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The Journey from the Veil to the Tassel: The Progression of 
Female Higher Education in Britain with a Focus on Medical 
Education and the Influence of India During the Late 
Nineteenth Century 

NOOR-E ISLAM 

This article will discuss a poem written by Krishnabhabini Das, first published in Calcutta in 1885. The 
poem selected reveals a desperately emotive account of Krishnabhabini’s inner struggles concerning her maiden 
voyage to England.  The poem imparts Krishnabhabini’s erroneous perception of the nature of female 
educational emancipation in Britain.  Her poem will be juxtaposed with a newspaper article published in 
London in 1889 documenting the first English lady doctor, Mary Scharlieb who successfully passed the M.D. 
examination of the University of London, yet, achieved her primary medical qualification in India.  This 
article will discuss the nature and development of female university education, particularly medical education, 
and the role of India. 

The Calcutta School Society ascertained in 1818 that no provision of any kind existed for the 
education of women in India.1  The traditional social customs of India included limited or no 
formal education and child marriage, often resulting in the seclusion of well-to-do married 
women.  Life was confined behind the purdah, restricting access to the majority including 
medical professionals because doctors were male.  Krishnabhabini Das a middle-class, 
Bengali Hindu lady with little formal education, was married at the age of nine and first 
travelled to England in 1882 with her husband to further his studies.  Within three years of 
her eight-year stay, Krishnabhabini wrote an account of Victorian life, which was published 
in Bengali, anonymously in Calcutta in 1885 with the intention of enlightening her Indian 
female compatriots who lacked the opportunity to engage in such pursuits themselves.   

In 2015 Krishnabhabini’s work was first translated and published in English, 130 years after 
original conception, and for the first time accessible in the land of its subject matter, 
England.  Krishnabhabini’s narrative prose is interjected with poetry that is infused with the 
fervency of a Bengali woman, frustrated by the lack of educational opportunity available to 
women in Colonial India in stark contrast with those available to Indian men ‘How many of 
your sons go to get educated there Mother! […] being your children why can’t we do the 
ame thing Mother! Go to that country, to fill our hearts with the wealth of knowledge after 
seeing the independent British daughter!’ (XI-XII) (fig.1).2  

1 Minna Cowan, The Education of the Women of India, (Edinburgh & London, [1912]), p. 34. No date of 
publication is listed in the book. However, the preface is dated 1912.  
2 My analysis of the poem is based on Mandal’s English translation. 



Farewell 

I 
My favourite land! The jewelled land! 

Leaving you for a long time. 
Do not worry, mother! This unfortunate daughter 

Is useless for you. 

III 
The fire of that hope is gradually dying 

But mother! Cannot bring back memories       
Hence mother, my pain 

Remains hidden like poison in the heart. 

V 
For many years there is in my heart 

A secret vein of hope                                                                    
To see beloved freedom,                                            

To go to the land where it resides 

VII 
No mother! Our country is bound in strong fetters 
With the rope of servitude on every human neck. 

With the power of independence and free life    
Are the children of Britain ensconced. 

IX 
I will see with what might 

That very small rain-encircled place 
Sends piercing sharp weapons at different 

countries                                                                     
And defeats everyone with pride and might 

XI 
How many of your sons go to get educated there 

Mother! Leaving their near and dear ones in 
England 

Enriching themselves with so much knowledge 
They once again come back home 

XIII 
Seeing your suffering day and night 
I think alas! We too being humans 

Stay blind in cages 
Without offering any help. 

XV 
No one knows my pain 

Neither do I want it be known 
What is the point, when none will understand it 

Tears come out from a broken heart. 

II 
I had wished that along with my beloved 

I will nurture you for your good 
But that desire remains unfulfilled 

Still in the secret of my heart 

IV 
You will ask for the reason 

Why we are deserting India; For you 
I cannot find the answer within, 

But am going abroad with many hopes. 

