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Abstract: Nationalism played a pivotal role in constructing the idea of 'nation' in 

post-independent India. It immensely contributed to India's freedom struggle and 

made people aware of their unique cultural legacy through various social, 

political, and cultural reforms, thereby enlightening society in multiple ways. 

Raja Rammohan Roy was a precursor of these aforementioned reforms. His 

letters—public, private, and personal—are the carriers of this nationalist and 

reform spirit. In the 18th century, when India was afflicted by various social ills, 

Roy advocated for the introduction of modern Western education, as is evident in 

his letter to Lord Amherst. Roy employed the phrases "all mankind" and "one 

great family" in his letter to the Foreign Affairs Minister of France to illustrate 

ideas of universalization and peace among nations. Roy's book, The Precepts of 

Jesus, and his letter to Reverend T. Rees demonstrate his opposition to orthodox 

religious practices in both Hinduism and Christianity. While plentiful research has 

been conducted on the origin and evolution of nationalism, there is a paucity of 

research on its outcomes. In this context, drawing on the critical frameworks of 

Gramsci's hegemony and Althusser's Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), this 

paper examines the ideology, perception, and vision of Raja Rammohan Roy as 

reflected in his letters and how they played a crucial role in shaping the idea of 

nationalism in India. Furthermore, based on Altman's theory of 'epistolarity' and 

communication, and employing qualitative research methodologies such as 

thematic analysis, content analysis, and literary analysis, this article intends to 

explore not only the idea of nationalism as exhibited in the selected letters of Raja 

Rammohan Roy but also the influence of his nationalistic ideology on the people, 

society, and the national movement. 
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Introduction 

The emergence of nationalism in colonial India stands as a pivotal chapter in the 

nation's history, marking a period of profound social, cultural, and political 

transformation. Prior to the onset of British colonial rule, India was a diverse 

tapestry of kingdoms and regions, each with its own distinct cultural, religious, 

and linguistic identities. The arrival of the East India Company disrupted this 

social order, ushering in an era of profound change and upheaval. During this 

period, Raja Rammohan Roy rose to prominence, challenging entrenched 

patriarchal ideologies and contributing significantly to the shaping of nationalist 

discourse. 

This research paper aims to revisit the concept of 'nationalism' as 

articulated by Raja Rammohan Roy in his letters to Lord Amherst, the Foreign 

Minister of France, and Lord Minto. It analyses how these letters significantly 

influenced the growth of nationalism in India during the colonial period and 

served as a subtle engagement with nationalist ideals. The study also examines 

how select letters of Raja Rammohan Roy offer invaluable insights into the 

intellectual and ideological foundation of his approach to nationalism. 

Drawing upon theoretical frameworks—specifically Antonio Gramsci's 

concept of hegemony, Louis Althusser's theory of Ideological State Apparatuses, 

and Janet Altman's theory of 'epistolarity'—this paper will explore the intricate 

relationship between colonial power structures and the development of nationalist 

discourse. By situating Roy's writings within broader historical and theoretical 

contexts, this research aims to shed light on the complex dynamics of colonialism 

and its resistance in nineteenth-century India. 

This paper endeavours to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

origins and evolution of Indian nationalism, highlighting the role Raja 

Rammohan Roy played in shaping the nation's destiny. Through a nuanced 
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analysis of Roy's ideas and their impact on colonial India, this study seeks to 

illuminate the enduring legacy of nationalist thought in the postcolonial era. 

Literature Review 

The objective of this literature review is to explore the existing body of 

knowledge and research findings on nationalism while identifying gaps and 

highlighting emerging trends in this field. By delving into diverse scholarly 

perspectives, theoretical frameworks, and historical analyses, this review aims to 

provide a critical foundation for understanding nationalism and to address 

opportunities for future research. 

Eugene Kamenka's Nationalism: The Nature and Evolution of an Idea 

(1973) explores the history and evolution of political nationalism, examining how 

national consciousness and nationalist sentiments in Europe from the fourteenth 

to eighteenth centuries played a pivotal role in shaping historical narratives in the 

global history of the modern era. The work emphasizes the complexity of 

nationalism, highlighting its historical and social context while distinguishing it 

from patriotism and national consciousness. It provides historical examples 

illustrating the evolution of tribal or proto-nationalistic sentiments into more 

structured forms of nationalism, particularly in Europe. 

