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Unlike in sciences and engineering, multidisciplinary studies in 
humanities and social sciences seem rare. In the present article I 
will like to share some of my experiences a nd observations in this 
concern with reference to a project of study I have been engaged 
in for some years. 

"Whi le researching for a paper on testing spoke n English some 
years ago, I had this curiosity about the past-how was spoken 
English taught and tested while the British were still h ere in India. 
And then one question led to another and I found myself besieged 
with a whole lot of them concerning the use of foreign languages 
in India as well as con cerning the foreigners' use of Indian 
languages in India. Some o( these questions, for example, ar e g iven 
below: 

Other than the Brit.ish, who were the first users of English in India? 
What language did the British use with the Indians and others in Tndia? 
Who were the first teachers of English in Indja? 
vVh y did the Indians need to learn English in the seventeenth and the 
eighteenth centuries? 
What teaching and testing methods and materials were used by the 
fi rst teachers and learners of English in lnctia? 

How similar or dissimilar was the English used by Indians to that 
used by the British in India, especially in pronunciation, synta.'< 
and p ragmatics? 

I had many o ther questions of a similar kind. 
I had li ttle doubt even the n that the answers to many of these 

questions could not be found in only one place, or even in only 
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one area of history or linguistics. Some six years later I realize that 
much of this may be beyond the capacity of on e researcher past 
his middle age and without much support. I also had douhts about 
the relevance of such a study- if such an enquiry is in deed worth 
the time and money it would take. There were other doubts and 
hesitations. 

English is not the only language which is and which has in the 
past been used as a language of communication by and with non­
native speakers. Many languages of the world have h ad this 
d istinction. Still surviving among the once colonizing languages 
are Arabic, Chinese, Dutch , French, Greek, Hebrew, Latin, Oriya, 
Persian, Pali, Portuguese, Prakrit, Sanskrit, and Spanish. But within 
the recorded history of mankind n o o ther language has spread 
among as many people in as many domains and as fast as English 
h as d o n e in India. T his unique socio-lingui sti c spread , 
unprecedented in the history of civilization , calls for a systematic 
appraisal of reasons. 

There also is a practical reason for such an investigation. H istory 
is not just a bag of used artifacts. It is a repository of community's 
experiments and experiences in learning. As 'Maley (2001) says, 
there are at least four reasons for us to consider about h istory: 

• Wh en we look at our past, it becomes clear that many of the 

current ideas which we think of as being so innovative have, 
in fact, been around for a long time. 

• p_ second reason for cultivating a sense of history is that it gives 
us perspective. Th ere is a sense in which we can not know where 
we are going without an appreciation of where we have been. 

• ... much of our current effort is expended on innovation: more 
new ideas, more new materials, more new research . It could 
be that much of this frenzied effort is misdirected and even 
counter-productive. 

• Finally, the past offers us a rich source for generating new ideas. 
We can use it as a stimulus for our own present thinking. 

In this project of research I have tried doing just as Maley, cited 
above, says - making an appraisal of where we have been vis-a-vis 
use and teaching of English and some other foreign languages in 
India, and the usc of Indian languages by foreigners. 

There was hardly an Indian who used any English in the early 
seventeenth century. A hundred years later th ere was hardly a 
leading business house in India where someone did not know any 

-----~------------~ 
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English at a ll . A hundre d years still later the number of Indians 
who knew a nd cou ld use English for busin ess stood in hundreds of 
thou sands. And a further hundred years later, i.e. a t the b eginnin g 
of the twentieth century English b ecame the language of millions 
of Indians fro m diffe r ent parts of the subcontinent congregating 
to d e mand freedom. Perhaps the only language common to these 
freedom-fighters was English. 

Such a g rowth in a bout three hundre d years seems to h ave been 
th e resu lt of a strong motivation to Jearn, and o f som e significant 
exposure to the la nguage to be learn t. In the beginning the Indians 
o bvio u sly ha d limited expos ure to Eng lish , f ro m the ir limite d 
contact with the British who spoke hardly any Eng lish with the 
India ns. But as the commerce between the Indians and the British 
grew the exte nt of the u se of English grew too, thanks largely to 
th e m o tivation it gave the learners. English soon besame a passport 
to profit a nd positio n . 

