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Abstract: By critically analysing the views of some important practitioners of Literature in 

India, I have tried to show how their views of teaching English literature are inadequate to 

understand the ideological function that the literary institutions have played in India. I will 

argue that it is not enough to invent new methods of teaching English literature. Also, it is 

problematic to suggest that, given the specific condition of the Indian situation, the 

students must be first trained in Indian vernacular literatures in order to train them to better 

appreciate English literature. In other words, this new role of assistance assigned to modern 

vernacular literatures in the process of teaching English literature itself needs our critical 

attention. Moreover, it is naïve to assume that there is something like pure “Indian 

literature(s)” that is unaffected by English literature. The history of English literature in 

India shows that the British colonial state reconstituted Indian vernacular literatures to suit 

the needs of the colonial state, and English literature has played a significant role in that 

ideological process. Thus, it is imperative for us to first unravel some of these complicated 

ideological processes before we rush to employ some supposedly effective methods of 

teaching English literature. Although some of these issues have been debated for many 

years, they continue to be relevant even today. 

 

Keywords: English literature, Indian Vernacular literatures, Colonialism, Governance, 

Postcolonial literary practices, aesthetic sensibility, Ideology of English. 

 

Teaching of English literature in British India "meaningfully" was an ambition that 

plagued colonial literary pedagogy.  The postcolonial nation has more or less inherited the legacy 

of the empire. While the British operated with the assumption that this enterprise would help the 

colonial state in governing the subject populations efficiently, the postcolonial Indian state 
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continued the discipline with the proclaimed objective of training the students in critical 

faculties. In such a context, what looked most important above all was the need to invent a 

proper method of teaching by its practitioners, and a serious commitment from both the teacher 

and the taught to the state’s larger scheme of humanistic education. However, the picture will not 

look so neat if one carefully examines the hidden and often conflictual histories of colonialist 

and nationalist agendas written into this hegemonic project. I will try to show in this essay that 

we need to develop a critical pedagogy that goes beyond the methods of teaching and 

investigates the ideological character of our institutionalized literary practices. I will identify the 

main ideological agendas of our contemporary literary practices, which continue to hold sway 

over the structuring of English studies in India, and try to see what could have been the 

consequences of such institutional practices. I will start with looking at some of the assumptions 

that figured in the pedagogical debates within the academia during the last few decades over the 

ideological functions of English literary studies. 

 

To begin with, I have chosen to look at the views of three wellknown teacher-critics, 

Meenakshi Mukherjee, Harish Trivedi and S. Nagarajan, since their views are representative of 

the strands of thinking that had set the parameters for the practice of English teaching in India 

during the last few decades. The literary practice for these scholars often involved not just an 

invention of a proper method of teaching English literature but also an assessment of the 

"background" of the students, which the latter supposedly brought with them to the classroom. 

 

Mukherjee and Trivedi classify the whole English literary student-community (if such a 

thing exists) into two groups based on their "background": the E-types (those who have had their 

education through the medium of English) and the non-E types (those who studied in the 

regional medium).
1
 The E-types i.e. the English-speaking urban students, who Meenakshi 

Mukherjee calls "the new Brahmins of our campus elite" are found to be very influential and set 

the norm for others.  She sees in them by virtue of their English education a homogeneity of 

culture.  Wherever they are across the nation, either it is Bombay or Culcutta or Delhi, she says, 

their `taste' in music, films, books, jokes form a uniformity in nature.  They read the prescribed 

authors with "diligence" and "care" and also participate in the classroom discussions "with 

suitable animation."  The teacher, in this ideal class, need not paraphrase and annotate the texts. 



Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-01, April 2019.                                                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e7
6

 

S/he can directly interpret them to the students.  However, Meenakshi Mukherjee warns, this 

class should not be confused with the real ideal class, and the students' responses cannot be 

assessed as true literary sensibility. 

 

According to Mukherjee, what E-medium students possess is only fluency in language and 

this cannot be equated with literary response.  Her apprehension is that the students' participation 

in the heated discussions generated in the class can only serve the teacher a temporary euphoria.  

That is because, in this new generation, though very self-confident and articulate, she fears, on a 

closer scrutiny one finds "a conformity, an inability or reluctance to follow truly individual 

paths, to relate their knowledge to their lives..."
2
  All their seemingly literary interest, she 

contends, is only a temporary diversion after which they go back to their "staple diet." Barbara 

Cartland, Harold Robins, and James Hadley Chase.  Today, one add to the list western cinema 

and the other media enabled by the digital revolution. Anyway, it was the Mills and Boons or the 

Herald Robins in the hands of students outside the class which really raises Mukherjee’s 

doubts/anxiety about the true literary sensibility of the students.  She "inwardly groans" at this 

immense "gap" between this "classroom sensibility" which she says is switched on for the 

occasion. She discovers a few sad "facts" which reveal the odiousness of such a situation: 

  

