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Abstract: One of the first autobiographical novels in Indian 

English literature is Saguna by Krupabai Satthianadhan. The 

literary work follows the cognitive, emotional and mystical 

journey of its protagonist, Saguna, which is against the societal and 

cultural backdrop of colonial Indian life in the nineteenth century. 

Over time, Saguna's critical reception has changed significantly. 

Initially, readers frequently emphasized the novel's spiritual 

aspects by approaching it as a Christian autobiographical story. 

However, by analysing the literary work from feminist, 

postcolonial and subjective viewpoints, modern literary study has 

deepened its relevance and worth. The novel is now acknowledged 

by critics as a seminal piece that questions traditional portrayals of 

Indian women in colonial writings. This study analyses the work of 

fiction as a groundbreaking account of female identity, 

emphasizing its consideration of sexual orientation, religion, 

schooling, sense of self and colonial contemporary culture. 

Satthianadhan illustrates the difficulties an educated Indian lady 

faces in juggling social customs, the religion of Christianity and 

the male-dominated norms through an experiential narrative 

technique. The ease and grace with which Hindu women can 

assimilate and utilize the language is well demonstrated in the 

pages of Saguna. In her autobiography, Krupabai Satthianadhan 

criticizes Hinduism for its superstitious convictions, idolatry, 

traditional child marriage and concept of pavithra dharma. 

Moreover, the paper makes the case that Saguna's complex 

portrayal of women's autonomy and its critique of social 
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restrictions make it an influential figure in the history of Indian 

English literature. The novel foreshadows many issues of 

subsequent feminist and postcolonial texts by emphasizing the 

protagonist's pursuit of learning, liberty and realization of oneself. 

Keywords: Autobiography, Identity, Consciousness, Education, 

Male-dominated society, Christianity, Liberation, Imperialism, 

Conversion  

 

Introduction 

Saguna: A Story of Native Christian Life by Krupabai Satthianadhan is recognized as the 

first autobiographical novel written in English by an Indian lady. The novel holds a 

groundbreaking position in Indian English writing. It was first serialized in the Madras Christian 

College Magazine (1887–1888) and released posthumously as a work of fiction in 1895. Saguna 

examines the intricacies of spirituality, colonial rule, gender, education and one's identity in 

nineteenth-century India, drawing extensively from the author's personal experiences. 

Satthianadhan depicts the challenges of an educated Indian lady balancing the opposing demands 

of ancient and contemporary cultures of tradition and modernity through the lives of its the lead 

character, Saguna (Satthianadhan vii–xv). Because Saguna's experiences closely resemble those 

of Krupabai Satthianadhan, the work of fiction is commonly acknowledged as a semi-

autobiographical work. Saguna, like the writer, comes from a Brahmin family that was converted 

to Christianity and wants to go to college in spite of social constraints. Satthianadhan offers 

expression to the intellectual and psychological difficulties faced by Indian women during the 

colonial era by fusing autobiography with literary fiction. As a result, the text becomes a cultural 

document as well as a personal story (Satthianadhan 1–3). Furthermore, the novel's confessional 

scene clearly illustrates how beneficial Christianity is as an agent for reformation. The work was 

widely read at the time in both India and England, and its powerful moral message won its 

recognition everywhere. However, the public did not see it anymore for the next hundred or 

more years. It was not until 1998 that Oxford University Press chose to reissue it with an 

introduction by editor Chandani Lokuge under the new title Saguna: The First Autobiographical 

Novel by an Indian Woman. The narrative style of Saguna is one of its outstanding qualities. 
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Because it is written in the first-person mode, readers can immediately experience the main 

character's feelings, ideas and spiritual challenges. The personal narrative voice strengthens the 

text's autobiographical quality and gives it a strong sense of truthfulness. One of the first 

instances of psychological realism in Indian English writing, Saguna devotes close attention to 

the protagonist's emotional sensitivity, in contrast to many nineteenth-century novels that 

concentrate mostly on outward episodes (Satthianadhan 45–48). 