Earlier the British had done business in the Portuguese lang1,mge 
and officia l work with the Indians in the Arabic and/or Persian. 
But by the end o f th e eig h teenth century the u se of E n glish was 
clearly on the r ise. M a n y merchan ts, middlemen , agents and 
moonshies of th e British knew by h eart many wordlists pertaining 
to tJ1e ir sp ecific m erchandise. So English for Specific Purposes 
(ESP) d oes n ot seem to be a.ll that n ew. Special word lists h ad started 
appearing, and ther e were Indians working as Dubash in many big 
cities a nd pot:"t towns of India then. When, J ohn Fryer la nded in 
Masulipa tna m in 1668, h e was surprised to h ave bee n greeted in 
English by an Indian at th e port (Fryer, l 698). These were the self­
taug h t Indians wh o used English to enhance their opportuni ties 
and earn ings. T his was wh a t I fee l like calling the age of self­
teaching, and it continued unti l the fi rst quarter oftJ1e nineteenth 
cen tury. 

Raja Ram Mohun Roy can perhaps be aiel to be one of the b est 
and most successful learners of English during this age. He tarted 
learning E nglish after he was twenty-th ree and already pmfic ient in 
Bengali, Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian. He was then the Diwa n ofMr 
Digby, the Collector of Bhagalpur, and so h e was exposed to som e 
English in the spoken form and ple nty of it in print and writing as h e 
had access to a ll the newspapers and th e co•-rcspon dence of Digby. 
From these a lo ne in about 6vc years Roy learnt e n o ugh English as we 
may see in his forceful representation to Lord Amherst (see Mahmood, 
1895: 29), the then Governor General of Fort Will iam at C'..alcutta, 
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against the opening of a new Sanskrit College and for starting a new 
college for 'European sciences in the English language' (Ganguly, 
1934). 

The phase offormallearning, such as at schools, seems to have 
begun only in the late eighteenth century and because it was quite 
expensive not many people had the means to go for it. Books were 
not yet available in the sufficient quantity. Neither was there a 
tradition of teaching and learning the English language from which 
the teach ers and students could draw according to their need. It 
was clearly an age of learning from mistakes. People like Pandit 
Ram Narain, the dubash ofWiJiiam Carey of Serarnpore fame, had 
perhaps learnt his English in this manner. 

Traditions of teaching and public examination were yet to be 
formed. All that came in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. 
Teaching English with printed books for grammar, translation and 
reading came about only in the early nineteenth century. The book 
societi es and the school societies that were fo rmed in maj or 
presidency towns and cities did seminal work in this area. By the 
middle of the 19th century many teaching methods were being 
tried, tested and perfected. By then plenty of English books were 
being produced , sold and bought in India (Ayyar, 1987). 

Grammar- translation method had immense popularity. It taught 
words and structures quickly. But because it taught all that out of 
context, it led to hilarious uses. English in India became bookish 
and a subject offun. For some examples of this written and bookish 
variety of Indian English we can see Wright (1891). 

Pronunciation teaching remained neglected, but writing skills 
were overemphasized. Th e Earl of Dufferin , the then Viceroy of 
India, complained that English was being taught in India like a 
dead language so that there were many Indians who could write 
the language reaso nably co rrectly but could hardly speak o r 
understand it (Sherring, 1897). 

The British seem to have had very sound reasons to promote 
teaching of writing at the cost of everything else. Trading in a 
country thousands of miles away from home and masters, the East 
India Company men had to report every transaction to their masters 
at home. They also sought permissions and clarifications, and made 
submissions on many subjects within and beyond their territory. 
So a great deal of business and o ther parts of the Company's work 
was done through pen and paper. 

