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, ,This in a study Ofl\a.ninIohun Roy's participation in the

developl\'l<!nt of Hindu~li9ious thought~ It in an attempt, tounder-,

stand Hindu religious though,t thl:O~ the w,ritings of Rammo,hun Roy

by exa.nUnil\9 why so m~f~~t hI! sai4, wrote, and'did ""'s

contentious.

"It llallJ been' cust'omary" ,in studies

, thought ,to, concentrate on his opposition to' the use of imaqes in
(~:)....

'womhip. This emphasis han madQ ~t appear that I\a. ,hun Roy's most

substantial contribution to the developll\ent of Hin~u'~ li9iOUS' ,
• I ' '

thought has been to draw attention to polytheism a~d image worship,

and to make it clear that these do not represent the best'expressions

k

of Hindu theology and worship.
o

That issue forms part of this study, but this study'is

, .

considerably broader. ,It discusses Rammohun Roy's theological position'

both in terms of thQ polytheism which hQ opposed and the monotheism

which hesupported~ But it 'includes more than his theolog1~al .... :.

"

position. It analy:es th,e authority upon which he based his thQ~~ogy.

That discussion ha.s two dimensions I firstly the~ is,Rammohun Roy's

~ criticism of what he ~r~eive~be_thea.ccepted basis \-~f a:thOrity,

, and secondly there, b his suggestion for a \IlOre 'adequate basb of

Authority. 'This study also analymes the 'debates which RArnmohun Roy
I -" , '

had with some of his contemporaries about the qualification~'which

were expected of those involved in theological discussion.

'This study indicates ,that RArnmohun Roy's religious thought
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"study the,pebates between Ramnoh~"RoyandhbscontemPoraries in'

pUnlly theoloqicai terll\S," since that fails "to accourtt for "the vehemence

of some of the opPosition >lhilOh he encountered. 'i'tle ~st <:oni:entious
,f

issues between Rammohun Roy and'some of his contemporaries >!ere not

!

vas con~ntious in many areas, and that the theoloq(cal iss \lei! ' were

,-
.....
: .~."

,,
~.

• ..J ~.... ,....: .
. '.' "

not necessarily the most contentious. In fact, it, is mIsleading to

definitions of God, but questions about people's capacity to benefit,

f~ theological discussions and questions about the qualifications .

expected of those >lho engag~d in such discussions •
.,

The study suggests that in this situation theological

deba.te- >las contentious as much because 'of the context;. in >lhich it

occurred as because of the actual theological positions enunciated in.,
the debate. It suggests that the "!iistinctions oot>leen,theii\siuer
•
and outsider, initiate and uninitiate, and qualified and unqualified

are distinctions of great importance in religious discussion, and
, /' '

that if the implicit boundaries \:<et>l(len these categories are dis-
,

regarued, ,serious disagnlement >lill result. The study concludes

tha,tRammohun Roy cliall'enged the traditional boundaries bet>l(len

these categories, and" that this challenge >las the 'most important

reason for the opposition to him,

1 <:',_
, ,
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'A Note on Transliteration and Form

I' have made some adapta,tions of spelling, transliteration,

and form which~ill ,be evident in wha~ follows, but a brief indication

of· these adaptations may be helpful here.

Sanskrit words have been transliterated acc,!rding to,

customary conventions.' In the transliteration of ]lengali words,
'/

., . ~

however ,I' have ,used some variations. The
I " . o:a.,'

ba 'and va is hardly recognized in Bengali- - ..

dist~ction'between
\ ..

speaklng and writing,

and r have used either according to which is, most common in' a particular

word in current ~gali usage.

I have chosen not' to use diacritical marks in the spelling

of personal names of Inaians who lived during the last two centuries,

even though I have retained these marks

commentators who are referred to here.

for the anc~ent writers and
:~'~'. -.

I do th1~~~arg~iy b~cause
j',

?

many of.the'n~s 01 recent Indians ~ave b~en'somewhatAnglicized

in spelling, and it is incongruous to use ,diiicritical Ijlarks in such

a form. Most of the recent figur,es whose names are known in their

SaIiskritized form are well enough· known that there' will not be any

. confusi~n about their ,identity because of this omission of diacritical
I ...... :.'

marks. I have chosen to consistently Anglicize' the spelling of

calcutta in footnotes and bibliograhy, ,even t!:I0ugh some of the

Bengali sources have rendered it as KalikatA.

vi'ii

I have also not used
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•

diacritical marks in the names of pubiishe,rs, since most of these are,

well-known in an Anglicized form.

