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A BSTRACT  

This research paper investigates the introduction and evolution of the colonial 
educational system in Lahore during the nineteenth century, examining the 
complex interplay between British imperial objectives and the multifaceted 
response of the indigenous society. The study posits that the British initiative to 
disseminate "useful knowledge," rooted in utilitarian and civilizing discourses, did 
not merely exploit or supplant the existing vernacular institutions; rather, it 
functioned as a powerful catalyst for profound societal transformation. While 
initially met with deep-seated resistance anchored in the preservation of religious 
and customary traditions, the new educational model ultimately triggered a 
pragmatic adaptability among the native populace. This adaptability, driven by the 
necessity for professional mobility and political agency, paradoxically kindled the 
very forces of self-realisation, scientific rationality, and political consciousness that 
the colonial state sought to manage. The analysis traces the shift from traditional 
Makhtabs and Pathsalas to the institutional machinery established by Macaulay’s 
Minute and Wood’s Despatch, highlighting how this structural change laid the 
groundwork for modern communal and national identity formation. It concludes 
that the adoption of Western education became the crucial site for negotiating 
identity, leading to the rise of socio-religious revivalist movements like Arya Samaj 
and Anjuman-i-Himayat-i-Islam, which utilized modern educational tools to 
safeguard and redefine indigenous cultural heritage in the face of imperial 
dominance. 

 

K EYWORDS : Colonial Education, Lahore, Resistance, Adaptability, Revivalism 

 

 
 Independent Scholar. Email: atifwatoo007@gmail.com 
   DOI: https://doi.org/10.65463/3  

https://doi.org/10.65463/3


The Historian                                                                                 Vol. 19  /  Summer- 2021 
 

2 
 

The arrival of the British in the Punjab, and 
specifically the administrative hub of Lahore, 
marked a profound inflection point in the 
region’s intellectual and social history, 
transforming the very architecture of 
knowledge transmission. Before the advent 
of East India Company rule, education was an 
organic, vernacular affair, intimately linked to 
religious centres and social hierarchies, but 
the mid-nineteenth century inaugurated a 
deliberate, state-sponsored attempt to 
restructure indigenous intellectual life 
(Thomas 1891). This essay argues that the 
introduction of colonial education, far from 
being a simple instrument of cultural or 
economic subjugation, operated as a 
complex, double-edged pedagogical tool: it 
was designed for imperial control, yet it 
inadvertently supplied the conceptual 
vocabulary necessary for indigenous 
resistance and the eventual articulation of 
modern political identities. The core of this 
transformation lay in the imposition of 
secular, liberal, and scientific ideals, 
encapsulated within the English language, 
upon a society structurally accustomed to 
sacred, customary, and static learning (Kumar 
2005). Lahore, as a vital centre of 
administration and intellectual exchange, 
serves as a crucial microcosm for 
understanding this dynamic, showcasing the 
intricate negotiations that defined the 
relationship between the coloniser and the 
subject on the volatile grounds of educational 
policy. 

 

The larger historical context of this 
educational debate is situated within the 
ideological clashes of the early nineteenth 
century, particularly the infamous Orientalist 
versus Anglicist controversy, which was 
essentially a contest over the most effective 
means of governance and cultural 
assimilation. While the Orientalists 

advocated for a pragmatic approach, focusing 
on co-opting native elites through the 
patronage of Persian and Sanskrit, the 
Anglicists, led forcefully by figures like 
Macaulay, championed the radical overhaul 
of native curricula to foster a class of 
intermediaries "Indian in blood and colour, 
but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, 
and in intellect" (Mahmood 1893). This 
intellectual schism within the colonial 
administration itself highlights the initial 
ambivalence of the imperial project, yet the 
ultimate triumph of the Anglicist view 
cemented the policy of English-medium, 
Western-style schooling as the official 
paradigm. It is this systematic, channelised 
introduction of Western pedagogy, through a 
series of administrative acts from the Charter 
Act of 1813 to the Hunter Commission of 
1882, that necessitated a response from the 
indigenous populace, a response that ranged 
from outright condemnation to tactical 
embrace (Zastoupil and Moir 1999). 

The critical examination here moves 
beyond a binary interpretation of exploitation 
versus enlightenment, instead focusing on 
the synthesis of cultural contestation and 
strategic adaptation that defined the Lahore 
experience. The indigenous response was 
neither uniform nor static; initial universal 
resistance eventually fragmented into 
differentiated communal and class-based 
reactions, culminating in a phase of 
sophisticated strategic adaptability. This latter 
phase saw indigenous leaders co-opting the 
institutional and intellectual framework of 
the colonial system—the very schools, books, 
and ideas—to serve their own ends: 
specifically, the preservation, revival, and 
reformation of their respective socio-
religious identities, thereby fueling the 
nascent political consciousness of modern 
Indian nationalism. By investigating the 
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specific mechanics of this adaptation, 
including the rise of reformist educational 
societies, this study seeks to illuminate how 
the recipients of colonial policy turned the 
instruments of imperial control into the 
cultural infrastructure of self-determination. 