Race and Gender Identity Challenges in the Novel  

The limited status of women in nineteenth-century Indian society is one of Saguna's 

primary issues. Male-dominated ideals of family life, getting married, compliance and religious 

adherence are demanded of women. Many of the restrictions placed on women by conventional 

societal systems are embodied by Radha, Saguna's mother. Her experiences show how 

patriarchal norms and marriage may limit a woman's freedom and establish her sense of self 

mostly through her marriage to her spouse. Another significant aspect of Saguna is the 

connection between imperialism and colour. Saguna's identity is influenced by a number of 

conflicting factors, including her Brahmin heritage, schooling, the religion of Christianity, and 

Indian identity. Her experiences show that different identities overlap in complex ways rather 

than remaining on their own. Racial and cultural superiority over Indians is often assumed by 

European colonial civilization. Saguna will not submit to this hierarchical structure in a passive 

manner. Her interactions with Europeans demonstrate her increasing consciousness of racial 

prejudice and her readiness to question presumptions of European supremacy. 

Saguna gradually transforms into an entirely new breed of woman. She is determined, 

curiosity-driven and refuses to acknowledge marriage as the ultimate goal of a woman's life. She 

is an early example of the educated "New Woman" (Satthianadhan 148) because of her ambition 

for knowledge and intellectual autonomy. The notion that marriage should be "the goal of every 

girl's ambition" is specifically questioned by herself (Satthianadhan 149). This expression is 

especially important since it distinguishes between the traditional idea of matrimony and female 

contentment. As a result, one of the most important resources Saguna uses to achieve 

independence is schooling. It is a method of creating an independent personality as well as an 
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opportunity to receive education. The patriarchal belief that women should stay in the home is 

challenged by her philosophical pursuits. As a result, Satthianadhan portrays education as 

inherently empowering since it equips women to reflect on the norms of society that define their 

lifestyles. 

In certain point, Saguna invokes the Indian caste system and her Brahmin identity in 

response to European prejudices. Her reaction is noteworthy because she resists colonial 

humiliation by utilizing a component of her hereditary social identity. But this instance also 

highlights a paradox in her objection. She questions racial stratification, but she does so in part 

by claiming the caste superiority. From a modern critical standpoint, this contradiction makes the 

text very intriguing. Satthianadhan criticizes European discrimination, but she does not always 

address the caste structure in the same way. Therefore, Saguna's position serves as an example of 

how involvement in one hierarchical structure may exist concurrently with opposition to another 

type of domination. The novel's exploration of identity is intimately related to castes. Saguna's 

family is of Brahmin descent, and their relationship with conventional caste identification is 

complicated by the shift to the religion of Christianity.  

Although the novel shows that hereditary identities in society are hard to eradicate, 

Christianity hypothetically confronts the faith-based foundation of caste. When Saguna interacts 

with Europeans, her Brahmin lineage becomes more significant. She has an emotional armour 

against colonial racism because of her feeling of cultural identity. However, her answer 

highlights how difficult societal shifts is. Hindu conservatism may be questioned by conversion, 

yet caste sensibility is still present. Saguna's portrayal of female representation is among its 

greatest accomplishments. Saguna becomes a subject who watches, inquires, understands and 

assesses her surroundings rather than just an object of social reform. This distinction is especially 

crucial when considering the reforming narrative of the nineteenth century. Male revolutionaries 

often portrayed Indian women as those affected in need of schooling or safety. By enabling a 

woman to describe her personal encounters and intellectual progress, Satthianadhan breaks this 

preconception.  
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Thus, the novel shows how literature itself can serve as a form of protest. Satthianadhan's 

own use of written expression to break into a largely male intellectual realm is comparable to 

Saguna's growth as an educated woman. A further significant concern in Saguna is religion. 

Christianity initially seems to provide a replacement to some of the constrictive customs 

connected to traditional Hindu society, and Saguna's family moves from Hinduism to 

Christianity. For women like Saguna, conversion opens up new opportunities and gives them 

access to Western training. Saguna is firmly anchored in the sociocultural circumstances of 

colonized India in the nineteenth century. Christian missionary endeavours, western educational 

systems and revolutionary ideas for social transformation were all brought about by British 

colonial rule at this period in history. 

Many Indians benefited from these changes, but they also led to conflicts between 

colonial modernism and traditional practices. Satthianadhan uses Saguna's memories as a young 

christian woman who studied missionary schools as an example of these conflicts. The novel 

presents a complex view of colonial educational system that acknowledges both its cultural 

constraints and its potential for empowerment, rather than depicting it as completely tyrannical 

or empowering (Satthianadhan 90–92). The system of education depicted in the text fosters 

autonomous thought and gives Saguna mental self-assurance. But it also separates her from other 

facets of her cultural background, which leaves her emotions unclear about herself. This struggle 

serves as an example of the predicament encountered by many educated Indians who wanted to 

accept revolutionary ideas without giving up their sense of culture. As a result, the work of 

fiction turns into a critique of imperial modernity, showing that education is insufficient to 

address the more fundamental issues of identity and belongingness (Sen 12–13). According to 

scholars, Saguna represents the development of an Indian Christian identity that is neither 

entirely occidental nor historically Indian. Rather, the protagonist lives in a cultural "in-between" 

position where she has to constantly discuss her principles, opinions and ambitions. The work is 

especially pertinent to imperialist conversations about identity, belongingness and cultural 

discourse because of this multifaceted social standing (Sen 16–17). 
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The novel's psychological and philosophical central theme is conversion to Christianity. 

