CHAPTER TWO

The Deification of Science,
Humanity, and Reason:
Brahmo Secularism

IF Unitarianism appealed exclu-
sively to the religious-minded liberal reformers, other. modemn
ideas from the West had a wider appeal among nontheistic as well
as theistic reformers. In the first place, varieties of Western ideas
seemed to flow easily into the port of Calcutta, which was the capi-
tal of British India and a veritable laboratory of intercivilizational
encounter between the East and the West. Radical ideas that chal-
lenged the bases of the traditional world order in Europe and
America were a form of intellectual cargo unloaded on the docks of
the great metropolis, along with the other industrial and commer-
cial products. Moreover, under British Orientalist cultural policy in
Calcutta between 1772 and 1830, a congenial atmosphere had been
created for the dissemination of European thought, along with an
institutional structure and technological means to facilitate this dis-
semination. By serving as avenues linking the regional elite with
the dynamic civilization of contemporary Europe, the Orientalists
contributed to the formation of a new Indian middle class and as-
sisted in the professionalization of the Bengali Hindu intelligentsia.

Thus, at a period that roughly approximates Rammohun Roy’s
lifetime, Calcutta had entered the orbit of London’s intellectual
climate and boasted an intelligentsia sophisticated about the ways
of the West. By 1830, Calcutta had Hindu College, the only West-
ern-styled institution of higher learning to be found anywhere in
what is presently known as the third world.! It had several printing
and publishing establishments, turning out thousands of copies of
Western scientific and other textbook sources in Indian-language
translations;* it had three colleges with modern scientific labora-
tories, each with a full curriculum of science courses.” Calcutta had
a free public library as early as 1816.* By 18g0, Calcutta had three
major Bengali newspapers that carried foreign and local news.®
Suffice it to say that through the efforts of British officials, mis-
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sionaries, and free lance humanitarians, organizations and associa-
tions proliferated together with a network of communication
media that functioned to expose the nascent intelligentsia to the
currents of progressive thought in the West.

Between 1826 and 1831, a young teacher at Hindu College
named Henry Vivian Louis Derozio inspired a whole generation of
Westernizing radical intellectuals known historically as Young
Bengal.® Under him, students read John Locke on civil liberty and
natural rights; Rousseau on the justification of a representative
democracy; David Hume on the bankruptcy of metaphysics; Vol-
taire on the supremacy of reason, enlightenment, and good taste;
Bentham on the reformation of the legal system to achieve the
most happiness for the largest number; and last but hardly least,
Tom Paine on liberty and the flowering ot the human spirit.” De-
rozio was a pioneer among a distinguished coterie of nineteenth-
century Calcutta academicians who, however distant from the
shores of England, championed the fashionable ideas of progress
while they shared with the Western humanist enthusiasts an op-
timistic vision of mankind’s future.

It should be stressed that humanism or the deification of man in
place of God, and not the idea of progress, sharply divided the sec-
ular inteliigentsia from the Unitarians. Unitarians and Brahmos
with a Unitarian bias, though they attacked the orthodox tradition,
advocated social improvement, and struggled for progress, did so
as theists in the name of God. As we shall see, many of these liberal
theists and some deists glorified science and reason. Is this a con-
tradiction? I think not. In the first place, before Darwinism chal-
lenged the fundamentalist Christian concept of genesis, science
and religion were neatly compartmentalized in the world view of
many progressive Christians. In the second place, we in the twen-
tieth century are inclined to misread secularism into the methodol-
ogy of science, the philosophy of science, and even into the
psychohistory of the scientific mind and personality. Too in-
frequently are we reminded that the paradigms of history are rela-
tive, that science may have metaphysical roots, and that scientific
geniuses such as Newton and Einstein were religious men.

Though Unitarianism can claim no monopoly on the flow of
thought into the ranks of the Brahmo Samaj, few Brahmos until
the 19g0s accepted an unqualified humanism or a materialist con-
ception of life and society. (The same may be said for the Unitarian
movement itself, which is today divided into liberal theist and hu-
manist camps.) Nevertheless, Brahmos not only appropnated sci-
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ence and reason in a very special and positive way, but .deified
them. Brahmo scientists were among the first modern scientists in
contemporary India; Brahmo philosophers waged a relentless
struggle to denude Hinduism of its “excesses” at the same time as
they reconstructed the “authentic” Hindu tradition by endnwing it
with an intellectual respectability on a par with other major reli-
gious traditions.

This is not to say that a secular humamst intelligentsia played an
insignificant role in the process of reform or modernization in
Bengal. There were two types of secularists: the Westernized man
aping his European counterparts, and the indigenous humanist
who repudiated the tyranny of religion from sources within his
own tradition. Both formed coalitions with the Brahmos to pro-
mote social reform against conservative opposition. These hu-
manists maintained their distance from Brahmoism primarily on
theistic grounds. Indeed, the sharp cleavage that exists today
among the Indian middle-class intelligentsia between secular and
religious reformers has its roots in the nineteenth-century cleavage
between humanists and Brahmos.