VI 
I will go where the goddess independence 

Resides in every house 
With happiness in their wide hearts 

Where everyone wanders with happy breath 

VIII 
With a lot of desire, I want to see 

With what power Britain is so worshipped 
Trampling poor India with her feet 

Clutching education and civilisation to her heart 

X 
Seeing the religious wisdom of Britain 
Will write it layer by layer in my heart 

Will take pains to learn then 
If possible, her courage and bravery 

XII 
Being your children, why can’t we do the same thing 

Mother! To go to that country! 
To fill our hearts with the wealth of knowledge 
After seeing the independent British daughter! 

XIV 
So breaking the cage with a lot of effort 

I have come out to gather wisdom 
Hiding the pain within 

Always wiping tears, fearing someone will see it. 

XVI 
Binding my heart with great pains 

Bharat! Mother! Loving land of my birth! 
Do not think me heartless 

With great pains I take leave today 

Figure 1. Das, Krishnabhabini, A Bengali Lady in England, 1885, trans. and ed. Somdatta 
Mandal (Newcastle Upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015) 3rd edn, pp.9-11. 

Reproduced by kind permission of Professor Somdatta Mandal  
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The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 made travel to Europe more accessible and the 
British Indian Association, an association loyal to British rule in India, established a 
department for encouraging both Muslim and Hindu men to travel to Britain, not for trade 
or legal reasons, but for educational and scientific purposes.3  It was not conventional for 
women to travel and Krishabhabini’s husband faced significant opposition from relatives 
after deciding to take Krishnabhabini to England with him. 

Her eulogistic writing clearly places England on a pedestal suggesting that she viewed her 
visit to England as a form of intellectual emancipation to emulate the independent and 
educated English woman, ‘with a lot of desire, I want to see with what power Britain is so 
worshipped trampling poor India with her feet clutching education and civilisation to her 
heart’ (VIII).  In 1898 Professor Gokhale declared that the highest education in sciences and 
arts is freely available to British women and is freely availed of by them.4  Both 
Krishnabhabini and Gokhale labour under a misconception regarding British higher 
education and female access to it.  By 1898 higher education was available to British women 
but was a very recent introduction and not widely applauded.  Before this time and similarly 
in India, British women’s instruction was geared towards domesticity, marriage and 
motherhood.  A suitable British middle and upper class education consisted of needlework, 
drawing, music and foreign languages, often taught by governesses (beautifully illustrated by 
Jane Eyre, Charlotte Bronte’s ground-breaking novel published in 1847) arming them with 
accomplishments required to attract and entertain an eligible husband. From 1878, domestic 
economy was made a compulsory subject for working-class female education.5  
Krishnabhabini writes ‘I will go where the goddess of independence resides in every house’ 
(VI) yet the British reality was the construction of the domestic goddess as opposed to an
independent one.

The census of 1851 in England revealed that adult women outnumbered men in the 
population, therefore marriage was statistically not possible for many women, and alternative 
socially acceptable avenues providing financial sustenance were required.  This became 
significant in the development of vocational education for women.6  Before 1850, the only 
respectable occupation open to unmarried women on the margins of middle-class society was 
the position of governess.7  Florence Nightingale’s actions in the Crimean War in 1854 
established the importance and value of professional nurses and in 1860 for the first time, St 
Thomas’ Hospital, London, opened its training school for nurses.8  Krishnabhabini writes 

3 British Indian Association (Aligarth), Supplement to the Bylaws of British Indian Association N.W.P, Relative 
to the Department for Encouraging Travel to Europe (Syed Ahmed: 1869) quoted in Shompa Lahiri, ‘Indian 
Victorians 1857-1901’, in Michael H. Fisher, Shompa Lahiri, and Shinder Thandi, A South Asian 
History of Britain: Four Centuries of Peoples from the Indian Sub-Continent (Oxford, 2007), p.110. 
4 Professor Gokhle, ‘Female Education in India’, in The Countess Warwick, Progress in Women’s 
Education In The British Empire (London, 1898), pp. 254-273, (p. 257). 
5 Jane McDermid, ‘Women and Education’, in Women’s History: Britain, 1850-1945 An Introduction, ed. 
Jane Purvis (London, 1995), pp. 107-128, (p. 116). 
6 S. Morgan, A Victorian Woman’s Place, Public Culture in the Nineteenth Century (London & New York, 
2007), p. 43. 
7 McDermid, p. 109.  
8 Suzanne Fagence Cooper, The Victorian Woman (London, 2001), p. 83. 
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‘our country is bound in strong fetters with the rope of servitude on every human neck.  With 
the power of independence and free life are the children of Britain ensconed’ (VII).  
Krishnabhabini refers to the colonial servitude experienced by her fellow Indians but again 
the reality for British women was not overly dissimilar as they were viewed as socially and 
legally inferior.9  Wife, nurse and governess all upheld the ‘Angel in the House’ paradigm, 
masquerading as roles of liberation but were other forms of subjugation, their legal rights 
were severely limited and their positions utterly dependent on men.  These roles were socially 
acceptable for British women but highlighted that many did not ‘wander with happy breath’ 
(VI). 

