
CH^APr£R_\/ 

The r o l e of r e l i g i o n i n s h a p i n g and m o u l d i n g t h e c h a r a c ­

t e r of t h e s t a t e can h a r d l y be e x a g g e r a t e d . 3 i n c e t i m e 

immemoria l r e l i g i o n had 'o<s.Q-x\ a n d i s s t i l l p l a y i n g a r o l e of 

immense v a l u e . The kingd^oms of t h e e a r l i e r c i v i l i z a t i o n , 

i r r e s p e c t i v e of t h e g e o g r a p h i c a l and c u l t u r a l b o u n d a r y , had 

b e e n i n f l u e n c e d by t h e r e l i g i o u s s c r i p t u r e s . The p a p a c y of 

t h e .m idd le age of i iurope and t h e C h r i s t i a n i t y had t h e i r d e f i ­

n i t e r o l e t o p l a y t o b r i n g a b o u t p o i i t i c o - s i > c i o - e c o n o m i c 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . I t i s no wonder t h a t a s t a t e d 'ominated by t h e 

Hindu Maha ra j a s o b v i o u s l y wou ld h a v e i t s r e l i g i o u s e s s e n c e . ' 

I t s h o u l d be p o i n t e d out t h a t w h i l e r e l i g i o n some t imes p l a y s I 

as an a c t i v e a g e n c y of s o c i a l c o n t r o l and c h a n g e , r e l i g i o u s 

f a n a t i c i s m b l e n d e d w i t h t r a d i t i o n a l i s m would b a r t h e p r o g r e s s f 

of a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y and t h i s was t h e c a s e of Jooch Behar , 

which was u n d e r g o i n g a t r e m e n d o u s c r i s i s r e s u l t i n g o u t of 

r e l i g i o u s f a n a t i c i s m and d o g m a t i s m . 
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The new r e l i g i o u s movement of t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y 

Bengal which had s p r u n g up a s an a l t e r n a t i v e t o t h e r e l i g i o u s 

t r a d i t i o n a l i s m , had a p o s i t i v e o u t l o o k on l i f e and a imed a t 

r e f o r m i n g t h e s - o c i o - c u l t u r a l m a l a d i e s of t h e p e o p l e s . T h i s 

new movement was c a l l e d t h e 'B rahmo ' movement \-/hich had 

become t h e s t a t e r e l i g i o n of Cooch B e h a r , comi^ i t t ed t o f i g h t 

ou t t h e e v i l s r o o t e d d e e p l y i n t o t h e v o r t e x of t h e s o c i e t y . 

The r o l e p l a y e d by t h e Brahmo 3 a m a j i s t s i n m o d e r n i z i n g t h e 

S t a t e of Jooch Beha r w i t h t h e h e l p of Mahara ja Wr ipendra 

^^larayan n e e d s t o be p o i n t e d o u t i n t h e f o l l o w i n g p a r a g r a p h s . 

Brahmoism r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e i r i d e o l o g y , i t p l a y e d a 

p r o g r e s s i v e r o l e i n t h e s o c i o - c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y of B e n g a l . The 

Brahmo Samaj was f o u n d e d by Raja Rammohan Roy in 1-32-3 b a s e d 

on h i s c o n c e p t i o n of t h e i s m and e t h i c a l p r e c e p t s . From t h e 

b e g i n n i n g t h e members of t h e Brahmo Samaj were drawn from t h e 

' B h a d r a l o k ' i n t e l l i g e a t s i a ' . The Brahmo movement s p r e a d 

g r a d u a l l y a l l o v e r I n d i a a n d Babu Keshab Chandra Sen p l a y e d 

t h e p r o m i n e n t r o l e i n i n t r o d u c i n g c h a n g e s i n t h e Bengal 

s o c i e t y . He c o n s i d e r e d t h e c o n t a c t of t h e I n d i a n s o c i e t y w i t h 

t h e West a s a s o u r c e of c u l t u r a l and mora l r e d e m p t i o n f o r I n d i a 

a n d p l e a d e d f o r whole - h a r t e d e m u l a t i o n of t h e Western c u l -
3 

t u r a l v a l u e s of humanism, r a t i o n a l i s m and s c i e n c e . 