And of much that the British wrote, they also made several 
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copies. Two copies were kept in India, one at the place of origin 
and the other in one of the two other presidencies, and two copies 
were sent home by two d ifferent vessels, perhaps in the hope that 
at least one of them would survive storms, running aground, pirates, 
other colonizers, unpredictabili ties of a long and uncertain voyage, 
disease and death. Mter all, the British also lost many men and 
vessels to the sea. Close to 20% of all the British that came to India 
d ie d in the course of the voyage(Hobbs, 1938) . 

The B1itish were also sticklers for writing. Even with the Indian 
princes and other Europeans they entered into transaction mostly 
only after written agreements, pacts, treaties or memoranda of 
understanding. So did th ey do with their Indian clients, customers, 
clerks, diwans or agents and moonshies too. In perhaps tl1e most 
controversial case in the British Indian history, Raj a Nundkumar 
had to die under a verdict of the court after h e had been found 
guilty offorging the signature of Warren H astings. 

So the British had voluminous correspondence ,>\lith the Indian s 
too, and the British used near ly a ll major languages in formal use 
in India th en -Arabic, Bengali, English, Dutch, Gujarati, Hindi, 
!<annada, Marathi, Persian, Portug uese, Pushtoo, Sanskrit, Telugu 
and Tamil. They tl1e refore required an army of copyists, knmvn as 
writers the n , and translators who could transla te from Indian 
languages into English a mi vice versa. 

These writers, translators and copyists, therefore, had to be good 
in the ski ll ofWI·iting. Good handwriting was emphasized. Enough 
e mphasis was also laid upon correct spe lling, punctuation, correct 
use of lower and upper case le tters and other conventions of 
punctuatio n and good writing. As a result even today most Indians 
seem capable of writing b etter English than most other users of 
this language - na tive or non-native. They do not make mistakes 
of spelling and punctuation a nd in the use of capital a nd small 
letters. Sm·prisingly, a mistake in the pronunciation of English 
h a rdly attracts attention whereas a mistake in its spelling docs not 
go unnoticed. This is the legacy of teaching English for a kind of 
employer who need ed and cared for o nly a particula r skill among 
the employees. 

T hat the times h ave c hanged and it would be right also to teach 
other skills in at least equal measure, if not more or less, and that 
su ch changes arc yet to be 1·ccognized is the burden of history we 
have to decide what to do with. But these and other lessons arc 
there. 
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Now such a study may not ordinarily be possible with the tenets 
and taboos of only one discipline. It would a t least require a 
comprehensive study of history and historical linguistics. And then 
it would need a good study of governmen tal, p1ivate and public 
records on educatio n , census, travels, d ia ries an d j ournals, 
correspondence and letters of the British and others from and 
into India, memoirs, biographies and autobiographies, n-avelogues, 
literature, n-anslations, etc. 

But each of these d isciplines while excell ing in one kind of 
information betray gaps in many others. Let us take examples one 
each from writings in Linguistics and in History, two maj or sources 
of these studies. 

A really large. number of even serious linguists who canno t be 
accused of deliberate distortion of facts have concluded that 
English was imposed upon Ind ia by th e British , in par ticular 
through the machinations of the duo of Governor General William 
Bentinck and the Law Member of his Council, Thomas Babbit 
Macaulay. Agnihotri and Khanna (1997: 20-1 ) , for instance, observe: 

In view of the finding of the Corpus of research on English literary 
studies in the colonial and the post-colonial period .. . , there is very 
li ttle doubt that the grand design of imperial forces to intervene in 
the educational system oflndia was to destroy its traditional institutions 
and to instrumentalize the use of English for their own ends. In this 
process, it was inevitable that English became associated with the elite 
and languages of underprivileged got neglected and stigmatized .. . 
English started in lndia as the language of the eli te and has been kept 
so ever since. 

In a very widely sold book, called Linguistic Imperialism, Phil lipson 
(1992: 8,17) counts India among countries upon which English 
was imposed in the colon ial times. Many other studies in recent 
times, both in India an d elsewh ere, have come to a sim ilar 
conclusion. 

