
doi.org/10.65826/JSAI.1.3.2026.138 
Vol. 01, Issue 03, pp. 455-465, 2026                              Journal of South Asian Issues (JSAI) 
  

    455 

 

 

 

Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani and Muslim Women’s 
Education in Colonial East Bengal, 1873–1903 

 Jannatul Jarin1*    

 
 

*Corresponding Author 
 

 

Received: 30.07.2026 

Accepted: 25.09.2026 
 

   Publication Date: 30.09.2026 

 

   © The Author(s) 2026 

   (CC BY 4.0) 

 

   ISSN: 3108-6144 

 

Corresponding Author Mail: 
jannatuljarin929@gmail.com 

 

1 Department of Islamic 

History and Culture, 

University of Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
© 2026 The Author(s). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 
(CC BY 4.0). To view a copy of this license visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0. 
 

  RESEARCH ARTICLE                                                                     Open Access 

  

Abstract 

The history of women’s education in Bengal has largely been studied through 

Hindu reform, Brahmo women, and Calcutta-based institutions. In contrast, 

regional Muslim initiatives in East Bengal, especially those associated with 

Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani, have received less attention in the historical 

record. This article examines Faizunnesa’s role in Muslim women’s education 

in colonial East Bengal between 1873 and 1903. Using a historical qualitative 

approach, it brings together public-instruction records, district gazetteer 

evidence, census materials, Bengali scholarship, and close readings of Rupjalal. 

The analysis focuses on colonial education policy, the Comilla/Tippera context, 

Faizunnesa’s class position and educational initiatives, and Rupjalal as an 

expression of Muslim female voice. The study finds that Faizunnesa’s work from 

provincial Comilla offered a counterpoint to Calcutta-centered narratives of 

women’s education. Her significance lies not simply in philanthropy or literary 

authorship, but in creating an early durable institutional space for girls’ 

education through a locally grounded Muslim zamindari model. While her 1873 

girls’ school entered the official educational record of colonial Bengal, Rupjalal 

reveals her literary self-expression and awareness of women’s suffering, voice, 

and constrained social position. The article concludes that Faizunnesa was an 

early Muslim female voice and provincial institution-builder.  

Keywords: Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani, Muslim Women’s Education, 

Colonial East Bengal, Comilla/Tippera, Rupjalal  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Women’s education in colonial Bengal has been studied largely from the perspective of Hindu and 

Brahmo reformers, within the broader context of nineteenth-century social reform. However, Muslim 

women’s educational trajectory was more complicated and less public (Amin, 1996; Sarkar, 2001). 

Conservative family structures and norms, early marriages, limited public mobility, and concerns over 

modern education limited Muslim girls’ access to formal education. The new institutional possibilities 

brought by colonial education policy did not necessarily change Muslim women’s lives (Amin, 1996; 

Devji, 1991). In this regard, Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani, born in 1834, occupies an important but 

insufficiently recognized place in the history of women’s education among Bengal’s Muslims under 

colonial rule. By the end of the nineteenth century, she was a landowner, philanthropist, writer, and 

patron of education. Published in 1876, Rupjalal, one of the earliest full-length literary works authored 

by a Bengali Muslim woman, is considered notable (Hasanat, 2007, p. 76; S. Islam, 2017, p. 112). Her 

educational and charitable work also made her an influential figure in advancing Muslim women’s social 

progress in East Bengal (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). The article also explores 

this literary dimension while highlighting Faizunnesa’s institutional contribution to girls’ education. 

Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani took decisive steps to enhance Muslim girls’ education. In 1873, her 

establishment of a girls’ school in Comilla went beyond personal charity; it was an early institutional 

step in Muslim women’s education in East Bengal (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85; Khatun, 2025, 

p. 6352). Through her educational and charitable initiatives, she used her class position, her resources, 

and her social authority to create opportunities for girls’ education. This task was socially uncommon at 

the time. 