The historiography on colonial education 
is rich and varied, clustering around two 
major interpretive poles: the critique of 
imperial exploitation and the 
acknowledgment of pragmatic modernising 
effects. Scholars who adopt the critical 
stance, often influenced by subaltern studies, 
view colonial education primarily as a 
definitive tool of cultural imperialism, 
designed to defame and eventually supplant 
the vernacular educational infrastructure 
through the imposition of European cultural 
hegemony (Shah 2015). This perspective 
emphasises the destructive intent, 
particularly the Anglicist agenda's explicit 
goal of creating a subservient administrative 
class, which ultimately denied true 
intellectual liberation to the masses while 
eroding indigenous knowledge systems. The 
argument here is that the entire enterprise 
was structurally manipulative, ensuring that 
the colonial subject was culturally dislocated 
and ideologically assimilated into the system 
of white supremacy (Pandey 1972). These 
accounts rightly point to the administrative 
measures that systematically dismantled the 
financial patronage and moral prestige 
enjoyed by traditional institutions, reinforcing 
the narrative of education as a policy of 
deliberate cultural warfare. 

Conversely, a significant body of work 
adopts a more nuanced or even utilitarian 
perspective, arguing that colonial education, 
regardless of the colonisers’ intentions, 
spurred necessary societal transitions and 
awareness. These historians highlight that 
the exposure to secular ideals, scientific 

rationality, and the liberal political thought of 
the West was instrumental in shocking the 
static, often superstitious, indigenous society 
into a process of self-reflection and reform 
(Spear 1938). This school of thought suggests 
that the resulting political consciousness and 
the capacity for self-realisation—evident in 
the movements to abolish Sati and promote 
widow remarriage—were not possible 
without the structural intervention of 
Western pedagogy and its emphasis on 
rational inquiry (Bellenoit 2007). Moreover, 
the administrative efficiency demanded by 
the new educational services, as outlined by 
figures like Clive Whitehead, created a 
channelised, merit-based system—even if 
limited by filtration theory—that provided a 
blueprint for modern state education, a 
model that subsequent independent nations 
would eventually adopt and expand 
(Whitehead 2003). The study here 
synthesises these views, acknowledging the 
destructive imperial framework while 
focusing on the creative, adaptive agency 
demonstrated by the native population in 
leveraging the new educational resources for 
their own cultural and political revival. 

The methodological framework for this 
analysis is rooted in a historical approach that 
combines institutional history with the socio-
cultural interpretation of colonial policy. 
Following the foundational insights of 
scholars like Krishna Kumar, this study views 
colonial education not merely as a set of 
governmental rules, but as an expression of 
the colonial state’s utilitarian doctrine, which 
framed the indigenous population as 
"ignorant" and in need of "civilising" reform 
(Kumar 2005). This methodology allows for a 
deep interrogation of the underlying imperial 
philosophy—the Victorian liberal idea of India 
as a "sad, sleeping beauty" requiring 
philanthropic intervention—and how this 
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paternalistic attitude dictated the design and 
sequencing of educational policies from the 
1813 Charter Act to the Hunter Commission 
(Mehta 1929). By focusing on the discursive 
framework of policy, the research aims to 
uncover the dual mandate of the British: to 
produce efficient administrative clerks while 
simultaneously attempting a moral and 
intellectual transformation of the subject 
population, thus providing the context for the 
native response. 

The second component of the 
methodology involves a rigorous analysis of 
both primary and secondary sources 
pertaining specifically to the Lahore division 
during the late nineteenth century. Primary 
sources, including official colonial reports—
such as those by Captain H.R. Fuller, Captain 
W. R. Horloy, and J.G. Cordery—are used to 
construct a ground-level understanding of the 
quantitative shifts in student enrollment, the 
classification of schools (Zillah, Halkabandi), 
and the financial allowances for instructors, 
contrasting the state of indigenous schools 
with the newly established Anglo-vernacular 
institutions (Fuller 1865; Horloy 1869; 
Cordery 1872). These reports provide 
tangible data on the progress of 'filtration 
down' theory and the subsequent expansion 
of education in the Punjab. Secondary 
sources are employed to provide the 
necessary intellectual and political context, 
drawing on the works of nationalist historians 
for the narrative of resistance and cultural 
revivalism, and on Western and post-colonial 
accounts for institutional analysis. This 
mixed-method approach—juxtaposing the 
colonial administrative view with the native 
cultural experience—ensures a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
transition, resistance, and eventual pragmatic 
adaptability that defined the educational 
landscape of Lahore. 