Amit Kumar Tiwari's research article "Discourse on Nationalism During 

Indian National Movement" (2019) revolves around the rise of Indian 

nationalism, rooted in colonial interventions. It highlights how British rule and 

the colonial government interfered in India's social institutions. Additionally, it 

presents diverse viewpoints on Indian nationalism from Benedict Anderson, 

Valentine Chirol, Christopher Belle, Anthony Smith, Gandhi, and Tagore, offering 

a comprehensive outlook and multiple interpretations of nationalism. The focus 

lies on colonial influences and indigenous reactions. 

Braj Mohun, in his research article "Interpreting Nationalism in the Indian 

Context" (2022), delves into the essence of Indian nationalism, contrasting it with 

religious nationalism prevalent in Middle Eastern nations. Mohun explores Indian 
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nationalism as a fusion of territorial, cultural, and postcolonial elements, 

highlighting its political legitimacy rooted in civic engagement and guided by 

principles of equality, liberty, and fraternity. He argues that Indian nationalism 

cherishes its postcolonial heritage, celebrates freedom struggles, and resists 

foreign influence while embracing the diversity and unity of Indian culture. 

Karan Das, in his research article "Sri Aurobindo on Nationalism-A 

Perspective" (2024), explores how Sri Aurobindo played a major role in the 

Swadeshi movement (1905), reviving India's cultural-spiritual heritage and 

advocating for independence beyond religious or cultural nationalism. The article 

discusses Aurobindo's contribution to the Indian freedom struggle, his 

revitalization of indigenous knowledge, and his ignition of a sense of rebirth of 

ideas in the form of the Indian Renaissance by rejecting Western ideals and 

notions of nationalism. Moreover, it highlights Aurobindo's activism, intense 

involvement, and holistic approach to nationalism, encompassing spirituality, 

culture, and politics, which were significant in achieving freedom and identity 

and continue to influence the contemporary discourse on nationalism. 

Anup Baugh's research article "Raja Ram Mohun Roy's Contributions to 

Women's Rights and Education" portrays Raja Rammohan Roy as a nationalist 

who aimed to promote girls' rights and education. In his social ventures, Roy 

published significant works like "Narider Prachin Adhikar Bartaman 

Sankochoner Upor Sankhipta Mantabya."1 Additionally, Roy penned several 

essays in the magazine Sambad Kaumadi to shed light on societal immoralities. 

His contributions, including the abolition of sati2, advocating for women's 

property rights, and reviving Indian traditions, culture, and education alongside 

Western influences, are indicative of his ideology and perspective toward social 

reforms. 

                                                             
1 Can be roughly translated from Bengali to English as “Brief Remarks on the Present Contraction 

of the Ancient Rights of Women.” 
 

2 Sati was a historical practice observed in certain Hindu communities, wherein a widow would 

immolate herself on her deceased husband's funeral pyre. The practice's scriptural basis in early 

Hinduism is a subject of scholarly debate. However, Sati has been associated with related Hindu 

customs in various regions of India. 
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Md. Yousuf's research article "Raja Rammohun Roy and the Bengal Press 

in the Early Nineteenth Century: A Critical Study" presents Roy as the originator 

of the nationalist press in India and the father of modern Bengali prose, known 

for publishing Sambad Kaumadi and other pamphlets criticizing contemporary 

societal superstitions. Through the journal, he campaigned for various social 

reforms, including free primary education, women's right to education, freedom 

of the press, and medical treatment for Indians. Additionally, he protested against 

the Licensing Regulations, or Press Act of 1823, by ceasing publication in 

Miratul Akhbar and Sambad Kaumadi. 

In her article "Role of Raja Ram Mohun Roy in the Historical 

Development of Social Work in India," Subrata Das critically examines how Raja 

Rammohan Roy acted as a pioneer of Indian nationalism. The study looks into 

how local monarchs and queens later embraced his early contributions to social 

service in India. Various studies in the field point to the fact that Roy cultivated 

liberal ideas and human rights, glorifying Indian culture and tradition while 

emphasizing the notion of uniformity of faith and rationality. 

The review of the existing literature highlights diverse interpretations of 

nationalism, enriching our understanding of both Indian and European contexts. 

The study also explores Raja Rammohan Roy's ideas and his efforts to address 

socio-political issues in contemporary India. However, revisiting 'nationalism' as 

expressed in Roy's letters is necessary to uncover new dimensions of 

understanding the discourse of 'nation' and 'nationalism'. 