One, a flaw in the educational apparatus that encourages a compartmentalization of life 

whereby what one learns in the classroom is never related to actual experience or habit 

pattern. Two, the inability of these English medium schools to equip their products with a 

taste for anything better than these mass-produced synthetic entertainments.
3
 

 

What she means by what one learns in the classroom is never related to actual life is that, 

the reality that is presented to the student through English literature in the classroom has almost 

no bearing in the practical life of the student outside the classroom.  Here, she is not referring to 

a mere cultural difference.  The issue for her is that the E-medium students are impoverished of 

literary taste.  This is because they lack close acquaintance with their "Indian background" in 

language and culture.  Hence, she suggests that the Indian student should be first trained to 

perceive reality in his/her mother tongue literature with which s/he is closely attached.  Harish 

Trivedi observes that the difficulties studying English literature are due to the fact that this was 
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the literature of the masters: 

 

The various and numerous ills and absurdities attendant upon the study of English 

literature in this country still derive mainly from the fact that it happens to be written in 

the tongue and in the land of our erstwhile masters.
4
 

 

Mukherjee argues that Indian students can emotionally attune to respond to the literature of 

Kalidasa, Rabindranath Tagore and Jibananda Das.  Here the assumed commonality between the 

student and the writer they study is of belonging to the same nation. By virtue of this, all students 

irrespective of their religion, caste and gender are expected to "emotionally attune" to the literary 

works of writers cited above. The question that arises is, even in terms of language, is the 

language of Kalidasa the language of all Indian students?  How is Kalidasa's language different 

from English for a student who does not come from Hindu-upper caste Sanskrit-trained family?  

However, Mukherjee proposed a slightly different solution: teach literary sensibility through 

vernacular literatures. Her belief is that once the student's literary sensibility is developed 

through the literature of vernacular languages, then s/he will be in a better position to appreciate 

English literature with a "true" sensibility.  And also the appetite for Mills and Boon will die a 

natural death.  

 

The other type—the non-E medium students are also not without flaws. S.Nagarajan 

argues that there is a steady decline in English in India because the students are not equipped 

with enough English or practical command to read English literature with "pleasure" and 

"discrimination." Therefore the ideas of the West have never "filtered down."
5
  Paraphrasing of a 

literary text, which these students often seem to be begging the teacher for, he says, reduces the 

most creative literature to the level of ESL (English as a Second Language). According to him, 

the "lack" is not only linguistic but also cultural. It is precisely due to the same linguistic and 

cultural gaps, that scholars like Mukherjee believed that these students cannot be directly 

introduced to English literature.
6
  A careful darning of these linguistic and cultural gaps, these 

teachers assure, will guarantee the prevention of the mindless imitation of the western texts and 

the creation of an authentic literary sensibility. However, the issues at hand do not seem to be 

that simple. 
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Colonialism and the Creation of "Indian" Literatures 

 

In order to understand the claim that an authentic literary sensibility can be acquired by 

Indian students only through the study of Indian literature, firstly one has to carefully decode the 

myth of the existence of a coherent Indian literature as opposed to English literature.  This 

involves a re-examining of the history of Indian literatures.  Secondly, we also have to examine 

whether the proposed sensibility really enriches/sharpens the student's life.  If so, then we have to 

ask who is this student?  What is the nature of this enrichment?  Do caste, gender, religion, class 

have any bearing in this issue at all? 

 

Let me start with the question, is there a coherent literature which can be called "Indian" by 

itself?  Several scholars have shown that it has never been.
7
  The emergence of modern Indian 

literatures in many ways is intimately connected with the beginning of English literature in India.  

Indian literature is a fairly new genre brought to existence by the project of colonial modernity, 

which began to take shape along with the consolidation of British power in India. Thus, the 

creation of a vernacular national literature was a colonialist project. The "modernization" or 

"development" or "enrichment", as it is talked about by the literary critics today, of Indian 

languages was thought to be necessary by the colonial rulers in order to make them suitable for 

the dissemination of the "fruits" of Enlightenment—modern science and Western rationality.  

Indian languages and literatures had to be adequately "upgraded" in order to transmit "useful 

knowledge and the improvement of...moral character."
8
 English Literature was one of the 

principle mediums through which this was sought to be achieved. The Mandate of the 

Committee for Public Instruction set up in 1823, the 1835 Minute, Charles Trevelyan's address in 

1836, the 1854 Despatch, all quite evidently worked towards one significant object: the creation 

of a vernacular national literature.
9
 In fact, it was predicted that time itself that "the study of 

vernacular literature would eventually substitute for the study of English literature."
10

  This 

process of creation of modern Indian literatures to suit the colonial requirements, led to the 

devaluation of the existing literatures. It also led to the establishment of a new regime of  

re/formed and purified brahminical values. Talking about the teaching of English literature in 
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India today without addressing these questions would lead us to making simplistic resolutions. 