Such conclusions, it seems, are due mostly to tl1e exclusive 
attention to the policies followed by the East India Company's 
administration in India from the time of Governor General William 
Bentinck until 1947. These conclusions also betray a regrettable 
ignoran ce of the pre-nin eteenth century history oflndia. A study 
of evidence since the seven teenth century shows that the British 
until about the mid-nineteenth century pu rsued a policy favourable 
to the use and growth oflndian languages and cu lture. It is a maj or 
reason why their commerce and politics succeeded where those 
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of the other colonizers from Europe failed, though they all had 
comparable military might. British were actually hostile to any 
missionary activity on the ir territory and not until 1813 did they 
allow any mission ary to travel on their vessels or to work in their 
te rritory in India (see Chaudhary, 2001 a, 2001 b, 2002 a nd 

fo rthcoming). 
Opinion within the Company regarding the teaching of English 

in India a nd regarding the British ro le in it was divided. T h e 
Company dragged its feet on this issu e until about the la te 1850s. 
There was a large section of Indians in n early all the presidencies 
governed by the ETC where a significant b ody of Indians requ ested 
teaching of English. One example from the merchants of Calcutta 
in the la te e igh teenth century is repro duced below . 

. . . We humbly beseech any gentlemen will be so good as to take the 
trouble of making a Bengalj grammar and dictionary in which we hope 
to find al l the common Bengali country words made into English. By 
this means we will be able to recommend ourselves to the English 
government and understand their orders . This favour will be greatly 
remembered by us and ourposterity for ever, ... (Carey, 1801: 228). 

The best-known example of such a demand for d1e teaching of 
E n glish in India is th e le tte r that Raja Ram Mohun Roy wrote in 
1823 to the then Govern9 r General Lord Amherst protesting 
against th e estab l ishment of an oth er Sanskrit College a nd 
requestin g the use of these funds for the teaching of European 
scie n ces and the English language. The letter is too well-knmvn to 
require reprinting h e re. That the sentiments c..xprcssed by Raja 
Ram Mohun Roy were also expressed in the other parts of the 
coun try may not b e so well-known. 

An instance from d1e preside ncy of Madras is g iven below. In 
the ir educational petition of November, 1839, circulated in English, 
Ta mil and Te lugu and su.pported by over 30,000 signatures, the 
ge ntry of Madras declare d: 

My lo rd, we are the people of this country, inheriting this land for 
u1 ousands of generations. From our industry its wealth is supplied. By 
our arms it is defended fTom foreign foes. By our loyal obedience to 
the established Gove rnment its peace and safety are majntajned. If 
diffusion of education be among the highest benefi ts and duLies of a 
Governme nt , we, the p eop le, p <t titio n fo r o ur sh ot-c . (Ft·)'k t.: nbe rg, 
1988: 310) 

L ike Raj a Rammo hun Roy, though not so well-known , th e re ha d 
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been Vennelacunty Soob Row who rose from a clerk to a minor 
English official at Guntur in 1799 to the Chief Marathi Translator 
of the High Court in Madras Presidency. Like Raja Rammohun 
Roy he had no formal education in English either, though he 
pleaded and worked for it fervently too. But most sociolinguistic 
histories of English in India seem to be totally unaware of such an 
important aspect of this history. 

H ow is the state of knowledge in the field of History of India? It 
appears to be no better. Many historians have written about the 
British interaction with people in India. Some have even wrongly 
reported that they generally got very enthusiastic welcome in India. 
But none seems to have bothered even to mention what language 
they spoke ·with whom, and how they generally managed their affairs 
in India without a link language. Writing the history of Jahangir, 
for instance, Prasad (1962: 230) observes, 

... He (i.e. Sir Thomas Roe) was received witJ1 great favour and courtesy 
by the emperor who often talked to him about things European. He 
forthwith addressed himself to the real object of his mission - ilie 
negotiation of a commercial treaty between England and Hindostan ... 