T HE V ERNACULAR P EDAGOGY AND 

S OCIAL O RDER  

The indigenous education system prevalent in 
Lahore and the surrounding Punjab prior to 
annexation was inextricably woven into the 
communal and social fabric, operating less as 
a state-controlled apparatus and more as a 
series of disparate, religiously anchored sites 
for moral and vocational instruction. For the 
Muslims, the Makhtabs (primary) and 
Madrassas (higher learning) were governed 
by the study of Persian and Arabic, where the 
pursuit of knowledge was intrinsically linked 
to the mastery of the Quran and Hadith, 
reinforcing a unitary religious and legal 
worldview (Mahmood 1893). This system was 
notably more democratic in terms of access, 
reflecting Islam's rejection of hereditary caste 
monopoly, though it still enforced strict 
patriarchal boundaries that confined female 
education predominantly to home schooling 
or segregated religious environments. The 
intellectual culture prized jurisprudence, 
theology, and philosophy, but consistently 
framed secular subjects within the absolute 
authority of religious teachings, inhibiting the 
development of unfettered rational inquiry. 

In stark contrast, the Hindu Pathsalas and 
Tols were deeply entrenched within the rigid 
architecture of the caste system, a 
stratification that dictated both the 
curriculum and the accessibility of learning. 
The highest knowledge, conducted in the 
sacred language of Sanskrit, was largely 
monopolised by the Brahmin caste, who 
functioned as the custodians of Vedic 
scriptures and higher learning, effectively 
restricting advanced education to privileged, 
high-caste elites (Thomas 1891). This 
structural division meant that the vast 
majority of Hindu students, belonging to 
trading or agrarian communities, only 
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received elementary instruction focused on 
commercial arithmetic, rudiments of writing, 
and basic moral fables—knowledge 
necessary for vocational life, but inadequate 
for intellectual advancement beyond 
established dogma. The Shudras, or 
scheduled castes, were entirely excluded 
from these religious and scholarly sites, their 
educational deprival being a sanctioned 
component of the social order, thus 
highlighting a pre-existing systemic inequity 
that the colonial administration would later 
exploit. 

The Sikh community in Lahore, while 
sharing cultural space with Hindus, 
maintained distinct educational sites, 
particularly the Gurdwaras, where the 
instruction centered on the Gurmukhi script 
and the recitation of the Guru Granth Sahib 
(Leitner 1971). The institutions run by the 
Udasis, a heretic faction of Sikhism, were 
particularly influential, focusing on traditional 
Sikh lore, physical training, and basic literacy, 
often receiving patronage from Sikh rulers 
through land grants and endowments, 
demonstrating a rare instance of indigenous 
state sponsorship. However, like the Hindu 
system, the Sikh structure lacked a dedicated, 
secularised high school curriculum that 
embraced a broad range of arts and sciences 
outside the theological domain. This 
convergence of education and religious 
custom across all three communities meant 
that the intellectual environment was defined 
by an unquestioning reverence for inherited 
knowledge and a marked absence of critical, 
individualistic enquiry, a condition the British 
would deliberately label as 'static' and 
'obtuse' to justify their subsequent 
interventions (Singh 1986). 

The pedagogical methods across the 
indigenous systems, whether Makhtab or 
Pathsala, relied heavily on oral tradition, 

memorisation, and repetition, cultivating a 
deep respect for authority rather than 
intellectual individualism. The Hatekhari 
ceremony for Hindus and the intensive focus 
on rote learning of scriptures ensured that 
moral and religious indoctrination was the 
primary outcome, often overshadowing 
functional literacy or critical thought (Mehta 
1929). Furthermore, the lack of central state 
sponsorship meant that infrastructure was 
rudimentary, with classes often held under 
trees, in temples, or in mosques, relying on 
the generosity of local patrons and the 
modest rewards (gifts, food, and high social 
prestige) bestowed upon the instructors 
(Thomas 1891). This decentralised, often 
impoverished, but deeply revered system was 
perfectly calibrated to reproduce the existing 
social, moral, and communal order, resisting 
any external force that sought to separate the 
pursuit of knowledge from the observance of 
sacred duty. The very organic nature of the 
indigenous system, bound by caste and 
custom, made it uniquely vulnerable to the 
centralised, secular, and financially-backed 
educational machinery the British were 
preparing to deploy. 