Although Faizunnesa has been a trailblazer in the field, her work remains underrepresented in major 

historical accounts of women’s education in Bengal, which have largely been influenced by Hindu 

reform, the Brahmo women of the day, Calcutta-centered discussions, and, more recently, by the 

presence of Muslim women such as Begum Rokeya (Borthwick, 1984; Sarkar, 2001). This article argues 

that Faizunnesa matters not only as a philanthropist or author, but as a model of educational patronage 

rooted in the local community and linked to zamindari. It is her ability to generate income from her 

estate, as a Muslim woman landholder, and institutional support, for example, accommodation and 

monthly stipends for students, that enabled her to found and maintain a school for girls that was 

recognized within the official colonial educational system (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85; Khatun, 

2025, p. 6352). Her work did not categorically challenge purdah or her society’s gender norms; instead, 

she negotiated them through class position, landed assets, local authority, and institutional support. This 

study considers Comilla/Tippera from 1873 to 1903 and accounts for the development of education for 

Muslim girls in colonial East Bengal. It shows that this development happened not only through 

metropolitan reform discourse, but also through efforts by local leaders and socially negotiated forms of 

institutional intervention. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Several works on Hindu middle-class reformers, Brahmo domesticity, and the emergence of 

bhadramahila have shaped intellectual exploration of women’s education in colonial Bengal. Meredith 

Borthwick’s research remains useful for understanding education, purdah, domestic reform, and 

women’s public lives in changing nineteenth-century Bengal (Borthwick, 1984). Aparna 

Bandyopadhyay also interprets the “women’s issue” in late colonial Bengal as a contested arena shaped 

by modernity, patriarchy, nationalism, and social reform (Bandyopadhyay, 2015). These studies provide 

a broad background to women’s education in Bengal but focus primarily on Hindu and Brahmo reform 

and middle-class circles. They are more general and focus less on the regional and religiously specific 

factors that shape Muslim girls’ education in East Bengal. 
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Thus, the history of Bengali Muslim women needs to be examined by considering how gender 

interacted with religious identity, class, and regional setting. This view is especially true of Faizunnesa, 

who pursued her education in East Bengal and came from a privileged Muslim zamindar family. Sonia 

Nishat Amin’s contribution is pivotal as it explores education, domestic life, social acceptability, literary 

activity, the development of Muslim women, and the bhadramahila in colonial Bengal (Amin, 1996). 

Moreover, Mahua Sarkar’s study shows how dominant narratives of Bengal’s modernization often 

marginalized Muslim women as invisible or as symbols of backwardness and subjection (Sarkar, 2001). 

However, Shahida Lateef and Charu Gupta also help explain how purdah, domestic respectability, 

community identity, and patriarchal control shaped Muslim women’s education, rather than presenting 

it as a story of liberation (Gupta, 2020; Lateef, 1990). These works make it clear why it is not possible 

to understand Faizunnesa only on the Hindu-Brahmo paradigm of women’s reform. 

Studies on Faizunnesa also situate her within Muslim social reform, education, and print culture. Gail 

Minault’s study of Muslim women’s education in colonial India describes how girls’ education became 

socially acceptable through seclusion, domestic instruction, reform networks, and religious 

respectability (Minault, 1998). Tazeen Murshid’s work on Bengali Muslim discourses places education 

and reform within the broader tension between sacred and secular forms of Muslim public life(Murshid, 

1995). Anisuzzaman’s study of Bengali Muslim periodicals is also important because Faizunnesa’s 

world was not only institutional but also literary and print-based (Anisuzzaman, 1969). These works 

connect Muslim women’s education with the wider development of Bengali Muslim public culture. 

