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Abstract 

Education in India during the British period went through a deep and uneven transformation. Pre-

colonial learning had multiple streams, including pathshalas and maktabs for basic instruction, madrasas 

for higher Islamic learning, and Sanskrit tols for advanced Hindu scholarship, along with apprenticeship-

based training for crafts and professions. British rule reshaped these systems by introducing new 

administrative priorities, Western curricula, printed textbooks, and examinations, while also encouraging 

English as a language of power. The shift was not sudden; it unfolded through policy milestones such as 

the Charter Act of 1813, Macaulay’s Minute (1835), Wood’s Dispatch (1854), the establishment of 

universities (1857), and later commissions that tried to address access and quality. While colonial 

education expanded schooling and created a new class of educated Indians who would later drive social 

reform and nationalism, it also produced lasting problems such as limited mass literacy, social exclusion, 

and an exam-centered system geared toward clerical employment. This paper examines major policies, 

institutions, social impacts, and criticisms of colonial education, and it highlights how the British period 

left a complex legacy that continued to shape India’s educational priorities after independence. 
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1. Introduction 

Education is not only about schools and textbooks; it reflects who holds power and what kind of society 

is being imagined. In British India, education became a tool of governance, cultural influence, and 

economic management. Colonial education policies were designed to serve administrative needs, 

strengthen imperial control, and create a loyal workforce. At the same time, the new educational 

institutions created spaces where Indians encountered modern political ideas, scientific thinking, and 

debates about equality, social reform, and freedom. The British period therefore cannot be described 

simply as “the beginning of modern education” or as “the destruction of Indian learning.” It was both. 

Colonial rule weakened many indigenous institutions by redirecting funds, prestige, and employment 

opportunities toward English-based schooling. Yet it also introduced printing, standardized curricula, 

teacher training, and modern universities that became important in later decades. The true story lies in the 

tension between expansion and exclusion, reform and control, opportunity and inequality. 

This paper studies education in India during the British period through five lenses: (i) pre-colonial 

learning traditions and early colonial changes, (ii) key policy milestones, (iii) major institutions and 

administrative structures, (iv) social impacts including women’s education and marginal groups, and (v) 

long-term legacy and criticism. 
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2. Education before British dominance 

Before the consolidation of British power, education in India existed in varied and local forms. Basic 

literacy and numeracy were often taught through village schools such as pathshalas and maktabs. Higher 

learning was supported by madrasas and Sanskrit tols, while professional knowledge in medicine, 

astronomy, law, accounting, architecture, and crafts developed through specialized instruction and 

apprenticeships (Dharampal, 1983). Learning was not uniform across regions, castes, or economic groups. 

Access could be limited by social hierarchies, gender norms, and local resources. Still, instruction was 

rooted in community needs, local languages, and practical skills. The early colonial period did not 

immediately replace these systems. In many places, indigenous schools continued, but their status and 

support declined over time. As colonial administration expanded, employment and power began to reward 

English literacy and new forms of “modern” knowledge. This shift gradually pushed traditional 

institutions into the background. 

 

3. Early colonial debates: Orientalists vs Angliists 

A major debate shaped early colonial education policy. The “Orientalists” argued that the British should 

support education in Indian classical languages such as Sanskrit, Arabic, and Persian, and strengthen 

existing learning traditions. The “Anglicists” argued for Western education through the English language, 

claiming it would produce useful knowledge and a class of intermediaries for administration. This debate 

was not purely intellectual; it was political. Orientalist support often meant limited change, while 

Anglicist policy promised quicker administrative benefits. The outcome moved increasingly toward 

English education, especially after the 1830s. 

 

4. Key milestones in British educational policy 

British educational policy evolved through several landmark decisions, commissions, and laws. The 

following table offers a compact timeline: 



Leadership, Education, Personality: An Interdisciplinary Journal ISSN: 2524-6178 

www.sibe.rpress.co.in,    Vol.  18, Issue 10 October 2023,   UGC CARE 1, I Factor:7.621 
 

912 

By : School of International Business and Entrepreneurship  (SIBE) 

 

Table 1: Major milestones in colonial education 

Year Policy/Commission Significance 

1813 Charter Act 
First official allocation for education by the Company; 

encouraged “revival and promotion” of learning 

1835 Macaulay’s Minute Strong push for English education and Western knowledge 

1854 Wood’s Dispatch 
“Magna Carta” of English education in India; set out 

structure for schools, colleges, teacher training 

1857 Universities established 
Calcutta, Bombay, Madras universities set up with 

affiliating model 

1882 Hunter Commission 
Focus on primary education and administrative 

improvements 

1904 Indian Universities Act Increased government control over universities 

1917–19 Sadler Commission 
Reforms in university education; emphasized quality and 

structure 

1929 Hartog Committee 
Criticized poor quality at primary level; stressed 

consolidation 

1937 
Wardha Scheme (Basic 

Education) 

Nationalist response emphasizing craft-based education 

(Gandhian influence) 

4.1 Charter Act of 1813 

The Charter Act of 1813 is important because it marked one of the first formal commitments by the East 

India Company toward education. It set aside funds for promoting learning, though implementation 

remained limited and contested. The act did not clearly settle the language or curriculum question, which 

continued to fuel debates. 

