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MASKS OF C O N Q U E S T

Now we are to behold a literature so full o f  all qualities o f loveliness and purity, 
such new regions o f high thought and feeling . . . that to the dwellers in past days 
it should have seemed rather the production o f angels than o f men.

— Madras Christian Instructor and Missionary Record (1844), 2(4)-195-

We are not afraid o f what we do see o f the British power, but o f  what we do 
not see.

—Tipu Sultan’s minister, quoted in Parliamentary Papers, i8s2~$3> 29:42.



Introduction

t h i s  b o o k  is about the institution, practice, and ideology of English 
studies introduced in India under British colonial rule. It does not seek 
to be a comprehensive record of the history of English, nor does it even 
attempt to catalog, in minute historical fashion, the various educational 
decisions, acts, and resolutions that led to the institutionalization of 
English. The work draws upon the illuminating insight of Antonio 
Gramsci, writing on the relations of culture and power, that cultural 
domination works by consent and can (and often does) precede con­
quest by force. Power, operating concurrendy at two clearly distinguish­
able levels, produces a situation where, Gramsci writes, “the supremacy 
of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as ‘domination’ and as 
‘intellectual and moral leadership’. . . .  It seems clear . . .  that there can, 
and indeed must be hegemonic activity even before the rise to power.
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and that one should not count only on the material force which power 
gives in order to exercise an effective leadership ” 1 \

The importance of moral and intellectual suasion in matters of gov­
ernance is readily conceded on theoretical grounds as an implicit tactical 
maneuver in the consolidation of power. There is an almost bland 
consensus in post-Arnoldian cultural criticism that the age of ideology 
begins when force gives way to ideas. But the precise mode and process 
by which cultural domination is ensured is less open to scrutiny. The 
general approach is to treat “ideology5’ as a form of masking, and the 
license given to speculative analyses as a result is sometimes great enough 
to suspend, at least temporarily, the search for actual intentions.

Admittedly, detailed records of self-incrimination are not routinely 
preserved in state archives; But where such records do exist the evidence 
is often compelling enough to suggest that the Gramscian notion is not 
merely a theoretical construct, but an uncannily accurate description of 
historical process, subject to the vagaries of particular circumstances/ A 
case in point is British India, whose checkered history of cultural con­
frontation conferred a sense of urgency to voluntary cultural assimilation 
as the most effective form of political action. The political choices are 
spelled out in the most chilling terms by J. Farish in a minute issued in 
the Bombay Presidency: “The Natives must either be kept down by a 
sense of our power, or they must willingly submit from a conviction 
that we are more wise, more just, more humane, and more anxious to 
improve their condition than any other rulers they could possibly have.”2 

This book sets out to demonstrate in part that the discipline of 
English came into its own in an age of colonialism, as well as to argue 
that no serious account of its growth and development can afford to 
ignore the imperial mission o f educating and civilizing colonial subjects 
in the literature and thought of England, a mission that in the long run 
served to strengthen Western cultural hegemony in enormously complex 
ways. It is not enough, as D. J. Palmer, Terry Eagleton, Chris Baldick, 
Peter Widdowson, and Brian Doyle, among others, seem to believe, to 
provide token acknowledgment of the role of empire by linking the 
Indian Civil Service examinations, in which English literature was a 
major subject, to the promotion of English studies in British schools 
and universities.3 Important as these examinations were, they do not 
indicate the full extent of imperialism’s involvement with literary culture. 
The amazingly young history of English literature as a subject of study 
(it is less than a hundred and fifty years old) is frequently noted, but less
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appreciated is the irony that English literature appeared as a subject in 
the curriculum of the colonies long before it was institutionalized in the 
home country.4 As early as the 1820s, when the classical curriculum still 
reigned supreme in England despite the strenuous efforts of some con­
cerned critics to loosen its hold, English as the study of culture and not 
simply the study of language had already found a secure place in the 
British Indian curriculum. The circumstances of its ascendancy are what 
this book is immediately concerned with, though it also seeks simulta­
neously to draw attention to the subsequent institutionalization and 
ideological content of the discipline in England as it developed in the 
colonial context.

have two general aims in writing this book: the first is to study the 
adaptation of the content of English literary education to the administra­
tive and political imperatives of British rule; and the other is to examine 
the ways in which these imperatives in turn charged that content with a 
radically altered significance, enabling the humanistic ideals of enlight- „ 
enment to coexist with and indeed even support education for social and 
political control.\As a description of process, this study is specifically 
directed at elucidating the relationship between the institutionalization 
of English in India and the exercise of colonial power, between the y  
processes of curricular selection and the impulse to dominate and con­
trol. The curriculum is conceived here not in the perennialist sense of an 
objective, essentialized entity but rather as discourse, activity, process— 
as one of the mechanisms through which knowledge is socially distrib­
uted and culturally validated.
/,T he history of education in British India shows that certain humanis- 
nt: functions traditionally associated with literaturA— for example, the 
shaping of character or the development of the aesthetic sense or the 
disciplines of ethical thinking—were considered essential to the pro­
cesses of sociopolitical control by the guardians of the same tradition. 
Despite occasional murmurs to the contrary, the notion that these func­
tions are unique to English literature still persists in modern curricular 
pronouncements, with a consequent blurring of the distinction between 
“English literature” and “English studies”— a blurring that Richard Poir­
ier noted as a by now more general characteristic of contemporary 
culture. “English studies,” he argues in an essay that still remains timely, 
has been allowed to appropriate literature in ways “not unarguably 
belonging to it.”5 The distinction proposed in Poirier’s title—“What Is 
English Studies, and If You Know What That Is, What Is English
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Literature?”— is a useful one to bear in mind in connection with British 
Indian educational history, insofar as it draws attention to literary edu­
cation, as opposed to literature, as a major institutional support system 
of colonial administration. The transformation of literature from its 
ambivalent “original” state into an instrument of ideology is elsewhere 
described by another critic, Terry Eagleton, as

a vital instrument for the insertion o f individuals into the perceptual and 
symbolic forms o f the dominant ideological formation. . . . What is finally 
at stake is not literary texts but Literature— the ideological significance o f  
that process whereby certain historical texts arc severed from their social 
formations, defined as “literature,” and bound and ranked together to 
constitute a series o f “literary traditions” and interrogated to yield a set o f  
ideological presupposed responses.6

Indeed, once such importance is conceded to the educational func­
tion, it is easier to see that values assigned to literature— such as the 
^proper development of character or the shaping of critical thought or 
the formation of aesthetic judgment^— are only problematically located 
there and arc more obviously serviceable to the dynamic of power 
relations between the educator and those who are to be educated. A vital 
if subtle connection exists between a discourse in which those who are 
to be educated are represented as morally and intellectually deficient and 
the attribution of moral and intellectual values to the literary works they 
are assigned to read.

Critical consciousness in matters of education is entirely dependent 
on perceiving and illuminating the unique role of such representations 
in producing and sustaining structures of domination. In specific terms, 
it involves determining the degree to which representation of moral and 
intellectual ideals forms the substratum of educational discourse and 
then linking such representation to the changing structure of relation­
ships between those for whom educational prescriptions are made and 
those who arrogate to themselves the status of “prescriber.” Unfortu­
nately histories of modern Indian education abound in a mass of detail 
of event and place that often obscures the expressive context within 
which those events occurred.

O f course, it will be argued that any verbal act is a representation and 
that no analysis of reality can ever be devoid of ideological content as 
long as it is encoded in language. Therefore, the suggestion that modern 
Indian education grew out of a body of utterances that embodied the 
collective attitudes of a hegemonic class will not appear to many to merit
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further examination to the degree that it is suggested here as necessary. 
But the point of my argument is that language functions at different 
levels of mediation and the language of educational discourse is itself .> 
part of a larger representational system that provides the superstructure 
for what Edward Said has called “methodological attitudes.” It is hoped 
illumination of the embedding of educational discourse in that system 
will check the propensity of formerly colonized societies to employ upon 
themselves the structures of cultural domination inherent in the lan­
guage of educational discourse.

a m o n g  t h e  several broad areas of emphases in this book the first and 
perhaps most important is that the history of English and that of Indian 
developments in the same areas are related but at the same time quite 
separate. I stress the word separate to indicate the gap between functions 
and uses of literary education in England and in India, despite the 
comparability of content at various points. I refer specifically to such 
instances as differing uses of the same curricula, the different status of 
various literary genres like romantic narrative, lyric poetry, and pastoral 
drama, and different conceptions of mind and character that marginal­
ized the work of such Orientalist scholars as William Jones in the context 
of Indian educational policy while simultaneously elevating to a new 
status in British literary and educational culture those same “Oriental” 
tales denounced for their deleterious effects on Indian morals and char­
acter.
'  One of the great contradictions in early nineteenth-century develop­
ments is uncovered at the level of comparison of the educational histo­
ries of England and India. With the educational context, one runs head- 
on into the central paradox of British deliberations on the curriculum as 
prescribed for both England and India: while Englishmen of all ages 
could enjoy and appreciate exotic tales, romantic narrative, adventure 
stories, and mythological literature for their charm and even derive 
instruction from them,7 their colonial subjects were believed incapable 
of doing so because they lacked the prior mental and moral cultivation 
required for literature—especially their own—to have any instructive 
value for thcm.8#A play like Kalidas’ Shakuntala, which delighted Euro­
peans for its pastoral beauty and lyric charm and led Horace Wilson, a 
major nineteenth-century Sanskrit scholar, to call it the jewel of Indian 
literature, was disapproved of as a text for study in Indian schools and
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colleges, and the judgment that “the more popular forms of [Oriental 
literature] are marked with the greatest immorality and impurity” held 
sway.9 The inability to discriminate between decency and indecency was 
deemed to be a fixed characteristic of the native mind, a symptom of the 
“dulness of their comprehension.” 10 Clearly such a statement suggests 
that it is not the morality of literature that is at issue, but the mental 
capabilities of the reader. Raising Indians to the intellectual level of their 
Western counterparts constituted a necessary prerequisite to literary 
instruction, especially in texts from the native culture, and consequently 
to forestalling the danger of having unfortified minds falsely seduced by 
the “impurities” of the traditional literature of the East.

But far from resulting in a markedly different curriculum from the 
English, this view of Indian character produced almost an identical one, 
though qualified by stipulated prerequisites. The claim that literature 
can be read meaningfully only when a high degree of morality and 
understanding is present in the reader implied that certain controlled 
measures were necessary to bring the reader up to the desired level. But 
paradoxically, those measures took the form of instruction in that same 
literature for which preparation was deemed necessary. To raise the 
reader to a level of morality that would better prepare him to read 
literature effectively, the method that was struck on was instruction in 
Western aesthetic principles; by giving young Indians a taste for the arts 
and literature of England, “we might insensibly wean their affections 
from the Persian muse, teach them to despise the barbarous splendour 
of their ancient princes, and, totally supplanting the tastes which flour­
ished under the Mogul reign, make them look to this country with that 
veneration, which the youthful student feels for the classical soil of 
Greece.” 11 At the same time the self-justification of the literature curric­
ulum— its use as both method and object of moral and intellectual study 
— remained the central problematic of British ideology, its authority 
necessarily requiring external support and validation to be more than 
merely self-confirming.

Clearly the relatedness of the two histories is no less real than their 
separateness, but I do not find it particularly useful to argue in behalf of 
a common pattern of development if the chief intent is to indicate 
simultaneity, identity of purpose, and parallelism of design. Suggesting 
that the educational histories of England and India constitute a common 
history invariably communicates the erroneous impression that the func­
tions of education remain constant regardless of context. The view that
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a humanistic education holds the same meaning and purpose for both 
colonizer and colonized quickly crumbles under the weight of even the 
most casual scrutiny. On the other hand, tightening what appears in the 
above construction to be an arbitrarily conceived relation by alterna­
tively proposing a cause-effect paradigm veers toward quite the other 
extreme, imputing an overly reductive determinism to the colonialist 
project and proposing equivalences between the composition of the 
various groups, including both rulers and ruled, that grossly oversim­
plify a complex, heterogeneous formation. As tempting as it is to read, 
say, Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy and British Parliamentary 
Papers on Indian education as parallel cultural texts outlining a common 
strategy of social and political control, there are great dangers in reading 
the history of the education of Indians exclusively in terms of the 
education of die English lower classes. There are obvious differences, 
the two most important being, first, a well-entrenched learned class in 
India diat was recognized by the British diemselvcs as continuing to 
exert power and influence over the people, and second, 'a policy of 
religious neutrality diat paralyzed British officials in administering a 
religious curriculum to the Indians comparable to the one taught in 
English parish schools and charity schools. Under the circumstances, the 
educational model of the West was inadequate to deal with the learned 
classes of India, possessing as the latter did dieir own deeply rooted 
systems of learning and institutions of specialized studies in philology, 
theology, and ancient science. In what must be described as a wryly 
ironic commentary on literary history, the inadequacy of the English 
model resulted in fresh pressure being applied to a seemingly innocuous 
and not yet fully formed discipline, English literature, to perform the 
functions of those social institutions (such as the church) that, in En­
gland, served as the chief disseminators of value, tradition, and author­
ity. The surrogate functions that English literature acquired in India 
offer a powerful explanation for the more rapid institutionalization of 
the discipline in the Indian colony than in the country where it origi­
nated.

The heterogeneity of the colonial population and its quite different 
relation to institutional structures as understood and practiced in En­
gland prompted a series of experiments that could not readily be tried 
out in England because of well-defined church-state relations and firmly 
entrenched orthodoxies and traditions prevailing there. Well before any 
other group, missionaries perceived the East India Company’s secularist
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policy to be a calculated response to a cultural situation in England in 
which the secular practice of education had virtually been driven under­
ground by the aristocratic and clerical orders. Protesting what they saw 
as governmental arrogance in severing Indian education from the influ­
ence of religious culture, missionaries were led to suspect that the official 
policy of secularism in India had been instituted in a spirit of experimen­
tation and that India was merely being used as a “fair and open field for 
testing the non-religion theory of education.” 12 On the evidence of 
communications between the Court of Directors and the govemor- 
general-in-council in Calcutta, there is strong support for the view that 
India had become an experimental laboratory for testing educational 
ideas that had either been abandoned in England or fallen victim to 
insuperable opposition from entrenched traditions and orthodoxies. Be­
cause the East India Company perceived the colonized culture as lacking 
in counteractive influences (by which was meant direct church control) 
it considered India fertile ground for experimentation with untested 
ideas and observing and recording their effects under controlled condi­
tions. The classical study of English as language, without the cultural, 
social, and religious associations it had in England, was enabled by a 
secular approach to fields of knowledge that were considered objects of 
study in and for themselves. If secularism in the British control of India 
eventually faced the kind of opposition it experienced in England and 
English studies abandoned its secular character to acquire overfly reli­
gious and cultural functions, it was largely due to the fierce resistance 
put up by^missionaries who unequivocally denounced secular education 
as an expression of British middle-class, laissez-faire interests..

The relation between the educational histories of England and India 
is best understood as structured on the principle of complementarity. By 
complementarity I mean a dynamic interaction of interests whose reso­
lution is not necessarily confined to the context in which any given 
concern originates but extends actively to those contexts that provide 
the soil for such resolution. Practically speaking, the point of reference 
for a dilemma encountered in India may conceivably be a comparable 
situation in England that demonstrably yielded effective solutions, and 
vice versa. Complementarity docs not imply that one precedes or causes 
the other, nor that both are parallel, arbitrarily related developments 
with few or no points of contact. Its defining characteristic is the capac­
ity for transference, in criss-cross fashion, of any one or more of these 
factors—subject, agent, event, intention, purpose—not in the sense of
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wholesale borrowing, but of readaptation. The degree to which transfer­
ence is enabled or alternatively thwarted by elements in the society for 
which solution is sought provides the outlines for demarcation of each 
new block of history.13

The interactive dynamism, the fluidity of movement between social 
contexts, at once promoting and resisting change, is effectively captured 
in the model proposed by Raymond Williams in his brief critique of 
Lukacs in “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Analysis.” Wil­
liams persuasively argues that while it is accurate to define society as a 
set of practices that allow it to function as a society, such an exercise 
cannot be undertaken without also showing that it has a specific organi­
zation and structure directly related to certain social intentions, “inten­
tions by which we define the society, intentions which have been the 
rule of a particular class.” 14

As Williams goes on to argue, to subscribe to a notion of totality that 
presents society monolithically as “composed of a large number of social 
practices which form a concrete social whole that interact, relate, and 
combine in very complicated ways” is to advance a static model that 
systematically closes off the possibility of an inner dynamics at work, 
both in the thrust toward and the resistance to historical change. Wil­
liams quite clearly wishes to see culture and society studied in ^erms of 
process and has therefore little use for a static or highly determined, 
rule-governed model in which the rules of society are highlighted to the 
exclusion of the processual and the historical.

But though intentionality as Williams uses it jnay seem merely an­
other term for determination, it would be a mistake to infer that by this 
he means unmediated control. Rather, he sees the determinative princi­
ple in intention as more closely allied with the notion of “setting of 
limits” and “exertion of pressure.” Williams’ reading of intention as a 
“setting of limits” allows for die possibility of conflict, for the crucial 
nodes where constraints are placed are more readily identifiable as the 
places where resistance may occur against the gross “exertion of pres­
sure.” Indeed, Williams’ main contribution is in offering a dynamic 
model that will permit one to study culture and society in terms of how 
social will or intention (the terms are interchangeable) is engaged in an 
unceasing activity of circumscribing human behavior on the one hand 
and diluting resistance to the authority it represents on the other. To 
know the “social intentions” by which a society is defined is thus to 
identify not only the potential places where the collective will seeks to
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assert itself, but also where it is most subject to the fracturing and 
dissipation caused by extreme pressure.

t h e  f a c t  that English literary study had its beginnings as a strategy of 
containment raises the question. Why literature? If indeed the British 
were the unchallenged military power of India, why was the exercise of 
direct force discarded as a means of maintaining social control? What 
accounts for the British readiness to turn to a disciplinary branch of 
knowledge to perform the task of administering their colonial subjects? 
What was the assurance that a disguised form of authority would be 
more successful in quelling potential rebellion among the natives than a 
direct show of force? By what reasoning did literary texts come to signify 
religious faith, empirically verifiable truth, and social duty? Why intro­
duce English in the first place only to work at strategies to balance its 
secular tendencies with moral and religious ones?

These questions suggest a vulnerability in the British position that is 
most sharply felt when the history of British rule is read in light of the 
construction of ideology. There is little doubt that a great deal of 
strategic maneuvering went into the creation of a blueprint for social 
control in the guise of a humanistic program of enlightenment. But 
merely acknowledging this fact is not enough, for there is yet a further 
need to distinguish between strategy as unmediated assertion of author­
ity and strategy as mediated response to situational imperatives. That is 
to say/it is important to determine whether British educational measures 
were elaborated from an uncontestcd position of superiority and strength 
and as such are to be read as unalloyed expressions of ethnocentric 

\ sentiment or whether that position itself was a fragile one that it was the 
role of educational decisions to fortify, given the challenge posed by 
historical contingency and confrontation. •

The argument of this book leans toward the second proposition, 
specifically, that the introduction of English represented an embattled 
response to historical and political pressures: to tensions between the 
East India Company and the English Parliament, between Parliament 

J and missionaries, between the East India Company and the Indian elite 
classes. The vulnerability of the British, the sense of beleaguerment and 
paranoid dread, is reflected in defensive mechanisms of control that were 
devised in anticipation of what British administrators considered almost 
certain rebellion by natives against actions and decisions taken by the
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British themselves. The inordinate attention paid by parliamentary dis­
cussions and debates and correspondence between the Court of Direc­
tors and the governor-general to anticipated reactions by the native 
population to, for example, the teaching of the Bible or the termination 
of funds for the support of Oriental learning is often in excess of 
accounts of actual response.
•"This leads one to surmise that a scenario unfolded in British policy­

making that did not necessarily correspond with what was in reality 
occurring in the subjugated population. At one level, representation of 
Indians as morally and intellectually deficient provided the ameliorative 
motive and self-righteous justification for colonial intervention. But at 
another level that same system of representation, depicting the natives as 
irrational, inscrutable, unstable, and volatile, doomed British rulers to 
inhabiting an imagined, dreaded world of imminent rebellion and resis­
tance. British disorientation and disengagement from an immediate In­
dian social and political reality can be dated back to the Cornwallis 
period (1786-1793) .  The reorganization of administrative machinery set 
in motion by Lord Cornwallis, whose ambition was to achieve an imper­
sonal government of law, produced greater distance between rulers and 
ruled as a result o f the gradual removal of Indians from offices of 
responsibility. In the absence of the direct interaction with the indige­
nous population that characterized earlier administrations, the colonial 
subject was reduced to a conceptual category, an object emptied of all 
personal identity to accommodate the knowledge already established 
and being circulated about the “native Indian.” The strategies of British 
administrators, the reversals, the disavowals, the imagined successes, and 
the imagined failures are all part of an unstable foundation of knowl­
edge, and the experiment in control that was born of it—the introduc­
tion of English education—was as much an effort, however feeble, at 
strengthening that foundation as an instrument of discipline and man­
agement.

For this reason it is entirely possible to study the ideology of British 
education quite independendy of an account of how Indians actually 
received, reacted to, imbibed, manipulated, reinterpreted, or resisted the 
ideological content of British literary education. In the first place, the 
question of the success or efficacy of the British ideology is better 
reserved for studies employing a mode of analysis that is not restricted 
to the literary, textual analysis with which this book is mainly concerned. 
But methodological considerations aside, not only is an account of why
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Indians might want to believe the British ideology given their own 
intentions and of how they manipulated it and selectively reinterpreted 
it for their own purposes outside the scope of this book; it is in fact 
irrelevant to it. To be sure/the charge of conspiring to erase the voice of 
the colonized and blot out his identity will remain to some extent and 
must be contended with at the outsetr Yet it is not generally realized 
how infinitely more binding the tyranny of representation can be on the 
colonizer than it is on the colonized, for if the colonial subject is a 
construct emanating from the colonizer’s head, and therefore removed 
from history, the history to which the British administrator responds— 
the impending “event” to which his measures are so crucially attached— 
is real only to the extent that it provides the rationale for his actions. 
How the native actually responds is so removed from the colonizer’s 
representational system, his understanding of the meaning of events, 
that it enters into the realm of another history of which the latter has 
no comprehension or even awareness. That history can, and perhaps 
must, be told separately for its immensely rich and complex quality to 
be fully revealed.

Indeed, to record the Indian response to ideology is no more an act 
of restoring the native’s voice as not recording it is to render him mute. 
As Benita Parry points out in a penetrating essay, neither the critical 
positions against universalizing narratives nor the “self-righteous rheto­
ric of resistance” that is limited to “devices circumventing and interro­
gating colonial authority” sufficiently recognizes the colonized as posses­
sor of another knowledge and history and as producer of alternative 
traditions.15 Edward Said illuminatingly describes the process of nega­
tion initiated in the mind of the colonizer thus:

The journey, the history, the fable, the stereotype, the polemical confron­
tation . . .  are the lenses through which the Orient is experienced, and 
they shape the language, perception, and form of the encounter betw een 
East and West. . . .  Something patently foreign and distant acquires, for 
one reason or another, a status more rather than less familiar. One tends 
to stop judging things cither as completely novel or as completely well- 
known; a new median category emerges, a category that allows one to see 
new things, things seen for the first time, as versions o f a previously 
known thing. In essence such a category is not so much a way o f  receiving 
new information as it is a method o f controlling what seems to be a threat 
to some established view o f things. . . . The threat is muted, familiar 
values impose themselves, and in the end the mind reduces the pressure 
upon it by accommodating things to itself as either “original” or “repeti­
tious. ” 16
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To illustrate with a relevant episode from British Indian history, out of 
deference to Indian religious sentiment the Bible was proscribed in 
Indian schools and colleges. But teaching of the Bible was a sensitive 
issue more from the point of view of the British than the Indians. It was 
often remarked that fear of the Bible was really an English, not a Hindu 
one and had its origins in the objections of. Roman Catholics. Those 
objections, which came out of a bitter European religious history of 
acrimony and dissent, were transposed onto a contrived, culturally ho­
mogenized Indian situation, strengthening the conviction that instruc­
tion in the Bible was sure to meet with violent hostility from Hindus 
and Muslims. The fact that reports to the contrary (“The Hindus despise 
our Bible; they do not believe it is the power of God to upset their 
whole system. . .  . They care as little for the Bible in its religious charac­
ter as we do for Homer”) 17 were little heeded indicates the degree to 
which the heterogeneity of Indian tradition, society, and culture was 
glided over in the rush to appropriate it to the pattern of European 
religious history.

But that heterogeneity remained to enable the writing of an alto­
gether different history of response from the one being fashioned by the 
rulers. Autobiographies, journals, and memoirs of nineteenth-century 
Indians reveal quite a different perspective on the issue of Bible instruc­
tion: far from attaching the absolutist values to it that their rulers 
thought was the case, they were indisputably guided more by instrumen­
tal motives. Lai Behari Day, biographer and former student of the 
Scottish missionary Alexander Duff, records that his father had worked 
out an elaborate plan to give his son a good English education without 
exposing him to the dangers of proselytism in a mission school: he 
would wait for the moment when his son had learned enough English 
to obtain a decent situation outside, but was not yet intellectually ad­
vanced to understand lectures on Christianity— as soon as that moment 
arrived, he would instantly be withdrawn from school and placed in an 
office.

y e t  a n o t h e r  reason for not establishing the effects of English edu­
cation as a point of reference for studying British ideology is the meth­
odological tyranny that such an orientation is heir to. Histories of Indian 
education, particularly of the British period, typically fall into a fairly 
predictable pattern. They are in quite a number of instances written as a 
history of acts and resolutions whose interest lies in their presumed
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effect on the existing social and cultural system. The broad questions 
addressed are frequently not dissimilar to these: What political and social 
relationships are altered, modified, redefined, or at the other extreme 
perhaps maintained or perpetuated? What new behaviors or modes of 
thought are promoted? What institutions are brought into existence, 
and what impression do they leave upon the social fabric? From this 
sample of questions it is apparent that such histories tend to be written 
in terms of the transformative influence of educational decisions on the 
pattern of behavior and action in that society. Therefore, though the 
starting point may be a specific resolution, educational historians have 
chosen to concern themselves less with what goes into its making— the 
discourse that led to its formulation, the expressive context in which the 
event occurred—than with the outcome it had with regard to the 
targeted population.

The consequence of this methodological choice is that the changes 
wrought upon the society and its individual members then become the 
basis for qualitative descriptions of the historical function of any given 
educational decision. On the surface Bruce McCullys English Education 
and the Origins of Indian Natumalism does not seem particularly insidi­
ous in that it takes as its subject the reversal of colonialism through the 
very agency of its dissemination. The book is a documentation of the 
thesis that the growth of Indian nationalism was spurred by the formal 
training of Indians in the liberal doctrines of Western thought. That 
thesis is supported by descriptions of the educated Indian class— their 
backgrounds, their reading, their engagement in political and literary 
activities, their involvement in matters relating to social reform. By 
focusing so minutely on the activities of this class of Indians, McCull/s 
ostensible purpose is to show how the education they received provided 
them with the tools for questioning colonial authority and eventually 
subverting it. But on the subject of precisely how English education 
worked toward this end or how it was so specially constituted as to 
produce the reaction that it did McCully is remarkably silent. He is 
equally taciturn about what British administrators set out to do by 
introducing an education based on English principles or what changes 
that purpose underwent in the course of its institutional development— 
changes that, I shall contend here, were more in the nature of attempts 
to mediate the secularized, dehistoricized, and therefore potentially dis­
ruptive brand of literary instruction that the British themselves had 
introduced to Indians.
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The other study that I single out for contributing to die same sort of 
tacit valorization of British educational policies is David KopPs British 
Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance. KopPs thesis, put quite simply, 
is that the dynamics of Indian modernization were set in motion by 
British Orientalism, or the cultural policy of promoting Oriental learn­
ing in India. Like McCully, Kopf proceeds from an observation that 
there developed during the late eighteenth century an Indian national 
consciousness vigorously directed to a renaissance of die arts and sci­
ences. From this observation he infers that Orientalism, far from being 
die moribund policy that it was thought to be, was in fact the instru­
ment for achieving a transformation of Indian society along modern 
lines. His message is substantially not very different from McCully’s: 
were it not for British mediation, the Indians would have never been 
acquainted with their own culture or recognized the possibilities of 
national growth on indigenous foundations. Though Kopf claims to use 
this understanding to show that modernization need not necessarily 
mean Westernization, the terms of his descriptions indicate otherwise:

The Orientalists served as avenues linking the regional elite with the 
dynamic civilization o f contemporary Europe. They contributed to the 
formation o f a new Indian middle class and assisted in the professionalize- x 
tion o f the Bengali intelligentsia. They started schools, systematized lan­
guages, brought printing and publishing to India, and encouraged the 
proliferation o f  books, journals, newspapers, and other media o f commu­
nication. Their impact was urban and secular. They built the first modem 
scientific labs in India, and taught European medicine. They were neither 
static classicists nor averse to the idea o f progress; and they both histori- 
cized the Indian past and stimulated a consciousness o f history in the 
Indian intellectual. It was they who transmitted a new sense o f identity to 
Bengalis that enlarged what Robert Bellah has called “the capacity for 
rational goal setting,” an instrumental process in the development o f a 
modem outlook. 18

What clearly makes it possible for Kopf to credit the Orientalists with 
the appearance of a cohesive native population is the unquestioned 
assumption that the latter had neither a sense of national history nor a 
historical consciousness from which a distinct identity could be shaped. 
If a heightened national consciousness emerged in the late eighteenth 
century among the Bengali elite, the only possible explanation for it in 
KopPs analysis is the introduction of institutions and ideas developed 
in the West. It is a premise that encourages him to focus almost exclu-
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sivcly on these institutions as the cause of an enlightened Bengali intelli­
gentsia.

By reading Indian educational history in terms of the impact of policy 
on individuals and on the native society at large, both McCully and 
Kopf leave unresolved the relationship of effect and intention, with the 
result that motive is either subordinated to effect or effect made an 
arbitrary outcome of intention. In both cases, effect takes on a separate 
existence of its own, empirically distinct and historically independent of 
its generating principle. For the same reason, a quasi-innocence is im­
puted to intention: by perceiving effect as an incidental rather than 
willed outcome, McCully frees himself from the obligation of having to 
determine the motive force of English education, as docs Kopf from 
that of British Orientalism. What lies beneath the event— the shaping 
discourse or informing idea— is either treated as too indeterminate for 
analysis or made synonymous with cause. In studying Indian national­
ism as a by-product of English education, McCully implicitly draws 
upon a causal model to suggest that the only grounds on which it can 
be meaningfully understood are those that demand our submitting to a 
sense of randomness and unpredictability of event— in other words, to 
see Indian nationalism as a complete and unexpected reversal of the aims 
of British education by virtue of being an all too faithful application of 
its lessons.

This mode of explanation compels an ironic reading of the history of 
Indian nationalism, instilling an exaggerated sense of contrast between 
the assimilation into the rulers’ culture that Western education could be 
expected to ensure and the subversion it instead helped to promote. Far 
from allowing the ideological contradictions of the situation to emerge, 
a forced antithesis of this kind causes the phenomenon of Indian nation­
alism to be interpreted as the product of an unmediated form of English 
thought, with the ideas of the Western liberal tradition seeming to seep 
into the Indian mind in a benignly osmotic fashion. Implicit in this 
model of incidental causality is a certain political innocence in the British 
decision to introduce English education of the kind best exemplified in 
Macaulay’s speech before the House of Commons:

What is power worth if it is founded on vice, on ignorance, and on 
misery; if we can hold it only by violating the most sacred duties which as 
governors we owe to the governed and which, as a people blessed with far 
more than ordinary measure o f political liberty and o f intellectual light, 
we owe to a race debased by three thousand years o f despotism and priest-
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craft. We are free, we are civilized to little purpose, if we grudge to any
portion o f the human race an equal measure o f freedom and civilization. 19

,The view represented in this passage is that British colonialism know­
ingly put the tools of enlightenment into the hands of the subjects at the 
risk of endangering its own position. From it further springs the general 
historical judgment that the Western commitment to the ideals of liberal 
thought was so unqualified that it took complete precedence over what­
ever political apprehensions were bound to prevail..

This sort of description demands that we subscribe to two notions: 
first, that the functions of education remain constant regardless of con­
text or circumstance, so that a humanistic education would have the 
same meanings and serve the same purposes for both colonizer and 
colonized, the ruling class and the class it rules; and second, that the 
curricular elaboration of a given body of knowledge or thought is a 
faithful representation of that content as it occurs in its free, unbounded, 
non-institutional form. Both notions construe the reading experience as 
a direct and open source of attitudes, beliefs, and ideas whose transmis­
sion is entirely unmediated by the political and historical realities that in 
fact affect and influence the processes of education. Indeed, to take 
account of these realities is inevitably to see reading as a situated activity 
whose ideas undergo some degree of transformation when filtered through 
the educational apparatus.' In this connection it is well to recall Pierre 
Bourdieu’s admonition that it would be “naive to disregard the fact that 
the school modifies the content and the spirit of the culture it transmits 
and above all, that its express function is to transform the collective 
heritage into a common individual unconscious.”20 ✓

These two notions work together to reinforce the idea that English 
education had a salutary, emancipatory influence because it released 
Indians from false consciousness and replaced outmoded styles of thought 
with enlightened concepts of justice and liberty. If that enlightenment 
extended to an awareness of British rule as unjust, then it was all the 
more to be taken as a measure of the success of English education, not 
its failure.

When converted into methodological axioms, these assumptions con­
tribute to a distinctly colonialist bias in the literature on British Indian 
education, producing the kinds of formulations seen earlier in the work 
of McCully and Kopf. If these formulations have persisted over time, it 
is largely because the curriculum has been perceived as a given and the 
selection of content understood to be based on well-established canoni-
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cal principles transcending the immediate realities of time, place, and 
circumstance. Presumably, the principles of curricular selection are drawn 
from the principles by which literary knowledge itself is organized— for 
example, according to genres, periods, and movements. No discrimina­
tion is apparendy made here between the curriculum and its content; an 
education in literature is unreservedly identified with the program of 
perception, thought, and action that is culture.

The effect o f such identification is an exclusion of extraliterary consid­
erations, such as the exigencies of the political and historical situation, 
the power relations between educator and educated, and the relations of 
curricular content to social structure and modes of social organization. 

✓ Recent work in educational sociology, particularly that of Pierre Bour- 
dieu, Basil Bernstein, Michael Young, Michael Apple, and Ioann Davies, 
has attempted to correct this imbalance by reorienting the task of histor­
ical inquiry to treating the received categories of the curriculum not as 
absolutes, but as constructed realities realized in particular institutional 
contexts. With reference to the literature curriculum the argument can 
be extended to the dogmas of reason and morality, their problematiza- 
tion being a necessary preliminary to conceiving of non-manipulative, 
non-coercive alternatives^

A f i n a l  area of emphasis in this book is concerned with a set of 
assumptions about human nature that emerges from British parliamen­
tary debates on the political uses of literature in India. These are specifi­
cally related on one hand to a transcendental ideal and on the other to a 
tangible political and social order. An approach to civilization as the 
humanization of man through various influences, including literature 
and the arts, raises questions about whether it is at all possible to 
respond to literature at the level of who we are, in all our “naturalness” 
and “ordinariness,”21 or whether the ameliorative project is so indelibly 
built into the nature of literary instruction as to endorse an implicit 
dualism of actual and ideal selves. Lionel Gossman points to early British 
arguments for literary instruction, intensely Calvinist in their formula­
tion, that assumed a condition of innate depravity; the rhetoric of 
dualism ensuing from that assumption demarcated a “cultivated” self 
formed by learning, language, and literature, from a “natural” self still 
burdened by sin, willful pride, and vileness of temperament. The reli­
gious import of the dualism persists into the Arnoldian notion of culture
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as man’s “better self,” offering him the promise of perfection. In Culture 
and Anarchy Arnold writes:

The aim o f culture [is to set] ourselves to ascertain what perfection is and 
to make it prevail; but also, in determining generally, in what perfection 
consists, religion comes to a conclusion identical with that which culture 
— culture seeking the determination o f this question through all the voices 
o f human experience which have been heard upon it, o f art, science, 
poetry, philosophy, history; as well as o f religion, in order to give a greater 
fullness and certainty to its solution— likewise reaches. Religion says: The 
Kingdom o f God is within you; and culture, in like manner, places human 
perfection in an internal condition, in the growth and predominance o f  
our humanity proper, as distinguished from our animality. . . . Not a 
having and a resting, but a growing and a becoming, is the character o f  
perfection as culture conceives it; and here, too, it coincides with reli­
gion .22

Though Arnold does not dismiss the improvement of material condi­
tions as part of the work of culture, there is no question in his mind that 
social or political amelioration can only follow upon moral reformation. 
Indeed, Arnold opens himself up to considerable criticism in his accom­
modation of existing material conditions to a religious interpretation of 
culture. Elsewhere, in an essay on the French poet Maurice de Guerin, 
Arnold defines poetry as a form of art that “reconciles him with himself 
and his universe,”23 carefully excluding criticism of society from poetry’s 
“criticism of life.” Therefore, though culture may be concerned with 
making the individual better, that is not necessarily to say that it is 
concerned with the restructuring of society.

If, in the context of nineteenth-century Evangelicalism, an innately 
depraved self could hope for regeneration through the transformative, 
moral action of literary instruction, Utilitarian formulations attached a 
different value to Western literary education as providing the means for 
the exercise of reason, moral will, and critical understanding. The secular 
revision of the notion of innate depravity reconceivcs moral law as part 
of the innate knowledge from which man has been led astray as a result 
of tyranny, despotism, and false rule and to which he is to be restored 
through a fortified intellect. From the viewpoint of Utilitarian philoso­
phy, the action of bad government was responsible for the corruption of 
individuals, thwarting their capacity for good. But before that process 
could be reversed, the individual had to have sufficient critical under­
standing of the causes of his abasement and be adequately detached from 
his immediate situation to be able to analyze both its logic and its
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contradictions. A sharpened critical sense therefore was held to be an 
absolutely essential prerequisite to the restoration of the individual to 
his original condition of moral virtue and, by extension, of a well- 
ordered political society. In secular formulations literature Is less a branch 
of religion than a department of knowledge that includes, among other 
disciplines, science, history, and philosophy.

But the assumptions of human nature that allow literature to usurp 
functions not necessarily intrinsic to it, such as those of religion in one 
instance or of empirical disciplines like history in another, also enable 
the suppression of material relations. The affirmation of an ideal self and 
an ideal political state through a specific national literature— English 
literature— is in essence an affirmation of English identity. But that 
identity is equally split along the lines of actual and ideal selves, and the 
Englishman actively participating in the cruder realities of conquest, 
commercial aggrandizement, and disciplinary management of natives 
blends into the rarefied, more exalted image of the Englishman as pro­
ducer of the knowledge that empowers him to conquer, appropriate, and 
manage in the first place. The self-presentation of the Englishman to 
native Indians through the products of his mental labor removes him 
from the place of ongoing colonialist activity—of commercial opera­
tions, military expansion, and administration of territories— and de- 
actualizes and diffuses his material reality in the process. In a parodic 
reworking of the Cartesian axiom, the Englishman’s true essence is 
defined by the thought he produces, overriding all other aspects of his 
identity—his personality, actions, and behavior. His material reality as 
subjugator and alien ruler is dissolved in his mental output; the blurring 
of the man and his works effectively removes him from history.

The introduction of English literature marks the effacement of a 
sordid history of colonialist expropriation, material exploitation, and 
class and race oppression behind European world dominance. The En­
glish literary text, functioning as a surrogate Englishman in his highest 
and most perfect state, becomes a mask for economic exploitation, so 
successfully camouflaging the material activities of the colonizer that one 
unusually self-conscious British colonial official, Charles Trevelyan, was 
prompted to remark, “[The Indians] daily converse with the best and 
wisest Englishmen through the medium of their works, and form ideas, 
perhaps higher ideas of our nation than if their intercourse with it were 
of a more personal kind.”24 The split between the material and the 
cultural practices of colonialism is nowhere sharper than in the progres-
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sive refinement of the rapacious, exploitative, and ruthless actor of his­
tory into the reflective subject of literature.

t h i s  b o o k  does not attempt to be a “definitive” study of English 
studies in India. It leaves aside many questions apart from those con­
cerning die effects of literary instruction on individual Indians and the 
readings that educated Indians gave to the English texts they were 
taught. The book is necessarily selective and partial, concentrating on 
major themes and developments rather than aiming to show the avail­
able material in all its variety. Still less does it aim to provide a chrono­
logical narrative of British Indian educational history. I have taken 
considerable license with Edward Said’s formulation of “beginnings” as 
a moment that “includes everything that develops out of it, no matter 
how eccentric the development or inconsistent the result,”25 to write a 
history of English studies as if it were entirely contained by its political 
and historical beginnings.

This book is simple in conception and design. The first chapter, 
outlining the early history of British involvement in Indian education, 
locates the beginnings of English literary studies in the Charter Act of 
1813, an act bom of the tensions between Parliament and the East India 
Company and between Company officials and missionaries and whose 
wording was so ambiguous as to encourage an unexpected prominence 
to English studies. The two chapters that follow describe the missionary 
influence in precipitating a new role and function for literary study, 
infusing English studies with cultural and religious meanings: chapter 2 
outlines the efforts of one missionary, Alexander Duff, to adapt the 
existing English curriculum to religious ends; chapter 3 examines the 
British government’s appropriation of die religious uses of literature to 
appease die missionaries on the one hand and to quell native insubordi­
nation on the other.

The second half of the book details the reverse movement away from 
religious functions toward a return to secular uses of literature, but now 
with a strengthened cultural base to give literature a new political au­
thority: chapter 4 describes the dramatic disavowal of English literature’s 
association with Christianity, signaling a shift from universal Christian 
truths to the legitimacy of British authority—from forms of religious to ' 
intellectual control; chapter 5 examines the gradual emphasis on literary 
study as a branch of historical analysis in its relation to the consolidation
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of British cultural hegemony; chapter 6 analyzes the gradual breakdown 
of the success of English literary education, tracing native disenchant­
ment with colonial rule to erratic, unstable changes in the functions of 
English education, exposing the growing disjunction between the seem­
ingly unlimited possibilities for self-elevation promised by literary train­
ing and the restrictive conditions of British rule under which “moral and 
intellectual” growth was actually promoted.



The Beginnings of English 
Literary Study

As soon as [the Indians] become first-rate European scholars, they must cease to be 
Hindoos.