Saguna's worldview is significantly shaped by her parents' conversion from the Hindu faith to the 

faith of Christianity. Satthianadhan does not, however, present Christianity as an easy fix for the 

problems of society. Rather, the work of fiction depicts the mistreatment, struggles with identity 

and cultural disconnection that Indian Christian converts confront. The intricacies of colonial 

identity are demonstrated by Saguna's attempt to balance her Indian ancestry with European 

ecclesiastical dreams (Satthianadhan 35–37).The novel promotes a blend of faith, learning and 

cultural identification rather than a complete rejection of Indian heritage. Saguna stands apart 

from many modern missionary writings mainly to this intricate illustration. 

Significant Transformations in the Social and Intellectual Spheres in Saguna 

The evolution of the Indian woman from reforming society object to a communicating 

subject is one of Saguna's most significant interventions. Reform discourses in the nineteenth 

century sometimes used as narratives written by men to address "the woman question‖ 

(Chatterjee 234). The home and the woman often became symbols of the purportedly authentic 

inner domain of Indian culture, according to Partha Chatterjee. For him, the traditional 

nationalist discourse sought to reconcile the conflict between modern colonial society and native 

cultural identification by differentiating the physical and religious domains (Chatterjee 233–35). 

The novel is particularly significant since its main focus is on the topic of what defines a 

woman's identity rather than just the persecution of women. Saguna is born into an ancestral line 

that is in the process of converting from Hindu faith to the Christian faith. As a result, she 

concurrently occupies multiple cultural roles: Christian and Indian, conventional and 

contemporary, female and cognitive, imperial victim and prospective professional. None of the 

above categories are able to accurately define her sense of self. 

According to Indrani Sen, Saguna challenges "conversion, imperialism, female subjective 

experiences and imperial modernization" in addition to the problem of female education, making 

it far more controversial than many modern revisionist accounts (Sen 1). This insight is an 

essential position to start when reading the text. Saguna is a story of self-fashioning, in which 

learning becomes the method by which a woman learns to envisage herself above the restrictions 
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imposed upon her by the male-dominated society, rather than just a revolutionary narrative 

advocating education for women. Thus, the study looks at how Satthianadhan redefines woman 

identity in Saguna and how the protagonist's quest for freedom is manifested in her pursuit of an 

egalitarian relationship between men and women, education, intellectual autonomy, faith-based 

compromising, rebellion against patriarchal family life and professional desire to succeed. 

One of the most important interventions of Saguna is its transformation of the Indian 

woman from an object of social reform into a speaking subject. Nineteenth-century reform 

discourse frequently discussed ―the woman question‖ through male-authored narratives. Partha 

Chatterjee famously argues that nationalist discourse attempted to resolve the contradiction 

between colonial modernity and indigenous cultural identity by distinguishing the material and 

spiritual domains, with the home and the woman frequently becoming symbols of the supposedly 

authentic inner domain of Indian culture (Chatterjee 233–35). As a result, Saguna's identity is not 

solely determined by her interactions with men. She is more than just a wife, daughter, or future 

parent. She is a spectator, reader, learner, thinker and potential professional. Such identities are 

important because they provide her a feeling of self apart from male-dominated views of what it 

is to be a woman. Thus, the novel foreshadows a key tenet of feminist theory: liberty necessitates 

both external freedom and the acknowledgment of women as independent individuals with the 

capacity to generate understanding and knowledge about their society as well as their own lives. 