4.2 Macaulay’s Minute (1835) and English education 

Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Minute (1835) is often treated as a turning point. It argued that 

government funds should support education in English rather than in classical Indian languages. The 

broader outcome was the rise of English-medium schooling and the growing value of Western curricula. 

English became tied to government jobs, social prestige, and urban middle-class aspirations. The policy 

also strengthened an education model that served a relatively small section of society while leaving mass 

schooling weak. 

4.3 Wood’s Dispatch (1854): the structural foundation 

Wood’s Dispatch (1854) is frequently called the “Magna Carta of English education in India” because it 

laid down a detailed framework. It recommended a hierarchical structure from primary schools to 

universities, teacher training institutions, systematic grants-in-aid, and an education department in each 

province. It also encouraged vernacular instruction at the primary level, at least in principle, while keeping 

English central for higher education (Sharp, 1920). The dispatch shaped the institutional skeleton of 

colonial education for decades. 

4.4 Universities of 1857 and the affiliating system 

The universities established in 1857 at Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras were modeled largely on the 

University of London’s system. These were affiliating universities. They examined students and granted 

degrees, while teaching took place in affiliated colleges. This model expanded higher education quickly, 

but it also encouraged exam-driven learning and rote preparation. Universities became gateways to 
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employment, which made degree-oriented education a strong social ambition, especially among urban 

groups. 

4.5 Hunter Commission (1882) and primary education 

The Hunter Commission examined the state of education and highlighted the neglected condition of 

primary schooling. It recommended that primary education should be given priority and that local bodies 

should play a role in administration. Yet funding constraints and colonial priorities limited the actual 

expansion of mass literacy. 

4.6 Indian Universities Act (1904) and increased control 

The Indian Universities Act (1904) sought to reform universities but also increased government control. 

The state gained more influence over university governance and standards. This reflected colonial anxiety 

about universities becoming centers of political debate and nationalist thought. In many regions, students 

and teachers were increasingly participating in political movements, and education became linked with 

public life. 

4.7 Sadler Commission (1917–19) and university reform 

The Sadler Commission studied university education, especially in Bengal, and suggested reforms such 

as strengthening intermediate education and improving teaching standards. It recognized that the 

affiliating system had created problems like overcrowding, weak academic culture, and poor teaching 

quality. 

 

4.8 Hartog Committee (1929): quality vs expansion 

The Hartog Committee criticized the rapid expansion of primary schooling without adequate quality. It 

argued for consolidation, better teacher training, and realistic targets. This was an admission that colonial 

education had not produced broad-based literacy despite decades of policy statements. 
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4.9 Wardha Scheme (1937): nationalist critique in practice 

Although the Wardha Scheme emerged from nationalist leadership rather than British administrators, it 

belongs to the late colonial period. It proposed “Basic Education” that was craft-centered, productive, and 

tied to local life. It challenged the colonial model that often separated education from practical work and 

community realities (Gandhi, 1938). Even though implementation varied, it is significant as an alternative 

educational imagination within the colonial context. 

5. Role of missionaries and private efforts 

Christian missionaries played a visible role in education, especially in the early and mid-19th century. 

They established schools, printed textbooks, and promoted women’s education in several regions. 

Missionary institutions sometimes offered education to groups who were otherwise excluded, although 

their work was also connected to religious goals and cultural influence. Over time, Indian reformers and 

philanthropic groups also founded schools and colleges. Organizations linked with social reform 

movements, such as those working against practices like sati and for widow remarriage, often treated 

education as essential for social change. 

 

6. Curriculum, pedagogy, and the examination system 

Colonial education emphasized certain subjects that served administrative and cultural goals. English 

literature, Western philosophy, history, and “modern” science gained importance. At the same time, Indian 

knowledge systems and local histories were often marginalized or presented through colonial 

interpretations. History textbooks frequently highlighted imperial narratives, portraying British rule as a 

civilizing mission, while downplaying Indian political and cultural agency (Guha, 1997). Pedagogy 

increasingly became textbook-centered, with memorization and examination success as the key measures 

of learning. The affiliating university system reinforced this. Instead of encouraging critical thinking, 

many institutions trained students to reproduce expected answers. This exam culture left a deep legacy 

that India continued to struggle with after independence. 

7. Social impact of colonial education 

7.1 Creation of a new educated middle class 

One of the most significant outcomes was the rise of a Western-educated Indian middle class. This group 

worked as clerks, teachers, lawyers, journalists, and administrators. English education provided social 

mobility to many urban communities. It also produced leaders who shaped public debate and politics. The 

Indian National Congress, for example, was initially dominated by English-educated elites who used 

modern political language of rights, representation, and constitutional reform. 