— Edward Thornton. Parliamentary Papers, 1852-53. 32:36.

E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  made its appearance in India, albeit indirectly, 
with a crucial act in Indian educational history: the passing of the 
Charter Act in 1813. This act, renewing the East India Company’s charter 
for a twenty-year period, produced two major changes in Britain’s rela­
tionship with her colony: one was the assumption of a new responsibil­
ity toward native education, and the other was a relaxation of controls 
over missionary activity in India.

Without minimizing the historical importance of the renewal of the 
Company’s charter, it would be safe to say that the more far-reaching 
significance of the Charter Act lay in the commitment enjoined upon 
England to undertake the education of the native subjects, a responsibil­
ity which it did not officially bear even toward its own people. Hitherto, 
measures to educate the Indians were entirely at the discretion of the
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governor-general at Calcutta and the Company was in no way obligated 
to attend to their instruction. Indeed, reluctant as it was to spend any 
more money on the natives than necessary, the East India Company was 
all too willing to abide by the practice in England, where education was 
not a state responsibility. The Charter Act, however, radically altered 
the prevailing state of laissez-faire in Indian educational matters. The 
13th Resolution categorically stated that England was obligated to pro­
mote the “interests and happiness” of the natives and that measures 
ought to be adopted “as may tend to the introduction among them of 
useful knowledge, and of religious and moral improvement.” 1

The pressure to assume a more direct responsibility for the welfare of 
the subjects came from several sources. The earlier and perhaps more 
significant one, decisively affecting the future course of British adminis­
trative rule in India, was the English Parliament. Significandy, the goal 
of “civilizing the natives” was far from being the central motivation in 
these first official efforts at educational activity. Parliamentary involve­
ment with Indian education had a rather uncommon origin in that it 
began with the excesses of their own countrymen in India. The extrava­
gant and demoralized life-styles of the East India Company servants, 
combined with their ruthless exploitation of native material resources, 
had began to raise serious and alarming questions in England about the 
morality of the British presence in India. Henry Montgomery, a speaker 
in the House debate, relentlessly exposed the hypocrisy of the English 
people in daring to reform Indians when their own behavior was not 
beyond reproach: “If we wished to convert the natives of India, we 
ought first to reform our own people there, who at present only gave 
them an example of lying, swearing, drunkenness, and other vices.” 2 
Montgomery's disenchantment with British behavior led him to sec the 
customary British association of Hindu practice with Hindu religion as 
a device to forestall introspection and self-scrutiny. The practice of 
“women burning themselves on the death of their husbands,” he pointed 
out, “[was not] any more a religious rite than suicide was a part of 
Christianity.”3 British greed was a reality of the Company's presence in 
India that was too embarrassing for Parliament to ignore without ap­
pearing to endorse Company excesses. But unable to check the activities 
of these highly placed “Nabobs,” or wealthy Europeans whose huge 
fortunes were amassed in India, it sought instead to remedy the wrongs 
committed against the Indians by attending to their welfare and im­
provement.4
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The English interest in Indian improvement was informed from the 
earliest period with the need to come to terms with its own depredations 
in India. Even when religious sentiment later overtook the educational 
enterprise, no British administrator ever lost sight of the original, com­
pensatory reasons for intervention in Indian education. Charles Grant, 
who made perhaps one of the most impassioned pleas for missionary 
activity, was amazingly candid in spelling out the two most important 
motives. The first was abuse of power by the Nabobs, who not only 
acquired illicit fortunes but showed a shameful dereliction of responsi­
bility by delegating authority loosely to sycophantic local leaders. Chal­
lenging the complacency of those who believed that “British genius and 
principles” simply radiated from the center. Grant urged British penetra­
tion into all sectors of Indian society, provinces and towns alike, to 
diffuse central authority. In this way he hoped to correct the self- 
centeredness of a pampered Company that had become insulated from 
the rest of Indian society, causing it to place power in the wrong hands.

The other factor Grant cited for necessitating British action in the 
education of Indians was the damage done to India following early 
British conquests.

Certainly a great deal was due from us to the people in compensation o f  
the evils which the establishment o f  our power had introduced among 
them; and in return for the vast advantages which we reaped from the 
change, it was but fit that what the country had suffered, or was subjected 
unavoidably to lose by being dependent upon us, should be repaid by all 
the benefits which good government, in consistency at least with that 
dependence, could bestow .5

In a brashly manipulative explanation that was basically a thinly 
disguised appeal for increased territorial control. Grant attributed the 
irresponsible behavior of early English administrators to British uncer­
tainty about the durability of colonial rule. Britain’s anxiety about the 
permanence of its rule was so intense, he suggested, that India had 
meaning only as an object of appropriation. The land had not yet 
acquired a value that develops through an activity akin to aesthetic 
contemplation of the colonial experience: “Those provinces which we 
professedly held in perpetuity cease to be regarded here as permanently 
our own. A secret idea of their insecurity prevailed, and our conduct 
towards them was perhaps influenced by this apprehension. We were 
eager to acquire, but slow to cherish.”6 In the same way that aesthetic 
appreciation involves the valuing of experience embodied in a work of
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art, through which that work becomes one’s own, so the act of conquest 
too involves valuing as a result of which the ambiguity of the colonial 
situation begins to find resolution* It is the moment at which self- 
interest fuses with and becomes indistinguishable from a sense of dis­
charging one’s duty toward the other. Grant’s intense disenchantment 
with British avarice left room for a commingling of altruism and pater­
nalism, as in the following passage:

The primary object o f Great Britain, let it be acknowledged, was rather to 
discover what could be obtained from her Asiatic subjects, than how they 
could be benefited. In process o f  time it was found expedient to examine 
how they might be benefited in order that we might continue to hold the 
advantages which we at first derived from them. . . . [Their] happiness is 
committed to our care. 7

But at the same time valuing is a process that selects what is useful or 
meaningful and rejects everything else. As a selective process it detaches 
the portion that is valued from the totality of which it is a part. By 
valuing the happiness of the people, Grant performs a similar operation 
of disengagement from the whole, objectifying a subjective state that is 
exclusive to and inseparable from the individual into a separate, autono­
mous entity also to be appropriated and made one’s own.

Thus in the course of the argument the question of how England can 
serve the people of India blends indistinguishably with the question of 
how power can best be consolidated. The shift has far-reaching conse­
quences. Duty toward the people is seen less as a motive for involving 
the government than as the end point of a process of consolidation of 
territorial control. To the question, “What are the best means of perpet­
uating our empire there?” Grant provides two answers. One is “by 
securing to the people their religion and laws.”8 But Grant rejects this 
solution, speculating: “What if the religion should be less favourable to 
our dominion than another system, and the people were induced volun­
tarily to make that other religion their own; would not the change be 
for our interest?”9 There is no suggestion in this statement that Chris­
tianity is intrinsically more meritorious than the native religions; the 
issue is simply one of taking action favorable to British rule.

However much parliamentary discussions of the British presence in 
India may have been couched in moral terms, there was no obscuring 
the real issue, which remained political, not moral. The English Parlia­
ment’s conflict with the East India Company was a long-stmding one, 
going back to the early years of trading activity in the East Indies, when
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rival companies clashed repeatedly in a bid to gain exclusive rights to 
trade in the region. The East India Company, formed from two rival 
companies, eventually became the only group of English merchants enti­
tled to carry on English trade. But the clamor for a broadening of com­
mercial privileges in India never died down, and Parliament found itself 
besieged by Free Trade groups, lobbying to break the Company’s hold. 
In 1813 it had no choice but to concede them greater trading privileges.

Moreover, the English Parliament itself was becoming alarmed by the 
danger of having a commercial company constituting an independent 
political power in India. By 1757 the-East India Company had already 
become virtual master of Bengal and its territorial influence was growing 
steadily despite numerous financial problems besetting it. But in the 
absence of any cause for interference in the activities of the Company, 
the British Crown could conceivably do little to reorganize the Compa­
ny’s system of administration and win control of its affairs. Pitt’s India 
Bill of 1784 had earlier rejected an outright subordination of the political 
conduct of the Company to the Crown. Not until the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century, when reports of immorality and depravity among 
Company servants started pouring in, did Parliament find an excuse to 
intervene, at which point, in the name of undertaking responsibility for 
the improvement of the natives, it began to take a serious and active 
interest in Indian political affairs. It was a move that was to result in a 
gradual erosion of the unchallenged supremacy of the Company in 
India.

“ S

It is impossible not to be struck by the peculiar irony of a history in 
which England’s initial involvement with the education of the natives 
derived less from a conviction of native immorality, as the later discourse 
might lead one to believe, than from the depravity of their own adminis­
trators and merchants. In Edmund Burke’s words, steps had to be taken 
to “form a strong and solid security for the natives against the wrongs 
and oppressions of British subjects resident in Bengal.” 10 While the 
protectiveness contained in this remark may seem dangerously close to 
an attitude of paternalism, its immediate effect was beneficial, as it led to 
a strengthening of existing native institutions and traditions to act as a 
bulwark against the forces of violent change unleashed by the British 
presence.

This mission to revitalize Indian culture and learning and protect it 
from the oblivion to which foreign rule might doom it merged with the 
then current literary vogue of “Orientalism” and formed the mainstay of
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that phase of British rule known as the “Orientalist” phase. Orientalism 
was adopted as an official policy partly out of expediency and caution 
and partly out of an emergent political sense that an efficient Indian 
administration rested on an understanding of “Indian culture.” It grew 
out of the concern of Warren Hastings, governor-general from 1774 to 
1785, that British administrators and merchants in India were not suffi­
ciently responsive to Indian languages and Indian traditions. The dis­
tance between ruler and ruled was perceived to be so vast as to evoke 
the sentiment that “we rule over them and traffic with them, but they 
do not understand our character, and we do not penetrate theirs. The 
consequence is that we have no hold on their sympathies, no scat in 
their affections.” 11 Hastings’ own administration was distinguished by a 
tolerance for the native customs and by a cultural empathy unusual for 
its time. Underlying Orientalism was a tacit policy of what one may call 
reverse acculturation, whose goal was to train British administrators and 
civil servants to fit into the culture of the ruled and to assimilate them 
thoroughly into the native way of life. The great scholars produced by 
eighteenth-century Orientalism—William Jones, Henry T. Colebrooke, 
Nathaniel Halhed, and Charles Wilkins— entirely owed their reputa­
tions to a happy coincidence of pioneering achievement and official 
patronage. Their exhaustive research had ambitious goals, ranging from 
the initiation of the West to the vast literary treasures of the East to the 
reintroduction of the natives to their own cultural heritage, represented 
by the Orientalists as being buried under the debris of foreign conquests 
and depredations.

Yet no matter how benign and productive its general influence might 
appear, as David Kopf among other historians has insisted to the point 
of urging it as fact, there is no denying that behind Orientalism’s exhaus­
tive inquiries, its immense scholarly achievements and discoveries, lay 
interests that were far from scholarly. Whether later Orientalists were 
willing to acknowledge it or not, Warren Hastings clearly understood 
the driving force of Orientalism to be the doctrine that “every accumu­
lation of knowledge, and especially such as is obtained by social com­
munication with people over whom we exercise a dominion founded on 
the right of conquest, is useful to the state: it is the gain of humanity.” 12 
Hastings’ argument of course is an overt and unabashed rationalization 
of “the dialectic of information and control” that Edward Said has 
characterized as the basis of academic Orientalism, though even Said’s 
by now well-known argument does not quite prepare one for the pro-
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grammatic assurance with which Hastings promotes his cultural ideol­
ogy. Aside from his obviously questionable assumptions about the “right 
of conquest,” what is most striking about this statement is the intellec­
tual leap it makes from knowledge that is useful to the state to knowl­
edge that becomes the gain of humanity. The relationship of power 
existing between England and India is certainly one condition allowing 
for such a leap, but more to the point is the role of the state in mediating 
between the worlds of scholarship and politics. For Hastings, it was not 
merely that the state had a vital interest in the production of knowledge 
about those whom it ruled; more important, it also had a role in actively 
processing and then selectively delivering that knowledge up to mankind 
in the guise of “objective knowledge.”

A peculiar logic runs through the argument, and it has to be moni­
tored closely if one is to appreciate Hastings’ keen understanding of the 
powerful reinforcing effect of Orientalist scholarship upon state author­
ity. The acquisition of knowledge about those whom it governs is clearly 
perceived to be of vital importance to the state for purposes of domina­
tion and control. But the fact that this knowledge eventually passes into 
the realm of “humanistic” scholarship (again through the agency of the 
state) confers a certain legitimacy upon the quest and, by extension, 
upon die state that promotes it. In other words, even though “social 
communication” may have its roots in the impulse to enforce dominion 
over the natives, as Hastings had no hesitation in acknowledging, its 
political motivation is nullified by virtue of the fixed body of knowledge 
it produces and makes available to the rest of mankind. The disinteres- 
tedess and objectivity that this now shared and therefore “true” knowl­
edge purports to represent help to confirm the state’s “right of con­
quest,” which duly acquires the status of the sine qua non of knowledge 
production. What therefore appears on the surface as a rhetorical leap is 
in fact the carefully controlled effect of a self-fortifying dialectic.

As a candid acknowledgment of the implicit political goals of Orien­
talism, Hastings’ argument belies some of the arbitrary distinctions that 
are at times made between Orientalism and Anglicism, the countermove­
ment that gained ascendancy in the 1830s. Briefly, Anglicism grew as an 
expression of discontent with the policy of promoting the Oriental 
languages and literatures in native education. In its vigorous advocacy 
of Western instead of Eastern learning it came into sharp conflict with 
the proponents of Orientalism, who vehemently insisted that such a 
move would have disastrous consequences, the most serious being the
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alienation of the natives from British rule. However, while it is true that 
the two movements appear to represent diametrically opposed positions, 
what is not adequately stressed in the educational literature is the degree 
to which Anglicism was dependent upon Orientalism for its ideological 
program. Through its government-supported research and scholarly in­
vestigations Orientalism had produced a vast body of knowledge about 
die native subjects that the Anglicists subsequently drew upon to mount 
their attack on the culture as a whole. In short. Orientalist scholarship 
undertaken in the name of “gains for humanity” gave the Anglicists 
precisely the material evidence they npeded for drawing up a system of 
comparative evaluations in which one culture could be set off and mea­
sured against the other. For a variety of reasons that will be outlined 
shordy, it would be more accurate to describe Orientalism and Angli­
cism not as polar opposites but as points along a continuum of attitudes 
toward the manner and form of native governance, the necessity and 
justification for which remained by and large an issue of remarkably little 
disagreement. 1 9 8  8 4 i

w a r r e n  H a s t i n g s  was succeeded in the governor-generalship by 
Lord Cornwallis (1786-1793), who found himself at the helm of a gov­
ernment seriously compromised by financial scandals and deteriorating 
standards. For this state of affairs the new governor-general squarely laid 
the blame on the earlier policy of accommodation to the native culture. 
In his view the official indulgence toward Oriental forms of social 
organization, especially government, was directly responsible for the lax 
morals of the Company servants. If the Company had sorely abused its 
power, what better explanation was there than the fact that the model of 
Oriental despotism was constantly before its eyes? To Cornwallis, the 
abuse of power was the most serious of evils afflicting the East India 
Company, not only jeopardizing the British hold over India but, worse 
still, dividing die English nadon on the legitimacy of the colonial enter­
prise.

The most pressing task therefore was to ensure that no further abuse 
would occur. In the process of working toward this end Cornwallis 
evolved a political philosophy that he believed would be consistent with 
British commercial aims. His theoretical position was that a good gov­
ernment was held together not by men but by political principles and 
laws, and in these alone rested absolute power. The Oriental system
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lacking a strong political tradition (and in this belief Cornwallis was 
doing no more than echoing a view that was common currency), he 
turned to English principles of government and jurisprudence for setting 
the norms of public behavior and responsibility by which administrators 
were to function. Determined to run a government that would remain 
free of corrupting influences from the native society, Cornwallis concen­
trated his entire energies on the improvement of European morals on 
English lines. The colonial subjects engaged his attention only mini­
mally; for the most part, he appeared wholly content to leave them in 
their “base” state, in the belief that their reform was well beyond his 
purview.

Clearly, the first steps toward Anglicization were aimed at tackling 
the problem of corruption within the ranks. To this extent, as Eric 
Stokes has righdy pointed out in The English Utilitarians and India, 
Anglicism began as an entirely defensive movement. But even in this 
form it was not without elements of aggression toward the native cul­
ture, as is apparent in certain measures that Cornwallis adopted to 
streamline the government. Convinced that contact with natives was the 
root cause of declining European morals, he resolved to exclude all 
Indians from appointment to responsible posts, hoping by this means to 
restore the Englishman to his pristine self and rid him once and for all 
of decadent influences.

Predictably, the exclusion of Indians from public office had serious 
repercussions on Anglo-Indian relations. The personal contact that En­
glishmen and Indians had enjoyed during Hastings5 administration van­
ished with Cornwallis, and the result was that a more rigidified master- 
subiect relationship set in. One historian, Percival Spear, has gone so far 
as to suggest that this event marks the point at which there developed 
“that contempt for things and persons Indian . .  . and which produced 
the views of a Mill or a Macaulay.” 13 Denied all opportunities for 
expression as a result of the harsh measure, public ability declined stead­
ily. But curiously, when this occurred it was taken to mean that civic 
responsibility had never existed in India, thus giving rise to one of the 
most durable legends of British rule: that the Indian mind was best 
suited to minor pursuits of trade, but not to government or administra­
tion.

With Cornwallis charting an apparendy serious course for administra­
tive rule on English principles, one would expect Anglicism as a cultural 
movement to have triumphed much earlier than it actually did (i.e., the
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1830s). Its momentum was badly shattered, however, by the cultural 
policy of his immediate successors, a group of skilled and politically 
astute administrators who had all at one time served under Lord Welles­
ley, a governor-general (1798-1805) noted for his caution and reserve, 
and later under the Marquess of Hastings, under whose governor-gen­
eralship (1812-1823) British rule was more firmly consolidated. Conserva­
tive in their outlook and fiercely Romantic in their disposition, these 
accomplished officers— John Malcolm, Thomas Munro, Charles Met­
calf, and Mountstuart Elphinstone— had no use for the impersonal, 
bureaucratic system of government carved out for India by Cornwallis. 
It is important to know that these officers assumed power at a time 
when England’s wars both abroad and within India had come to an end 
and the task of consolidating the empire lay before them. Under such 
altered circumstances the earlier Company policy of expediency and 
caution was clearly outmoded.

But for reasons pertaining to their aristocratic backgrounds, feudal 
beliefs, and romantic temperament, this new generation of administra­
tors was fiercely resistant to replacing the rule of men with the rule of 
law. It is true that in certain respects the form of government they 
favored was no different from their predecessor’s particularly in its 
commitment to the liberal doctrine of protection of property rights. But 
the kind of relationship they envisaged between ruler and ruled was an 
outright rejection of the abstract and impersonal one of the Cornwallis 
system in which the mechanistic operations of law had ultimate author­
ity. Distrusting the power of law to effect changes either in individuals 
or in society, they belonged to an older tradition, which, as Eric Stokes 
points out, “saw the division of society into ruler and ruled as a natural 
ordering, and which envisaged submission to authority as necessary to 
the anarchic nature of man.” 14 With its strong feudal overtones, the 
form of government they wanted for India was a frankly paternalistic 
one, firm, yet benevolent, and open to the native traditions of law, 
government, and religion.

While Cornwallis had no particular interest in either promoting or 
discouraging Oriental learning, as long as Englishmen were not com­
pelled to go through its studies, his successors decidedly did not share 
his indifference. Indeed, they were shrewd enough to see that it was 
entirely in their interest to support Orientalism if it meant the preserva­
tion of the feudal character of British rule. Their espousal of Orientalism 
might lead one to suspect a return to the earlier Company policy of
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Warren Hastings. But to do so is to ignore the changed political circum­
stances under which the Orientalist policy now received patronage. 
Hastings5 wholehearted enthusiasm for Orientalism was in large part a 
response to the volatile and uncertain political position of Britain in 
India. A touch of ad hocism was unmistakable in his approach, as is 
evident in an educational policy that failed to show any signs of being 
informed by a clear conception of government or a distinct political 
philosophy. Gaining the affection of the people was his primary goal. If 
that meant British patronage of the native traditions and systems of 
learning, he could conceive of no better tactic than to allow the imme­
diate situation to guide and shape policy.

But Wellesley’s officers were too conscious of England’s by. then 
strengthened position in India to resort to the promotion of native 
culture as a purely defensive measure. Rather, Orientalism represented 
for them the logical corollary of a precise and meticulously defined 
scheme of administration. In that scheme, as was noted earlier, the 
British government was to function as a paternal protectorate governing 
India not by direct rule (that is, through the force of British law) but 
through various local functionaries. In other words, the Cornwallis 
system of centralized administration was spurned in favor of one that 
was more diffuse and operated through a network of hierarchical rela­
tionships between British officers at one level and between the British 
and the Indians on the other. In order to draw the Indians into this 
bureaucratic structure it was imperative for the British administration to 
maintain an alliance with those who formed the traditional ruling class. 
This was essential partly to conciliate the indigenous elite for their 
displaced status, but partly also to secure a buffer zone for absorbing the 
effects of foreign rule, which, if experienced directly by the masses, 
might have an entirely disastrous impact.

This scheme of administration, at once more personal and more 
rigidly stratified in its conception, was further bolstered by the philoso­
phy that no political tradition could be created anew or superimposed 
on another without a violent rejection of it by the preexisting society. 
For a new political society to emerge the native tradition and culture 
were increasingly viewed a.\ vital in providing the soil for its growth. 
The imagery of grafting that permeated the discourse around this time 
pointed to an emerging theory of organicism that conceived of political 
formation as part of a process of cultural synthesis.15

These theoretical and practical considerations made Orientalism a
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their own biases and assumptions about what was good for their subjects 
than what the current situation demanded.

A second and more important influence in the thrust toward reform 
was exerted by a group of missionaries called the Clapham Evangelicals, 
who played a key role in the drama of consolidation of British interests 
in India. Among them were Zachary Macaulay, William Wilberforce, 
Samuel Thornton, and Charles Grant, and to these men must be given 
credit for supplying British expansionism with an ethics of concern for 
reform and conversion. Insisting that British domination was robbed of 
all justification if no efforts were made to reform native morals, the 
missionaries repeatedly petitioned Parliament to permit them to engage 
in the urgent business of enlightening the heathen. Unsuccessful with 
the earlier Act of 1793 that renewed the Company’s charter for a twenty- 
year period, the missionaries were more triumphant by the time of the 
1813 resolution, which brought about the other major event associated 
with the Charter Act: the opening of India to missionary activity.

a l t h o u g h  c h a p l a i n s  had hitherto been appointed by the East 
India Company to serve the needs of the European population residing 
in India, the English Parliament had consistently refused to modify the 
Company charter to allow missionary' work in India. The main reason 
for government resistance was an apprehension that the inhabitants 
would feel threatened and eventually cause trouble for England’s com­
mercial ventures. The insurrection at Vellore, near Madras, in 1806 was 
blamed on proselytizing activity in the area. The fear of further acts of 
hostility on religious grounds grew so great that it prompted a tempo­
rary suspension of the Christianizing mission. Despite assurances by 
influential parliamentary figures like Lord Castlereagh that the Indians 
would be as little alarmed by the appearance of Christian ministers as “by 
an intercourse with the professors of Mahometanism, or of the various 
sects into which the country was divided,” 19 the British government 
remained unconvinced that the Indians would not be provoked by 
interference with their religious beliefs. In keeping with the government 
policy of religious neutrality, the Bible was proscribed and scriptural 
teaching forbidden.

The opening of India to missionaries, along with the commitment of 
the British to native improvement, might appear to suggest a victory for 
the missionaries, encouraging them perhaps to anticipate official support
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lor their Evangelizing mission. But if they had such hopes, they were to 
be dismayed by the continuing checks on their activities, which grew 
impossibly stringent. Publicly, the English Parliament demanded a guar­
antee that large-scale proselytizing would not be carried out in India. 
Privately, though, it needed little persuasion about the distinct advan­
tages that would flow from missionary contact with the Indians and 
their umany immoral and disgusting habits.”

Though representing a convergence of interests, these two events— 
British involvement in Indian education and the entry of missionaries— 
were far from being complementary or mutually supportive. On the 
contrary, they were entirely opposed to each other both in principle and 
in fact. The inherent constraints operating on British educational policy 
are apparent in the central contradiction of a government committed to 
the improvement of the people while being restrained from imparting 
any direct instruction in the religious principles of the English nation. 
The encouragement of Oriental learning, seen initially as a way of 
fulfilling die ruler’s obligations to the subjects, seemed to accentuate 
rather than diminish the contradiction. For as the British swiftly learned, 
to their dismay, it was impossible to promote Orientalism without 
exposing the Hindus and Muslims to the religious and moral tenets of 
their respective faiths— a situation that was clearly not tenable with the 
stated goal of “moral and intellectual improvement.”

Apart from the effect of thwarting the diffusion of Christian princi­
ples, the conflict of interests between commitment to Indian education 
on one hand and to religious neutrality on the other rendered the 
communication of modern knowledge virtually impossible. The impasse 
was created by what was perceived to be the sustaining structure of error 
embedded in Hinduism, blocking instruction in modem science, his­
tory, and other empirical disciplines. Because the knowledge of the West 
could not be imparted directly without seeming to tamper with the 
fabric of indigenous religions, British administrators were virtually par­
alyzed from moving in either direction. Since it was believed that knowl­
edge could not be separated from religion in the Indian tradition, there 
was widespread fear among Council of Education members that West­
ern scientific propositions opposed to the tenets of Hinduism would not 
merely be denounced as false, but would also be interpreted by overly 
suspicious Indians as deliberately hostile to the foundation of that reli­
gion. The more unambiguous, direct, singularly fixed the stance of a 
discipline toward objects of inquiry, the greater the likelihood that
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learned Indians steeped in the indigenous tradition would perceive lines 
of opposition. On the other hand, a discipline with a double stance 
toward knowledge and belief, empiricism and intuition, reason and 
faith, suppressing at once its affiliation with Christianity on one side and 
with modem science on the other, was believed to be ideally suited to 
mediating the conflict of British interests.

t h e  t e n s i o n  between increasing involvement in Indian education 
and enforced noninterference in religion was productively resolved through 
the introduction of English literature. Significantly, the direction to this 
solution was present in the Charter Act itself, whose 43d section empow­
ered the governor-general-in-council to direct that “a sum of not less 
than one lac of rupees shall be annually applied to the revival and 
improvement of literature, and the encouragement of the learned natives 
of India.”20 As subsequent debate made only too obvious, there is 
deliberate ambiguity in this clause regarding which literature was to be 
promoted, leaving it wide open for misinterpretations and conflicts to 
arise on the issue. While the use of the word revival may weight the 
interpretation on the side of Oriental literature, the almost deliberate 
imprecision suggests a more fluid government position in conflict with 
the official espousal of Orientalism. Over twenty years later Macaulay 
was to seize on this ambiguity to argue that the phrase clearly meant 
Western literature and denounce in no uncertain terms all attempts to 
interpret the clause as a reference to Oriental literature.

It is argued, or rather taken for granted, that by literature, the Parliament 
can have meant only Arabic and Sanskrit literature, that they never would 
have given the honourable appellation of a learned native to a native who 
was familiar with the poetry o f Milton, the Metaphysics o f Locke, the 
Physics o f Newton; but that they meant to designate by that name only 
such persons as might have studied in the sacred books o f the Hindoos all 
the uses o f cusa-grass, and all the mysteries o f absorption into the Deity.21

The first rumblings of discontent with the policy of supporting Ori­
ental seminaries came well before the time of lames Mill, but from his 
official position with the East India Company as examiner of correspon­
dence he succeeded more than anyone else in stirring up debate on the 
wisdom of encouraging an apparently nonutilitarian system of learning. 
In a dispatch to the governor-general-in-council of Bengal dated Febru­
ary 18, 1824, he called attention to the state of the Madrassa (Moham-
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mcdan College) in Calcutta and the Hindu College in Benares set up 
during the tenure of Warren Hastings. Recalling the ends proposed at 
the time, “to make a favourable impression, by our encouragement of 
their literature, upon the minds of the natives,”22 he charged the govern­
ment with failure to reach the intended objectives, particularly that of 
utility. Mill questioned whether Oriental poetry was a worthwhile objec­
tive for establishing colleges in the first place, for “it has never been 
thought necessary to establish colleges for the cultivation of poetry, nor 
is it certain that this would be the effectual expedient for the attainment 
of the end [of utility].”23 While Mill’s dispatch commended the govern­
ment for making all possible attempts to achieve the desired goals, its 
central thrust was that the original aim of imparting Oriental learning 
was fundamentally erroneous and that the great end should have been 
“useful learning.”

At the same time Mill made a careful distinction between imparting 
useful learning through the Sanskrit and Arabic languages, which he 
was willing to tolerate, and establishing institutions for the purpose of 
leaching only Hindu or Muslim literature, “where you bound yourselves 
to teach a great deal of what was frivolous, not a little of what was 
purely mischievous, and a small remainder indeed in which utility was 
in any way concerned.”24 But at the same time he conceded that if that 
small remainder contained enough that was useful, it had to be preserved 
at all costs. Undoubtedly Mill was cautious in pressing for any type of 
educational program that would offend native sentiments. Moreover, 
Ins main concern was to see India well governed in order to implement 
social reforms effectively and speedily. To that purpose English was not 
essential. Indeed, as Eric Stokes has pointed out. Mill was skeptical 
about any type of formal education, whether in English or the vernacu­
lars, and this cynicism marked his isolation from the mainstream of 
English liberal thought.25 Yet, though he vested far greater faith in the 
|H>wer of law and government to produce social change, on the point of 
social utility he was inflexible, and it remained the criterion in his mind 
lor mediating between existing interests and feelings of the Indians and 
the “pernicious” elements of Oriental learning.

Responding to Mill’s dispatch, the Committee of General Instruction 
agreed that the legitimate object was the introduction of European 
knowledge. But it expressed reluctance about debarring Indians, partic­
ularly the Muslims, from cultivating a native literature held in pious 
veneration—a literature that was deeply interwoven with the habits and
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religion of the people and comprised valuable records of their culture. 
As a branch of study in all colleges, poetry was an integral part of the 
literary seminaries founded for Muslims and Hindus. To an administra­
tion officially committed to respecting the integrity of a proud civiliza­
tion it was obvious that denying the Indians their poetry would in effect 
amount to cutting them off from a significant source of their cultural 
pride.

A group of Orientalists on the Committee (including Horace Wilson, 
Holt Mackenzie, and Henry Prinsep) responded in much sharper terms 
to Mill's dispatch. They had no quarrel with Mill's view that the Indians 
required a superior form of instruction than the one dispensed under 
their own system. But they were more pessimistic about the likelihood 
of Western knowledge taking root in India as long as European litera­
ture and science continued to be held in low esteem. As Horace Wilson 
observed: "A mere English scholar is not respected for his learning by 
the natives; they have no notion of English as learning, but they have a 
high respect for a man who knows Sanskrit or who knows Arabic."26 
This contempt for English was partly created by the maulvis and the 
pundits (men learned in Arabic and Sanskrit respectively) who viewed 
this new language and literature as a threat to their own power and 
influence over the people. "As long as this is the case," Wilson contin­
ued, "and we cannot anticipate the very7 near extinction of such preju­
dice, any attempt to enforce an acknowledgement of the superiority of 
intellectual produce amongst the natives of the West [can] only create 
dissatisfaction."27 The import of his argument was somber: in the ab­
sence of prior steps to persuade Indians of the need for moral and 
intellectual improvement, European literature would continue to exert a 
culturally marginal influence. The Orientalists in sum urged that until 
such educational strategies were carefully worked out, a policy of defer­
ence be adopted to the political, cultural, and spiritual hold of the 
learned classes of India.

But increasingly there was less patience with a policy of conciliation. 
The initial wave of euphoria over the literary treasures of India, raptur­
ously described as "so new, so fresh, so original, so unlike all the 
antiquated types and models of the West, that the mind was at once 
aroused and enraptured,"28 had by the 1820s given way to caustic criti­
cisms of its systems of learning. Minto's minute of 1813, favoring the 
revival of Oriental learning, was harshly criticized for not making the 
slightest effort to introduce "in whole or in part, by implantation or
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cngraftment, the improved Literature and Science of Europe, embody­
ing, as these do, all that is magnificent in discovery, ennobling in truth, 
and elevating in sentiment. No! Orientalism— the whole of Orientalism, 
and nothing but Orientalism— is the sole burden of the Christian vice­
roy of British India.”29 Intent on unsettling Orientalism’s hold, Macau­
lay, joined by his brother-in-law, C. E. Trevelyan, directed his energies 
ai reviving the links between Hindu religion and Hindu social practice 
that had been severed in the heyday of Orientalist enthusiasm.

These are the systems under the influence o f  which the people o f India 
have become what they arc. They have been weighed in the balance, and 
have been found wanting. To perpetuate them, is to perpetuate the deg­
radation and miser)' o f the people. Our duty is not to teach, but to unteach 
them— not to rivet the shackles which have for ages bound down the 
minds o f our subjects, but to allow them to drop off by the lapse o f time 
and the progress o f events. 30

By the time of the 1835 English Education Act of Governor-General 
William Bentinck, which swiftly followed Macaulay’s famous minute of 
that same year,31 the teaching of English w'as taken out of the Sanskrit 
( oI lege and the Madrassa and confined to institutions devoted to studies 
entirely conducted in English. The grounds for doing so was the charge 
that the young men learned nothing in the native seminaries and failed 
to speak English fluently because they had to divide their time between 
the three languages.

The Orientalist Horace Wilson objected strongly to this move as an 
attempt to create a different kind of caste hierarchy in Indian education, 
1 laiming that these two native colleges produced many excellent English 
scholars who showed a mastery of the language for all useful purposes. 
Presenting the government with works translated into English by some 
of the boys who were Sanskrit scholars, he made a vain attempt to show 
that they learned the construction of the language much more rapidly 
and efficiently than the boys of the English college.

A more serious charge that Wilson and other Orientalists leveled 
against Bcntinck’s Anglicist resolution was that in diverting funds from 
the Oriental seminaries to the institutions where English was taught 
exclusively they were promoting a scheme for the total extinction of 
native classical literature.

By annihilating native literature, by sweeping away all sources o f pride 
and pleasure in their own mental efforts, by rendering a whole people
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dependent upon a remote and unknown country for all their ideas and for 
the very words in which to clothe them, we should degrade their charac­
ter, depress their energies and render them incapable o f aspiring to any 
intellectual distinction.32

Wilson’s argument was not mere polemics. If the Sanskrit College and 
the Calcutta Madrassa had become mere vehicles of superstition, “tem­
ples of darkness which were falling of themselves into decay,” 33 the 
Anglicists had to share responsibility for it, even at the moment they 
declared there was no point in supporting a learning that had sunk 
Indians in a deeper gulf of degradation. By denying learned men any 
honor or reward or marks of distinction and achievement, British policy 
virtually doomed these institutions to decay. The erosion of the tradi­
tional Indian respect for learning seriously affected its status in Indian 
society and progressively reduced native learning to an archaic institu­
tion. Yet though the British policy of withdrawing funds contributed 
distinctly to this situation, Anglicist explanations of the degradation of 
indigenous institutions curiously refrained from any mention of Angli­
cist accountability, instead preferring to interpret such decline as an 
effect of the fallacious content of Oriental learning.

For Wilson the preservation of the “national imagery” of a people 
was the key to their creative, moral, and intellectual development. But 
the Anglicist faction, denying the validity of such links for subject 
peoples, refused to acknowledge any connection between expenditures 
on English education and die annihilation of native literature. In a letter 
to the governor-general, Lord Auckland, the Scottish missionary Alex­
ander Duff, himself an Anglicist sympathizer, chafed at suggestions of 
impropriety: “As well, surely, might we assert that endowments for 
encouraging the study of Latin and Greek in this island were destined to 
exterminate the language which Shakespeare and Milton and Addison 
had rendered classical, with all its provincial dialects.”34 Duff attempted 
to persuade his opponents that two distinct but not incompatible issues 
were involved in the debate, one being the patronage of native literature 
and the other the education of the native youth. Drawing analogies with 
the British situation, he argued that though ancient Scottish literature 
may have had claims on the patronage of the government to confer 
awards on those who rescued it from decay (after all, Walter Scott had 
collected and published border songs and ballads and MacPherson vol­
umes of Celtic poetry), no government in its right senses would use 
money from revenues to “endow seminaries on the Tweed or on the
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Tay, for the purpose of furnishing education to hundreds of youth, 
exclusively on border legends and Ossianic tales.”35

But however strong the Orientalists’ condemnation of the policy of 
disbursing government funds for the exclusive study of English, the 
intensity of their feelings was not always shared by upper-caste Bengalis. 
The most striking example of differences between the Orientalists’ objec­
tives and Indian needs is that of the founding in 1816 of Hindu College, 
a college that sprang up entirely from the demands of a group of 
( alcutta citizens who wanted instruction not only in their own lan­
guages and sciences but also in the language and literature of England. 
Initially, the movement for English education, spearheaded by Calcutta’s 
foremost citizen, Rammohun Roy, and the English watchmaker David 
1 late, was sparked by a need for translations of English literature into 
the vernaculars and not for a wholesale transfusion of Western thought. 
It is highly probable that no one expected to see introduced the full 
range of purely secular English literature and science through the me­
dium of English. Sir Edward Hyde, chief justice of the Supreme Court, 
was not unappreciative of the irony of a situation where he found 
himself visited by a group of Calcutta citizens deploring the “national 
deficiency in morals” and requesting him for a college offering European 
education and imparting an English system of morals. Hyde reports that 
they were particularly insistent on receiving a classical knowledge of the 
English language and literature.

When they were told that the Government was advised to suspend any 
declaration in favour o f their undertaking, from tender regard to their 
peculiar opinions, which a classical education after the English manner 
might tread upon, they answered very shrewdly, by stating their surprise 
that they had any objection to a liberal education, that if they found 
anything in the course o f  it which they could not reconcile to their 
religious opinions, they were not bound to receive it; but still they should 
wish to be informed o f everything that the English gentlemen learnt, and 
they would take that which they found good and liked best. 36

The instrumental motives of the Bengali Brahmins, unambiguously seek­
ing out the English language over the literature of England, were all 
too apparent to Hyde, as they surely must be to the modem reader. 
Bcntinck’s English Education Act of 1835 made note of the great rush for 
English places by Indians and offered the explanation that the study of 
English was accepted as a necessary part of polite education.37 The 
Calcutta Hindus seemed on the whole more eager for English than the
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Muslims and, some Englishmen believed, were also much easier to 
instruct. A less flattering explanation was that they were fonder of gain 
and other lucrative employments that required knowledge of English.38 
But British interpretations failed to take account of the extraordinary 
complacency die Bengali upper classes felt toward their educational 
futures, to the extent that the introduction of English was not cause for 
fear. A relationship of symbiosis between Oriental literature and English 
studies was much more easily conceivable for them (as the above passage 
indicates) than for their English patrons, for whom instrumental mo­
tives were less significant than motives of assimilation, acculturation, 
and amelioration.

The English Education Act of 1835, proposed by Governor-General 
William Bentinck on Macaulay's advice, made English the medium of 
instruction in Indian education. With the formal institutionalization of 
English as the language of instruction, the stage was set for a new 
direction to Indian education. But as the next chapter will elaborate, 
Bentinck’s resolution was not as revolutionary in the introduction of a 
new language (the English language was already being taught in India 
even before 1835) as in endorsing a new function and purpose for English 
instruction in the dissemination of moral and religious values. In with­
drawing funds from support of Oriental studies in favor of English, the 
act dramatically reversed England’s commitment to a non-partisan, ec­
lectic policy. Administrators preceding Bentinck, including Minto, 
Mountstuart Elphinstone, Charles Metcalf, Thomas Munro, and John 
Malcolm, had instinctively advocated a classical approach to the study of 
language and literature as an end in itself, resisting both Utilitarian and 
missionary pressures to enlist literary study as a medium of modern 
knowledge and as a source of religious instruction, respectively. With 
the Charter Act, the conflict between commitments to active interven­
tion and neutrality pressed into existence a new discipline— English 
literature.
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'Hie ample teaching o f our improved European literature, philosophy and science, 
we knew, would shelter the huge fabric o f popular Hindooism, and crumble it into 
fragments. But as it is certainly not good simply to destroy and then leave men idly 
to gaze over the ruins, nor wise to continue building on the walls o f  a tottering 
edifice, it has ever formed the grand and distinguishing glory o f  our institution, 
through the introduction and zealous pursuit o f Christian evidence and doctrine, 
to strive to supply the noblest substitute in place o f that which has been demob 
ished, in the form o f sound general knowledge and pure evangelical truth.

— Alexander Duff, Parliamentary Papers, 1852-33, 32:57.

t h e  1855 English Education Act of William Bentinck, which swiftly 
lollowcd Macaulay’s minute of that same year, officially required the 
natives of India to submit to the study of English literature, irrevocably 
altering the direction of Indian education. But the momentous signifi­
cance of Bentinck’s resolution ought not obscure the fact that English 
was in existence in India even before that time, for rudimentary instruc­
tion in the language had been introduced more than two decades earlier. 
Though based on literary material, the early British Indian curriculum 
in English w; ~ primarily devoted to language studies. Initially, English 
did not supersede Oriental studies but was taught alongside it. Yet it 
was clear that it enjoyed a different status, for there was a scrupulous 
attempt to establish separate colleges for its study. Even when English 
was taught within the same college, the English course of studies was
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kept separate from the course of Oriental study and was attended by a 
different set of students. The rationale was that if the English depart­
ment drew students who were attached only to its department and to no 
other (that is, the Persian or the Arabic or the Sanskrit), the language 
might then be taught “classically,” in much the same way that Latin and 
Greek were taught in England.

From an administrative point of view, the demands of secularism 
dictated an educational policy that required a strictly disciplinary ap­
proach to fields of knowledge understood as objects of study in and for 
themselves. The pattern of studies- in rhetoric and logic then current in 
England provided a convenient model for adaptation in India. As a 
legacy'of the medieval school curriculum, the cultivation of classical 
languages for their own sake suited the prevailing temper of conserva­
tism. Grammar was not taught separately but alongside the reading of 
texts, which consisted of parsing, memorization, and recitation. That 
this happened also to be a parallel mode of instruction in the Indian 
classical languages explains in part the alacrity with which the European 
model of classical humanism was taken up and refined for formal use in 
India. Unaffected by Baconian ideas of educational reform and indiffer­
ent to the “words” versus “things” controversy raging in England, the 
British administrators preceding Bcntinck, specifically Minto, Holt 
Mackenzie, A. D. Campbell, Mountstuart Elphinstone, Thomas Munro, 
and John Malcolm, gravitated intuitively toward a classical approach to 
the study of language and literature as an end in itself, resisting implicitly 
utilitarian pressures to enlist literary study as a medium of modern 
knowledge.