The regional context of East Bengal is another important area that mainstream histories of women’s 

education have given less attention to. Some arguments remain largely confined to Calcutta and 

metropolitan reform groups. Faizunnesa’s work, by contrast, came from the provincial context of 

Comilla/Tippera, where landed power, social structures within the local Muslim community, and 

differential access to colonial education shaped the environment. The local institutional context of her 

educational work is therefore essential to document through district gazetteers, census reports, and 

records of public instruction in Bengal. The discussion can be extended from policy history to details of 

Comilla, School status, students’ composition, and educational condition in the district with the help of 

sources like the Tippera district gazetteer, the tables of the Census of India 1901 Bengal, and the General 

Report on Public Instruction in Bengal for 1880-81  

Fayeza Hasanat has read the scholarship on Rupjalal as an early statement of Bengali Muslim female 

authorship and an early movement towards a self-conscious Muslim female voice, while Sonika Islam 

highlights in the text the “voice of the woman” and the desire of the woman and the patriarchal 

expectations (Hasanat, 2007; S. Islam, 2017). Shah Abdul Hannan, Sheik Manirul Islam, and Rupali 

Khatun discuss Faizunnesa’s educational and philanthropic work, including her Comilla school, 

zamindari resources, and support for girls’ learning (Hannan, 2006; S. M. Islam, 2017; Khatun, 2025). 

Rowshon Ara Begum’s Bengali monograph is especially notable for its detailed history of Faizunnesa 

from the perspective of East Bengal’s Muslim community (R. A. Begum, 1993). 

Together, these studies situate Faizunnesa’s work within several histories: the education of Bengali 

women, Bengali Muslim women, Islamic reform and the print culture of East Bengal, her own society, 

and the history of Rupjalal’s printed literature. While existing scholarship covers these strands, it has 

paid less sustained attention to their relationships, especially in the context of district-level and public-

instruction evidence from Comilla/Tippera. This article fills this analytical gap by examining 

Faizunnesa’s school (Rupjalal), her zamindari resources, and the official educational record in the 

regional history of Muslim women’s education in colonial East Bengal. 
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This article uses a historical qualitative approach to examine Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani’s 

contribution to Muslim women’s education between 1873, when she established her girls’ school in 

Comilla, and 1903, the year of her death. The study draws on the General Report on Public Instruction 

in Bengal for 1880–81, particularly its account of Faizunnesa Girls’ School (Government of Bengal, 

1881, p. 85); colonial education policy documents, including Macaulay’s Minute (Macaulay, 

1835/1920), Wood’s Despatch (Wood, 1854/1880), and the Report of the Indian Education Commission 

(Government of India, 1883); and the education section of J. E. Webster’s Eastern Bengal District 

Gazetteers: Tippera (Webster, 1910, pp. 105–107), alongside Bengali scholarship and later secondary 

studies. The selected sources are relevant to colonial education policy, the official recognition of 

Faizunnesa’s school, and the educational situation in Comilla/Tippera. The 1910 gazetteer was published 

after the study period but is included to provide context for earlier district-level conditions and to trace 

the continuity of Faizunnesa’s initiative through later institutional developments. The official documents 

and gazetteer were consulted in English, while Anisuzzaman (1969) and Rowshon Ara Begum (1993) 

were consulted in Bengali; Hasanat’s translation and the other scholarly studies were consulted in 

English. The study is based on published editions of these sources and does not use unpublished archival 

materials. 

This study considers the context of both the institution and the region where Muslim girls’ education 

began; accordingly, it examines colonial education policy and the context of Comilla/Tippera. The study 

read official reports and gazetteers critically as colonial administrative records and used them primarily 

as evidence of institutional recognition and district-level educational conditions. At the same time, I used 

biographical and scholarly accounts to reconstruct practical arrangements, social memory, and 

interpretive debates. I organized the evidence into four common themes: institutional recognition, 

regional conditions of education, support for the zamindari, and Muslim female literary agency. Where 

they differed, I relied more on recent official documents for statements about institutional status and on 

recent biographical documents as retrospective evidence. I examined Rupjalal through English passages 

translated and reproduced by Hasanat (2007) and Islam (2017), supplemented by Hasanat’s 2005 

dissertation commentary; I did not consult the Bengali original or the complete dissertation translation 

directly. I analyzed these translated passages to examine Faizunnesa’s literary expression and Muslim 

female voice; I did not use the text as evidence of school administration. Moreover, the study examined 

Faizunnesa’s personal and class circumstances, her resources as a zamindar, and her educational efforts 

to show the social possibility of schooling for girls, facilitated by local authority and zamindari resources. 

