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note on hIndUIsm

When the British arrived in India, the bulk of  the people seemed to follow a 
variety of  sects and cults that formed a monolithic religion that they began to 
refer to as hinduism. It was assumed that these sects and cults were ancient 
in origin and had characteristics and religious ideas in common, complete 
with scriptures that could be referred to. By the late eighteenth century we 
find Company officials beginning to refer to the ‘hindoo’ faith and religion. 
the word ‘hinduism’ gradually became a word of  rapid reference that began 
to have wide use by the early nineteenth century, signifying the existence of  
an all-embracing religious system. recent studies have shown that such ideas 
about ‘hinduism’ did not reflect reality.1 the development of  hinduism as 
we know it today took place over many centuries and under many different 
influences. official documents and correspondence also use the term ‘hindoo’ 
as a generic reference to the Indian people, most of  whom were believed to 
be followers of  ‘hindooism’. the term ‘hindoo’ was also used to refer to 
Indians generally. for the purpose of  simplicity, I shall use the term to refer to 
those Indians who followed the various sects and cults that gradually became 
accepted as coming under the umbrella of  hinduism.

1 a useful discussion can be found in G. a. oddie, ‘Constructing hinduism: the Impact 
of  the protestant missionary movement on hindu self-Understanding’, in Christians and 
missionaries in India: Cross-Cultural Communication since 1500, ed. r. e. frykenberg (Grand 
rapids, mI and Cambridge, 2003).
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note on translIteratIon

I have tried to retain consistency with the primary sources in order to make 
comprehension easier for the reader. spellings of  Indian place names are 
those used most frequently in the sources. there will inevitably be some 
inconsistency.
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IntrodUCtIon

yesterday the Christians were in the ascendant,
World-seizing, world-bestowing,
the possessors of  skill and wisdom,
the possessors of  splendour and glory
the possessors of  a mighty army.

But what use was that,
against the sword of  the lord of  fury?
all their wisdom could not save them,
their schemes became useless,
their knowledge and science availed them nothing-
the tilangas of  the east have killed them all.

azad: 24 may 18571

the east IndIa Company’s worst fears came to gruesome fruition in 
1857 when many of  the sepoys of  its Bengal army mutinied and killed not 
only their officers but also their wives and children. after two and a half  
centuries, the Company was about to be ejected from India in ignominy. It 
was clear that whatever the precise motives were behind the actions of  those 
who rebelled, the Indian Uprising of  1857/8 was for many, at least in part, 
a war of  religion. the British similarly regarded their own brutal retaliation 
as revenge for the slights to Christianity as well as for the murders of  their 
people. religious language predominated in the rhetoric of  both Britons and 
Indians.

When the merchant venturers of  the english east India Company began 
to set up factories on the Indian subcontinent from 1600, India was not the 
united country we have today. the subcontinent was politically fragmented, 
formed of  a myriad of  princely states, many of  which owed allegiance to 
the mughal emperor. the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were times 
of  great fluidity with shifting alliances as various groups, Indian and non-
Indian, tried to take advantage of  new opportunities. the english merchants 
played an increasingly important role in events in the subcontinent as time 
went on. they encountered societies that operated in very different ways to 
their own and peoples of  many faiths. these included, amongst others, Jains, 
parsis, Buddhists, sikhs, Jews, muslims and Christians. Because of  the power 
exercised by muslim princes, the British tried to ensure that Islam was not 
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offended. they had long regarded muslims as bigoted and fanatical and 
particularly sensitive of  any perceived insults to their religion. the bulk of  the 
inhabitants, however, were not muslim but seemed to follow a variety of  sects 
and cults, which today have come under the umbrella of  hinduism. By the 
late eighteenth century Company officials were referring to the ‘hindoo faith’ 
and the ‘hindoo religion’. they believed that the followers of  this supposed 
monolithic religion clung tenaciously to their religious beliefs and were under 
the sway of  ‘the Brahmins’ or priestly caste. the story of  how the Company 
dealt with the fact that it was a Christian Company, trying to be equitable 
to the different faiths it found in India, has resonances for Britain today, as it 
attempts to accommodate the religions of  all its peoples within the Christian 
structure and heritage of  the state.