The model was not without distinct political advantages. Translated 
into secular terms, classical humanism assured protection of the integrity 
of native learning, defusing potential protest by Indians against over­
tures of cultural domination, for quite independently of the actual senti­
ment of officials toward the native culture, the classical model in deline­
ating disciplinary boundaries around subjects as independent areas of 
study permitted the assertion of the respective claims of both Oriental 
and Western learning to the status of true knowledge without necessarily 
invoking normative criteria.

The entry of missionaries into India, however, precipitated a new role 
for English literary study. By the 1820s the atmosphere of secularism in 
which English studies were conducted became a major cause for concern 
to the growing numbers of missionaries who had gained fresh access to
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India after 1813. Within England itself, there was a strong feeling that 
literary texts read as a form of secular knowledge were “a sea in which 
the voyager has to expect shipwreck” 1 and that they could not be relied 
on to exert a beneficial effect upon the moral condition of society in 
general. This sentiment was complemented by an equally strong one 
that for English works to be studied even for language purposes a high 
degree of mental and moral cultivation was first required which the bulk 
of people simply did not have. According to the missionary argument, 
to a man in a state of ignorance of moral law literature was patendy 
indifferent to virtue. Far from cultivating moral feelings, a wide reading 
was more likely to cause him to question moral law more closely and 
perhaps even encourage him to deviate from its dictates.

The case of poetry offers an interesting example of how several im­
portant strands in English culture converged to cause a profound dis- 
trust of a literary mode that was at one point unequivocally called the 
“art of perverting words from their primitive meaning.”2 The criticism 
of the corruption of language by poetry and its attendant deviation from 
truth when read without a context or purpose brought the Evangelicals 
,.nd the Utilitarians on common ground to a point where they could 
reconcile their differing ideological positions. The Utilitarian hostility to 
poetry found its chief priest in Bcntham, who categorically excluded all 
imaginative literature from his ideal republic because it did not serve any 
functional purpose and caused misrepresentations of things. To the 
Utilitarian denunciation of poetry as a falsification of the inherent reality 
(>f things the Evangelicals added the criticism that the ornamentation of 
poetry exalted sensibility over morality and self-indulgence over Chris­
tian humility. The Sunday School movement, which grew out of Evan­
gelical involvement with the uplift of the lower classes, attempted to 
inspire devotional feelings in the young dirough tracts written in a 
language that emulated the simplicity and directness of the Bible. Origi­
nally written in the form of parables, these tracts (whose enormous 
influence established a literary reputation of sorts for Hannah More, 
Sarah Trimmer, and Anna Barbauld) gave a new respectability to the 
novclistic genre whose growth in part they stimulated.

In missionary pamphlets greater sanction was given to literature 
wherever it supported a pedagogical emphasis on the “moral and intel­
lectual improvement of mankind.” Literary devices such as alliteration, 
rhyme, and reduplication came to be seen as extremely harmful because 
they imposed “arbitrary fetters” on thought and resulted in an affected



48 Praepamtio Evangelica

style. Many critics shared James Mill’s Utilitarian distrust of ingenuity 
and argued that it diverted minds from “the correct and dignified style 
of prose composition in which the Greek and Latin writers (and those 
of all Western nations) so much excel, and which to a nation is of far 
greater importance than all the embellishments of poetry.”3 Further­
more, it was argued, the reader’s concentration is so much on discover­
ing the division and meanings of the syllables in the alliteration that all 
unity of impression is lost, for the reader is unable to take in the whole 
and is ill prepared to receive the impression that the story was calculated 
to make on him.

The emphasis on sound rather than meaning in secular pedagogical 
practice in British India was a frequent complaint of missionaries. Like­
wise, some British administrators involved with Indian education, among 
them A. D. Campbell, were equally vehement in deploring the current 
practice in the schools that converted the teaching of texts that had the 
potential to offer instruction in morals, even Indian texts like the Bha- 
gavad Gita, into exercises in sound and memory.4 The Evangelical antag­
onism to a literature that depended for its effect on sound patterns 
converged with Utilitarian convictions that pure sound is totally di­
vorced from meaning and therefore emptied of all intellectual and spiri­
tual content, without which the mind is led astray. There emerged a 
strong belief that texts read without any religious or cultural associations 
literally left readers adrift like drowning sailors in a shipwreck.

Ironically, much the same argument was made even by staunch Ori­
entalists like Horace Wilson, who criticized prevailing pedagogical prac­
tices on the grounds that “the mere language cannot work any material 
change.” Only when “we initiate them into our literature, particiilarly at 
an early age, and get them to adopt feelings and sentiments from our 
standard writers, [can] we make an impression upon them, and effect 
any considerable alteration in their feelings and notions.”5

o n e  o f  the most relentless critics of British secular pedagogy was the 
Scottish missionary Alexander Duff. Along with other missionaries. 
Duff was greatly alarmed about the potentially lethal implications of a 
secular emphasis in Indian education. The climate of skepticism and 
intellectual defiance that had become the hallmark of Hindu College in 
Calcutta, where Duff also ran his own school, confirmed his worst fears. 
What benign officials regarded as a spirit of free intellectual inquiry
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fostered by English education Duff interpreted as a descent into moral 
anarchy. And yet, though Duff was opposed on almost every count to 
the official British position on Indian education (with an acrimony that 
ought to have alienated him permanendy from administrative circles), 
no missionary was as successful as he in impressing upon government 
administrators the urgency of moral and religious instruction. Indeed, 
the influence he exerted on the direction of English education was 
staggering. Though his views are by no means a definitive assessment of 
British policy, his critique of secularism can be taken as fairly represen­
tative of missionary arguments for reorienting English instruction in a 
religious direction. This chapter will thus be devoted to an examination 
of his educational theory and practice.

Alexander DufFs career spanned three continents: as moderator of 
the General Assembly of the Church of Scodand and later professor of 
evangelistic theology at St. Andrew’s he was keenly involved in the 
struggle between secular and spiritual authority that was ripping apart 
the Established Church at its seams. Though he eventually joined the 
Secession, he continued to think of his role as one of arbitration between 
“Unionists” and “Separatists” on the integration of the Free Church 
with the United Presbyterian. Though his longest years abroad were 
spent in India and his most enduring contributions were to Indian 
education, as convenor of the Foreign Missions Committee of his church 
he was instrumental in establishing missions in, among other places, 
South Africa, Egypt, Syria, Turkey, and Lebanon. News of the success 
of his work abroad, combined with legendary accounts of the fiery 
eloquence of his oratory and die fervor of his evangelical passion, reached 
interested Scottish Presbyterians on the other side of the Adantic. In the 
winter of 1854 he was invited for an extensive lecture tour of the United 
States and Canada, which by all accounts left such a powerful impression 
that a New York reporter wrote: “Never did any man leave our shores 
so encircled with Christian sympathy and affection.”6

To a greater degree than other missionaries Duff had developed a 
systematic and theoretical approach to the issue of secular education, 
which he expounded in numerous pamphlets and publications and most 
fully in India and India Missions, published in 1839. Born in Scodand in 
1806, Duff' was educated at St. Andrew’s University, where he studied 
moral philosophy under Thomas Chalmers, whose influence over him 
was incalculable. It was Chalmers, in fact, who encouraged DufPs deci­
sion to become a missionary.7 In 1829 Duff was invited by the Commit-
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tee of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland on Foreign 
Missions to become their first missionary to India. Following ordination 
that same year, Duff set out for Calcutta. It was not a pleasant voyage, 
to say the least. His apprehensions in taking up a strange new life in 
India were dramatically intensified when he found himself shipwrecked 
not once, but twice. In the first instance his ship struck a sandbank near 
the cape. Most of the people on board managed to scramble out of the 
boat and took refuge on a desolate island nearby. But Duff lost his entire 
library of eight hundred books, “representing every department of 
knowledge,” which he had carefully chosen for the college he planned to 
set up in India. One book, however, did happen to get washed ashore; 
when the sailor who had spotted it went to retrieve it, it aimed out (not 
surprisingly) to be Duffs copy of the Bible. The loss of all his books 
save this one had a profound effect on Duffs attitude toward the sum of 
human learning. Henceforth he saw the value of modem knowledge 
only as a means to truth and not an end in itself. “They are gone,” he 
wrote, “and, blessed be God, I can say, gone without a murmur. So 
perish all earthly things: the treasure that is laid up in heaven alone is 
unassailable.”8

After several weeks of being stranded in Capetown, arrangements 
were made for another ship to continue the journey to India. But just 
about a hundred miles outside Calcutta, in the confluence of the Ganga 
(the Ganges river) with the ocean, the ship fell victim to the fury of the 
monsoon rains and was hurled onto a mud bank, where it lay hopelessly 
crippled. Through a daring that is often bom of sheer desperation, the 
people on board fought the swirling currents and managed to swim to a 
nearby island. Once on land, they took refuge in a village temple, where 
they remained until word of their plight reached Calcutta and rescue 
efforts got under way. But despite the succession of disasters on a voyage 
that took over eight months to complete, one blessing did emerge. 
According to his biographer, George Smith, the villagers who heard of 
the travails surmounted by Duff were so struck by awe and wonderment 
that many came to believe that “surely this man is a favourite of the gods 
who must have some notable work for him to do in India.”9

Once settled in India, Duff quickly set his attention on the business 
that had brought him there in the first place. On arriving in Calcutta, he 
was appalled to find that the other denominations spent most of their 
energies teaching and preaching in the native languages to the masses, a 
practice that appeared to him to have minimal impact on religious and
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i astc sentiment and seemed utterly to vitiate the efficacy of missionary 
labor. The practice seemed even more ludicrous in light of the fact that 
among the more respectable classes of the community there was a grow­
ing desire for acquiring knowledge of the English language, even if it 
was solely for purposes of securing government positions. Blessed with 
an uncanny instinct for turning opportunity to his advantage. Duff set 
out to reap spiritual benefits from prevailing material interests by open­
ing a school in which nearly all studies, literary, theological, and scien­
tific, were conducted in English. Admission to his General Assembly 
Institution in Calcutta was at first free. Duff reported that when the 
school opened on July 12, 1830, three hundred applicants turned up in 
three days in a hall that held only 120 people. Hordes of young Indians 
came begging to be taken in, crying, “Me want read your good books; 
oh, take me,” “Me good boy,” “Me poor boy,” “Me know your com­
mandments, Thou shalt have no other gods before me’; oh, take me,” 
“Oh, take me, and I pray for you.” These pleas were topped off by 
ingratiations to Duff as “the great and fathomless ocean of all imaginable 
excellencies.” Unfortunately, as Duff himself was all too aware, it may 
have been the anticipation of free books rather than the attractions of 
( Christianity that drove poor children to the school. It was not uncom­
mon for huge numbers to flock to new schools and, once the free books 
were distributed, run away with them and never turn up again. And as 
Duff sadly remarked, book pages were often converted not into stores 
for the intellect but wastepaper for petty retailers in the bazaar.

Duff ran the General Assembly Institution for thirteen years, from 
18 to to 1843. The enrollments swelled each passing year, making it one 
of the most successful institutions in the city. But in 1843 he was caught 
in a bitter struggle taking place in Scotland between secular and religious 
authority. The conflict led to the disruption of the Established Church 
of Scotland and the creation of the Free Church of Scotland. The matter 
of realigning his loyalties was a difficult one for Duff. Some of his oldest 
and closest ties were with the Establishment, and the most sacred asso­
ciations of his life were linked with this ancient bulwark of his native 
land. Moreover, severing those tics meant a surrender of the results of 
his thirteen years of hard and patient labor in India. The fine college 
buildings with their complete equipment, in which he had taken such 
pleasure and pride, had to pass into the hands of the Established Church, 
which had put up the money for it, and he would be forced to begin 
anew and rebuild from the foundation. But Duff arrived at his decision
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quickly and responded to the overtures of the Free Church by joining 
the Secession. In time, with the help of sympathetic friends and church 
associates both in India and abroad, he raised enough money to establish 
a new institution under the patronage of the Free Church of Scotland 
that soon surpassed the other school in numbers of pupils and also in 
conversions.

Both the original General Assembly Institution and the later Free 
Church Institution were set up in response to what Duff considered the 
secular abuses of government institutions, in particular the excesses 
committed at Hindu College in Calcutta, later known as Presidency 
College, which regularly churned out what he called “gentlemen out­
laws” and “privileged desperadoes.” Though Duff conceded that the 
students at institutions like these scorned forms of Hindu worship, lived 
like Europeans, and conducted themselves well as public officers, he 
remained convinced that while their immersion in Western ideas caused 
them to turn their backs on their own religion, they had grown increas­
ingly hostile to all religions, as well, including Christianity.

Duff voiced a complaint made by many missionaries in India that the 
most vituperative critics of Christianity they encountered in their labors 
were not traditional caste Hindus or Muslims as conventionally believed, 
but the young men who had been trained in what they termed the 
godless colleges of the government. The recalcitrant behavior of the 
students at Hindu College convinced Duff that the exposure of error 
did not necessarily result in the immediate embracing of truth. Ironically 
for British policy, the more successfully English education turned the 
Indians against their own religion through the exercise of right reason 
and judgment, the more insidiously it induced a violent rejection of the 
premises of all religion. Insofar as government education gave Indians 
receiving Western training a disposition for rational argument and sci­
entific proofs and through it an attitude of skepticism and contempt 
toward their own belief systems, it could be adjudged successful. But the 
assertion that “as soon as [the natives] become good English scholars, 
they must cease to be Hindoos” 10 blandly assumed that Western knowl­
edge had an inherently destructive effect on contrary systems, which 
even a staunch Anglicist like Duff realized was a gross self-deception. 
Critical of attempts to set intellectual liberation as the sole goal of 
education, he projected the policy of knowledge without religion as no 
less pernicious to the stability of British rule than idolatry and supersti­
tion. He attributed the Mutiny of 1857, for instance, to the secular
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|>olicie$ of the government. In a series of letters to a friend. Dr. Tweedie, 
that became one of the most frequently quoted accounts of the rebellion,
1 )uff direcdy linked the newfound political consciousness among West­
ern-educated Indians to the official position of neutrality toward reli­
gion.11 Government policy foolishly placed the Indians in a position 
where they were able to say, in DufFs ironic scenario of the future, that 
uwc are very much obliged to our foreign rulers who have let us into the 
dccrct of their weakness and our own strength— the knowledge which 
must qualify us speedily to get quit of them, and undertake the manage­
ment of our own civil and military affairs without their help.” 12 Knowl­
edge without religion produced infidels, who were the spiritual equiva­
lent of political rebels imbued with contempt for constitutional author­
ity. In DufFs aphoristic formula: “As Christianity has never taught 
rulers to oppress, so will it never teach subjects to rebel.” 13

Yet while Duff and others expressed serious reservations about the 
Nccular education given at government colleges and went ahead with 
plans to set up alternative Christian schools, claiming that these served 
the government’s interests more rigorously in principle than their own 
Kchools, neither he nor other critics were prepared at the same time to 
dispense with literary instruction in their institutions. In both of his 
institutions Duff divided his classes to cover a wide range of literary 
instruction, beginning with the alphabet and extending to the most 
advanced courses of literature. Working from the simple definition of 
( Christian education as the drawing out of all capacities that characterize 
the soul as spiritual being, Duff set out to identify those works that best 
met that definition. The works of authors such as Bacon, Locke, Reid, 
Dugald Stewart, and Thomas Brown were named as the most exemplary 
sources, but the Bible remained of course the single most important 
text.14 The reading of the Bible was followed by comment, illustrative 
example, and amplification. The Bible was used as a classbook exclusively 
lor- religious instruction, never for parsing or syntactical and other gram­
matical exercises of linguistic acquisition—practices that necessarily re­
duced the Bible from its deserved status as “the Book of Books” to 
merely one among many books. More important, to avoid the error of 
committing what Duff contemptuously referred to as “Pharisaic idola­
try,” the Bible was never established as the final authority. DufFs dictum 
was not “Behold the Book, fall ye down before it, and worship it,” but 
“Behold your God revealing himself through the medium of his written 
word; fall ye down and worship before Him.”



54 Praepamtio Evangelica

In 1852 the curriculum at Duff’s Free Church Institution prescribed 
the following books in its course on English literature: Poetical Reader, 
CowpeTs Poems, Milton’s Paradise Lost, with Minor Poems, Pollock’s 
Course of Time, Selections from Southey, Montgomery, Campbell and Words­
worth, Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, Akenside’s Pleasures of Imagina­
tion, Young’s Night Thoughts, Bacon’s Moral and Civil Essays and A d­
vancement of Learning, W hate lyRhetoric, SchlegePs History of Literature, 
Hallam’s Literary History of the Fifteenth, Sixteenth and Seventeenth Cen­
turies, Foster's Essays, Select Essays from the North British and Other Re­
views, and various works of the London Tract and Book Society. Amort^ 
texts taught in the course on natural and revealed religion were the 
Bible, Paley’s Natural Theology, and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (which 
was taught as a religious, not a literary text) and among those taught in 
philosophy John Stuart Mill’s Logic, Reid’s Inquiry and Essays, Thomas 
Brown’s Lectures, Abercrombie’s Intellectual and Moral Powers, Whc- 
wall’s Moral Philosophy, Bacon’s Novum Organon, Plato’s Dialogues, and 
Buffer’s Dissertation on Human Nature}s

In contrast, the books prescribed in government schools reveal a 
different focus. There were variations from institution to institution, but 
the following books remained standard fare in the literature curriculum 
of government schools in midnineteenth century India: Richardson’s 
Poetical Selections (Goldsmith, Gray, Addison, Pope, and Shakespeare), 
Otway’s Venice Preserved, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Othello, and Macbeth, 
Pope’s Iliad by Homer, Milton’s Paradise Lost (the first four books), 
Addison’s Essays, Johnson’s Rasselas and Lives of the Poets, Paley’s Moral 
Philosophy, Goldsmith’s History of England, Bacon’s Essays, Novum Orga­
non, and Advancement of Learning, Malkins’ History of Greece, Pinnock’s 
History of Greece, Horace Wilson’s Universal History, Adam Smith’s Moral 
Sentiments, Abercrombie’s Intellectual Powers, and Whewall’s Moral Phi­
losophy. In addition, specially compiled prose readers were brought out 
in several volumes for each class, some of which were prepared by 
Macaulay when he was president of the Council on Education in India.16

Of special interest is the preponderance of eighteenth-century neo­
classical writers in the government curriculum, as opposed to the Ro­
mantic writers in the missionary curriculum. The range of texts repre­
sented in DufTs curriculum gave the lie to the missionary charge that 
works of the imagination were harmful to morals. Of course, poets like 
Pollock and Cowper are known to be favorite reading of the Evangeli­
cals,17 and it is not surprising that they were prescribed in the missionary
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1 urriculum. But given the claims for Christianity in Johnson, Addison, 
and Pope, we might well ask why Duff did not represent these writers 
m his course of literary studies. But this is to assume that the intention 
of teaching literature was to impart Christianity indirccdy, when in fact 
vve know that the Bible was openly taught as an authoritative exposition 
of religion in the missionary schools. Obviously, then, there was no need 
to get around an injunction against religious teaching as was the case in 
government schools, which chose the path of teaching literature to 
convey the message of the Bible. Literary study plainly served some 
other purpose in Duff’s school, which must be established before the 
difference between the curricula in the two institutions can be explained.

The clue to the difference would appear to lie in Duff’s concern that 
the Bible make an appropriate impact on its readers, both logically and 
emotionally. As various missionary publications point out endlessly, the 
|H)wer of the Bible lies in its imagery. If images could be regarded as 
arguments, reasons, and demonstrations that illustrate and reinforce the 
truth, the best means to conversion was, accordingly, through an appeal 
to the imagination. The horrors of sin and damnation were not to be 
understood through reasons but through images that give the reader a 
"shocking spectre of his own deformity and haunt him, even in his 
sleep.” 18 The truth of Christianity was presented in vain unless it was 
irrw, unless it was felt. To read the Bible well, to be moved by its 
Imagery, to be instructed by its “dark and ambiguous style, figurative 
and hyperbolical manner,” the imagination first had to be fully trained 
and equipped.19 The highly imagistic poetry of Cowper, Wordsworth, 
Akcnside, and Young clearly served this objective more immediately 
than did the more formal poetry of the Augustan neoclassicists.

At a glance it appears that government and missionary schools adopted 
two mutually exclusive curricula, one heavily classical and the other 
predominantly Romantic. By contrast, in English public schools of the 
* June period the classical and the Romantic strains converged in a single 
i urriculum bearing the impress of the nineteenth century’s most famous 
educator, Thomas Arnold. The Arnoldian curriculum was a course of 
Mtudics with a heavy stress on classical languages and literatures and 
1 lassical history, and it was geared to instruct learners in the principles 
Of law, government, and society. This content was balanced with read­
ings in the poetry of the Romantics to teach lessons in the deeper 
relations between nature and the human soul. The classical-humanist 
and the Romantic strains in the Arnoldian curriculum together formed
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the Victorian ideal of what David Newsome has pithily described as 
“godliness and good learning.”20 The alliance between education and 
religion was basic to Arnold’s philosophy of the curriculum, and its goal 
was the inculcation of a code of Christian values by which men of culture 
were to live.

But at the same time, this curriculum was entirely suited to the 
vocation of ruling. The strong emphasis on historical and philosophical 
texts in the literature curriculum correlated with the need for better- 
trained and better-informed administrators. The new demands of indus­
trialization and an expanding empire required a specialized ruling class, 
“cultivated, steeped in philosophy and history, aware of its world politi­
cally and intellectually, and interested, in a deeper sense than either the 
scholar or the aristocratic amateur could claim to be.”21 The course of 
studies in English public schools was designed to foster those leadership 
qualities required of a governing elite: independent thinking, a strong 
sense of personal identity, and an ability to make decisions on one’s own 
authority. Making men leaders also meant that they had to be marked 
off from the rest of society, and in British education this was achieved 

1 through social discrimination and a markedly stratified schooling system. 
As the educational historian T. W. Bamford observes, it is not generally 
realized how effective social or hierarchical gulfs can be in promoting 
leadership and the acceptance of decisions.22

Though the Amoldian curriculum was meant for a ruling elite, the 
texts that were a part of it were also taught in India. Until the second 
half of the nineteenth century, Indians could not occupy government 
posts higher than those of clerks and lower-level subordinates, and even 
when they were admitted to higher positions it was obviously not to 
give them a role in governing, but only to carry out the work of 
bureaucracy. But the authors they were reading in school— Bacon, But­
ler, and John Stuart Mill—were not addressed to men who would be 
clerks and subordinates, but to those who would lead and assume re­
sponsibility for their actions. Indians receiving Western education were 
reading texts that taught them to be independent thinkers and leaders, 
but they had neither the independence nor the opportunity to lead. It 
would seem, then, that the political consequences of the Amoldian 
curriculum in the Indian context could only be frustration and possibly 
rebellion, raising questions about why Indians were being given the 
same kind of literary education as the English elite.

In her case study of late nineteenth-century Indian education Ellen
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Mi Donald notes the involvement in religious and social reform of many 
Indians educated in the Arnoldian curriculum. She cites the influence of 
llutlcrian philosophy on well-known Bombay reformers like M. G. 
Ranade, a renowned lawyer, and Chandavarkar, the vice-chancellor of 
Bombay University, for both of whom social change was inseparable 
from moral reform of the individual.23 On the basis of her finding, there 
1* ground to believe that the Arnoldian curriculum was adapted in India 
in Mich a way that the goal of self-improvement in this context no longer 
meant training a ruling elite but setting educated Indians’ attention on 
relbrni of their own society, a goal repeatedly articulated by Duff in his 
own educational writings.

The range of texts represented in Duff’s curriculum belied the mis- 
linnary charge that works of the imagination were harmful to morals.- 
I he more than nominal importance ascribed to literature in the educa­
tion of Indian youth attending DufPs institution appears to reveal a 
basic contradiction in missionary practice, which becomes more appar­
ent in light of the fact that missionary institutions were set up as 
alternative schools to the existing government colleges and were thus 
relatively free of centralized influence.

But considered in pedagogical terms, DufFs strong emphasis on a 
literary curriculum in his own school is less a reversal of his earlier 
objectives to its presence in government schools than a relocation of 
moral value and meaning from individual texts to the contexts in which 
they were taught and read. In DufFs view it was not theoretically 
impossible for literature to be a source of religious skepticism in one 
Mtuation and a source of religious belief in another. If it were true that 
morality lay in texts, then selected texts could readily be singled out as 
more “moral” than others. Instead, Duff believed that morality lay in 
Intention, context, purpose, and overall structure of the educational 
lyntcm.

DufFs determination to hold on to a literary curriculum was also 
tliaped in large part by a perception of resistance to direct Christian 
Instruction by Indian students who regarded the Bible as a necessary evil 
and barely tolerated its presence in their instruction. Though the Cal- 
1 ntta Monthly Journal castigated Duff for serving interests other than 
1 hose he claimed to serve (he was accused, for instance, of being moti­
vated by antipathy toward Roman Catholics, Episcopalians, Socinians, 
and other Christian sects whose religious opinions were as hateful to 
him as those of the Hindus), the assessment that “Dr. Duff will never be
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a fair reasoncr until he is able in imagation [sic] to put himself in the 
position of the party whose wishes and interests are at stake” was not 
wholly true. So sensitive was Duff to native resistance that he invited 
parents to witness for themselves the kind of instruction their children 
were receiving at his school, by way of reassurance that there was no 
proselytizing going on there. Admittedly, many of the parents he en­
countered were overly consumed by suspicion of missionary intentions 
in forcing Bible instruction on their children. It was not uncommon for 
parents to withdraw their children immediately from DufFs school 
wherever they sensed what they saw as the “tyranny of the Bible.” Some 
parents negotiated their needs in a more sanguine manner. DufFs biog­
rapher and former student, Lai Bchari Day, records the plan his father 
had worked out: he would wait for the moment when his son had 
learned enough English to obtain a decent situation outside but was not 
yet intellectually advanced to understand lectures on Christianity— as 
soon as that moment arrived, he would instandy be withdrawn from 
school and placed in an office. “Let Duff Saheb do what he can,” was 
the father’s defiant challenge to the threat of proselytism.24

But Duff Saheb was a little more devious than even Day’s father 
imagined. Duff had developed an elaborate system for inculcating Chris­
tian concepts through close questioning, careful relation of concepts, 
and association of ideas with their precise linguistic equivalent. The same 
associative technique was used for undermining reverence for Brahmini- 
cal concepts. Day recounts his first class of instruction by Duff, in which 
the subject was a catechism on the cow. Duff asked his students to 
supply the Bengali word for cow, which is goru. He next asked whether 
they knew another Bengali word resembling it in sound, which hap­
pened, of course, to be guru, or Brahmin teacher. Dwelling at ample 
length on the patterns of similarity in form and sound between the two 
words, Duff quiedy built up to his solemn query about what purpose 
was served by a guru and whether goru was not more useful than guru. 
“He then left our class,” writes his student, “and went into another, 
leaving in our minds seeds of future thought and reflection.”25

Duff insisted that in all the years he ran the school only three or four 
students ever left in protest over teaching of the Bible. A young Brahmin 
student who had earlier shown great hostility to DufFs comparative 
allusions to Christianity and Hinduism became so emotional and enrap­
tured after reading the Lord’s Prayer, the story of the Prodigal Son, and 
the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians that he burst out in the
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middle of DufTs lecture to exclaim, “Oh sir, that is too good for us. 
Who can act up to that? Who can act up to that?”26

But Duff was never so extravagant in his claims for conversion as 
Home of his fellow missionaries at times tended to be, drawing as they 
olten did on the most dubious evidence bordering on the ludicrous, as 
with this little item from the Missionaiy Register:

S., .1 little boy, came for the first time to speak concerning his soul. In our 
half-yearly report o f the examination o f the seminarists, we were obliged 
10 characterize him as a quarrelsome little fellow. He now complained to 
me, that whenever others offend him in any wise, he is always inclined to 
KB AT THEM: such a free confession o f a fault is doubtless a token for 
good, a proof that the Holy Spirit is active in the Soul.27

I H H f a c t  that literary study won an honored place in DufTs curricu­
lum suggests that though the secular study of literature might have been 
associated in his mind widi moral degeneracy, this was by no means to 
MV that he imputed to literature a natural tendency to corrupt the 
Individual and blur his moral sense. Quite the contrary, the power of 
literature to inculcate virtue was less an issue than the fact that its 
moralities were accessible only to those who were suitably trained to 
lead literature or had reached an advanced stage of mental development. 
By claiming that the force of truth rested on the moral state of the heart,
I >uir restricted the investigation of truth to a morally qualified inquirer 
whose mind had first been purged of all the prejudices, errors, and 
misconceptions that obstructed its advancement in true knowledge and 
then adequately replenished with “true” moral principles. For literature 
to be read as morality, a high degree of mental and moral cultivation 
was first required, which in DufTs view the mass of people simply did 
not have. For those who were ignorant of moral law there were no 
lessons in virtue to be gleaned from literature. Far from being a cultiva­
tor of moral feelings, a wide reading in literature was more likely to 
CilUse sharper questioning of moral law and perhaps even encourage 
active defiance of its commands. DufTs objections to English literary 
instruction at the government colleges were based on the fear that the 
students were inadequately equipped to read for edification. To his 
mind, no amount of literary study could possibly contribute toward the 
moral improvement of the Indians where there was no prior moral 
instruction. Literature could only shape and enlighten to the degree that
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the reader was already inhcrcndy predisposed to such enlightenment. 
But to expect literature to perform the work of raising the moral and 
intellectual level of the reader was to assume that all readers were on a 
comparable plane of moral development. Duff’s critique raised larger 
theoretical questions about the nature of literary texts and their relation­
ship to behavior and action. How useful, for instance, is literary instruc­
tion when readers have no prior sense of moral principles? Can the text 
succeed where nature has failed? Assuming that human nature is defi­
cient and society fails to provide adequate models of behavior and 
action, can texts step into the vacuum and function as a surrogate for 
nature and shape moral and intellectual development? And if so, which 
works arc the most appropriate ones for that purpose?

Duff’s argument against secular uses of literature rested on a pecu­
liarly grim Hobbesian theory of human nature as dark, proud, and 
selfish. If human nature were inherently good, it was perfectly reason­
able to expect that the teaching of literature could proceed outside 
religious foundations without causing undue harm. But the predisposi­
tion of human nature for evil decisively established that nothing less 
than the triumph over innate depravity could legitimately be the goal of 
instruction. DufPs insistence on this point, drawn from a deeply felt 
Calvinism, highlighted by contrast the idealistic conception of human 
nature that informed a secular policy of education—of a concept of man 
as still unfallen, tainted neither by depravity nor sin, who lived in 
accordance to natural moral law, protecting him like a coat of armor 
against the actual (or potential) undermining effect of worldly knowl­
edge. Duff’s response to the secular conception was that ‘Svere human 
nature in a state of innocence and holiness, all true knowledge, literary 
or scientific, would be not merely negatively harmless— it might be 
positively beneficial. But as long as human nature is guilty and depraved, 
such knowledge may become not merely negatively useless— it may 
prove positively injurious.”28 Flatly rejecting the theory that the text is 
independent of the moral state of the reader, autonomous in its own 
morality and truth. Duff sought to refocus attention on the reader as 
fallen, depraved, and sinful in order to reclaim his moral regeneration as 
an obligatory social and political goal.

The belief that virtue is an abstract quality removed from, unshaped 
by, and therefore anterior to worldliness led Duff to conclude that the 
pursuit of moral good rather than intelligence was the true object of 
education. He saw the struggle between good and evil, virtue and vice,
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niilcr and anarchy as fraught with so much uncertainty and tension that 
ilu* mere exercise of intellect was not sufficient for its resolution. From 
M ich observations he came to believe that the efforts of intelligence to 
i irate institutions like representative government could not by them- 
wives emancipate people enslaved by religion from the tyranny of its 
yoke.

( )n the point of social utility Duff was in little disagreement with the 
secularists. But the issue that wrenched them apart concerned the power 
and authority of texts to regenerate individual souls. Morality for Duff 
was unquestionably a quality of the reader rather dian of literature itself, 
lint in presuming a homogeneous readership located at a comparable 
level of mental and moral development and moral receptivity, the secu­
larists in DufPs view took up a position that established natural moral 
law as part of man’s innate knowledge. The description of human nature 
In these terms made it more feasible for secularists to entertain a moral 
theory of literature— a theory of texts whose morality existed indepen­
dently of the reader. The dependence of secularism on these two as­
sumptions— that is, of a homogeneous readership and of moral law as 
part of man’s innate knowledge— became a prime object of Duff’s 
attack, which turned on a sharp questioning of the secularist belief in a 
common development of minds. Undaunted by the oversimplifications 
inherent in such an attack, to the extent that it meant restating in an 
absurdly naive way that minds developed at various paces, some more 
morally fortified than others, Duff plunged headlong into a line of attack 
I hat argued the inevitable emergence of a differentiated readership, so 
affecting interpretation of literature as to produce distortion, error, and 
falsehoods. The variability of the reader from individual to individual 
necessitated a program of instruction aimed at parity and standardiza- 
lion. If it was true to characterize secularism as based on the concept of 
an innately good human nature, then it was equally true to suggest that 
tt* ideal of perfection precluded a moral system because prescriptions are 
essential to ethics and superfluous when all behavior contributes to the 
ideal. To Duff’s understanding, the conviction of innate depravity and 
the hope of regeneration provided the mechanism for regulation of 
behavior and therefore legitimized an ethical system. Such a system 
could not be apprehended by untutored intuition, but required the 
intervention of the educational process.

Duff interpreted secularism as a claim on behalf of a common devel­
opment of minds that dispensed with first principles for comprehension
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of the world of matter. His attack fell on a derivative premise o f this 
claim that established the formation of moral perceptions in the intellec­
tual faculties and viewed the development of the intellect as a prelude to 
the cultivation of the moral sense. His own argument reversed the 
sequence of development in order to restore primacy to moral percep­
tions in intellectual formation. And though this emphasis certainly did" 
not imply a rejection of the concept of Western literature as a product 
of Christian experience and history, embodying its best conscience, it 
did suggest that the guiding power of conscience was activated only 
when the reader had been shaped through prior formative influences for 
the reception of moral truths. In short, truth was self-evident only to 
those equipped both mentally and morally to receive it.

A curious contradiction characterizes this argument. However consis­
tent, indeed predictable, belief in the priority of moral perceptions in 
intellectual formation might be with Evangelical convictions, that belief 
conflicted with the actual practice of many missionaries, including Duff 
himself, in the institutions they conducted. The practice rested on the 
premise that the force of modern knowledge (by which Duff meant both 
literary and scientific knowledge) was so great as to cause those exposed 
to it to turn away in revulsion from the errors of their own native 
systems. The subjects that were condemned for their secular character 
when taught in government institutions were included in the missionary 
curriculum as central subjects of study, so that while it was claimed on 
the one hand that truth is not self-evident, that its apprehension is 
possible only under certain conditions (one of which is a cultivated 
moral sense), it was maintained on the other that Western learning had 
a direct and immediate destructive effect on native superstitions, myths, 
and legends. Looked at objectively, there was a compelling logic to this 
process. If the young learner was made aware that all the facts regarding 
geography and history given in the Hindu scriptures were entirely ficti- j 
tious, the shaking of his faith in one part of the system (the intellectual) 
would surely have the effect of shaking his faith in others. The destruc­
tion of that belief through instruction in scientific and literary truth was 
seen as the first stage in opening minds to the “purer” truths of revealed 
religion, and Alexander Duff, along with other missionaries, was at­
tracted to the idea of an intellectual revolution that would lead toward a 
universal Christianity. The belief that Hinduism would surely fall from 
its foundation and the Gospel rise on its ruins— that through science 
and modem learning “we must all come to one religion”—was quite 
clearly an ideology that directed missionary labor in India.
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lim on two crucial points this practice was inconsistent with the 
4vowed commitment to moral training: first, if modem knowledge had 
in inherent power to demolish an entrenched religious system, then it 
wa* tantamount to suggesting that its truths were self-evident; and 
m'ioikI, if the destruction of Hinduism were able to occur so systemati- 
• illy and with the simplicity and elegance ascribed to it, it was difficult 
In avoid the conclusion that the Indians were at an acceptable level of 
mental and moral development to be able to participate in its demolition 
III the first place. Assuming the truth of both premises, the outcry over 
tvtular education appears even more perplexing and inexplicable, for if 
11 were true that Western thought possessed the sort of self-evident, 
Incducible power attributed to it to cause Hinduism to come crashing 
down, then the educational process that Duff advocated as a form of 
preliminary “mind training” was simply redundant.

Ihir this apparent inconsistency is less of a contradiction than it seems, 
and Duff coined a new phrase, secular convergency, to resolve it. The 
dilemma for Duff of course was to reconcile the conviction that only 
I hose who were morally prepared or trained could derive moral value 
(mm literature, with the view that Western literary knowledge had an 
Intrinsic power to expose the falsity of existing superstitions and, by so 
doing, lay claims to moral authority and moral value. But he saw this 
dilemma as one that necessarily involved arbitrating between two basi- 
1 ally untenable extremes. If Duff’s whole argument against secularism 
w 41 that it failed to replace destroyed beliefs with other, more positive 
Values, the potential of secular learning to produce an intellectual revo­
lution culminating in a universal Christianity then became entirely sus­
pect .

But by a sleight of hand Duff accommodated secularism to evangeliz­
ing aims with the claim that modem studies acquired the force of 
religious instruction after the fact, that is, by virtue of its impact on 
destroying false religious systems. He wrote: “We must disown the 
Bigotry of unwise pietism by patronizing the cause of sound literature 
And science lest by negligence we help to revive the fatal dogma of the 
dark ages, that what is philosophically true may yet be allowed to be 
theologically false.” 29 When missionary institutions were first set up in 
India, the original plan was to introduce the higher branches of litera­
ture and science as an indispensable part of liberal education, separate 
from and unrelated to religious instruction, as a concession to the de­
mand for modem studies by Indians. Duff himself raised the question 
whether by urging “secular convergency” he was denying the “self-
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evidencing power” of the Bible. But his answer was that in proportion 
to their demonstrated effects on eroding the grip of Hinduism, subjects 
that were seemingly remote from religion, like geography, general his­
tory, and natural philosophy, became divested of their secularity and 
stamped with die impress of sacredncss. As Duff observed: “The teach­
ing of these branches seemed no longer an indirect, secondary, ambigu­
ous part of missionary labour,— but, in one sense, as direct, primary, 
and indubitable as the teaching of religion itself.”30 In short, the effect 
modem studies had on shaking native systems of learning contributed 
quite literally to the sacralization of its content. And so in achieving 
what religious teaching aimed at all along—the destruction of the “er­
rors” of Hinduism— British secularism firmly and irrevocably aligned 
itself with Christianity. The motto outside Duff’s General Assembly 
Institution expresses that conviction, albeit rather inelegantly: “He who 
enters here must moralize and religionize, as well as geometrize.”31 By 
redefining secularism as a handmaiden of religion in its positive aspects, 
Duff virtually reduced secular knowledge, as a category existing indepen­
dently of religion, to the status of a non-concept. For this reason he was 
able to say: “Let us thus hail true literature and science as our very best 
auxiliaries . .  . But in receiving these, as friendly allies, into our sacred 
territory, let us resolutely determine that they shall never, never, be 
allowed to usurp the throne, and wield a tyrant’s sceptre over it.”32 

Duff often pointed to the example of one of his students. Guru Das 
Maitra, who later converted and became pastor of the Bengali Presbyter­
ian Church of Calcutta. Guru Das was led to conversion by a curious 
chain of events. For two years, while studying at Duff’s college, the 
young man had been deeply impressed by the daily readings of the 
Bible, and at last his disturbance of mind became apparent to his family. 
Alarmed by his interest in the religion they dreaded, family members 
attempted to divert Gum Das with the writings of Thomas Paine. But 
alas, the effect was quite different from what they had anticipated: the 
arguments of the skeptic only assured Gum Das more firmly than ever 
of the truth of Christianity. His decision to convert followed soon after.

p o s s i b l y  t h e  most provocative contribution of Alexander Duff is his 
interpretation of the East India Company’s secularist policy as a con­
scious reaction to a cultural situation in England that worked against 
secularism in education. As Duff explains it, no child brought up in 
England could remain untouched by the all-pervasive influence of Chris-
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Man c ulture, regardless of the attempts to subsume scriptural teaching 
kinder worldly instruction in certain institutions. The ultimate failure of 
M i ular education in England to disengage itself from religious influence 
1I1 inonstrated conclusively, as far as Duff could see, the powerful influ- 
uuc of an enveloping Christian culture in the formation of moral struc­
tures in society. It is clear that Duff virtually accepted as axiomatic a 
unitary theory of English civil society based on religion, influencing all 
forms of knowledge produced in that society.

As a rationale for evangelizing intent, Duffs argument was unambig­
uous and straightforward enough to warrant consideration strictly on 
1 hi >sc terms. But when a statement of intent attempts to pass itself off as 
1 ultural analysis as well, then it is obviously quite a different matter and 
|ucmiscs that might have been accepted earlier as enabling premises for 
♦t program of action now acquired the character of a priori assumptions, 
whose effect was to reduce the persuasiveness or usefulness of the analy­
st * One such assumption was that a state of perfect symmetry existed 
In-tween English civil society and Christian doctrine. To define advanced 
MHictics in terms of the closeness of fit between civil and sacred in­
stitutions on the one hand and literary and religious knowledge on the 
other was to render logically true and eternally valid a set of prop­
ortions whose verity was otherwise undemonstrable: first, that the 
concept of secular knowledge in a Christian culture is manifesdy an ar­
tificial construction; and second, that in a Christian culture like the 
Knglish the study and teaching of literature in purely secular terms is 
hot merely a contradiction in terms but an unrealizable and implausible 
rvent.

The sheer governmental arrogance of insisting on literature’s auton­
omy from the influence of religious culture led Duff to suspect that the 
official policy of secularism in India had been instituted in a spirit of 
experimentation and that India was merely being used as ua fair and 
open field for testing the non-religion theory of education.”33 There is 
ho question that India had indeed become an experimental laboratory 
h 11 testing educational ideas that had either been aborted in England or 
fallen victim to stiff opposition from entrenched traditions and ortho­
doxies. The official perception of the colonized culture as lacking in 
Counteractive influences (by which was meant direct church control) 
caused India to be viewed as fertile ground for experimentation with 
untried or unfavorable ideas and for observing and recording their 
rllccts under controlled conditions.

