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Although, all recommendations proved conducive for the development of
ducation, the most important recommendation of Wood’s Despatch was the
c ¢ ? ... . P iy O N \ )
establishment of universities 1n Calcutta, Bombay and Madras based on the model

of London University.

3 RAMMOHAN ROY

One of the most prominent leaders of the Indian Ren.aissance is Raja Rammoh;n
Roy. He is also known as the father of modern India. He was born.ln 1774 in
Radhanagar, in the state of undivided Bengal, to rich, orthodox, brahmm famlly. (.)f
samindars (landowners). When he was hardly 15, he wrote a pamphlet m_Bengah n
which he denounced idol-worship which, he asserted, was not recognized in the
Vedas. Young Rammohan Roy had to pay very heavily for it. He was turned out
from his orthodox family and he had to live in exile. However, he made the best of
the opportunity offered to him by providence. He travelled far and wide and, thus,
was able to gather a lot of experience and learning. He had deep thirst for knowledge
and had learnt many languages like Persian, Arabic and Sanskrit. He was well versed
_in Hindu and Muslim religious scriptures and laws. As an employee of the East
India Company in 1797, he was exposed to the Western culture and traditions and
during that period learned English, Greek and Latin. He also learnt Hebrew (the
original language of Bible) so that he could study the Bible and other works of
Christianity. He had deep knowledge of tantra, Jainism and Buddhism.

In 1805, Rammohan Roy joined the service of the English East India Company
in Bengal, and continued to work there up to 1814. After his retirement, he settled
in Calcutta and devoted himself entirely to the service of the people. In 1814, he
started the Atmiya Sabha. In 1828, he founded the Brahmo Samaj. He went to
England in 1831 on a special mission to plead the cause of the Mughal emperor of
Delhi. While he was still busy in that work, he died at Bristol on 27 September
1833. He was given the title of Raja by the Mughal emperor.

The 18th and early 19th century was termed the dark age of India as the
Indian society was crippled with many social evils and inequalities. Some of the
practices that plagued the India society during that time were polygamy, child
marriage, female infanticide, sati and the caste system. The people were superstitious
and backward.

Raja Rammohan Roy started a campaign against all these social evils by
setting up modern religious groups, by publishing books and newspapers, by initiating
debates and discussions and by establishing modern schools and colleges.

The first book he wrote on Islam and its influence was Tuhfat-ul-Muwahhidin.
Itwas published in 1803 and clearly portrays the influence of Islam and Matazilah’s
philosophy on him. The great Persian Sufi poets and mystics, Maulevi Jalal-ud-din
Rumi and Hafiz also had deep impressions on him.

- The concepts of one God and absence of idol worship were the main attributes
ofIslam that influenced him deeply.

. His deep knowledge of Christianity and the Bible and his admiration for the
"Stand his teachings are all reflected in the various books he wrote. His book,
i;” Precepts of Jesus, reflects his deep respect for Jesus Christ and his teachings.
Nowledge of Sanskrit enabled him to translate many old Hindu scriptures like




the Upanishads and Shakracharya’s works into Bengali. Gayatrir Artha and

Atmanantratma Vivek are two of his famous works. The main reason for a]] thig

research and writings was to influence the Indian society with the concept of beljef
in one Supreme Self and God. He deeply desired that all religious and social
superstitions could be eradicated from the India cultural and social psyche. Hig
book Manazarat-ul-Adiyan showed the common message of all religions, in order
to bring about religious harmony in India. He tried to allay the fears that Hindus had
about the goals and aims of the Christian missionaries. The Raja fought for the
freedom of the press. He himself founded and edited a Bengali journal called the
Samvad Kaumudi which was among the earliest Indian-edited newspapers. He carried
on a vigorous agitation against the Press Regulations of 1823. He submitted 3

memorial to the supreme court in which he dwelt on the benefits of a “free press.