About the Author 

Raja Rammohan Roy (1772–1833), an Indian reformer and activist, was born on 

May 22, 1772, in Radhanagar, Bengal. He was married at the age of eight and 

remarried at nine. While he studied Sanskrit in Banaras, he learned Arabic and 

Persian in Patna. At age fifteen, Roy left home to embark on a journey through 

Tibet and India. He was well-versed in the Vedas and Upanishads. By this time, 



Revisiting Nationalism – Indira Jadav                                                                                        163 

 
 

Roy had become fluent in Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, and Bengali, and had begun 

to study Western literature and languages. 

In 1801, Roy "made the acquaintance of one of the best of his friends, Mr. 

John Digby, of the East India Company civil service" (Chanda and Majumdar 

xxxvi). Roy initially served as khas-munshi or private Persian assistant to Mr. 

Woodforde. Later, when Mr. Woodforde took charge of the collectorship of 

Dacca, Jabalpur, he appointed Rammohan Roy to officiate for him. When Mr. 

Woodforde was relieved of his duties as Collector, Roy also resigned and went to 

Calcutta. Upon Mr. Woodforde's appointment as Registrar of the Appellate Court 

of Murshidabad, he again appointed Roy as his private munshi. 

In 1805, Rammohan Roy began serving Mr. John Digby (Registrar of the 

office of the Magistrate of Ramgarh) as a private munshi for ten years, developing 

a close friendship with him. In 1809, Mr. Digby appointed Roy as a Deewan in 

his place, requesting approval from the Board of Revenue. However, this 

proposal was ultimately rejected: "...in reply the Board not only refused to alter 

their decision but greatly disapproved of the style of Mr. Digby's letter and 

warned him that they would be compelled to take very serious notice of any 

repetition of similar disrespect towards them" (Chanda and Majumdar xxxvii). 

Additionally, Roy owned a money-lending business in Calcutta and held 

four talukas, including Ramesvarpur and Govindapur, from which he earned 

5,000 or 6,000 Indian rupees annually. Rammohan Roy employed himself in 

handling the company's papers and, in addition to lending money, received a good 

salary. Roy's consistent engagement with British officials afforded him significant 

status, prompting Mr. Digby to write a letter recommending Roy's appointment. 

This serves as evidence of Roy's direct engagement with British officials and his 

notable receptiveness to Western influence, demonstrating his willingness to take 

risks in his money-lending business to align himself with colonial rule. 

Raja Rammohan Roy, along with David Hare, founded the Anglo-Hindu 

School and Vedanta College to teach modern Western literature and science, and 



164                                                                                             Creativitas (Volume - I, June 2024) 

 

to reform Indian society. He rejected classical Indian literature in favour of a 

modern Western curriculum, arguing that traditional learning wouldn't prepare 

Bengal's youth for modern life. In 1828, Rammohan Roy founded Brahmo Samaj, 

which rejected the authority of the Vedas, incarnations, karma, and samsara, 

adopted Christian practices, and denied polytheism, idolatry, and the Indian caste 

system. In 1815, he established the Atmiya Sabha to remove social evils such as 

sati pratha, the caste system, the purdah system3, and idolatry from society. In 

1829, William Bentinck banned the practice of sati due to Raja Rammohan Roy's 

activism. In 1830, Roy went to England as the ambassador of the Mughal 

Emperor and played a significant role in passing the Third Reform Bill in the 

House of Commons. 

Raja Rammohan Roy appears to have been immensely influenced by 

British modernism, rationalism, and scientific attitudes. His involvement with 

British society and culture in India and Great Britain, along with his direct 

participation in the British administration, suggests that the ideological state 

apparatus played a significant role in shaping his attitudes, ideologies, and 

perspectives, particularly towards the concept of the nation-state. 

Analysis of the Texts 

Selected letters written by Raja Rammohan Roy can be analysed through the lens 

of Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony, Louis Althusser's concepts of 

Ideological State Apparatuses and Repressive State Apparatuses, as well as Janet 

Gurkin Altman's theory of ‘epistolarity’. 

Raja Rammohan Roy's letter to Lord Amherst, dated December 11, 1823, 

serves as a compelling illustration of the complex interplay between hegemony, 

counter-hegemony, and ideological state apparatuses in colonial India. Through 

                                                             
3 The purdah system is a practice of female seclusion observed in some Muslim and Hindu 

societies, particularly in South Asia. It involves the concealment of women from men through 

physical segregation and the wearing of concealing clothing. The term "purdah" is derived from 

the Persian word meaning "curtain" or "veil." This system restricts women's mobility and 

visibility in public spaces, often confining them to separate quarters within the home. Historically, 

purdah was associated with social status and modesty, but it has been criticized for limiting 

women's social, educational, and economic opportunities. 
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the lens of Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony, Louis Althusser's theory of 

ideological state apparatuses (ISAs), and Janet Altman's framework of 

epistolarity, we can unpack the multifaceted nature of Roy's engagement with 

colonial power structures and his vision for Indian education. 

