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Rammohan Roy and Brahmo Samaj
Rakesh Mondal

ost influential social and religious reformers of the
Ram Mohan Roy, born on May 22, 1772 in what
was then Bengal- Presu:l.ency’s Radhanagar in Hooghly district. As
india grapples increasingly with changing social and religious
circumstances, Roy’s work in the sphere of women’s emancipation,
modernising education and seeking changes to religious orthodoxy
finds new relevance in this time. ,
Roy was undoubtedly the first person on the subcontinent to
seriously engage with the challenges posed by modernity to
conventional social structures and ways of being, according to
historian Ramachandra Guha, who served as the book’s editor for-
Makers of Modern India (Penguin Books, 2010), a biography of
the “work and words of the men and women who argued the
Republic of India into existence. He was also among the first
Indians whose beliefs and actions were not constrained by those
of caste, kinship, or religion. :
Roy, who was raised in accordance with traditional caste
customs at the time and was born into a wealthy upper-caste
Brahmin family, experienced child marriage, polygamy, and
multiple marriages throughout his life. The family’s affluence
had also made the best in education accessible to him. :
PerR'oy was a multilingual individual who was.flucnt in Bengah&
as;an-’ Arabic, Sanskrit, and eventually, Englls.h-. He develope
: resgﬁmsm :(Oward societal conventions and religious dfegmas is%
these | of his exposure to the literature and cultures © SGE:? ot
requirezng“?ges- He particularly resented Cl:lStomS llkg ]a-le -
their by bw‘d?WS t6 commit suicide by F)emg b}Jmed abw i
0y’s SS. and.s funeral pyre. After the passing of h}S e] er brother,
ister-in-law had become one of these victims, and the

Ou
Alx]tdt}?ad remained with him.
Ower ae end of the 18th century, as the Mu
nd the East India Company began O

8as®

ghals bcgén to losc
gain ground in
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, beginning to make his mark.His ¢dyq, .
Bengal, Roy Wb e for philosophy and theology, an?ihﬁn
¢

i tite

hetted his appeti R .
lsmgnt“considerable tme studying the Vedas ﬂ'.{d "the. UpamshadS
blzlt Jlso religious texts of Islam and Christianity, Wag

articularly intrigued by the Unitarian faction of Christianity an
sms drawn by the precepts of monotheism that, he believeq, ly

at the core of all religious texts.‘ & |
The first phase of its history is intimately linked up with ¢,

career of its founder Rammohun Roy . The Brahmo Samaj, which
began its illustrious career on August 20, 1828, gave Rammohuyp’s
-dea of universal worship a physical form. One of the “Young
Bengal” group’s leaders, Tarachand Chakravarti, was: chosen to
serve as the organization’s secretary: In the beginning, weekly
services were held on Saturday evenings; later, they were moved
to Wednesdays, a tradition that is now followed at the
Brahmamandir in Tagore’s Shantiniketan. It was divided into three
parts: the Vedas were recited by Telegu Brahmins in a private
chamber in front of the Brahmin members of the congregation,
the Upanishads were read and explained to the general public,
and religious songs were sung. On this point, Rammohun’s
previous Unitarian contacts had undoubtedly been of considerable
assistance by giving him a model of congregational worship that
was at odds with the spirit of Hinduism. This would correspond
exactly to the reading of the Bible, the sermon, and the hymns
of Christian worship. However, the parallelism was limited t the
me?r appearance alone. Rammohun’s universal worship had 8
i T . Ao o e Tt D
participant ,does notmg g Ved.as only in front of the B,ra on
sectarian and SCt?m.to be in line with the church’s ™
and global principles, T} T legu Brahm!®
group, however, was he e .tradmonal 'Tc eg ios i
Calcutta at the tin only custodian of Vedic ceremo® Pl
: ¢ and its members could not be persuade. :
of both Brahmins and non-Brah™ m;s
and his fellow congregation Ofg‘“n'f"o'f
e Mshads read and explained in fror
gation, whijch occasionally also ne