By 1878, the University of London finally established a new charter awarding degrees to 
women on the same basis as men.  Women were finally entering a new world of educational 
independence and opportunity free from the shackles of the domestic veil.  This resulted in 
the souring perception of nurses and governess during the late nineteenth century as shown 
in George Gissing’s novel The Odd Women published in 1893, 

An excellent governess, a perfect hospital nurse, do work which is invaluable: 
but for our cause of emancipation they are no good__nay, they are harmful.  
Men point to them, and say, imitate these, keep to your proper world.  Our 
proper world is the world of intelligence, of honest effort, of moral strength.  
The old types of womanly perfection are no longer helpful to us […] They 
are no longer educational.  We have to ask ourselves, what course of training 
will wake women up, make them conscious of their souls.10 

Rhoda Nunn. 

Despite this, the resistance to higher education for women was strong and came from several 
groups of people, doctors who insisted that female students health would suffer from serious 
study and parents who feared that their daughters would be radically transformed, believing 
that a girl’s proper university was her home.11   

Professor Gokhale asserted that ‘Education, enlightened freedom, and an honoured position 
in Society, these and not enforced seclusion and ignorance are the rightful inheritance of 
Indian women.’12  Yet these factors were denied to not only Krishnabhabini but also her 
daughter Tilottama.  She was not permitted to travel with her mother to England by 
Krishnabhabini’s in-laws and was instead, married off at the age of ten while Krishnabhabini 
was abroad.  Sadly, Krishnabhabini was unable to see her daughter after she returned to 
India and remained estranged from her for the remainder of her life.13  England to 
Krishnabhabini therefore became the key to freedom, independence and education.  
Through education one was given choices and a chance for an alternative reality, a luxury 

9 The Girl of the Period Miscellany (London, 1869), p. 43. 
10 George Gissing, ‘Discord of Leaders’, in The Odd Women (England, 2007), chapter XIII, p. 111. 
11 McDermid, p. 112. 
12 Gokhle, p. 260. 
13 Somdatta Mandal, Introduction to Das, Krishnabhabini, A Bengali Lady in England (1885), ed. and 
trans. Somdatta Mandal, 3rd edn (Newcastle Upon Tyne, 2015), pp. xiii – xxvi, (p.xix).  
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that Krishnabhabini, her daughter and a large proportion of Indian women were unable to 
enjoy.  Provoked by the anguish that comes with the severing of a bond between mother and 
child, Krishnabhabini endeavoured to improve the lives of Indian women but knew this was 
not possible if she remained in India ‘I had wished that along with my beloved I will nurture 
you for your good, but that desire remains unfulfilled […] the fire of that hope is gradually 
dying […] my pain remains hidden like poison in the heart’ (II-III).  Through her writing 
particularly her poetry, Krishnabhabini attempts to articulate the pain that has arisen 
through the intersection of her race and gender and presents the justification for her writing, 
‘you will ask for the reason why we are deserting India, for you, I cannot find the answer 
within but am going abroad with many hopes’ (IV). 

