspective on the intersection of caste and gender anticipated 

later debates within the Indian feminist movement, particularly as Dalit women began 

questioning the exclusivity of upper-caste feminism. 

In many ways, Tarabai Shinde’s work laid the intellectual groundwork for later feminist 

activism in India. While her contributions were not widely acknowledged during the colonial 

period, her fearless critique of patriarchy and caste oppression aligns with the broader trajectory 

of the Indian women’s movement. Today, her work is recognized as an important early feminist 

text that challenged both British colonial rule and indigenous patriarchal structures, making her 

an important precursor to the feminist struggles that gained momentum in the 20th century. 

3. Impact on Dalit Feminism 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) is often considered one of the earliest 

feminist texts in India, and its significance extends beyond gender issues to the intersection of 

caste and patriarchy. Although Shinde herself came from an upper-caste background, her critique 

of Brahmanical patriarchy laid an intellectual foundation that later influenced Dalit feminism. 

Unlike many upper-caste reformers who focused solely on women’s upliftment within a caste-
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privileged framework, Shinde’s arguments aligned with anti-caste thinkers like Jyotirao and 

Savitribai Phule, who emphasized that caste and gender oppression were interconnected. Her 

work provided an early critique of how religious and moral justifications were used not only to 

oppress women but also to sustain caste-based hierarchies. 

Dalit feminists in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, such as Urmila Pawar and 

Sharmila Rege, revisited Shinde’s writings to highlight how mainstream feminism in India had 

often ignored caste. Rege, in particular, positioned Stri Purush Tulana as an early example of 

resistance against both caste and gender oppression, arguing that it prefigured contemporary 

Dalit feminist thought. Dalit feminists have drawn from Shinde’s critique of religious texts and 

social norms to challenge the upper-caste dominance within the Indian feminist movement. 

While mainstream feminism often centered on issues like education and legal rights, Dalit 

feminism, influenced by thinkers like Shinde and the Phules, emphasized the need to address 

systemic caste discrimination alongside gender inequality. 

Moreover, Shinde’s focus on the hypocrisy of male-dominated social reform efforts 

resonates strongly with Dalit feminist critiques of how upper-caste men—and even women—

have historically spoken for marginalized women rather than allowing them to voice their own 

struggles. This is particularly relevant in the context of Dalit women’s experiences, as they face 

not only patriarchal oppression but also caste-based violence and exclusion. By reclaiming 

Shinde’s work, Dalit feminists assert that early feminist discourse in India was not solely shaped 

by elite, upper-caste women but also had radical voices that questioned both caste and gender 

structures. 

Today, Tarabai Shinde’s legacy continues to inspire Dalit feminist movements that 

challenge both patriarchal oppression and caste hierarchy. Her fearless questioning of religious 

morality, her demand for justice rather than mere reform, and her recognition of systemic 

inequality align closely with the core principles of Dalit feminism. Although her work was not 

widely recognized during her time, it has gained renewed significance in contemporary debates 

on intersectionality, ensuring that her radical critique remains relevant in the fight for both caste 

and gender justice. 
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Relevance in Contemporary Feminist Thought 

Despite being written in the 19th century, Stri Purush Tulana remains relevant in 

contemporary feminist debates in India. Some key areas where her work continues to resonate 

include: 

1. Gender and Caste Intersectionality 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) is one of the earliest feminist critiques of 

gender inequality in India, and her arguments reflect an early understanding of intersectionality - 

long before the term was formally introduced. While her primary focus was on challenging the 

patriarchal oppression of women, she also acknowledged how different social structures, 

particularly caste and religion, contributed to gender discrimination. Unlike many early 

reformers who viewed women’s issues in isolation, Shinde recognized that oppression was 

multidimensional, shaped by not just gender but also caste, class, and moral hierarchies imposed 

by society. 

One of the most striking aspects of Shinde’s work is her critique of how moral standards 

were applied differently to men and women, particularly in relation to sexuality, purity, and 

social roles. She condemned the way women, especially widows and those from marginalized 

backgrounds, were subjected to extreme forms of societal control and punishment, while men 

remained largely unaccountable for their actions. This critique aligns with modern feminist 

discussions on intersectionality, where gender oppression is seen as interconnected with other 

systems of power, including caste and class hierarchies. Although Shinde herself came from an 

upper-caste background, her arguments resonated with anti-caste thinkers like Jyotirao and 

Savitribai Phule, who emphasized the dual oppression faced by lower-caste women. 

Shinde’s work also prefigures later feminist debates on how mainstream feminism often excludes 

the voices of the most marginalized women.  

While early feminist discourse in India was largely shaped by upper-caste women 

advocating for education and social reforms, Shinde’s approach was more radical - she did not 

merely seek better treatment for women but challenged the very foundation of patriarchal and 

caste-based morality. This aspect of her work became particularly significant in the rise of Dalit 

feminism in the late 20th century, as scholars and activists such as Urmila Pawar and Sharmila 

Rege highlighted how caste and gender oppression were inseparable. 
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Today, Tarabai Shinde’s critique of patriarchy and her implicit understanding of 

intersectionality remain relevant in feminist discussions on gender justice in India. Her insistence 

that oppression cannot be viewed in isolation but must be understood through multiple layers of 

power structures makes her an important figure in the history of intersectional feminism. By 

recognizing her contributions, contemporary feminist movements can build on her legacy to 

create more inclusive and equitable frameworks for gender justice. 

