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Abstract

The nineteenth century was a formative era for the Bengali identity—a process
shaped not merely by indigenous traditions but also fueled by the 'energy’
derived from an opposing culture. Naturally, a narrative diametrically
opposed to established Bengali customs, thought processes, and cultural
norms was knocking at the door. One cannot simply measure this nation's new
Journey across the landscape—starting from a single point—using the axioms
of Euclidean geometry. Even if we were to categorize our native ethos as
‘conservative' and the opposing progressive ideas as variables 'x' and ', the
construction of the 'individual’ during this period cannot be reduced to a rigid,
binary choice between absolute truth and falsehood. Our primary aim is to
explore how society played a role in shaping the individual amidst the
confluence of diverse ideas in the nineteenth century. The tradition of modern
intellectual discourse among Bengalis, which began with Rammohan, soon
branched out into various ideological streams. Bengalis adopted and rejected
these ideas in their own distinct ways. Was this process of acceptance and
rejection instantaneous, or did Bengalis seek to internalize these ideas by
categorizing and embracing them? Consider the two broad perspectives on
women's education: the view that women should be denied educational
opportunities versus Rammohan’s famous challenge—asking whether anyone
had ever actually given women the chance to learn and prove their
capabilities. Did Bengalis truly align themselves with—and genuinely
practice—these 'conservative' and 'progressive' schools of thought? One might
well question the validity of such a neat dichotomy. Can all the events of the
nineteenth century be so easily categorized? Here, we aim to explore this
complex interplay of ideas by examining the life and literary work of the
nineteenth-century poet Mankumari Basu. The era saw the emergence of
domestic education for women in conservative Hindu families and the rise of
the Brahmo movement as a counter to Hindu idolatry and associated
superstitions, yet, reformers themselves became divided over the issue of
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radical reform, with conservatism often retaining significant influence. Amidst
this blend of currents, nineteenth-century social life was not only steeped in
ideology but also gave rise to compelling narratives. Mankumari Basu was the
daughter of a traditional Hindu family—an upbringing clearly reflected in her
lifestyle and conduct—yet her strong personality was distinguished by a spirit
of liberalism and humanism. It is within the journey of such a woman becoming
a poet that we find the convergence of these ideologies—an intersection we
seek to understand.
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