When British women decided to exercise their right to train as doctors to aid female patients 
they met significant resistance.  Figure 2 is a newspaper article from June 1989 celebrating the 
achievement of Mary Scharlieb, the first lady doctor who qualified from the University of 
London in 1989 yet received her primary medical qualification in India.  Scharlieb married 
and travelled to India in 1866 with her husband a barrister in Madras.   During her time in 
India, Scharlieb heard many stories from her servants and others of the agonizing suffering 
of Indian women during childbirth especially as male doctors were not permitted to help.14 
The death of new mothers and the restrictions imposed by the purdah on Indian women 
gave Scharlieb the final impetus to study medicine in order to save other women from a 
similar fate, ‘seeing you suffering day and night I think alas!  We too being humans stay blind 
in cages without offering any help’ (XIII).   

Scharlieb a deeply religious woman refused to see women suffer on account of religious 
restrictions.  She had found her calling and decided to become a fully trained doctor and 
surgeon.  At this time no medical schools in Britain were awarding medical qualifications to 
women.  The introduction of women as doctors in the British medical profession was a 
particularly fraught one leading to the Surgeon’s Hall riot at the University of Edinburgh 
Medical School on 18 November 1870 in opposition to the first seven female medical 
students admitted in 1869, ‘the seven women, whom to crush the noble hundreds onward 
rush, undaunted to the fray! […] to guard their craft from female hand, in nineteenth 
century! […] we’ll drive these errant damsels home, for hospitality!’15 Women were 
considered distasteful if they wanted to learn anatomy16 and condescension was rife, with 
many preferring the return of women to their rightful place within domesticity.   
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 E. Moberley Bell, Storming The Citadel: The Rise of the Woman Doctor, (London, 1953), p. 114. 
15 Section of a poem published in Scotsman (10 Feb. 1871), in Sophia Jex-Blake, Medical Women, A Thesis 
and A History (London & Edinburgh, 1886), p. 66, notes. 
16 Christine Thompson, ‘Disruptive desire: Medical Careers for Victorian Women in Fact and fiction’, 
Nineteenth-Century Contexts, 15, 2 (1991), 181-196, (p. 182). 



143 

Figure 2. First lady M.D. of the University of London, ‘Honours For Ladies At The University of 
London’, The Graphic (London, England), Saturday, June 1, 1889; Issue 1018.  © The British Library 

Board 

Yet Sophie Jex-Blake, one of the seven students and one of the pioneers of female medical 
educational reform, astutely observes, 

It has always struck me as a curious inconsistency, that while almost everybody 
applauds and respects Miss Nightingale and her followers for their brave 
disregard of conventionalities on behalf of suffering humanity, and while 
hardly any one would pretend that there was any want of feminine delicacy in 
their going amongst the foulest sights and most painful scenes to succour, not 
their own sex, but the other, […] why is she to be condemned as indelicate 
when she professes her willingness to go through an ordeal, certainly no 
greater, to obtain the education necessary for a medical practitioner?17   

Despite the Edinburgh struggles, the battle of legally allowing women to qualify as doctors in 
Britain was protracted and arduous and Jex-Blake’s efforts were unsuccessful.   

Scharlieb however with the help of the sympathetic Surgeon-General Balfour, the supreme 
head of the Medical Service in Madras, a memorandum dated April 16th 1872 was sent to 
the Madras government, advising them to admit women to the Medical College at Madras. 

17 Sophia Jex-Blake, Medical Women, A Thesis and A History (London & Edinburgh, 1886), p. 40. 
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Despite initial rejection, the decision was eventually overturned in 1875 allowing Scharlieb 
and five other women to become the inaugural female medical cohort at Madras Medical 
College18 suffering no opposition from their male peers in contrast to Edinburgh,19 ‘so 
breaking the cage with a lot of effort I have come out to gather wisdom’ (XIV).  The irony of 
this statement is that while Krishnabhabini is referring to the double marginalisation that 
Indian women were forced to endure, with the intersection of their race and gender, 
Scharlieb and Jex-Blake had a similar and equally challenging battle over their gender only, 
but against those of the same race, ‘Great Britain now stands almost alone in refusing to 
admit her daughters to most of the national universities, and in denying them the 
opportunity of proving experimentally whether “the male mind of the Caucasian race is 
indeed so immeasurably superior to its feminine counterpart.’20 

Working under the same ethos as Surgeon-General Balfour, Jex-Blake discusses Professor 
Charteris who remarked ‘…amongst the women of the very rank from which come most of 
the female patients in infirmaries, there is a shrinking from uttering their ailments to a man 
doctor, and a craving for competent female counsel.’21  The purdah may have presented a 
huge barrier to female access to medical care in India, but a similarly restrictive societal 
purdah presented a major affliction for British women in their access to much needed British 
health-care.  

