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Abstract 

This paper examines the educational policy introduced under Lord William Bentinck and the influential 

role played by Thomas Babington Macaulay in shaping the trajectory of modern education in India. It 

situates the debate within the broader ideological conflict between the Orientalists, who advocated the 

promotion of traditional Indian learning through Sanskrit and Arabic, and the Anglicists, who supported 

the dissemination of Western knowledge through English. The study critically analyses Macaulay’s 

Minute of 1835, focusing on its interpretation of the Charter Act of 1813, its justification for the 

adoption of English as the medium of instruction, and its dismissal of indigenous languages and classical 

traditions. 

The paper further explores the theoretical underpinnings of Macaulay’s educational vision, particularly 

the concept of the Downward Filtration Theory, which aimed at creating an intermediary class to 

transmit Western knowledge to the masses. It also examines the responses of contemporary Orientalist 

scholars, highlighting the tensions between colonial objectives and indigenous intellectual traditions. 

The resolution of 1835, passed under Bentinck’s authority, is analysed as a decisive turning point that 

institutionalised English education and reoriented the educational policy of the British Indian state 

towards Western epistemology. 

By evaluating the long-term implications of these measures, the paper argues that while the introduction 

of English education facilitated the spread of modern ideas, rational thought, and political consciousness, 

it simultaneously contributed to the marginalisation of traditional systems of learning and vernacular 

languages. Thus, the study underscores the dual legacy of colonial educational reforms in India, marked 

by both intellectual transformation and cultural displacement. 
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1. Introduction 

Thomas Babington Macaulay arrived in India on 10 June 1834 and was soon appointed as the President 

of the General Committee of Public Instruction. At that time, a major controversy existed between two 

groups—the Orientalists, who supported education through Sanskrit and Arabic, and the Occidentalists 

(Anglicists), who favoured English education. Both parties submitted their views to Macaulay, who 

initially declined to take an active role until the issue was formally referred to him by the government.¹ 

It must be noted that Macaulay was not asked to frame a complete educational policy. Rather, in his 

capacity as Law Member, he was required to give his opinion on how a sum of ten lakhs of rupees 

should be utilised for educational purposes and whether the Charter Act of 1813 restricted this grant 

exclusively to Oriental learning.² 

Macaulay’s Minute (2 February 1835) 

On 2 February 1835, Macaulay presented his famous Minute on Education, which became a landmark in 

the history of education in India. In this document, he interpreted the provisions of the Charter Act and 

justified the promotion of English education.³ 

Macaulay argued that the term “literature” used in the Charter Act did not refer exclusively to Sanskrit 

or Arabic literature but could include English literature as well. Similarly, the phrase “learned natives of 

India” was applicable not only to Pandits and Maulvis but also to Indians educated in Western thought 

and philosophy, such as the works of Milton and Locke.⁴ 

Medium of Instruction Debate 

Macaulay examined the competing claims of the mother tongue, classical languages, and English as the 

medium of instruction. He dismissed the vernacular languages on the grounds that they were 

underdeveloped and incapable of conveying higher scientific and philosophical knowledge.⁵ 

He also rejected Sanskrit and Arabic, arguing that they lacked modern knowledge and were not suitable 

for imparting contemporary education. According to him, these languages could not serve the 

intellectual needs of a modernising society.⁶ 

Arguments in Favour of English 

Macaulay strongly advocated English on several grounds. He considered English as the key to modern 

knowledge and superior to both Sanskrit and Arabic. He also argued that English was the language of the 

ruling class and would become the language of commerce throughout the East. Furthermore, he believed 

that English would bring about a renaissance in India similar to the role played by classical languages in 

Europe.⁷ 

He further maintained that many Indians desired to be educated in English rather than in classical 

languages, and that it was possible to create a class of well-educated Indians through English education 

under British guidance.⁸ 
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Downward Filtration Theory 

Macaulay proposed the theory of “Downward Filtration,” according to which it was not feasible to 

educate the masses directly. Instead, education should be imparted to a small class of Indians who 

would, in turn, spread knowledge to the wider population.⁹ 

His famous objective was to create a class of persons “Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in 

opinions, in morals and in intellect,” who would act as intermediaries between the British rulers and the 

Indian masses.¹⁰ 

Opposition by Orientalists 

H. T. Prinsep and other Orientalists opposed Macaulay’s views. Prinsep argued that it was incorrect to 

dismiss Oriental learning as useless and emphasised the need to respect traditional Indian scholarship.¹¹ 

He also pointed out that only a limited section of Indians desired English education and warned that 

Muslims and traditional scholars would strongly oppose any measures that undermined their educational 

privileges.¹² 

Bentinck’s Resolution (1835) 

Lord William Bentinck accepted Macaulay’s recommendations and passed the Resolution of 7 March 

1835. He declared his full concurrence with Macaulay’s views, thereby officially endorsing English 

education.¹³ 

The resolution marked a decisive shift in policy. It emphasised the promotion of Western arts and 

sciences, reduced support for Oriental institutions, and gradually discontinued grants for classical 

learning, although such institutions were not entirely abolished.¹⁴ 

Significance 

The resolution marked a turning point in the history of education in India. It was the first clear 

declaration of British educational policy and established English as the medium for higher education.¹⁵ 

It also led to the spread of Western knowledge and ideas in India, laying the foundation for modern 

education and intellectual awakening. However, it neglected indigenous languages and traditional 

systems of learning.¹⁶ 

 

Conclusion 

Although Macaulay’s Minute provided the intellectual framework, the final decision was taken by 

Bentinck, who officially implemented the policy. This resolution, announced shortly before his departure 

from India on 20 March 1835, laid the foundation for the growth of English education in India.¹⁷ 
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