The fact that Rammohup

arranged to have the Upa
the entire con
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and Muslims in addition to non-Brahmins, shows that
no issue with the general audience hearing the sruti
they i contrast to their conventional Telegu counterparts,
(ex sl.arly Bengali Brahmin pandits like Ramchandra Vidyavagis,
SC:;Zbananda Vidyavagis, Iswarchandra Nyayarata, and others were
Uiven his responsibility. Thc?se men were free of prejudice. The
lgsrahmo Gamaj as an organisation event.ually fell into oblivion
“fer Rammohun R.oy left for England in November 1830 and ..
passed away there in September 1833, while its name, theology,
and social aspirations persisted and flourished among several

communities in the vicinity of Calcutta. However, it was able to

Christians

qurvive the crisis because to the generosity of Rammohun’s friend -

pwarkanath Tagore and the unwavering commitment of Pandit
Ram Chandra Vidyavagis. Debendranath Tagore (1817-1905), who
is regarded as the second greatest leader of the Samaj, gave the
Brahmo movement fresh vitality. The Tattwabodhini Sabha, which
Debendranath founded in 1839, was the first public manifestation
of his interest in Brahmoism. He joined the Samaj in 1842, and
on December 21, 1843—7 Poush, or 1765 Saka in Bengali
clendar—Ram Chandra Vidyavagis officially initiated him into
Brahmoism alongside twenty other young men. This event is
"membered in Bengali cultural history, and it is still
“Mmemorated at Shantiniketan.

The Tattawabodhini Sabha quickly developed into a forum for
ni;r;%al,s intellectual and cultural elite in the middle of the
hund:eegth century. It eventually grew to have more than eight
o he o Members, which was impressive in those days. The centre
leg '8anisation was undoubtedly a group of devoted Brahglos
disseyi;he. Youthful Debendranath, and its stated goal wgs th?;
the sameat.l On of the Brahmo Dharma in various methods. Bult) l?
"fony rstlme there had assembled under the banner of the Sabha
rationaliSt and educationists like Iswar Chandra Vidyasagan
Haldar > and free-thinkers like Akshay Kumar Datta, Rakhaldas
E;’lerj’ee, fangamohan Mitra, Kanailal Pync and Du.rgaél:laftﬂ{:‘

arichang OCts and ljtterateurs like Iswar Chandra :3 X

Mitra, Kaliprasanna Sinha and Madanmoha

A
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> radicals like Tarachand Chakpay, .
Tarkalankar, Hindu Colleggicb ls(ijdllanra Deb, Ramgopn a}‘l/(i)i;:,
Chandra Sel_"lfar dD :{l;;a Chandra Ghosh, scholars like Rajendra]ai
Ramtanu Lahllﬂe?: all with a common ideal and programme in
Wi fg]me religious and social ideas of Rammohyp Roy,
The o of the Tattwabodhini Sabha (1839-1859) thus ushereq in
Thg er'af Zant and creative epoch in the history of the Brahmy
; Slgfnv:hich had for once come to receive the sincere CO-Operation
ot%nr:?arly all the progressive sectiqns of the COntempora.ry Hinfiu
society. The unification of these diverse elerr.len.ts of natl.onal life
on a common platform was certainly an organisational achievement
which reflects credit on the tact, foresight and earnestness of the
young Debendranath. - .
Rammohun Roy’s departure for England and his premature
death had robbed him of the chance of providing we infant Brahmo
Samaj with a solid organisational machinery. The task was now

taken up with vigour and enthusiasm. Rituals and ceremonials of
the new church were formulated,

being the system of initiation,
Debendranath and his friends in
the Brahmo who had been initiat

introduction of the unique status of membership or required
subscription for the initiated ca

me along with it. One significant
doctrinal shift that oceyrreq Was the rejection of the Vedic texts
mfallibility. Within the Samaj, rationalists like Akshay Kumar
Dutta discovered that they were unable to trust in any apaurusheya
“astra (infallible seripy detractors of the theory inolud?