But while Duffs criticism was at many points incisive and trenchant.
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the analysis remained trapped at the level of polemics. His explanation 
for the British experiment in secularism discounted crucial factors such 
as shifting class structures, the institutionalization of science, and bur­
eaucratization of state machinery in favor of a narrowly exclusive expla­
nation centered on the special nature of the relation between church and 
state in England. The characterization of Western society as a harmoni­
ous integration of civil and sacred institutions with literary and religious 
knowledge had profound implications for subsequent delineations of 
non-Western societies. If the representation of Christian society as a 
unitary composition were to hold true, then non-Christian society could 
be discussed in no other but antithetical terms, that is, as a society 
marked by asymmetry and dissonance and where knowledge ran counter 
to established institutions and structures. Cultural analysis that began 
with an explanation of a specific cultural situation in England thus 
shifted to more generalized descriptions of the nature of Indian society 
as somehow only arbitrarily or loosely related to prevailing forms of 
knowledge.

But what is particularly significant, because it reveals Duff’s inces­
santly shifting focus and consequent equivocation, is his use of the word 
knowledge, by which he meant not knowledge indigenous to Indian 
society, but knowledge introduced through Western cultural expansion. 
Of course, from the missionary point of view cultural analysis of this 
sort, which ostensibly aimed at exposing government motives, had a 
productive value as well, in that it simultaneously made a strong case for 
the introduction of Christianity in India. (And much the same sort of 
thing characterizes Duff’s reports in The Indian Rebellion, where the 
objects of attack in British secularism were then reconstructed as helpful 
to the missionary cause.) For if Western scientific and literary knowledge 
ran counter to Hinduism, which was allegedly based on superstition, 
ritual, and dogma, the minimum condition for an integrated Indian civil 
society was a religious culture that supported the new knowledge srruc- ] 
ture. Therefore, though Duff’s analysis may have been outwardly critical 
of official representations of India as fertile soil for the engrafting of new 
social formations based on exclusively secular principles, the critique was 
expansive enough to accommodate evangelical aims as well.

Duff’s exposure of the experimental motives of British secularism in 
India is perhaps his chief contribution to intellectual history. Not sur­
prisingly, the kind of project he proposes is akin to what Eric Stokes, 
for example, has more recently attempted in The English Utilitarians and
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ImUii, which describes the uses to which India was put by the new 
middle class mind for the translation of its political and moral ideas. 
Stokes offers a truly remarkable record of how many of the movements
• •I I nglish life tested their strength and fought their early battles on 
Indian soil. Only an enormous amount of cross-referencing no doubt
• an prove Duff’s thesis, but at the same time it is useful to remember 
lh.it a major pitfall might be to get drawn into the reductive form of 
analysts employed by coldnial rulers that sought out neat correspon- 
1 Inters between English social structure and the structure of colonial 
m lai tonships, such that the multiple religious and ethnic groups of India 
an loosely combined to form an amorphous whole corresponding to 
lln English working class. Part of DufFs self-appointed task was to
• tplodc some of those assumptions, but in the long run he was able 
In do no more than substitute his own set of equally skewed assump­
tions lor those he felt were taking colonial India in the direction of 
anauhy, political discontent, and perfidy. In some respects his argu- 
m« nts anticipated the Anglican defense of John Henry' Newman and 
I'luimas Arnold, particularly with respect to issues concerning the ac- 
mntmodation of the secular to the spiritual and the intellectual to the 
moral, though Duff, who chose to join the splinter movement of the 
I Mahlishcd Church of Scotland on grounds of preserving freedom of 
•Im church from state intervention, would have never accepted Arnold’s 
fcuincnism or his view of church-state as an embodiment of the unity 
Pftwccn religious morality' and secular philosophy. Also, DufFs self- 
MMlmious efforts to deploy scientific and literary' education for support 
III the truths of Christianity would have seemed unnecessary' to Arnold, 
who rather than have his son preoccupied with science “would gladly

■|Vc him think that the sun went round the earth, and that the stars 
Httlr so many spangles set in the bright blue firmament.”34



“One Power, One M ind”

H e that would break a fortress, first ascertains its weakest point. The nature o f  
the poison must be well understood, before the antidote can be administered 
with effect.

—The Missionarfs VatU Mecum, 1847, p . 5.

i n  E n g l i s h  social history the function of providing authority for 
individual action and belief and dispensing moral laws for the formation 
of character was traditionally carried out through the medium of church- 
controlled educational institutions. Until the beginning of the nine­
teenth century, education in England was fully integrated with the 
church and shared many common features—curricula, goals, practices. 
Even when, by midnineteenth century, the ideological supremacy of the 
established churches was eroded and its integration with education re­
placed by new institutional relationships, the churches continued to 
function as interest groups influencing educational development. As the 
British sociologists Michalina Vaughan and Margaret Archer point out 
in their work on social conflict and educational change in England:
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I lie deposition of a group from a previous position of institutional domi- 
nation does not spell its ultimate decline. Hie group will continue for as 
long as adherence to it offers either objective or subjective advantages to 
It* members. As an interest group it will interact with others; while it is 
unlikely to dominate social institutions, it is still capable of influencing 
them.1

I he aristocracy maintained a monopoly over access to church-domi- 
iMU'd education and instituted a classical course of studies that it shared 
ttillt the clergy but from which the middle and working classes were 
•yMcmatically excluded. The classical curriculum under church patron- 
4g< iKcame identified as a prerequisite for social leadership and, more 
iultlly, the means by which social privilege was protected. This alliance 
(tttween church and culture consecrated the concept of station in life 
•ml directly supported the existing system of social stratification; while 
till classical curriculum served to confirm the upper orders in their 
iup< 1 ior social status, religious instruction was given to the lower orders 
tn III them for the various duties of life and to secure them in their 
•ppi update station. Thus the alliance between church and culture is 
mpMlIy an alliance between ideas of formative education and of social 
tnhtml.

I wo educational movements of eighteenth-century England illustrate 
(tic |H>wcrful influence of the church in institutionalizing certain kinds

H jl  texts and excluding others. Both the Charity School movement and 
Sunday School movement grew out of concern over the alarming 
of urban squalor and crime and out of a conviction that unless the 

Jur were brought back into the Christian orbit, the relatively harmo- 
us order that had been carefully laid would be shattered. Only in­

lion in sound Christian principles, it was maintained, would pre-
II such a catastrophe, and “such little portions of Holy Scripture as 
iinmcnd industry, gratitude, submission and the like vertues” were 
ly prescribed. Hannah More summed up the educational philosophy 
•ot ial control adopted by these institutions when she declared, “Prin- 
lex, not opinions, are what I labour to give them.”2 
Apart from the Bible, required reading in these institutions consisted 
religious tracts, textbooks, parables, sermons, homilies, and prayers,
Ijf of which were specially written for inclusion in the curriculum, 

kune of the huge demand for such works, the two movements stim- 
cd the production of a great number of religious texts. M. G. Jones5 
imitating study. The Charity School Movement, makes a comprehensive
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listing of the works produced and studied, and I mention a few titles to 
give an idea of their ideological bias: R. Nelson’s The Whole Duty cf a 
Christian Designed for the Use of the Charity Schools in and about London 
(1704); T. Green’s Principles of Religion for Charity Children; Ellesby s A  
Caution against Ill-company: The Dignity and Duty of a Christian and the 
Great Duty of Submission to the Will of God; White Kcnnett’s The Chris­
tian Scholar; or, Rules and Directions for Children and Youths sent to 
English Schools, more especially designed for the Poor Boys Taught and Cloathed 
by Charity in the Parish of St. Botolph’s, Aldgate (1710); Dean Nowell’s 
Elements of Christian Piety, designed particularly for the Charity Children 
(1715); and J. Manway’s A  Comprehensive Sentimental Book for Scholars 
learning in Sunday Schools, containing the Alphabet, Numbers, Spelling, 
Moral and Religious Letters, Stories and Prayers suited to the growing powers 
of Children for the advancement in Happiness of the Rising Generation 
(1786) .3

These works were part of what was labeled the “literary curriculum.” 
The religious bias of a course of studies restricted to the Bible and 
catechism meant that secular writing of any kind, by which was generally 
meant works of the imagination, was kept out of the institutional main­
stream. As late as the 1860s, the “literary curriculum” in British educa­
tional establishments remained polarized around classical studies for the 
upper classes and religious studies for the lower. As for what is now 
known as the subject of English literature, the British educational system 
had no firm place for it until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
when the challenge posed by the middle classes to the existing structure 
resulted in the creation of alternative institutions devoted to “modem 
studies.”

It is quite conceivable that educational development in British India 
might have run the same course as it did in England, were it not for one 
crucial difference: the strict controls on Christianizing activities. Clearly 
the religious texts that were standard fare for the lower classes in En­
gland could not legitimately be incorporated into the Indian curriculum 
without inviting violent reactions from the native population, particu­
larly the learned classes. The educational experiments in social control 
that had been conducted on the English poor had only limited applica­
tion in India. Yet the fear lingered that without submission of the 
colonial subject to moral law or the authority of God, the control 
England was able to secure over the lower classes back home would be 
eluded in India.
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The experience with the English working classes prompted at least 
one British official, the Marquess of Tweeddale, governor and com­
mander in chief of Madras from 1842 to 1848, to seek out the same 
dinmguishing characteristics in the Hindus and Muslims (assuming 
them to be a unified group): immorality, sensuality, self-indulgence, 
mrmption, and depravity— all of which were identified as inimical to 
wKicty and therefore to be combatted and controlled. Tweeddale had 
Issued a minute in 1846 seeking introduction of the Bible as a class book.
I lu- proposal was defeated, but the fact that it was made at all suggests 
in ambivalence and indecision in the government’s position bn religion. 
Not only did the minute officially endorse the value of religion and a 
practical education, but it also insisted on its importance in making the 
I nglish nation fit for the various duties of life. The substance of Tweed- 
tlulc's minute included extensive comparisons between the situation at 
home and in India, between the “rescue” of the lower classes in England, 
’those living in the dark recesses of our great cities at home, from the 
Mate of degradation consequent on their vicious and depraved habits, 
tlu offspring of ignorance and sensual indulgence,” and the elevation of 
tin I lindus and Muslims, whose “ignorance and degradation” required 
* remedy not adequately supplied by their respective faiths.4 In building 
up that foundation through Christian principles, claimed Tweeddale,
1 hr British government would not simply be teaching Christianity; it 
would be giving instruction “useful to the State.”

The comparability of the English working classes to the Indian colo­
nial subjects intensified the search for other social institutions to take 
over f rom religious instruction the task of communicating the laws of 
1111 social order. The uneasiness generated by a striedy secular policy in 
leaching English served to resurrect Charles Grant in administrative 
discussions. An officer of the East India Company, Grant was one of the 
Writ Englishmen to urge the promotion of both Western literature and 
Christianity in India. In 1792 he had written a scathing denunciation of 
Indian religion and society titled Observations on the State of Society among 
Ihr Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain. The tract was as much prescriptive of 
Iff itish policy as descriptive of Hindu practice and custom, for Grant’s 
proposals went far beyond the eradication of practices offensive to Brit­
ish sensibility to include an enunciation of strategics for ensuring British 
hegemony. Grant reacted contemptuously to measures or policies based 
nn principles of mere expediency and sought to make British connec­
tions with India “permanent and . . . indissoluble.”5 Unlike many of his
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contemporaries, he had little faith in the power of legal and political 
actions to yield long-term benefits. He was convinced that if Indians 
were ever to find the British government better than their own, it would 
have to be because of “the superior personal conduct of Britons” and 
not the superiority of the system.6 He fervendy maintained that for 
England to gain a more lasting foothold in India, the situation required 
a demonstration of the religious and moral principles that alone vali- | 
dated its position. Ideally, there were two means by which this could be 
accomplished. The first was placing the people at close proximity to 
their rulers, to provide reassurance that their destinies were guided by 
men of principle, not rapacious vultures, for ‘Svithout an uniting princi­
ple, a conjoining tie of this nature, we can suppose the country- to be, in 
fact, retained only by mere power.”7

But the not so exemplary conduct of Englishmen in India vitiated 
this objective (“by them the worst part of our manners will be exhib­
ited”). British misconduct gave Grant the opportunity he needed to 
attack the deistic and rationalistic tendencies of his age:

Discovering in their intercourse with us little of the nature of the religion 
we profess, [the Indians] will not of course be apt to refer the good 
qualities of which the English appear possessed to that source; nor will 
they know that the national standard of morals formed from it has an 
influence even upon the conduct of those who pay no particular regard to 
a religious system.8

Grant’s perception of the moral laxity of England in 1794 appeared even 
more horrifying in the scenario he imagined, where anarchy was pic­
tured as wildly overrunning India, a land “so wonderfully contagious. 
. . .  so congenial to the worst qualities of human nature.” Grant’s real 
fear was of a different order: by keeping Christian influences out of 
India, the East India Company left no means of explaining the superior­
ity of England except in material terms. The dangers of material expla­
nations lay in the possible suggestion to native minds of British suscep-1 
Ability to decay, change, and contingency. The relation of British strength 
to its spiritual ideals was, for Grant, England’s only sure guarantee of 
enduring hegemony, but that had no chance of being established as long 
as religious influence was denied. As he warned: “It is . . .  in continuing 
as we are, that wc stand most exposed to the dangers of political revolu­
tion.”9 And thus the second principle by which long-term rule in India 
was guaranteed: the creation of an image of the English nation as having
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Ihcii “formed by superior lights and justcr principles and possessed of 
higher energies.” 10

( Complementary to the restoration of Christian principles was a dero- 
jHhon of Hindu society and religion. Grant’s critique is not remarkably 
iiH în.il in the ground that it covers. The caste system, idol worship, 
|Hilythcism, and propitiatory rites are all condemned in the most conven­
tional terms. But in mapping out his strategy for British supremacy in 
India, morality, monotheism, and monorule all become linked in his 
thought as part of a single constellation of meaning. Grant’s objections 
»o i.isle, for instance, are as much the basis of an argument conjoining 
M'hgion and state as a criticism of Hindu religion. Quite ignoring the 
symbiotic relationship of caste groups within the hierarchy. Grant held 
* hagmented view of caste, which formed the basis for his conclusion 
thill l he norms and rules of the particular caste group to which a Hindu 
U longed, rather than society as a whole, gave legitimacy to his actions, 
however contrary to the external interests of the body politic. He gave 
flu example that what might be considered criminal acts in other soci- 
Hio are less readily defined so in a caste society where each caste group 
ha* its own system of rules and ethics. How, argued Grant, could any 
trim* of right and wrong develop in the members of a caste society 
Where no single moral code is upheld to enforce positive social behavior 
and where a universal definition of crime is virtually impossible?

Grant’s intense revulsion from Hindu society was at the same time 
Imnl with a morbid paranoia. For an Evangelical writing out of Angli- 
i«n England there could be no worse thought than the horrors un­
leashed by a disjunction between religion and state, spelling the decay of 
Illoiality and law. Symptomatic of that break was the failure of religion 
HI provide the laws by which crime is recognized as an offense against 
•hr Mate and against God, from which ensue corruption and depravity 
n it luractcr.11 In proportion to Grant’s revulsion from the polytheistic, 
l«*lr society of Hinduism grew a conviction that there must be one 
♦ingle moral code—“one Power, one Mind”—governing society.

t he idea of “one Power, one Mind” had both theological and politi- 
mI resonances for Grant. His objections to polytheism illustrate the 
Alston of these two leyels, with a hidden appeal for integration of 
ffllgion and state. Grant’s argument is as follows: On the moral level, 
the existence of many gods implies choice in whom to worship, the 
Mmscquence being that “he who makes a god for himself will certainly 
11 MU l ive to receive from him an indulgence for his corrupt propensi-
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ties.” 12 The multiplicity of gods in the Hindu pantheon blurred any 
sense of a single, universal cosmic law upon whose recognition Grant 
believed all social harmony rests. Instead of creating a vision of divine 
principles acting in uniform concert, the Hindu scheme fragmented 
cosmic unity and encouraged a system of multiple deities working at 
variance with each other. Barriers between worshipers of different dei­
ties are reinforced and a unitary code replaced by a relativistic one.

Grant continues that the unsettling fact about a polytheistic society, 
where kings and rulers keep company with other gods, is its resistance 
to a central authority:

And how are our subjects to be formed to a disposition thus favourable to 
us, to be changed thus in their character, but by new principles, senti­
ments, and tastes, leading to new views, conduct, and manners; all which 
would, by one and the same effect, identify their cause with ours, and 
proportionately separate them from opposite interests?13

In a society where multiple worship was complementary to multiple 
allegiances, Grant was not confident that brute assertion of authority 
was likely to overwhelm resistance to assimilation. Nor did he believe 
that the ameliorative project could be carried out effectively in a society 
that was not driven by ethical absolutes, a society where the propitiation 
of deities was sufficient to satisfying immediate needs and larger social 
objectives were consequently reduced to irrelevance. Grant considered 
the introduction of Western knowledge without prior changes in the 
structure of native religion a self-defeating enterprise. He was not opti­
mistic that the truths of Western civilization were so self-evident as to 
cause an immediate transformation of archaic social structure. But at the 
same time he intuitively recognized that a unitary concept of God was 
the key to the assimilative project of British colonialism. His idea of 
“one Power, one Mind” encapsulated related ideas of cultural hege­
mony, ethical absolutism, centralized authority, and submission to an 
overarching law governing all individuals, without which Western 
knowledge was deprived of all transformative effect.

m any  y e a r s  after the publication of his tract, Grants assessment of 
Hinduism as the linchpin of British rule rang with the force of truth to 
succeeding East India Company officials, for whom the realization dawned 
that Christian instruction, or something akin to it, could be deferred
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nnly at the peril of the English government. Sensing a weakening of the 
fM wemment’s resistance to religious involvement, the Rev. William Keane 
rterted subtle pressure by pointing out, in a timely speech, that while 
M i iilar European education had substantially destroyed “heathen” su- 
pemition, it had not substituted any moral principle in its place. The 
ru  lusion of the Bible had a demoralizing effect, he claimed, for it tended 
in produce evils in the country and to give the native mind

unity o f opinion, which before it never had . . .  and political thoughts, 
which they get out o f our European books, but which it is impossible to 
reconcile with our position in that country, political thoughts o f liberty 
and [xnver, which would be good if they were only the result o f a noble 
ambition o f the natural mind for something superior, but which, when 
they arise without religious principles, produce an effect which, to my 
mind, is one o f unmixed evil. 14

In stronger terms, he called the government’s decision to exclude reli­
gion "[xditically mischievous,” an incitement to radicals, who were bound 
In interpret British deference toward local feelings as a mark of political 
weakness. Keane’s contempt for British policy was equally a contempt 
1 »l emasculated authority and excessive delicacy of sentiment. Pragmatic 
considerations had so blurred British political sense, he charged, that 
only an appeal to absolute, uncontcstcd principles could restore it. 
"Whatever is morally wrong can never be politically right” became a 
rallying cry for religious instruction. Keane’s somber testimony con- 
\ huled with a stirring call to duty that became the credo of the mission­
aries “God is hastening us on the glorious work for which alone he sent 
iih to India, which is to make the Gospel known to the poor headien.” 15 

The missionaries got further support from an unexpected quarter. 
The military officers who testified in the parlimentary sessions on Indian 
education joined hands with them in arguing that a secular education in 
linglish would increase the Indians’ capacity for evil because it would 
elevate their intellects without providing the moral principles to keep 
them in check. Major-General Rowlandson of the British army warned, 
“I have seen native students who had obtained an insight into European 
literature and history, in whose minds there seemed to be engendered a 
spirit of disaffection towards the British Government.” 16 While ob­
viously the missionaries and the military had different interests at stake, 
Willi the latter perhaps not quite as interested in the souls of the “heathen” 
in the former, they were both clearly aiming at the same goal: the 
prevention of situations leading to political disunity or lawlessness. The
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alliance t>etween the two undoubtedly proved fruitful insofar as it loos­
ened the British resistance to the idea of religious instruction and made 
them m o r e  conscious of the need to find alternate modes of social 
control.

In t h e  years following the actual introduction of English in India 
there w a s  occasion to recall Grant’s shrewd observation that an emphasis 
on the rr*ora l aspect would facilitate the introduction of Western educa­
tion w i th o u t  throwing open the doors of English liberal thought to 
Indians; th a t moral improvement of the subjects was possible without 
opening u p  the possible danger of inculcating radical ideas that would 
upset t h e  British presence in India. Moral good and happiness. Grant 
had argim ed, "Views politics through the safe medium of morals, and 
subjects tzhem  to the laws of universal rectitude.” 17 The most appealing 
part o f h i s  argument, from the point of view of a government now 
sensing t h e  truth of the missionaries5 criticism of secularism, was that 
historical ly  Christianity had never been associated with bringing down 
governm en ts, for its concern was with the internal rather than the 
external c o n d itio n  of man.

C o m p la in ts  against the anarchical threat of English studies taught as 
a secular branch of knowledge were so common that a questionnaire 
sent out b y  the Baptist Missionary Society evoked litde surprise when it 
devoted a  major part of its survey to soliciting observations from various 
kinds o f  institutions on the attitudes of English-speaking Indians to 
matters o f  religion and morals. More often than not, the general re­
sponse w ^as that “the new ideas obtained by the study of English litera­
ture will undoubtedly weaken, if not destroy, superstitious prejudices; 
but, on t h e  other hand, the knowledge thus attained tends to produce a 
superc ilious pride and skepticism unless leavened with a large amount of 
Christian teaching, and this, in the present state of things, it is impossi­
ble to g iv^e.” 18 The “present state of things55 was a reference not only to 
the polic^y of religious neutrality, but also to inadequate facilities for 
training miative preachers, insufficient funds, and native resistance to 
direct Ch. xistian instruction.

The con troversy  surrounding the instruction offered at Hindu Col­
lege, C a lc u tta , marked increasing dissonance in the British position on 
education* for Indians. While the cultivation of the rational faculties 
remained the chief aim of instruction, the climate of skepticism prevail­
ing at H lin d u  College was a dismal reminder that the goal required 
continual modification to meet the equally important objective of nur-
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tilling socially responsible individuals. Criticism of Hinduism was matched 
by an equal contempt for Christianity by the college youth so that the 
managers of the college had to issue an order “to check as far as possible 
ill disquisitions tending to unsettle the belief of the boys in the great 
Iu 11 u iplcs of natural religion.” 19 Some parents were sufficiently alarmed 
by the college’s reputation for skeptical inquiry to withdraw their sons, 
mmplaining that “boys are taught to learn the higher branches of litera- 
turc and science, but are not instructed in any book of morals.” 20 One
I litulu parent went so far as to urge that the precepts of Christ be made
II lass book in government and aided schools.

1’hc principal object of the missionary attack was Utilitarianism, par- 
tli tilarly its extreme intellectualism and scientific rationalism. For many 
missionaries the merging of literature and science in Utilitarian thought 
Mindy reduced the two disciplines to comparable branches issuing from 
flic same trunk of knowledge and engaging the same intellectual facul- 
licv The first step toward a reconstitution of literature’s role in society, 
therefore, was the disengagement of literature from science and a re- 
i Miming for it of functions associated with faculties of mind other than 
1 he purely intellectual. Convinced that the secularization of literature 
had a it people off from the past and introduced discontinuity into their 
lives, many missionaries foresaw an England heading toward a crisis of 
mammoth proportions if the government continued to discourage influ­
ences to “replenish the soul, nurse diseased spirits to health, touch the 
louseicnce, and refine the intellect.” The disastrous effect that the blur- 
ling of literary and scientific knowledge had produced on the morals of 
Indian youth, with its attendant substitution of reason for divine will, 
pointed to a causal relation between secular study of literature on one 
hand and moral decay and subversion of moral law on the other.

The long-term effect of the missionary clamor was a redefinition of 
reason in alignment with notions of duty and social obligation. Mission­
aries hostile to the basic premises of secular education unleashed every 
available weapon in their arsenal to prove that the equation of reason 
With individually realized truths unwittingly fortified the position of 
I linduism. Through extensive references to Hindu scriptures, Alexander 
I )ulf set out to demonstrate that the central value of self-reliance af­
firmed by Hinduism placed the worshiper in a false relationship of 
oneness with the Absolute, transforming God from a being external to 
Hun, demanding submission to his righteousness, to a being internal to 
liun. By the terms of this analysis, the Hindu form of worship was no
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more than intellectual self-adoration, producing not morality— the com­
plete submission of man to the righteousness of God— but the illusion 
of self-sufficiency.

DufPs reading ironically challenged the conventional British dero­
gation of Hinduism as a religion that subordinated self to caste and 
community. While denouncing Hinduism as a religion that promoted 
intellectual rather than moral worship, Duff negotiated the conflict be- i 
tween individual conscience and submission to God to accommodate 
Utilitarian ideas of social cohesion and obligation. The Hindu concept 
of God struck at the root of all morality through a peculiar syllogism 
that Duff saw as characteristic of Eastern religions: Whatever man does, 
God does; every man is God, but God is not responsible to any. There­
fore, man, who is God in the Hindu scheme of things, cannot be 
responsible to any. In short, because there is only one being—Man/God 
—who is absolved of all responsibility, there is neither right nor wrong 
in human actions.21

Though a body of opinion in England still advocated minimum 
interference in Indian religious faiths, in the hope that education and 
knowledge would ultimately guide the Indians to Christianity, the group 
of missionaries who had argued for more unambiguous, direct means 
began to make a dent on the government’s thinking. The British govern­
ment officially remained committed to a policy of religious neutrality, 
but indirectly gave tacit encouragement to the missionaries through 
their own example. For instance, government schools prescribed spell­
ing-books for teaching English, but often, such as in the school at 
Banares, these books contained passages at variance with polytheism. In 
the name of teaching the mechanics of the English language, the British 
government saw no violation of- its own injunction against religious 
interference by providing religious instruction indirectly.22 The paranoia 
that normally dictated colonial policy alternated with a familiar smug­
ness about the Indian character, for “upon that principle of acquiescence 
in whatever the State does, which seems to regulate the minds of the 
natives, there would have been very little opposition raised to it.”23 
Indeed, as long as Indians remained unaware of the connection between 
the diffusion of knowledge and instruction in Christian principles, the 
government was content to turn a blind eye to religious instruction. But 
if they were ever to become suspicious, as one cautious observer re­
marked, “all efforts on their ignorance would be as vigorously resisted 
as if they were on their own religion. The only effect of introducing



“One Power, One M ind” 79

< hnstianity into the schools would be to sound the alarm and to warn 
ilic brahmins of the approaching danger.”24 The safest solution was to 
keep Indians at the level of children, innocent and unsuspecting of the 
meaning of their instruction, for once enlightened, there was no predict­
ing how hostile they would turn toward those who were educating 
them.

Maintaining a delicate balance between “pagan” ignorance and sub- 
v mivc enlightenment put enormous pressure on the British, often lead­
ing to disastrous results. In 1818 British troops moved into Rajputana 
(now called Rajasthan), a province in the western part of India. Confi­
dent that the presence of new schools would wean Indian youth away 
Irom the ill habits of their parents, the Marquess of Hastings sent the 
lormidable Serampore missionary William Carey to Ajmere for this 
purpose. But there Carey made the mistake of introducing the Bible as a 
school book. Instantly the parents were up in arms and refused to send 
llieir children to school until it was withdrawn. But generally the expe- 
ilcncc of the missionary societies was somewhat different, as in the case 
ol the Calcutta Diocesan Committee of the Society for Propagating 
( Christian Knowledge. When it introduced some of the less “controver­
sial" Scriptures as lessons, it initially encountered considerable distrust 
from the parents, but suspicion gradually faded into acceptance when 
I hi* parents perceived that the choice was a grim one: either this educa­
tion for their children or none at all. From such experiences, not a few 
missionaries delighted in painting a picture of the Indians as a people 
who were quite ready to sacrifice their prejudices and offer themselves 
10 the worship of Christ if it meant they could get a school for their 
children in the bargain.25

The gingerliness with which colonial administrators approached the 
Imuc of instruction in the Bible led to what some missionaries felt were 
practices of only secondary and perhaps even unsound value, such as 
treating the life of Christ as biography or teaching the Scriptures in 
colleges for purely secular reasons like preparing students for the law.26 
Hie government schools would not even risk teaching the Bible as a 
historical work. The proscription of the Bible in schools and colleges 
wus a sensitive issue, but much more for the British, apparently, than 
lhe Indians. As was often remarked, fear of the Bible was really an 
Knglish, not a Hindu, one and had its origins in the objections of 
Roman Catholics. If Indians had any fear of the Bible at all, it was 
primarily in its political rather than its theological character. The Rev.



So “One Power, One M ind”

Keane tried to reassure Parliament, to no avail, that “the Hindus despise 
our Bible; they do not believe it is the power of God to upset their 
whole system; when they do, then I believe they will try to keep it out 1 
of the schools if they can.”27 The Hindu indifference to the Bible was in 
fact urged as an excuse to include it in government-aided schools, for 
“they . . . cared as little for the Bible in its religious character as we do 
for Homer” or “as we in our school-boy days cared for the mythology 
of Ancient Greece and Rome.”28

s t r u c t u r a l  c o n g r u e n c e s  established between Christianity ami 
English literature fortified a sense of shared history and tradition. Mis­
sionaries ably cleared the way for the realization that as “the grand 
repository of the book of God” England had produced a literature that ( 
was immediately marked off from all non-European literatures, being 
“animated, vivified, hallowed, and baptized” by a religion to which 
Western man owed his material and moral progress. The difference was 
rendered as a contrast between “the literature of a world embalmed with 
the Spirit of Him who died to redeem it, and that which is the growth 
of ages that have gloomily rolled on in the rejection of that Spirit, as 
between the sweet bloom of creation in the open light of heaven, and 
the rough, dark recesses of submarine forests of sponges.”29 This other 
literature was likened to Plato’s cave, whose darkened inhabitants arc 
“chained men . . . counting the shadows of subterranean fires.”

If not in quite the same colorful terms, other missionaries pointed 
out that though the government claimed it taught no Christianity, a 
great deal was actually taught, for English education was so replete with 
Christian references that much more of scriptural teaching was imparted 
than generally admitted. The Rev. William Keane attempted to persuade 
officials that

Shakespeare, though by no means a good standard, is full o f religion; it is 
full o f the common sense principles which none but Christian men can 
recognize. Sound Protestant Bible principles, though not actually told in 
words, are there set out to advantage, and the opposite often condemned.
So with Goldsmith, Abercrombie on the Mental Powers, and many other 
books which are taught in die schools; though the natives hear they are 
not to be proselytized, yet such books have undoubtedly sometimes a 
favourable effect in actually bringing them to us missionaries. 30

Pretending that a policy of religious neutrality was in force was sheer 
self-deception, noted the Rev. J. Kennedy, proclaiming somewhat mag
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himally, “Let the books imparting useful knowledge, or giving the 
highest products of the European mind, be pruned as they may of 
( hnstian references, the Christian element will remain in some degree 
In tinge the instruction imparted, and give it a Christian tendency.”31 
Ami as a writer for the Calcutta Review remarked, even though the Bible 
w .ih proscribed and religious chapters on passages from English books
• ipunged, “who will succeed in robbing Shakespeare of his Protestant 
mmmon sense, Bacon and Locke of their scriptural morality, or Aber- 
»tumble of his devout sentiment?”32

Nk* literary enterprise of familiarizing the Bible amongst “benighted” 
peoples was at various points framed in the imagery of empire building.
I he Madras Christian Instructor and Missionary Record asserted that

the genius o f literature . . . clearly sees that in the missionary brotherhood 
(the lias found the men who are to extend her empire to the ends o f the 
earth, and give her throne a stability that will be lasting as the sun. She 
Ix'holds them subduing language after language, reducing them to the 
laws o f grammar, and fixing them in the columns o f the lexicon. She sees, 
with grateful wonder, the schoolhouse rising in the desert, and hears in 
I Ik* depths of its solitude, the creative crash o f  the printing-press, as it 
pours forth its intellectual bounties. 33

Vet while appearing to represent the end-point of comparative analy- 
it is worth noting that the structural correspondence between English 

literature and Christianity did not immediately develop from a sense of 
iliarcd history between religion and literature or from a belief in a 
Common culture of values, attitudes, and norms. To recall, the relation­
ship between literature and religion was often perceived in antithetical 
terms by both Company officials and missionaries in the initial period of 
England’s commitment to Indian education. The meager faith mission­
aries vested in literary texts to enhance the moral tone of society sprang 
III part from the conviction that all unusually high level of mental and 
moral excellence was first required before English works could truly be 
enjoined to the moral enterprise. Given the fact that the majority of 
people were believed to fall below that level, literary instruction did not 
present itself as an effective instrument for inculcating morality. On the
• ontrary, for readers ignorant of moral law literature seemed to provide 
no direction toward understanding or obeying its dictates. Many mis- 
nionaries feared that far from cultivating moral feelings, untutored and 
unregulated reading would conceivably cause a closer questioning of 
inoral law, stimulating readers to act against accepted norms.

The hostility to certain literary forms, particularly poetry, accentuated
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the lines of opposition between literature and religion. The essence of 
poetry is deception, insisted one writer for the Asiatic Journal, adding 
that the cultivation of an art form that is so contrary to truth could only 
create a nation of deceptive people. He based his claim on the observa­
tion that what would be considered lies in plain prose are acceptable in 
poetry, because such lies go under the guise of poetic conventions like 
hyperbole and conceit: “To assert one thing and mean another is not 
termed deceit, but ‘hypostasis': where a person really does what he 
declares he will not do, it is only an ‘aposiopcsis’ in a poet, but is 
considered a most dishonourable act in any other person.”34

But this is not to say that all poetry was unconditionally dismissed as 
deceptive, and the critic for the Asiatic Journal cited above was quick to 
draw attention to the example of the Bible, where the directness of the 
language and the close correspondence between word and concept elim­
inated all possibilities of equivocation and ambiguity. If a given term is 
understood to denote one object before it is used figuratively to signify 
another, its proneness to deception is correspondingly reduced.35 As a 
higher-level activity, figuration was deemed acceptable when preceded 
by the stage of exact signification. The figuration in Oriental literature, 
bypassing an earlier stage of precise signification and thwarting and even 
reversing the normal development of a culture, was held responsible for 
the flawed moral growth of Indians. The emergence of poetry at a later 
stage in both the individual’s and the culture’s growth ideally provided 
the conditions for a truly significant moral impact, at a point when 
morality and imagination were so finely attuned that they constituted a 
perfect equilibrium.36

Nonetheless, even when literature had gained considerable impor­
tance and was enlisted as an auxiliary to religious instruction, as was true 
in DufPs General Assembly Institution and later Free Church Institu­
tion, literary understanding was still held secondary to the goal of 
conversion by many missionary societies, which would not accept liter­
ary education as a complete substitute for religious instruction. Though 
grand, extravagant claims may have been made in missionary publica­
tions about Christian influence in English literature (primarily to influ­
ence government policy on neutrality), the inclusion of literature in the 
missionary curriculum was made in many instances for pragmatic rather 
than philosophical reasons. Limitations in resources to disseminate 
Christianity required missionaries to fall back on alternative methods. 
The training of native preachers to carry the Christian message to the
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native population was an enormously difficult task, and adequate facili­
ties simply did not exist for a huge undertaking of that kind. The 
preachers who were trained under the existing conditions were fre­
quently criticized for being intellectually weak. Native dcficiences were 
explained in terms of an insufficiendy developed indigenous literature 
capable of providing support for elucidating moral concepts.37 In its 
absence, Indians depended on oral instruction given by missionaries, 
who in turn lacked enough knowledge o f native languages and of native 
modes of thought to convey the exact theological nuances. English 
literary study acquired the status of an institution in place of the one 
that the missionaries would have preferred to have available, but failed 
to secure because of insufficient funds and manpower, for training In­
dian preachers. To offset the financial constraints, one report recom­
mended that native preachers be educated in English first so that “by 
this means they would have access to a wholesome literature, and inde­
pendently of the aid of a missionary, might continue to improve their 
morals.”38

At the same time, however, though prospective Indian preachers were 
educated in English literature to prepare them for participation in mis­
sionary activity, they were not considered choice candidates as future 
teachers of English.

Those schoolmasters feel an utter abhorrence to all liberal notions o f  
science and religion; and although their employers may insist on the 
introduction o f books having a moralizing tendency and leading to correct 
notions o f God and his works, yet when their conduct is not narrowly 
watched, they avail themselves o f every opportunity (and a schoolmaster 
has many) to throw ridicule upon the new instruction [emphasis in the 
original] . 39

And so even though English literature may have been employed to teach 
the natives elements of religion, it was not successful in turning them to 
a full embrace of its principles.

But perhaps the argument most persuasive for missionaries for the 
provision of literary training in their schools was the one that demon­
strated that Christian instruction tinged with a literary emphasis invari­
ably produced favorable effects. A report commissioned by the Baptist 
Missionary Society observed that “[the Indians] are more susceptible to 
religious impressions, through a skilful use of the frequent allusions to 
Christian truth found in the prescribed course, and an indirect reference 
to the Scriptures, than in the time specially devoted to Christian teach-
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mg.”40 The stereotypical representation of Indians as children is implicit 
in this characterization, which attributes missionary success in arousing 
Indian curiosity in Christianity to the literary mode of parables and 
storytelling in the Bible. Narrative, plot, event, and character were 
pinpointed as literary techniques that immediately arrested the students5 
attention, conveying theological messages more effectively than a strictly 
doctrinal approach. The style of preaching also tended to follow a 
literary structure and took on literary characteristics both of the Western 
tradition (with “lightning flash of metaphor,55 “convictive parallelism of 
analogy,55 and “instructive imagery of parabolic illustration5541) and the 
native modes of storytelling, recitation, and singing. Furthermore, the 
successful adaptation of preaching style to literary modes encouraged 
similar explorations in a “lighter and freer style of tract literature.5542

In the final analysis, however, the missionary interest in literary in­
struction eludes explanation in terms of strategy alone. Indeed, the 
missionary use of literature is equally a measure of the defeatism that 
increasingly characterized the evangelizing enterprise. Large-scale con­
version of Indians had been reduced to a myth and an illusion, acquiring 
the force of a painful reality to devoted missionaries who had conse­
crated their entire lives to mission work in India. Many were dis­
heartened by the disparity between the culture of the school and that of 
the home, where “Moses and Matthew have to give way to Krishna and 
Doorga [Hindu deities], and the prayer to the Pooja.55 “What do you 
do,” wrote a writer for the Oriental Herald, “when the tender plant, 
after suffering during the day the Christian manipulation of the Mission­
ary, goes home at night to be twisted in another direction by the 
prejudices of a Hindoo family?”43 Severed from faith in their truth, the 
facts of Christianity were stripped of all sacred instruction, and it was no 
wonder that “such instruction did no more to convert Hindu children 
to Christianity than the study of Greek and Roman classics at English 
schools and universities to convert British youth into pagans.”44 Chris­
tianity to the Hindu remained merely an assemblage of facts to be 
learned and memorized, not to be experienced or made his o\yn.

The number of those actually converting (that is, adopting the Chris­
tian faith through baptism) was woefully disproportionate to the efforts 
expended. And though some, like the bishop of Calcutta, did insist that 
conversion was still a viable goal and that “giving [the Indians] access to 
our literature and habits of thinking and the familiar use of it would 
tend very much to dissipate the prejudices and the indifference which
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now stand in the way of conversion,”45 more realistic missionaries 
recognized the futility of setting conversion as the goal of literary in­
struction. Rather, they urged that the goal be remodified to aim for the 
adoption of Christian sentiment if not of Christian doctrine.46 The result 
of such compromise was the increased importance of the educational 
function of English literature, which, once freed of the obligation to 
convey doctrinal truths, took on more moralistic, humanistic functions. 
English literature may have acquired the status of an independent insti­
tution serving the functions of religious instruction, but it never quite 
replaced it altogether. The end point of constant negotiation and aĉ  
commodation, the interlocking of secular and religious knowledge sig­
naled an acceptance of intellectual Anglicization as a legitimate goal of 
conversionary attempts. *

p r o v o k e d  by outspoken missionaries like Alexander Duff, William 
Keane, and William Carey on the one hand and fears of native in­
subordination on the other, increasing numbers of British adminis­
trators, including Charles Trevelyan, Holt Mackenzie, and William 
McNaughten, discovered a wholly unexpected ally in English literature 
to maintain control of their subjects under the guise of a liberal educa­
tion. The discovery came about almost fortuitously. Though literature 
continued to be taught “classically,” with the emphasis on the history 
and structure of the language, its potential usefulness in leading Indian 
youth to a knowledge and acceptance of Christianity quickly became 
apparent. For example, without once referring to the Bible, government 
institutions officially committed to secularism realized they were in effect 
teaching Christianity through Milton, a “standard” in the literary curric­
ulum whose scriptural allusions regularly sent students scurrying to the 
Bible for their elucidation. (The Bible was in every library and was easily 
accessible to any student who cared to read it.) Bacon, Addison, and 
Johnson, also full of scriptural illustrations, had die same effect.

Several steps were initiated to incorporate selected English literary 
texts into the Indian curriculum, on the claim that these works were 
supported in their morality by a body of evidence that also upheld the 
Christian faith. In their official capacity as members of the Council on 
Education, Macaulay and his brother-in-law, Charles Trevelyan, were 
among those engaged in a minute analysis of English texts to prove 
what they called the “diffusive benevolence of Christianity” in them. The
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process of curricular selection was marked by weighty pronouncements 
on the “sound Protestant Bible principles” in Shakespeare, the “strain of 
serious piety” in Addison’s Spectator papers, the “scriptural morality” of 
Bacon and Locke, the “devout sentiment” of Abercrombie, and the 
“noble Christian sentiments” in Adam Smith’s Moral Sentiments (which 
was hailed as “the best authority for the true science of morals which 
English literature could supply”). The cataloging of shared features had 
the effect of convincing detractors that the government could effectively 
cause voluntary reading of the Bible and at the same time disclaim any 
intentions of proselytizing.