Gramsci's theory of hegemony posits that dominant groups maintain 

power not just through force, but through the creation of consent among the 

subordinate classes. In Roy's letter, we see evidence of both his internalization of 

and resistance to British hegemony. The opening phrase, "Humbly reluctant as the 

Natives of India" (Das 219), demonstrates Roy's acknowledgment of the power 

dynamics at play. By addressing Lord Amherst as "My Lord" and referring to 

"The present Rulers of India," Roy implicitly accepts British authority. However, 

this acceptance is not without nuance, as Roy goes on to challenge aspects of 

British policy, particularly in education. 

Althusser's concept of ISAs helps us understand how institutions like 

education systems perpetuate dominant ideologies. Roy's critique of the proposed 

Sanskrit school and his advocacy for Western education can be seen as an 

engagement with competing ISAs. He argues against the Sanskrit educational 

model, stating it "would be best calculated to keep this country in darkness" (Das 

223). Instead, he promotes a "more liberal and enlightened system of instruction 

embracing Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, Chemistry and Anatomy with other 

useful sciences" (Das 223). This preference for Western knowledge over 

traditional Indian learning reveals the extent to which Roy had internalized 

certain aspects of colonial ideology, while simultaneously attempting to use that 

ideology to advance Indian interests. 

Janet Altman's theory of epistolarity provides a framework for 

understanding how the letter form itself shapes the message and the relationship 

between sender and recipient. Roy's careful construction of his argument, his use 

of formal language, and his strategic self-positioning as both a humble subject 

and a bold reformer all demonstrate his savvy manipulation of the epistolary form 

to achieve his goals. 
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Roy's critique of Sanskrit education is particularly revealing. He argues 

that in the Sanskrit school, "The pupils will there acquire, what was known two 

thousand years ago, with the addition of vain and empty subtleties since then 

produced by speculative men, such as are already commonly taught in all parts of 

India" (Das 221). He further criticizes the complexity of Sanskrit grammar, 

describing it as "the most difficult and mechanical language" (Das 221). This 

rejection of traditional Indian knowledge in Favor of Western learning 

exemplifies the complex workings of hegemony, where the colonized subject 

internalizes the colonizer's worldview to some degree. 

However, Roy's position is not one of simple capitulation to British 

hegemony. His advocacy for Western education can also be seen as a form of 

strategic counter-hegemony, aimed at empowering Indians with knowledge that 

could ultimately challenge colonial rule. This is evident in his assertion that the 

promotion of education should be "guided by the most enlightened principles, so 

that the stream of intelligence, may flow in the most useful channels" (Das 220). 

Roy's letter also reveals the workings of what Althusser would term the 

educational ISA. By advocating for a shift from traditional Sanskrit learning to 

Western sciences, Roy is effectively proposing a transformation of the 

educational ISA in India. His statement that "we already offered up thanks to 

Providence, for inspiring the most generous and enlightened of the nations of the 

west, with the glorious ambition of planting in Asia, the arts and sciences of 

modern Europe" (Das 220) shows how deeply he had internalized the idea of 

Western superiority in certain domains. 

At the same time, Roy's letter can be read as an attempt to influence and reshape 

the educational ISA from within. By appealing to Lord Amherst and using the 

language and concepts of the colonizers, Roy seeks to effect change in a way that 

might be palatable to British authorities. This demonstrates the complex nature of 
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hegemonic contestation, where resistance often takes place within the frameworks 

established by the dominant power. 

The epistolary nature of Roy's communication, as analyzed through 

Altman's framework, reveals his strategic use of the letter form. His careful 

balancing of deference and criticism, his appeals to British self-image as 

enlightened rulers, and his positioning of himself as a bridge between Indian and 

Western knowledge all demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of how to use 

the letter as a persuasive tool. 

While Roy's letter to Lord Amherst primarily focused on educational 

reform within India, his correspondence with international figures provides 

further insight into his evolving conception of nationalism and his engagement 

with global political ideologies. The letter to Prince Talleyrand, the Foreign 

Minister of France, written in 1831, offers a particularly rich text for analysis. 

This letter, composed during Roy's time in England as an unofficial representative 

of the Mughal Emperor, reveals how Roy's nationalist ideas were shaped by and 

in dialogue with broader international contexts. 

