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Abstract

The nineteenth century was one of the most dynamic and illustrious periods in
the history of India, and particularly of Bengal. In every sphere—be it society,
culture, education, religion, or commerce—the prevailing status quo was
shattered, giving rise to a powerful surge of change. Consequently, new
avenues and directions emerged within the sphere of Indian public action. A
primary objective of this movement was to engage with and assimilate Western
knowledge. As a result, the nineteenth century witnessed the rise of numerous
luminaries who made profound contributions to the socio-cultural fabric of
both Bengal and India. Among this multitude of figures, several Bengalis have
transcended the boundaries of their own era; even two centuries later, they
continue to—and will forever—resurface in our intellectual discourse and
cultural  consciousness. Prominent among these social reformers,
educationists, thinkers, and litterateurs are Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772—
1833), Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar (1820-1891), Akshay Kumar Datta
(1820-1886), Michael Madhusudan Dutt (1824—1873), and, of course,
Reverend Lal Behari Dey (1824—1894). Lal Behari Dey was born in the village
of Sonpalashi in the district of Bardhaman. His father was employed in
Kolkata. Upon completing his elementary education at the village pathshala
(traditional school), he was enrolled in a school in Kolkata. A gifted student,
Lal Behari pursued his higher education under extremely arduous
circumstances. Following his father’s untimely death during his youth, he was
compelled to chart his own path in life. Drawn to Christianity, he renounced
his Hindu faith and subsequently embarked on a career as a Christian
evangelist. Lal Behari vehemently protested against the discriminatory
practices wherein indigenous clergy—despite possessing qualifications equal
to those of their foreign counterparts—were treated with condescension or
denied equal opportunities. Yet, amidst all these endeavors, his life was also
marked by a succession of tragic events. The most heart-wrenching of these
was the loss of his children. Nevertheless, despite the various vicissitudes that
subsequently befell him, Lal Behari remained steadfastly devoted to his work
and continued to pursue his literary vocation with unwavering dedication.
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Reverend Lal Behari Dey was, first and foremost, a religious evangelist; yet,
he simultaneously excelled in diverse roles—as a writer, journalist, editor, and
public orator. He contributed essays to various periodicals, such as ‘The
Calcutta Review’ and ‘The Hindu Patriot’, and served as the editor of the
Jjournal ‘Arunoday’. We shall examine the essence and subject matter of
several of his lesser-discussed English essays, through which he sought to
illuminate diverse facets of Bengali life—including religious beliefs, socio-
cultural norms, festivals, and rituals. In his writings, we encounter not only a
vivid portrayal of the society and era in which he lived but also the intellectual
currents and ideas prevalent during that time. The world-renowned scientist
Charles Darwin was so captivated by the thematic depth and lucidity of Lal
Behari Dey’s writing that he offered him high praise. Even two centuries later,
the relevance of the writings of this illustrious son of Bengal remains
undeniable.
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“It is impossible, indeed, to read without feelings of horror the disgusting and licentious
manner, in which the union of Radha and Krishna is detailed in the sacred books of the

Vaishnavas.””
qEEe TR, @ I TSR @meet Wb FAF (@9 e T @R o7 8 o
e Toamis Fres!e SR, ©37 R (TRRWA elfoprel Sfeims Teaime e w4 i
AR |

“It is interesting and curious also to mark that while Luther on the European continent

was reviving the old, but then forgotten, doctrine of justification by faith alone, the
founder of the Vaishnavas in Bengal was ex-pounding its false show in the doctrine of

the Bhakti.”>
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“The Gura Padasra is a melancholy proof of the utter prostration of hu-manity under

the despotic sway of a most galling superstition, and of the audacious height to which
imposture has reached. Degrading as were the superstitions of ancient Greece and
Rome, there was nothing in them at all equal to it. Intolerable and overbearing as was
the priest-craft of the church of Rome, during the dark ages, it devised nothing so base

and disgusting as the Gura Padasraya of the Gosains. It has been said that the original

founders of Vaishnavism ought to be absolved from the guilt of devising this vile rite.”>
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“We need not say that this pernicious custom is the fruitful mother of a thou-sand

immoralities. Indeed it is doubtful whether a set of more immoral men, than the lowest
sort of the Vairagis, is to be found in all Bengal. We will not outrage the feelings of the
reader by detailing the atrocities of the Neras and Neris, a species of male and female

Vaishnava vagrants. They are justly reckoned by the mass of the Hindu population as

monsters of iniquity and the pests of society.”*
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“Unlike too the multitudinous rites and ceremonies prescribed in the Hindu rituals, it

proclaims the omnipotence of one principle, and the vast efficacy of one religious duty.