A self-appointed committee comprising Alexander Duff, Charles 
Trevelyan, and W. H. Pearce (who was then superintendent of the Bap­
tist Mission Press) proposed to publish on the first of every month a 
select list of txx)ks recommended for general introduction into schools 
and libraries. In making die selection the committee was supposedly 
guided by the principle of practical utility, considering the works in 
every field of knowledge, including the religious, the literary, and the 
scientific. Nothing was to be rejected unless it had a corrupting influence 
on morals.47 As can be imagined, the Calcutta educated public reacted 
with indignation to the arrogance of this self-installed group (which was 
contemptuously labeled the “triumveratc of the spelling-book”) in pre­
suming to direct public taste and regulate public morals, to stamp one 
work with the mark of error and another with the brand of immorality 
according to the measure of its own infallible judgement, and to reestab­
lish, upon its own private authority, the antiquated office of licenser.

Implicidy, the Duff-Trevelyan-Pearcc team set out to counteract what 
it perceived as the lethargy of the Calcutta School Book Society in 
publishing a sufficient number of English books. The School Book 
Society, on the other hand, confessed helplessness in selecting English 
books according to stipulated regulations set by the govemor-gcncral- 
in-council—that selected books should contain no religious references 
— for “much the largest proportion of our English literature, from the 
speller to the most abstruse works on moral and political philosophy, 
contains repeated admission of divine authority of Christian faith.”48

This fortuitous insight into the infusion of English literary texts with 
Christian references, literally stumbled upon by unsuspecting British 
officials, provided the solution to the dilemma first raised by Charles 
Grant. Charles Trevelyan revived that theme to argue that literature was 
supported in its morality by a body of evidence that also upheld the
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C Christian faith.49 With both secularism and religion appearing as politi­
cal liabilities, English literature appeared to him to represent a perfect 
synthesis of these two opposing positions, inclining the reader’s thoughts 
toward religion while maintaining its secular character. The Duff- 
Trevelyan-Pcarce committee magisterially interlocked the strength of 
English literature with the superiority of Christianity. The insistence of 
these shared features with the elevating religion of Western man had the 
effect of winning for English literature a higher cultural status and 
indeed even a greater pragmatic value.

Given the conviction that it was of comparatively little use to teach 
the people reading if their studies were confined to the legends of Hindu 
gods, the British task was to supersede these tales with the moral texts 
of Christian England, “a literature so full of all qualities of loveliness and 
purity, such new regions of high thought and feeling . . .  that to the 
dwellers in past days it should have seemed rather the production of 
angels than men.”50 That Indian defects of character could be traced to 
ancient Indian literature was the thrust of the British assessment of 
Indian literature, which taught that “revenge is to be cherished, and 
truth is not to be rewarded as a virtue, or falsehood as a crime.”51 In 
fact, it was claimed that the chief reason for the Indians’ opposition to 
the education of females before the nineteenth century was that Hindu 
literature was basically immoral and sensuous and that no Hindu woman 
who acquired learning could later make claims to respectability. In 
South India for example, the only girls who were literate were the 
nautch, or dancing girls. It was also widely reported that Hindu society 
prevented its women from reading by convincing them that they would 
become widows if they did so.52 Charles Trevelyan argued eloquently 
lor bringing women into the fold of education by providing them with 
literature of a less corrupt and immoral nature; hence, if only for the 
socially worthwhile cause of female education, the supplanting of Ori­
ental literature by the purer, cleaner literature of England was all the 
more imperative.

But if reform of character was the larger objective, neither the mis­
sionaries nor the officers of government committed to secular education 
could reach an agreement about which texts in English literature sup­
plied the best values. The government may have enthusiastically sup­
ported the teaching of English literature for the purpose of Christian 
enlightenment, but the practice in missionary schools did not give the 
impression that there was undiscriminating acceptance of this view.
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There was, for instance, some objection to the teaching of Shakespeare 
and other dramatists in missionary schools, and it came from a view that 
Shakespeare’s language (which contains words like fortune, fate, muse, 
and nature) reflected a pagan rather than a Protestant morality and 
would therefore exert an unhealthy influence on the natives.53

To be sure, the missionary description of Christianity’s affiliation with 
literature was appropriated in its entirety by government officers. But 
while the missionaries made such claims in order to force the govern­
ment to sponsor teaching of the Bible, the administrators used the same 
argument to prove that English literature made such direct instruction 
redundant. The successful communication of Christian truths through 
English literature was affirmed by the observations of clergymen and 
missionary visitors to the government schools, who frequently were 
heard to express astonishment at the accuracy and extent of a literature 
student’s knowledge of Christianity. Judging by the enthusiastic ac­
counts of those appearing before Parliament’s Select Committee on 
Indian education, there was little exaggeration in the statement that 
“there is more knowledge of the Bible in the Hindoo College of Calcutta 
than there is in any public school in England.”54 Charles Trevelyan went 
so far as to claim that there were as many converts from the Hindu 
College as from missionary schools; in addition, he insisted, they re­
mained more lasting believers of Christianity precisely because their 
literary education had served to develop their critical understanding 
more sharply than a purely religious education would have done.

d e s p i t e  t h e i r  success in forcing government to recognize the need 
for a religious emphasis in education, many missionaries had reserva­
tions about the analytical, intellectual approach to Christian themes 
adopted in government institutions, sensing that conviction was not 
equivalent to conversion. Not a few responded with skepticism to the 
government claim that their subjects displayed new interest in the Bible 
and other Christian literature, cynically interpreting such gestures by 
Indians not as a show of reverence for the sacrcdness of the Scriptures 
but respect for their rulers.55

But unlike the Evangelicals, government administrators were less 
interested in the conversion of their subjects or the reform of Hindu 
society than in the possibilities offered by Christian instruction for 
strengthening commercial pursuits, increasing productivity, and stream-
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lining the administration of government. Francis Warden, succinctly 
expressing the administration’s willingness to renegotiate the absolutist 
objective of conversion to Christianity set by missionaries, settled for 
the more pragmatic objective of producing reliable, industrious servants 
of empire: wIf education should not produce a rapid change in their 
opinions on the fallacy of their own religion, it will at least render them 
more honest and industrious subjects.”56 If the moral and religious 
content of literary instruction happened to support the needs of bureau­
cracy and increase industrial productivity, there was nothing to prevent 
its appropriation by secular administrators, despite the avowedly strict 
adherence to religious neutrality. The recruitment of a morally upright, 
honest, and trustworthy native population was increasingly recognized 
for its usefulness in lowering the expenses of administration, then largely 
run by officers specially recruited from England, who often required 
intensive training for the Indian situation.

In 1844 Lord Hardinge, governor-general from 1844 to 1843, passed a 
resolution assuring preference in the selection for public office to Indians 
who had distinguished themselves in European literature.57 With this 
act he gave literary study a material and worldly motive that set the 
general aim of the “intellectual and moral improvement” of the subject 
population in a wholly new perspective. Not only did he draw upon a 
common body of assumptions about literature as a repository of certain 
moral and religious values to argue that they provided the most suitable 
basis of a public servant’s education; he also made explicit the hitherto 
tacit belief that literary study regulates public behavior and provides 
social control.

In teaching natives to place social duty above self-interest, religious 
and moral values were established as prerequisites for admitting Indians 
to public office. “Can he be trusted with money?” was inevitably the first 
question asked before appointing a native Indian to a responsible office, 
and countless examples were drawn from Indian literature to show that 
the native culture was deficient in fostering the qualities necessary for 
public service.58

Two complementary arguments directly linked public employment 
with moral and religious education. On the one hand, if Indians of 
integrity and honesty were to occupy public office, the moral base of 
Indian education first had to be suitably developed to provide the appro­
priate training. But at the same time, the only real way of improving the 
colonial subjects was not simply by providing education, but by employ-
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ing them in duties of trust and responsibility. In short, public employ- 
ment offered reinforcement of the theoretical instruction in moral­
ity given in school. If a theory of education was to be a theory of gov­
ernment in the making, the application of abstract principles ac­
quired in schooling was indispensable in order that they not merely 
remained a “mixed mass of ideas” floating in the mind, but were se­
lectively acted upon by the learner in his response to the demands of 
state.59

James Mill made one of the first systematic arguments linking the 
employment of Indians with prior instruction in English literature, even 
if through translations. Seeking to reorganize the legislative functioning 
of the presidencies, he established two criteria for recruitment into the 
legislature: first, that die recruits have the “requisite knowledge” to do 
their job well, and second, that they have “adequate motives for fidelity,” 
by which he meant not only honesty but also diligence in the execution 
of any task requiring trust. While conceding that it was impossible to 
secure in one man all the different kinds of knowledge needed for 
legislating in India, he suggested that the legislative organ should consist 
of as small a number of persons as possible possessing the requisite 
capacities and skills among them. For this purpose he believed that one 
of them should be a person well acquainted with the laws of England. A 
professional person from England was the most suitable for that pur­
pose. Along with this official he proposed that there should be another 
official, the most experienced of the Company’s servants, who would 
not only be conversant with the details and business of the government 
but also have a thorough knowledge of the native character and the local 
situation.

Finally, to maintain close contact with the colonial population Mill 
urged (over and above the objections of the chief justice in Bengal) that 
a native “of the highest character and qualifications” be drafted into the 
legislative work of the government.60 By selectively giving Indians a 
position in the legislative council. Mill wished to enjoin their account­
ability to public opinion, which he believed to be a more useful method 
of teaching “responsibility of character” than conventional forms of 
punishment and, therefore, a more powerful instrument of social con­
trol.

But on the question of English for public employment Mill was 
ambivalent. When asked whether he thought that the dissemination of 
the English language would promote the induction of Indians into
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public service, he answered, “I am not sure that natives would become 
one whit better adapted for the greater part of the employments in 
which we should place them, by having the English language, excepting 
in this, that by becoming acquainted with English literature, they would have 
a chance of having their understandings better enlightenedyy (emphasis mine).61 
But even that advantage was better served by the translation of Euro* 
pean books into Indian languages:

I do not see for example how, for the administration of justice to his 
countrymen as a moonsiff, a native would be better qualified, caeteris 
paribus, by knowing the English language. The other great branch o f the 
local administration is collecting the revenue; acting under the English 
collector in dealing with the natives; fixing their assessments and realising 
the demand. In this, also, it does not appear to me that there would be 
any peculiar advantage to the native in his knowing the English language, 
provided only the Englishman knows the language o f  the native.62

Mill’s emphasis on the literature rather than the language of England is 
consistent with his conviction that the chief priority of British rule was 
not assimilation of the natives, as many of his colleagues argued, but 
control. An Indian who thought and behaved like a European instead of 
merely speaking like one was deemed better suited to fulfill public duties, 
for “without his being found troublesome by pertinacity in his own 
opinions, compliance, I think, would be more likely to be the general 
habit of any native so chosen.”63

While Mill believed that giving Indians positions of responsibility 
had a reinforcing effect on their sense of duty to society, Charles Treve­
lyan maintained that the same objective could be achieved by a profes­
sional training in law.64 After a course of study in English literature, the 
study of law would allow Indians to see that the abstract moral ideas 
they had acquired could be put to practical use. Trevelyan, who had on 
various occasions expressed great concern about the intellectual decline 
of educated Indians after leaving school, noted that “the main thing is 
to open to them a proper field of mental and moral activity in after-life.” 
In professional training in law after a school education he saw the best 
means of achieving this objective, which in turn would make them 
“good servants of the State and useful members of society.”

In 1826 a committee on examinations met to give a proposal to the 
government that literary attainments should be made “conditions of 
appointment to the law stations in the courts and of permission to 
practice as law officers in those courts.”65 Though at this point there
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was no official recognition of English as a qualification for service, the 
priority given to “literary attainments” (by which even Sanskrit and 
Arabic could qualify) reinforced James Mill’s argument about the impor­
tance of English literature (even in translation) over the English lan­
guage. The connection between literature and the profession of law is 
an old and powerful one in Indian education. The Hunter Commission 
of 1882 noted that law was in many ways eminendy suited to the bent of 
the Indian mind and that the first marks of progress along European 
lines were made by Indians who occupied judicial roles. Apart from the 
obvious contribution of literature in providing the required training in 
eloquence and the power of debate, it imparted a sense of “moral 
rectitude” and “earnestness of purpose.”66

Law was frequendy referred to as the most important subject in the 
Indian curriculum, the preparation for which required familiarity with 
the works of European authors and “with the results of thought and 
labour of Europeans on the subjects of every description upon which 
knowledge is to be imparted to them.”67 The alliance between literature 
and law brought in a greater number of nadve judges into the civil 
courts who commanded the respect of Europeans and Indians alike. 
Praise from Europeans was mixed with some amount of sclf-congratula- 
rion, for native successes were attributed to the progress of education 
and to “their adoption along with it of that high moral tone which 
pervades the general literature of Europe.”68 Ironically, the first conces­
sions of India’s creative development were made not in reference to its 
poets or artists, but to its English-educated lawyers and judges: “Mod­
em India has proved by examples that arc known to and honoured by 
all, in this assembly, that her sons can qualify themselves to hold their 
own with the best of European talent in the Council Chamber, on the 
Bench, at the Bar, and in the mart. The time cannot be far distant when 
she will produce her philosopher, her moralist, her reformer.”69

Even more important than the European approbation of the judges’ 
mettle was the high esteem in which native judges were held by their 
own people. The British had long insisted that Indians suffered from 
self-distrust, preventing them from behaving in truly moral ways. But to 
see native judges reach advanced positions in government offered possi­
bilities of raising the national character in the estimation of the people 
themselves. The “healthy influence,” for example, that pleaders of unim­
peachable character exerted on many a district court, where chicanery 
and many questionable devices had earlier prevailed, reinforced the fondest
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British belief that “all classes, though they may not practice, yet know 
how to admire real honesty, and integrity of purpose.”

Not only then did British educational ideology set maximum advan­
tages from the employment of morally trained men for those who ran 
the country, but such employment was impressed upon the general 
public as beneficial to its own moral character. The importance of En­
glish literature for this process could not be exaggerated; as the source 
of moral values for correct behavior and action, it represented a conve­
nient replacement for the direct religious instruction that was forbidden 
by law. Inasmuch as the missionaries were gratified by the government’s 
recognition of the need for moral instruction, they must surely have 
been dismayed to see that the government interest lay less in Christian­
izing the “natives” than in preparing them for participation in the work 
of empire. After all, the missionaries’ chief motive in pointing to the 
shared features of Christianity and English literature was to draw atten­
tion to the fact that a subject already included in the Indian curriculum 
was a vast repository of Christian values, so where was the harm in 
teaching the Bible as well? The government listened keenly to the first 
half of the argument and promptly ignored the second. A discipline that 
was originally introduced in India primarily to convey the mechanics of 
language was thus transformed into an instrument for ensuring indus­
triousness, efficiency, trustworthirless, and compliance in native subjects.



Rewriting English

[The Indians] daily converse with the best and wisest Englishmen through the 
medium o f their works, and form ideas, perhaps higher ideas o f  our nation than if 
their intercourse with it were o f  a more personal kind.

— C. E. Trevelyan, On the Education of the People of India (1838), p. 152.

w h i l e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  between English literature and Christian­
ity were occurring at one level, at another level the asserted unity of 
religion and literature was simultaneously disavowed, as evidenced in a 
series of contradictory statements. The most directly conflicting of these 
maintained, on the one hand, that English literature is “imbued with the 
spirit of Christianity” and “interwoven with the words of the Bible to a 
great degree” so that “without ever looking into the Bible one of those 
Natives must come to a considerable knowledge of it merely from 
reading English literature.” 1 But in the same breath a counterclaim was 
made that English literature “is not interwoven to the same extent with 
the Christian religion as the Hindoo religion is with the Sanskrit lan­
guage and literature.”2 Charles Cameron, who succeeded Macaulay as 
president of the Council on Education, provided an illustration for the
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latter position by arguing that though Milton assumes the truth of 
( 'hristianity, his works do not bear the same relation to the doctrines of 
( Christianity as does Oriental literature to the tenets of the native reli­
gious systems. But when pressed by his examiners to explain the point 
further, Cameron refused to elaborate, admitting only “a difference in 
degree.” 3

Although it is possible to read the dissociation of English literature 
from religion as die reactionary response of a cautious British adminis­
tration, intent on avoiding all imputations of interference in native 
religions, the explanation does not quite capture the internal maneuver- 
mgs and realignments that were occurring parallel to the enlistment of 
literary education in religious instruction. Nor does it adequately ac­
knowledge continuities in the British ideology. For the same reason, to 
attribute the shift solely to differences between the Evangelicals and the 
Utilitarians and to increasing Utilitarian influence in educational policy 
is to assume that there was no coherent or organic relationship between 
1 Ik* religious and the secular motives. Rather, the return to secularism is 
less a rejection of an earlier pedagogical approach stressing the identifi­
cation of literature with religious value than a secular reinscription of 
ideas of truth, knowledge, and law derived from the sacred plane. The 
effect is the gradual removal of religion and traditional religious expla­
nations from one sphere of knowledge after another; the setting up, 
within each of these spheres, of a secular orientation and autonomous 
explanatory laws; and ultimately the confinement of religion to matters 
of religious faith alone, excluding even morals.

With the disavowal of Christianity occurs a subtle but palpable shift 
in emphasis from the centrality of universal Christian truths to the 
legitimacy and value of British institutions, laws, and government. It is 
jKrtinent to question why affirmation of British institutions required 
denial of Christian influences in literature, particularly when movement 
Ixrtween the theological and the political levels was possible without 
such repudiation as demonstrated by Charles Grant in his argument for 
the introduction of Western literature and Christianity into India. Grant’s 
lormulaic “one Power, one Mind” appealed to two interchangeable 
levels of meaning, the case for monotheism applying equally to that of 
centralized rule. Offensive to British religious sensibility on one level, 
I lindu polytheism threatened British political interests on another in its 
dispersal of authority in multiple figures and in its opposition to central­
ization in any form. Grant’s plea for instruction in Christian doctrine to
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render subjects better disposed to British political authority indicates 
how subversive of that authority a polytheistic society appeared to him.

But given the claims of Christianity, no real purpose seems to be 
served by Charles Cameron’s denial of the relation between English 
literature and religion at the very moment of his affirming it. In the 
absence of further explanation by Cameron himself, what is one to make 
of the alleged “difference in degree” between that relation and the one 
obtaining between Indian literature and Indian religion? What possible 
connection exists between disavowal of Christian influence and affirma­
tion of British institutions, values, and laws?

The answer to these questions is partly the subject of Homi Bhabha’s 
“Signs Taken for Wonders,” which addresses the problematics of colo­
nial representations of authority. Bhabha provides a compelling philo­
sophical framework for analyzing native interrogation of British author­
ity in relation to the hybridization of power and discourse, the term 
Bhabha uses to describe the effects of the relative transparency of colo­
nial presence on the acknowledgment of its authority. A double vision 
inheres in a text recognized for its status in culture (which Bhabha 
would call a “transparent” text). For every truth expressed in that text 
there is a falsehood displaced and regulated. Metaphors drawn from 
photography best illustrate the gradual emergence of the image through 
a process of reversal, enlargement, and projection. If the acknowledg­
ment of authority depends exclusively on the “immediate, unmediated” 
visibility of the rules of recognition, then the Christian text unequivo­
cally and tautologically conveys the presence of authority through being 
a Christian text, displacing all non-Christian texts as a source of value. 
In other words, Christianity provides at once the frame of reference and 
the rules of recognition for the acceptance of its own authority.

But paradoxically, the more strongly felt the presence—the more 
transparent the authority—the more resistance is engendered. Bhabha 
illuminatingly points out that resistance to authority is

not necessarily an oppositional act of political intention, nor is it the 
simple negation or exclusion of the “content” of another culture. . . .  It is 
the effect of an ambivalence produced within the rules of recognition of 
dominating discourses as they articulate the signs of cultural difference 
and rcimplicate them within the deferential relations of colonial power— 
hierarchy, normalization, marginalization, and so forth. For dom ination is 
achieved through a process o f disavowal th a t denies the differance c f  colonialist 
pow er—the chaos of its intervention as E ntstellung, its dislocatory presence
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—in order to preserve the authority of its identity in the universalist 
narrative of nineteenth-century historical and political evolutionism [em- 
phasis.minc].4

The culturally unambiguous text, the transparent text that draws 
attention to itself as the voice of authority, expresses its truths by dis­
placing others, which are then designated as falsehoods. The culturally 
ambiguous or unassertive text, on the other hand, makes no claims for 
authority or truth. Its contents arc not presented as assertions of truth 
but as ideas developed in the crucible of history. The validity of one idea 
over another is not established by arbitrary truth claims but by the 
progress of history, which alone has the power to test the relative 
applicability of ideas to contexts other than those from which they 
derived. Christianity and Hinduism are opposed religions only in an 
ahistorical perspective. Historically considered, they are part of a single 
continuum of development, their apparent differences the effect of his­
torical change and movement. Concepts like absolute truth have no 
place in the relativized domain of history, where there is only formation, 
process, and flux.

But the moment texts express “truth,” they cease to be part of history . 
At that moment they become transparent. Ambivalence characterizes 
the text caught in the nexus between process and state, observation and 
assertion, identity and difference. Paradoxically, it is the text’s instability 
on the issue of its identity—is it historical process or cultural artifact? — 
that generates resistance to itself. The effect of uncertainty estranges the 
symbols of a Christian nation enshrined in its literature, and the possi­
bility of routinized responses to them is consequendy problcmatized.

Disavowal is at once an effort at resolution between these two con­
trary states and a justification of two mutually exclusive effects, one 
seeking identity within history and the other seeking differentiations 
outside it, transcending history. With disavowal, the conditions for 
recognition of authority in the text arc changed, even though the text 
still remains the same. The equation between the English nation and the 
Christian God is rewritten as (but emphatically not supplanted by) an 
equation between the English nation and new forms of knowledge pro­
duced by historical development and material progress.

The religious imperative inexorably commanded Indian education 
toward a situation where, unless another frame of reference for recogni­
tion of the authoritative structure of instruction was established, the 
transparency of motive and intention treacherously threatened to
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destroy the whole edifice of British political control from within. The 
conflict o f truth claims visibly marked the intention of conversion, over­
lying the content of instruction to render its truth value immaterial. The 
Serampore missionary William Carey often exasperatingly exclaimed that 
Christianity in India had of necessity to build into itself the activity of 
ratiocination, as those who were the object of conversion refused to 
accept Christian doctrines without rigorous proof. Christian instruction 
in India, he pointed out, required a different strategy than would nor­
mally have been followed in England, resorting more regularly to vali­
dations and proofs to overwhelm native resistance to Christianity.5

Disavowal, validating belief by the techniques of modem knowledge, 
deflects from the Christian text’s self-referential, self-confirming aspects. 
The strategic value of disavowal confers upon modem knowledge, as a 
product of historical development and increased human capacities for 
reason, the status of independence from systems of belief based on pure 
faith. Proving what faith only proposes confirms far more than the mere 
truthfulness of religious belief. More important, the progress of knowl­
edge provides the groundwork for demonstrating the increased capacity 
of the human mind to penetrate mysteries understood only otherwise as 
hieratic phenomena.

The dissociation performed by Charles Cameron is therefore less a 
denial of Christian influence in European literature than a rewriting of 
Christianity as empirical knowledge. This is quite different from the 
enlistment of Christianity in an intellectual revolution in the expectation 
that the act of thinking and reasoning from the force of evidence would 
culminate in a universalism of belief (“we must all come to one religion,” 
wrote Charles Grant) destroying the gigantic edifice of Hinduism. How­
ever strongly Charles Grant and other Evangelicals may have invoked 
reason as a means of attenuating the hold of Hinduism, their Christian­
ity was firmly rooted in the tenets of revealed religion. While embracing 
the rigor, discipline, and precision of empiricism’s most exemplary dis­
ciplines, science and history. Evangelicalism vigorously resisted their 
explanatory frameworks. Thus, even though it was said that liberal 
education could not be imparted without unshackling Hinduism, this 
was not to confer ah autonomous status on modern knowledge, to 
which Christianity was merely a support. On the contrary, in the eyes of 
missionaries Western empiricism was invested with extraordinary reli­
gious power as an effect of its defying “any man to state a single 
proposition relating to math, physics, metaphysics, or morals that does



Rewriting English 99

not infringe upon Hinduism” and as an effect of its affirming that “there 
is no truth or reality in the universe of which Hinduism is not a direct 
contradiction,” making it “impossible to enunciate a single truth without 
contradicting and controverting Hinduism.”6

The dual tension in the content of Christian instruction did not go 
unnoticed by colonial subjects. Though educated young Indians had few 
objections to studying the life of Christ, they were violently hostile to 
particular doctrines of Christianity, especially revelation and grace. On 
the evidence of college debates, essays, and literary contests at Hindu 
College, for instance, it is apparent that students were quite adept in 
querying the conflicting purposes of the instruction given them. If 
Christianity were truly a religion based on reason, evidence and history 
as projected, many asked, why did confirmation in that religion depend 
entirely on accepting two central doctrines that demanded faith rather 
than the exercise of reason? Many of the debates held at Hindu College 
revolved around the paradox of Christianity being structured on the 
twin principles of revelation and reason, setting it off markedly from 
other religions that were informed by either one or the other principle.

The forced distinctions between religions that doctrine imposed im­
pelled questioning students toward postures of ecumenism. The grow­
ing fascination of English-educated Bengalis, such as Rammohun Roy, 
with Unitarianism, for instance, is a measure of their intense dissatisfac­
tion with the doctrinal aspects of Christianity and their ambition to 
intellectualize it in much the same way that they sought to refine Hin­
duism.7 The manifesto of the Calcutta Unitarian Committee, formed in 
September 1821, included the following response by Rammohun to the 
question asked of all who joined: “Why do you frequent a Unitarian 
Place of Worship, instead of numerously attended established Churches?” 
Answered Rammohun: “Because Unitarians believe, profess, and incul­
cate the doctrine of the divine unity— a doctrine which I find firmly 
maintained both by the Christian Scriptures and by most of our ancient 
writings commonly called the Vedas.”8

The British disavowal of doctrinal influence reflects a perception of 
the relation of Christianity to the empirical branches of science and 
history as having to exist in more than neutral or passive ways. The 
representation of Christianity as inherendy predisposing individuals to 
rational scrutiny ascribes an ambiguous, even fortuitous relation be­
tween belief and evidence. More important, such representation inevita­
bly reestablishes that same frame of self-reference to account for the
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truthfulness of its belief system. Secularization, of which disavowal is its 
expressive vehicle, confers a new value and importance on literary study 
as the medium through which religious truth is reinscribed as a form of 
intellectual production: the Christian text is desacralized in proportion 
to the presentation of its “truths,” not as immanent or constitutive of an 
immutable system of objective reality, but as produced by mind, itself a 
product of the evolution of history, society, and culture. The history of 
human intelligence being inseparable from human history, the shift from 
the text to the mind producing it necessarily establishes texts in relation 
to other human institutions. The determination of truth cannot now be 
confined to the text but requires an expansion of its boundaries to 
include a larger, more relativized view of history—of the text evolving 
with other institutions, language, norms, and laws.

So even as the religious motive introduced a new tone and direction 
to Indian education, there occurred a subtle shift in purpose from an 
assertion of Christian truths to an endorsement of British laws, institu­
tions, and government. Religious influences arc carefully screened out 
in the process, culminating in a revivified, albeit homogenized concep­
tion of literature as entirely constituted by language to which new 
cultural values are then attached.

The secularization of Christian truths in the literary education of 
Indians moves through three distinct but overlapping stages: its direc­
tion is set by the relativization of cultural absolutes, producing a height­
ened emphasis on the intellectual motive in literary instruction, as well 
as an alignment of the functions of literature with those of history. The 
argument that Allan Bloom has recendy advanced in The Closing of the 
American Mindy that cultural relativism anesthetizes critical judgment in 
the act of equalizing all value, resists considering that, historically, cul­
tural relativism has had more than the meaning he ascribes to it. In any 
event, the view that discrimination is possible only when absolute stan­
dards arc available assumes an individual mind emptied of all personal 
identity, culture, and history, a mind reduced to passivity and acquies­
cence. British colonial administrators were more astute in recognizing 
the absurdity of such assumptions, at least for the purposes of achieving 
success in their educational goals of political control and assimilation. 
The British perception of the relativization of moral value as a powerful 
means of ensuring intellectual control over the native population is the 
subject of this chapter. The next chapter will deal with the British 
pedagogical use of historical analysis as a method of teaching colonial
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subjects to identify error in their own systems of thought and, simulta­
neously, confirm Western principles of law, order, justice, and truth.

in u n e x p e c t e d  ways, affirmation of British secular institutions and 
laws gained fresh momentum as a result of the Anglicist-Orientalist 
controversy immediately preceding Macaulay’s minute of 1835. Among 
the Orientalists, those who were most directly drawn into the debate 
were James Harington, J. P. Larkins, W. W. Martin, John C. Suther­
land, Henry Shakespear, Holt Mackenzie, Horace Wilson, Andrew Stir­
ling, William B. Bayley, Henry Prinsep, Nathaniel Halhed, and John 
Tytler. What united these men, disparate in temperaments and interests, 
was their intense involvement with Indian political and cultural life, all 
a t about roughly the same time, from 1805 to 1820. Wilson was undoubt- 
ally the most renowned of the group. Originally attached to the medical 
service of the East India Company, he arrived in Calcutta in 1808. His 
translations of Kalidas and the Rig-Vcdas and his editions of Sanskrit 
grammar and the Hindu law earned him a wide reputation, whereupon 
he became secretary to the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1811-1833). From 
his position as secretary to the Committee of Public Instruction he 
advocated numerous reforms of the Indian curriculum, including the 
introduction of European science and English literature alongside the 
teaching of Oriental languages. Henry Prinsep and Nathaniel Halhed 
were second only to Wilson in dedication to public service combined 
with scholarship in Sanskrit grammar.9

An indirect and somewhat ironic outcome of the debate between 
Orientalists and Anglicists, among whom the most prominent were 
Macaulay, Charles Trevelyan, and Alexander Duff, was a reformulation 
of the objectives of educational policy .{The Anglicist-Orientalist contro­
versy grew out of a proposal, mooted by the General Council of Public 
Instruction in Calcutta, to withdraw funds from the support of Oriental 
learning in favor of the promotion of the English language and litera­
ture. The conflict was not simply over language or literature, but the 
status of knowledge itself. The debate was conducted in terms that 
transformed the choice between languages into a choice between the 
promotion of truth and the propagation of error. The Orientalists con­
tinued to insist that European learning should make its own way instead 
of being forced on the people through the single channel of English 
instruction. The relative success of missionaries in providing modem



102 Rewriting English

instruction through the vernaculars encouraged Orientalists to believe 
that the truths of European or English literature and science would be 
better received “by the effect of conviction alone” than by withdrawing 
all support to the Oriental systems of learning in order to make way for 
the European.

But the Orientalists had to contend with the Christian framework 
within which their opponents’ argument resolutely operated, regardless 
of whether the Anglicists themselves were by inclination secularists or 
not. The Anglicists identified their position so completely with the 
Christian and drew upon Christian principles to sanction their argu­
ments so consistently that supporting Oriental literatures without invok­
ing the Christian framework was tantamount to endorsing the non- 
Christian view of life they conveyed. Thus in supporting the Indian 
languages the Orientalists were placed in the unenviable position of 
appearing not only to wish to promote error but to reject Christianity 
itself. It was an argument the Anglicists had little hesitation in using at 
the slightest opportunity to discredit their opponents^

William Wilberforce, shrewdly discerning the Achilles’ heel of the 
Orientalists, translated their ambivalence toward Christianity into a be­
nevolent view of Hinduism, which he then traced to a (at least for many 
of his fellow Englishmen) wholly contemptible origin—French Enlight­
enment skeptics like Voltaire, who deliberately cultivated the myth that 
“the principles of the Hindoos are so good, their morals are so pure, 
better than our own,” in order to discredit Christianity.10 An appeal to 
the horrors unleashed by political anarchy in France was sufficient to 
alert the English Parliament to an Orientalist project of subverting 
Christianity. Unless the Orientalists were prepared to admit that they 
were indeed denying Christianity, they found themselves in a situation 
where they had no other choice but to appropriate the techniques and 
strategies of the Anglicists to promote their case.

^Caught in a hopelessly untenable position, the Orientalists were pres­
sured into the realization that the only justifiable grounds for the teach­
ing of Oriental literature were the political. Sensing the possibilities of 
maneuvering around their opponents by appealing to their strategic 
interests, a group of Orientalists responding to James Mill’s 1824 dispatch11 
refocused the issue by questioning the political wisdom of an educa­
tional policy that directed the learner to truth by blocking out error. 
Anglicism was especially vulnerable to the charge of depriving Indians 
of familiarity with their own system of learning. Not a few Anglicists
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were acutely aware of the liability of a policy that lulled colonial subjects 
into passive acceptance of their rulers’ culture without adequately ford- 
lying them against the “errors” in their own tradition. The Anglicists 
might have found themselves on sturdier ground had the indigenous 
tradition already been reduced to irrelevance in Indian cultural life. But 
as long as the traditional learning continued to flourish in other types of 
institutions and was indelibly woven into the fabric of Indian society, 
barring Indians from knowledge of it merely encouraged two indepen­
dent, parallel systems. As a result, the Anglicists had enormous diffi­
culty contesting the Orientalists’ main criticism that without significant 
interaction between the two systems, the impact of Anglicism on the 
indigenous tradition was virtually negligible.

The failings of Anglicism to produce effective change constituted the 
basic thrust of the 1824 letter \  Persistently it remonstrated against the 
omission of Oriental learning as jeopardizing British rule because, in the 
absence of a native population trained to be critically aware of its own 
traditions, the authority of the priestly classes was left virtually intact. 
By this logic, removing Indians from familiarity with the tenets of that 
system was analogous to removing physicians from a knowledge of the 
very disease they were expected to cure. In conclusion, the letter advised 
that if a class of enlightened teachers and translators was indeed the 
object of British policy, it was imperative “to qualify the same individu­
als highly in their own system as well as ours, in order that they may be 
as competent to refute errors as to impart truth, if we would wish them 
to exercise any influence upon the minds of their countrymen.” 12 

(Jin sum, the Orientalist defense rested on the argument that if the 
educated Indian was to be enlisted in the cause of overwhelming priestly 
authority, the official educational policy had to reflea this political goal 
more clearly than was then the case. The exclusiveness of a policy that 
favored English and eliminated the native languages deprived it of any 
real political force, for by locating truth in a single cultural tradition to 
be apprehended solely through direa instruaion in it, the Anglicist 
doarine effectively suspended all confrontation with error, disabling 
serious, critical questioning of the native tradition. The reversal of this 
situation entailed a conception of truth not as a priori but as a process 
involving active dialectical effort. Such a conception necessarily de­
manded a broadening of the content of education and the inclusion of 
error as an objea of instruaion!^

Indeed, as the Orientalist John Tytler wrote to Macaulay in response
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to his Anglicist doctrine, the disinterested love of knowledge demanded 
that the study of indigenous language, history, and culture be promoted 
in tandem with European learning:

If we destroy it [Oriental studies] we shall degrade both ourselves and the 
people we undertake to improve. A history of the successive systems of 
Science and philosophy though it may not teach the true nature of things 
will yet afford much valuable information of another kind. It will teach 
what mankind have thought and how they have reasoned about these 
things and the successive steps by which they have arrived at Truth. It is 
in short the history of human opinions and this is at least as important as 
that of human actions.13

Dismissing the Anglicist view that Western systems of learning inher­
ently possessed a self-evident power to demolish Hindu error, Tytler 
redirected attention to the analysis of the properties of truth as a pre­
requisite to the task of distinguishing error. His project of cultural 
decontextualization contested the imperative of presenting truths in 
absolute form in order to persuade disbelievers of their validity. Though 
Tytler scrupulously avoided going so far as to suggest that Oriental 
learning had claims to “state of the art” knowledge, he conceded a vital 
place to it as a stage in the development of human knowledge or the 
“history of opinions.” The historical sense crucially redefined truth in 
more relativistic terms as knowledge that developed not independently 
of man’s intellectual development and history, but rather as a product of 
human development. From this standpoint Oriental studies acquired 
legitimacy as a necessary stage in the growth of knowledge. At the same 
time, of course, accommodation of two radically different versions of 
reality did not necessarily endorse Eastern learning in any way or render 
it comparable to Western thought. Nor did it imply approval of the 
patently false premises upon which Oriental studies were supposed to 
rest.

To be sure, missionaries, particularly those working out of Seram- 
porc, had long made an argument for error as the basis of instruction in 
Christian truth and thus unwittingly participated in a shift: encouraged 
by the Orientalists in the direction of a relativistic secularism. The 
missionary practice, of which Alexander Duff’s catechetical instruction 
is a good example, suggested a conception of truth understood not as 
predetermined goal to which the learner moved in an undeviating, 
unerring path, but as dynamic activity forcing die learner to sift out 
error from all that he encountered. Far from being an annoying nui-
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sance, the native languages were regarded by missionaries as absolutely 
crucial to the determination of truth. As Kenneth Ingham’s study clearly 
shows, missionaries played a vital role in setting up printing presses, 
undertaking the publication of schoolbooks, translating the Bible into 
the various Indian languages, standardizing the indigenous languages, 
and encoding the literatures in script form.14 The Serampore missionar­
ies had not for a moment believed that the mere substitution of the 
Indian languages and literature by English would automatically lead to 
1 he sharpening of the Indians’ intellectual faculties. Rather, they felt an 
intermediate step was required before the Indians whom they wished to 
see trained would be in a position to perceive the truths embedded in 
English literature. That step was defined as submitting the Indians to a 
rigorous examination of their own literature. To criticises that this 
manner of instruction would only encourage them to continue in their 
own beliefs the arch response was that “truth need fear nothing from 
inquiry— ignorance alone perpetuates error.” 15

The “difference in degree” between Western and Eastern literatures, 
which Charles Cameron hesitated to specify when interrogated in the 
parliamentary sessions on education, had long been intuited and, in fact, 
had already been named by missionaries. Western literature is often 
described in missionary publications as a form of intellectual production, 
in contrast to Oriental literature, which allegedly set itself up as a source 
of divine authority. The Serampore Baptist missionary William Carey 
best expressed the missionary viewpoint when he lamented, in compar­
ing the Hindu epic the Mahabharata to Homer, that “[were] it, like his 
Iliad) only considered as a great effort of human genius, I should think 
it is one of the first productions in the world, but alas! it is the ground 
of Faith to Millions of men; and as such must be held in the utmost 
abhorrence.” 16

Carey’s distinction emphasized an arbitrariness in Oriental concep­
tions of truth, whose claims were supposed to derive from the power of 
the explicator (the class learned in Arabic and Sanskrit) to mediate 
between the popular mind and sacred knowledge. But though Carey 
made a sincere effort to understand the power of the sacred in Indian 
society, by and large he shared the failings of many of his fellow mission­
aries in their blindness toward the immense cultural position of the 
learned classes, particularly the Muslim learned men (maulvis). The fail­
ures were often related to problems of interpretation, of gross misunder­
standing of the cultural functions of the maulvis as interpreters and not
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simply teachers of the sacred texts. In a scathing critique of missionary 
ignorance of the symbols of native cultural power and the great harm 
caused thereby to British rule in India, a writer for the Asiatic Journal 
cautioned his readers that knowledge of Oriental literature involved far 
more than mere reading and translating of the texts.

Being ill-acquainted with the language of the people, and unable to read 
the Alcoran in the original, [the missionaries] often attack imaginary 
doctrines and creeds which the Mahommedans do not profess. The Al­
coran, it is admitted, includes absurd, puerile and immoral dogmas, but 
the teachers of Islamism, in their glosses and commentaries, contrive to 
palliate these ridiculous passages and render them plausible by some 
explanation. These explications the missionaries ought carefully to study, 
that he may direct his refutation to them. This requires a profound 
acquaintance with the Arabic tongue, which the majority of these travel­
lers despise.17

The writer of this article was shrewd enough to see that significant 
shifts in cultural power would come about only through a confrontation 
with the interpretations and not simply the texts alone and that to 
challenge the explications was to challenge the explicator and loosen his 
power over the people. Harold Bloom’s reminder in A  Map of Misreading 
that “all interpretation depends upon the antithetical relationship be­
tween meanings, and not on the supposed relation between a text and 
its meaning” (p. 76) has as much relevance in this context as in any 
other. The Protestant orientation to texts as the sole source of authority 
frequently blinded missionaries to the basic fact that the sacred texts of 
the East are not finite but cumulative, consisting of interpretations 
layered one on top of the other through successive readings. In failing 
to see, for example, that the Koran is more than a single text, that it is 
in fact a complex unit that includes the text and its interpretations or 
explications, their efforts at conversion through an appeal to reason 
completely missed the mark.

Carey’s distinction, linking the authority wielded by the native learned 
classes to the literature they superintended, contained the oudines of a 
strategy for undermining their role as sole explicators of texts construed 
as divine knowledge. If by blurring the lines between literature and 
religion the Indian learned classes had arrogated all power to decipher 
texts, an erosion of that power base— a relocation of authority away 
from the explicator— had undoubtedly to come from the action o f texts, 
understood as independendy verifiable by human reason.
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That process is brilliantly summarized as willed strategy in a report 
filed by the president of the Board of Education at Bombay in April
185 V-

For my own part, I believe that Providence dictated this policy [of reli­
gious neutrality] as the means of riveting the power of England over this 
country; but it is clear that we cannot expect a blessing to rest upon a 
violation of the public faith, solemnly pledged by conquerors to those 
submitting to their authority.

And what, I would ask, is the course to be followed by a great and 
generous country under such circumstances? Its faith is pledged, and the 
opinion of its scrupulous good faitlr is the keystone of the arch which 
supports its mighty power over these lands. Surely, surely there is but one 
course'open.

We have the subde Brahmin, the ardent Mahomcdan, the meek, though 
zealous, Christian missionary, each and all relying on this promise of non­
interference, and pressing the evidence of his respective faith on the 
attention of the people of India; and when this people look up to the 
Government and say, “You tolerate all religions; all cannot be true; show 
us what is truth,” the government can only answer, “Our own belief is 
known to you; we are ready to give a reason for the faith that is in us; and 
we will place you in a situation by which you may judge whether those 
reasons arc convincing or not. We will teach you History by the light of 
its two eyes. Chronology and Geography; you will therein discover the 
history and system of every religion. We will expand your intellectual 
powers to distinguish truth from falsehood by the aid of Logic and 
Mathematics; and we will, in the sciences of Astronomy, Geology, Chem­
istry and Botany, lay open to you all we know of the firmament above, of 
the nature of the earth on which we live, and the organization of the 
flowers which enamel its surface; and with your perceptions of the power 
and wisdom of your God and ours, thus cleared and enlarged, we may 
safely leave you to distinguish truth for yourselves . . . Each member of 
the Board of Education, be he Christian, Mahomedan, Hindoo or Parsee, 
is engaged in one common object; viz., the advancement of truth. We 
differ only as to that which is truth, and, like other discreet men, we never 
talk on that respecting which we arc sure to differ.18

Though a policy of non-interfcrence may have been originally adopted 
for reasons of expediency, in this report it is rapidly transformed into a 
medium of self-presentation. As a symbol of free intellectual inquiry, 
religious non-interference generated an image of the Englishman as 
benign, disinterested, detached, impartial, and judicious. Indeed, British 
authority depended vitally on the stability of the image and on the 
consistency with which it was preserved and relayed to the native mind. 
From this standpoint, violations of the policy of religious neutrality
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were of more than military consequence: in more far-reaching ways, by 
breaching the “good faith” through which the British exercised their 
authority over the natives, they threatened to unmask the illusions that 
British rule in India required for its legitimation— illusions of trust, 
honor, and obligation.

