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We are accustomed to think of Rammohun Roy as the
Renaissance man, the man who ushered in the new age in India. It
is not easy to add something new to that familiar history, full of oft-
used clichés. I suggest that in thinking of that well-known narrative
of the beginning of the Renaissance, we tend to forget that he was
at the same time rooted in eighteenth century India. We forget
that his intellectual training was in the literature of the classical
Indian languages, Sanskrit and Persian and Arabic; that his initial
entry into the cultural discourse of traditional India was through
religious scriptures in these languages; that at the late age of
twenty-four he began to get acquainted with the English language
and European culture; and we forget that he was a citizen of a
pre-British India where, till he was thirty years of age, the
Peshwa’s Maratha territory, Ranjit Singh’s Punjab, Hyder Ali and
Tipoo Sultan’s Mysore, huge tracts of the Deccan and the
Carnatic and Malayalam country, the remnants of the Moghul
dynasty in the kingdom of Delhi, and a good deal more of India
retained their traditional independent identities. We can look
upon Rammohun Roy as a bridge between that pre-British India
and the new age that dawned first in Bengal and later elsewhere in
India. This approach to Rammohun as a bridge-maker between
two ages may be fruitfully explored if we study in detail a defining
event at the end of his life: the successor of the great Moghuls,
reduced to nonentities by the East India Company in the so-called
kingdom of Delhi, turned to the predecessor of the Renaissance,
Rammohun. It was a sign of mutual recognition that a Bengali
babu far away from Delhi was sent by the Moghuls to represent
their demand for justice to the higher authorities and the King of
England. The symbolic significance of this will be focused upon in
this lecture to instantiate the ambivalence of the role of
Rammohun Roy standing between two worlds, the old and the

new.
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