T HE P OLITICAL E CONOMY OF 

E DUCATIONAL INTERVENTION  

The initial forays of the British into the 
educational landscape were neither sudden 
nor purely altruistic; they were strategically 
aligned with the evolving political economy of 
the East India Company. Prior to 1813, the 
British maintained a policy of careful non-
interference, focusing solely on securing 
economic interests, but the logistical 
demands of a burgeoning empire 
necessitated a shift. The increasing territorial 
acquisition required a vast administrative 
structure, creating a critical need for low-cost, 
literate clerical staff capable of mediating 
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between the English-speaking ruling elite and 
the vernacular-speaking masses—a problem 
exacerbated by the systematic replacement 
of Persian as the official court language 
(Thomas 1891). This practical requirement for 
administrative manpower became the most 
compelling pragmatic driver behind state 
intervention in native education, predating 
and often outweighing the loftier 
philosophical debates on "civilising" the 
population. The Charter Act of 1813 
formalised this commitment, allocating the 
initial sum of one lakh rupees for the "revival 
and improvement of literature and the 
encouragement of the learned natives of 
India," a vague mandate that nonetheless 
marked the first official state patronage of 
education and immediately ignited the 
Orientalist-Anglicist schism over its 
interpretation (Zastoupil and Moir 1999). 

The Orientalists, a faction within the 
administration, articulated a conservative, 
yet pragmatic, imperial vision that initially 
dominated policy. Figures like Warren 
Hastings and Jonathan Duncan argued 
forcefully for preserving the native 
languages—Persian, Sanskrit, and Arabic—
and the establishment of institutions like the 
Calcutta Madrasa, believing that governance 
would be more effective if conducted through 
the cultural idiom of the ruling elites (Spear 
1938). Their perspective was not born of 
genuine cultural reverence but from a 
strategic understanding of power: by 
demonstrating respect for indigenous 
learning, they hoped to acquire the 
"sympathy" of the natives, thereby securing 
political stability and legitimacy in the newly 
governed territories. The Orientalists' 
approach, therefore, was to gently graft 
Western science and knowledge onto the 
established indigenous literary stock, a policy 
of evolutionary change that aimed at control 

through cultural co-option rather than radical 
confrontation (Bellenoit 2007). This 
gradualist approach stalled, however, 
because it failed to address the Company’s 
immediate and pressing need for 
functionaries proficient in the language of 
imperial communication, English. 

The subsequent triumph of the Anglicist 
position, crystallised in Thomas Babington 
Macaulay's Minute of 1835, stemmed directly 
from the confluence of this administrative 
need and a powerful liberal-utilitarian 
ideology. Macaulay, backed by Governor-
General Lord Bentinck, successfully framed 
the Orientalist stance as economically 
wasteful and intellectually inferior, famously 
dismissing all of India and Arabia's native 
literature as less valuable than a "single shelf 
of a good European library" (Mahmood 
1893). This intellectual aggression was the 
necessary political theatre to justify a radical 
break from the past, enabling the immediate 
implementation of English as the sole 
medium of instruction for higher education. 
The minute’s ultimate aim was profoundly 
political: to create a "class of interpreters" 
who would then transmit Western knowledge 
and ideals downwards to the masses, a 
strategy known as the ‘filtration down theory’ 
(Kumar 2005). This theory was not merely 
pedagogical; it was an economic measure to 
limit state expenditure on mass education 
while ensuring that cultural and ideological 
transmission was managed by a loyal, 
Anglicised native elite, who would function as 
the intellectual middleman for the empire. 

The Lahore region experienced the 
consequences of this Anglicist victory directly 
with the subsequent establishment of Anglo-
vernacular schools that privileged English and 
Western sciences over indigenous learning. 
The state's certification and exclusive grant 
funding were channeled only to institutions 
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that embraced this new curriculum, 
systematically starving the traditional 
Makhtabs and Pathsalas of essential 
resources and prestige (Mehta 1929). This act 
was a form of passive institutional aggression: 
by offering professional mobility and 
government employment exclusively to the 
products of the new English schools, the 
British effectively created an economic 
incentive that rendered the old learning 
obsolete for ambitious native youth, even 
those from traditionally privileged families. 
The practical necessity of employment—not 
philosophical conversion—became the 
primary lever for the diffusion of the new 
education, a dynamic that would force the 
native population to choose between cultural 
fidelity and socio-economic advancement. 
The seeds of resistance were thus 
immediately sown, as the substitution of 
Persian by English was perceived by the 
former ruling Muslim elite as a deliberate, 
calculated political and cultural 
disenfranchisement (Shah 2015). 