Raja Rammohan Roy's letter to Prince Talleyrand, the Foreign Minister of 

France, written in 1831, provides a fascinating lens through which to examine the 

complex interplay of hegemony, counter-hegemony, and ideological state 

apparatuses in the context of early 19th-century international relations. Applying 

the theoretical frameworks of Gramsci, Althusser, and Altman allows us to 

unpack the multifaceted nature of Roy's engagement with global political 

ideologies and his evolving conception of nationalism. 

Gramsci's theory of hegemony is evident in Roy's self-identification as "a 

foreigner, the Native of a country situated many thousand miles from France" 

(Das 225). This statement reflects Roy's internalization of the global power 

dynamics of the time, where European nations held hegemonic control over much 

of the world. However, Roy's praise for France as a country "so favoured by 

nature and so richly adorned by the cultivation of arts and sciences, and above all 
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blessed by the possession of a free constitution" (Das 225) can be read as a form 

of counter-hegemony. By highlighting the value of freedom and constitutional 

governance, Roy implicitly critiques the lack of such freedoms in colonial India. 

Althusser's concept of Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) is particularly 

relevant when considering Roy's engagement with international political norms. 

His understanding and utilization of diplomatic language and protocols 

demonstrate the influence of what could be termed the 'diplomatic ISA'. This is 

evident in his careful navigation of passport regulations and his appeal to 

universal principles of human dignity and freedom. 

Janet Altman's theory of epistolarity helps us understand how Roy uses 

the letter form strategically to position himself and his ideas. His opening self-

identification sets the tone for a letter that balances deference with assertiveness, 

and personal appeal with universal principles. The epistolary form allows Roy to 

present himself simultaneously as a humble petitioner and as a representative of 

broader human values. 

Roy's advocacy for universalism and humanism is a key feature of this 

letter. His assertion that "all mankind are one great family of which all nations 

and tribes existing are only various branches" (Das 226) can be read as a form of 

counter-hegemony against the prevailing colonial worldview that emphasized 

racial and national differences. This universalist stance aligns with what Gramsci 

would term an attempt to create a new 'historic bloc' - an alliance of social forces 

united by a common worldview. 

At the same time, Roy's internalization of certain Western ideals is evident 

in his admiration for France's "free constitution" and his advocacy for 

"enlightened individuals of all countries to work together for the common welfare 

and mutual enjoyment of the whole human race" (Das 226). This reflects the 

complex nature of hegemony, where the colonized subject may adopt aspects of 

the colonizer's worldview while still maintaining a critical stance. 
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Roy's discussion of passport regulations reveals his engagement with the 

bureaucratic apparatuses of international relations. His statement that "the 

granting of passports by the French Ambassador here is not usually founded for 

certificates for character or investigation into the conduct of individuals" (Das 

227) demonstrates his understanding of and willingness to challenge international 

norms. This can be seen as an attempt to navigate and influence the diplomatic 

ISA from his position as a colonial subject. 

The epistolary nature of this communication allows Roy to present his 

ideas in a personal yet formal manner. He uses the letter form to create a direct 

appeal to Prince Talleyrand, balancing respect for French sovereignty with 

assertiveness about his rights and dignity. This strategic use of the epistolary form 

aligns with Altman's understanding of letters as a site of negotiation between 

writer and recipient. 

Roy's letter also reveals his evolving conception of nationalism. While he 

identifies himself as a foreigner and a native of a distant country, he also 

advocates for a form of universal humanism that transcends national boundaries. 

This tension between national identity and universal values reflects the complex 

nature of emerging nationalist ideologies in colonial contexts. 

While Roy's letter to Prince Talleyrand reveals his engagement with 

international diplomacy and his vision of universal humanism, his 

correspondence with Lord Minto offers a more intimate glimpse into the 

complexities of colonial governance within India. This shift in focus from the 

international to the domestic sphere allows us to examine how Roy navigated the 

intricate power dynamics of British rule in his immediate context. The letter to 

Lord Minto, written in 1809, predates the Talleyrand letter by over two decades, 

providing insight into Roy's earlier interactions with colonial authorities and his 

evolving stance on British governance. As we transition from Roy's cosmopolitan 

vision expressed to Talleyrand to his more localized concerns addressed to Minto, 

we see a consistent thread of Roy's commitment to justice and fair governance, 
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albeit expressed in different contexts and with varying degrees of deference to 

colonial authority. 

Raja Rammohan Roy's 1809 letter to Lord Minto provides a rich text for 

analysis through the lenses of Gramsci's concept of hegemony, Althusser's 

Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs), and Janet Altman's theory of epistolarity. 