 

Though it is true that at the initial stage of colonization, English literature played a 

significant role in the dissemination of western knowledge to Indian people, at a later level, this 

task was primarily carried out through carefully developed modern vernacular literatures. By this 

time, the translation of European rationality and "scientific" outlook became the normative in 

vernacular literatures.  They were of course “suitably modified” by the indigenous upper caste 

elite. The social reform movement, led by the English-educated upper caste men should be 

understood in this context. Social reformers like Kandukuri Veeresalingam and others in colonial 

Andhra spent their lives executing this colonizer's project. Let us move on to see how social 

reform and the newly created vernacular literatures are connected. 

 

In India, in the nineteenth century, mainly through the agency of English literature, a close 

supervision of the development of prose, the novel, short story, drama, essay, etc., took place.  

Sunitikumar Chatterji, a noted critic of Indian literature, observes that from the middle of the 

19th century, with the study of English literature "the Indian literatures are losing no time in 

modernizing themselves, and falling in line as far as possible with the advanced literatures of 

Modern Europe."
11

  He further notes that it is during this time that European methods of literary 

approach were eagerly adopted. 

 

Shakespeare Went Rippling Over "our" Tongues 

 

One of the effects of English Literature that the 1854 Despach on educational matters 

envisioned was the creation of vernacular literatures.
12

 Shakespeare took pride of place in this 

modernization project
13

 and the creation of “national” literatures in India.  K.R. Srinivasa 

Iyengar talks about the native tradition which “met” the Western tradition represented by 

Shakespeare.  Shakespeare's translations, he says, "have doubtless inspired new dramatic writing 

in the various Indian languages."
14

  He proudly speaks of “Shakespeare Industry” in India.  It is 

fortunate, he feels, that in India "the teacher, the annotator, the examiner, the printer, the 

publisher, the bookseller, the translator, the adapter, the producer - Shakespeare keeps them all 
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busy..." (Indian Literature, p.1). One look at the amazing number of translations, adaptations and 

imitations of Shakespeare that appeared in many Indian vernacular languages during the British 

rule in India proves the point that Shakespeare has unquestionably been the constitutive force for 

many vernacular literatures in India.
15

  The literary writers of this age, who were mainly English 

educated upper-caste men committed to codify the moral conduct of their fellow people and also 

develop "rational" thinking among them, were committed to the creation of modern Indian 

literatures based on the moral principles derived from the canonical English literature. For 

instance, many dramatists of 19th and 20th century have heavily drawn from Shakespeare.  

Navakanta Barua in his "Shakespeare in Assamese" mentions that Shakespeare's real influence 

penetrated deep into the Assamese writer' creative consciousness. According to him Shakespeare 

entered the Assamese literary scene as early as 1888 with the publication of an Assamese version 

of "The Comedy of Errors."  He also observes that at this time, English educated young men 

started producing plays in the western style.
16

 

 

Making several observations regarding Shakespeare in Bengali literature, R.K. Das Gupta 

says that, Calcutta having a theatre, before it had a church, speaks the intellectual temper of the 

Englishmen. It was the local European Theatre, he says, from which the incentive came when the 

Bengalis first thought of producing Shakespeare.
17

  When Hindu college was established in 

1817, the Bengali pandits were made to read Shakespeare. Several translations and adaptations 

also appeared.  It is said that the teaching and production of Shakespeare's plays was the chief 

source of inspiration in the origin of the Modern Bengali Drama.  That is why the modern 

Bengali Theatre is seen as largely a gift from England—particularly Shakespeare.
18

 The poet-

dramatist Tagore in his introduction to his play Malini wrote: "Shakespeare's plays have always 

been our ideal of drama."
19

 

 

However, the creation of modern Indian literatures was a hegemonic project as it had far 

reaching consequences for the marginalized sections of Indian people. There is much evidence 

today to show that the bhadralok of Bengal, for instance, whose minds were glutted with colonial 

ideology, in the process of creating a "progressive" literature in Bengali prose, actually destroyed 

the literature of thousands of artisans, singers, dancers, etc., particularly women belonging to 

"lower" castes by designating it as obscene. Apparently, this new way of looking at popular 
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culture as obscene was an outcome of their newly acquired aesthetic and literary sensibilities. 

English literature brought in new norms of Christian morality combined with existing 

brahminical values. Sumanta Banerjee, in his outstanding study of women's popular culture in 

Bengal, for instance, observes that the new elite's notion of emancipation of women was 

considerably modified by the patriarchal norms of the traditional Hindu society.
20 

The new 

education created the idea of a "respectable" and self-less woman who could cater to the needs of 

the male at home in the changing society. Simultaneously, by defining "culture" in terms of 

brahminical values, it discarded women's popular culture from Bengali middle class (upper 

caste) society.  The details of the number of women belonging to the lower strata who lost their 

professions and livelihood due to such a crusade are disheartening: "According to the 1891 

Bengal Census, there were 17,023 actresses, singers, dancers and their accompanists.  In 1901, 

the number had gone down to 3,527.
21

  Most of them, left with no source of income, were later 

forced into prostitution to support their families.   
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