In 1875, the Medical Acts Amendment (College of Surgeons Act) empowered a medical 
college to admit women to examinations but did not obligate them to confer degrees.  In 
1876 Charles Reade a well-established Victorian novelist, put his literary weight behind the 
female medical movement and serialised his novel The Woman-Hater, a thinly veiled polemical 
plea in support of female medical reform in Blackwood’s Magazine between June 1876 and 
June 1977.22 Blackwood’s publication was based in Edinburgh, considered a major 
intellectual capital; and the site of Jex-Blake’s fight with the medical establishment.  Writing 
for Blackwood was Reade’s strategic attempt of infiltrating the enemy stronghold and 
initiating subversion from within.23 

In 1876 the Medical Qualifications Act, finally allowed the granting of medical degrees to 
suitably qualified applicants regardless of sex, yet despite this, women were still unable to 
qualify as doctors without the necessary clinical training. However by 1878 Scharlieb had 
already gained the Medical Practitioners’ Certificate in Madras and returned to England 
becoming the first Indian qualified doctor, enrolling onto the M.B course at London School 
of Medicine for Women. We see the fallacy of Krishnabhabini’s perceptions of Britain, she 
journeys from India to this land which clutches education and civilisation to her heart (VIII) 
yet it is India that gives Scharlieb her medical qualification ahead of Britain and it is Britain 
that presented the greatest resistance to the movement than India. Though it must be 

18 Bell, p. 115. 
19 Bell, p. 115. 
20 Jex-Blake, p. 52. 
21 Jex-Blake, p. 100. 
22 David Finkelstein, ‘A Woman Hater and Women Healers: John Blackwood, Charles Reade, and 
the Victorian Women’s Medical Movement’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 28, 4 (1995), 330-52, (p.330). 
23 Finkelstein, p. 338. 
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remembered that Scharlieb’s admittance to Madras Medical College was the result of a 
colonial making a request of his so called native subject, perhaps a more favourable situation 
than the one concerning Jex-Blake who would be viewed as a subordinate asking permission 
from her superior. In one letter written by Jex-Blake and the six other female students to the 
medical school authorities, they use the phrase ‘we beg respectfully’.24  The oxymoronic 
nature of this simple statement reflects the true dichotomy in Krishnabhabini’s perception of 
British education for women.  From this perspective, the difference between India and 
Britain do not appear so far apart. 

Despite Scharlieb’s medical distinctions, which are listed in fig. 2, the drawing of her in figure 
2 presents an image of a nurse as apposed to a distinguished doctor. A photograph of her 
from 1895 (fig.3) shows that the pictorial representation of her in fig. 2 although accurate, still 
associates her with a Florence Nightingale nursing figure as opposed to a qualified doctor 
and surgeon.  Crucially Sharlieb unlike Mary Worley in fig. 2 is not presented wearing the 
tassel, the iconic symbol of university accreditation.  Worley won the Gold Medal in Classics, 
a humanities subject perhaps considered more in keeping with acceptable female 
endeavours, but more importantly not considered any form of threat to a traditionally 
masculine profession.  Scharlieb however represented a destabilising figure in the medical 
establishment, one that demanded equality.  She was a professional woman who could 
administer independent decisions and although she was commended for her achievement, 
her visual appearance with the deliberate exclusion of graduation robes and a tassel, 
undermines the magnitude of her achievement.  This supports David Finkelstein’s assertion 
that nurses were seen as less of a threat to the medical profession,25 and thereby by 
presenting Scharlieb in this fashion, her success is shrouded with a nurse’s veil. 