The members of t h e Samaj p l e d g e d t h a t t h e y would p romote 
4 

f e m a l e e d u c a t i o n i n t h e i r own f a m i l i e s . They a l s o t o o k t h e 
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lead in social experimentation during the 1350's and 1370's . 

They had considerable scope for departure from conventional 

behaviour, as many of them had bean d i s - i n h e r i t e d and forc ib ly 
s cut off from t h e i r Hindu families for embracing Brahmoism". 

The Brahmo Samaj had se t up i t s branches in d i f fe ren t pa r t s of f-

Bengal and other places in India . In Cooch Behar too the / 

Brahmo Samaj opened i t s branch in the 1350's . 

In the process of soc io -cu l tu r a l transformation the Brahmo 

movement had a d i r ec t i n t e rven t i on i s t approach. They had some 

p a r t i c u l a r motives. These were : (1) t o pr^anote of m,oral, 

s p i r i t u a l and humane educat ion; ( i i ) to e rad ica te of untouch-

a b i l i t y and cas te ism; ( i i i ) t o encourage i n t e r c a s t e marriage; 

(iv/ t o discourage Kulin poligamy; (v) t o e l iminate p r o s t i t u -

t i o n , (vi) t o extend equa l i ty of education t o women'. 

To f u l f i l l the above object ives the leading exponent of 

the Brahmo Samaj, 3abu i<eshab Chandra Sen gave his daughter ' s 

(Suni t i Devi) marriage t o the Hinau king of Cooch Behar. The 

os tens ib le m.otive of the marriage was narra ted by him in his 

l e t t e r t o Maxmuller, " I t v/as a p o l i t i c a l marriage, a whole 

kingdom was t o be reformed and a l l m.y individual i n t e r e s t s were 

absorbed in the vastness of God's saving economy, in v/hat 

people would ca l l publ ic good" . He was convinced of the 

B r i t i s h plan t o modernize Cooch Behar and v i sua l i zed side by 

s ide the necess i ty of an enl ightened wife for the Maharaia. 
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Thi s m a r r i a g e had i t s t r e m e n d o u s impact b o t h a t Cooch 

Beha r and o u t s i d e t h e s t a t e . I t marked an epoch i n t h e s o c i a l 

9 

h i s t o r y of I n d i a . I t was a g r e a t b r e a k t h r o u g h in t h e t r a d i ­

t i o n r i d d e n Cooch Behar rioyal f a m i l y . Maha ran i S u n i t y J e v i 

w r o t e , "In m a r r y i n g a Brahmo g i r l , t h e xa ja makes a g r e a t 

c o n c e s s i o n t o t h e e n l i g h t e n e d i d e a s , b u t i t i s most d e s i r a b l e 

t h a t t h i s c o n n e c t i o n s h o u l d be s o f t e n e d a s much as p o s s i b l e i n 

t h e e y e s of h i s r e l a t i v e s , a t Cooch Behar and e l s e w h e r e , vho 

a r e s t i l l v/edded t o t h e o l d s u p e r s t i t i o n s and wlio would l o o k 

11 w i t h h o r r o r upon any d e p a r t u r e fr^om t h e o ld .iinclu f o r m u l a " 

^n f a c t t h e m a r r i a g e opened t h e kingdom t o e n l i g h t e n e d B e n g a l i 

i n f l u e n c e s from C a l c u t t a and t h e Mahara ja came i n t o c l o s e r 

c 
12 o n t a c t w i t h t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l s of Bengal 

Che m o t i v e b e h i n d t h e m a r r i a g e of .^ir ipendra -^larayan andf 

C u n i t y Cev i , was a m i s s i o n a r y a c t of t r y i n g t o v;in o v e r t h e 

t r i b a l kingdom t o t h e Brahmo f a i t h . / Che f a c t s a b o u t t h e 

a f t e r m a t h of t h e m a r r i a g e do seem t o s u b s t a n t i a t e t h e h y p o ­

t h e s i s t h a t , " r a t h e r t h a n Keshab s e l l i n g out t o Hinau i sm in 