When I have referred to Rannrohun Roy's writings' as individual. ,
pamphlets, I have treated 'them ,as separate publications and underlined

them -(e.g. A'Defence of Hindoo Theism), but when I have referred to

them in their present publislled form I have treated them as items in
. . '

a col~ection (e.g ... A ,Defence, of ,Hindoo Theism", Works, Part II, .
•

pp. 81-93.).

,

)
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· .... _-

1 '
More has been writ~en about Rammohun Roy than about any. other

Indian who lived during the first half of the nineteenth century.' The

att ntion which he has received has prompted some scholars to suggest

tha it is now time for more research to be done on other Indians who

were his contemporaries. 2 There were, for example, other Bengalis who

'were irif lue

Dwarkanath

ial and prominent during ,and after Rammohun' slife.'

'-.3Tagore, t~e,father of·Debendranath and the grandfather of

Rabindranat~was a dominant inflri"ince in early Indo-British 'commercial

...
,0(

1 ;
, '"Rammohun Roy" ~~ the spelling which he used when signing his

name in English, and therefore that spelling is used here. The Bengali
spelling., if transliterated, is "Rlimmohan RAy".

, In-,this stU!3y he will regularly be referred to as "Rammohun",
to confc:,;,m"to the customary Indian use of his name. Some famous Indians
have come to be referred to by their family name, while some have come
to be referred to by their given name. Rabindranath Tagore, the great
Bengali poet of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is commonly
known as Tagore, while his father Debendranath Tagore is known, as Deben
dranath. Currently, in Bengal, if one speaks of Roy, this is taken to
refer to Manabendra Nath Roy (M.N. Roy), the twentieth century Communist
nationalist.

2, fI became acutely aware of this sentiment several weeks a ter my
arrival in India in 1971., An America scholar of the Bengal Renaissance
told me quite pointedly that there was far too much already written on
Rammohun, and that my time in India 'would 'be better spent if I did re
search on some of the less known Indians. of the nineteenth century.

\794-1846. Dwllrkanath was we.althy and especially prominllnt Clur:"
ing the years follow~ng Rammohl:ln' Sc,depaJ::t\lre'-t.o Engiand (1830-46) •

.. . " .~.

,2



relationships, .and 6 patron of numerous causos.
.' 4'

Radhakanta Deb used

3

)

"

.the pr~stige of his family to support'various'~ducationalprogrammes,
, ~J' '. 5 .

newspapers, and cultural associations. MritunjJLy~yidyalankar provide~

. .I 1.....,.
an indispensable service' as an instructor in t'ha.9>'l1ege of Fort William,

in Calcutta, and later ·as a pandit attached to the Supreme Court. Yet

these men, and many others like them, have by and large been ~elegated

to footnotes in the studies of early nineteenth century India, and the

main direction of such stu~ies has been determined by the life and

6activities of'Rammohun Roy.

' ..~
41784:-1867. Radhakanta was a member of the' old and wealthy Sobha

hazar family. He was instrumental in the development of HindU College,
the Calcutta School Society, the Calcutta School Book society, and the
Hindu Charitable Institution. His support made possible the,publication. ,
of a Bengali encyclope~ic dictionary called Sabda-kalpadruma betwe~n

1818 and 1851. He was also a 'founding member of the Dharma Sabha, a
isociety of Indians which was formed originally (1830) to petition the
British crown for the reinstitution of satI (the concremation of widows) •
For information abo~t Radhakanta one mU~ltimately depend upon Jogesh
Chandra Bagal, R!"jli Radh&.kanta Deb -(4th ed.; Calcutta. Bangiya Sahitya.
Parishat,1951). For a brief list of Radhakanta's involvement in various
organizations, see Sushil ~r De, Bengali Literature in the Nineteenth
Century {2nd ed., Calcutta' ,Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 19621, pp. 552-55.

51762':1819. De', pp. 182-203 provides a brief outline of Vidyal-:
ankar's life, as well as a description and evaluation of his literary
contribution. Vidyalankar was especially helpful to William Carey, the
British Baptist missionary, during his years of work on Bengali and
Sanskrit literature. "

6 ,- • .
'l'his is notIceably true in the best-known English works on the

nineteenth century in Bengal. Nemlli Sadhan BOs'F''l'he Indian Awakening
and Bengal (Calcutta, 'Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay,' 1969) has a chapter on.
Rammohun but only scattered references to these men, similarly Amitabha
Mukherjee, Reform and Re~eneration in Bengal, 1774-1823 (Calcutta"Rab-'
!ndra ·Shanti University, 1968) and Bimllnbehall'i Majumdar, History' of
Indian Social and,Political Ideas (Calcutta, Bookland Private Limited,
1967) • . ,

one exception to this general tendency is Arabinda Poddar,'
::..












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