His agitation for the freedom of the press must have paved the way for the final
emancipation of the press in 1885.

Raja Rammohan Roy was a man of reason and great rationality. He had deep
faith in the universal message of all religions but also did not hesitate to reject ideas
or concepts that were unreasonable and irrational.

During his stay in England from 1831 to 1833, the Raja agitated for reform in
the administrative system of British-India. He was the first Indian to be consulted
on Indian affairs by the British Parliament. While giving his evidence before a

Select Committee of House of Commons, he suggested reforms in practically all
branches of Indian administration.

Raja Rammohan Roy along with many other modern thinkers of that time
like, Dwarkanath Tagore (father of Devendranath Tagore), Prasanna Kumar Tagore,
Kalisankar Ghosal, Brindaban Mitra, Brajmohan Majumdar, Nandkishore Bose,
Siva Prasad Mitra and Ram Chandra Vidya Vagish, set up the Atmiya Sabhain 1814
in Calcutta. However his ideas of one God and influence of Islam and Christianity
and his rejection of caste system shocked many traditional and conservative Hindus

and thus the Atmya Sabha could not sustain itself beyond a point and by 1819 it
ceased to exist.

In the year 1829 he started the Brahmo Samaj with the philosophy of devotion
to one Supreme Being, the Brahman. He believed in the one immortal soul from
which spring the whole of the Universe and its numerous beings and non-beings to
unite with it after death. The Brahmo Samaj had some specific guidelines:

e No idol or image worship.
® People from all castes and creeds were allowed to be part of the Samaj.

° No religious rituals were practiced. Meditation and prayer were held. The
Upanishads were read.

Raja Rammohan Roy was almost single handedly responsible for the abolition
of the practice of Sati. He proved how Sati was a ploy to keep the widow of the
deceased from inheriting a share the husband’s property and had no religious
significance. It was also a way to get rid of the widow who would now be a burden
on the relatives with the husband dead. He often went to spots were Sati was being
practiced and tried to stop the heinous ritual of burning a woman alive. A petition to
stop it from being banned was made by the orthodox Hindus before the Govempr—
General Lord William' Bentinck but Raja Rammohan Roy filed a counter petition
and finally got it banned. The British Government legally prohibited the practice of
Sati with effect from 1829.
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Raja Rammohan Roy campaigned for the right to inheritance of women, for
the remarriage of widows especially widows who were products of child marriages.
fowever he himself could not explain why he wore a sacred thread when he was

nst caste system, or why he had three wives when he opposed polygamy. Despite

agai :
ndia’s social and religious

this he remains one of the foremost torch bearers of I
revival till today.

The Raja has been rightly called ‘the herald of a new age’. According to
Monier-Williams, the Raja was ‘perhaps the first earnest minded investigator of the
science or comparative religions that the world has produced’. According to Seal,
the Raja was the harbinger of the idea of universal humanism, the humanist, pure
and simple, watching from his conning tower the procession of universal humanity
inuniversal history’. According to Colet, ‘Rammohan stands in history as the living-
bridge over which India marches from her unmeasured past to her incalculable
future. He was the arch which spanned the gulf between ancient caste and modern
humanity, between superstition and science, between despotism and democracy,
between immobile custom and conservative progress, between a bewildering
polytheism and a pure, if vague, theism’.

According to Nandlal Chatterjee, Raja Rammohan Roy ‘was the human link
between the unfading past and the dawning future, between vested conservatism
and radical reform, between superstitious isolationism and progressive synthesis,
in short, between reaction and progress’.

According to Rabindranath Tagore, Raja Rammohan Roy ‘inaugurated the
modern age in India’. He has also been described as the Father of Indian Renaissance
and the Prophet of Indian Nationalism. Behind all of his ideas of social and religious
reforms, there lay the thought of bringing about the political regeneration of his
countrymen. To quote him, ‘I regret to say the system adhered to by the Hindus is
not well-calculated to promote their political interest. The distinction of castes,
introducing division and sub-divisions among them, has entirely deprived them of
political feeling, multitude of religious rites and ceremonies and the laws of
purification have totally disqualified them from undertaking any difficult enterprise.
It is, I think, necessary that some change should take place in their religion at least
for the sake of their political advantage and social comfort’.