T HE T RIUMPH OF A NGLICISM AND 

A DMINISTRATIVE MACHINERY  

The principles laid down by Macaulay’s 
Minute were rapidly institutionalised and 
expanded by subsequent administrative 
policies, most notably Sir Charles Wood's 
Education Despatch of 1854, which is often 
termed the "Magna Carta" of English 
education in India. Wood's Despatch moved 
beyond the narrow focus of higher education 
and filtration, setting out a comprehensive, 
channelised blueprint for the entire 
educational structure, ranging from primary 
schools up to the establishment of affiliating 
universities (Whitehead 2003). Crucially, it 
mandated the formation of a separate 
Department of Public Instruction (DPI) in 
each province, including the Punjab, which 

centralised control, regularised curricula, and 
professionalised the inspectorate. This 
creation of a dedicated administrative 
machinery transformed education from an 
experimental policy into a permanent, 
pervasive state function, extending its 
influence even to the remote districts 
surrounding Lahore (Horloy 1869). The 
Despatch formally endorsed the grants-in-aid 
system, encouraging private and missionary 
bodies to open English-medium schools by 
offering state financial support, thereby 
expanding the reach of Western pedagogy 
beyond direct government control. 

This system of grants-in-aid was 
particularly potent in Lahore, as it allowed for 
the rapid proliferation of English-medium 
institutions like the Government College (GC), 
Forman Christian College (FC College), and 
King Edward Medical School, which became 
the new epicentres of learning and social 
prestige (Bellenoit 2007). The establishment 
of the University of the Punjab in 1882, the 
fourth such affiliating university in India, 
provided the final institutional capstone, 
confirming Lahore’s status as a key 
educational node and validating the shift 
from vernacular intellectual culture to the 
globalized academic standard of the British 
Empire. These new institutions not only 
taught English literature and Western science 
but, by their very design and secular charters, 
transmitted fundamental civic ideas: 
punctuality, a compartmentalised approach 
to knowledge, hierarchical bureaucratic 
structure, and the concept of a state-certified 
"qualification" as the basis for social ascent 
(Kumar 2005). The architectural presence of 
these grand colleges also symbolised the 
power of the new intellectual order, visually 
dwarfing the traditional Makhtabs and 
Pathsalas which had historically operated in 
the informal spaces of the mosque or temple. 
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The administrative commitment to mass 
education was further tested and refined by 
the Hunter Commission of 1882, which was 
tasked with reviewing the progress and 
implementation of Wood’s Despatch. The 
Commission’s findings affirmed the necessity 
of primary education, recommending that it 
should be managed and financed by local 
bodies, such as municipal and district boards, 
thus decentralising and democratising its 
financial basis (Thomas 1891). This was a 
significant strategic move: by transferring the 
fiscal burden of primary schooling to local 
funds, the imperial centre could focus its 
direct resources on higher education and the 
production of the elite bureaucracy, while 
simultaneously ensuring that a basic level of 
Western literacy—sufficient for local clerical 
work and general administration—was 
spread across the villages of the Punjab 
(Cordery 1872). The Hunter 
recommendations also encouraged the shift 
of secondary education entirely into private 
hands under the grant-in-aid system, a policy 
that directly facilitated the rise of native-run 
institutions and, ironically, enabled the 
subsequent formation of communal revivalist 
schools. 

A critical, often unacknowledged aspect 
of this administrative expansion was the 
subtle cultural imperialism woven into the 
educational content itself. The British 
perceived the native intellect as capable of 
imitation but lacking in the original genius 
required for true rational thought (Mahmood 
1893). Consequently, the curriculum was 
often designed to present European history, 
philosophy, and science not as one tradition 
among many, but as the universal standard of 
human achievement, portraying the 
indigenous past as an era of superstition, 
stagnation, and despotism (Shah 2015). This 
concept of ‘otherness’ was deeply ingrained 

in the texts and pedagogy, aimed at instilling 
a sense of cultural inferiority that would 
precondition the educated native elite to 
accept the moral and intellectual superiority 
of the coloniser. This psychological dimension 
of educational policy, however, proved to be 
a volatile force; the very exposure to liberal 
texts, such as those of Locke and Mill, 
eventually gave the native elite the language 
of rights, reason, and self-rule, enabling them 
to deconstruct the coloniser's own 
ideological justification for dominance 
(Mayhew 2009). The intellectual resources 
provided by the empire would thus be turned 
against the empire itself. 
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F ORMS OF R ESISTANCE AND THE 