This does not appear to be a correctaccountofthe waySirThomas 
was received. By his own account Roe had to wait for months, and 
then h e had to resist very humiliating conditions suggested to him 
for a meeting wi th the emperor. Finally he also had to bribe the 
relatives of Noorjahan, the empress. For details see Roc's own 
account of his embassy to J ahangir edited by Foster (1899). Not 
that all historical accoun ts of such mome ntous eve n ts arc as 
incorrect as this, but few record details of interests other than that 
of politics and chronology. For instance, I am yet to find in a book 
of history any account of the language or languages used by 
J ahangir for conversation with Roc. 

Roe had his interpre ter, andjahan gir had a ·multilingual court 
too. Speakers of at least 28 different languages were there in his 
court. He had j esui ts who could speak many European and Indian 
languages. Jahangir himself spoke Hindi/Urdu, Arabic, Persian, 
and Turkish . In the months that Roe had to wait for a meeting 
with him,Jahangir had also found out that Roe knew some Turkish 
too. And so finally when they met, j ahangir and Roc had some 
conversation in 1.\u·kish bcfo1·c they were j oined by intcrprc1crs 
and others. 

The point T wish to make is the following. Neither of the two 
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disciplines, history or linguistics, as we know it now, appears to be 
capable of giving a complete and correct answer to the questions I 
raised at the beginning of this a rticle. An inte rdisciplinary 
approach , therefore, must be promoted to get these answers. 

There are Mo other problems in an investigation of this kind. 
First, a good deal of source material to reconstruct this history 

is permanently lost; and, secondly, the remainder is scattered a ll 
over the world. 

Let us first form an idea of what is lost. When the marauding 
forces of Muhammad Ghori of Ghazanavi set fire to the massive 
collection of manuscripts a t the Buddhist monastery of Nalanada 
in the present day Bihar at about the beginning of the last 
millennium, they also burnt the vast treasures of knowledge leading 
to this and many other subjects. Similarly the great floods of 
Calcutta in 1731desu·oyed much of the archives at Fort William. 
These archives were again burnt in 1756 by Nawab Sirajuddowlah 
ofMurshidabad when he captured Fort William (Wheeler in Dutta, 
1959). 

Of the copies of these papers tha t had been shipped to London 
during the 250 years of the East India Company's contact with India, 
hundreds of tons were burnt in 1858 by the keepers of the records 
at the India H ouse in London themselves. Birdwood (1891: 7lfn) 
says: 

VVhen the (East India) Company's business was taken over by the 
Imperial parliament in 1858, one of the first acts of the new masters of 
t.he India House in Leaden hall Street was to make a great sweep out of 
the old rec01·ds that from 1726 had been preserved there with 
scrupulous solicitude. They swept 800 tons of Lhese records out to the 
Messers Spicer's . . . to be boiled, bleached and bashed into low class 
paper pulp . .. 

And, finally, during th e four months of Lord Mountbatten's 
viceroyalty in India, a section of his office burnt and authorized 
the burning all over India of a good deal of papers for weeks before 
the u-ansfer of power in 194 7 (Collins & Lapierre, 1975: 150-52). 

These are, of course, recorded instances of destruction. One 
can only speculate about how much in and about India has been 
destroyed without a record. In the absence of these records much 
of the past remains at the best only a speculation rather than history. 

Another problem for an investigation of this kind lies in the way 
source materials are scattered. Many travellers, traders and invaders 
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took away not only silk, jewellery, furniture and gold from India, 
they also took works of arts, crafts and books away. Here is, for 
instance, a record of what Hiueo-Tsiang took away ~om India at 
the end of his travels in the spring of 645 AD: 
1. One hundred and fifty particles of flesh sarims of the Tathagat. 
2. One golden statue of Buddha (according to the pattern of) the 

shadow left in the Dragon cave of the Pragbodhi Mountain in 
the kingdom of Magadha ; also a glitte ring pedestal 3 ft 3 in. 
higl;l ... 

T he list goes on like that and finally says that 'He also deposited in 
this temple the books of the Great Vehicle, which he had brought 
from tbe West, including 224 Sutras, 192 Sastras, 15 Works of the 
Sthavira school, ... altogether 520 fasciculi, co~prising 657 distinct 
volumes, carried upon twenty horses' (Li, 1911/1914). 