Yet in a land where, as the missionary Joshua Marshman said, both 
Hindus and Muslims were known to attach high religious feeling even 
to secular education, it was political folly to leave British noninterference 
to be interpreted by the Indians in their own way, such that it might be 
construed “not as liberty of conscience but as carelessness about any 
religion.” 19 Interpreted so, religious toleration had the potential of 
earning for the British not the image of benevolence and noncoercive- 
ness but its very converse—an image of irresponsibility, indifference, 
and disdain of duty. If the rulers’ faith was perceived to be shallow, 
much the same could be expected of their oaths.20 British pledges of 
respect for the beliefs of others had no content, no value, if the inference 
to be drawn from neutrality was that no discernible belief system lay 
behind them.

The only escape from this predicament, albeit one fraught with risks, 
was to convince the Indians, as the report advised, “that the government 
cultivate their own religion.”21 Doing this without seeming to coerce it 
on their subjects took England back to the position outlined by Charles 
Grant. As with Grant, here too beyond the crossroads of the dilemma 
stood English literature, offering itself as both subject of study and 
method of analysis—the means through which the claims of Western 
belief were at once asserted and the grounds of its truthfulness vindi­
cated. What made this twofold activity possible, as the president’s report 
implied, is English literature’s double stance toward reason and faith, 
utility and tradition, and empiricism and revelation—a stance obscuring 
its affiliations with institutional religion (and the entire system of social 
and political formation of which it was a part) through its appeal to an 
objective, empirical reality apprehended solely by mind.

Charles Cameron’s reticence before his examiners takes on more 
meaning in this context, for his reluctance to affirm unambiguously 
literature’s relation to Christianity undoubtedly stemmed from an aware­
ness of the operational value of English literature’s double stance in 
reinforcing the validity of the knowledge to be imparted and, by exten­
sion, of the authority o f those imparting it. Further, literature’s double­
ness enabled the validation of Christian belief by the disciplinary tech-
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niques of European learning while at the same time deflecting attention 
from its self-referential, self-confirming aspects. Its power rested on the 
idea that European disciplines, being products of human reason, were 
independent of systems of belief based on pure faith. Therefore, by 
proving what faith merely proposed, they confirmed far more than the 
mere truthfulness of Christian belief; more important, they demon­
strated the power and authority of the Western mind to penetrate the 
mysteries of the natural and phenomenal world.

The Protestant Reformation provided a historical model for the relo­
cation of authority in the body of knowledge represented by English 
literary texts. The characterization of English literature as intellectual 
production implicated a different process of reading, requiring the exer­
cise of reason rather than unquestioning faith. On the point of literary 
truth there is no fiercer testimony than Alexander DufFs rebuttals to 
early Orientalist claims that Indian literature was no different than En­
glish literature in its predilection for the absurd and the incredible. (One 
Orientalist, for example, cited Milton’s description of Satan in Hell as 
“too gross and ludicrous . . .  a conceit truly diabolical.”) 22 Duff categor­
ically dismissed any comparison of the study of Indian literature with 
the study of Western literature on the grounds that classical literature 
was read in Europe as literary production and not as divine authority, as 
it was in India. Duff persistendy discriminated between mental capabili­
ties as proof that the Western orientation to literary study permitted 
myth to be read as fable without any practical influence, whereas in 
India the principles and facts of myth were taught and believed in as 
truth. While conceding that English literature had its ufoul spots,” works 
that defied the norms of propriety and decorum. Duff maintained that it 
was preposterous to compare the literature of England, which he char­
acterized as a “complete course of sound knowledge free of error in 
every branch of inquiry, literary, scientific, and theological,” with the 
literature of India, which could not produce “a single volume on any 
one subject that is not studded with error, far less a series of volumes 
that would furnish anything bearing the most distant resemblance to a 
complete range of information in any conceivable department of useful 
knowledge.”23

But Duff’s moral emphasis gave way to other concerns that were 
more pragmatic and empirical in nature, and these can be seen in the 
British critiques of the Indian propensity to confer upon myth the status 
of a historical genre. The British objection to the Hindu epics the
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Ramayana and the Mahahharata rested on the claim that they pretended 
to do the work of history, whereas Western literature had no such 
pretension and made a clear distinction between works of the imagina­
tion and records of history. The supposed blurring of historical and 
mythical consciousness in Indian literature, contributing to its false­
hoods and inaccuracies, was the chief point of attack by two of the most 
celebrated critics of Oriental art, James Mill and Hegel. Mill refused to 
accept the Ramayana and the Mahahharata as history as some Orientalist 
scholars did; he refused even to accept them as allegory and argued that 
efforts to do so were only ways of~softening their deformities.24 Both 
Mill and Hegel equated historical composition with intellectual maturity 
and pointed to the absence of historical records in certain societies as 
proof of their low position in the scale of civilization.25 Mill maintained 
that societies reach stability, coherence, and identity when they arc able 
to make use of “permanent signs” and to preserve their understanding 
of events through historical records. In his view the use of arts and 
letters to record events coincided with the advance of culture, which he 
defined as the ability to observe with accuracy. On the basis of this 
definition, he argued that epic poetry forestalled such advance by replac­
ing precision of observation with a sense of mythic wonder and by 
celebrating events solely for the pleasure of the emotions, thus encour- 
aging exaggeration above accuracy.

Mill’s disdain for poets who assume the role of historians was not 
idiosyncratic. Leading nineteenth-century periodicals such as the Quar­
terly Review, the Edinburgh Review, the Asiatic Journal, the Oriental 
Herald, and the Calcutta Review regularly published articles and reviews 
condemning the historical inaccuracies of Indian literature. In a review 
of Tod’s famous historical work on the antiquities of Rajasthan, for 
instance, the Quarterly Review lamented that the annals of earlier cultures 
were lost in the mists of a mythic or fabulous period peopled by dimly 
humanized forms of gods or men magnified to superhuman stature. The 
same critic claimed that genuine historical records (defined as being “less 
imaginative”) were to be found only among the heterodox systems of 
Buddhism or Jainism. Distinctly echoing Mill, who held that the in­
flated, metaphorical style of describing events failed to convey any real 
sense of what actually occurred, the reviewer condemned the poetic 
imagination for throwing a veil over events and characters: “Until his­
tory has condescended to the sober march of prose, it does not restrain 
itself from the license of fiction, or assume the authority of truth.”26 The
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alignment of poetry with falsehood and prose with truth and accuracy 
successfully dismissed Oriental epic narratives as nothing more than 
illusion and error. Furthermore, the Utilitarian premises upon which 
this judgment rested— that what is good is “useful” and what is bad is 
imaginative—provided literary criticism not only with a principle for 
setting one genre above another but for also totally excluding certain 
genres from consideration as serious art.

The imprecision of Indian literature was not only represented as 
aesthetically repugnant to human sensibility, but also deemed to be 
politically treacherous. A history of perfidy and calumny was painted as 
the legacy of Oriental historical accounts and their exaggerations seen as 
a devious strategy of early writers to falsify, obscure, and mystify events 
in order to conceal their own violence, injustice, and usurpation of 
power.27 Indian historical literature was depicted as entirely constituted 
by narratives of royal personages and royal pastimes that deliberately 
avoided showing the operations of power or the bearing of political and 
other events on the condition of the people.28 Elliott and Dowson’s 
History of India as Told by Its Own Historians (1867) employed a unique 
method to expose Indian “pretensions” to literary or historical truth. As 
the title suggests, the authors deliberately present historical narratives 
written by Indians in order to show that in Indian histories “there is 
little enabling us to observe the practical operation of a despotic govern­
ment and rigorous and sanguinary laws, and the effect upon the great 
body of the nation of these injurious influences and agencies.”29 The act 
of reading and writing true history and true literature was, in effect, 
identified with an act of demystification to dislodge those who, under 
the cover of misty romances and allegories, had installed and perpetu­
ated their rule over the people.

The Elliot and Dowson rewriting of the “despotic Orient” typically 
provided ballast for the view that a literature claiming to provide divine 
revelation diluted the capacity of the individual mind to resist the manip­
ulations of a priestly caste. By the terms of this argument, not only did 
Oriental literature lull the individual into passive acceptance of the most 
fabulous incidents as actual occurrences; more alarmingly, the accep­
tance of mythological events as factual description stymied the mind’s 
capacity to extrapolate a range of meanings for analysis and verification 
in the real world.

Reason is thus made synonymous with the moral imagination and 
the moral imagination, in turn, with the ability to make discriminations
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and choose judiciously from a wide spectrum of possible meanings. The 
association of reason with an approach to literary texts as types of human 
activity reinforces the logic of Protestantism: the products of human 
consciousness are required to submit to interpretation because their 
creating subject is man, not God, man in all his imperfection and fallibil­
ity. Because interpretation by definition entails a plurality of response, 
the receiving mind is pressured all the more to weigh the truth value of 
each possibility, thereby activating rational processes of discrimination 
and judgment— intellectual skills held by the British to be utterly alien 
to a literature conceived as divine agency.

Furthermore, once established as an example of human invention 
drawing its material from a rationally perceived world, English literature 
lent itself more readily to representations of intellectual rigor and of 
disciplined reasoning from the force of evidence. The elevation of indi­
vidual and closely observed experience over received tradition provided 
an empirical basis objectifying the knowledge contained in its body of 
texts. The Cartesian influence is especially strong in the argument that 
the clement of doubt attending upon the senses sets the mind in a state 
of intellectual ferment, forcing it to do battle with error until a full 
knowledge of the truth is reached. An individually realized truth, being 
neither a priori nor predetermined, defies the arbitrary definitions laid 
down by class or caste. Since it would have proceeded through the 
stages of rational investigation—of detached observation, analysis, veri­
fication, and application— its claims to universal, objective knowledge 
are presumably greater than the claims to truth of received tradition.

n o t  a l l  Orientalists assented to the project of destabilization of the 
learned classes. Though supportive of the plan to include both Western 
and Oriental systems of learning, Horace Wilson was skeptical about the 
wisdom of undermining the position of the maulvis and pundits> an 
action that he felt adversely affected the traditional respect for learning 
in India and in turn prevented young Indians from deriving tangible 
benefits from Western education. The dangers of creating a separate 
class of English scholars and excluding the learned men from the politi­
cal system of India were for him too real to be minimized. An arch foe 
of Macaulay, Horace Wilson continued to insist that the learned classes’ 
hostility had been aroused less by the introduction of English than by 
the termination of funds supporting Arabic and Sanskrit. His reluctance 
to antagonize the learned classes took the form of a vigorous defense of
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the cultural value and importance of the Indian classical languages, the 
“congenial imagery and sentiments” from which the Indians would 
never be weaned away, no matter how strongly the claims of the superi­
ority of Western culture were advanced.*0

Wilson proposed a compromise, advising that the maulvis and pundits 
be employed as teachers and translators of Western texts. Agreeing in 
the main with Mill’s letter of 1824 that the most effective agents for 
change are those educated in the very errors that are to be reformed, 
Wilson refined the “Trojan horse” strategy of destruction from within, 
to urge that the traditional men of learning of India also be co-opted as 
“additional instruments in our power.”31

Up to a point Wilson’s argument was acceptable to the General 
Council of Public Instruction. But he drew much sharper reactions when 
he advised that England interest itself in the intellectual and literary 
efforts that were traditionally venerated by India’s learned men and, 
through them, lead the Indians to “chaster models of taste.” The vehem­
ence with which Wilson was denounced by even his fellow Orientalists, 
leave alone the Anglicists, exposes the fundamental ambiguity underly­
ing the support of Oriental learning. Oriental studies were allowed a 
place in the curriculum on the understanding that language pursued as a 
means to an end (for instance, conducting legal business) was less likely 
to exert a disruptive influence than when pursued as an end in itself. The 
encouragement of Oriental learning was tolerated only to the extent that 
it remained a field of legal research, Arabic and Sanskrit being closely 
tied to Muslim and Hindu law respectively. And when the laws were 
made intelligible to the people, there was every likelihood that even 
these languages would cease to be cultivated except for philological or 
antiquarian purposes. But under no circumstances was the Bentinck 
administration or any other administration following his willing to sup­
port Oriental learning if it meant the perpetuation of Oriental languages 
and literature as the source of intellectual values, morals, and religion.

The same thinking underscored the argument made in the proposal 
for the establishment of the universities of Madras, Bombay, and Cal­
cutta in 1857 along the pattern of London University. Charles Cameron, 
who succeeded Macaulay as president of the Council on Education and 
campaigned vigorously for a centralized university system, went so far 
as to call for the total exclusion of the classical languages of India— 
Sanskrit, Arabic, and Persian—on the grounds that they were inextrica­
bly bound with systems of “pagan theology.”32 Any course of study in 
these languages, he insisted, would only perpetuate the errors that were
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the cause of the intellectual degradation of the Indian people. Instead, 
he proposed that students be examined in the vernacular languages, 
which did not yet have a literary tradition comparable to that of the 
classical languages and through which Western knowledge could be 
more directly disseminated without having to pass through what he 
considered the filters of prejudice, ignorance, and error. Such a scheme, 
which is nothing short of an attempt to separate language from litera­
ture, was advanced as the primary means of developing a new national 
literature from which the disruptive elements of religion are screened 
out.33

The distinctions drawn between English and Indian literature in their 
relation to religion culminate in a purified, even sterilized conception of 
literature as constituted entirely by language. Disavowal of religious 
influence on literature acquires its most severe form in a plan that 
virtually endorses a classical approach to literary studies, establishing 
language rather than belief and tradition as a source of value and culture. 
By 1855 statements such as the following, analyzing the spread of English 
education to other provinces of British India, were increasingly common:

If [Indian students] are to be imbued with the spirit o f English Literature, 
which all in government colleges seem to have in view, they should learn 
something o f that source from which it draws so much o f its glorious 
inspiration. It is in this respect that all English studies have been imper­
fectly carried on in India, the native students being utterly ignorant o f the 
spirit o f  antiquity and all classical references, and what is worse, knowing 
nothing o f  those elements which enter so largely into the structure and 
history o f  die language.34

The drift toward a classical emphasis in English studies in India is 
especially remarkable considering that the classical curriculum that still 
held full sway in England as late as the 1860s remained the center of a 
raging controversy on whether “training of the mind” was compatible 
with “useful knowledge.”35 At a time when utility was a rallying cry for 
reform of Oriental learning, English studies took a surprising direction 
in India, veering toward die same practices that were under fire in the 
homeland. Wherever new schools were established and a course in 
Oriental literature set up alongside a course in English literature, a 
classical approach invariably marked the teaching of English.36

t h e  r e v i v a l  of a classical pedagogy of English literary instruction in 
India coincided with the declining status of polite language and litera-
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turc in England.37 The growth of a mass British reading public had 
created what many alarmed critics saw as a distaste for fine reading and, 
more seriously, threatened the survival of all intellectual greatness and 
refinement. In proportion to the decline of “refined” reading there oc­
curred an increase in works of amusement; the revolution in literary 
production, both in the number and nature of its publications, was 
brought about by the increased wealth of the higher classes and the 
increased literacy of the lower classes. Half a century earlier, only well- 
educated people constituted a significant reading population; by the 
1820s the rate of literacy ensured a wider reading public. The changing 
constitution of the English readership, influencing the type of literature 
that was being consumed, produced, and taught, augmented the fear of 
the established classes that other nations, particularly France and Ger­
many, were advancing on England with more “useful” and “ennobling” 
pnxluctions. Amusement had become almost the exclusive business of 
life in England, threatening the extinction of all intellectual greatness 
and refinement. In an age of mass readership, literature seemed to have 
become a mere reflection of current sentiments and to have abandoned 
almost entirely its mission as an “enlightener” and “improver” of men.

The lack of literary culture in the middle-class environment from 
which a typical secondary school boy came was replicated in the schools.38 
Contemporary periodicals deplored the neglect of English classics in the 
schools and demanded reform in the pattern of English studies if English 
youth were not to be lost forever to declining tastes.39 Partly to offset 
the antiintellectualism of the English public schools, book societies were 
established in the hope that the taste for works of a “more instructive 
and scientific nature” would be inculcated again, “for the diffusion of 
knowledge and science invariably creates a numerous class of intelligent 
readers, whose minds can be gratified only with the works of a superior 
order.”40 The Cheap Book Society in Ireland provided an encouraging 
example of the success that book societies were able to achieve in com­
batting lowbrow vulgarity and enhancing taste.

A grafting of English literary achievements onto the cultural system 
of the colonies further assured the survival of British culture, leaving a 
“monument more imperishable than the pyramids of Egypt.”41 The 
grafting had already begun to bear the fruits of success in the linguistic 
habits of Indians. Charles Trevelyan, brother-in-law of Macaulay and 
one-time president of the General Council of Public Instruction, proudly 
exclaimed that the educated Indians “speak purer English than we speak 
ourselves, for they take it from the purest models, they speak the lan-
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guage of the Spectator, such English as is never spoken in England.”42 If 
Calcutta citizens spoke the language of the Spectator, it was by no means 
accidental, for editors of Calcutta journals and newspapers deliberately 
wrote in an Addisonian style under names like “Candidus,” “Verax,” 
“Oneiropoios,” and “Flaccus” and on subjects not having the remotest 
bearing on Indian life, such as the fashions of the day in England, and 
on imagination, etiquette, and morality.43 Such discussions, they admit­
ted, would be considered tedious and archaic in a modem newspaper in 
England, but in the Calcutta papers they served to give the Indians a 
taste for “polite” literature that Englishmen were fast losing.

As a time capsule for English culture, India provided an ideal setting. 
The structure of Indian society, its multiple languages and multiple 
religions, eliminated some of the chief difficulties encountered in En­
gland in the preservation of a pure national culture. For die differen­
tiated education that the Indian social structure encouraged— vernacu­
lars for the lower castes and the classical languages of Arabic, Sanskrit, 
and Persian for the upper classes of Hindus and Muslims—minimized 
the possibilities of one language ever achieving the status of a common 
language for all the population. Linguistic stratification of classes per­
mitted English high culture to be maintained in all its purity without 
the erosion that was occurring to polite literature' in England. The 
resistance of the English language to standardization of use in England 
is a measure of die problematic control of linguistic and literary forms 
wherever English, as a living language of daily speech and communica­
tion shared by a wide public, is used and produced outside institutional 
controls such as, for example, formal education.

(The Filtration Theory of Macaulay and John Stuart Mill, promoting 
a small elite group through education in English, contributed to the 
linguistic stratification of Indian society. The theory ostensibly had its 
origins in a set of practical realities: a complete education that began 
with a thorough study of English was within the reach of only a very 
small proportion of Indians. What distinguished this group of people 
from the masses was the amount of leisure time they possessed. Apart 
from the limited resources available for the wholesale education of the 
masses in English, die leisure time at the disposal of any group of people 
was a major criterion in determining who was to receive English instruc- 
tion^Thc history of England indicates that those who studied the classi­
cal languages were men of the learned professions, men of leisure who 
had the time to devote themselves to a study inaccessible to the great
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bulk of the country. If this was true in England, it was even more so in 
India, which already had a class of learned men set apart from the 
masses. No great results were foreseen by working on the lower classes, 
whose circumstances did not permit them to acquire more than the basic 
elements of knowledge and who were in subjection to the higher classes. 
The cultivation of a small elite group of Indians was perceived as the 
foundation for a stability that “even a political revolution will not de­
stroy and upon which after ages may erect a vast superstructure.”44

Linguistic and social stratification constituted a necessary precondi­
tion for the preservation of a pure, frozen form of English culture, 
unadulterated by subsequent appropriations by other classes in any form, 
except perhaps in the relatively non-threatening form of translations. 
The English language and literature would remain confined to the class 
designated to receive instruction in it. The control exerted through the 
formal institution of education further exploited the structure of Indian 
society to prevent English from degenerating into sheer vulgarity as in 
England. Thus while the official stance was on the side of utility and 
modernization, the kinds of curricular decisions that were being made 
gave the impression that the real goal was acculturation. Consequently, 
it was not uncommon for failings in government institutions to be 
measured against the yardstick of acculturation rather than that of util­
ity, as in the 1855 report cited earlier.

The return to a secular conception of literature, then, is not reducible 
to a mere repudiation of religious identity. More accurately, it is a 
relocation of cultural value from belief and dogma to language, experi­
ence, and history. The discriminations between English and Indian 
literature in their relation to Christianity and Hinduism respectively 
yielded a pure, almost severe understanding of English literature as 
intellectual and linguistic production. As a parallel process to the survival 
of English culture, secularization reintroduced a classical emphasis in 
English studies, strengthening and endorsing the legitimacy and author­
ity of British institutions, laws, and government.
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Lessons of History

And so they who listened with rapture to the songs o f the bards overran the 
provinces o f  those who were charmed with the fairy talc.

—Asiatic Journal (1831), 32:142

t h e  o r i e n t a t i o n  ofliterary study to the cultural heritage contained 
in a national past is a fairly new phenomenon, displacing an older 
rhetorical tradition. The inaugural lecture of A. J. Scott at University 
College, London, in 1848 is said to be the earliest instance of a formal 
academic plea for die study of literature as an expression of the culture 
of an age and as a reflection of society. By 1852 the historical study of 
English literature was firmly established in University College. In 1875 
the alliance between literature and history was given institutional expres­
sion with the merging of the chair of English literature with diat of 
history. Never very stable or clear on the point of the relationship 
between language and literature, English as a discipline became even 
more blurred and confused when a separate chair was created for English 
language in that same year.
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The transition from the rhetorical tradition of belles lettres to the 
historical study of literature is explained as a displacement of Renais­
sance conceptions of language that “removed attention from the situa­
tion of utterance and located all significance in the logic of language, 
which was determined by nonlinguistic considerations.” 1 With the pass­
ing of the old rhetorical traditions, the study of literary genres gradually 
became oriented in literary history. Present-oriented and context-bound, 
the formal method of disputation gave way to the authority of preexist­
ing structures of mind and society as the prime catalyst of knowledge. 
The choice was against a kind of intellectual inquiry directed toward the 
present in favor of one based on the authority of established usage, 
historical precedent, and social convention. The object of literary train­
ing is understood as twofold: first, to develop a historical awareness of 
the cultural moments in which those usages, precedents, and conven­
tions are especially strong; and second, to reclaim those moments as 
exemplary instances of truth, coherence, and value.

Linking “this new historical and organic awareness of society” to the 
Romantic reaction against the Industrial Revolution and its impoverish­
ment of cultural life, D. J. Palmer describes the emphasis on order, 
continuity, sequence, and moral purpose as an internal shift within 
English studies, “the immediate condition alike of a revivified approach 
to classical studies, and of a social philosophy such as Coleridge’s to 
bind the present with the past.”2

Described thus, the shift within English studies appears to have an 
inner logic and consistency, but the description is marked by a curious 
reticence to account for those external conditions that produce or re­
quire any such shift from present to past, from rhetoric to history'. It is 
not clear how exactly the “logic of language” is determined by “nonlin­
guistic considerations” (at best an ambiguous phrase); it is even less 
clear why that should cause an alliance of literature with history. To 
explain this development solely in terms of widened conceptions of 
language, with the rhetorical study of argumentation giving way to the 
appreciation of style as cultural expression, is to confine discussion of 
the development of English studies to changes merely at the level of 
form.

To study the institutionalization of these shifts it is impossible to 
evade the political context of expanding territorial control and power in 
which the merging of literature and history was first seriously considered 
and then actively urged as a principle of study and criticism. Though the
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influence of the Western encounter with alien cultural and literary forms 
on the formation of nineteenth-century English studies is not the subject 
of this book or this chapter, it is still necessary to signal the partial 
history that results from the persistent disregard of Britain’s colonial 
involvement in producing new articulations of literary functions, unless 
of course such study is somehow construed to be threatening to the 
integrity of the British intellectual, cultural, and social tradition as a 
source of literary judgments.3

I am aware that one of the problems involved in pursuing this line of 
inquiry, where connections between confrontation with different cul­
tures and societies and redefinitions of literary value are not that readily 
established empirically, is that of confusing the logical with the' histori­
cal. That is to say, in an effort to understand the relations between 
English studies and colonialism there is always the danger of claiming 
an overriding determinism in the relation. To proceed from this assump­
tion and draw conclusions from it is to ignore entirely that the relations 
may be largely historical; that is, that they occur in the form that they 
do, not because they are locked in a mutuality of cause-effect determi­
nation, but because the situations with which they were complicit pro­
duced such particular, detailed effects on subsequent action and policy 
that they render the history of English studies incomplete by itself, as is 
the study of colonial expansion, without reference to the mutually sup­
portive role that each played in response to Britain’s confrontation with 
peoples and cultures different from its own.

t h e  r e a d i n g  of literature as an expression of culture and society has 
an opaque, textured history in British India. It dates back to the early 
Anglicist-Orientalist debates out of which emerged redefinitions of truth 
as the discovery of error. As described in the preceding chapter, the 
relativization of cultures necessitated by die dialectical progression toward 
truth through error promoted literary study as intellectual exercise. En­
glish studies established itself in direct dialectical interplay with the 
Eastern tradition, taking the totality of Indian society and culture, its 
contradictions and anomalies, as a reference point for critical formula­
tions that eventually fed into pedagogical practice. Given the fact that 
the British ruling in India were administrators and not literary critics, it 
is not surprising that the multiple realities of India with which they had 
to deal would force an expansion of the traditional framework within
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which literature was normally discussed to include other levels of India 
represented by its laws, religion, government, and social institutions.

Warren Hastings unwittingly opened the door to historical ap­
proaches to literature when he sought to popularize the translation of 
the Bhagavad Gita by Charles Wilkins, who had presented him with a 
copy of it in 1784, when he was governor-general of Bengal. Hastings 
had a difficult time reconciling the literati of the West to a poem so 
wholly different in structure, style, and substance from the classical 
models of Greece and Rome that centuries of study and imitation had 
consecrated. He attempted to win acceptance for the work by persuad­
ing Western literati to suspend for a while the “imperishable standards” 
of classical criticism:

Might I, an unlettered man, venture to prescribe bounds to the latitude o f  
criticism, I should exclude, in estimating the merit o f such a production, 
all rules drawn from the ancient or modem literature o f Europe, all 
references to such sentiments or manners as are become the standards o f  
propriety for opinion and action in our own modes o f  life, and equally all 
appeals to our revealed tenets o f religion and moral duty. I should exclude 
them, as by no means applicable to the language, sentiments, manners, or 
morality appertaining to a system o f society with which we have for ages 
been unconnected. . . .  I would exact from every reader the allowance o f  
obscurity, absurdity, barbarous habits, and a perverted morality. Where 
the reverse appears, I would have him receive it as much clear gain, and 
allow it a merit proportioned to the disappointment o f a different expec­
tation.4

Though Hastings’ motive was to have the Gita read without undue 
comparisons to Western literature, his argument had the effect of refer­
ring critics to that “system of society with which we have for ages been 
unconnected” to derive those principles empirically.

In the hands of a critic like James Mill, the derivation of standards of 
art by empirical methods became a devastating rationale for evaluating 
art not in relation to intrinsic properties, but in relation to a doctrine of 
utility that approached works in terms of the social and religious practice 
they threw open for examination.5 To deploy his theory of historicist 
readings in practical criticism. Mill turned to William Jones as his foil. 
Jones’ admiration for Indian literature and the favorable comparisons 
with Western literature that he made on its behalf are witheringly dis­
missed by Mill as naive responses made solely at the level of form. Jones 
had proclaimed Kalidas the Shakespeare of India and had himself under­
taken the translation of Shakuntala. Admittedly, Mill’s quarrel was not
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with the lyricism of the play; he even grudgingly conceded Shakuntala 
to be a perfect example of pastoral. His main objections were to Jones5 
belief that the features of pastoral, marked by “courtesy and urbanity, a 
love of poetry and eloquence, and the practice of exalted virtues,”6 were 
an adequate measure of a perfect society. For Mill, this was a woefully 
uncritical stance, evidence that Jones had succumbed to the seductive 
pleasures of a literary genre that obscured consciousness of the evil social 
practices prevalent at the time. Using Jones as a perfect example of an 
ahistorical reader, Mill set out to show that only a historicist reading 
truly revealed the meaning of pastoral: namely, that it is a literary form 
produced by nations in their infancy, when individuals remained so 
fettered by the tyranny of despotic government that social criticism of 
any kind had to give way to indulgence in light romances. Mill’s real 
message, of course, is that the more responsibility in government a 
people are given, the more occupied they will be with the business of 
state and the less prone, therefore, to pure fiction or poetry.

Mill read the lyricism and sentiment in Indian drama as a mark of a 
self-indulgent society and that in turn as the product of a despotic state. 
Developing his theory of art simultaneously with his theory of civiliza­
tion, he maintained that the quality of government is largely responsible 
for channeling the energies of the individual to work for the common 
good. In the ancient despotic states, the individual primarily strove for 
self-gratification, which became the value by which he lived. Everything 
that he did and produced, even his art, was a reflection of his incapacity 
to perceive a higher good or duty.

The social values that Shakuntala celebrates— superstition, extrava­
gant belief, and arbitrary will—appeared to prove Mill’s point. He 
interpreted exaggeration in art as a reflection of inconsistencies in the 
laws and institutions of the society from which it springs and for which 
it is intended. A social practice that he found irreconcilable with the 
notions of a “refined” people is the marriage that takes place in the forest 
between the hero and heroine in Shakuntala or, in his words, “that kind 
of marriage which two lovers contract from the desire of amorous 
embraces.”7 Another custom sanctioned by Hindu society that figures 
in the plot of the play is the obeisance traditionally given the Brahmins. 
The cause of the heroine’s misfortune is a Brahmin who lays a curse on 
her because she had neglected to receive him at the hermitage with the 
expected honors. Far from showing the Brahmin as an evil force whose 
power is to be resisted, the play merely uses his curse as a device to add
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a twist to the plot: “Surely no contrivance for such a purpose was ever 
less entitled to admiration than the curse of a Brahmen.”8 That is to say, 
the narrative contrivances in Sanskrit literature are not merely reflective 
of a childish imagination but have more sinister overtones, for they 
deliberately thwart reflection upon those same practices that are the 
source of the Indians’ “degradation.”

Oddly, Mill offered the kind of reading that, almost a century and a 
half later, L^vi-Strauss was to give in his studies of myth and culture. In 
much the same way that Mill interpreted the narrative structure of 
Indian drama as perpetuating the beliefs and practices of Hindu society, 
Levi-Straqss read the structure of myth as a coded message by means of 
which a culture offers models of belief and action to its individual 
members.9 In order to decode the message and probe the sources that 
give it form, the critical observer had first to break that form and recast 
the myth in a non-narrative mode. It is precisely in such an act that Levi- 
Strauss believed the inherent contradictions of the social system are 
exposed.

Levi-Strauss explains the power of myth in terms of a concept— that 
of mediation—that is useful in explaining the British disapproval of 
Indian literature on moral grounds. Essentially, mediation refers to the 
contrived resolution, by means of a tale or legend, of self-contradictions 
within a morality; for example, a society’s practice of incest is mediated 
in the Oedipus myth by oracular prophecies and divine agencies. Shak- 
unteda is replete with comparable instances of mediation, one of which 
is the aforementioned transformation of the Brahmin’s curse from an 
ugly social fact to a narrative device that invokes religious mystery and 
awe. Other instances involve the attitude that the reader is expected 
to have toward King Dushyanta, who promises to send for his new 
bride, Shakuntala, and not only fails to do so, but rejects her when she 
appears at his court with his child. Were it not for yet another narrative 
contrivance, the lost ring, Dushyanta’s callousness would have quite 
possibly been seen by the contemporary audience as a fairly accurate 
representation of the way royal personages treated women— a theme 
that a court dramatist like Kalidas could have pursued only with grave 
consequences to himself. The ring is brought into the story to offset this 
impression. Dushyanta is doomed by the Brahmin’s curse to forget 
Shakuntala when it is lost. When it is found and the memory of her 
comes back to him, he is smitten by remorse for having rejected her. But 
such moments of awareness of personal guilt are not permitted to last
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long, and in mediating between actions and individual responsibility 
there is always the suggestion of external agency. The cause of her 
current misfortunes, Shakuntala explains to Dushyanta, is not the king 
or even the Brahmin who cursed her, but the sins of her past life.

The concept of mediation is also useful in explaining why the Hindu 
epics the Ramayana and the Mahabbarata were regarded as problematic 
works and not readily assimilable as texts for instruction in Indian 
schools and colleges in British India. The contradictions in these two 
epics could not be explained away other than as the superimposition of 
Brahminical readings on what presumably originated as the heroic songs 
of the Kshatriyas (the second order in the caste hierarchy). A case in 
point is the polyandry of the heroine Draupadi in the Mahabbarata, a 
practice that evidently existed in pre-Brahminical times but could not 
possibly have continued into the Brahminical era. British commentators 
explained the continuing presence of polyandry in the later versions as 
an attempt by the Brahmins to allegorize events in order to justify the 
epic as divine truth. The moral repugnance that would normally have 
been aroused in the reader by the literal fact of Draupadi marrying five 
men is mediated by a Brahminic interpretation that considers the mar­
riage a symbolic union of the goddess Lakshmi with her consort Vishnu, 
of whom the five Pandavas are merely manifestations.

Ironically, it is the internal process of moralization in Indian literature 
—of assigning a deeper significance through allegory to a social custom 
that is otherwise distasteful— that struck the most discordant chords for 
British commentators, far more perhaps then the custom itself, for 
undesirable social practices, if understood as historical fact bound to a 
certain time and place, did not have the power to influence behavior and 
action in the same way that their transformation into abstract universal 
principles did. When allegorized, these social customs received a sanctity 
that prevented the reader from distinguishing a moral act from an 
immoral one. The Indian's insufficient sense of decency was directly 
attributed to the texts they read from their own tradition, which blurred 
distinctions between decency and indecency.10 Morality became urgently 
linked to the development of a historical consciousness through which 
alone the reader would learn to sift fact from legend, for if it was true 
that “wild symbolic form and mysterious allegory formed a hieratic 
character in which events of the past were recorded,” 11 it was imperative 
to undo that form and recast it in another where the signs would be 
easily interpretable.
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Accurate interpretation of signs therefore acquired a moral signifi­
cance far surpassing any utilitarian function that might have otherwise 
been assigned. A great deal of research undertaken by Europeans on the 
historical basis of the two epics was motivated in large part by an urge 
to demystify and de-Brahminize them. O f the historians who were 
engaged in this task, J. Talboys Wheeler, who taught for some time at 
Presidency College, Madras, and in 1862 became assistant secretary to 
the government, most clearly and consciously aimed at separating fact 
from legend in the act of reconstructing India’s past from the Ramayana 
and the Mababharata. In telling the history of India from its literature, 
he deliberately set out to de-allegorize and to focus attention on the 
social practices themselves: “Every legend and tradition has been system­
atically Brahmanized for the purpose of bringing all the religious laws 
and usages of the different races of India into conformity with Brahman- 
ical ideas. When stripped of these Brahmanical grafts and overgrowth, 
the legends and traditions will be found to furnish large illustrations of 
old Hindu civilization.” 12 The large number of histories written by 
Englishmen that were part of the literature curriculum in Indian schools 
and colleges no doubt performed the same function, which was essen­
tially analytic in nature. Among the histories of India prescribed for 
study were Marshman’s History of Bengal and History of India, Murray’s 
History of India, with Readings from Mill and Other Authors, and Henry 
Morris’ History of India.13 A point that British critics returned to with 
remarkable consistency was that as long as Indian youth were without a 
historical consciousness, they would remain shackled to the tyranny of 
forms. The curricular juxtaposition of historical texts with native litera­
ture was part of an effort to break through those forms; as a study in 
contrasting modes of explanation, the juxtaposition offered the means 
to developing an analytical cast of mind required for dismanding inher­
ited structures and myths: If the genius of Sanskrit literature synthesized 
and harmonized disparate elements to fit a Brahminical conception, the 
whole thrust of historical instruction during the period of British rule 
was to break them down and force a steady gaze on each element in 
isolation. History was transformed into nothing less than the recasting 
of myth in a non-literary mode by means of which the discordancies of 
Hindu society were forced into the open.

Incidentally, one of the ways that nationalism sought to express itself 
in the 1870s and 1880s was by restoring allegorical readings to legends 
that were denounced by the British for their licentiousness. Often the
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inspiration for such readings came from commentaries produced in the 
Orientalist period, which defiantly transformed what Anglicists attacked 
as sensual images in Hindu art into representations of spirit:

Whenever I look around me, in the vast region of Hindoo mythology, I 
discover piety in the garb of allegory: and I see Morality, at every turn, 
blended with every tale; and as far as I can rely on my own judgment, it 
appears the most complete and ample system of Moral Allegory that 
the world has ever produced.. . . We satisfactorily learn from the Geeta 
that it is not mere images, but the invisible spirit, that they thus wor­
ship.14

The theosophist and nationalist leader Annie Besant, for example, took 
the cue from her Orientalist predecessors by reading the talc of Lord 
Krishna (the “philanderer-god”) stealing the clothes of maidens while 
they were bathing as an allegory about the nakedness of the soul ap­
proaching Supreme Being.15 Such readings were a conscious revolt 
against a narrow British historicism threatening to break the continuity 
of a popular Hindu consciousness, whose strength lay in the ability to 
transcend the immediate and the particular and to bring together various 
segments of society through an appeal to the universal and the timeless.

Gandhi, however, went a little further back than Annie Besant, to the 
British representations themselves, and claimed that Europeans tended 
to look for deeper significances in Hindu customs and practices, which 
were then invariably equated with the obscene:

It has remained for our Western visitors to acquaint us with the obscenity 
of many practices which we have hitherto innocendy indulged in. It was 
in a missionary book that I first learnt that Shivalingam [a Hindu phallic 
symbol] had any obscene significance at all and even now when I sec a 
Shivalingam neither the shape nor the association in which I see it sug­
gests any obscenity. It was again in a missionary book that I learnt that 
the temples in Orissa were disfigured with obscenities. Wflien I went to 
Puri, it was not without an effort that I was able to see those things. But 
I do know that the thousands who flock to the temple know nothing 
about the obscenity surrounding these figures.16

An important aspect of Gandhi’s observation is that in the name of 
separating fact from legend, British readings had introduced a literalism 
that was paradoxically allegorical in effect, for it assumed that every sign 
had to have a meaning, whereas for Hindus this was not necessarily true. 
Instead, a sign could easily do no more than suggest another sign, which 
in turn might suggest yet another, and so on. The process could con-



Lessons of History 127

tunic ad infinitum  without ever getting beyond the act of signifying, 
which is perfectly consistent with the Hindu belief that all phenomena 
.ire multiple manifestations of a single entity that alone has meaning but 
is at the same time unknowable.

But the British argument was that there was no clearer proof of the 
ihildishness of the Indian mind than its inability to pierce through the 
outer layers of form. If Indians failed to perceive meanings, the argu­
ment went, it was not because the signs did not contain any, but because 
the Indians lacked the mental capacity to see that a concrete reality lay 
behind these signs that was both a cause and an explanation for them. 
The act of forcing meanings into the open comprised an important 
aspect of the British ideology of literary education, owing much to 
critical readings of the kind produced by James Mill.

in e v e r y  respect, the historical orientation to literary study reverses 
the assumptions and rationale of Christian instruction or, at the very 
least, provides a new set of terms. One such inversion is concerned with 
conceptions of human nature. If, according to the doctrinal basis of 
Christianity, man is inherently depraved and in a state of original sin, 
the object of an education on Christian principles is to raise individuals 
from the state of bestial nature in which they are bom, toward the 
spiritual good that is their eternal promise. Whatever distinguishes man 
from beasts becomes the instrument of his regeneration. As Lionel 
Cossman points out, given the fact that there is no greater distinguish­
ing feature than the uniquely human ability to manipulate symbolic 
systems, language and literature acquire an importance exceeding that of 
even science and technology.17 Early British arguments for literary in­
struction assumed a condition of innate depravity, and the rhetoric of 
dualism ensuing from that assumption demarcated a “cultivated” self 
formed by learning, language, and literature from a “natural” self still 
burdened by sin, willful pride, and vileness of temperament. Clerical 
attacks on Utilitarian principles in education emphasized the Christian 
progress toward the ideal self through literature, as in the following 
remarks, made to the commencement audience at Cambridge in 1826 by 
the Rev. Hugh James Rose, later to be principal of King’s College, 
Ix>ndon: “[Literature] is not partial in its cultivation of the intellect, but 
tends at once to correct the taste, to strengthen the judgement, to instruct 
us in the wisdom c f men better and wiser than ourselves, to exercise the
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reasoning faculties on subjects which demand and deserve their atten­
tion, and to show them the boundaries imposed on them by Providence” 
(emphasis mine).18 Rose’s remark assumes a gap between the reader and 
the text: the reader’s deficiencies arc understood as the result of an 
innately vile and depraved nature, while the text is designated as the 
superior agency to lead the malformed individual to a plane of superior 
moral being.