INDIGENOUS C OUNTER - N ARRATIVE  

The initial response to the imposition of 
colonial education in Lahore was 
characterised by broad, deep-seated 
resistance, driven by a profound cultural 
anxiety that transcended mere political 
disagreement. For the Muslim community, 
the resistance was intensified by the memory 
of recent political displacement and the deep 
sense of grievance over the loss of Persian's 
status as the language of the court, a political 
demotion that directly compromised the 
professional future of the educated elite 
(Shah 2015). The introduction of English 
education was immediately and widely 
viewed as an existential threat to Deen (faith) 
and Duniya (worldly life), condemned by 
religious leaders (Ulema) as an act of cultural 
poisoning intended to corrupt the morals of 
Muslim youth and convert them to 
Christianity, a fear exacerbated by the highly 
visible evangelism of missionary schools 
(Ruknuddin 2017). This led to a mass 
withdrawal from the new schools, confining 
Muslim children to the traditional Makhtabs 
and Madrassas, an act of passive resistance 
that resulted in the community's profound 
educational and economic lag throughout the 
mid-nineteenth century. 

The Hindu and Sikh communities, while 
less overtly resistant due to their long-
standing experience of living under external 
rule, nonetheless exhibited strong internal 
opposition, particularly from the 
conservative religious custodians. The 
primary fear among Brahmins was the 
erosion of the caste system and the sacred 
exclusivity of Sanskrit knowledge (Pandey 
1972). The colonial school, with its secular 
curriculum, its open admission policy (which, 
at least theoretically, included lower castes), 

and its emphasis on rational-scientific inquiry, 
was perceived as a direct assault on the 
traditional social order. The mandatory 
attendance for all children, regardless of 
caste, was seen as a ritual defilement, a direct 
challenge to the centuries-old custom that 
barred Shudras from educational proximity to 
higher castes. This resistance was less 
political than socio-religious, expressed 
through communal pressure, intellectual 
critique published in vernacular periodicals, 
and the refusal of influential families to enroll 
their sons in the new institutions (Mayhew 
2009). 

The resistance was not solely passive; it 
also took the form of an active intellectual 
counter-narrative propagated through the 
burgeoning native press in Lahore, a 
development ironically facilitated by the 
modern printing technology introduced by 
the British. Newspapers like The Tribune and 
journals such as the Aligarh Institute Gazette 
became the critical forums where native 
intellectuals dissected and condemned the 
underlying motives of colonial pedagogy 
(Mahmood 1893). These publications carried 
reports of missionary proselytisation, 
published detailed critiques of the English 
curriculum's bias, and mobilised public 
opinion against the government's perceived 
cultural imperialism. This form of resistance 
was sophisticated, utilising the very tools of 
Western modernity—the printing press and 
mass communication—to construct a unified 
indigenous critique, transforming an 
academic policy debate into a widespread 
public and political grievance. 

Furthermore, the initial withdrawal of 
students—recorded in colonial reports as 
discouragingly low enrollment figures in the 
early Anglo-vernacular schools like the 
Lahore School and Government College—was 
a tangible, economic act of cultural fidelity 
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(Fuller 1865). Families, particularly those 
from the countryside and those deeply 
conservative, chose to forgo the promise of 
government employment rather than expose 
their children to what they viewed as a 
corrupting influence (Horloy 1869). This 
resistance was ultimately undermined by the 
utilitarian calculus of the colonial state; as 
government service and lucrative professions 
became exclusively reliant on English 
proficiency and Western degrees, the 
material necessity of securing a future for 
their children began to outweigh the cultural 
anxieties of the parents (Bellenoit 2007). The 
very system they resisted eventually became 
the only ladder for professional and economic 
mobility, forcing a gradual but inevitable 
pragmatic reconsideration, thus leading to 
the phase of critical adaptability. The core 
conflict of this era was therefore a contest 
between sacred tradition and material 
necessity, a contest that Lahore’s educated 
classes would soon resolve through strategic 
embrace. 

T HE UTILITARIAN T URN AND S OCIAL 

A DAPTABILITY  

The transition from outright resistance to 
pragmatic adaptability was spearheaded by a 
nascent class of indigenous reformers who 
recognised that cultural preservation could 
only be achieved through intellectual parity. 
Figures such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy among 
the Hindus and, later, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 
among the Muslims, emerged as the pivotal 
proponents of this utilitarian turn, arguing 
that the mastery of English and Western 
science was not an abandonment of tradition 
but a crucial weapon for its defence and 
modernisation (Spear 1938). Ram Mohan 
Roy, advocating for a "new departure" in 
Indian education, strongly demanded the 
establishment of English-medium 

institutions, viewing the rationalistic and 
scientific ideals of the West as the necessary 
antidote to the pervasive, static customs and 
superstitious practices that had plagued 
indigenous society, such as Sati and 
infanticide (Pandey 1972). His reformist zeal 
reframed the adoption of Western education 
as an act of internal social purification, 
essential for religious and moral reform, 
rather than a surrender to imperial culture. 