Cooch Beha r , i t was Cooch B e h a r t h a t a d o p t e d Brahmoism t o i t s 
11 o\-jn c o n d i t i o n " ~. The Brahmo movement i n Cooch Beha r had made 

a g r e a t impact on t h e p o l i c i e s p u r s u e d by t h e i<aja and s u c c e e ­

ded in c a r r y i n g t h r o u g h many r a d i c a l h u m a n i s t i c s o c i a l r e f o r m s . 

N r i p e n d r a Warayan h i m s e l f a d o p t e d t h e BrahiTcO r e l i g i o u s 

f a i t h and t h e Brahmoism of t h e -view D i s p e n s a t i o n was p r o c l a i m e d 
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1 5 a s s t a t e r e l i g i o n in 1-3^3 . The t r a d i t i o n a l Hindu cus toms of 

t h e r o y a l f a m i l y were s e r i o u s l y s h a k e n e d . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

t o n o t e t h a t i n s p i t e of b e i n g a member of t h e Brahm.o c r e e d 

t h e Raja n e v e r t r i e d t o impose h i s own r e l i g i o n on t h e s u b j e c t s 

o r h i s r e l a t i v e s . But a s an i n s t i t u t i o n t h e i^ew d i s p e n s a t i o n 

of t h e Brahmo f a i t h emerged as t h e s t r o n g s o c i a l reform>ary 

i n s t i t u t i o n in t h e S t a t e . M a h a r a j a i ^ r i p e n d r a . i a r ayan h i m s e l f 

t o o k t h e i n i t i a t i v e f o r i t s d e v e l o p m e n t and a Brahmo miandir 

(Church) was e s t a b l i s h e d a t Gooch B e h a r which was c o n s i d e r e d 

t h e b i g g e s t Brahmo fii.andi_r in t h e Sou th Kas t A s i a . 

The Mahara ja b e i n g a member of t h e .\Iew B>ispensat io : i a l s o j 

favoxired t h e r i v a l s e c t i o n i . e . t h e S a d h a r a n BralirriO Samaj of I 

17 ' 

t h e Brahmo r e l i g i o n . Both t h e s e c t i o n s of t h e oamaj d e v o t e d 

t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e c a u s e of u p l i f t i n g t h e s o c i o - c u l t u r a l e d i f i c e 

of t h e S t a t e . One of t h e r e m a r k a b l e members of t h e Sadharan | 

Brahmo Samaj who came t o Sooch B e h a r d u r i n g t h e r u l e of 
18 M a h a r a j a i ^ r i pend ra .-Jarayan, was Acharya B r o j e n d r a iSiath S e a l 

He was a p p o i n t e d a s t h e P r i n c i p a l of t h e V i c t o r i a C o l l e g e . I t , 

was due t o h i s e a r n e s t n e s s t h a t t h i s c o l l e g e emerged as t h e 

c e n t r e f o r h i g h e r l e a r n i n g in t h i s r eg io r f . As s u c h he c o n t r i -

b u t e d t o t h e c u l t u r a l d e v e l o p m e n t of t h e p e o p l e of t h e S t a t e . 

Among t h e o t h e r i m p o r t a n t names t o be m e n t i o n e d in t h e 

r o y a l f a m i l y who em.braced Brahmoism were Kum:ar G a j e n d r a ^^larayan, 

t h e c o u s i n of N r i p e n d r a N a r a y a n . He m a r r i e d S a b i t r i xjevi 
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a n o t h e r d a u g h t e r of Keshab Chandra o e n . T h e i r e f f o r t t o 

implement t h e Brahmo p r i n c i p l e s f o r t h e s o c i a l u p l i f t of t h e 

S t a t e was s p e c i a l l y n o t e w o r t h y . -The e s t a b l i s h m e n t of ^rahmo 

Pa^ll 1, arahmo b o a r d i n g and fes_hab As_ram were t h e l e g a c y of t h e 

