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Lord Macaulay 

 

FOREWORD:  
The article first seeks to study why and how Macaulay cast a special kind of 
Education system for the ‘British India’, which would suit the rulers. The article 
further discusses how it is still holding ‘Independent India’ back from the rapid 
advancement in different spheres of life that she rightfully deserves. 
Please do read the article carefully and then the chapter ‘Our Views’ at the bottom.  

 

THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY (1800-1859): ON EMPIRE AND EDUCATION 
Between 1834 and 1838 he lived in Calcutta and served on the British "Supreme 
Council for India". His "Minute on Education", from which the selection below comes, 
touches on the relation of Western and Indian civilizations. 
A LOVER OF WESTERN SCIENCES AND ARTS: A MAN OF HIS OWN IDEAS 
Macaulay always devoted his best to the job on hand. In his youth, Macaulay 
exhibited "vehemence, over-confidence, the inability to recognize that there are two 
sides to a question or two people in a dialogue," just as other young men displayed 
(Trevelyan 1876; 112). While these traits were tempered in his later years, Macaulay 
was always a man of his own ideas. And he was greatly influenced in his ideals, 
ideas, and ideologies by the great achievements of Western civilization, sciences, 
philosophy, and theology.  
A BRIEF SOJOURN, AN ENDURING IMPACT 
Lord Macaulay was born on October 25, 1800, and died on December 28, 1859. He 
arrived in India (Madras) on 10th June 1834 as a member of the Supreme Council of 
India. William Bentinck was then the Governor General. Macaulay returned to 
England in early 1838, and resumed his writing career there. Macaulay was in India, 
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thus, only for nearly four years, but he was destined to impact the lives of millions of 
Indians forever. 
Macaulay's Minute on Indian Education dated February 2, 1835 is a public document 
offers a good picture of the thought processes of Macaulay as regards the plan of 
education for "the subjects of Her Majesty in India." The Governor General of India, 
William Bentinck approved the Minute on March 7, 1835 and it became the 
cornerstone of British India educational policy. 
WELL SET IDEAS BEFORE HIS REAL EXPOSURE TO INDIA 
Thus, in many ways his views about India and what India needed at that moment in 
history were all well set before he arrived in India. No wonder, then, that he was 
willing to implement his ideas when he was placed in a position to do. His earliest 
fight was against the British Press in India, whose leaders wanted unbridled freedom 
just as the Press in England enjoyed.  
Macaulay wrote, "We know that India cannot have a free Government. But she may 
have the next best thing-a firm and impartial despotism. The worst state in which 
she can possibly be placed is that in which the memorialists (the British Press in 
India) would place her. They call on us to recognize them as a privileged order of 
freemen in the midst of slaves. It was for the purpose of averting this great evil that 
Parliament, at the same at which it suffered Englishmen to settle in India, armed us 
with those large powers which, in my opinion, we ill deserve to possess, if we have 
not the spirit to use them now" (Trevelyan 1876: 367). The very same strand of 
thought and action would dominate his career in India. 
MACAULAY'S MINUTE ON EDUCATION, 2ND FEBRUARY, 1835 

Following are some excerpts from Macaulay’s famous (?) ‘Minutes on Education’ 
that he presented before the British Government.  

 

