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Abstract- Foreign missionaries can be credited with having introduced education and literacy in Mizoram .The patriarchal Mizo 
society scorn upon the idea of girls being educated and sent to school. Mizo women didn’t have much agency in the patriarchal society 
and their lives revolved around doing household work from early dawn till late at night. But the missionaries recognize that education 
would improve the lives of women ,men, their families and the society as a whole. The need for trained female missionary teachers 
was deeply felt. Even with the availability of female teachers the structure of education had to be specific to the needs of the 
traditional village Mizo women. This paper attempt to look at the role women missionaries play in making education a reality for 
Mizo women. 
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Education is fundamental to the growth and development of an individual. Recognizing this the   constitution of India made 
provisions for the free and compulsory education for children between the age of 6 to 14 under Article 21-A. Education for centuries 
has been a male preserve. In this connection mention may also be made of Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of· Human Rights 
and the Convention’s recommendation against Discrimination in Education adopted by the General Conference of UNESCO in 1948, 
which says:  

Article 26: 1. Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stage. Elementary 
education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be 
equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.  

2. Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall 
further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.  

3. Parents have the prior right to choose the kind of education that should be given to their child. 

The importance of education cannot be overemphasized but the history of education is replete with instances of discrimination 
against the female sex and even downright denial of education to women. The type of education deemed appropriate for female was 
very different from the education provided to men as can be found in this quote by Jean Jacques Rousseau’s on female education, “ 
Given without scruples , a woman’s education to woman, see to it that they love the cares of their sex, that they possess modesty, that 
they know how to grow old in their marriage and keep busy in their house"(394).  This alludes to the notion that any form of education 
that women are provided with is not for their own sake, it is to make them better wives or mothers. Mary Wollstonecraft in her seminal 
book A Vindication of the Rights of Women defended and made a case for female education. The book was structured as a response to 
works on female education written by men particularly Jacques Rousseau’s Emile. She writes, “Women are told from their infancy, and 
taught by the example of their mothers, that a little knowledge of human weakness, justly termed cunning, softness of temper” (89).  
Wollstonecraft argues that like men , women are also rational human beings ,hence they should be given the chance to develop their 
mind through education. Women find themselves at a great disadvantage when they are not accorded the same type of education as men 
as can be seen in the world of English literature. Virginia Woolf analyses the reason for the dearth of female authors by metaphorically 
comparing Shakespeare’s life with that of an imaginary  sister, named  Judith. Describing the kind of life Shakespeare’s imaginary sister 
would have, Woolf writes,   

She was not sent to school. She had no chance of learning grammar and logic, let alone of 
reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one of her brother’s 
perhaps, and read a few pages. But then her parents came in and told her to mend the 
stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with books and papers … Perhaps she 
scribbled some pages up in an apple loft on the sly but was careful to hide them or set fire 
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to them. Soon, however, before she was out of her teens, she was to be betrothed to the son 
of a neighboring wool-stapler.” (2268) 

Woolf points out that the lack of proper education renders many women inept and unproductive in many areas of their life. The need for 
female education has been strongly felt and argued by women and men who had to fight entrenched notions of gender roles and sexist 
bias to make education a reality for women. This paper looks at the role played by women missionaries in making education a reality 
for women in the traditional Mizo society. 

The traditional Mizo society is a patriarchal society where like other patriarchal society in the world, men dominate women 
and women are expected to be subservient to men. in his book Lusei-Kuki Clans AJ. Shakespeare the first superintendent of the hills 
observed:  

A Lushai woman has to rise early, fill her basket with empty bamboo tubes, and trudge off before 
daylight down to the spring, which is generally some way down the hill, and the supply of water is 
frequently so scanty that it takes her sometime to fill her bamboos. Having conveyed her basketful 
to the house, she has to set to work cleaning the rice for the day. The necessary amount of unhusked 
rice has been dried the previous day on the shelf of the hearth, and this she now proceeds to pound 
in a mortar in the front verandah and winnow on an oval bamboo tray till it clean enough for use. 
The breakfast of rice has then to be cooked, and by the time it is ready her husband is awake. After 
the meal the real work of the day begins. In the cold weather the women settle themselves to some 
of the operations connected with cloth making, while the men prepare to pass a day of complete 
enjoyment, lying in the sun and smoking… (16-17) 

Inspite of all this, women were often taken for granted and received no appreciation for their hard work. The popular opinion 
doubted the intellectual capacity of women as can be seen from Mizo proverbs like ‘Hmeichhe thu thu ni suh se, Chakai sa sa nisuh se 
(Crab’s meat is not a meat, women’s word is not a word), hmeichhe finin tuikhur ral a kai lo (the wisdom of a woman doesn’t cross the 
brook) or hmeichhia le pal chhia chu thlak theih (an old fence and a wife can be change).Baptist women missionaries Chapman and 
Clark stated,   