7.2 Education and nationalism 

Colonial schools and colleges became places where students encountered liberal political thought, the 

idea of nationhood, and anti-colonial writings. Ironically, an education system designed partly to create 

loyal subjects also helped produce political critics. Many nationalist leaders used English education 

strategically, learning the language of the rulers while challenging the legitimacy of colonial rule. Student 

movements and debates in universities became increasingly political by the early 20th century. 
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7.3 Women’s education 

Women’s education expanded during the British period, though unevenly and slowly. Social reformers 

and some missionary groups promoted schooling for girls. In urban areas, women began to enter schools 

and later colleges. Still, the overall participation of women remained limited because of social restrictions, 

early marriage, economic constraints, and conservative attitudes. The progress was real, but it was far 

from universal. Yet even limited expansion mattered because educated women later became teachers, 

writers, reformers, and public figures, influencing family life and social change. 

7.4 Education and marginal groups 

Access for marginalized communities was shaped by local conditions, reform movements, and political 

struggles. Some groups benefited from missionary education or reformist initiatives. In the late colonial 

period, voices demanding educational rights for oppressed communities grew stronger, and education 

became a key theme in social justice politics. Leaders like B. R. Ambedkar emphasized education as a 

tool for dignity and liberation, challenging structural exclusion in institutions (Ambedkar, 1936). 

 

8. Limitations and criticisms of British education in India 

Colonial education has been criticized on several grounds: 

1. Limited mass literacy: Despite policy documents, primary education remained underfunded. Rural 

schooling was weak, and the majority of Indians remained outside formal education for much of the 

period.  

2. Urban and elite bias: Education expanded more in towns than villages, benefiting groups closer to 

administrative and economic centers.  

3. Employment-oriented model: Many families saw education mainly as a path to clerical jobs, which 

shaped curricula and student aspirations.  

4. Cultural displacement: Indian languages and knowledge traditions lost institutional support and status, 

especially at higher levels.  

5. Exam-centered learning: The emphasis on examinations encouraged memorization rather than 

creativity and problem-solving.  

6. Political control: Universities were monitored and regulated when colonial authorities feared nationalist 

activity, limiting academic freedom.  

These criticisms do not mean colonial education was entirely negative, but they highlight how its structure 

served imperial needs first, and social development second. 

9. Legacy of British education after independence 

 The British period left a layered legacy. On one hand, it created modern institutions such as universities, 

colleges, libraries, and professional schools. It expanded print culture, public debate, and new professions. 
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On the other hand, it left deep structural issues: unequal access, rural-urban divides, exam-oriented 

pedagogy, and an enduring hierarchy between English and Indian languages.  

 Independent India inherited both the infrastructure and the inequalities. Post-1947 policies sought to 

expand mass education, promote regional languages, and build a more inclusive system, yet the colonial 

imprint remained visible in administrative structures and educational culture. 

10. Conclusion 

Education during the British period was a powerful instrument of colonial governance and a catalyst for 

social and political change. British policies reshaped India’s learning landscape by promoting English 

education, building universities, and creating standardized curricula and examinations. This system 

produced a class of educated Indians who played major roles in reform movements and nationalism. At 

the same time, colonial education failed to deliver broad-based literacy and often reinforced social 

inequality by focusing on elite and urban needs. The British period therefore left a complex legacy: it 

modernized educational structures but did not democratize education fully. Understanding this history 

matters because many contemporary debates in India, such as language policy, exam pressure, access, 

and the purpose of education, still echo the tensions created during the colonial era. 

References 

1. Ambedkar, B. R. (1936). Annihilation of caste. (Original work published 1936). 

Dharampal. (1983). The beautiful tree: Indigenous Indian education in the eighteenth century. Biblia 

Impex. 

2. Gandhi, M. K. (1938). Basic education. Navajivan Publishing House. 

3. Guha, R. (1997). Dominance without hegemony: History and power in colonial India. Harvard University 

Press. 

4. Sharp, H. (1920). Selections from educational records, Part I (1781–1839). Government of India Press. 

5. Nurullah, S., & Naik, J. P. (1951). A history of education in India (during the British period). Macmillan. 

6. Seth, S. (2007). Subject lessons: The Western education of colonial India. Duke University Press. 

7. Metcalf, T. R., & Metcalf, B. D. (2006). A concise history of modern India. Cambridge University Press. 

8. Bellenoit, H. J. A. (2007). Missionary education and empire in late colonial India, 1860–1920. Pickering 

& Chatto. 

9. Government of India. (1854). Wood’s Dispatch on education (Official dispatch). 

10. Hunter, W. W. (1882). Report of the Indian Education Commission (Hunter Commission). Government 

of India. 

11. Hartog, P. (1929). Report of the Hartog Committee on education. Government of India. 

 

 


