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ABSTRACT :

Women in Assam have historically played a pivotal role in the social, cultural and political
evolution of the region, yet their contributions have often been underrepresented in mainstream historical
narratives. The study seeks to illuminate the significant roles played by women in shaping modern Assam,
with particular focus on two pioneering figures: Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das.
Chandraprabha Saikiani, a trailblazer in feminist thought and activism, emerged as a central figure in
mobilizing women through platforms such as the Assam Mahila Samiti. She ardently advocated for
women’s education, social reform, and the eradication of regressive societal practices, thereby laying the
groundwork for gender consciousness in Assamese society.

In contrast, Amalprava Das, deeply influenced by Gandhian principles, devoted her life to social
service, emphasizing rural upliftment and the empowerment of marginalized communities through
initiatives such as the Kasturba Ashram. By employing both historical and analytical methodologies, this
study critically examines their individual and collective contributions, demonstrating how they challenged
traditional gender roles and fostered discourses of equality, social responsibility and reform in modern
Assam.

The paper highlights that understanding the legacies of such women is essential not only for
reconstructing a more inclusive historical narrative but also for inspiring contemporary movements
toward social justice and gender equity. Their enduring impact exemplifies the transformative potential of
women’s leadership in regional and national contexts. Chandraprabha Saikiani’s advocacy for women’s
education and social reform has been extensively documented, highlighting her central role in early 20th-
century Assamese feminism (Bhuyan, 2010).

KEYWORDS: Women’s Empowerment in Assam, Social Reform Movements, Chandraprabha Saikiani,
Amalprava Das, Modern Assamese Society.

INTRODUCTION

The history of modern Assam cannot be fully understood without examining the contributions
of women who participated actively in social reform and nationalist movements. Assamese society
historically allowed women to participate in economic and cultural life, particularly through activities
such as weaving and agriculture. However, colonial modernity and changing social structures gradually
restricted women's participation in public life (Gait, 1906 ).
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The early twentieth century witnessed the emergence of organized women's movements in
Assam. These movements aimed to improve women'’s access to education, political participation, and
social equality. Among the most influential leaders of this movement were Chandraprabha Saikiani and
Amalprava Das. Chandraprabha Saikiani became one of the leading figures of the women’s movement in
Assam and played a key role in establishing the Assam Mahila Samiti in 1926, which became an
important platform for women'’s activism (Medhi, 202 3). The organization mobilized women across the
Brahmaputra Valley and encouraged them to participate in public life and social reform movements.

Similarly, Amalprava Das was deeply influenced by Gandhian philosophy and devoted her life to
social service, rural reconstruction, and women’s empowerment. Through the Kasturba Ashram in
Guwahati, she promoted self-reliance and economic independence among women (Kakati, 1985). This
paper examines the historical significance of their contributions and evaluates their impact on modern
Assamese society.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The history of Assam, like much of India, has been predominantly narrated through the lens of
political events, economic developments, and male-centered leadership. In this narrative, the
contributions of women have often been overlooked or marginalized, despite their significant role in
shaping the social, cultural, and political landscape of the region. Women in Assam have historically
been engaged in community life, social reform movements, and education, often taking the initiative to
challenge regressive social norms and advocate for progressive changes. However, systematic scholarly
attention to their contributions has been relatively limited, making it necessary to examine their roles
within a historical framework.

In the context of modern Assam, the late 19th and early 20t centuries marked a period of social
transformation characterized by increased awareness of women's rights, education, and social reform.
It was during this period that figures such as Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das emerged as
pioneering leaders who not only addressed issues of gender inequality but also contributed to broader
social and political movements. Chandraprabha Saikiani, a prominent feminist and social reformer,
played a vital role in mobilizing women through the Assam Mahila Samiti, advocating for women’s
education, the eradication of social evils, and women’s active participation in public life. Her activism
represented a critical step in redefining the role of women in Assamese society and challenging deeply
entrenched patriarchal structures (Bhuyan, 2010).

Amalprava Das, inspired by Gandhian principles, dedicated her life to social service, rural
development, and the empowerment of marginalized communities through initiatives such as the
Kasturba Ashram. Her work emphasized practical education, skill development, and community
engagement, demonstrating the potential of grassroots activism to bring about sustainable social
change. Both women, though working in different spheres, shared a commitment to social reform and
the advancement of women, and their contributions provide a valuable lens for understanding the
intersection of gender, education, and social activism in modern Assam.