WHAT IS THE MOST USEFUL WAY OF USING THE MONEY ALLOCATED FOR 
THE INTELLECTUAL IMPROVEMENT OF THE PEOPLE OF INDIA? 
We now come to the gist of the matter. We have a fund to be employed as 
government shall direct for the intellectual improvement of the people of this country. 
The simple question is, what is the most useful way of employing it? 
All parties seem to be agreed on one point, that the dialects commonly spoken 
among the natives of this part of India, contain neither literary nor scientific 
information, and are, moreover, so poor and rude that, until they are enriched from 
some other quarter, it will not be easy to translate any valuable work into them. It 
seems to be admitted on all sides, that the intellectual improvement of those classes 
of the people who have the means of pursuing higher studies can at present be 
effected only by means of some language not vernacular amongst them. 
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WHAT THEN SHALL THAT LANGUAGE BE? 
I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit1 or Arabic2. -But I have done what I could to 
form a correct estimate of their value. I have never found one among them who 
could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native 
literature of India and Arabia. The intrinsic superiority of the Western literature is, 
indeed, fully admitted by those members of the Committee who support the Oriental 
plan of education. 
It will be hardly disputed, I suppose, that when we pass from works of imagination to 
works in which facts are recorded, and general principles investigated, the 
superiority of the Europeans becomes absolutely immeasurable. It is, I believe, no 
exaggeration to say, that all the historical information which has been collected from 
all the books written may be found in the most paltry abridgments used at 
preparatory schools in England. In every branch of physical or moral philosophy, the 
relative position of the two nations is nearly the same. 
THE LEARNERS CANNOT PRESCRIBE WHAT THE TEACHERS SHOULD 
TEACH:  
I can by no means admit that when a nation of high intellectual attainments 
undertakes to superintend the education of a nation comparatively ignorant, the 
learners are absolutely to prescribe the course which is to be taken by the teachers. 
It would be bad enough to consult their intellectual taste at the expense of their 
intellectual health. But we are consulting neither, -- we are withholding from them the 
learning for which they are craving, we are forcing on them the mock-learning which 
they nauseate. 
DO WE PAY PEOPLE TO LEARN WHAT THEY WANT TO LEARN? 
Nothing is more certain than that it never can in any part of the world be necessary 
to pay men for doing what they think pleasant and profitable. India is no exception to 
this rule. The people of India do not require to be paid for eating rice when they are 
hungry, or for wearing woolen cloth in the cold season. Why then is it necessary to 
pay people to learn Sanscrit and Arabic? Evidently because it is universally felt that 
the Sanscrit and Arabic are languages, the knowledge of which does not 
compensate for the trouble of acquiring them. On all such subjects the state of the 
market is the decisive test. 
EXPENDITURE ON SANSCRIT AND ARABIC LEARNING IS DEAD LOSS 
What we spend on the Arabic and Sanscrit colleges is not merely a dead loss to the 
cause of truth; it is bounty-money paid to raise up champions of error. If there should 
be by opposition among the natives to the change which I recommend, that 
opposition will be the effect of our own system. It will be headed by persons 
supported by our stipends and trained in our colleges. The longer we persevere in 
our present course, the more formidable will that opposition be. It will be every year 
reinforced by recruits whom we are paying. From the native society left to itself, we 
have no difficulties to apprehend; all the murmuring will come from that oriental 

                                                             
1 The Sanskrit language 
2 Arabic language subsequently got replaced with Urdu, which was the Arabic/Persian version of the 
local tongues in the north Indian belt.  
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interest which we have, by artificial means, called into being, and nursed into 
strength. 
THE INDIAN PENAL CODE WILL REPLACE SANSCRIT AND ARABIC TEXTS 
We are commanded by Parliament to ascertain and digest the laws of India. The 
assistance of a law Commission has been given to us for that purpose. As soon as 
the code is promulgated, the Shastras and the Hedaya will be useless to a Moonsief 
or Sudder Ameen. I hope and trust that before the boys who are now entering at the 
Madrassa and the Sanscrit college have completed their studies, this great work will 
be finished. It would be manifestly absurd to educate the rising generation with a 
view to a state of things which we mean to alter before they reach manhood. 
TO SUM UP 
I feel with them, that it is impossible for us, with our limited means, to attempt to 
educate the body of the people. We must at present do our best to form a class who 
may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of 
persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and 
in intellect.  
I SHALL HONOUR ALL EXISTING COMMITMENTS 
I would strictly respect all existing interests. But I would strike at the root of the bad 
system which has hitherto been fostered by us. I would at once stop the printing of 
Arabic and Sanscrit books, I would abolish the Madrassa and the Sanscrit college at 
Calcutta. If we retain the Sanscrit college at Benares and the Mahometan college at 
Delhi, we do enough, and much more than enough in my opinion, for the Eastern 
languages. If the Benares and Delhi colleges should be retained, would at least 
recommend that no stipends shall be given to any students who may hereafter repair 
thither, but that the people shall be left to make their own choice between the rival 
systems of education without being bribed by us to learn what they have no desire to 
know. The funds which would thus be placed at our disposal would enable us to give 
larger encouragement to the Hindoo college at Calcutta, and to establish in the 
principal cities throughout the Presidencies of Fort William and Agra schools in which 
the English language might be well and thoroughly taught. 
RELIEVE ME IF MY PROPOSAL IS NOT ACCEPTED 
If the decision of his Lordship in Council should be such as I anticipate, I shall enter 
on the performance of my duties with the greatest zeal and alacrity. If, on the other 
hand, it be the opinion of the government that the present system ought to remain 
unchanged, I beg that I may be permitted to retire from the chair of the Committee.  