4. RESEARCH RESULTS  
4.1 Colonial Education Policy and the Comilla/Tippera Context 
Colonial education policies did not address girls’ and Muslim education with equal emphasis. 

Macaulay’s Minute does not address women’s education directly, but only as background to the general 

colonial preference for English and Western learning (Macaulay, 1835/1920). Wood’s Despatch more 

clearly recognized the educational role of the Muslim population. It specifically stated that female 

schools would be included in the grant-in-aid system and that the government would support female 

education (Wood, 1854/1880). The Indian Education Commission then discussed Muslim and female 

education in separate parts, showing official interest in both but also the lack of consistent policy for 

Muslim girls (Government of India, 1883, pp. 483–559). Such documents do not, therefore, directly 

explain what Faizunnesa did, but instead reveal the evolving policy landscape in which Faizunnesa’s 

locally based girls’ school became officially recognized. 

In Bengal, educational policies had tangible effects on individuals based on class, religion, gender 

norms, and local patronage and regional contexts. The colonial courts in Bengal phased out Persian for 

administration and official use in 1837, and the introduction of English for education and employment 
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also affected Muslim participation in colonial education (Ahmed, 1981; Murshid, 1995). Muslim girls 

faced these challenges, further exacerbated by purdah, early marriage, domestic seclusion, limited 

mobility, and concerns about female respectability (Amin, 1996; Lateef, 1990). A better understanding 

of the education of Muslim women is not simply a late development of the women’s reforms of the 

Hindus and the Brahmos. Often, it relied on moral teaching, productivity, religious respectability, and 

family honor rather than arguments for equal participation in public life. So, a sense of a circumscribed 

social world, a world of progress and a world of patriarchal sensibility emerged in education (Devji, 

1991; Gupta, 2020).   

The educational system in Comilla/Tippera was scattered; educational institutions were not 

established around metropolitan reform associations as they were in Calcutta, but were distributed 

throughout the district, with grant-in-aid schools, local boards of education, private schools, and landed 

patronage. In 1874-75, the district had 277 schools and 9,126 boys attending, but just 142 girls. The 

1881 census also gave only one woman in every 280 as a reader and writer; and the 1901 figures given 

by Webster were particularly marked by a religious imbalance: one woman in 80 could read and write, 

whereas one in 1000 Muslim women could. The District Board ran primary and middle schools, and 

many relied on aided or private support (Gait, 1902; Webster, 1910, pp. 105–107). These factors set the 

stage for establishing a girls’ school in Comilla, as the zamindars’ resources and the financial support 

they could sustain over the years were crucial. 

4.2 Nawab Faizunnesa: Life, Class Position, and Intellectual Formation 
Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani’s educational work is inseparable from her class, her learning, and her 

thinking. She later became connected to the zamindari of Homnabad in eastern Bengal, which belonged 

to the landed Muslim elite (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129). Her experience gave her access to wealth, social 

standing, and administration. Nevertheless, it kept her in a male-dominated world where elite Muslim 

women were to be restricted to domestic spheres. Her subsequent career as an author, patron of 

education, and public benefactor must then be seen as both a privilege and a constraint. After her divorce 

and subsequent marriage, she became an unusual figure as a nineteenth-century Muslim woman of 

Bengal (Hasanat, 2005, p. 6). Later historical records value her high status and resources as she extended 

avenues for women in her society (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). Her intellectual 

formation also helps explain her later role, although evidence of her education remains limited. 

According to Khatun, she was exposed to the teachings of Ustad Tajuddin in Bengali, Arabic, Persian, 

and Sanskrit (Khatun, 2025, p. 2025), and Hasanat states her expertise in Arabic, Persian, and Indian 

literary and religious texts such as the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Qur’an, and the Bible (Hasanat, 2005, 

p. 17). She also collected books and established a personal library known as “Faizun Library” (Hasanat, 

2005, p. 17). This multilingual and literary ensemble is important to the context wherein her later 

education and literary efforts were situated. 