The Westernized Bengali humanist of the nineteenth century
imbibed the identical antireligious bias of his European counter-
parts, not simply because such literature was readily available in
Calcutta, but because he was conditioned by his educational back-
ground to do so. It was no accident, for example, that Derozio
should profess secularism and the philosophy of man's perfectabil-
ity to students at Hindu College. From the beginning, when the col-
lege charter was drafted, the Calcutta nouveaux riches founders in-
sisted that the college not teach Hindu theology and metaphysics
but concern itself primarily with “the cultivation of European liter-
ature and European science.” According to the official account in
the Presidency College Centenary Volume, “the most striking feature
of the Hindu College was its determined effort to impart secular
education.”®

But even before the sons of Calcutta’s new elite entered Hindu
College, they went to a preparatory school known as Hare's School.
David Hare, the principal, was a Scottish philanthropist who had
settled permanently in Calcutta and involved himself in various
educational experiments. Hare was an outspoken atheist and secu-
lar rationalist. When Lal Behari De, later a Christian convert,
sought admission to Hare's School after having spent some time in
a mission school, he was told quite candidly by Mr. Hare that boys
-who had studied in a Christian institution were never allowed into
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his school for fear that the new arrivals would contaminate the
other students’ Not until the Brahmo Samaj started its own
schools in the 1840s did a single educational institution in Bengal
offer students a rational and systematic exposition of their own
faith.

The Christian religion was, of course, taught in mission schools.
But again the actual historical situation does not necessarily follow
what may logically be believed to have taken place. The best mis-
sion school in Calcutta after 1830 was Duff’s School, named after
the fiery, controversial, Presbyterian missionary Alexander Duff.!?
To be sure, Duff converted many Bengali intellectuals from good
families. But at his school he did not stress either Christianity or
religion. By offering Western education free of cost, he inade his
school popular, and by introducing an effective Socratic mode of
teaching he liberated the minds of his students, and hoping to pre-
pare them to accept an alien faith.

It would be a gross injustice to Duff if we pictured him as surrep-
titiously -using the educational process to seduce impressionable
minds away from Krishna to Christ. His was a subtle technique to
inspire thinking, and it was precisely in this role of missionary edu-
cator that he achieved his remarkable success as a religious. West-
emnizer. Lal Behari De, one of his converts, has described the Duff
method of instruction in some detail. Duff aimed first to bring out
what was in the mind of the pupil by interrogation, with the hope
that logical error and misinformation could be “purified” through
self-awareness. “We were taught,” wrote De, “the clear conception
of an idea and secondly, the expression of that conception in
words.” No notes were encouraged in class “under the apprehen-
sion that they might lead to cramming.” De’s contrast between
Duff’s method and the subsequent method of Calcutta University
after 1857 is significant: “Today it is different. The students of the
present day never open their mouths in the classroom—unless, in-
deed, it is to make a noise. They take down the professor’s words,
commit them to memory—often without understanding them—
and reproduce them in the examination hall. A copying-machine
could do the same.”*!

I am suggesting two important things about Duff’s method of
education that had tremendous influence on Bengali intellectual
life throughout the century. First, by wedding Trinitarian Chris-
tianity to a scientific attitude and rationalism, he became an effec-
tive opponent of Unitarians and Brahmos, while also converting
many former disciples of Derezio. Second, by stressing science and
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reason at his school and at his Scottish Church College, he unwit-
tingly produced secularists. The intellectual atmosphere in Cal-
cutta was at first more conducive to secular reformism than to reli-
gious reformism. When Duff first arrived in Calcutta in 1830,
Rammohun Roy welcomed him. Rammohun’s greatest foe was the
“godless atmosphere of the intellectual life” in Calcutta. The
younger generation learned to despise not only Hinduism, but
Christianity as well. Theism was on the defensive. To emancipated
intellectuals of nineteenth-century Europe, Christianity had be-
come as odious a stumbling block to reform as capitalism among
twentieth-century intellectuals. Such antireligious movements as
Benthamite Utilitarianism and early Comptean Positivism were not
long in crossing the seas to Calcutta, where a segment of the intel-
ligentsia readily consumed the new ideas.

The irrelevance of God (in agnosticism and atheism) and hu-
manism were not in themselves new ideas in the West. Momentous
historical changes, accompanied by a radical transformation of the
- physical environment through technological and industrial innova-

tions, brought these ideas into predominance. The potentialities of
man’s progress in this world through the incredible achievements
of science accelerated the process of this-worldly asceticism begun
~centuries before with the Protestant reformation, and gradually
secularized it. Indeed, in this sense, and from a twentieth-century
perspective, Unitarianism itself may be viewed as a half-way house
between Christ and Marx.

It is important in this context to reiterate a point made earlier in
relation to Rammohun Roy’s adaptation of rational and social Uni-
tarianism in Bengal. His environment never underwent the
changes that Europeans experienced in the wake of the Industrial
Revolution. The significant fact about Roy and other Bengali intel-
lectuals was that they were ruled by foreigners and were compelled
to maneuver in a colonialist situation. Therefore, as must be
stressed once more, the Bengali intelligentsia was able to partici-
pate only intellectually in the modern movements of the time, be-
cause however much British imperialism disrupted the old tradi-
tional order, it did not propel the society forward along the lines of
material and social development.

On the other hand, as should be most apparent in this book, this
did not mean that the intelligentsia operated in a vacuum or that
their ideology was academic and socially useless. It meant that they
had a far more difficult challenge than their European counter-
parts trying to implement new currents of thought in a novel way
























































































