Similarly, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan became 
the most articulate champion of adaptation 
within the Muslim community, directly 
challenging the conservative Ulema who 
preached against the illegality of learning 
English. Recognizing the devastating political 
and economic consequences of Muslim 
educational backwardness, he argued that 
modern science was not contradictory to the 
fundamental tenets of Islam; rather, he 
insisted that a true understanding of the faith 
was perfectly compatible with, and indeed 
enhanced by, rational, scientific inquiry 
(Ruknuddin 2017). His establishment of the 
Scientific Society and later the Muhammadan 
Anglo-Oriental (MAO) College was designed 
to fuse the scientific, literary, and political 
knowledge of the West with the ethical and 
religious framework of Islam, creating a new 
generation of Muslims who were both 
modern scholars and faithful adherents. This 
institutional model, replicated through 
various schools in the Lahore region, 
provided a psychologically safe cultural 
corridor through which Muslim students 
could access the necessary tools of the 
modern world without the perceived threat 
of cultural conversion (Shah 2015). 

The intellectual adaptability of the native 
elite was driven by the realisation that the 
colonial educational system, despite its 
imperial design, provided three indispensable 
resources for future political action. First, it 
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offered professional access, ensuring that the 
new elite could secure positions of influence 
within the judicial, administrative, and 
economic spheres of the colonial state, thus 
gaining material security and institutional 
knowledge (Whitehead 2003). Second, it 
provided a lingua franca (English) that cut 
across the regional and communal vernacular 
divisions of the subcontinent, enabling the 
first pan-Indian intellectual and political 
movements to take root (Kumar 2005). Third, 
and most crucially, the Western curriculum—
particularly political science, philosophy, and 
history—furnished the conceptual toolkit of 
modern nationalism, including ideas of 
constitutional governance, self-
determination, and the rights of man. The 
very political language used to demand self-
rule was learned from the texts assigned in 
the Government College and FC College 
classrooms in Lahore. 

The quantifiable evidence of this 
adaptability is found in the soaring 
enrollment numbers following the Hunter 
Commission’s recommendations and the 
subsequent proliferation of government-
aided schools (Cordery 1872). The earlier 
resistance by the privileged classes gave way 
to a competitive scramble for places in the 
new institutions, as the economic realities of 
a rapidly modernising society made a 
Western degree the only passport to 
prosperity (Horloy 1869). This mass 
adaptation was not a cultural capitulation but 
a strategic, highly selective embrace, where 
the native elite consciously filtered the 
content, accepting Western science and 
administrative skills while consciously 
rejecting or re-contextualising the cultural 
and religious implications of the curriculum. 
This selective appropriation allowed the 
native to master the mechanics of the 
imperial system while maintaining an 

internal, unwavering commitment to 
indigenous identity, setting the stage for the 
next and most consequential phase of the 
response: the organised revivalist 
movements. The adaptation was the crucial 
middle step between passive resistance and 
active political assertion. 

R EVIVALISM , IDENTITY , AND THE S EEDS OF 

N ATIONALISM  

The final and most defining native response 
was the emergence of powerful socio-
religious revivalist movements in Lahore 
during the late nineteenth century, which 
perfectly demonstrated the co-option of 
Western institutional models for indigenous 
cultural defense. These movements were the 
direct intellectual product of colonial 
education, founded and led by English-
educated natives who were profoundly aware 
of both the threats and opportunities 
presented by Western modernity (Pandey 
1972). The Arya Samaj, founded by 
Dayananda Saraswati, exemplifies this 
synthesis: it was both a rational, monotheistic 
reform movement that rejected the 
superstitious excesses and idolatry of 
contemporary Hinduism, and a nationalist 
movement that championed the infallibility 
of the Vedas and promoted the concept of 
Swaraj (self-rule) (Bellenoit 2007). The 
movement’s success lay in its educational 
infrastructure, specifically the Dayanand 
Anglo-Vedic (DAV) Schools and Colleges 
established in Lahore and elsewhere. 

The DAV system was a masterful piece of 
strategic adaptation, utilizing the institutional 
model of the British—formal certification, 
structured classes, centralised 
administration—while reversing the 
curriculum's ideological thrust. The DAV 
schools taught English literature and Western 
science with efficiency to ensure their 
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students' professional success, but they 
balanced this by rigorously instilling Vedic 
philosophy, Sanskrit, and a proud, rationalist 
version of Hindu history, effectively 
inoculating their students against the cultural 
condescension of the colonial curriculum 
(Pandey 1972). By ensuring that their 
graduates could successfully compete for civil 
service jobs while maintaining a strong, 
reformed cultural identity, the Arya Samaj 
effectively resolved the conflict between 
cultural fidelity and material advancement 
for the Hindu community in the Punjab 
(Mayhew 2009). This parallel institutional 
structure became the bedrock for modern 
Hindu nationalism in the region, driven by an 
elite educated class that had mastered the 
coloniser's tools to assert its cultural self-
worth. 