19 Brahmo movement in t h e S t a t e . Through t h e s e i n s t i t u t i o n s t h e 

e n l i g h t e n d p h i l o s o p h y of t h e Brahmo r e l i g i o n was p r o p a g a t e d 

20 amona t h e g e n e r a l p e o p l e . T h i s may be c o n s i d e r e d as t h e 

i m p o r t a n t s t e p s t a k e n by t h e Brahmos t o m o d e r n i z e t h e p e o p l e 

of t h i s s u p e r s t i t i o u s and s o c i a l l y backward p r o v i n c e . 

Amother i m p o r t a n t i n s t i t u t i o n t o be o r g a n i s e d by t h e 

3rahmos in t h e p r o c e s s of s o c i a l u p l i f t was t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t 

of young Men _s The i s t i c As s oc i a t i on i n 1905" . I t had l a i d 

down t h e p r i n c i p l e t h a t o n l y t h o s e who were b e l i e v e r s of 

m o n i s t i c t h e o r y would be a b l e t o be a member of t h i s A s s o c i a ­

t i o n . I t had u n d e r t a k e n t h e p o l i c y t o p romote s o c i a l e t h i c s 

among t h e common p e o p l e . B e s i d e s t h e s e t h e A s s q c j a t i o n a l s o 

e n d e a v o u r e d t o e d u c a t e t h e p e a s a n t s and t h e p e o p l e of t h e l o w e r 

72 

s t r a t a of t h e s o c i e t y t h r o u g h t h e o p e n i n g of i^ight s c h o o l s 

T h u s , t h e r o l e of t h e Brahmo Samaj i n b u i l d i n g a m o d e r n i z e d 

s o c i e t y t h r o u g h t h e d i f f e r e n t i n s t i t u t i o n s was a n o t i c e a b l e 

f e a t u r e d u r i n g t h e r u l e of Mahara j a N r i p e n d r a Warayan and t h i s 

h e l p e d in h i s e f f o r t s t o m o d e r n i z e t h e S t a t e . 

The Brahmo movement i n t h e S t a t e had g o t a n o t h e r dim.en-

s i o n i n t h e a c t i v i t i e s of t h e l a d i e s of t h e p a l a c e . B e s i d e s 
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S ' l n i t i Devi and S a b i t r i D e v i , t h e nam,e of i>Jirupama Dev i , t h e 

w i f e of \ / i c t o r N i t y e n d r a i^arayan, son of t h e M a h a r a j a , 

d e s e r v e d s p e c i a l m e n t i o n . They were a c t i v e l y d e v o t e d t o t h e 

c a u s e of c u l t u r a l m o b i l i z a t i o n of t h e wone n i n t h i s p r i n c e l y 

S t a t e . The e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e ^ a b i t _ r i ^.odqe s u p p l i m e n t e d t h e 

d e f i c i e n c y of t h e e n l i a h t e n e d women of t h e S t a t e . T h i s ^odqe 

a c t e d a s an a s s o c i a t i o n f o r t h e Bhadra Ka_hila j_ama_j_̂  of t h e 

c)tate" '- . S u b s e q u e n t l y t h i s Dodge; become t h e hub of l e a r n m q 

of t h e women of backward c l a s s and t h e y were t a u g h t a b o u t t h e 

p r i n c i p l e s of t h e Brahmo r e l i g i o n and t h u s h e l p e d i n t h e p r o c e s s 

of c u l t u r a l m o b i l i s a t i o n . 