Newly imbued with British medical instruction, Scharlieb travelled back to India in 1883 and 
established a hospital in Madras ‘for high Caste and Gosha women’ called the Royal 
Victoria Hospital opened in 1885-86 under the patronage of Queen Victoria (fig. 2).  
Scarlieb’s influence was significant and in 1883 when Lord Dufferin became Viceroy of 
India, his wife Lady Dufferin established the Dufferin Fund in 1885 to supply qualified 
women doctors from Europe, and train Indian women as medical practitioners. Scharlieb’s 
efforts were recognised and commended by Sophia Jex-Blake and the Countess of Warwick 
for her work in India,  

The hopeful view taken of the future of medical work in India by so 
distinguished an authority as Mrs Scharlieb is encouraging.  The greater 
facilities offered to native women in connection with the study of medicine 
and the growth of public opinion in favour of native doctors may lead to a 
solution of the difficulty.26 

Scharlieb represents a significant and possible revolutionary influence in the transformation 
of gynaecological healthcare one that was sensitive to the cultural agenda that defined female 

24 Jex-Blake, p. 63, note O. 
25 Finkelstein, p. 333. 
26 The Countess Warwick, Progress in Women’s Education In The British Empire (London, 1898), p. xvii. 
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India at the time. Scharlieb permanently returned to England in 1887 and wrote prolifically 
on women’s health in England and India in an effort to educate and inform, ‘it is as a wife 
addressing her sisters, and as a mother her daughters, that I venture to lift the veil from the 
sacred and delicate reticence that should always enwrap the pure and modest woman’.27   

Figure 3. Mrs Mary Anne Dacomb Scharlieb 
Wellcome Library, London, circa 1895 

Jacqueline Devries affirms that the professionalization of medicine resulted in obstetrics and 
gynaecology becoming a more advanced medical speciality,28 leading to the founding of the 
British Gynaecological society in 1885.  In 1895, the novel Mona Maclean: Medical Student was 
written by Margaret Todd under the pseudonym Graham Travers.  Todd was the life-
partner of Sophie Jex-Blake and was amongst the first female cohort admitted to the 
Edinburgh School of Medicine for Women in 1886.  In the novel Mona meets a character 
Dickinson Sahib who is supportive of female doctors whom he felt were necessary to take 
care of women with gynaecological illnesses.  Dickenson Sahib eventually marries Mona’s 
friend Doric, an heiress with feminist politics who helps the medical-woman movement in 
India.  Doric loosely represents Lady Dufferin who became instrumental in canvassing funds 
and support for the female medical cause but the novel itself becomes a literary landmark 
forming a historical first-hand account of female medical training and the impact of the 

27 Mary Scharlieb, A Woman’s Words to Women, on the care of their health in England and in India (London, 
1895), p. 65. 
28 Jacqueline R Devries, ‘A Moralist and Modernizer: Mary Scharlieb and the Creation of 
Gynaecological Knowledge, ca.1880 – 1914’, Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State and Society, 
22, 3 (2015), p. 2. 
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female medical movement in India compensating for the restrictions female doctors faced in 
Britain. 

Despite being deeply religious Scarlieb deliberately chose not to undertake missionary work 
with her patients.29  The extensive British missionary presence that existed in British India 
was often perceived as a form of educational and religious enlightenment for the Indians, 
‘seeing the religious wisdom of Britain, will write it layer by layer in my heart’ (X).  Her 
visual appearance in fig. 2 also evokes a missionary quality which coupled with the 
appearance of a nurse appears to celebrate the conventional and socially acceptable 
categorisation that existed in the nineteenth century of women working as nurses and 
teachers to colonial subjects and its associated ‘Angel in the House’ connotations.  

The missionary movement was inextricably linked to education with the large number of 
Christian missionary schools present in India during the nineteenth century. Cornelia 
Sorabji was an Indian woman of the Christian faith whose father was a Reverend.  She was 
the first female graduate from Bombay University and after expressing an interest in studying 
in England, she was encouraged by the Christian Mission Society to study medicine,30 
potentially to assist the female medical movement in India.  She subsequently enrolled at 
Somerville College, Oxford in 1889 deciding against medicine, choosing to read Law 
instead.  This was unprecedented and Sorabji became the first woman of any race to read 
Law at university and the first to sit the Bachelor of Civic Law examinations (despite 
opposition) eventually becoming a pioneering Lawyer in India.  Figure 4 shows Sorabji in a 
college photograph distinctively wearing her veil.  Sorabji is perhaps a unique example of 
how one Indian woman (who was neither Hindu or Muslim) was able to literally combine the 
veil with the tassel31 in the land of her colonial ruler.  Sorabji becomes the crowning pinnacle 
of Krishnabhabini’s dream.  She succeeded in going to England, notably unmarried, 
‘enriching [herself] with so much knowledge [she] once again comes back home’ (XI) where 
she utilised her skills to represent women and children predominantly.   