In insisting on Bhakti, as a sine qua non of personal religion, it has made a faint

approximation to faith, that prolific prin-ciple of the Christian revelation.”*
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“Manu distinctly says that wealth is to be accumulated only by the Vaisyas, The

Brahman is to devote is life to study and to religion; the Kshatriya to government and
to feats of arms; the Sudra to monial service; it is the province of the Vaisya alone to

accumulate wealth. And it is a singular fact, that the richest people in Bengal have been

in former days, and are at present, the Suvarna-Vaniks.”

Toeu, SN A0ed fofare wife fMdias 34 € «3 oo T qoiee | ol e fuwe @iy 7@
@ aga o @itz o S i 2y wifeor wemmn @ il | 3w qreime 118 911 e J@l
IR | FAF TCS! FICEA I8 TR | ©J€ AR (N IFCACRA, @ Jrmel FHGqWe qCole W
31 e R e MR 72 T O ek fwm o ey |

Page 865 of 871


https://tirj.org.in/tirj
https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive

Trisangam International Refereed Journal (TIRJ)

OPEN ACCESS A4 Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Research Journal on Language, Literature & Culture
Volume - vi, Issue —ii, April 2026, TIRJ/ April 2026/article - 107
IF 8.111 Website: https://tirj.org.in/tirj, Page No. 854 - 871

Published issue link: https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive

e =i Ifed Mg AnfaeRt o R Aoema e TR 2t qEe | 9
A Noya B fcae @i Sjcd R o2y e fofy @mics 681 seaces @ SR fawat @i e
A A @S 7 e TCOIR TG eeal qieeie @ wnfefs fem ard wife i Tgs | 77l s
TIfSaToerd $19E ¢ AW G (6 RFEh! @ TR M 43R JrwA @ FHFOR WO @ A TN
@ LTS (ST WP @ Sird AR | Al FTefeee -

“...which represent them to have been descended from a wealthy Vaisya gentleman of

Ayodhya, it appears from these facts, that the Suvarna-Vaniks are not a Mixed Caste,
but pure-blooded and twice-born Vaisyas; that they are, therefore, superior to and more
honourable-so far as the distinction of caste is concerned than Kayasthas and Vaidyas;
and that they are, consequently, as much entitled to read the Vedas and to wear the

170

sacred thread as Brahmans and Kshatriyas.
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“The biographer of Ballal Sen, Ananda Bhatta, informs us that on receiving this
message the King said in an assembly of Brahmans-"If I do not degrade the Suvarna-
Vaniks as a caste, let me be accursed, let me be accounted as great a sinner as a cow-
killer, or as the murderer of a Brahman or of a woman. As Bhima Sen had vowed to
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destroy The hundred sons of the blind king Dhritarashtra, so do I vow to ruin the

. N
Suvarna-Vaniks.”
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“The Inferior position which they now occupy in Hindu society is not owing to any
inferiority of rank accorded to them at the first formation of that society, since they
were included among the twice-born classes. It was not owing to any crimes which
they had committed, since their very opposition to Ballal shows them to have been a
courageous, an independent, and a high-spirited race. It was owing simply to the unjust

decree of a capricious, bankrupt, and licentious king.”™*
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“The adoration over, the friends of the proprie-tor of the house where the festival takes

place, are entertained with sweet-meats. The revelry of the night is concluded with a
scenic representation of the loves of Krishna, in which ugly boys and grown-up men
perform the parts of the charming Radha and the fair milk-maids of Brindaban. In this
repre-sentation, the amours of the wanton lover of Mathura are detailed with disgusting

circumstantiality; filthy songs are sung, with the melody of the screeching night-owl;

and the actors exhibit a thousand indecent gestures and gesticulations of the body.”™®
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