To f o s t e r t h e s o c i a l m o b i l i t y t h e Brahmos t o o k t h e a c t i v e 

I n i t i a t i v e w i t h t h e d i r e c t p a t r o n a g e of t h e M a h a r a j a . One of 

t h e i m p o r t a n t s t e p s t a k e n by t h e Brahmos was t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t 

24 

of t h e T e c h n i c a l s c h o o l i n 1903 . The School t o o k t h e l e a d i n g 

r o l e in e d u c a t i n g t h e women in s e w i n g and o t h e r c o t t a g e 

i n d u s t r i e s . T h i s s t e p was t a k e n i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h e 

p r o c l a i m e d p r i n c i p l e of t h e Brahmos a b o u t t h e s e l f s u f f i c i e n c y 

of women. The s c h o o l became v e r y a t t r a c t i v e a n d a l a r g e number 
2 5 Of women u s e d t o o a t h e r i n t h i s t e c h n i c a l i n s t i t u t i o n . T h i s 

h e l p e d t h e women of t h e S t a t e i n coming ou t from t h e s u p e r ­

s t i t i o u s b e l i e f and r e s u l t e d in a c u l t u r a l m o d e r n i z a t i o n . 

The Brahmos of t h e S t a t e p r o p a g a t e d t h e i r p r i n c i p l e s 

a g a i n s t t h e s y s t e m of po lygamy , which was one of t h e d e c l a r e d 
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pr inc ip les of the Brahmo r e l i g i o n . They were successful in 

t h e i r venture and even the Maharaja himself se t an example in 

t h i s respec t . I t was the conviction of the king, quoted by 

Sunity iJevi, t h a t , " I t was always been my opinion tha t no man 

should have more than one wife" . ne hated polygamy and as 

such he never t r i e d t o give his daughters marriage t o the 
27 

Maharajas of Indian t e r r i t o r y 

The Brahmos were alv/ays favoured in the S t a t e . It was 

found tha t during the rule of Nripendra .'Jarayan the higher 
23 

education was mostly in the hands of the Brahmos . csunxty 
I>evi took specia l i n i t i a t i v e in t h i s respect and invi ted the 

29 
Brahmo i n t e l l e c t u a l s from the d i f ferent par t s of Bengal 

The Brahmos were a l so placed in the top places of the 

d i f fere ' i t State departments. Among the notable persons the 

name of Calica Das i>utta deserves specia l mention who was ^ 

posted as Dê wan of the State (A de ta i l ed analysis of him had 

been made beforehand). The other notable persons of the Brahmo 

comm.unity were Amritalal Sen (Accountant General) , Priya Nath _J 

Ghosh (Dewan), Narendra i>Jath Sen (Dewan). All these persons 

played a very s ign i f i can t ro le in the process of modernization 

of the S t a t e . 

Keshab Chandra Sen had a deep influence upon the Maharaja 

in shaping his moral, e t h i ca l and soc ia l a t t i t u d e s . Keshab 
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Chandra Sen was a l s o p e r s o n a l l y i n t e r e s t e d a b o u t t h e S t a t e 

30 A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

The deve lopment of media was a l s o made by t h e Brahmos of 

t h e S t a t e . Fo r t h e p u r p o s e of p r e a c h i n g t h e c u l t u r a l and • / 

r e l i g i o u s i d e a s t h e y p u b l i s h e d a j o u r n a l named ' S u k a t h a ' and 

Ram Chandra S inoha was t h e e d i t o r of t h e j o u r n a l . Th i s J o u r -

n a l became t h e h a r b i n g e r of t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l and c u l t u r a l 

a w a k e n i n g . 

The s p r e a d i n g of e d u c a t i o n a s a h a l l mark of t h e i r b e l i e f 

r e s u l t e d in t h e a u t o m a t i c a b o l i t i o n of t h e p u r d a h s y s t e m in 

t h e S t a t e . The women who a t t e n d e d s c h o o l s were i n e v i t a b l y 

u n a b l e t o m a i n t a i n s t r i c t p u r d a h s y s t e m i n t h e S t a t e . The 

a p p e a r a n c e of women a t p u b l i c e v e n t s i n c r e a s e d t h e c o n f i d e n c e 

t h a t m o d i f i c a t i o n s i n Purdah c o u l d be i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e 

c h a n g i n g s o c i a l s t r u c t u x r e w i t h o u t i l l e f f e c t s . A n o t h e r s o c i a l 

r e f o r m i n i t i a t e d by t h e Brahmos , was t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e 

32 
p r i n c i p l e s of widow miar r iage and p r o h i b i t i o n of c h i l d m a r r i a g e 

T h e s e s t e p s t a k e n by t h e Brahmos can be c o n s i d e r e d as t h e most 

s i g n i f i c a n t in t h e p r o c e s s of m . o d e r n i z a t i o n in t h e S t a t e . 