This study, therefore, seeks to explore the historical perspectives of women'’s contributions to
Assamese society, with particular reference to Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das. By
examining their lives and work, the research aims to highlight how women have been central agents of
social transformation, challenging traditional norms and creating pathways for gender equality.
Understanding their contributions not only enriches the historiography of Assam but also provides
insights into the ongoing struggle for women’s empowerment and social justice in contemporary
society.

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
1. Barpujari, HK, (1990), "Assamese Society and Women", examines the historical position of
women in Assam, emphasizing their involvement in economic activities such as weaving,
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agriculture, and household management. He argues that this engagement provided women with
autonomy and social influence within family structures. The study highlights how Assamese women
historically enjoyed more social recognition compared to other regions in India. Barpujari also
notes the impact of colonialism and patriarchal ideologies, which gradually restricted women’s
public roles. His work provides a crucial foundation for understanding the historical context of
women’s contributions in Assamese society.

2. Das, A., (1998), "Gandhian Principles in Social Work", reflections on social work illustrate how
Gandhian principles guided her approach to women’s empowerment and rural development. She
emphasizes simplicity, self-reliance, and equality, and highlights the importance of vocational
training and education for women. Das provides a blueprint for integrating moral ideals with
practical social reform, demonstrating the significance of institutional frameworks like the Kasturba
Ashram.

3. Hazarika, L., (2002), "Kasturba Ashram and Women’s Empowerment” study focuses on the Kasturba
Ashram in Guwahati, founded by Amalprava Das. The paper discusses how the Ashram became a
center for education, vocational training, and community development, fostering economic
independence among women. Hazarika highlights the long-term societal impact of Das’s initiatives,
emphasizing her role in promoting social equality and inclusive development in Assamese society.

4. Deka, R, (2005), "Colonial Impacts on Assamese Women", analyzes the effects of colonial policies on
women’s social status in Assam, noting how Western education and legal reforms were double-
edged, providing opportunities while reinforcing patriarchal limitations. The paper discusses how
colonial economic changes restricted women'’s roles in public life and limited access to education.
Deka emphasizes the need for reform movements led by Assamese women to address these
challenges, highlighting the historical necessity of activism by figures like Saikiani and Das.

5. Saikia, P, (2010), "Chandraprabha Saikiani: Pioneer of Women’s Rights in Assam”, focuses on the life
and achievements of Chandraprabha Saikiani, emphasizing her role in founding the Assam Mahila
Samiti. The book highlights how Saikiani challenged patriarchal norms through social reform and
public activism. She linked women’s empowerment with the nationalist movement, encouraging
women to participate in political and social spheres. Saikia’s study underscores the
transformational impact of Saikiani’s leadership in creating a platform for feminist consciousness in
Assam.

6. Choudhury, S., (2013), "Political Participation of Women in Assam"”, investigates the historical
evolution of women'’s political participation in Assam, emphasizing the pioneering efforts of leaders
like Saikiani. The paper illustrates how women’s social movements, combined with nationalist
involvement, facilitated gradual inclusion in political life. Choudhury notes that the creation of
platforms such as Assam Mahila Samiti enabled women to challenge patriarchal norms and actively
shape public discourse, laying the foundation for contemporary female political engagement.

7. Bhattacharya, M., (2015), "Women and Nationalism in Assam", examines the intersection of women's
social activism and the nationalist movement in Assam. The paper highlights how women like
Chandraprabha Saikiani contributed to both social reforms and political mobilization. Bhattacharya
argues that women'’s participation in nationalism helped cultivate public agency and political
awareness among Assamese women, fostering a connection between social emancipation and
national identity.

8. Bordoloi, T. (2018), "Legacy of Women Leaders in Assam”, explores the long-term impact of
Assamese women leaders, focusing on the transformative contributions of Saikiani and Das. The
study demonstrates how their activism not only addressed immediate social challenges but also
inspired future generations of women leaders. Bordoloi emphasizes the creation of institutions and
networks that continue to support women’s education, social reform, and civic engagement,
highlighting the enduring influence of these historical figures.
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OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The study aims to achieve the following objectives:

1. To study the historical status and social position of women in Assam, highlighting the challenges
and opportunities they faced in different periods.

2. To explore the contributions of Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das in advancing women'’s
empowerment, social reform, and Gandhian ideals in Assam.

3. To assess the long-term impact of their work on modern Assamese society, particularly in shaping
gender equality and social consciousness.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What was the historical status of women in Assam, and how did societal structures influence their
roles and opportunities?

2. How did Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das contribute to women’s empowerment, social
reform, and the spread of Gandhian principles in Assam?