Her choice of Bengali as the language of her writing is especially noteworthy. Hasanat reports that 

Faizunnesa chose Bengali because her brothers used Persian, and that she chose Bengali for her family 

and office (Hasanat, 2005, p. 17). This choice was not just linguistic; it was a cultural statement. She 

introduced herself to Bengal’s literary world in Bengali and increased the visibility of Muslim women 

within it. Thus, her literary identity was linked to local language, Muslim female authorship, and the 

changing cultural politics of nineteenth-century Bengal (Hasanat, 2005, p. 17, 2007, p. 76). This 

intellectual formation is seen in Rupjalal, published in 1876. The text is considered to be one of the 

earliest full-length literary works by Bengali Muslim women (S. Islam, 2017, p. 112). For the current 

study, Rupjalal is not regarded as a direct educational program, but rather as evidence of Faizunnesa’s 

literary self-fashioning, female voice, and consideration of women limited social standing. This indicates 

that she was not just a donor or zamindar; she was also an intellectually active Muslim woman who used 
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writing to connect with women’s experience, suffering, and self-expression (Hasanat, 2007, p. 76; S. 

Islam, 2017, p. 112). 

Because of her life and intellectual background, Faizunnesa’s educational initiatives took an 

institutional form. Her school for girls grew out of her personal access to learning, resources, and literary 

culture, and her understanding of Muslim women’s restricted social role. She used her status and 

influence to establish a route for girls to begin formal education. With this background, we can now 

examine evidence from Comilla/Tippera and public-instruction records. 

4.3 Nawab Faizunnesa’s Contribution: Evidence from Comilla/Tippera and Public 
Instruction Records  
Local and official sources offer more insight into Faizunnesa’s work on women’s education than broader 

narratives of colonial education policy. In Comilla/Tippera, education was uneven, with local initiative, 

landed authority, and social negotiation still shaping it. According to the Tippera district gazetteer, 

education grew in the area in the 19th and early 20th centuries. However, female education did not 

expand as rapidly or become accessible to all. Webster’s discussion of schools, madrasas, standards, and 

girls' education provides background to situate Faizunnesa’s earlier efforts, but it does not provide 

evidence of her own involvement. The gazetteer was published in 1910, but it incorporates data from 

educational years 1870, 1874–75, 1892–93, and 1901–02, and is employed here retroactively to provide 

background for the period of the study itself (1873–1903) (Webster, 1910, pp. 105–107). 

The official proof of the school’s institutional recognition appears in the General Report on Public 

Instruction in Bengal for 1880- 81. In its discussion of middle vernacular girls’ schools in Tippera, the 

report refers to the institution as “the Fyzunnissa Girls’ at Comillah”. It reproduces the Inspector of 

Schools’ description of it as “the best girls’ school which I have seen in this circle, except the Eden 

Female school.” In this instance, “circle” does not mean Bengal but the relevant regional school-

inspection jurisdiction of the colonial education department. The report also mentions that one pupil 

from the school passed the Middle Vernacular Scholarship Examination, which was the first time in the 

Chittagong Division  (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85). This evidence is significant because it places 

Faizunnesa’s educational work within the official educational record of colonial Bengal. 

Additional information on the arrangements of the school is contained in subsequent biographical 

work. According to Khatun, Faizunnesa paid for the school from her own zamindari income (Khatun, 

2025, p. 6352), and Begum and Haque record that the school provided the girls with accommodation 

and monthly rations (M. Begum & Haque, 2001, p. 46). These arrangements could have eased the 

financial burden and minimized restrictions on girls’ mobility. Faizunnesa also traveled on a palanquin 

to personally urge guardians to send their daughters to school (Basu, 2016, p. 104). This evidence situates 

Faizunnesa’s educational work within the official educational history of colonial Bengal. 