It is not necessary to limit ourselves to the most obvious instances 
where such distinctions were routinely made, such as in the missionary 
curriculum in literature, to gain some sense of the widespread prevalence 
of such characterizations of literary functions, presupposing a dualism of 
man’s base self and his higher nature. Significantly, much the same 
characterization informed Adam Smith’s understanding of the uses of 
literature to offset the ill-effects of a crass materialism produced by 
laissez-faire individualism. Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) re­
mained a central text in the Indian curriculum throughout the nine­
teenth century, both in government and missionary institutions— the 
Calcutta University Commission Report of 1919, for instance, still listed 
it as part of the prescribed course of studies. Though it was well over a 
century before his proposals were implemented, Adam Smith was evi­
dently among the earliest thinkers to propose the study of selections 
from the works of English prose writers as a social and moral corrective 
for dangers that he believed were inherent in laissez-faire capitalism, 
particularly dangers associated with the potential for a morally corrupted 
concept of individualism.19

In Moral Sentiments Adam Smith argued the need for a broad aca­
demic program that would encourage and direct a process of self-evalu­
ation and self-enlightenment. His work can be read as a systematic 
argument for the education of the man of intellect who is also a man of 
good conduct and virtue. Smith began by noting a principle inherent in 
man’s nature, which he called the impartial spectator, that makes him 
responsive to how others think and behave. Those who are able to direct 
our sentiments are models of intellectual virtue: the “man of taste,” for 
instance, “who distinguishes the minute and scarce perceptible differ­
ences of beauty and deformity” or the “experienced mathematician who 
unravels with ease the most intricate and perplexed proportions.”20 
Smith believed that through the admiration of the sentiments of these 
“others,” these learning models, we come to realize the existence of 
intellectual virtues. The impartial spectator, the spectator within us, as
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Smith referred to him, "enters by sympathy into the sentiments of the 
master” and "views the object under the same agreeable aspect.”21 The 
task before us, Smith claimed, if we truly wish to realize the intellectual 
virtues, is to cultivate the impartial spectator within us, to develop the 
ability to place ourselves in the context of those sentiments. The study 
of literature. Smith argued, provides the formative structures that will 
determine the development of this spectator within. Through literature, 
he wrote, “we endeavour to examine our own conduct as we imagine 
any other fair and impartial spectator would examine it. If, upon placing 
ourselves in his situation, we thoroughly enter into all the passions and 
motives which influenced it, we approve of it, by sympathy with the 
approbation of this supposed equitable judge. If otherwise, we enter 
into his disapprobation, and condemn it.”22

Smith’s concept of the impartial spectator was embedded in the 
rationale of literary instruction, which presupposed a divided self-con­
sciousness. Working strictly from within the Protestant tradition, Smith 
had written that “when I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when 
I endeavour to pass sentence upon it . . .  either to approve or condemn 
it, it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself as it were into two 
persons; and that I, the examiner and judge, represents a different 
character from the other I, the person whose conduct is examined and 
judged of.”23 The first I becomes the half he called the “spectator”; the 
second person is the person whose conduct, “under the character of a 
spectator, I was endeavouring to form some opinion [of].”24 This con­
cept is of instrumental value in disengaging the individual from his 
natural self, in order that he might observe it critically from the view­
point of the other, the impartial I.

But the historical emphasis, which comes uncannily close to reinforc­
ing a conception of human nature antithetical to Protestant premises, 
negates the dualism of nature (ba$e)/spirit (elevated) and claims an 
innate goodness of Indian character that is thwarted from realizing itself 
by a despotic, corrupt political society. In what appears to be an abrupt 
reversal of the customary Western denigration of Oriental character, the 
basic difference between European and Oriental is claimed to be a 
feature not of character but of government. In an unprecedented affir­
mation of unity between the Eastern and the Western temperament, 
Indians are described in one assessment as ideally having the capacity for 
every virtue, having “great natural sagacity, quickness of apprehension, 
sound intellect, sound reasoning and eloquence of expression.”25 What
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prevented the Indian from realizing the potential for a common identity 
with Europeans, however, was the tendency toward despotic govern­
ment in Oriental society, which had spread anarchy through internal 
administration, driving people to habits that degraded them and para­
lyzed “every principle intended by nature to promote the improvement 
o f man.”26

The ancient feudal system of Europe, on the other hand, was charac­
terized in the same assessment as a society driven by antidespotic princi­
ples unknown in the East. “The forms of their government, the wisdom 
o f their Statesmen, the brilliant deeds of their heroes and patriots, the 
effusion o f their poets, and the principles of their philosophers” were 
purportedly built into the literary system of British schools, strengthen­
ing and stimulating the intellectual faculties to higher attainments.27 For 
training in polity the youth o f England had no better instructor than the 
history and literature of Greece and Rome, which contained enough 
themes to inspire them to heights of enthusiasm, heroic action, and 
noble passion. In contrast to the heroic fictions o f the Europeans that 
provided an impulse to the habits and pursuits accounting for their 
elevated political order, the romances of the Indians, it was maintained, 
only encouraged indulgence and luxury. The contrast between the two 
strengthened the British conviction that the more dedicated to the cele­
bration o f  high adventure and high exploits is an art form, the more 
roused the people would become to action and virtue and so to installing 
a form o f  government befitting such values. A circular definition pre­
vailed. If strength was a prerequisite for fortification against the wild 
exercise o f  imagination, then imagination acquired a moral value when 
it was harnessed to the service o f political organization. Unlike the 
inhabitants o f India, the Europeans “did not convert the luxury o f their 
imaginations into a means o f weakening and effeminating their minds; 
but they used it as a prompter to activity and a stimulant to high 
enterprise.”28

In British administrative discussions o f Indian education, “right” 
motives for reading were vitally connected with the restructuring o f  
society. The tradition o f  reading for pleasure was held responsible for 
preventing Oriental people from recognizing the extent to which the 
evils o f  their society were valorized in their literature, whose gorgeous 
texture and rich imagery were a seductive distraction from plot and 
theme.29 Europeans, on the other hand, presumably read from other 
motives, which sprang from active engagement with the world. A mere
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glance at the art forms that had evolved in different societies of the West 
and the East was deemed sufficient to reveal the basic difference. While 
Eastern literature still continued to be dominated by the romance, which 
fed the mind on sensuous pleasure. Western literature had outgrown it, 
the European tradition of “restless ambition” never quite being conge­
nial to its sustained expression. Not only did the epic spirit that was 
ushered in brace the mind and lift it to high thoughts, but the conflict 
the bards recorded provided the inspiring source of the Europeans5 
impulse to action and ambition and, ultimately, to conquest itself. And 
thus it could be said, as a writer for the Asiatic Journal candidly did, that 
“they who listened with rapture to the songs of the bards, overran the 
provinces of those who were charmed with the fairy tale.”30

Such critical statements were paralleled by the judgment of those on 
the General Council of Public Instruction in Calcutta that the more 
politically enlightened a society, the more its laws could be expected to 
harmonize with and be reflected in literary form. One of the most 
forceful statements of this idea came from Charles Trevelyan, who ar­
gued that recognition of the standards of excellence in literature was one 
step toward establishment of “the Law” in the minds of Indians. In 
English literature he saw the merging of the aesthetic, the intellectual, 
and the moral, the means by which intellectual discernment of die rules 
of composition would lead the mind to an understanding and apprecia­
tion of the highest laws of the state or the moral principles that regulate 
and guide conduct.

The great harm done by Oriental literatures, Trevelyan implied, was 
that the laws represented therein were arbitrary and whimsical and the 
rules of composition equally so. By not allowing for prior individual 
reflection or understanding, diey failed to give human actions a solid 
base and taught that man has no choice but to act arbitrarily. For 
Trevelyan, the cultural power of English literary study lay in its confirm­
ing that “knowledge and thought must precede action” and intellect and 
Christian morality act in concert in shaping man as a public being. By 
inducing colonial subjects to read literature as an expression of the 
culture of an age, the historical approach served the twin objectives of 
rousing Indians to a consciousness of the inconsistencies in the native 
system of society while simultaneously leading them to a recognition of 
the principles of order and justice in the Western.

In the presumed absence of comparable objects o f admiration in their 
own history and literature, Indian youth were seen as pitiably doomed
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to a perpetual state of degradation. But it was a degradation that was 
portrayed as decidedly not intrinsic to their character but the result of 
despotic rule. If the Indian was made aware of the cause of his debase­
ment, there was every likelihood that he would seek release from the 
bonds of a tyrannical system. As a warning lesson for Indians, C. E. 
Trevelyan pointed to the negative example of Arabs as a people who 
were so “confident in the riches of their native tongue, [they] disdained 
the study of any foreign idiom. If they had made themselves familiar 
with Greek and Roman literature, they might have suspected that their 
caliph was a traitor, and their prophet an impostor.”31 In the same 
breath, Trevelyan linked the awakening of the intellectual faculties through 
literary study to awareness of despotism: “The sword of the Saracens 
became less formidable when their youth was drawn away from the 
camp to the college, where the armies of the faithful presumed to read 
and reflect.”32 By arousing the dormant young Indian from the deep 
slumber of a tyrannical past to a full sense of the evils of his native 
political society, historical training acquired deeper, more refined, more 
exalted motives, reconstituting the object of instruction as the restora­
tion of the Indian student to his original state of goodness.

The self-righteous justification for government intervention in this 
formulation is too obvious to require comment, but what is especially 
striking is the insistent reassurance that British education was not seek­
ing to assimilate Indians to the European model by urging them to cast 
aside their Indian identity (and thus removing them from their native, 
“base” state, as Christian instruction attempted). Rather, the suggestion 
is that English education was designed, in a Platonist sense, to awaken 
the colonial subjects to a memory of their innate character, corrupted as 
it had become, again in a Platonist sense, through the feudalistic charac­
ter of Oriental society. In this universalizing narrative, rescripted from a 
scenario furnished earlier by missionaries, the British government was 
refashioned as the ideal republic to which Indians must naturally aspire 
as a spontaneous expression of self, a state in which the British rulers 
won a figurative place as Platonic Guardians. The secular rewriting of 
the Christian account of sinful, fallen man identified natural self with an 
original, uncorrupted political order. As the British scenario envisioned 
it, through the catalytic agency of British intervention, specifically its 
laws and institutions, the educated Indian was taken back to a true self, 
not away from an (inherently corrupt) self toward an external, transcen­
dental ideal such as implied in the missionary scheme of instruction.
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By this logic, the good that England represented for India constituted 
the only valid content of instruction for its youth. But to perceive that 
good, as John Murdoch realized—with profound implications for cur­
ricular selection— Indian students required an active intellectual dispo­
sition capable of comparative distinctions. Murdoch, an official in the 
Madras Presidency who was commissioned to assess the importance of 
vernacular literature in relation to other school subjects, was baffled by 
the resentment to English rule by the mass of Indians he encountered. 
He was equally puzzled by the fact that there were no comparable 
records of popular hostility to earlier, more despotic governments. As 
he continued his project on Indian vernacular literature, he stumbled on 
a possible answer in an issue of the Imperial Review edited by William 
Hunter, later chairman of the Indian Education Commission. The Brit­
ish inability to understand native tolerance to earlier despotic rule, the 
article stated,

overlooked the fact that the present generation of our Eastern subjects has 
not the means of instituting such a comparison. The greater part of them 
have had no experience of any dynasty but our own, and are not possessed 
of any historical information, wherewith to supply this lack of knowledge.
.. . [The author then goes on to examine how British officials should 
respond.] All desire to falsify history or to present one-sided views is 
disclaimed. The amplest credit should be given to the various dynasties 
that have preceded us. At the same time, it seems practicable to show that, 
notwithstanding all our faults we have been a blessing to India. The 
History of India would be the best vehicle for such teaching, though it 
might also find a place, to some extent, in the general Reading Books.33

But as Murdoch further realized, mere comparison was not enough if it 
was not also accompanied by a constant reinforcement of British ideals 
to which Indian youth were expected to aspire. The political pitfalls of 
partial enlightenment arc described by Murdoch in quasi-religious terms, 
and he concludes by urging instruction in the advantages of stable 
government not as an option but as public duty:

We place in a boy’s hands the histories of Greece and Rome, and hold up 
to his admiration the examples of those ancient patriots who have freed 
their country from domestic tyranny or a foreign yoke. The knowledge 
which we impart to him destroys the reverence which he would naturally 
feel for his own religion and its precepts. In its stead, we implant no other 
of a holier and purer kind. Can we wonder, then, at the harvest which we 
too frequently reap—disloyalty untempered by gratitude, a spurious and 
selfish patriotism, unchecked by religion and an overweening conceit of 
literary attainment supported by no corresponding dignity of character.34
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The Indian Education Commission of 1882 took up the theme intro­
duced by Murdoch of maintaining an appropriate balance between af­
firming British norms and preserving Indian self-respect. But it disa­
greed in the main with Murdoch’s approbation of Morris’ History of 
India as a suitable text for Indian schools and colleges, denouncing it as 
too overbearing and “denationalizing, the tenor of which went to mag­
nify British power and to lower and degrade Indian men and man­
ners.”35 Morris’ History was replaced by William Hunter’s Indian People 
as a text that was better geared to promoting loyalty to the government 
without coercing Indian students to believe they were only members of 
a great nation with certain duties toward it, thus robbing them of a 
sense of national character.36

English education, fighting to stave off the appearance of imposing 
an alien culture on native society, gained subde redefinition as an instru­
ment of authenticity. A historical consciousness was intended to bring 
the Indian in touch with himself, recovering his true essence and identity 
from the degradation to which it had become subject through native 
despotism. Far from alienating the Indian from his own culture, back­
ground, and traditions, English education gained the image of being an 
agency for restoring Indian youth to an essential self and, in turn, 
reinserting him into the course of Western civilization.

t h e  e x a m i n a t i o n  questions following lessons in literature suggest a 
direction in British Indian classroom pedagogy closely paralleling the 
historical emphasis of critical readings such as those of James Mill. While 
the topics themselves may not seem extraordinary or innovative in the 
intellectual demands made on students to compare, analyze, and dem­
onstrate with historical proof, they are quite distinctive when juxtaposed 
to the type of examination questions being asked in England, which 
tended by and large to consist of paraphrase, parsing, and direct expli­
cation. As D. J. Palmer points out in his history of English studies in 
England, the questions for students of an English class were constructed 
in the style of a catechism, consisting of four sections: History of the 
English Language, Principles and Practice of English Composition, 
Translations from Classical Authors into English, and Rhetoric. The 
focus on language, style, and rhetoric in the English curriculum is 
replicated in the examination questions. The compulsory question on 
Shakespeare, for example, was sometimes directed at his bad grammar:
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“Derive and conjugate the irregular verb to break, and state whether 
there is any grammatical error in the following: ‘I have broke with her 
father, and his good will obtained’— Shakespeare.’’ In general, the ex­
amination questions required short, descriptive, factual answers assess­
ing appropriateness of style and language, as for example with these 
questions: “Who is the first distinguished writer of English prose: Point 
out the characteristic features of his style, and say in what respect it 
differs from that of Lord Clarendon”; “When is the translation of an 
idiomatic expression perfect?” “Why is D a perfect letter?”37

By contrast, the examination questions in the Indian curriculum are 
less oriented toward mechanical points of grammar and less frequently 
ask for direct explication of specific texts. They are also less confined to 
single texts and appear to encompass a broader perspective on intellec­
tual and social history, demanding an overall critical assessment of liter­
ature as an expression of culture and society. Warnings were sounded 
constantly about the dangers of allowing Indian examination questions 
to drift in the direction of essay topics in British schools and colleges 
mechanically testing rote recall without critical understanding. Hodgson 
Pratt, an Inspector of Schools, irately asked in the Bengal Public Instruc­
tion Report of 1856-1857:

.. . why should Greeschunder Chuckerbutty be expected to know “what 
circumstances enabled Shakespeare to exhibit an accurate knowledge of 
Greek Mythology,” or “in what respect the Dramatic compositions called 
‘Mysteries’ differ from those called ‘Moralities,’ ” and other facts of a like 
nature? On the other hand, it is of very great importance, that he should 
see clearly the dangers of living with an open sewer running under the 
lower floor of his house, or the cruelty of marrying his children at an 
immature age, or the impolicy of exhausting the soil of his fields by the 
disregard of important principles in Chemistry: and it is very important 
that his mind should comprehend the sublimity and beauty of the laws by 
which his own body and everything around him are governed; and that 
his heart should if possible, be awakened to the great facts and conclusions 
of Natural Theology.38

The comparative emphasis in the Indian curriculum is reflected in 
questions requiring students to commit themselves to critical judgment 
of the contradictory values to which their own societies adhered. In 
many instances the topics on which students were asked to write were 
worded in such a way as to predetermine the response. Missionary 
institutions in general posed more direct, less subtle questions than 
government schools did, as with the following: “On the disadvantages
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o f  Caste, and the benefits o f  its abolition”; “O n the internal marks o f  
Falsehood in the H indu Shastras”; “O n the Physical Errors o f  H indu­
ism”; “The best Contrast between Christianity and H induism , morally 
considered”; “Essay, illustrative o f  the manner in which the Law o f  the 
H indu Caste is opposed to  the Principles o f  Political Econom y”; “The  
Evidences o f  the Antiquity o f  the N ew  Testament, and the bearing o f  
this question on the General Argument for the Truth o f  Christianity”; 
“O n the Merits o f  Christianity, and the Dem erits o f  H induism ”; “O n  
the inquiry, Whether the Savage State be the original state o f  M an, or 
not?”; “O n the Exposure o f  the Sick on the Banks o f  the Ganges”; “O n  
the Causes o f  O pposition to Christianity in India”; “O n the H istory o f  
the British Constitution”; “O n the History o f  Bengal during the 
M uhammedan Period”; and “The Influence exerted on the Nations o f  
Europe by the Maritime Discoveries o f  the Fifteenth Century.” 39

The questions in the governm ent institutions shied away from direct 
reference to religion, but they were no less oriented toward making 
Indian youth conscious o f  the benefits o f  British rule, as w ith these 
topics: “T he Effects upon India o f  the N ew  Com m unication with Eu­
rope by means o f  Steam,” “The Advantages India derives in regard to  
commerce, security o f  property, and the diffusion o f  knowledge, from  
its Connexion with England,” and “The Diffusion o f  Knowledge through 
the M edium  o f  the English Language in India.”40

The answers that students wrote to  these questions cannot be taken, 
o f  course, as indicative o f  their actual responses to the content o f  instruc­
tion. The nature o f  institutionalized education, with the pressure to 
com pete for prom otion and awards and prizes, is obviously too  complex 
to permit us to read student essays categorically as personally felt, intel­
lectually committed responses. Selections from student essays are not 
reproduced below as proof o f  either success or failure o f  the British 
ideology, but to indicate the degree o f  correspondence between the 
objectives o f  instruction and the internalization o f  what students clearly 
sensed as desirable responses to the content o f  instruction.

Rajnarain Bose, a student at Hindu College in Calcutta in 1843, was 
asked along with other classmates to gloss the following passage by 
Bacon:

He thought also, there was found in the mind of man an affection 
naturally bred and fortified, and furthered by discourse and doctrine, 
which did pervert the true proceeding towards active and operative 
knowledge.
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This was a false estimation, that it should be as a diminution to the 
mind of man to be much conversant in experiences and particulars, subject 
to sense, and bound in matter, and which are laborious to search, ignoble 
to meditate, harsh to deliver, illiberal to practise, infinite as is supposed in 
number, and no ways accommodated to the glory of arts.

This opinion or state of mind received much credit and strength, by 
the school of Plato, who, thinking that particulars rather revived the 
notions, or excited the faculties of the mind, than merely informed; and 
having mingled his philosophy with superstition, which never favoured! 
the sense, cxtollcth too much the understanding of man in the inward 
light thereof; and again Aristotle’s school, which giveth the due to the 
sense in assertion, denieth it in practice much more than that of Plato.

For we see the schoolmen, Aristotle’s successors, which were utterly 
ignorant of history, rested only upon agitation of wit; whereas Plato 
giveth good example of inquiry by induction and view of particulars; 
diough in such a wandering manner as if of no force or fruit. So that he 
saw well that die supposition of the sufficiency of man’s mind hath lost 
the means thereof.41

The passage was followed by several specific questions, including this 
one: “In what sense are the schoolmen here said to have been ‘utterly 
ignorant of history*?” Though Bose’s response did not specifically com­
pare European medieval schoolmen with the classical scholars of India, 
the movement in his essay between specific descriptions of a historical 
past and generalizations with application to the present left a nebulous 
space where such identifications could be forged:

The schoolmen were utterly ignorant of history; i.e. the history of material 
nature. Men who were enamoured of theological and metaphysical inquir­
ies, and pursued those inquiries with the greatest alacrity and application, 
cannot be expected to have much knowledge of natural science, and to 
pay much attention to its investigation. Their minds rested only upon 
“agitation of wit,” i.e. upon wrangling and controversy on the subjects 
above-mentioned. Theological controversy was the chief employment of 
the learned in the middle ages. Any University who could puzzle and 
confound a rival one with their subtleties was declared victorious, and its 
renown was spread far and abroad. There were prizes given to the parties 
victorious in metaphysical disputations. These incitements had due effect 
upon the minds of students, and they devoted their whole attention and 
time to the study of theology and metaphysics, to the perusal of the huge 
volumes of St. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus. The sense 
in which the term “history” is used in this passage by Bacon, is counte­
nanced by his division of the intellectual faculties of man and of human 
knowledge, in the second book of his advancement of learning. He there 
divides history into civil and natural history. .. . Plato saw well that if we
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suppose man’s mind to be all-sufficient, and that it can pronounce with 
decision upon subjects beyond its reach, we must acknowledge on the 
other hand that it has not the means of doing so; for, as far as induction 
and view of particulars go, so far can man proceed with firm steps in his 
inquiries and speculation.42

Incidentally, Bacon was widely read in both government and mission­
ary schools. His importance in the literary education of Indian students 
was so great that it was not uncommon to have students matriculating 
from schools possessing no knowledge other than that of Bacon’s works, 
which were well represented in the curriculum. It was reported that 
James Ballantyne, a great Sanskrit scholar who had himself also trans­
lated Bacon into Sanskrit, taught English to his Brahmin students, not 
in the usual elementary spelling-book style followed in England, but by 
putting Bacon’s Novum Organon into their hands as soon as they learned 
the letters of the English alphabet.43 The selection of Bacon was partic­
ularly apt in light of the criticism that Indian literature was devoid of 
experimental science or natural philosophy. Condemning Hindu philos­
ophers for being poets rather than experimental investigators with the 
will to submit phenomena to rigid analysis, a writer for the Calcutta 
Christian Observer dismissivcly characterized Hindus as half-witted mys­
tics who uthought much and deeply, but were ever fonder of chasing the 
phantoms of a speculative fancy than of following the indications of 
nature.”44 No one was more critical of this aspect of the Hindu mind 
than the Indian social reformer Rammohun Roy, whose Baconian intel­
lect rebelled against the establishment of Sanskrit seminaries “similar in 
character to those which existed in Europe before the time of Lord 
Bacon,” which could only be expected to “load the minds of youth with 
grammatical niceties and metaphysical distinctions of litde or no practi­
cal use to the possessor or to society ”45

From the British standpoint Bacon’s relevance for India lay in the 
command over nature exerted by philosophy to deliver substantial ma­
terial benefits. Through such command, philosophy was endowed with 
a pragmatic dimension that enabled it to be put to the service of man­
kind, with the alleviation of human suffering and the increase of human 
happiness being as much its province as the search for truth. The appli­
cation to India is self-evident in the context of critiques of the Hindu 
spirit of philosophy, denounced as incapable of nurturing any but “as­
cetic gymnosophists,” mystical casuists who prevented the advancement 
of man’s physical well-being by teaching that all matter is delusion.46 

Fondness for Baconian ideas of material progress appears periodically
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in essays Indian students were assigned to write. Nobinchunder Dass, a 
student at H ooghly  College, Calcutta, was asked to respond to the topic 
“The Effects upon India o f  the new Com m unication w idi Europe by 
means o f  Steam.” H is essay universalizes the myth o f  progress through  
analogies o f  the British presence in India and the Rom an conquest o f  
Britain. The result, a tour de force o f  sustained moral earnestness, is 
nothing short o f  an apology for imperialism.

Nothing tends so much to advance society, to humanize the manners, and 
to elevate men in the scale of civilization, as intercourse with different 
nations. It encourages commerce, by supplying the wants of one country 
with the superfluities of another; the knowledge of one people may be 
made the common property of all by its means, what the people of the 
remotest regions discover or invent, can be communicated everywhere. In 
short, intercourse renders the earth, separated as it is into continents, 
islands, &c., by vast oceans, sometimes by insurmountable mountains, 
into one entire whole; and all mankind, as the members of one and the 
same family.

It was by carrying on an intercourse with the Greeks, that the Romans 
were enabled to improve in the liberal and mechanic arts. It was Greek 
philosophy that softened and polished the rough military manners of 
the Romans, and soothed them when misfortune compelled them to look 
for the opening of a communication between Asia and Europe, the people 
of the latter continent who, sunk in barbarism and ignorance, were then 
groaning under the pressure of tyranny and oppression, received from the 
hands of the Asiatics, who were their superiors in civilization, the bless­
ings of social life and happiness. But those short days of Asiatic glory and 
superiority are gone, the stream of civilization has taken an opposite 
course; before, it flowed from Asia to Europe, now, but with more than 
its pristine vigour and rapidity, it flows from Europe into Asia.

The blessings that Europe now showers upon us are numerous and 
useful. Both in ancient and modern times Europe has been the seat of 
philosophy and civilization, but in consequence of there being no safe 
intercourse in ancient times, that civilization was confined to where it 
grew. But now that that obstacle is removed, an entire change has taken 
place in the circumstances of countries; whatever is now or has been 
gathered in Europe or in any part of the earth, receives an universal 
circulation.

England which is of all the countries of Europe nearest related to India 
by her present position in Asia, is particularly engaged in the cause of 
Indian improvement. She not only carries on commerce with India, but 
she is ardently employed in instructing the natives in the arts and sciences, 
in history and political economy, and, in fact, in every thing that is 
calculated to elevate their understanding, meliorate their condition, and 
increase their resources. . . .

The English are to us what the Romans were to the English; and as
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the English are the children of modem times, and command more re­
sources and power than the Romans, we derive the greater advantage. 
The facility afforded to communication by the use of steam has enabled 
the English to govern our country with great prudence and vigilance, they 
do not appear to be at any time at the risk of forbearing in the glorious 
work which they have commenced, of improving the native mind and 
condition, but prosecute it with honour to themselves and favour to their 
subjects, till they are styled the regenerators of India.47

This essay strikingly demonstrates the extent to which the objectives 
o f  British instruction have been internalized by this student, regardless 
o f  whether the statements themselves provide an index to personal 
conviction. What specifically matters is the successful transference, from  
ruler to  subject, o f  the view that India will not witness progress unless 
channels o f  com m unication are opened with the W est. And the intellec­
tual strategy that enables it is the conjoining o f  commercial expansion 
with culture and knowledge to  suggest a reciprocal, symbiotic relation­
ship. W ithout commerce, w ithout territorial expansion, w ithout inter­
course between nations, writes Nobinchunder Dass, knowledge will 
remain frozen. The material classification o f  knowledge as property, 
which is alternatively possessed, appropriated, received, distributed, and 
redistributed, further strengthens the justificatory claims o f  commercial 
expansion: . .  whatever is now  or has been gathered in Europe or in
any part o f  the earth, receives a universal circulation.”

So com plete is the identification o f  the subject with the ruler, so  
precisely realigned is his divided self-consciousness, that Nobinchunder 
Dass can refer to  his fellow Indians distandy, even contem putously, as 
“the natives.” It is “their” understanding that must be improved; it is 
“their” condition and “their” resources that require remedy. In N ob in ­
chunder Dass, Adam Sm ith’s impartial spectator has found a congenial 
home: “The English are to  us what the Romans were to  the English.” 
In this one sentence aFe redeemed years o f  lessons in history leading to  
this culminating m om ent o f  affirmation, the endorsement o f  the Macau- 
layan dream.

In yet another essay, Mahendra Lai Basak, a student at the General 
Assembly Institution in Calcutta, takes upon him self the Platonist proj­
ect o f  awakening Indian youth to  a memory o f  their innate character, 
corrupted by a retrograde indigenous society. H is is as much o f  a 
universalizing narrative as Nobinchunder Dass’:

But alas! alas! our countrymen are still asleep—still sleeping the sleep of 
death. Rise up, ye sons of India, arise, see the glory of the Sun of
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Righteousness! Beauty is around you; life blooms before you; why, why 
will ye sleep the sleep of death? And shall we who have drunk in that 
beauty—shall we not awake our poor countrymen? Come what will, ours 
will be the part, the happy part of arousing the slumber of slumbering 
India.48

The British government is set up as the ideal republic to which Mah- 
endra wants his countrymen to aspire for realization of their true selves, 
and it is through the catalytic agency of British intervention, specifically 
its laws and institutions, that Mahendra truly believes his fellow Indians 
will be returned to a true self.

In essays by students such as Mahendra Lai and Nobinchunder Dass, 
English education gains subtle redefinition as an instrument of authen­
ticity. English literary instruction, with its pedagogical imperative of 
nurturing a historically minded youth, places the Indian reader in a 
position where he renews contact with himself, recovering his true 
essence and identity from the degradation to which it had become 
subject through native despotism. Far from alienating the reader from 
his own culture, background, and traditions, English literature, taught 
less as a branch of rhetoric than of history, sought to return him to an 
essential unity with himself and reinsert him into the course of develop­
ment of civilized man. At the same time the removal of “false thinking” 
through English education cleared the path to a perception of the British 
government as a fair one promoting national prosperity and justice.49



6
The Failure of English

You taught me language; and my profit on*t Is, I  know how to curse: the red plague rid 
you, For learning me your language!

— The Tempest (1.2.426—428)

f r o m  t h e  1820s to the mid-i850S English literary studies had a pre­
dominantly religious and moral function in the Indian curriculum. But 
by 1857, when the Indian university system was formally instituted on 
the pattern of London University, the moral motive had begun to wear 
thin and cultural and moral value no longer claimed a common identity 
or goal. Ironically, this development occurred during a period when the 
moral motive was slowly gaining ground in English studies in England. 
The discipline of English literature itself was formally instituted in Brit­
ish schools only as late as 1871, and the longer history of English in India 
may thus partly explain the lag in the pattern of studies between the two 
countries. But still it is worth noting that English studies in England 
continued to be permeated by a rhetoric of national identity and moral 
purpose, despite the experience of frustration associated with the Indian
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educational experiment for the moral elevation o f  Indians. The problem  
was not that the experiment was unsuccessful but that indeed it was too 
successful, for in com batting priesdy authority and popular superstition 
the transmission o f  W estern learning and culture inevitably signified the 
transmission o f  ideas o f  moral autonom y, self-sufficiency, and unencum ­
bered will that caused more problems for British rule than anticipated.

The Sanskritist Monier Monier-WiUiams, for example, complained 
that English literary study unduly filled the minds of Indians with 
thoughts of rising above what he called their assigned position in life. 
He warned that in training Indians in the art of self-expression and self­
scrutiny, English educationliad taken on a subversive role: “Those who 
are unsuccessful in gaining appointments will not turn to manual labour, 
but remain discontented members of society and enemies of our govern­
ment, converting the little real education they have received into an 
instrument to injure us by talking treason and writing seditious articles 
in native journals.” 1 Formerly, declared George Norton in a speech in 
Madras, Indian subjects obeyed their British rulers out of ignorance, 
because they regarded them as beings of a superior order and “crouched 
before us as clothed with an irresistible power.”2 But with the spread of 
education the tendency of familiarity was to lessen wonder, as “we have 
educated the people $0 as to enable them to judge us by a more correct 
standard . .  . Those whom they took for gods, as the ancient Mexicans 
and Peruvians mistook Cortez and Pizarro, they now find to be men like 
themselves, their superiors, it is true, but still errant fallible men.”3 A. P. 
Howell in his numerous reports issued periodically over two decades 
from 1850 to 1870 upbraided his own government for having chosen to 
undertake “the direct training of whole generations above their own 
creed, and above that sense of relation to another world upon which 
they base all their moral obligations.”4 An English literary education 
that ostensibly set out to root Indians in a world of reciprocal obliga­
tions came to be attacked for achieving the very opposite, and Howell, 
along with others, strenuously argued that only a practical or non- 
humanistic education could successfully teach social or civic duty, hith­
erto associated primarily with a literary curriculum.

(T h is  chapter explores the connections between the declining im por­
tance o f  literary study for moral education, the renewed emphasis on  
English as a branch o f  practical study, and the rhetoric o f  social stratifi­
cation and division o f  labor. The moral m otive, which brought English  
literature into the Indian curriculum in the first place to reinforce no-



144 The Failure of English

tions of social duty, obligation, and service to the state, is disengaged 
from English studies as a result of British apprehensions that their 
Indian subjects were being encouraged to rise above their stations in the 
name of self-improvement and so challenge the authority of the ruling 
power. /The humanistic idea of education as moral and intellectual ele­
vation is drastically revised to fit a conception of education that goes as 
far back as Plato, which sought to confirm individuals in the social class 
into which they were born/^

Significantly, this revision in the late 1850s (which, incidentally, coin­
cides with the taking over of the East India Company by the British 
Crown and also with the Mutiny of 1857) rcappropriates the secularist 
character of the earliest stages of the history of English in India. As 
discussed in earlier chapters, missionary groups, protesting what they 
saw as governmental arrogance in severing literary studies from the 
influence of religious culture, were led to suspect that the official policy 
of secularism in India had been instituted in a spirit of middle-class 
experimentation and that India was merely being used as a testing 
ground for secular theories of education. If secularism in British India 
eventually faced the kind of opposition it experienced in England, it was 
largely due to the fierce resistance put up by missionaries like Alexander 
Duff who unequivocally denounced it as an expression of British middle- 
class, laissez-faire interests. The missionaries5 relative success in educa­
tional matters is gauged by the fact that for nearly three decades, from 
the mid-i820s to the mid-i850S, English studies derived its main rationale 
from the impulse to Christianize. This was true even in the so-called 
non-denominational schools like the Hindu College in Calcutta, which 
was set up by a small group of Bengali upper-caste men and later 
received substantial funding from the British government. English edu­
cation was so closely associated with Christian instruction in the institu­
tions receiving government patronage that at least one native convert 
was known to have said that “the best Missionary institutions are the

t>vemment schools.” 5
But even as early as 1835, with Macaulay’s minute, the religious motive 

snowed signs of stress. It is worth noting that despite Macaulay’s out­
rage over British patronage of Oriental literature and his advocacy of the 
inclusion of English literature in the Indian curriculum, at no point did 
he urge the study of English on purely humanistic or moral grounds. 
For Macaulay the separation between the cultural and the moral was a 
matter of no great difficulty, and it was possible for him to plead for the
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cultural value o f  English literature w ithout necessarily having to  base his 
appeal on  moral or religious grounds. Macaulay was widely read in the 
writers o f  antiquity, but he came away from the reading with the convic­
tion that their worth had to  be measured in terms o f  what they had to  
offer by way o f  “useful results,” which to him am ounted to  very little.6 
O n the w hole, Macaulay’s interest did not lie in the deeper moral 
reflections o f  the ancient writers. Reluctant to  consider moral arguments 
apart from their political implications, he was drawn to  Bacon precisely 
because o f  Bacon’s lack o f  concern with the grounds o f  moral obligation. 
Bacon’s appeal for Macaulay lay in the fact that in raising only the kinds 
o f  questions that led to useful results. Bacon dispensed with insurm ount­
able metaphysical questions. In the tradition o f  Bacon and the Utilitari­
ans, Macaulay acknowledged that societies and laws existed only for the 
purpose o f  increasing the sum o f  private happiness. It m ight be expected 
that, as a W hig, he would hold liberty as a supreme end, yet he consis­
tently and emphatically held that liberty was no more than a useful 
means o f  prom oting the security o f  persons and property. ..

The blending o f  political and moral considerations, with the inevita­
ble subordination o f  the moral argument, is evident in Macaulay’s justi­
fications for reforms. H e supported parliamentary reform less for its 
ow n sake than because o f  the dangers inherent in withholding it. Liberty 
had greater meaning for him as a stabilizing force on government: free 
expression revealed discontents, which could then be dealt w ith in an 
appropriate manner and by timely concessions. Morality and policy were 
for Macaulay identical and interchangeable terms. In a distinct shift o f  
emphasis from the W hig tradition, he emphasized what was useful 
rather than what was good  in the course o f  defending policies. W ithout 
abandoning the traditional W hig rationale for toleration and liberty, 
Macaulay, as a spokesman for a new generation o f  W higs, added a more 
amoral, functional tone. As a result, he exposed him self to  charges o f  
Philistinism and o f  reducing pure intellcctualism to insignificance.7

Macaulay’s minute paved the way for the transition from religious to  
secular motives in English education. ‘By mid-century a pedagogy o f  
Christian morality gradually yielded to a pedagogy o f  worldly k n ow l-/ ■ 
edge geared to the various' occupations o f  life. Secularization freed the 
British government in India to pursue an educational policy that actually 
confirmed, not altered, the patterns o f  stratification already indigenous 
to  Indian society, It introduced new relationships w hose tendency was 
to transform society from a basis o f  status to one o f  contract^)To give
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one example, the Law Commission in 1862 made law a civil institution 
and separated its professional study from religion— any religion— in 
order to break the priestly monopoly in legal studies. But though this 
decision was characterized as a move to make law “a fit object of pursuit 
not limited to a small priestly order but open to all interested persons 
regardless of caste or creed,*8 the recruitment of students to the Study 
of law still followed traditional caste patterns. Perhaps this is because the 
more “objective” criteria of admission that were added, such as certifi­
cates of character, marks of distinction, and fixed qualifications estab­
lished by the Sadr Diwani Adalat, still depended on a system o f  evalua­
tion drawn from a religious hierarchy. But the new system did not have 
the looseness or fluidity of the older one, which tacitly acknowledged 
indefinable qualities such as self-cultivation and self-discipline as criteria 
for inclusion. The importance of paper qualifications in a secularized 
society marks the growth of a contractual principle of social relation­
ships, often described as the basis of a class concept in social develop­
ment.

The hostility to a moral emphasis in education coincided with new 
legislation aimed at stratification of classes. The direction was set in the 

/ 1854 dispatch issued by Sir Charles Wood, also known as Lord Halifax. 
The dispatch can only be described as functionalist in character: the 
rhetoric of morality gave way to the demands of political economy, from 
which evolved a scheme of education that set out to create a middle class 
serving as an agency of imperialist economy and administration and, 
through it, to initiate social change through a process of differentiation.^ 
Though the dispatch acknowledged a need to ensure the probity of 
Indian bureaucrats by instruction in English principles, the main empha­
sis fell on the expediency of treating a class that might emulate Europe­
ans in the development of India’s resources and increase demand for the 
consumption of British goods, for the advancement o f European knowl-

will teach the natives of India the marvellous results of the employment of 
labour and capital, rouse them to emulate us in the development of the 
vast resources of their country, guide them in their efforts, and gradually, 
but certainly, confer upon them all the advantages which accompany the 
healthy increase of wealth and commerce; and, at the same time, secure to 
us a large and more certain supply of many articles necessary for our 
manufactures and extensively consumed by all classes of our population, 
as well as an almost inexhaustible demand for the product of British 
labour.9

edge and European cultur
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W ith the extended use o f  English as the language o f  commerce was 
brought into existence a much larger class o f  Indians willing to  coop ­
erate with the British in the exploitation o f  India’s resources. O n the 
theory that division o f  labor was the key to  England’s econom ic pros­
perity, 'the dispatch proposed, through education, to  achieve a com ­
parable system o f  stratification in India. Education for the masses was 
limited to  “useful and practical knowledge.” In addition to  the m e­
chanical arts and skills o f  agriculture, such Knowledge included basic 
skills o f  literacy geared to  specific regional needs, such as, for exam­
ple, land measurement and land registration. The revenue settlement 
in the Northwest Provinces and the registration o f  land that was re­
quired thereafter provided a new stimulus for acquiring practical lan­
guage skills, purportedly to “enable each man to  look after his ow n

w m ie m eting out a fare o f  useful and practical skills to the lower 
orders o f  society, the dispatch simultaneously prom oted the growth o f  a 
small but influential intellectual class through scholarships to  the pro­
posed universities o f  Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras. This class, which  
was largely drawn from the indigenous learned classes, was targeted for 
eventual induction into governm ent service. The bias toward selective 
higher education is apparent in the fact that while scholarships were 
increased for those seeking admission to  universities, governm ent funds 
were withdrawn from lower schools and the practice o f  charging fees 
introduced. The governm ent abolished stipends in these schools and 
replaced them with grants in aid, with the added proviso that these 
grants were to  be given only to those schools already charging fees. This 
condition, which runs contrary to  the avowed intention to  expand edu­
cational opportunities, was justified on the grounds that an entirely 
gratuitous education was not valued and the practice o f  charging fees 
would at once promote more regular attendance and increase the value 
o f  education; grants in aid ceased to function as responses to need and 
were reduced to the status o f  rewards for com plying with governm ent 
requirements. The missionary Alexander D uff accidentally stumbled upon 
this piece o f  w isdom  through the sad experience in his ow n school when  
he realized that it was the anticipation o f  free books rather than the 
attractions o f  Christianity that drove the poor to them . H uge numbers 
o f  Indian children were known to flock to new schools and, once the 
free books were distributed, run away with them and never turn up  
again. As D u ff sadly concluded, book pages found their way not into
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die minds and hearts of “benighted” peoples, but into bazaars and 
marketplaces as wastepaper for retailers.

The universities were set up primarily as a way of eliminating the 
cumbersome lists the government had hitherto relied on to recruit meri­
torious students for public employment. Till 1857 the practice was for 
government colleges to draw up lists of the students who had distin­
guished themselves in literary attainments and these lists were then made 
available to the government. But because of bureaucratic inefficiency, 
the lists were never submitted systematically, with the result that many 
educated Indians never came to the notice of the government. The 
returns of 1852, for example, showed that only two gazetted officers had 
come from the government colleges, and as for the others listed in the 
Bengal Gazette, it could only be assumed that their educational qualifi­
cations were not of the high level that the government would have 
preferred its recruits to have.12 With the establishment of the universities 
these lists were dispensed with, for under a centralized system that 
submitted all students to a common examination the acquisition of a 
university degree and university distinctions automatically brought the 
most capable young men to the government’s notice.