Mirroring this communal strategy, the 
Muslim community in Lahore established the 
Anjuman-i-Himayat-i-Islam in 1884, a body 
dedicated to countering missionary influence 
and providing an Islamic-focused education 
that was simultaneously modern and 
orthodox (Mahmood 1893). The Anjuman’s 
core function was to establish a network of 
schools and colleges that, much like the DAV 
system, guaranteed Western literacy and 
scientific training while placing an equal 
emphasis on Islamic theology, Urdu, and the 
cultural maintenance of the Muslim identity 
(Ruknuddin 2017). This movement was a 
necessary corrective to the earlier resistance-
induced educational lag, providing a mass-
based educational platform that 
supplemented the elite focus of Sir Syed’s 
movement, addressing the educational needs 
of the rapidly urbanising Muslim middle class 
in Lahore. The Anjuman’s success, rooted in 
popular philanthropy and mass participation, 
transformed education into a vehicle for 
communal solidarity and political 

mobilisation, making it an indispensable part 
of the growing Muslim political consciousness 
in the province. 

The ultimate impact of the colonial 
educational project was thus dialectical: it 
fostered a sense of political consciousness 
and identity-realisation that directly 
contradicted the imperial design of control. 
By providing a common administrative 
language, a unified institutional structure 
(the university system), and the conceptual 
vocabulary of liberal nationalism, the British 
inadvertently created the necessary 
conditions for the emergence of anti-colonial 
political movements. The educated elite, 
forged in the colleges of Lahore, learned to 
organise, debate, and petition using the 
constitutional principles taught to them in 
Western philosophy classes (Kumar 2005). 
The revivalist movements, in turn, used the 
Western educational model to recruit, 
organise, and define the communal identities 
that would later become the foundational 
building blocks of the nationalist struggle. The 
double-edged pedagogy, intended as a tool 
for assimilation, instead became the 
intellectual forge for a generation of 
indigenous leaders determined to assert their 
cultural independence through the very 
instruments of Western modernity. 

C ONCLUSION  

The history of colonial education in Lahore 
during the nineteenth century reveals a 
dynamic far more nuanced than a simple 
narrative of imperial imposition. The British, 
motivated by a practical need for a 
subordinate administrative class and driven 
by the ideological conviction of utilitarian 
reform, initiated a systematic overhaul of the 
indigenous educational structure through 
legislative acts and the establishment of 
centralised institutions. This aggressive 
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policy, which replaced the vernacular, 
religiously integrated Makhtabs and 
Pathsalas with the English-medium, secular 
curriculum of the Anglo-vernacular schools, 
was fundamentally an imperial project 
designed to effect cultural control and ensure 
administrative efficiency (Whitehead 2003). 
The initial indigenous resistance, anchored in 
the fear of religious corruption and the loss of 
cultural heritage, was a necessary and 
understandable reaction to what was widely 
perceived as a deliberate campaign of cultural 
imperialism against the entrenched customs 
of all three major communities—Muslim, 
Hindu, and Sikh. 

However, the defining feature of the 
Lahore experience was not the duration of 
the resistance but the strategic brilliance of 
the subsequent adaptation. The educated 
native elite, observing the inexorable linkage 
between English proficiency and professional 
mobility, made a pragmatic choice to master 
the tools of the coloniser, thereby achieving 
what the British policy of 'filtration down' had 
intended, but for entirely self-interested, 
indigenous reasons (Bellenoit 2007). This 
utilitarian turn was not an act of cultural 
surrender; rather, it was a sophisticated 
intellectual manoeuvre that co-opted the 
colonial model—the schools, the degrees, the 
rationalist philosophy—to serve the distinct 
and often competing goals of communal 
identity and political advancement. The 
founding of the DAV and Anjuman-i-Himayat-
i-Islam systems, which fused Western science 
with rigorous religious instruction, perfectly 
embodied this adaptive genius, transforming 
the instruments of imperial control into the 
cultural infrastructure of indigenous revival 
(Shah 2015). Ultimately, the Western 
education system, intended to produce loyal 
clerks and culturally compliant subjects, 
instead created a politically conscious, 

institutionally capable, and intellectually 
armed elite who were prepared to challenge 
the legitimacy of the empire in the very 
language of its own liberal philosophy, 
making the educational policy the 
inadvertent catalyst for modern Indian 
nationalism. 
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