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Father of Modern India
By Samrat Kar

About 150 years ago, only Sanskrit 
and Persian were taught in the schools 
in India. There were very few to tell the 
countrymen anything about Western 
Science. But even they were in English. 
And Indians did not know English. It 
was Rammohan Roy, who realized that 
India would be a backward country, if 
her people did not learn English, 
Mathematics  and Science. Being a 
scholar himself, he worked with the 
East India Company to modernize not 
only existing education system  of India, 
but also abolishing the social evils 
rampant in the country. Along with 
being a social change maker,  he was 
deeply pained by the way Hinduism 
was vitiated by the narrowness  of its 
practitioners. He did his own research 
in various major world religions, and 

worked tirelessly in finding the common 
Truth connecting all of these.  He 
created a framework of this unity 
between all the religions, which 
reflected nothing but the Truth, and did 
away with the delusive contents of the 
conventional outlook. He named this  
monotheistic framework  “The Brahmo 
Samaj”. After him, this social and 
religious movement was continued by 
Debendranath Tagore, father of 
Rabindranath Tagore. 

The most striking aspect of Ram 
Mohan Roy was his  openness. He did 
not demonstrate the otherwise 
conventional narrowness of a typical 
nationalist jingoism. Rather, he being a 
scholar himself,  took the best in 
Western thoughts and mobilized a 

n e ve r b e f o r e a c c e p t a n c e a n d 
experimentation with the Western 
thoughts and religion. He worked with 
the system  of the East India Company 
rule, and through legal means wrought 
out path breaking social and religious 
reforms in India. 

Ram Mohan Roy’s efforts marked 
the beginning of a avalanche of a series 
of creative experiments done in the 
field of culture,  literature, science, and 
medicine. This highly creative phase is 
popularly known by historians  as 
“Renaissance of Bengal”. It started in 
1800s by Ram Mohan Roy, and it 
culminated in all its glory with demise 
of  Rabindranath Tagore in 1941.

Born
22 May 1772
Radhanagore, 
Bengal, British 
India

Died
27 September 
1833 (aged 61)
Stapleton, 
Bristol, 
England, UK

Ethnicity
Bengali Hindu

Occupation
Social reformer
Known for
Bengal 
Renaissance, 
Brahmo Samaj

RAJA RAM MOHAN ROY
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This phase of history was marked by 
epoch making seminal works of J.C.Bose 
(plant stimulus and radio waves), 
S.N.Bose (Bose-Einstein statistics  and 
Bose-Einstein Condensate),  Meghnad 
Saha (Astrophysics - Saha equation), etc 
in science;  Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, 
R a b i n d r a n a t h Ta g o re , M i ch a e l 
M a d h u s u d a n , S h a r a t C h a n d r a 
Chatterjee, Ishwar Chandra Vidya Sagar, 
e t c in l i t e ra tu re ;  Vivekananda , 
R a m k r i s h n a P r a m h a n s a , R i s h i 
Aurobindo Ghosh,etc in religion and 
philosophy. It was an interesting phase of 
evolution of the Bengal, when one could 
find all these great minds inhabiting the 
same city at the same period of human 
history! This  was something which was 
similar to the 14th century Great 
European Renaissance. 

According to the historian Romesh 
Chunder Dutt - 

“The conquest of Bengal by the 
English was not only a political 
revolution, but ushered in a greater 
revolution in thoughts and ideas, in 
religion and society... From the stories of 
gods and goddesses, kings  and queens, 
princes and princesses, we have learnt to 
descend to the humble walks of life, to 
sympathize with the common citizen or 
even common peasant … Every 
revolution is attended with vigor,  and the 
present one is no exception to the rule. 
Nowhere in the annals of Bengali 
literature are so many and so bright 
names found crowded together in the 
limited space of one century as  those of 
R a m M o h a n Ro y, M u h a m m a d 
Shahidullah, Akshay Kumar Datta, 
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Michael 
Madhusudan Dutt, Sharat Chandra 
Chatterji, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee 
and Dina Bandhu Mitra. Within the 
three quarters of the present century, 
prose, blank verse, historical fiction and 
drama have been introduced for the first 
time in the Bengali literature...”

Ram Mohan Roy was born in a 
famous  family of Bengal in 1772 A.D. 
He was a great scholar of Sanskrit, 
Persian, and English and knew Arabic, 
Latin and Greek.  He studied Hindu 
scriptures like the Vedas, the Upanishads 
etc.  and books of other religions. He 
joined the service of the East India 
Company in 1805 and gradually rose to 

high offices. He died in England in 1833 
while he was pleading the case of 
pension for the Mughal emperor Akbar 
Shah-II, who had conferred the title of 
Raja to him.