o Hindd
tual group affiliated with Hin

the most prominent among these
It started with the initiationlof
1843. In the history of the faith,
ed was a novel phenomena. The

than any infa]

ef
k : . ) O\VCV
Continueq ¢, & forward.Hindu scriptures b 2

hout being considered infallible
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of four short aphorisms for the use a4 Buidance of
As the Brahmo movemenF gained Momentun iy, th ,
the church was able to establish 101 branches il acrggnaltnop,
ond Burma by 1872 HC.)We.vcr, i the na‘ls ndia
grahmoism had changed significantly since this ure of

. ) S cra. The :
pad now unmistakably cvolved intg 5 religious sect of sgzim taJ
with its own tenets, customs, and ryleg, As a result it stanedcty

. ’ 0

orshippers,

they fostered as
tically different
by Rammohun

the greatest and most ideal. The attitude jg dras
from that of the global assembly as envisioned
Roy. While acknowledging Brahmoism’s universal vision, they
were always quick to highlight its unique connection to Hinduism.
The vibrant personality of Keshub Chandra Sep (1838-1844),
who joined the Samaj in 1857 and briefly served as Debendranath
Tagore’s right-hand man in the sphere of ‘mission activity,
dominates the subsequent phase of the Brahmo movement.
Debendranath made the young man an acharya of the Samaj
because he adored him like his own son. The first non-Brahmin
to hold that office was Keshub. He immediately gave the Samaj
work fresh life, and he inspired such evangelical passion that its
message quickly reached the farthest reaches of Bengal. He made
a thorough tour of the Madras and Bombay presidencies in 1864,
laying the groundwork for the Brahmo Samaj’s message to spread
throughoyt Southern and Western India. Through the effort.s of
the youthfy Keshub, the Brahmo movement undoubtedly gamf:d
Pace at this point, and even Rev. Alexander Duff‘,‘ one of its
fiercesy adversaries, was forced to acknowledge that ,t’helBri'l:\?:
aMaj s 4 power, and a power of no mean order. P‘o“ ;
Debendranath . ,d Keshub. two men with very differen
n eshub,

i3 8 yroups.

the ¢ day. As 5 result, the Samaj quickly spll_l mt(;)?:),((:)lﬁmnglh

and0 conservatives who supported the cautious face towards
the Newer liberals. The division came to the surf
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the close of 1866 with A OBItwO: iyl bOdieS’ the
- Adi Brahmo Samaj consisting of the old adhe,
Calcutta or Adi Brahm - ived and led b Cnts of
the faith and the new order (inspirec anc 16¢ by K.shub)
as the Brahmo Samaj of .lndla. The new wing procc.E:d.Cd to car
out its spiritual and social reform a1.1d achieved striking Succegg
within a short period. A second Indian tour of KCSh‘fb Changr,
Sen in 1868 like the previous-one four years ago, did much tq
foster the sense of spiritual and national unity in India ang his
visit to England in 1870 carried the message of the Brahmg
Samaj to the West. By emphasising female emancipation, female
education, and the complete removal of caste distinctions, the
Samaj now undertook a much more radical and comprehensive
social reform plan. Due to its efforts, the Indian Reform
Association was established in 1870, and the Indian Marriage
Act, which legalised inter-caste marriage, was passed in 1872.
Doctrinally, the faith underwent a significant theistic shift with
the sense of sin, spirit of repentance, and efficacy of prayer as its
defining characteristics. This shift is likely - attributable to the
faith’s extensive Christian influence. Since its unique relationship
with Hinduism and other major world religions, like Islam, started
to be disputed, it had also, in a sense, become far more universal
than previously. Christianity and Buddhism were studied with
greater respect. The infusion of effusive bhakti or intense
devo‘flqnal fervour into Brahmoism rendered it more soothing
flir;o::lf;if:dd ;t;;eilctivel to the common peoplc?. A descenieﬂt}]:c{
joined the Brahm ae\éa V’c.llShn..'fwa sam‘f Advaltacharya.W Oeatl)’
assisted Keshub ino' tamaj,- Vijaya 'Knshna Gosyvaml, ggic in
the style of the e r1m;10du'cmg the kirtan or devotional m?or he
first time, Finally Ke%hugf’alShnavas OREhe B.r aume S.ama_l” helpe
to eliminate tensi,ons betw "y o.f ‘God.in Copscmncc hancing
the COMmunity’s mora| o e.ep profc.ess1.on anfl pragiiss by e{],.itualit)/-
Keshub’s admiration f XlSten?e In line with the new spi i1
: onforall faiths during his final years m.SI;] he
fant and rich synthesis of religions, Whi°