Interpreting the school’s language and student mix requires care. The language of instruction began 

as Bengali and later shifted to English as it became a high school (Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). Faizunnesa’s 

success offers much to learn from and has had two further significant outcomes. First, she helped create 

an institutional context for girls’ schooling; second, the institutional infrastructure she laid the foundation 

for has continued to grow since her time, as seen in the school’s expansion. In the early years, however, 

the religious makeup of pupils is still not fully established (Amin, 1996, p. 659). No clear record exists 

of early Muslim female enrolments, and, in other instances, Khatun speculates that Muslim participation 

grew later. However, she provides no evidence that this occurred on a school-by-school basis (Khatun, 

2025, pp. 6352, 6354). The 1880–81 public-instruction report neither identifies the pupils’ religion nor 

describes the school as having been founded specifically for Muslim girls (Government of Bengal, 1881, 

p. 85). Therefore, this article assumes no specific Muslim-originating purpose for the foundation of the 

school and considers it to be a girls’ school established by a Muslim woman patron. 
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A later source links Faizunnesa to the founding of boys’ primary schools in estate villages such as 

Vauksar, Bhatra, Chatar Paya, Manikmura, and Bangadda. However, it does not include their formal 

institutional names, founding dates, or contemporary documentary evidence (Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). 

Khatun also reports that Faizunnesa supported the operating expenses of a non-paying madrasa and 

attributes this information to an expenditure account in Faizunnesa’s Waqfanama (Khatun, 2025, p. 

6353). These accounts, as part of a larger narrative of educational patronage, do not suggest that these 

girls' schools were isolated acts of benevolence. They also show how her zamindari assets and local 

power facilitated continuous institutional support for education in provincial East Bengal. 

Based on evidence from Comilla/Tippera, we can reconsider the historical interpretation of 

Faizunnesa’s educational activity. Her importance lies not only in setting up a school in 1873, but in 

establishing a lasting institutional setting for girls’ education that belongs in the official educational 

history of colonial Bengal (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85). Her work did not take off immediately 

to make a significant impact on Muslim girls’ education on a mass scale.  Although the school’s early 

reach was socially restricted, Muslim girls’ participation progressed gradually without any immediate 

change (Khatun, 2025, pp. 6352, 6354). Similarly, this restriction was typical of the educational situation 

in Tippera, where only limited education was provided, particularly for Muslim girls in the area 

(Webster, 1910, pp. 106–107). In this limited geographical area, Faizunnesa’s school was the main local 

institutional foundation for girls’ education in Comilla. By 1880–81, it was one of only two middle-

vernacular girls’ schools in Tippera, and one pupil became the first girl in the Chittagong Division to 

pass the middle-vernacular scholarship examination (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85). 

4.4 Rupjalal and Muslim Female Voice 
Rupjalal is not read alongside Faizunnessa’s educational work as a documentation of school 

administration, but rather as two aspects of her public agency. Her school created an institutional 

environment for girls’ education, and publishing Rupjalal placed a Bengali Muslim woman in the literary 

sphere of nineteenth-century Bengal (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85; Hasanat, 2007, pp. 87–90). In 

Hasanat’s translation of the closing verses, the two wives are willing to share Jalal, and he is described 

as a brave, just, and fair ruler (Hasanat, 2007, p. 90). In my reading, this is an ambivalent ending, because 

the women play a role in settling the dispute, and their accommodation eventually leads to a re-

establishment of the polygynous patriarchal order with the male in charge. Rupjalal thus sheds light on 

the potential and limitations of the female voice in Faizunnesa’s literary landscape, but not necessarily 

on her role in school administration or educational programming. 

Rupjalal’s value is tied to the context of its creation. The nineteenth-century Muslim Bengal had a very 

restricted scope of formal education, print culture, and public literary recognition for women. In this 

context, Faizunnesa joined a field of literature largely dominated by men by writing and publishing a 

full book in Bengali. Her writing is thus part of the history of Muslim women’s intellectual agency 

(Hasanat, 2007, p. 76; S. Islam, 2017, p. 112). A close reading of Rupjalal shows that Faizunnesa is a 

literary artist who has mastered different forms of writing. The text’s language blends prose and poetry, 

the Bengali lyric tradition, the Muslim literary tradition, Hindu mythological references, and Perso-

Arabic romance materials (Hasanat, 2005, p. 16). This hybridity is significant because it introduces the 

voice of the Muslim woman into the wider Bengali literary culture of the nineteenth century. 