Raja Ram Mohan Roy was the first 
social reformer of Modern India and he 
is  rightly called the 'Father of Modern 
India'. He had a rational and scientific 
approach and believed in the principle of 
human dignity and social equality.  He 
was a perfect combination of the East 
and the West.

He was deeply devoted to the work 
of religious and social reform, so he 
founded the Brahmo Samaj in 1825. He 
condemned polytheism and idol worship 
and propagated the concept of one God. 
His religious ideas had assimilated 
e lements o f I s lam, Chri s t iani ty, 
Hinduism and modern European liberal 
philosophy. He translated ancient Indian 
works on religion and philosophy into 
Bengali.

He attacked the caste system and 
campaigned to persuade the Government 
to abolish the practice of 'Sati', in which 
women were forced to self-immolate on 
the pyre of their dead husband and child 
marriage. He advocated equal rights for 
women, right of widows to remarry and 
right of  women to property.

He stood for modern education, 
introduction of English education for the 
propagation of science in India and 
modernization of Indian society. He also 
advocated various changes  in the Indian 
society by popularizing the study of 
English, modern medicine, technology 
and science. He was an internationalist 
and supported the cause of freedom 
everywhere. He celebrated the success  of 
the 1830 Revolution in France and 
condemned the Britishers who were 
inflicting miseries on Ireland. 

Ram Mohan’s  quest for religious 
truth had led him to study with an open 
mind the scriptures of all major religions. 
Thus  he had not only studied the Hindu 
scriptures such the Vedas in Sanskrit;  he 
read the Quran in Arabic and the Bible 
in Hebrew and Greek. His study of 
different religions convinced him that 
since every religion had the same end, 

namely, the moral regeneration of 
mankind, each stood in need of 
reinterpretation and reassessment in 
changing circumstances  of the time. 
Therefore, he thought there was no 
reason for him to give up Hinduism and 
accept any other religion. He accepted 
the universal moral teachings of every 
religion but without its dogma, ritual and 
superstition.

It was only due to the audacious 
courage and conviction of Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy, that various social evils of 
Hindu religion, like Sati, and child 
marriage were abolished in India. Sati  
was one of those shameful practices 
prevalent in Hindu societies, as per which 
women were forced to self-immolate on 
the pyre. Due to the tireless political 
strivings of Ram Mohan Roy, the legal 
act of 1829 Bengal Sati Regulation was 
promulgated, under East India Company 
Rule, by Lord William Bentinck, making 
Sati as an illegal practice. The age old 
social evil of Sati which is  traced back to 
400 AD under the Gupta empire,  was 
hence abolished in 1829. This was an 
e p o c h m a k i n g d e v e l o p m e n t i n 
establishing the ethics in the daily life of 
the common man. He also demanded for 
property inheritance for women act in 
1828. 

Roy believed education to be an 
implement for social reform. In 1817, in 
collaboration with David Hare, a 
philanthropist working in Bengal, he set 
up the Hindu College at Calcutta. Hindu 
College is  today’s Presidency College, 
and continues to be a foremost center of 
education in the world. In 1822,  Roy 
founded the Anglo-Hindu school, 
followed four years later by the Vedanta 
College, where he insisted that his 
teachings of monotheistic doctrines be 
incorporated with "modern, western 
curriculum";  Vedanta College offered 
courses as a synthesis of Western and 
Indian learning.  In 1830, he helped 
Alexander Duff in establishing the 
General Assembly's Institution, by 
providing him the venue vacated by 
Brahma Sabha and getting the first batch 
of students. Roy supported induction of 
western learning into Indian education. 
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He advocated the study of English, 
s c i e n c e, we s t e r n m e d i c i n e a n d 
technology. He spent his money on a 
college to promote these studies.

Roy published magazines in English, 
Hindi,  Persian,  and Bengali. He 
published Brahmonical Magazine in 
English in 1821. One notable magazine 
of his  was the Sambad Kaumudi, 
published in 1821. In 1822, Ram  Mohan 
published Mirat-ul-Akbar in Persian 
language.

Brahmonical Magazine ceased to 
exist after publication of few issues. But 
Sambad Kaumudi, a news weekly, 
covered topics  such as freedom of press, 
induction of Indians into high ranks of 
service and separation of the executive 
and judiciary. Sambad Kaumudi became 
bi-weekly in January 1830 and continued 
for 33 years.

He published newspaper to register 
his protest against the introduction of 
Press Ordinance of 1823. The ordinance 
stated that a license from  the Governor 
General in council would be mandatory 
to publish any newspaper. When the 
English Company censored the press, 
Rammohan composed two memorials 
ag a in s t th i s  in 1829 and 1830 
respectively.