F o r t h e o b s e r v a t i o n s a s d e p i c t e d i n t h i s c h a p t e r , a 

l o g i c a l c o n c l u s i o n may be d e d u c e d . F i r s t l y , t h e Brahmo r e l i ­

g i o n p e n e t r a t e d in Cooch B e h a r a d m i n i s t r a t i o n and was a b l e t o 

e x e r t i t s i n f l u e n c e o v e r t h e Cooch Beha r s o c i e t y s p e c i a l l y 
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among the urban e l i t e s . Secondly, t h i s re l ig ion played an 

ac t ive and in f luen t i a l role as a vehicle of modernization. 

Thirdly, the process of bu i ld ing modern i n s t i t u t i o n in Cooch 

3ehar had made i t s headway through t h i s r e l i g ion . four thly , 

being the State r e l ig ion the process of secu la r i za t ion and 

s a n s k r i t i z a t i o n had been at i t s take-off stage which the e n t i r e 

Sta te of Sooch Behar was being confronted with. F i f th ly , a t 

l a s t for the higher stratum of the socie ty , t h i s r e l ig ion could 

make i t oossible t o bring about reformations in the age old 

t r a d i t i o n ridden Sooch Sehar s o c i e t y . F inal ly i t may be 

commented tha t the Brahmo Samaj has i t s i n f luen t i a l role in 

modernizing the Sta te of Cooch Behar spec ia l ly during the rule 

of Maharaja .^Iripendra .^larayan. 
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Samaj_, op.cit., p. 215. 

15. Kopf David, Op.cit., p.329. 

16. Ibid., p.329. 

17. The Indian Messenger, Dec. 15th, 1333, (S.B.S.L). 



1 1 3 

-'^- B.C^i'Sndra ^^ath 3eal_, Cen_t,enari£ "^oijame., ( P r e f a c e ) , 

Cooch Behar , 19 7 1 . 

1 9 . Devi S a b i t r i , Kurn>a_r ^aj_e_ndra -iaraY;a__n, Gocx:h B e h a r , 1923 , 

p . 9 1 . 

2 0. 5 i i ' ^ . . p . 9 1 . 

2 1 . ^ i ^ . / p . 3 3 . 

2 2 . £ o i d . , p . 3 3 . 

2 3 . i?3id. , p . 9 1 . 

2 4 . i b i d . , p . 9 2 . 

2 5 . I b i d . , p . 9 2 . 

2 5 . Devi S u n i t y , o p . c i t . , p . 5 3 . 

2 7 . S u n i t y Devi w r o t e t h a t r u l e r s e x c e p t h e r h u s b a n d was 

o r o f e s s t o n a l Brahmo and a s t h e r u i a r s of t h e p r i n c e l y 

s t a t e s h a d more t h a n one w i v e s t h e Cooch Beha r i^aj a 

found i t i m p o s s i b l e a h u s b a n d f o r h i s d a u g h t e r ; Ib.i4« ' 

p . 1 6 4 . 

2 3 . R e p o r t i n g of t h e H e a d m i s t r e s s , ^uni_t_y; Ac_adenry_ ^^Jl\^Ji'VOL 

;£orame_, C ooc h Be ha r , 19 3 1 , p . 1 . 

29. Bandapadhyaya, Bagabati Charan, oĝ . 5.1'̂ . / (annexxira) 

p.134. 

3 0. Bagal, Yogesh Chandra, 0£. c_it_., p. 195; Mahalanavis 

Manila, B_ra_hmananda 3ri i<e_s_hab ^handra '̂ e_ne_r Pat-C3bal_i 

Calcutta, 1941, p.195. 

31« Sukatha, 5th Part, Baisak, 1325 B.3^ 



119 
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