Dip You Know

The tomb of Raja Rammohan Roy was built by Dwarkanath Tagore in 1843,
10 years after Rammohan Roy’s death. The tomb is located in the Arnos
Vale Cemetery on the outskirts of Bristol. Roy died at Stapleton, which was
then a village to the north east of Bristol but currently a suburb, on 27
September 1833. In June 2008, the Arnos Vale restorers conceded that they
could not locate Roy’s remains at the site after searching for it by digging.
Thebrahmosamaj.net stated, to everyone’s surprise the coffin was not to be

{ﬂunder the chattri.
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_4 DEROZIO (1809-1831)

H Spmcell

p;‘g}' Louis Vivian Derozio, a teacher of the newly established Hindu College. was

o ‘ably the youngest faculty of his age. Though he died young, at 22, he had
*Pired many young men to question social norms and evils of the Indian society.




Derozio and Hindu College

Derozio was appointed as a teacher in English and History at the Hindu College in
May 1826 when he was seventeen. Though he taught youngsters, his forthcoming
nature and radical views encouraged even senior students to open up to him. He
encouraged students to read Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man and similar literature,
which encouraged open and logical reasoning. He also infused in his students the
| spirit of free expression, the yearning for knowledge and a passion to .live up to their
identity, while questioning irrational religious and cultl_lral practl.ces. He even
organized debates on social issues. Himself being an a_thelst, Derozio ‘encouraged
questioning the orthodox Hindu customs and conventions on the basis of Italian
renaissance and its offshoot rationalism.

While he created a sensation at Hindu College, Derozio’s followers came to

be known as Derozians. In 1828, he urged students to form a literary and debating
club called the Academic Association. In 1830, this club brought out a magazine

named Parthenon (only one issue came out).

He was the editor of many papers such as The Hesperus and T he Calcutta

Library Gazette and was associated with the India Gazette as well. Derozio inspired
people like Rasik Krishna Mullick and Krishna Mohan Banerjee. The journal,
Jnanavesan, and The Society for the Acquisition of General Knowledge were used
as their mouthpiece. The movement was at its peak between 1826 and 1831. S.N.
Banerjee termed the leaders of the movement as the ‘pioneers of modern civilization
of Bengal’.

Young Bengal

The Young Bengal movement was started by a group student from the Hindu College
of Calcutta with a radical bent of mind. They were mostly the Derozians. These
college students were inspired by the spirit of free thought and revolt against the
existing social and religious structure and practices of Hindu society. When the
Young Bengal movement started fading, several Derozians got attracted to the
Brahmo Samaj movement of Raja Rammohan Roy. A scholar characterized this
change stating, ‘the Young Bengal movement was like a mighty storm that tried to
sweep away everything before it. It was a storm that lashed society with violence
causing some good, and perhaps naturally, some discomfort and distress’.

5 ISHWAR CHANDRA VIDYASAGAR
(26 SEPTEMBER 1820 — 29 JULY 1891)

Born as Ishwar Chandra Bandopadhyay, Vidyasagar was a key figure of the Bengal
Renaissance. He was a philosopher, academic, educator, writer, translator, printer,
publisher, entrepreneur, reformer, and philanthropist. Born in a simple rural family
in Medinipore of Bengal, Ishwar Chandra worked very hard as a child to educated
himself. At the age of 6, he went to Calcutta to study where he came to realize the
plight of the widow.

He was an ardent knowledge seeker and studied under streetlights. He was
rewarded with a number of scholarships for his academic performance. He also
took up part-time job as a teacher to support his family. His philanthropism was
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