The worst feature in the life of the South Mizo District at that time was the treatment of the 
women. A woman had no rights at all. Body, mind and spirit, she belonged from her birth to death 
to her father, her brother, her husband. Her men folk could treat her as they like and a man who did 
not beat his wife was scorned by his friends as a coward. A woman possessed nothing-not even the 
few clothes she wore. She was not allowed to wear anything new. Her clothes had first to be worn 
by her men folk. The women did most of the work of the village. …Daily we watched the women 
with their heavy loads staggering uphill, and should men be with them they would often be 
emptyhanded. (13-14) 

When the foreign missionaries introduced the education system in Mizoram, female education was considered inconsequential 
because women were considered incapable of learning anything of consequence. Moreover education was considered a waste of time 
for girls who could do much more useful works at home. Parents were often told , “Oh, no! we can't send our girl to school; she is too 
useful at home. Take my boy” (Hawla 13-14). The fear that no men would marry a girl who goes to school at the cost of leaning 
household skills deter parents from sending their daughters to school. 

 The missionaries realised that female education system had to be planned in such a way as to teach girls skills that will make 
them useful in the family and the society. Mrs. K.E. Jones the wife of D.E. Jones, the first missionary sent by the Welsh Calvinistic 
Mission, maybe considered to be a pioneer in paving way for the development female education in Mizoram. She started her work 
among the Mizo women in 1903 and opened the first Girls’ School with 12 girls at Aizawl in 1904 (Lalhmuaka 27).  Her vision for the 
Mizo women was to give them an education that would not only give them book knowledge but also equipped them with skills that 
would make them enlightened and intelligent mothers and wives. She introduced new curriculum which include; 

a)  All subjects included in the Primary courses -Scripture and Singing. 

b). Needlework which included plain sewing by hand and machine, cutting out and making up of garments, shirts, pants, coats, frocks, 
etc. and also thread work and crochet. 

c).. Hygiene including care of infants and young children and cleanliness. 

d). Cooking with practical demonstration, teaching the value of local food stuffs and the best wa\  

to use them, especially cooking for the sick and weakly. (283). 
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These new skills were greatly appreciated by the people and the number of female students increased.  Mrs Jones found great support 
in the Superintendent Mr. Hazlett who argued that the object of female education should be to enable them to perform their domestic 
duties more efficiently, with greater comfort to their families and to themselves, and at the same time to give them a broader outlook in 
life so that they might lead happier and more useful lives (AR, No.203 G, Education, 1916.). Mrs Jones recognized the need for more 
female teachers to help with her pioneering work. Her application was granted and two trained teachers joined her in 1919- Miss Edith 
M. Chapman and Miss Olive E. Dicks who was also a trained nurse. (5) 

In south Mizoram, female education was set in motion with the arrival of Miss Chapman in 1919 and Miss Clark in 1923. They 
were unequivocally told that women missionaries were unacceptable and that they were unwanted (5-6). Inspite of the challenges,  
continued with their work and eventually the villagers were convinced that these women had come to help their womenfolk and to 
improve their lives.  

Following Mrs.Jones vision, Miss Chapman and Miss Clark realized that in order to bring students to the classroom useful 
skills like knitting, sewing, embroidery, hygiene and childcare will have to be taught to make going to school beneficial to the girls and 
their families. As these skills were taught to the village girls, the mindset of the young man also underwent a change  and educated girls 
became more popular . 

In north Mizoram, female education was pioneered by Miss Miss Alice Catherine Mastyn Lewis (Kitty Lewis), who was the 
only daughter of Sir J. Herbert Lewis, a wealthy and influential man who was a member of the Bristish Parliament. Miss Lewis was 
beautiful and tall and was a trained teacher. The Mizos welcomed her when she arrived in 1922 and she was given a mizo name and 
called Pi, Zomawii. Miss Lewis used her own money to fund her works which include construction of new schools  and looking after 
orphans. 

There is no doubt that it would have been very difficult for these women to leave the comfort of home and family and live 
among strangers in a hostile environment where basic amenities were not available.  As women working in a deeply patriarchal 
traditional society they had to overcome the sexist bias and indifference of the society. But it is a fact that they succeeded in structuring 
a system of female education which is acceptable to the people and convince the people of the benefits of education. The women of 
Mizoram owe a lot to these pioneers who took the untrodden path and transform the lives of generations of  women .According to 2011 
census, Mizoram has a literacy rate of  91.58 % second only to Kerala and the female literacy rate is 89.27%. (Census 2011) 
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