The letter begins with Roy identifying himself as part of "all the native subjects 

of the British government" (Robertson 267), immediately positioning himself 

within the colonial power structure. This self-identification reflects the complex 

interplay of hegemony and counter-hegemony that characterizes Roy's 

relationship with British rule. 

Gramsci's theory of hegemony posits that ruling classes maintain power 

not just through force, but through cultural domination and the manufacturing of 

consent. In this letter, we see Roy both accepting and challenging aspects of 

British hegemony. His use of the phrase "native subjects" indicates an 

internalization of colonial categorizations, suggesting the effectiveness of British 

cultural hegemony. However, Roy's letter also demonstrates what Gramsci would 

term "counter-hegemonic" moves, as he uses the very structures of British 

governance to challenge the actions of a British official. 

The letter details an incident involving Sir Frederick William Hamilton, a 

British district collector, who allegedly assaulted a petitioner for failing to notice 

him from a distance of 300 yards. Roy's decision to bring this complaint to Lord 

Minto demonstrates his faith in British institutions, even as he challenges the 

actions of individual British officials. This complex positioning aligns with 

Gramsci's understanding of hegemony as a constantly negotiated process, rather 

than a static state of domination. 

Althusser's concept of Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) is also 

relevant here. ISAs, according to Althusser, are institutions like schools, media, 

and legal systems that reproduce the dominant ideology. Roy's letter itself can be 

seen as engaging with the legal and administrative ISAs of British India. His 
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appeal to Lord Minto as "the guardian of the just rights and dignities of that class 

of your subject against all acts which have a tendency either directly or indirectly 

to invade those rights and dignities..." (Robertson 267) shows Roy operating 

within the ideological framework of British justice and governance. 

However, Roy's letter also reveals the limits of these ISAs. By bringing a 

complaint against a British official, Roy is exposing contradictions within the 

colonial system, challenging the idea that British rule always operates justly. This 

aligns with Althusser's understanding that ISAs can become sites of class struggle 

and ideological conflict. 

Janet Altman's theory of epistolarity provides another valuable framework 

for analysing this letter. Altman emphasizes the importance of considering the 

specific dynamics of letter-writing, including the relationship between sender and 

recipient, and the letter's function as both a bridge and a barrier between them. In 

this case, Roy's careful rhetoric in addressing Lord Minto - using phrases like 

"Your Lordship" and "Guardian" - demonstrates his acute awareness of the power 

dynamics at play and his strategic use of epistolary conventions to achieve his 

aims. 

The letter's persuasive tone and formal structure, including the archaic 

spelling of "sheweth" (Robertson 267), reflect what Altman would term the 

"performative" aspect of letter-writing. Roy is not just conveying information; he 

is performing the role of a loyal but concerned subject, using the letter as a means 

of both connection and self-presentation. 

Roy's emphasis on the petitioner's esteemed lineage and his family's 

contribution to government revenue also aligns with Altman's concept of the letter 

as a space for strategic self-representation. By highlighting these details, Roy is 

not only advocating for the petitioner but also positioning himself as someone 

knowledgeable about and invested in the colonial system of governance and 

revenue collection. 
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The letter to Lord Minto reveals the complex negotiations of power and 

identity taking place in colonial India. Through the lens of Gramsci's hegemony, 

we see Roy both accepting and challenging aspects of British rule. Althusser's 

ISAs help us understand how Roy engages with and sometimes subverts colonial 

institutions. Finally, Altman's epistolary theory illuminates the strategic nature of 

Roy's letter-writing, showing how he uses the form to navigate complex power 

dynamics. 

The analysis of Raja Rammohan Roy's letters to Lord Amherst, Prince 

Talleyrand, and Lord Minto reveals a complex and nuanced engagement with 

colonial power structures, emerging nationalist ideologies, and international 

diplomacy in early 19th century India. Through the lenses of Antonio Gramsci's 

concept of hegemony, Louis Althusser's theory of Ideological State Apparatuses 

(ISAs), and Janet Altman's framework of epistolarity, we can discern several key 

outcomes. Roy's letters demonstrate both internalization of and resistance to 

British hegemony, balancing deferential language and acceptance of British 

authority with critiques of colonial policies and advocacy for Indian interests. 

This dual positioning reveals the complex nature of hegemonic contestation in 

colonial contexts, where resistance often takes place within the frameworks 

established by the dominant power. 

