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Abstract 

In the early days of Indian English literature, Shevantibai M. Nikambe's Ratanbai: A Sketch of a Bombay 

High Caste Hindu Young Wife (1895) is regarded as a foundational but frequently disregarded work. The 

historical significance of the novella, its thematic focus on the predicament of high-caste Hindu women, 

and its adamant support for female education are all examined in this review research paper. The paper 

makes the case that Nikambe uses a seemingly "simple tale" to criticize the restrictive nature of patriarchal 

norms, prevailing social customs, and superstitions in late 19th-century Bombay by analyzing the 

experiences of the protagonist Ratanbai. The novella's brief length belies its impactful message, which 

makes a substantial contribution to the cause of social reform. 

 

Introduction 

The late 19th century in India marked a period of intense social introspection and reform, often finding 

expression in the burgeoning landscape of modern Indian literature. Within this context, Ratanbai: A 

Sketch of a Bombay High Caste Hindu Young Wife (1895) by Shevantibai M. Nikambe emerges as a 

significant, albeit concise, contribution to Indian English fiction. Described as one of the "pioneering 

works of Indian English fiction," Ratanbai is notable not only for its early appearance but also for its 

explicit engagement with the pressing social issue of female education (Nikambe 1). This paper aims to 

provide a critical review of Ratanbai, exploring its historical context, thematic concerns, and enduring 

relevance as a powerful plea for the empowerment of women through education. Written by a 

Maharashtrian social reformer and Christian convert from the Brahmin caste, the novella offers a unique 

perspective on the challenges faced by high-caste Hindu women, firmly embedding itself within the larger 

discourse of social reform that characterized early Indian literary endeavors. 

 

The Author and Her Context: Shevantibai M. Nikambe's Reformist Vision 

Shevantibai M. Nikambe (1865–19??) was a remarkable figure whose life experiences undoubtedly 

informed her literary output. Her identity as a Christian convert from the Brahmin caste placed her in a 

unique position to observe and critique the societal norms of her time. As a social reformer, Nikambe 

belonged to a generation of writers for whom "social reform was a primary objective" (Nikambe 1). This 

objective is clearly reflected in Ratanbai, where the focus is squarely on "the condition of women in 

contemporary society" (Nikambe 1). Her Christian faith may have offered her a different lens through 

which to view traditional Hindu practices, allowing for a more critical examination of customs that often 

limited women's agency and intellectual development. This background is crucial for understanding the 

underlying motivations and the progressive stance adopted in the novella. 
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Ratanbai: A Microcosm of Plight and Potential 

The protagonist, Ratanbai, embodies the predicament of countless high-caste Hindu women of her era. 

She is depicted as an "ignorant and superstitious young woman whose life is severely restricted by 

traditional customs and a lack of education" (Nikambe 1). This portrayal is not merely descriptive; it is a 

strategic choice by Nikambe to highlight the consequences of denying women access to knowledge. 

Ratanbai's ignorance is directly linked to her susceptibility to superstition and her inability to navigate the 

complexities of her own life with agency. Her confinement to the domestic sphere, a common reality for 

many women of her time, further underscores the limitations placed upon her. 

The "rather simple tale" of Ratanbai, as it is described, effectively serves a larger purpose (Nikambe 1). 

The simplicity allows the reader to focus on the stark realities of Ratanbai's existence without unnecessary 

narrative complexities. Nikambe uses Ratanbai's experiences – her daily routines, her interactions, and her 

internal struggles – to expose the detrimental effects of traditional practices and the absence of educational 

opportunities. Her life becomes a powerful indictment of a system that actively stifles intellectual and 

personal growth in women. 

 

The Forceful Underlining of Education's Necessity 

The core argument of Ratanbai is its "forceful[ness] underline[ing] the need to educate girls from high-

caste Hindu homes" (Nikambe 1). The novella implicitly argues that education is not a luxury but a 

fundamental necessity for women's emancipation. By presenting Ratanbai's ignorance and its negative 

consequences, Nikambe creates a compelling case for the transformative power of learning. Education, in 

this context, is presented as the key to breaking free from the shackles of superstition, challenging 

restrictive customs, and fostering independent thought. 

While the novella's approach is often described as simple, its impact is profound. It belongs to a period 

when literary works were often directly engaged with social upliftment. Ratanbai's advocacy for female 

education paved the way for subsequent literary explorations of women's issues and contributed to a 

growing awareness of the need for social reform. It serves as an early example of how fiction could be 

utilized as a tool for social commentary and change, challenging the prevailing patriarchal norms and 

advocating for a more equitable society. 

 

Conclusion 

Shevantibai M. Nikambe's Ratanbai: A Sketch of a Bombay High Caste Hindu Young Wife is more than 

just a historical curiosity; it is a vital document in the archive of Indian English literature and a testament 

to the power of early social reform movements. Despite its brevity, the novella's focus on the plight of 

uneducated high-caste Hindu women and its strong plea for their education make it a significant text. 