In his  book, The Discovery of India, 
Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru observes that as 
the British became dominant in India as 
the foremost g lobal power they 
represented a new historic force that 
ushered in many changes inducted from 
the West . Bengal witnessed and 
experienced these agrarian, technical, 
educational and intellectual change long 
before any other region of India, as it 
had a clear 50 years of British rule before 
it spread over wider areas. In the 18th 
century, a towering personality arose in 
Bengal, Raja Rammohan Roy, who 
combined in himself the old learning and 
the new. More than a scholar he was a 
reformer and tried to reform  his own 
faith, ridding it of evil practices  like Sati, 
that were associated with it. Nehru’s 
Discovery of India, was re-made as a 
television serial by the world acclaimed 
Indian filmmaker - Shyam Bengal. The 
following is the link to the episode 41, on 

Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Bengal 
Renaissance, from the television serial.

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=NSQ9SqZ-_Co

 The drama opens with a hapless girl 
being dragged to the funeral pyre of her 
dead husband. Ram Mohan discovers to 
his horror that it was his sister-in-law, just 
widowed, who had committed Sati with 
his mother's tacit approval. Revolting 
against the cruel custom, he calls for a 
gathering of scholars, where he forcefully 
argues  against it and calls it murder 
quoting religious treatises. They vow to 
spread the message to school widows at 
one stroke. There is immediate social 
repercuss ion f rom the or thodox 
community, forcing Rammohan to resign 
from the membership of Hindu College, 
which he had founded. The movement, 
however,  spreads and the British 
educational evangelist, Derozio supports 
it along with protests against child-
marriage. Deeply versed in Indian 
thoughts and philosophy, a scholar in 
Sanskrit, Persian and Arabic and adept in 
Greek, Latin and Hebrew besides 
Eng l i s h ,  Ram  Mohan p rove s a 
formidable force against the diehard 
orthodoxy spearheaded by Radha Kanta 
Deb and forges ahead against idolatry of 
Hinduism and resolves to establish a 
monistic Brahmo Sabha.

He also persuades  a reluctant 
William  Bentinck, the British Viceroy, to 
persuade the Press to support the 
reformist movement. We hear the new 
Brahmo Sabha singing choral Dhrupad 
to praise one God and to profess 
egalitarianism against all castes  and 
creeds. Ram Mohan proceeds  to translate 
the Upanishads into Bengali to spread 
religious awareness. Against sti f f 
resistance, even from within his family, 
Ram Mohan carries on with the 
reformist movement, when Radha Kanta 
Deb's group puts up contrary petitions to 
the Privy Council. Derozio's drive from 
modern education, with readings from 
his inspiring poetry in the Hindu College 
also gathers momentum, but he himself 
gets expelled. Ram  Mohan decides to 
travel to England to carry his  message in 
the teeth of opposition against sea-
voyage.  Meanwhile, Bentinck legally 
prohibits Sati  and Ram Mohan has the 

task of countering the mass petitions. He 
never returns from England, dying there 
in 1833. Nehru concludes  that the spread 
of new knowledge continued till the 20th 
century and Bengal played a dominant 
role in British Indian life.

Ram Mohan Roy is an inspiration 
for contemporary society just not because 
he was  able to implement seminal 
transformation in the country,  but also 
setting forth yet another example, how 
ordinary men and women, with a vision 
bigger than life, is  capable to achieve 
victory over seemingly invincible 
obstructions and barriers. Ram Mohan 
Roy not only had to face the wrath of the 
conventional society which was always  in 
majority,  but also he had to fight his  own 
family,  who never stood for his modern 
outlook towards life, religion and 
education. The spirit of Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy symbolizes the Archetype of 
love and care, and standing for the Truth, 
in the face of all mundane physical 
realities of  the every day life.

The following epitaph of Ram 
Mohan Roy, on his cenotaph, erected by 
Dwarkanath Tagore,  in 1843, rightly 
articulates the spirit of  his life - 

“A conscientious and steadfast 
believer in the unity of Godhead, he 
consecrated his life with entire devotion 
to the worship of the divine spirit alone. 
to great natural talents, he united 
thorough mastery of many languages 
and early distinguished himself as one of 
the greatest scholars of his day. His 
unwearied labors to promote the social, 
moral and physical condition of the 
people of India, his earnest endeavors  to 
suppress idolatry, the rite of Sati, and his 
constant zealous advocacy to whatever 
tended to advance the glory of God and 
the welfare of man live in the grateful 
remembrance of  his countrymen.”

Samrat Kar.
June 21st 2013.
Kolkata, India.
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