The text also provides a literary portrayal of women’s emotional plight in the context of the patriarchy 

of marriage. In relation to the sufferings of women, marital disillusionment, polygyny, and the personal 

experience of Faizunnesa’s separation from the polygamous husband, Hasanat reads Rupjalal (Hasanat, 

2007, p. 87). These themes should not be limited to personal narrative; they show how the text translates 

personal and marital suffering into a broader critique of women’s limited role in 19th-century Muslim 

society. Another textual note is that Rupajal challenges expectations of female modesty, chastity, and 
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silence. Islam claims that the text allows for female sexuality, female desire, female gaze, and a 

problematization of the concepts of chastity as they relate to the patriarchy (S. Islam, 2017, p. 112). 

In the episode immediately after Nurbanu’s abduction, the text doubts the patriarchal expectations of 

chastity for women. When King Jham Jham orders the death of his second daughter, she protects 

Nurbanu and stops the accusation that Nurbanu defiled herself. In her article, Islam translates a passage 

from page 78 of the 2004 Bangla Academy edition of Rupjalal, rendering the daughter’s protest as “Why 

kill the innocent heir?” and “Just my heart breaks to be falsely stigmatized” (S. Islam, 2017, p. 117). 

These lines depict the feminine voice as a protest against the patriarchal voice that equates abduction 

with female dishonor and guilt. 

The other textual moment concerns female desire and the female gaze. In addition, Islam observes that 

Rupjalal makes Jalal look like a desirable object for women to look at. In contrast, women are normally 

perceived as objects of men’s looks (S. Islam, 2017, pp. 113–114). With this reading, women characters 

are not passive figures in romance; they look, they want. This matters because Faizunnesa’s literary 

imagination gave women an active role in shaping narratives, even though the text remained a romance 

and moral story.   

Rupjalal is not considered here as evidence of Faizunnesa’s school-building or as a direct political or 

educational program. Its significance is to illuminate her literary and intellectual context. The text is 

imaginative in the literary and moral conventions it inherits, but it also leaves room for women’s voice, 

desire, moral reasoning, and self-expression. This literary reading helps clarify both the significance and 

the limits of her educational action. 

5. DISCUSSION: SIGNIFICANCE AND LIMITATIONS 
Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani’s main point is that she linked girls’ education, literary self-expression, 

and the development of local institutions in nineteenth-century Bengal (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 

85; Hasanat, 2007, p. 76; Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). Her work was not produced in the context of the 

Brahmo sphere of Calcutta or the government-sponsored program of mass girls’ education, but rather in 

a Muslim zamindar home in Comilla/Tippera, where landed wealth and social status enabled the 

institutionalization of girls’ education (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). This place 

matters because the educational history of women in colonial Bengal was shaped by the Hindu 

bhadramahila, Brahmo reform, and metropolitan institutions, and Muslim women were less visible 

(Borthwick, 1984; Sarkar, 2001). 

Her establishment of a girls’ school in 1873 expanded the practical possibilities of girls’ education in 

a provincial Muslim setting (Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). Policy recognition has started regarding female 

education, but it did not attract Muslim girls to schools. To resolve this, Faizunnesa initiated a local 

institution for girls’ formal education to make it institutionally possible and administratively visible. The 

institutional history of colonial education also shapes the story of “Faizunnesa Girls at Comilla”, as her 

work is officially recognized as “Faizunnesa’s Girls” in the Bengal public-instruction record 

(Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85). 

Faizunnesa’s contribution also provided institutional and literary form to Muslim female agencies in 

East Bengal. She was not only a donor; she used her class position, estate resources, Bengali literary 

identity, and local authority to support women’s learning (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; Khatun, 2025, p. 