2. Critique of Moral Policing and Sexuality 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) presents a sharp critique of the double 

standards in morality imposed on women in 19th-century Indian society. She was particularly 

vocal about how patriarchal structures controlled women’s sexuality while allowing men to act 

with impunity. Her work challenged the widespread belief that women were naturally weak, 

sinful, or morally corrupt, exposing how such ideas were constructed to justify their oppression. 

By questioning these social norms, Shinde laid the foundation for a feminist critique of moral 

policing, which remains relevant in contemporary India. 

One of Shinde’s main arguments was that society judged women harshly for any 

deviation from prescribed norms, particularly regarding chastity, widowhood, and sexual 

behavior, while men were rarely held to the same standards. She condemned the way women 

especially widows were subjected to extreme social restrictions, denied agency over their own 

bodies, and blamed for men’s transgressions. In contrast, men who engaged in the same behavior 

were either excused or even celebrated. This critique directly challenged the patriarchal notion 

that women’s worth was tied solely to their sexual purity, a theme that continues to be debated in 

feminist movements today. 

Shinde also exposed how religious and legal systems reinforced these double standards. 

She criticized the way scriptures and social customs dictated oppressive moral codes for women 

while granting men unchecked power. Her argument was radical for its time because it did not 

merely seek sympathy for women but demanded a re-evaluation of morality itself. By 

highlighting the hypocrisy in how society defined virtue and vice, she questioned the legitimacy 

of moral policing as a tool of patriarchal control. 

Even in contemporary India, moral policing whether through laws, social norms, or 

violent enforcement continues to restrict women’s choices regarding dress, relationships, and 

sexual autonomy. Shinde’s critique remains relevant in discussions on issues such as honor 
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killings, restrictions on women’s mobility, and the policing of women’s sexuality in both public 

and private spheres. Her work challenges the deeply ingrained belief that women must bear the 

burden of maintaining morality while men remain free to dictate and violate those very 

standards. Recognizing her contribution allows for a more historical and intersectional 

understanding of the fight against moral policing and gender-based oppression. 

3. Women’s Rights as a Political Issue 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana (1882) was not just a critique of gender 

discrimination; it was also a powerful assertion that women’s rights were a matter of justice and 

political significance, not just social reform. At a time when most discussions on women’s issues 

were framed within the context of benevolent reform, Shinde argued that gender equality was not 

a favor granted by men but a fundamental right that women were entitled to. This perspective 

was radical for her time, as it positioned women’s struggles within a broader political framework 

rather than limiting them to moral or cultural debates. 

Unlike many male social reformers of the 19th century who sought to "uplift" women 

through controlled reforms like widow remarriage and female education, Shinde demanded a 

deeper structural change. She did not view women as passive beneficiaries of reform but as 

individuals who should actively claim their rights. Her work criticized the legal and religious 

institutions that perpetuated women’s subjugation, making an implicit argument that any true 

progress required political will and systemic transformation. In this sense, her ideas prefigured 

later feminist movements that recognized gender equality as a political struggle rather than 

merely a social concern. 

Shinde’s assertion that women’s oppression was sustained by state institutions, religious 

doctrine, and cultural norms aligns with modern feminist perspectives that view gender justice as 

inseparable from broader struggles for democracy and human rights. While she wrote in a time 

when Indian women were not yet part of organized political movements, her critique 

foreshadowed the demands for women’s suffrage, legal rights, and political participation that 

emerged in the early 20th century. Her insistence that gender discrimination was not just a 

domestic or social issue but a systemic injustice made her an early voice in the political discourse 

on women’s rights. 

Even today, Shinde’s arguments remain relevant as women’s rights continue to be 

debated in political and legal arenas, both in India and globally. Issues such as equal 
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representation, legal protections against gender-based violence, and reproductive rights are all 

part of the larger political struggle for gender justice. By recognizing Shinde’s contributions, we 

can better understand the historical roots of feminist activism in India and the importance of 

treating women’s rights as a fundamental political issue rather than a secondary concern. 

Conclusion 

Tarabai Shinde’s Stri Purush Tulana was a revolutionary text that challenged the 

patriarchal foundations of 19th-century Indian society. Although largely unrecognized in her 

time, her ideas have had a lasting impact on Indian feminist thought. By critiquing religious, 

social, and moral justifications for women’s subordination, Shinde laid the groundwork for later 

feminist struggles in India. Her influence can be seen in the social reform movements of the 

early 20th century, the emergence of Dalit feminism, and contemporary feminist debates on 

gender and caste. Recognizing Shinde’s contributions is essential for understanding the historical 

trajectory of Indian feminism. Her work reminds us that feminist struggles in India have deep 

roots and those voices from the margins, like hers, must be acknowledged to build a more 

inclusive feminist movement. 
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