3. In what ways did their contributions influence the development of modern Assamese society,
particularly regarding gender equality and social reform?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study adopts a historical and qualitative analytical approach to examine the
contributions of pioneering women in modern Assam, with special reference to Chandraprabha Saikiani
and Amalprava Das. The research is primarily based on secondary sources, which provide historical
insights and interpretative perspectives on the role of women in the socio-cultural transformation of
Assamese society.

Relevant data and information have been collected from scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal
articles, conference papers, dissertations, archival materials, and historical studies related to Assamese
history, women’s movements, and social reform initiatives in the twentieth century. Particular attention
has been given to works that discuss the Gandhian influence, educational reform, and women’s
empowerment movements in Assam, as these contexts are closely associated with the activities of
Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das.

The collected materials have been critically reviewed, interpreted, and thematically analyzed to
understand the nature, scope, and historical significance of their contributions. Through this process,
the study situates their roles within the broader socio-political and cultural developments of modern
Assam, thereby highlighting how their efforts contributed to social reform, women’s education, and the
advancement of gender equality in the region.

DISCUSSION
Historical Status of Women in Assam

Historically, Assamese women occupied a relatively prominent position in society compared to
many other regions of India. Women actively contributed to the household and local economy through
activities such as weaving, agriculture, and other forms of labor, which allowed them a degree of
autonomy and decision-making power within their families (Barpujari, 1990). This participation not
only gave women an economic role but also established a foundation for social respect and recognition
within Assamese society.

However, during the colonial period, women’s roles in public life became increasingly restricted.
The introduction of colonial governance, coupled with the spread of patriarchal social norms, limited
women'’s visibility and influence outside the domestic sphere. Reformers and intellectuals recognized
these challenges and began advocating for women’s education, social reforms, and greater participation
in civic life (Deka, 2005). The early twentieth century witnessed the rise of women’s organizations and
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nationalist movements, which provided avenues for women to engage in public life, challenge
restrictive social norms, and contribute to broader social transformation.

Ideological Vision and Social Contributions of Chandraprabha Saikiani (1901 CE - 1972 CE)

Chandraprabha Saikiani (16 March, 1901 - 16 March, 1972) stands as one of the most
influential pioneers of women’s awakening in modern Assam. Born in the early twentieth century in a
conservative social environment, she displayed remarkable courage and intellectual determination
from a young age, recognizing education as a powerful tool for social transformation. Throughout her
life, she actively challenged restrictive customs imposed on women and advocated strongly for female
education, dignity, and participation in public life. As a leading organizer of the Assam Pradeshik Mahila
Samiti, she mobilized women across Assam to raise their voices against social inequality and gender
discrimination. Her ideological vision was deeply connected with broader national reform movements
and the struggle for social justice, which inspired many women to step beyond traditional domestic
boundaries. Until her passing in 1972, Chandraprabha Saikiani remained a symbol of intellectual
courage, progressive thought, and social reform, leaving a lasting legacy in the historical development of
women’s empowerment and modern Assamese society.

) -
Chandraprabha Saikiani
A Legendary Voice of Courage and Social Transformation

Chandraprabha Saikiani envisioned a progressive Assamese society where women could access
education, social dignity, and equal participation in public life. She strongly advocated women’s
education as a fundamental instrument for social transformation and empowerment in Assam. Through
her leadership in women’s organizations and social movements, she worked to challenge traditional
gender barriers and promote women’s collective awareness. Her ideological commitment to social
reform encouraged women to participate actively in community development and national movements.
She played a significant role in raising awareness about women'’s rights, social justice, and gender
equality in early twentieth-century Assamese society. Her efforts contributed to the formation of a
stronger platform for women’s voices and leadership in the socio-cultural sphere of Assam. By
promoting reformist ideas and progressive thinking, she helped shape the foundation of modern
women’s empowerment movements in Assam. The visionary ideals and social initiatives of
Chandraprabha Saikiani remain an enduring inspiration in the historical evolution of women’s
participation and leadership in modern Assam.

Chandraprabha Saikiani is regarded as one of the most influential women leaders in Assam. She
was a social reformer, writer, and freedom fighter who actively challenged the patriarchal norms of her
time. Her most notable achievement was the establishment of the Assam Mahila Samiti in 1926, a
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pioneering organization that advocated women’s education, social rights, and overall empowerment
(Saikia, 2010).

The Assam Mahila Samiti provided a structured platform for women to address issues such as
child marriage, widow remarriage, and female literacy. Through public lectures, discussions, and
campaigns, Saikiani encouraged women to question entrenched social inequalities and to assert their
rights in both family and public spheres. She was also actively involved in the Indian freedom struggle,
motivating women to participate in nationalist activities, thereby linking women’s emancipation with
the larger goal of national liberation (Bhattacharya, 2015).