dupr Create a vib
ubbed the « ) . ,
he “New Dispensation? (Navavidhan) on Januay

1880,
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Despite the rapid advancement

cesh ub, the Samaj experienceq
hen @ group of Keshub Chan
found the Sadharfln Brahmo Sg 1ain reg

0 were that. their demand for the introductioy, OfSons for doing
constitution in the c!mrch was denied, that they dia dcmocra}ic
Keshub on the doctrine of adeshg or Divine comm::c%rced i
they objected to. .The body led by the veteran Dero’z_and thgt
Chandra Dev con31§ted of some of the most brilliant andligles}tnz
young men of the time including Sivnath Shastri, Ananda M:h:n
Bose, Dwarkanath Ganguli, Nagendranath Chatterjee, Ram Kumar
Vidyaratna, Vijay Krishna Goswami and others. They were
all staunch democrats and promptly framed g full-fledged
democratic constitution based on unijve

rsal adult franchise, for
the new organisation. This was mainly due to the earnest

endeavours of the England-returned Cambridge wrangler and
lawyer Ananda Mohan Bose who received the warm support of
his colleagues. According to Bipin Chandra Pal, this democratic
experiment had been intended by the founders to serve as a model
for the independent Indian democracy of the future. Rammohun
Roy had turned a republican during his mature years. He had tg
conceal his republican sympathies carefully in Engl.and_kno“alﬁz
English public opinion to be allergic to .r?pUbhﬁmsgo'hun,S
Sadharan Brahmo Samaj now revised this tradition .of a?; S
time, It was declared in the pages of the .Bengahsmkcz; t‘l)mt the.
the Samaj (Tattwakaumudi, 16 Phalgun, bo0s -dz republic” by
Brahmg Samaj was about to establish a e VtYlthc: king by the
?lacing inequality by equality and ?he powe? Ol-ehensive outlook
POWer of the people” and that this all comgW body displayed
a5 the Special attraction of the Samaj. The nev

: esh
. inrogads into ﬁe§
;OHSIderable vitality and dynamism in n'a'al;li?'lgc r:;]tmnumber of its
1 .0 ¢ '2 1
:l S of philanthropy and pollth;: 1/1\ Séiguc (1878), the India
ia

. , "Aneress.

Players were active in the In , dian Nauonal Long,fthc

lssociaﬁon (1878), and the developing Ind! iprant pranch of th¢

thas ) strong and VIDI¢ .« is not meant
Brap S0 far shown to be 2 SU¢ o However, this ¥

"0 Samaj throughout the nation.

Of the Brap,

No mo
a secong Vement under

Schism in M

. a
dl.a Sen.’s adherent 4
maj. Their
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to diminish the significance and vgt‘zlllltdy .ofll(zz?'hub Chandra Sen,
Brahmo Samaj, which was cslab!lmc In India ,a"d"f‘)ntmues .
support the objectives of the Bm].],lr() ccél,mn'qm(y, The

Samaj of India and the Sadharan Bra .mm 'dmd_], the
of the Brahmo Samaj, curr.cnlly C()CX[Sl pcaccfully ;
the spiritual and other requirements of all Brahmo §
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