6352). Her educational work can therefore be read alongside Rupajal’s. Rupajal opened the door to print 

culture as a Muslim woman writer, and her school opened an institutional pathway for girls’ education. 

In both aspects of her work, she has contributed to women’s education (Government of Bengal, 1881, 

p. 85; Hasanat, 2007, p. 76; S. Islam, 2017, p. 112). 

However, Faizunnesa’s educational initiatives must not be seen as a complete rejection of the 
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patriarchy of her era. Her efforts remained shaped by purdah, elite respectability, class privilege, and the 

few avenues through which the nineteenth-century Muslim community allowed women’s education 

(Amin, 1996; Devji, 1991). She established and maintained institutions through her zamindari and 

wealth, as well as her local authority (S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). Her work was 

locally based and sustained by zamindari resources and social authority. 

The school’s early reach should also be interpreted cautiously. The available official evidence does 

not establish that the school was founded exclusively for Muslim girls, and the religious composition of 

its early pupils remains unclear. Still, there is evidence that Muslim girls faced challenges to enroll and 

that Hindu girls might have been a significant proportion of the student body (Khatun, 2025, pp. 6352, 

6354). This does not diminish Faizunnesa’s relevance. Instead, it reflects the social problems involved 

in the institution of Muslim girls’ education within the context of the district where women’s education 

and Muslim girls’ education are limited (Webster, 1910, pp. 106–107). Her success was not in 

transforming large masses overnight, but in establishing an institutional environment for girls to start 

learning. 

No clear evidence suggests that Faizunnesa specifically condemned purdah, domestic respectability, 

or the relationship between women’s education and moral and domestic duties (Amin, 1996, p. 279). 

Her efforts were nineteenth-century reformist and, as such, remained within socially acceptable limits. 

For that very reason, her work is historically important. She did not stand outside the gender order of her 

time; rather, she negotiated it.  Her importance lies in making space for Muslim girls’ education in a 

limited social milieu through the power she wielded as ‘her’ property, ‘her’ language, her social status, 

and public identity (Government of Bengal, 1881, p. 85; Hasanat, 2005, p. 17; S. M. Islam, 2017, p. 129; 

Khatun, 2025, p. 6352). 

6. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani was vital to the history of education for Muslim women in colonial 

East Bengal, contributing to institution building and socially negotiated reform processes in addition to 

her writing. This study shows that this was both a charitable initiative and a provincial institutional 

intervention, creating an institutional space and an institutional self in a restricted Muslim society by 

introducing formal education for the girls of Comilla/Tippera in 1873. By using zamindari resources, 

local authority, Bengali literary identity, and negotiated respectability, Faizunnesa expanded 

opportunities for girls’ education without challenging the gendered hierarchy of her era. 

Her literary identity and regional location reinforce this interpretation. Faizunnesa’s case shows that 

women’s education in colonial Bengal evolved not only in Calcutta’s reform circles, but also in 

provincial East Bengal through Muslim initiatives. Meanwhile, Rupjalal shows that her work as an 

educator grew out of a broader intellectual landscape in which women’s learning, voice, and self-

expression were intertwined. It is therefore not an overstatement to say that Faizunnesa’s work is more 

a negotiation than a radical challenge to the gender order of her day. The expansion of educational 

opportunity for girls in Comilla/Tippera demonstrates that it was not all in one fell swoop but was 

mediated by local resources, power, and culturally acceptable mechanisms of institutional support.  

Faizunnesa’s success lay in doing what was possible within her time frame and in expanding 

opportunities for girls’ formal learning. She was not just a philanthropist but also a literary figure. She 

sustained women’s education through the authority she could claim, including her property, language, 

social status, and public recognition, in a world where education for women remained limited. Therefore, 

Nawab Faizunnesa Choudhurani can be regarded as one of the early Muslim female voices and an 

important institution builder in Muslim women’s education in colonial East Bengal. 
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