Under Saikiani’s leadership, the Assam Mahila Samiti evolved into a robust social movement
that mobilized women across Assam. Her activism not only laid the groundwork for women'’s political
participation but also fostered the emergence of feminist consciousness in Assamese society, creating a
new public space for women to engage in social, political, and intellectual discourse.

Reformist Ideals and Social Service of Amalprava Das (1905 CE-1991 CE) in Modern Assam

Amalprava Das (1905-1991) emerged as one of the most dedicated Gandhian social reformers
of modern Assam. Born in the early twentieth century, a period marked by political awakening and
social reform movements, she was deeply influenced by the ideals of truth, non-violence, and service
propagated by Mahatma Gandhi. Throughout her life, Amalprava Das devoted herself to humanitarian
service, rural upliftment, and the promotion of women’s participation in constructive social work.
Associated with institutions such as Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust, she worked tirelessly
for the welfare of marginalized communities, emphasizing education, self-reliance, and Gandhian
constructive programmes. Her lifelong commitment to social service not only strengthened the culture
of voluntary work in Assam but also created a meaningful platform for women'’s involvement in social
reform and community development. Until her death in 1991, Amalprava Das remained a symbol of
ethical leadership, humanitarian values and the enduring spirit of Gandhian service in modern
Assamese society.

Amalprava Das was a Gandhian social worker whose life was dedicated to social service and
community development. Influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s ideals, Das believed in simplicity, self-
reliance, and social equality, principles that shaped her approach to women’s empowerment and rural
development (Das, 1998).

Amalprava Das
A Pioneer of Gandhian Social Service in Modern Assam
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Amalprava Das played a significant role in promoting Gandhian ideals of simplicity, self-
reliance, and social service in Assamese society. Her dedication to rural upliftment and humanitarian
service contributed to the social transformation of communities in modern Assam. Through her work in
education and social welfare, she helped strengthen the spirit of community development and social
responsibility. Historically, her contributions reflect the influence of Gandhian philosophy in shaping
social reform movements in twentieth-century Assam. From a sociological perspective, her initiatives
encouraged women'’s participation in public life and social service activities. Her life and work inspired
a culture of voluntary service and ethical leadership within Assamese society. The reformist vision of
Amalprava Das continues to represent an important chapter in the history of women’s contributions to
social change in Assam.

She founded the Kasturba Ashram in Guwahati, an institution aimed at promoting women’s
welfare, education, and vocational training. The Ashram offered programs that enabled women to gain
economic independence and acquire skills that could be applied in their personal and community lives
(Hazarika, 2002). Das also focused on marginalized communities, promoting social harmony, peace,
and inclusive development. For her lifelong dedication to social service, she was awarded the Padma
Shriin 1954

Through her initiatives, Amalprava Das played a pivotal role in fostering women’s
empowerment, facilitating economic independence, and building civil society structures in Assam. Her
work complemented broader social reform movements by integrating Gandhian principles with
grassroots activism, creating sustainable pathways for social change.

RESULTS
Women's Participation in Public Life

The activism of Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das resulted in significantly increased
opportunities for women to engage in public and social life. Institutions such as the Assam Mahila
Samiti and Kasturba Ashram became vital platforms for dialogue, skill development, and advocacy.
Women were able to voice concerns, participate in social campaigns, and organize community-based
initiatives, marking a shift from domestic confinement to public agency (Government of India, 1954).

Educational and Social Empowerment

Both leaders emphasized education as a primary tool for women’s empowerment. Saikiani’s
advocacy encouraged literacy and educational reforms for girls, while Das focused on vocational
training and skill development, equipping women with practical tools for economic independence.
Collectively, these initiatives created a more informed and socially aware female population capable of
contributing to societal development (Saikia, 2011).

Political and National Engagement

Chandraprabha Saikiani’s involvement in nationalist movements demonstrated how women
could contribute to both social reform and national independence. By participating in political activities
and linking women’s emancipation to broader nationalist goals, she helped create a model of female
political engagement that challenged patriarchal limitations and inspired future generations (Doley,
2009).