So if that was the kind of cargo Hiue l)-TI)iang could carry at a 
time when transportation was only as safe and fast as a horse's 
temper and th e speed of the cart, one can easily imagine the kind 
of cargo later travellers did possibly cart away from India . Many 
British officials carried away bundles of valuable documents as 
private papers. Some of these are now available with the British 
Library and with other public collections. But many oth~rs are still 
beyond the reach of the public at large. 

They are scattered in manywell-known, not.so-well-known and unkno).vn 
public and private collections virtually all over the world, and many of 
even tJ:e well-known collections have policies that do not encourage easy 
access of copying of the material. Much of the pre-nineteenth century 
material in the British Library collection, for instance, can be seen only in 
their reading room in London. So is it with the Bodleian Library of the 
University of Oxford, The Library of Congress, The Library of the 
University of Heidelberg, and many others. Copying in many libraries in 
Europe is awfully expensive. 

Missionaries from many European counb.ies have also carted a great 
deal of materials away to a number of libraries in east and central Europe. 

Materials are also scattered all over India. Many of the erstwhile native 
princes had their own libraries, archives and record rooms for proper 
keeping of records and books. But after the abolition of their estates 
these personal libraries lost their only means of survival and are languishing 
for funds . A very good case in the point is the erstwhile ~ Library at 
Darbhanga Now this library is a part of the L.N. Mithila University library 
atDarbhanga in Bihar and is, like much else in Bihar, in a truly pathetic 
shape. 
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The library began as a personal library of the Maharaja 
Lakshmishwar Singh Bahadur of Darbhanga. The Maharaja had 
had the advantage of a liberal British education and there is no 
aspect of the Indian nationalist life to which he did not contribute. 
His cash donations saw the founding of the Indian Society for the 
Cultivation of Science, Indian National Congress, Indian Industrial 
Congress, universiti es at many places in fndia, and equally genewus 
contributions for temples and religious charitable trusts (Jha, 1972). 

His own seat of power, Darbhanga, a small sleepy town with a 
population then of about 50,000 people became a seat of many 
national events. I t also became a seat of a medical college, and, of 
a good library. But after independence the Raj Library found itself 
left with about 76,000 volumes of books, and a long collection of 
all issues of some journals in the arts, sciences, business, medicine, 
Jaw and technology, over 500 rare. scripts and other documents 
but no money, not even for maintenance and salary payments. 
Hence, in 1976, a fter the c t·eation o f a general un ive rsity at 
Darbhanga, the Raj l..ibrary, as it is known locally, was gifted to the 
university. 

But even that does not seei;n to have any effect for better upon 
the library either. There is even n ow n o budget for the 
modernization and maintenance of the library. Its old catalogues 
are lost, ne'v and modern '"Catalogues a re yet to come in, most 
furnjture from reading ha lls have been removed ; shelves survive, 
but no routine cleaning o r dusting, fumigation, etc. is ever done. 
There is no light, fan, water o r any other convenience for the reader, 
and as a result, or pe rhaps, as the cause, there is no reader Lhe t·e 
e ithe r. The whole thing is decaying and deso late. The only good 
thing that has happened has been for the few employees of the 
library who a~·e on the university's pay rolls, and receive their 
salaries, many for no work, oftener. 

L ike this many a princely family of the erstwhile British India 
had their mvn archives, their own record rooms and collections of 
books and documen ts. They are scattered all over the country and 
abroad, and each of this mass may be a valuable source for the 
reconstruction of this history, for the absence of each of this the 
writi ng of this history may remain incomplete . We might do well 
to begin a t least thinking of networking all of these vast resources 
tht•uugh a ccnlt-al catalogue ma11aged by a national-level b u tly s L\ h 
as l:.he fndi an InstiLute of Advan ced Study, Shimla. That will be the 
true beginning of the convergence of c;live rgcncc, and of the so 
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called interdisciplinary research in the stream of humanities and 
social sciences. 
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