As a result of her Indian and British education, Sorabji not only upheld the role of celibate 
careerist,32 a marked feature in the late nineteenth century, but also crucially revelled in one 
aspect that Krishnabhabini craved but never fully enjoyed, the freedom of choice.  Yet 
despite never going to school or college Krishnabhabini had educating herself so much, that 
in later years she was appointed an examiner of the University of Calcutta.33  In the last ten 
years of her life, she took an active role in enhancing female education in India, labouring 
particularly in educating women from conservative backgrounds.34  She therefore joins 

29 Devries, p. 9. 
30 Suparna Gooptu, Cornelia Sorabji: India’s Pioneering Woman Lawyer (Oxford & New Delhi, 2006), p. 40. 
31 University of Oxford, however, did not award degrees to women till 1920. Sorabji never returned to 
Somerville College to obtain her degree retrospectively (confirmed by Somerville College Archives) 
and therefore never officially had the opportunity to wear an Oxford tassel. The reference to tassel in 
this instance is highlighting a university education in a professional field. 
32 S. Dalmont and L. Duffin (eds.), The Nineteenth-century woman: her cultural and physical world (London, 
1978), pp. 182 & 184, in McDermid, p. 113. 
33 Mandal, p. xviii. 
34 Mandal, p. xix. 
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Sorabji in ‘breaking the cage with a lot of effort’ (XIV) gathering wisdom and returning to 
‘[her] favourite land!  The jewelled land!’ (I) becoming the contradictory embodiment of her 
own poetic self-deprecation.  She is no longer an unfortunate daughter who is useless for 
India (I), instead her writing and her philanthropy, attempts to initiate change, making her 
hugely relevant. 

Figure 4. Somerville College Photograph, 1890, printed with permission from the Principle and Fellows 
of Somerville College, University of Oxford. Cornelia Sorabji is the figure standing in the far right of 

the photograph, wearing a veil. 

Despite Krishnabhabini’s perceptions of seeing the land where beloved freedom resides (V), 
we see a vastly different landscape, one where freedom was severely restricted or comparative 
at best.  We see the journey of the veil from the purdah and English domesticity, overcoming 
significant struggles both personal and legal to establish female medical reform and the 
literary representation of these altering roles serving as prosaic, historical references of the 
changes occurring in female education during this period.  Scharlieb becomes the first female 
physician qualified from the University of London, who was not only propelled to train as a 
doctor by Indian women, but obtained her primary qualification in India at a time when 
Britain refused to do so.  Scharlieb encapsulates the independent British daughter that 
Krishnabhabini desperately tries to emulate, the irony being that it is an English lady that 
returns to India, not the land of her birth but one that she shares a kinship with, to serve the 
health needs of women deprived by cultural restriction.  Scarlieb’s significant impact in 
medicine and female health was marked by the honours bestowed upon her; the C.B.E in 
1917 and Dame of the British Empire in 1927 for her work both medical and social.  Jex-
Blake declared ‘we know now that high authority declares a perfect surgeon to have an 
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‘an eagle’s eye, a lion’s heart, and a lady’s hand’.35  In 1898, Mr H.M. Birdwood reported 
that ‘admission to a college is a privilege of which [men] must be worthy and not a right to 
be claimed without regard to character or conduct.36  Krishnabhabini, Scharlieb and 
Sorabji represent worthy nineteenth century examples of women who transcended the 
barriers of their race and gender to seek education, to utilise it and to encourage its access 
amongst other women, in the elusive pursuit of true equality and independence. 
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