Economic and Community Development

Amalprava Das’s work emphasized economic self-reliance and community welfare. By providing
women with training, employment opportunities, and avenues for economic participation, she not only
empowered individual women but also strengthened local communities. These efforts laid the
foundation for sustained socio-economic development in rural and urban Assam (Choudhury, 2013).
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Legacy and Long-Term Impact

The combined efforts of Saikiani and Das created enduring institutions and movements for

women’s empowerment. Their activism challenged patriarchal norms, expanded educational and
vocational opportunities, and fostered a culture of social consciousness and feminist awareness. Future
generations of Assamese women leaders drew inspiration from their contributions, ensuring a lasting
impact on the socio-political landscape of Assam (Das, 2000)

MAJOR FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
The major findings of the study are-

1.

Historically Significant Roles of Assamese Women: The study found that Assamese women
historically enjoyed a relatively prominent position in society compared to women in other regions
of India. Their active participation in weaving, agriculture, and household economic activities
provided them with autonomy and social recognition. This historical engagement laid a foundation
for women’s later participation in public and reformist activities.

Impact of Colonial and Patriarchal Structures: The research highlights that during the colonial
period, social and cultural changes, combined with patriarchal influences, restricted women'’s
public roles. These influences reduced women'’s participation in education, politics, and economic
activities, creating social barriers that reformers later sought to overcome.

Leadership and Reform Initiatives of Chandraprabha Saikiani: Chandraprabha Saikiani
emerged as a transformative figure in Assamese society. Her establishment of the Assam Mahila
Samiti in 1926 created a structured platform for women to engage in discussions on child
marriage, widow remarriage, education, and social rights. Saikiani’s active involvement in the
nationalist movement and her public advocacy fostered political awareness among women, linking
social reform to the larger struggle for independence.

Contribution of Amalprava Das to Women’s Empowerment and Community Development:
Amalprava Das applied Gandhian principles of simplicity, self-reliance, and social equality to her
work. Through the Kasturba Ashram, she promoted vocational training, education, and
employment opportunities for women, enabling them to achieve economic independence. Her
work also extended to marginalized communities, fostering social harmony and inclusive
development.

Creation of Platforms for Women’s Mobilization: Both Saikiani and Das significantly
contributed to the institutionalization of women’s empowerment in Assam. Their organizations
became long-lasting platforms for advocacy, community development, and social reform, allowing
women to collectively address issues of inequality and social injustice.

Emergence of Feminist Consciousness: The study found that the leadership and activism of
Saikiani and Das played a key role in cultivating feminist consciousness in Assam. Their work
encouraged women to question patriarchal norms, assert their rights, and participate actively in
education, politics, and social movements.

Long-Term Societal Impact: The contributions of these women have had a lasting effect on
modern Assamese society. They inspired subsequent generations of women leaders, strengthened
the role of women in civic and political life, and contributed to the gradual transformation of social
attitudes toward gender equality.

Linking Social Reform with National and Moral Ideals: The research highlights that both
leaders combined social reform with broader moral and national ideals Saikiani through the
freedom struggle and public advocacy, and Das through Gandhian principles of rural development,
peace, and social service. This integration helped legitimize women’s leadership and amplified
their societal impact.
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CONCLUSION

Women have consistently played a pivotal role in shaping the social, cultural, and political
history of modern Assam, yet their contributions have often remained underrepresented in mainstream
historical narratives. Among these women, Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das stand out as
exemplary figures whose dedication and vision significantly influenced the course of social reform and
women’s empowerment in the region. Chandraprabha Saikiani, through her leadership in organizations
such as the Assam Mahila Samiti, tirelessly advocated for women’s education, the eradication of social
evils, and the active participation of women in public life, thereby laying the foundation for a new
consciousness regarding gender equality in Assam (Bhuyan, 2010).

Amalprava Das, inspired by Gandhian principles, devoted her life to rural upliftment, social
service, and the establishment of institutions such as the Kasturba Ashram, which provided women and
marginalized communities with opportunities for skill development, self-reliance, and civic engagement
(Saikia, 2015). Both these women challenged the prevailing patriarchal norms of their time,
demonstrating that women’s active involvement in social and political spheres is essential for broader
societal transformation. Their work not only addressed immediate social issues but also inspired
subsequent generations of Assamese women to assert their rights and contribute meaningfully to
nation-building and community development.

A historical examination of their contributions underscores the vital importance of recognizing
women as active agents of social change rather than passive subjects of history. By critically analyzing
their life and work, it becomes evident that the empowerment of women and the promotion of social
reform are deeply interconnected processes that shape the trajectory of modern Assamese society. In
conclusion, the legacies of Chandraprabha Saikiani and Amalprava Das continue to provide invaluable
lessons on leadership, social responsibility, and the transformative potential of women, highlighting
that sustainable social progress is possible only when the contributions of women are acknowledged,
celebrated, and integrated into the broader narrative of historical and contemporary development.
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