While Roy accepts certain aspects of colonial ideology, he also employs 

strategic counter-hegemony. His advocacy for Western education in the letter to 

Lord Amherst, for instance, can be seen as an attempt to empower Indians with 

knowledge that could ultimately challenge colonial rule. Similarly, his 

universalist stance in the letter to Prince Talleyrand presents a vision of human 

unity that subtly challenges colonial hierarchies. Roy's letters also reveal his 

complex interactions with various ISAs, particularly the educational and 

diplomatic apparatuses. His critique of traditional Sanskrit education and 

promotion of Western sciences in the Amherst letter shows an attempt to 

transform the educational ISA in India, while his navigation of passport 



Revisiting Nationalism – Indira Jadav                                                                                        173 

 
 

regulations and diplomatic norms in the Talleyrand letter demonstrates his 

engagement with the diplomatic ISA. 

Across all three letters, Roy demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of 

how to use the epistolary form as a persuasive tool. His careful balancing of 

deference and criticism, his appeals to the self-image of his recipients, and his 

strategic self-positioning reveal a mastery of epistolary conventions in negotiating 

power relations. Roy's letters trace the development of a nascent Indian 

nationalism that is both influenced by and resistant to colonial ideologies. His 

advocacy for universal education and social reforms lays the groundwork for a 

progressive vision of Indian nationhood. At the same time, his engagement with 

international diplomacy in the Talleyrand letter reveals a cosmopolitan outlook 

that transcends narrow nationalism. 

Particularly evident in the Talleyrand letter, Roy grapples with the tension 

between his identity as an Indian subject and his vision of universal human 

values. This reflects the complex nature of emerging nationalist ideologies in 

colonial contexts, where national identity is formed in dialogue with both local 

traditions and global influences. The letter to Lord Minto reveals Roy's 

willingness to challenge individual instances of colonial misconduct while still 

operating within the broader framework of British rule. This demonstrates the 

spaces for contestation that existed within colonial power structures and Roy's 

strategic navigation of these spaces. 

Across the letters, we see evidence of Roy's internalization of certain 

Western ideals, particularly notions of progress, rationality, and constitutional 

governance. This reflects the complex nature of colonial influence on Indian 

intellectual traditions. While primarily addressing political and educational issues, 

the letters also reveal Roy's commitment to social reform. His critique of 

traditional practices and advocacy for modernization prefigure later nationalist 

discourses on social progress. Roy's letters, particularly those to Talleyrand and 

Minto, demonstrate his understanding of diplomatic protocols and his ability to 
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navigate complex international and colonial power dynamics. This reveals Roy as 

a sophisticated political actor operating on both domestic and international stages. 

Throughout the letters, Roy attempts to balance respect for Indian 

traditions with advocacy for modernization and reform. This tension between 

tradition and modernity would become a central theme in later Indian nationalist 

thought. Roy's engagement with British officials and his use of colonial 

administrative channels to address grievances (as in the Minto letter) demonstrate 

his strategy of working within colonial structures to advance Indian interests. 

These outcomes collectively paint a picture of Raja Rammohan Roy as a 

complex figure who was deeply engaged with the political, social, and intellectual 

currents of his time. His letters reveal a sophisticated understanding of colonial 

power dynamics and a nuanced approach to advancing Indian interests within and 

against these structures. Roy emerges as a key figure in the development of 

Indian nationalist thought, offering a vision that was simultaneously rooted in 

Indian traditions and open to global influences. The analysis of these letters 

through multiple theoretical lenses provides insight into the complex processes of 

identity formation, political negotiation, and ideological contestation that 

characterized the early stages of Indian nationalism. It also highlights the 

importance of examining historical documents through interdisciplinary 

frameworks to uncover the multifaceted nature of colonial encounters and the 

emergence of nationalist ideologies. 

Conclusion 

Raja Rammohan Roy emerged as a pivotal figure in the development of Indian 

nationalism, one who skillfully navigated the complex terrain of colonial power 

structures while advocating for social reform and modernization. His letters to 

Lord Amherst, Prince Talleyrand, and Lord Minto reveal a sophisticated 

engagement with both Western and Indian intellectual traditions, demonstrating 

Roy's ability to synthesize diverse ideas into a coherent vision for India's future. 
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Roy's approach to nationalism was markedly different from later, more 

exclusionary forms. His vision was inherently cosmopolitan, advocating for 

universal human values while still maintaining a distinct Indian identity. This 

balancing act between universalism and particularism offers valuable insights for 

contemporary debates on nationalism and globalization. In an era where narrow, 

ethnocentric nationalisms are on the rise globally, Roy's inclusive and progressive 

nationalism provides an alternative model that is worth revisiting. 