 

WILLIAM BENTINCK'S ORDER 
On March 7, 1835 Governor General Bentinck issued an order that supported the 
position of Macaulay, with some slight changes. The order said: 
The Governor-General of India in Council has attentively considered the two letters 
from the Secretary to the Committee of Public Instruction, dated the 21st and 22nd 
January last, and the papers referred to in them. 
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First, His Lordship in Council is of opinion that the great object of the 
British Government ought to be the promotion of European literature and 
science among the natives of India; and that all the funds appropriated 
for the purpose of education would be best employed on English 
education alone. 
Second, But it is not the intention of His Lordship in Council to abolish any College or 
School of native learning, while the native population shall appear to be inclined to 
avail themselves of the advantages which it affords, and His Lordship in Council 
directs that all the existing professors and students at all the institutions under the 
superintendence of the Committee shall continue to receive their stipends. But his 
lordship in Council decidedly objects to the practice which has hitherto prevailed of 
supporting the students during the period of their education. He conceives that the 
only effect of such a system can be to give artificial encouragement to branches of 
learning which, in the natural course of things, would be superseded by more useful 
studies and he directs that no stipend shall be given to any student that may 
hereafter enter at any of these institutions; and that when any professor of Oriental 
learning shall vacate his situation, the Committee shall report to the Government the 
number and state of the class in order that the Government may be able to decide 
upon the expediency of appointing a successor. 
Third, It has come to the knowledge of the Governor-General in Council that a large 
sum has been expended by the Committee on the printing of Oriental works; his 
Lordship in Council directs that no portion of the funds shall hereafter be so 
employed. 
Fourth, His Lordship in Council directs that all the funds which these reforms will 
leave at the disposal of the Committee be henceforth employed in imparting to the 
native population a knowledge of English literature and science through the medium 
of the English language; and His Lordship in Council requests the Committee to 
submit to Government, with all expedition, a plan for the accomplishment of this 
purpose (Sharp 1920). 

 

IDENTITY BETWEEN THE VIEWS OF MACAULAY AND RAM MOHUN ROY 
In some sense, Macaulay was simply echoing the sentiments of several Indian 
leaders of his time. For example, ten years before Macaulay wrote his Minute, Ram 
Mohan Roy sent an appeal or address to William Pitt, requesting him to lay his 
appeal before the Governor General of India, in which he pleaded that the British 
India Government spend the money authorized by the British Parliament for the 
education of the natives on teaching western sciences to them, not Sanskrit or 
Arabic. 

 

TO CONCLUDE 
Indians have reconciled to the controversy in some strange ways in the last two 
centuries. During the freedom struggle people preferred to study through the media 
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of Indian languages. The governments led by the Indian National Congress in British 
India progressively reduced the importance of English as the medium of instruction 
in high schools. However, much against the expectation that in independent India 
English would lose its relevance and that people in large numbers would adopt 
Indian languages as media of instruction; the clamour for English continues to grow 
by leaps and bounds since independence. 

 

ANOTHER SIDE OF MACAULAY'S NATURE 

On June 29, 1857 Macaulay wrote in his diary, "Horrible news from India; massacre 
of Europeans at Delhi, and mutiny. I have no apprehensions for our Indian Empire; 
but it is a frightful event." (Trevelyan 1876: 358, Second Volume). 
Macaulay also wrote, 
The cruelties of the sepoys have inflamed the nation to a degree unprecedented 
within my memory. There is one terrible cry for revenge. The account of that dreadful 
military execution at Peshawur,--forty men blown at once from the mouths of 
cannon,--their heads, legs, arms flying in all directions,--was read with delight by 
people who three weeks ago were against all capital punishment. Bright himself 
declares for the vigorous suppression of the mutiny. The almost universal feeling is 
that not a single sepoy within the walls of Delhi should be spared; and I own that it is 
a feeling which I cannot help sympathizing (Trevelyan 1876: 359, Second volume). 
On September 19, 1857 Macaulay wrote in his diary, 
This miserable affair at Dinapore may produce serious inconvenience. However, the 
tide is near the turn. Within a month the flood of English will come in fast. But it is 
painful to be so revengeful as I feel myself. I, who cannot bear to see a beast or bird 
in pain, could look on without winking while Nana Sahib underwent all the tortures of 
Ravaillac3. And these feelings are not mine alone. Is it possible that a year passed 
under the influence of such feelings should not have some effect on the national 
character? 
 