/ The move to establish a centralized university system linked with 
public employment came out of the need to demonstrate that an arts 
curriculum had tangible material rewards.13 The discouragingly small 
numb<Tr of educated Indians going into public service was explained by 
the fact that young men who had passed an arduous examination in 
philosophy and literature were disinclined to accept the subordinate jobs 
(chiefly of a clerical nature) open to them in government service. In 1825 
Rammohun Roy wrote an indignant letter to the governor-general-in­
council deploring the exclusion of Indians from the political privileges 
he claimed they had enjoyed under Muslim rule:

In former times Native fathers were anxious to educate their children 
according to the usages o f those days, to qualify them for such offices 
under government. . .  and young men had the most powerful motives for 
sedulously cultivating their minds in laudable ambition o f rising by their 
merits to an honourable rank in society; but under the present system, so 
trifling are the rewards held out to Native talent that hardly any stimulus 
to intellectual improvement remains. 14

This was a liability of English education that William Adam, author of 
the comprehensive report on education in Bengal, had warned of as 
early as 1835 when he wrote: “[The Indians] have been raised out of one
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class of society without having a recognized place in any other class.” 15 
The highest position that educated young men could aspire to was the 
meager-paying one of copying clerk, a position ftiat required the me­
chanical copying of English without understanding. Without honor or 
reward, these meager employment prospects were adversely affecting the 
traditional Indian reverence for education and the self-esteem that usu­
ally accompanied it. The elevation of circumstances that English instruc­
tion had promised was slowly being eroded, as the 1882 Education 
Commission reported, by “the narrow circle of [the Indian’s] life; the 
absence of facile ties for travel, whereby his sympathies and experience 
might be enlarged; the strong temptation to lay aside his studies . . .  all 
help to dwarf the moral and intellectual growth, and to foster those 
faults.” 16

The Indian university system evolved from a theory of culture often 
referred to as the Filtration Theory, which was first enunciated by 
Macaulay and later refined by John Stuart Mill in his dispatches from 
the office of the East India Company. The theory ostensibly had its 
origins in a set of practical realities: because of the extraordinary costs in 
training and recruiting teachers of English, a complete education that 
began with a thorough study of English was within the reach of only a 
very small proportion of Indians. But even though only this class would 
receive an English education, their more important function would be 
to act as teachers and translators of useful books, through which they 
would communicate to the native literature and to the native community 
“that improved spirit” they had imbibed from the influence of European 
ideas and sentiments. The theory required the few to teach the many.

A unified culture was not only diought possible in a differentiated 
society, but in fact deemed essential to it. John Stuart Mill envisioned 
culture as at once an agency of unification and division between social 
classes, declaring in one of his dispatches that athe character which may 
be given to the classes possessed of leisure and natural influence, ulti­
mately determines that of the whole people.” 17 The theory operated on 
the principle that only those who had the time and the leisure to acquire 
knowledge of the English language and English literature in the classical 
manner should be encouraged to do so. In the meantime, the rest of the 
population was consigned to studying their own languages but receiving 
Western ideas through them at the same time. In employing the crite­
rion of leisure to distinguish the few from the many. Mill evoked the 
formulation of his father, who had earlier asked the question:
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What is the sort of education required for the different classes of society, 
and what should be the difference in the training provided for each?

There are certain qualities, the possession of which is desirable in all 
classes. There are certain qualities, the possession of which is desirable in 
some, not in others. As far as those qualities extend which ought to be 
common to all, there ought to be a correspondent training for all. It is 
only in respect to those qualities which are not desirable in all, that a 
difference in the mode of training is required.18

James Mill goes on to  explain that the three qualities desirable in all men 
are intelligence, temperance, and benevolence. H e has no difficulty in 
seeing how  the last tw o could be practically instilled in all the different 
classes o f  society. But when it com es to intelligence, his enthusiasm is 
noticeably qualified:

As we strive for an equal degree of justice, an equal degree of temperance, 
an equal degree of veracity, in the poor as in the rich, so ought wc to 
strive for an equal degree of intelligence, if there were not a preventing 
cause. It is absolutely necessary for the existence of the human race, that 
labour should be performed, that food should be produced, and other 
things provided, which human welfare requires. A large proportion of 
mankind is required for this labour. Now, then, in regard to all this 
portion of mankind, that labours, only such a portion of time can by them 
be given to the acquisition of intelligence, as can be abstracted from 
labour. The difference between intelligence and the other qualities desir­
able in the mind of man, is this: .. . Time must be exclusively devoted to 
the acquisition of it; and there arc degrees of command over knowledge 
to which the whole period of human life is not more than sufficient. There 
arc degrees, therefore, of intelligence, which must be reserved to those 
who are not obliged to labour.19

James M ill’s hesitation in providing for the training o f  the mind 
across all classes undercut the concept o f  a unified culture that he simul­
taneously sought to promote. The conflict in Mill is that ideally he wants 
to see all classes receive intellectual training but he cannot accept the 
disruption to  the existing social divisions that it implied. For, though  
logically it might be difficult to argue with the statement that one must 
be released from other occupations to devote oneself to the serious 
pursuit o f  knowledge, the treachery o f  using that argument as a justifi­
cation for dispensing with the education o f  the laboring classes was 
sensed even by Charles W ood in his educational dispatch. Indeed, he 
was farsighted enough to recognize the dangerous implications o f  a 
theory o f  education that pretended to unite while keeping separate. 
W hat distinctly set W ood’s dispatch apart from the earlier dispatches o f
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Macaulay and James and John Stuart Mill was a revision o f  the priorities 
in what was to  be achieved by the theory o f  downward filtration and 
there was less talk now  o f  high culture and more o f  useful education. 
The dispatch conceded the success o f  the Filtration Theory insofar as it 
had ensured a new generation o f  Indians trained to a high level o f  
excellence in the study o f  English literature, but it lamented that these 
high attainments remained confined only to  a small number o f  persons. 
It insisted that European knowledge w ould never filter downward to  a 
larger base unless it was o f  a “less high order, but o f  such a character as 
may be practically useful to  the people o f  India in their different spheres 
o f  life.”20 There was an implicit recognition in the dispatch that the 
British governm ent now  had to contend with the consequences o f  an 
educational policy based on the Filtration Theory as conceived by Macaulay 
and the tw o Mills, for instead o f  a m onolithic society linked by a single 
set o f  ideas emanating from the W est, as originally intended, it had 
produced a stratified society in which boundaries between the select few  
educated in English and the masses had grown so sharp as to thwart the 
percolation o f  European ideas down to the latter in any form, even 
through translations.

Ironically Orientalism, which ostensibly aimed to protect the native 
culture from total oblivion, sharpened the lines o f  stratification. W her­
ever there flourished institutions o f  Oriental learning (such as the one at 
Tirhoot, for instance) there happened also to  be the highest illiteracy 
and the fewest number o f  vernacular schools, as recorded by British 
officials.21 The effects o f  Orientalist policy arc visible in die history o f  
Sanskrit C ollege, which was established in 1823 after the founding o f  
H indu College. Intended to teach primarily the English language and 
literature, H indu College was open to boys o f  all classes and castes on  
the payment o f  five rupees per m onth, whereas Sanskrit College, which  
was established for the exclusive cultivation o f  Sanskrit literature, was 
open only to  Brahmins, w ho got a m onthly stipend to  study grammar, 
general literature, rhetoric and prosody, law, arithmetic, and theology.22

'T hough from its earliest involvement in Indian education the British 
objective was the abolition o f  caste feeling, the actual practice suggests 
otherwise. In the very manner that students were recruited and institu­
tions o f  learning established it is clear that there was a capitulation to  
caste sentiments aimed at conciliating the Brahmins, w hose position in 
H indu society had been eroded with British rule. For example, the only  
way the upper ranks could be enticed to the governm ent schools was by
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preventing a mixture of castes and the lower castes were either placed in 
separate classes or siphoned off to the missionary schools, which became 
associated in the public mind with lower-caste education. Sensing eco­
nomic opportunities, the upper castes were lured to an education in 
English language and literature that was offered in the government 
schools in the anticipation that it “will raise them among their country­
men [and] they will become again objects of respect and admiration, 
and attain an influence upon grounds on which it is not only safe, but 
desirable they should possess it.”23 The presence of two separate insti­
tutions, the government and the missionary schools, tended to reinforce 
caste distinctions and gave the impression that there were two castes in 
education, with the Brahmins attending the regular orthodox colleges of 
the government and the lower castes the missionary institutions.24 The 
whole concept of education favoring the highest caste was denounced 
by some missionaries as an abdication of the government’s Christian 
duty to ameliorate the condition of the downtrodden.25 Nor were they 
convinced by government claims about the positive effects of English 
studies in altering attitudes to caste. As the Seramporc missionary John 
Marshman sardonically remarked, “I am not certain that a man’s being 
able to read Milton and Shakespeare, or understand Dr. Johnson, would 
make him less susceptible of the honour of being a Brahmin.”26

But at die same time, the missionaries were not above soliciting the 
patronage o f the upper castes. If English literature marked the boundary 
Between classes, nTissionaries resolutely tried to cross it by offering 
English literary instruction in their institutions as well, even though 
their commitment was supposedly to education of the masses in the 
vernaculars. The missionaries’ bid to lure members of other castes into 
their schools dirough a course of studies in English literature also showed 
that they took seriously the warnings sounded in certain quarters about 
the danger of offering special encouragement to the lowest castes, for, 
as the “most despised and least numerous of society,” there was the 
distinct possibility that “if our system of education took root among 
them, it would never spread farther, and in that case we might find 
ourselves at the head of a new class superior to the rest in useful 
knowledge, but hated and despised by the castes to whom these new 
attainments would always induce us to prefer them.”27 ^

The divisions between Hindus and Muslims grew even wider with 
state education in 1854, which put the finishing stroke to the influence of 
the Muslims as the former ruling group in India. British accounts ob-
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served that Hindus tended to seize opportunities offered by state educa­
tion more than Muslims did. By 1871 only 92 Muslims to 681 Hindus 
held gazetted appointments in Lower Bengal, a province that a hundred 
years earlier had been officered by a few Englishmen, a sprinkling of 
Hindus, and a multitude of Muslims. A similar change occurred in the 
only secular profession then considered open to well born Muslims: law. 
With the organization of state education in 1854, different tests of fitness 
were prescribed and a new breed of professional men came to the fore. 
Out of 240 native pleaders admitted from 1852 to 1868, no fewer than 239 
were Hindus; only one Muslim was in the High Court of Calcutta.28 In 
the next higher grade of attorneys there were twenty-seven Hindus and 
not a single Muslim. Among articled clerks, there were twenty-six Hin­
dus and again not a single Muslim. William Hunter, who presided over 
the Indian Education Commission of 1882, was sternly critical of the role 
of state education in creating these occupational patterns along religious 
and caste lines: “Alike therefore in higher official employments, and in 
the higher practice of law, Muhammedans had fallen out of the race in 
Bengal before the end of the first fifteen years of State Education on 
lines laid down in 1854.”29

w o o d ’s d i s p a t c h  despaired of ever achieving a unified culture, and 
the more the prospect of its attainment receded, the greater grew the 
conviction that once a secular policy in education had been adopted, 
there was no choice but to accept differentiation as a principle of social 
and cultural organization. This position was spelled out most sharply by 
Holt Mackenzie, secretary to the Bengal government, in his commu­
nications to the governor-general on the education question.30 Though 
he made an attempt to appeal to higher motives for the creation of a 
truly enlightened system of education in India, in the end he admitted 
that the only alternative open to the government was to attend to the 
instruction of the educated and the influential classes. Conceding that it 
was impossible to educate the masses in English or even in European 
thought through vernacular translations, he argued that the limitation 
lay not only in the enormous numbers to be instructed, in contrast to 
the number of qualified teachers available. Rather,' Britain was also 
hobbled by its commitment to observing religious neutrality in India, 
which could only be ensured by a differentiated education, The situation 
in England, Mackenzie argued, .was more conducive to a unified culture
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in that its parish schools, which had mostly carried on the work of 
general education, were identified closely enough with the religion of 
the country to assist the state in imparting a common education:

Take from the peasant his Bible, and (if it be possible) the knowledge and 
sentiments that have flowed from that sacred source, and how worthless 
will be his lowly literature. The education indeed of the great body of the 
people can never, I think, be expected to extend beyond what is necessary 
for the business of life; and it is only therefore through religious exercises, 
which form a great part of the business of life, that the labourer will turn 
his thoughts on things above the common drudgery, by which he earns 
his subsistence. Hence it is under the Christian scheme alone, that I should 
expect to find the labouring classes really educated: and their station in 
tHe scale of instructed and humanized beings will, I imagine, be pretty 
closely proportioned to their piety.31

(in contrast, secularism committed the British in India to the worldly 
' motive of teaching the Indians “the business of life,” for which purpose 

education was the most efficient political and economic

'But the dispatch did not abandon the Filtration Theory altogether 
and instead modified its cultural objectives by identifying the true diffu­
sion of European knowledge with its adaptation to the native culture. 
The real value of the Filtration Theory, it emphasized, did not in any 
event lie in the strengthening of English culture but in the potential 
enrichment of the vernacular literatures, through translations of Euro­
pean books or the “original compositions of men whose minds have 
been imbued with the spirit of European advancement.”32 Deviating 
from the Macaulayan emphasis on the filtering down of a pure form of 
English thought, the dispatch referred to an earlier recommendation 
made by William Adam in his 1835 Reports on Education in Bengal and 
Bihar that the British goal should be “not to translate European works 
into the words and idioms of the native languages but so to combine 
the substance of European knowledge with native forms of thought and 
sentiment.” ;

The dispatch also hinted at what the Indian Education Commission 
of 1882 later confirmed: that having created a complex society through a 
policy favoring differentiated education, British administrators had now 
to reconsider the adequacy o f ?  purely literary culture to do the work of 
sustaining an increasingly specialized society. This may possibly explain 
the halfhearted interest shown by Wood’s dispatch in high European

a differentiated 
solutioij)
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culture as the continuing basis of modem Indian education. The prob­
lematical question was whether the task of preparing the Indians to take 
up their various “stations in life” was compatible with the larger goal of 
elevating them above the general condition of the people, as implied by 
a scheme of literary education.

^The Indian Education Commission hedged on this question. Both in 
its minutes of evidence and in its final report it vacillated between 
commitment to the cultural premises of the Filtration Theory (that 
invigoration of the native society could best be achieved by the spread 
of European ideas) and promotion'of a scheme for educating Indian 
youth in their traditional callings. On the one hand, it noted that one 
favorable outcome of the Filtration Theory was that there was an in­
crease in the number of occupations requiring “culture” and recom­
mended that there should be a corresponding amount of culture in those 
preparing for them.33 But on the other, it recommended that literary 
studies— die fountain of European culture—should not be required of 
youth if they lacked a literary bent of mind and that these students 
should instead be encouraged to go into a non-literary or commercial 
stream. But what this virtually amounted to was endorsement of stratifi­
cation within the ranks of public service, for those educated in the 
practical division of the high school, intended to fit students for com­
mercial or non-literary pursuits, were eligible only for “subordinate” 
public appointments and not for “those offices of responsibility and 
emolument in which a high degree of intelligence is required, and for 
which a liberal education has been commonly thought necessary.”34 By 
“offices” were meant the Revenue and Judicial departments, the branches 
of government that employed the most numbers of Indians^/

The Commission desperately tried to mediate between these two 
positions and sought to find a middle ground where literary and “prac­
tical” education could meet: “The extension of this [practical] knowl­
edge should be along those lines where it will be grasped and incorpo­
rated by the interests and teachings of active life. Still it should be 
education, aimed at making the mind robust and flexible, rather than at 
shabbily decking it with -some rags of ‘business information5 of low 
technical skill.”35 In its own ambiguous way the Commission made 
feeble attempts to resolve the seeming incompatibility of the two goals. 
But it was at best an evasive reply that did nothing to address the real 
problem at hand.36

Those who harangued most loudly against education for social mo-
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bility also expressed an open dislike and suspicion of literary education. 
The Utilitarian writer Monier Monier-Williams was among the most 
vocal critics to raise serious questions about the desirability of diffusing 
European culture to the lower ranks of society. To his mind this was an 
impossible, if not dangerous, task. In dismissing the possibility of any 
reconciliation between literary and practical education, he gave a solid 
stamp of approval to the ideological premises of stratification. He was 
inflexible on the point that the sons of persons of low social status not 
be given an education above the rank of their fathers and that any 
training they received should be suited to their position and prospects 
in life. The aim, he contended, should be to educate them in their 
stations rather than above them, to make the son of a potter a better 
potter, the son of a mechanic a better mechanic, and so forth.37

A similar implacability can be seen in Henry Sumner Maine’s views 
on literature, the study of which assumed a mind that was capable of 
being driven by reason, an assumption that Maine felt was entirely 
inappropriate in the Indian context. Maine, who was Legal Member of 
the Supreme Council o f India and one of the great legal minds of his 
time, had little faith in the perfectability of human beings; human nature 
remained for him fickle, variable, and totally intractable. To work upon 
it as if it were otherwise was simply to engage in a futile and wasteful 
endeavor. However, in a secular pedagogy of impersonal law he found a 
more stable and constant alternative. Not unlike Lord Cornwallis, the 
steely, uncompromising governor-general who preceded him by almost 
a century, Maine steadfasdy insisted that a good government was held 
together not by moral criteria or by men of character and integrity but 
by political principles and laws and in these alone rested absolute author­
ity. Any form of education that trained for critical thinking, self-devel­
opment, or moral reasoning was useless unless it clearly and openly 

at the affirmation of these principles and laws.
Maine’s view, liberal education gave Indians the illusion that they 
be better than they actually were and that they were being empow­

ered to change their personal destiny and affect the course of things. 
This, he maintained, would have the most disastrous effect on the 
running of government, which he conceived of as a pure and efficient 
machine functioning independently of the character or dispositions of 
men. Maine represented a later voice in English education, the voice of 
constitutional liberalism, which foresaw that literary study advanced for 
purely moral reasons would only add new weapons to error, that “the

aimed

(£]could
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permanent conquest of falsehood will never come from the discovery of 
moral truths.”38 Deploring what he called the “tenderness of the Eastern 
imagination,” he argued that while classical education could be favored 
over empirical study in England because there the imagination never 
overruled reason, in India the same course would be catastrophic, for 
the native mind required (as he put it) “stricter criteria of truth”:

We may teach our students to cultivate language, and we only add strength 
to sophistry; wc teach them to cultivate their imagination, and it only 
gives grace and colour to delusion; we teach them to cultivate their 
reasoning powers, and they find a thousand resources in allegory, in 
analogy, and in mysticism, for evading and discrediting truth.39

An uncompromising Utilitarian, Maine was highly alarmed about the 
possible consequences of the Indians’ receiving an overly literary educa­
tion, one of which was to allow them to believe that their history and 
belief were capable of coexisting with modern knowledge. Already one 
effect of exposure to imaginative literature was that the Indians had 
caught from Europeans “the modern trick of constructing by means of 
fiction an imaginary past out of the present, taking from the past its 
externals but building in die susceptibilities of the present.”40 Though 
Maine lets the point pass and makes no further references, it is worth 
noting that the literary efforts of early Indian nationalists were precisely 
in this direction. Nationalist writers like the Bengali novelist Bankim 
Chandra Chatterjce, who were schooled in the best Western literary 
establishments in Bengal, turned their attention to reviving myths and 
tales of the past to stir up longings in the people for the return of a 
golden age. Maine’s allusion to the spirit of reconstruction of a Roman­
tic past strongly suggests that he saw as potentially insurrectionary the 
literary model of German Romanticism. The fact that educated Indians 
were reading Goethe in. translation caused infinitely greater concern in 
British administrative circles than their reading the works of political 
liberals like Locke or Hume, whose appeal to reason and constitutional­
ism rather than the imagination presumably posed fewer dangers of 
shaping a unified nationalist sentiment.

With Maine the severing of the moral impulse from English educa­
tion is complete. In upholding a secular vision, Maine gave Utilitarian­
ism in India a sterner cast, investing more faith in physical rather than 
moral laws. Typically, he refused to concede that the pattern of studies 
evolving in England had any applicability to India. He based his claim
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on the view that the characters of the two nations were so totally 
different as to warrant an entirely different educational emphasis. To his 
mind education grounded in a theory of morality only gave the Indians 
more leeway to continue with their erroneous ways of thinking and the 
British administration was only deluding itself when it believed that the 
Indian character would be strengthened by a moral pedagogy.

Curiously, while the moral imperative shaped and gave an identity to 
English studies in India, only to blend with and eventually be superseded 
by the practical and the scientific, in England, where the institutional­
ization of English took much longer (English literature became a class 
subject there only as late as 1872, following Matthew Arnold’s complaints 
against its exclusion), the moral motive gained rather than lost in impor­
tance. As D. J. Palmer points out, the second half of nineteenth-century 
England saw a transition in the attitude toward English as a practical 
field of study to a profound conception of the moral power of great 
literature, a belief in its humanizing influence, counteracting malignant 
forces in a rapidly changing society.”41 But for Maine and other Utilitar­
ians in India like Monier Monier-Williams, who joined their voices with 
Maine’s, this conception of an education in literature and the arts had 
little meaning in India. On the contrary, they found that the humanizing 
motive was in fact an evasion of responsibility toward equipping the 
Indian with the knowledge required for making him useful to society. 
Clearly, for both men the starting point of educational reform had to be 
the redirection of mind to a full recognition of economic and political 
order and not some vague abstraction called moral character.

Once the creation of a specialized work force was agreed on as the 
primary objective, reports were commissioned to determine possible 
obstacles to its realization. Intriguingly, the single greatest threat was 
believed to come from Indian folklore, which, in the opinion of at least 
one commentator, cultivated the myth of upward mobility:

With regard to the lower orders excluded from all participation in the 
honour or profits of our government, they cannot feel as interested in it 
as in a government in which the lowest individual might hope to rise to 
rank and power by his personal exertions. Their common sayings, their 
tales, their aphorisms, are full of allusions to those vicissitudes of human 
life, by which the humble and obscure are so often elevated.42

The theme of mobility was a dimension of Indian literature and culture 
that the author of this statement, Thomas Macan, found peculiarly 
difficult to understand. It was especially so because it was irreconcilable
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with the cherished notion of caste as a system based on ascribed status, 
which the author seems genuinely to have believed would readily accom­
modate the British policy of differentiated education. Other reports 
made similar observations, adding that in England there was nothing in 
the folklore to suggest that the poor could rise through labor, integrity, 
and ability or that the British social system was obliged to respond in 
any way to the “demands of an eternal justice.”43 Rather, youths were 
taught to be content with their callings in life: “In England such youths 
would with satisfaction to themselves and benefit to the community look 
forward to an honest life of handicraft work, to be bakers, carpenters, 
tailors, labourers, and workers in some shape or the other; here they 
wish to live by their wits. It is a simple impossibility.”44

S IM U L T A N E O U S L Y , t h e r e  was increasing resentment against Utili­
tarianism as a philosophy that had polluted literary study, thwarting it 
from fulfilling moral functions. In the name of utility, literary education 
had become merely a mechanical acquisition of knowledge that neither 
required nor encouraged any of the finer qualities of literary culture 
(style, good judgment, taste) or moral discrimination. The study of 
English literature had merely succeeded in creating a class of Babus 
(perhaps the Indian equivalent of the English Philistines of whom Matthew 
Arnold wrote so scathingly) who were intellectually hollow and insuffi­
ciently equipped with the desirable amount of knowledge and culture. 
English education came to be criticized for its imitativeness and superfi­
ciality and for having produced an uprooted elite who were at once 
apostates to their own national tradition and imperfect imitators of the 
West. English education had failed to make “good English scholars, 
good Christians, or good subjects of the Queen,” in that order 45 Lord 
Curzon, who was quick to fault his countrymen for misguided educa­
tional policies, also lamented the unfulfilled promises of English literary 
education: “Everywhere it was words that were studied, not ideas. The 
grain was being spilled and squandered, while the husks were being 
devoured. . . .  But of real living, the life of the intellect, the character of 
the soul, I fear that the glimpses that were obtainable were rare and 
dim.”46

To make matters worse, English-educated Indians were equally com- 
plicit with the project of annihilating the literature and language of the 
masses. As a disenchanted writer for the Calcutta Review wrote:
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We admire their taste for English literature, their boldness in writing 
against their countrymen’s defects,—but where is their patriotism or love 
of the masses or their countrymen, when, instead of lending a helping 
hand to improve the literature of their country, they stand aloof, boxing 
themselves up with Shakespeare,—when for the convenience of the stranger 
they would have English in the courts, a language entirely unknown to 
the peasantry,—when like the Moslem conquerors, they would debar all 
usehil knowledge from thirty-seven million, unless they obtain it through 
the portals of a difficult foreign language, which requires an eight-years’ 
study, thus closing the temple of knowledge to the millions. . . . These 
men, in consequence of despising the vernaculars, are falling into die 
errors of die men of the middle ages, a proneness to dialecticism, a 
renunciation of useful tracks of thought—they are in fact, becoming a 
sort of schoolmen, following a slavish imitation of foreign models, extin­
guishing fertility of thought, and all the generous impulses bound up with 
the speech of our father-land.” 47

But paradoxically, while Christian moralists attacked Utilitarianism 
for its neglect of the spiritual life. Utilitarian educational practice was 
criticized as strongly in India for not being utilitarian enough, for not 
steering the native mind away from mundane and useless preoccupa­
tions. Even the institutions that had matured with the spread of English 
education—the literary societies, public lectures, and debating clubs— 
had become empty forums. While some Englishmen lauded the imita­
tion of the structure of societies in England and regarded the Indians’ 
ability to quote from Hume, Gibbon, Reid, Bolingbrokc, Voltaire, 
Shakespeare, and Milton as a measure of their “mental improvement,”48 
a large majority of Englishmen felt that the rising young talents of India 
were wasting their energy and time on purposeless disquisitions on 
abstract questions. (One such topic, debated with great vigor and energy 
at Hindu College’s Literary Society, was “whether posthumous fame be 
a rational principle of human action or not.”49)

Mediocrity became the route to fame, and even the best writers fell 
into the trap of repeating the greatest number of truisms in order to 
acquire renown. Not much better were the interminable literary disqui­
sitions in which, as one report sardonically put it, “young Babus under­
take to reveal to the admiring world beauties in Milton which Macaulay 
never perceived, and archaisms in Shakespeare which Halliwcll never 
detected.”50 Most alarmingly, talented young minds were being diverted 
by fruidess and trivial literary pursuits from dealing with more pressing 
social problems. The literary mania was particularly acute in Calcutta 
where, out of any seventeen essays written for these societies (which
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were designed as a forum for exchange of ideas of general intellectual 
interest), ten would have been on the merits of Pope, two on Milton’s 
Paradise Lost (“Young Bengal has no idea of Comas’*), two on Shake­
speare’s tragedies, and one on Kalidas.51

But explanations for the limited and partial influence of the literary 
societies in India were not hard to find, and as on other occasions, 
Indian deficiencies of character bore the brunt. No literary society in 
India, after all, could be expected to assume the position of literary 
societies in England, “where elaborate papers arc read to men with 
minds of a high calibre.” In imitating the structure of the English literary 
societies, the Indian version had forgotten that its object was “to train, 
to discipline, to lead out the dormant faculties of passive Hindoos and 
not to appeal to them as having minds already developed and edu­
cated.”52

The kinds of publications that were coming out of these societies 
were denounced no less severely. One such book by G. Lewis that 
appeared as a critical commentary for reading Shakespeare seemed to 
verify a growing suspicion that “the spirit of pedantry [had] fled from 
Britain to India.” Far from offering a richer education in literary excel­
lence, such books helped to do nothing more than complement the 
mechanical literary instruction given in the government colleges:

The useless, even for disciplining the faculties of the mind, the showy, the 
bombastic, the ridiculous, these have been too much its characters hith­
erto, as though the Hindoos, in common with ail oriental nations, were 
not sufficiently addicted to these, without having them scientifically taught 
in a systematic course of education.53

It is impossible not to detect a certain ambivalence on the part of the 
British toward giving an education to Indians that would be wholly on 
the side of the practical and the useful. While on the one hand colonial 
administrators charged their subjects with being too speculative, on the 
other they admitted that one virtue of having a contemplative, dreamy- 
eyed set of subjects was that it kept them from pursuits of gain.54 A 
minute issued by Francis Warden claimed that the “present depressed 
state of trade is peculiarly favourable to the conversion of a commercial 
spirit into a literary one.”55 If Indians were given a desire for reading, 
he suggested hopefully, they could be lured away from their traditional 
commercial ventures, allowing the British to step into that field.

The same motive would surely appear to be behind the staunch
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Anglicist Charles Trevelyan’s abrupt volte-face in the parliamentary ses­
sions when he urged that the British encourage Indian art as a compen­
sation for the material losses the Indians had suffered as a result of the 
heavy import duty on manufactures.56 The equation that is made here 
between art and material wealth is absurd enough to indict it as an 
offensive solution. But in the context of the numerous governmental 
reports that attributed the usorry state” of Indian culture to the “gradual 
but general impoverishment of the country”57 and charged Britain with 
“shutting up all the sources from which the magnificence of the country 
was derived,” while not themselves constructing a single work,58 and 
with importing English literature into India in the same manner that 
English cottons were,59 Trevelyan’s solution would not have appeared 
at all outrageous, for it suggested giving to the Indians something they 
valued but which had no value for the British whatsoever. The British, 
in other words, had nothing to lose and the Indians everything to gain. 
Converting loss into gain runs parallel to converting the commercial 
spirit into the literary, both power moves aiming to render the Indian 
politically weak but at the same time contented with his situation.

Quite possibly, one may attribute the discrepancy between stated 
goals and actual practice to the existence of widely differing schools of 
opinion among administrators and divergent views on the nature of 
British rule and the conditions of Indian society. But on the whole, as 

-David Lelyveld observes, British administrators tended to diagnose fail­
ures of an English-style education in terms of Indian culture, not of 
British policy.60 In the voluminous Calcutta University Commission Re­
port 1917-19, the general consensus of those who submitted evidence was 
that despite the attempt to introduce a useful education, the Indians 
somehow managed to convert even the practical into the impractical and 
the useless, so much so that “the present B.A. would be more intelligible 
to Shakespeare’s contemporaries than to the modems.”61 The Indian 
predilection for “useless” literature was hardly new, or so one must 
believe from letters written to the editor of the Calcutta Gazette as early 
as 1816. Curious to see what books were bought at a public auction, one 
writer was dismayed to find that there was no demand for the histories 
of Greece, Rome or anything “of serious or national nature.” On the 
contrary, Indians had bought up all the copies of Sorrows ofWerther, Life 
of Rochester, Byron’s Works, Scott’s Poetical Works, Spirit of English W it, 
and Spirit of Irish Wit. “Is it not a disgrace, Mr. Editor, that such trash 
as I have mentioned should be sought after with so much avidity in 
India?”62
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' b u t  n o  explanation of the diminished value of literary studies in 
preparing for a specialized society can ignore the most basic reality of 
all: the failure of the British government to supply enough jobs for the 
numbers receiving liberal education. This is, of course, not a unique - 
problem limited to British India, but what sets the Indian situation apart 
from others is the narrow limits within which literary education was 
defined (that is, as moral education), initially for reasons of social and 
political control but eventually posing serious political threats as well., 
Assessing the failure of British educational policy, James Johnstone 
observed:

In Europe, the higher education is part of the equipment for the life of a 
gentleman, as well as a qualification for professional employment. To the 
Indian, this European culture is almost exclusively a preparation for pro­
fessional and still more for official life, and disappointed of these, this 
education has only excited wants and raised expectations which leave the 
unsuccessful aspirant a discontented and dangerous man.63

Cut off from a social context where literature was assimilated into 
daily life, literary education in India became narrowly restricted and 
depended almost exclusively on material incentives in order to retain its 
authoritative hold. But where material rewards were not forthcoming, 
the social control that literature as moral study was able to exert in 
England collapsed in India. John Murdoch, surveying the effects of 
English education on Indian youth, wrote: “Educated young men of the 
present day betray a want of gentleman like bearing in their social 
intercourse with their superiors and elders, whether European or Native, 
and that evil is a growing one, and seems coincident with the general 
spread of education throughout the country.”64 The growing insubor­
dination of Indian youth was blamed on the British policy of promoting 
literary training for entry into the professions, to the neglect of the 
making of gentlemen through which respect for authority could be 
enjoined. In one of the most severe condemnations of English educa­
tion, Murdoch concluded: “Our young men do not know or care to 
know how to respect their superiors. This may appear strange, for the 
Natives of India are known to be fastidiously polite. English education 
has made them self-sufficient, and infused into their minds a kind of 
false independence which knows of no distinction between high or low, 
old or young.”65 y

The key phrase is “false independence,” for it could not be said in
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India as it was in England, where the attractions of learning were 
supposedly more diffuse, that

the primary motive with any father of a family which induces him to give 
his children the best education his means allow is not that they shall be 
brought up to love literature for its own sake in a dilettante or nobler 
spirit, not even is it primarily his aim to make good citizens and good 
members of society; but to put within their reach by a sound education 
the means of acquiring if not distinctions and wealth, at least an honest 
honourable independence.”66

Educated Indians living under foreign rule were deprived of access to 
precisely this “honest honourable independence.”'The tension between 
the upward mobility promised by modern studies and the limited oppor­
tunities open to the colonized for advancement exposed the fundamental 
paradox of British imperialism: economic exploitation required the sanc­
tion of higher motives, but once colonial intervention took on a moral 
justification—that is, the improvement of a benighted people— the 
pressure to sustain the expectations of the people by an equalization of 
educational opportunities created new internal stressesv Nothing less 
than the most extraordinary political agility was called for in reconciling 
the democratic promise with the division of labor required for a capital­
ist system of production to flourish. 'The price of failure of course was 
the exposure of the moral pretensions of British colonialism. At one 
level, education as part o f the state is complicit with the reproduction of 
an economic and cultural order. But because education is also expected 
to provide opportunities for advancement, it becomes an arena of social 
conflict, and this tension ultimately reduced the British administration 
to a position of acute vulnerability and paralysis..

For after all, state intervention in Indian education came about as a 
demonstration of justice and moral concern in an inherently unjust and 
immoral system of colonial domination. British education was dedicated 
to the elevation of a so-called effete population by making available to 
them the advanced knowledge of the West, with its promise of removal 
of caste and religious barriers, increased social mobility, and Enlightened 
participation in the administration of their own country. At the same 
time, official statements like Wood’s dispatch clearly articulated the 
material interests of a capitalist society and endorsed an educational 
system whose role was to reproduce division of labor directly and caste 
structure and social inequalities indirectly. This conflict between produc­
ing greater equality through the diffusion of Western culture and West-
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em knowledge and reproducing inequality through the occupational 
structure is inherent in the very institution of modern Indian education, 
as indeed it can be said to inhere in most institutions structured accord­
ing to class, race, and gender within a society in conflictv

But at the same time, in that tension are the beginnings of resistance 
to a dependency role. Again paradoxically, the space for such resistance 
is provided by the modern secular capitalist state requiring the sanction 
of moral principles for its program of economic or territorial expansion. 
The East India Company was by and large indifferent to the education 
of Indiansand long considered it an enterprise outside the purview of 
its strictly commercial interests. Its conflict with the British Parliament 
over trading rights had led to increasing parliamentary involvement in 
Indian affairs, and for the first time education of Indians was taken up 
as a serious moral responsibility, albeit initially to fortify the native 
subjects against the excesses of rapacious Company men. When the East 
India Company was taken over by the British Crown in 1858, the state 
incorporated the two roles of amelioration and economic expansion as 
legacies of the long-standing conflict between the English Parliament 
and the East India Company on one side and between the Company and 
the missionaries on the other. Between the 1820s and the 1850s, compet­
ing hegemonies kept the clash between moral and economic motives as 
an open, visible conflict and criticism of colonialism was privileged by 
those who ruled rather than by those who were ruled.
, But with the takeover by the British Crown the incorporation of the 
moral and the economic as a single imperative of colonial rule produced 
a different sort of conflict, less overt perhaps but more prone to internal 
contradictions arising out of the state as at once reproducer of relations 
of production and division of labor and guarantor of opportunity and 
advancement. The colonial subject’s resistance to British rule occurs in 
the ideological space created by this contradiction, transforming educa­
tion in its dual aspects of social control and social advancement into the 
supreme paradox of British power. ^



Conclusion: Empire and 
the Western Canon

The genius o f literature . .  . clearly sees . . . that she has found the men who are to 
extend her empire to the ends o f the earth, and give her throne a stability that will 
be lasting as the sun.

—Madras Christian Instructor and Missionary Record (1844), 2(4) 1185.

f i n a l l y , t h e  emergence of the discipline of English in colonial India, 
its rootedness in strategies of sociopolitical control, opens up fresh 
inquiry into possible implications of empire for current debates on 
curriculum in general. When, in our own times, students and faculty 
clamor for a broadening of curriculum to include submerged texts of 
minority and third world cultures, the knowledge that the discipline of 
English developed in colonial times would appear likely to strengthen 
their claims and force their opponents to reconsider the premises of the 
traditional Eurocentric curriculum. And to an extent a major objective 
of this book has been to point the direction to reconceptualizations of 
curriculum along these lines, for it should be amply clear by now that 
the Eurocentric literary curriculum of the nineteenth century was less a 
statement of the superiority of the Western tradition than a vital, active
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instrument o f  Western hegem ony in concert w ith commercial expan­
sionism  and military action..

It goes w ithout saying that the degree to which knowledge o f  im pe­
rialism’s shaping hand in the formation o f  English studies affects the 
concept o f  canon formation depends on our ow n willingness to  histori- 
cize any given curriculum. O f  the many possible positions on  the curric­
ulum, tw o modern positions correspond roughly, in their extremity, to  
the ideological standpoints o f  the Anglicists and Orientalists o f  nine­
teenth-century British India. Celebrating the dom inant culture as the 
arbiter o f  standards, morals, and religious values, the first position insists 
on the universality o f  a single set o f  works, primarily those o f  its ow n  
culture, in an effort to  assimilate individuals to  a single identity. The 
other position, which is more relativistic in intent, claims to  broaden the 
curriculum to  include the literature o f  other cultures. But the relative 
tolerance o f  the latter position does not negate the possibility that even 
the m ost inclusionary curriculum can itself be part o f  the processes o f  
control. As the history o f  Orientalist education demonstrates, a curricu­
lum may incorporate the systems o f  learning o f  a subordinate population  
and still be an instrument o f  hegem onic activity. Indeed the point o f  
departure o f  this book is its argument that both the Anglicist and the 
Orientalist factions were equally com plicit with the project o f  dom ina­
tion,'British Indian education having been conceived in India as part 
and parcel o f  the act o f  securing and consolidating power. The accep­
tance or rejection o f  other cultures becomes a m oot point in the face o f  
the more encom passing m otives o f  discipline and m anagem ent.,

The role o f  empire in the history o f  English studies demonstrates 
conclusively that the main issues in curriculum will remain unaddressed 
as long as the debate continues to  be engaged by appeals to  either 
universalist or relativist value, religious identity or secular pluralism. 
Until curriculum is studied less as a receptacle o f  texts than as activity, 
that is to say, as a vehicle o f  acquiring and exercising power, descriptions 
o f  curricular content in terms o f  their expression o f  universal values on  
the one hand or pluralistic, secular identities on  the other are insufficient 
signifiers o f  their historical realities. The nineteenth-century Anglicist 
curriculum o f  British India is not reducible simply to an expression o f  
cultural power; rather,' it served to confer power as well as to fortify 
British rule against real or imagined threats from a potentially rebellious 
subject population. '

W ith few exceptions, wherever the Eurocentric curriculum is de-
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scribed in the scholarly literature in terms of Western cultural superior­
ity, there is an underlying assumption that superiority is a measure of 
dominance. But it is incorrect to assume that the canon is necessarily 
expressive of the unquestioned political supremacy of a group, for if we 
refer to the history of conflict between various groups in India—the 
East India Company and the missionaries, the Parliament and the East 
India Company, the Anglicists and the Orientalists— we perceive that 
the Western literary canon evolved out of a position of vulnerability, not 
of strength. Only through historicization is it possible to determine the 
degree to which a culturally homogeneous curriculum is the result of the 
relative strength or weakness of a governing class; to assess the extent to 
which educational measures are either an assertion of uncontested au­
thority or a mediated response to situational imperatives, camouflaging 
acute vulnerability to assaults upon the intention to rule.

In these pages I have attempted to document British educational 
enterprise in nineteenth-century India as an activity, die stratified confer­
ring of cultural power on a dominated society designed to transmute 
even the faintest traces of mobilized, unified sentiment against British 
rule into internal schisms. The attendant limitations of such maneuvers 
are visible in the incessant pressure on the British to unsettle the objec­
tives of English instruction at regular intervals and modulate the tone of 
Indian education to achieve an ideal balance between secular and reli­
gious policy which, being unattainable in the long run or a least prom­
ising only very limited duration, opened the way for native interrogation 
of British ideology. The checkered history of English studies in India 
points to the inherent contradictions of the British sociocultural project 
that allowed it to fail in its own (heterogeneous) terms.
„ A consideration of English studies in decolonized India is regrettably 
beyond the scope of this book and I will not presume to offer substan­
tive comment on the current status of English in these concluding pages. 
But the fact that English continues to be taught and studied in today’s 
India obliges me to sound a final, cautionary note against reading the 
history of nineteenth-century English studies as continuous with con­
temporary educational practice in India. The danger of reading the 
history of modern English studies as uninterrupted narrative is so ob­
vious that I fear I may be insulting the intelligence of my readers by 
warning against certain possible inferences, the two most treacherous 
being that assaults on the Western c a n o n  are virtually precluded in the 
land where the discif^ine"(>f English^waa^ffoped and that an unquestion-
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ing acceptance of Western literary values is now firmly institutionalized 
there. This book would have been written to very little purpose if such 
conclusions were drawn. Conceptions of the British literary curriculum 
as unmediated assertion of cultural power, which I have argued against 
throughout, are pardy responsible for promoting the illusion of histori­
cal continuity in that they systematically ignore the continual modifica­
tions of British educational goals and the strategic maneuvering that 
produced English studies in India.

The relation between past and present Indian education is no more 
straightforward than the one between educational developments in nine- 
tccnth-century England and India or, for that matter, between the Brit­
ish empire and the practice of the humanities today. This is not to say 
that there is no connection at all—of course there is— but that connec­
tion is no more readily understood through causc:effect explanations 
than by a global theory that presumes to account for the features of one 
in terms of the other. There are no simple Jessons to be derived from 
this history, least of all the lesson that imperialism can be swiftly undone 
merely by hurling away the texts it institutionalized. Though T. S. 
Eliot’s moving statement, “after such knowledge, what forgiveness?” has 
understandable appeal, I am nor advocating that today’s students must 
close their English books without further ado because those works were 
instrumental in holding others in subjugation or, if that is too extreme, 
that at least Shakespeare and Milton must be dropped from the English 
curriculum because their texts were used at one time to supply religious 
values that could be introduced into the British control of India in no 
other way.

What I am suggesting, however, is that we can no longer afford to 
regard the uses to which literary works were put in the service of British 
imperialism as extraneous to the way these texts are to be read. The 
involvement of colonialism with literary culture is too deep, too perva­
sive for the disciplinary development of English literary pedagogy to be 
studied with Britain as its only or primary focus. Large areas of discus­
sion have yet to be fully mapped out, but I am hopeful that with 
sustained cross-referencing between the histories of England and its 
colonies the relations between Western culture and imperialism will be 
progressively illuminated.