Nikambe's nuanced portrayal of Ratanbai, an "ignorant and superstitious" woman, serves as a poignant 

reminder of the limitations imposed by societal norms and the absence of educational opportunities. In its 

"forceful[ness] underline[ing] the need to educate girls," Ratanbai not only reflected the reformist zeal of 

its time but also laid foundational groundwork for future discussions on women's rights and empowerment 

in India. Its enduring relevance lies in its unwavering message: that education is the bedrock upon which 

individual freedom and societal progress are built, a message that resonates even today. 
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mpt provides information about the book but does not include a specific publisher or city of publication 

for the original text. For a formal MLA citation, one would ideally include that information. For the 

purpose of this academic exercise, I've cited it as provided in the prompt's context.) 

 

Additional Citations and References for "The Unveiling of Ratanbai: A Call for Female Education 

in Early Indian English Fiction" 

To further enhance the research paper, consider incorporating scholarship that contextualizes Nikambe's 

work within broader discussions of Indian English literature, social reform, women's education, and the 

specific experiences of Brahmin Christian converts in 19th-century India. 

 

Works Cited (Additions and Expanded Entries) 

Here are some suggested additions and expanded entries for your "Works Cited" page. Remember to 

replace placeholder information (like [Publisher], [Year]) with specific details if you use these sources. 

• For the primary text, if a specific edition is being used: Nikambe, Shevantibai M. Ratanbai: A 

Sketch of a Bombay High Caste Hindu Young Wife. Edited by Chandani Lokuge, Rupa & Co., 2003. 

(If you are using a modern reprint, citing the editor and publisher is helpful, as this edition often 

includes introductory essays). 

• For the broader context of early Indian English literature and social reform: Chaudhuri, 

Sukanta. A History of Indian Literature: 1800-1910, Western Impact, Indian Response. Sahitya 

Akademi, 2011. (This would provide a comprehensive overview of the period and its literary trends, 

including social reform as a key driver). Naik, M. K. A History of Indian English Literature. Sahitya 

Akademi, 1982. (A foundational text in the study of Indian English literature that would provide a 

historical framework for Nikambe's place). Tharu, Susie, and K. Lalita, editors. Women Writing in 

India: 600 B.C. to the Present. Vol. 1: 600 B.C. to the Early Twentieth Century. Feminist Press at 

CUNY, 1991. (This anthology is crucial for placing Nikambe within a larger tradition of women's 

writing in India, often including critical introductions that discuss the social context). 

• For discussions specifically on women's education in colonial India: Forbes, Geraldine. Women in 

Modern India. Cambridge University Press, 1996. (A seminal work that thoroughly explores the social 

and political history of women in modern India, including the debates and progress related to 

education). Minault, Gail. Secluded Scholars: Women's Education and Muslim Social Reform in 

Colonial India. Oxford University Press, 1998. (While focused on Muslim women, it provides 

valuable insights into the broader debates surrounding female education in colonial India and the 

reformist impulses). 

• For the specific context of Christian converts and their role in social reform: Oddie, G. 

A. Christian Missions and Indigenous Societies in India: A Study in Intercultural Encounter. Manohar 

Publishers & Distributors, 2005. (This work could offer insights into the social dynamics and 

motivations behind conversions, particularly among the educated classes, and their subsequent 

involvement in social reform). Dandekar, Deepra. The Subhedar's Son: A Narrative of Brahmin-

Christian Conversion from Nineteenth-Century Maharashtra. Oxford University Press, 2019. (This is 

a highly relevant source, as it directly addresses Brahmin-Christian conversion in 19th-century 

Maharashtra, the same context as Nikambe. Even if it reviews a different text, its introductory essays 

and analysis would be invaluable for understanding the socio-religious milieu.) 

Integrating into the Paper (Examples) 
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Here's how you might integrate some of these citations into your paper's body: 

• In the Introduction or Contextual sections: "As M.K. Naik observes, the earliest phase of Indian 

English literature was deeply intertwined with social reform movements, a trend clearly exemplified 

by works like Ratanbai (Naik 87)." "The mid-to-late 19th century witnessed a burgeoning of literary 

output by Indian women, often driven by a desire to address societal injustices and advocate for 

change, a phenomenon comprehensively documented by Tharu and Lalita (Vol. 1, xvii-xx)." 

• When discussing female education: "The need for female education, a central theme in Ratanbai, 

was a hotly debated topic in colonial India, with reformers arguing for its necessity to uplift women 

from the constraints of traditional practices (Forbes 50-75)." "Nikambe's portrayal of Ratanbai's 

'ignorant and superstitious' nature directly reflects the concerns of social reformers who saw education 

as the primary antidote to such societal ills (Nikambe 1; Forbes 80)." 

• When discussing Nikambe's background: "Nikambe's unique position as a Christian convert from 

the Brahmin caste in Maharashtra provides a distinctive lens through which to examine the social 

dynamics of the period, allowing for a critical engagement with both traditional Hindu practices and 

the emerging modern influences (Dandekar 15-30)." 
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