Perhaps the most obvious device for freedom in Saguna is education. Satthianadhan 

herself had a strong interest in women's education, and she discussed women's education and 

their impact on the home in her articles. Thus, education in the narrative is more than just a way 

to become literate. It turns into a process of forming consciousness. Saguna defies the stereotype 

of the submissive nineteenth-century woman with her intellectual interest. Her yearning to live in 

a world beyond the home is reflected in her love to books and learning. According to Arvind 

Krishna Mehrotra, both Saguna and Kamala depict women who are drawn to books despite 

resentment that such intellectual pursuits can arouse and who resist being restricted to traditional 

family life (Mehrotra 114). Christianity seems to provide a fresh perspective on female dignity as 

well as a critique of authoritarian Hindu customs. Sen contends that Saguna raises challenging 
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issues regarding Indian Christian identity and imperialism while also proposing Christianity as a 

potentially "modernizing" and liberating force in connection to gender inequality (Sen 12–13). 

Tharu and Lalita situate Satthianadhan's Saguna within a history of Indian women's literature in 

which women's experiences, hardships and inner lives become important kinds of literary and 

social knowledge by incorporating the work of fiction into their classic compilation (275–76). 

In this case, Tarini Bhamburkar's the most recent study on clothing in Saguna is 

particularly helpful. According to Bhamburkar, Satthianadhan promotes education and 

intellectual transformation rather than the notion that Western fashion inherently signifies female 

achievement and growth. According to Satthianadhan, the "New Woman" must strike an 

equilibrium between liberal modernism and an Indian tradition of culture. Conversion to a 

different religion thus becomes a part of a broader process of negotiating one's sense of self. 

Saguna's freedom is neither entirely Modern nor entirely regional. It is created via selective 

cross-cultural interactions (Bhamburkar 7). In this perspective, Chandani Lokugé's editing work 

on the 1998 edition is significant because it highlights the conflict between Western-influenced 

liberal principles and an abiding Indian cultural tradition and places Satthianadhan inside the 

context of Indian women writers. As a result, the narrative creates a mixture of contemporary 

womanhood. Saguna is not forced to decide between "modern woman" and "Indian woman." 

Rather, the novel envisions a woman who can be the two (Lokugé 12). 

Satthianadhan's novel's primary accomplishment is its reinterpretation of what it means to 

be a woman. Relationships—daughter, spouse, mother, widow—are often used by traditional 

male-dominated ideology to define women. Saguna adds the individual woman as an additional 

category. Each woman has her own thoughts. She is a reader. She asks. She makes a choice. She 

wants to gain knowledge. She creates goals for her career. She assesses cultural and religious 

establishments. She wants intellectual company. These characteristics serve as the cornerstone of 

an innovative female identity in the novel. Satthianadhan's accomplishment is particularly 

noteworthy because she wrote during a period when Indian women were still often represented 

by male reformers but were becoming more visible in public discussions. Saguna allows herself 

to participate in the discussions. As a result, the novel takes part in what may be referred to as a 
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politics of self-worth. In addition to changing how society views women, Saguna fights for the 

right to redefine herself. 

The limitations of Saguna's empowering mission must also be recognized in a scholarly 

reading. At times, the story seems to link liberation more strongly to the Christian faith and 

Western educational standards than to native reform practices. This raises the risk of portraying 

modern Western civilization as the main driver of women's liberation. Furthermore, the Christian 

context of the text does not solve the issue of cultural estrangement. Conversion brings migration 

as well as new opportunities. As a result, Saguna's model of female liberation is not entirely 

satisfactory. Its acknowledgment of the complexities inherent adds to its meaning. 

Conclusion 

Saguna by Krupabai Satthianadhan is a groundbreaking examination of female identity 

and freedom in nineteenth-century India. The work questions the notion that womanhood should 

be equated with household subordination and submission through its autobiographical form and 

its depiction of an educated Indian woman. Saguna's pathway shows that awareness is the first 

step toward independence. Her professional aspirations broaden her social identity; education 

allows her to think beyond traditional constraints; intellectual growth enables her to challenge 

masculine authority; and religious and cultural inquiry enables her to manage a difficult position 

between modernity and traditional values.Saguna's transition to a professional and intellectual 

life is the most drastic aspect of her growth. The novel's autobiographical foundation is 

especially pertinent because Satthianadhan herself studied higher education and was connected 

to women's education and teaching, The novel's portrayal of Saguna is thus influenced by her 

experience of intellectual striving for something.Thus, in the end, the quest for independence in 

Saguna is a quest for the freedom to identify oneself. Satthianadhan turns the woman from a 

silent object of societal definitions into a communicative subject and from an object of 

reformation into an agent of reformation. By doing this, Saguna foreshadows later postcolonial 

and feminist issues with identity, speech and the politics of representation. Its lasting importance 

stems not just from its support of women's education but also from its broader premise that a 

woman is liberated when she gains the power to envision, express and create her own identity. 
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