 
 

Our Views (Comments by the Amrutyatri Team): 
Having studied Macaulay’s psychology; it does not appear to be exaggerated or 
farfetched, that Macaulay aimed at framing a value system in India, which would 
cultivate, some sense of 'awe' for the educational, social and cultural system of 
Britain/Europe in the minds of the Indians and which, at the same time, would also 
                                                             
3 FRANCOIS RAVAILLAC (1578-1610), the assassin of Henry IV. On May 27, he was taken to the 
Place de Grève and was tortured before being pulled apart by four horses, a method of execution 
reserved for regicides. Alistair Horne describes the torture Ravaillac suffered: "Before being drawn 
and quartered... he was scalded with burning sulphur, molten lead and boiling oil and resin, his flesh 
then being torn by pincers. 
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develop a feeling of diffidence and inferiority towards their own native language, 
culture and social system. Since Macaulay always considered India as a country of 
‘Slaves’; it is no wonder that his education system was devised to develop this 
impression in the natives right from the formative age, with an aim to mechanically 
produce submissive and diffident stooges who could readily adapt to the roles of 
clerks, labourers and bureaucrats.  
However, one must appreciate Macaulay’s highly inflated ego as well as his 
condescending arrogance towards Indian society; especially since just about 150 
years back, in England itself, the quality and status of the English language was 
considered much inferior compared to the French. In Britain itself, the English 
language was called ‘The Vernacular’ and was considered uneloquent, rude, 
barbarous, vulgar and uncultured vis-a-vis the superior, sweet and eloquent French 
language, which was the language of the Government, Judiciary as well as the upper 
strata of the society.4  
Today, if we consider the progress made by our country in the last 60 years vis-à-vis 
the Japan, Israel, China, Taiwan, Korea, Taiwan, Brazil, Spain, Norway and so many 
other countries that have their education system, government, parliamentary system 
based on the local language(s) of the people; we would realise the inefficiency of our 
Macaulayan system that is entirely based on the language and culture of our 
erstwhile rulers and which has made us walk with the crutches of the English 
language and carry its burden on our judicial, governmental as well as social 
systems. Today, we have no Macaulay to force alien culture and foreign language on 
us but the people who are the products of his education system in India, continue to 
ensure that his legacy continues.  
The great leaders of India such as Gandhiji, Ravindranath Tagore and many others 
as well as experts and advisors, such as Kothari Commission etc. in the field of 
education, were very wise to recommend that the education policy of the country be 
based on the local language(s). However, the social and educational machinery 
designed by Macaulay is so strong even today that more and more people are falling 
prey to the baseless propaganda of the native Brown Sahibs of his lineage, who 
want to perpetuate the absurd system in order to protect their personal interests.  
At this juncture, we just can’t resist reproducing a small paragraph from Gandhiji’s 
article, which says: 
“The foreign medium has caused brains fag, put an undue strain upon the nerves of 
our children, made them crammers and imitators, unfitted them for original work and 
thought, and disabled them for filtrating their learning to the family or the masses. 
The foreign medium has made our children practically foreigners in their own lands. 
It is the greatest tragedy of the existing system. The foreign medium has prevented 
the growth of our vernaculars. If I had the powers of a despot, I would today stop the 
tuitions of our boys and girls through a foreign medium and require all the teachers 
and professors on pain of dismissal to introduce the change forthwith.  I would not 
wait for the preparation of Text books. They will follow the change. It is an evil that 
needs a summary remedy.” (From the book "The Selected Works Of Gandhi" Vol. 6 

                                                             
4 Please refer to the article at the following link. 
http://wp.me/pzBjo-8x [इं जी भाषेचा वजय (ले० सलील कुळकण ) ] 
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The Voice of Truth) 
Read the para carefully from the point of view of a common villager, who forms 60% 
of the population of our country and not that of a person from the privileged class of 
city dwellers. Also compare the context of the word ‘despot’ used by Gandhiji vis-à-
vis that used by Macaulay (see page-2). The context and intention of usage of the 
word show a marked difference between the approaches of these two men. The 
viewpoint of the former was that of a sincere social leader of a (to be) independent 
nation towards its own people and that of the latter was that of a devious and 
despotic ruler towards the slaves.  

So who do we think was the true well wisher of India and its people – 
Lord Macaulay or Mahatma Gandhi?  
Let us also ask ourselves if we should still blindly follow the path laid 
down by Lord Macaulay to suit the then rulers or redraw our own path 
that will serve the social, educational, financial and emotional interests of 
the people of independent India.   
 

-------------------------------------------------------- 
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