The analysis of Roy's letters through the lenses of Gramsci's hegemony, 

Althusser's Ideological State Apparatuses, and Altman's epistolarity reveals the 

complex negotiations of power, ideology, and identity that characterized colonial 

India. Roy's strategic use of colonial structures to advance Indian interests, his 

advocacy for educational reform, and his engagement with international 

diplomacy all demonstrate a nuanced understanding of how to effect change 

within constraining power structures. This approach remains relevant today, 

offering lessons on how marginalized groups can work within existing systems to 

advocate for their rights and interests. 

Roy's emphasis on education as a tool for national progress and individual 

empowerment continues to resonate in contemporary India and beyond. His 

critique of traditional Sanskrit education in favor of more "useful sciences" 

prefigures ongoing debates about the role of education in national development. 

While Roy's wholesale embrace of Western education may be critiqued from a 

postcolonial perspective, his recognition of the transformative power of education 

remains pertinent in addressing contemporary challenges of inequality and 

underdevelopment. 

The tension between tradition and modernity that Roy grappled with in his 

letters remains a central issue in many postcolonial societies today. His attempts 

to reform Hindu practices while preserving what he saw as the essence of Indian 

civilization offer insights into how societies can navigate processes of 

modernization without losing their cultural moorings. This balance is particularly 
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relevant in an increasingly globalized world where cultural homogenization is a 

growing concern. 

Roy's advocacy for women's rights, particularly his campaign against sati, 

highlights the progressive elements of his nationalist vision. His recognition that 

national progress was inextricably linked to social reform, particularly the status 

of women, anticipates later feminist critiques of nationalism. In contemporary 

India, where gender inequality remains a pressing issue, Roy's integrative 

approach to social reform and national development offers valuable lessons. 

The cosmopolitan outlook evident in Roy's letter to Prince Talleyrand, 

with its emphasis on universal human values and international cooperation, 

provides a counterpoint to insular forms of nationalism. In an era of increasing 

global interconnectedness coupled with resurgent nationalism, Roy's vision of a 

nationalism that is open to global influences while maintaining its distinct identity 

offers a model for navigating these competing pressures. 

Roy's strategic use of the epistolary form to engage with colonial 

authorities demonstrates the power of effective communication in political 

advocacy. His ability to balance criticism with deference, to appeal to the self-

image of his interlocutors while advancing Indian interests, offers lessons in 

diplomatic communication that remain relevant in international relations today. 

However, it's important to critically examine Roy's ideas in light of 

contemporary understandings of colonialism and its lasting impacts. While his 

willingness to engage with and adopt aspects of Western thought was progressive 

for his time, it also reflects the deep influence of colonial ideologies on Indian 

intellectual traditions. This serves as a reminder of the need to decolonize 

knowledge systems and critically engage with inherited intellectual frameworks. 

The relevance of Roy's nationalism in today's world lies in its inclusivity, 

progressivism, and cosmopolitanism. In an era where exclusionary nationalisms 

are gaining ground globally, Roy's vision offers an alternative model that 

embraces diversity, advocates for social reform, and engages constructively with 
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global influences. His emphasis on education, social reform, and universal human 

values provides a framework for addressing contemporary challenges of 

inequality, cultural conflict, and global cooperation. 

Moreover, Roy's nuanced navigation of colonial power structures offers 

insights into how marginalized groups can effect change within constraining 

systems. His strategic use of colonial institutions to advance Indian interests, 

while simultaneously critiquing aspects of colonial rule, demonstrates a 

sophisticated approach to political advocacy that remains relevant in addressing 

contemporary power imbalances. 

In conclusion, Raja Rammohan Roy's letters provide not only a window 

into the formative period of Indian nationalism but also offer valuable insights for 

addressing contemporary challenges. His vision of a nationalism that is both 

inclusive and progressive, rooted in tradition yet open to reform, continues to be 

relevant in shaping India's national identity and its place in the global community. 

As India and other nations grapple with questions of national identity, social 

reform, and global engagement in the 21st century, Roy's ideas offer a nuanced 

and balanced approach that merits continued study and application. 

The enduring legacy of Roy's thought lies in its ability to bridge divides – 

between East and West, tradition and modernity, national interest and universal 

values. In our increasingly polarized world, this bridging function is more crucial 

than ever. By revisiting and reinterpreting Roy's ideas for our time, we can find 

valuable resources for crafting inclusive, progressive, and globally engaged forms 

of nationalism that address the complex challenges of our interconnected world.  
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