most Company officials quickly came to believe that it would be counter-
productive to interfere with Indian religious beliefs and practices. once the 
Company began to assume territorial rights, Indians were assured that they 
would be allowed freedom of  worship. the Company also permitted roman 
Catholic priests and missionaries to provide services for its roman Catholic 
subjects. thus, while the focus of  the east India Company’s encounter with 
India was trade, it could not avoid addressing questions of  religion: for its own 
servants and later its mixed-race subjects and for the way it should treat the 
Indian religions with which it came into contact. the need to develop some 
sort of  policy towards Indian religions was heightened when the Company 
started recruiting a sepoy army to defend its interests. Company officials 
believed that Indians would acquiesce in British suzerainty, provided they 
were left alone on the vital issue of  religion. they were never under any 
illusion that the Company’s continuance in India was dependent upon its 
sepoy army remaining loyal and the population believing in British power. 
It became an early Company maxim that offending Indian religious beliefs, 
particularly those of  its sepoys, was the surest way to incite trouble and might 
even lead to the loss of  India. religion was never far from the surface in a 
land where religion and culture were so closely entwined as to be virtually 
indistinguishable.

the story that follows addresses how the Company dealt with religious 
issues from its early mercantile beginnings to the bloody end of  its rule in 
1858. It examines the pressures in both Britain and India that shaped its 
policy towards religion. officials were torn in two directions. on the one hand 
they wanted to keep their Indian territory as secure and stable as possible. on 
the other hand, they were Christian and while some saw much to admire in 
hinduism and Islam, there was also much they abhorred. the stakes became 
much higher once the Company became a sovereign power in the mid-eight-
eenth century. By this time, pressure from both India and Britain forced the 
Company and the British government to address the question of  how far 
Britain’s presence in India could be justified. the conclusion was that British 
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rule could only be justified if  it led to the ‘happiness’ of  the people. how this 
somewhat nebulous concept was to be achieved was contested by the different 
groups with a stake in India. By the late eighteenth century various interests 
in Britain contested the Company’s monopoly, not just of  trade but also of  
the right to decide who should enter India. strong emotions were aroused 
when the Company appeared to be putting obstacles in the way of  the new 
British evangelical missionary societies who wanted access to India. some 
missionaries managed to arrive clandestinely and local officials had to decide 
what to do with them. they were permitted to carry on once they arrived 
in India, but by 1810 the Company appeared to be adopting a harder line 
against them. missionaries and their evangelical friends in Britain came to 
the conclusion that parliament had to force the Company to revise its policy 
towards Christianity.

In 1813, as part of  the negotiations for the renewal of  the Company’s 
charter, parliament was therefore asked to decide whether or not the acquisi-
tion of  empire carried with it a bounden duty to promote Christianity. the 
religious public, aroused to an extent never before seen in Britain, had forced 
this question on the Company and parliament. petitions poured into both 
houses. a related and very important question was what kind of  Christianity 
this should be: that of  the established Church or embracing all protestant 
denominations? Issues of  toleration, liberty and equality were at the heart 
of  this discussion. Various religious groups argued that it was their right to 
have free access to India and operate there without restriction. the Company 
argued that it was the right of  Indians to worship as they wished, without 
being put under any pressure to become Christian. another emotive issue was 
the extent to which it was acceptable for a Company of  Christians to involve 
itself  in hindu festivals. the support of  a wider British public was obtained 
by publicising harrowing descriptions of  practices such as the burning of  
hindu widows and female infanticide. some time will be spent discussing the 
way in which the powerful religious public in Britain was able to force the 
Company and Government to admit that they had a duty to provide for the 
religious and moral improvement of  India. most histories of  the Company 
and India treat the 1813 religious campaign as a mere footnote. however, the 
unprecedented 908 petitions with over half  a million signatures presented in 
parliament in 1813, demonstrated the strength and organisation of  the reli-
gious public in Britain, which was determined to have its say in the running 
of  empire. the Company’s 1813 charter was a significant turning point. In 
addition to losing its monopoly of  trade to India, it was now required to 
provide for the ‘religious and moral improvement’ of  its Indian subjects.

the final chapters examine the extent to which this ‘pious clause’ forced 
the Company to change its religious policy. the evangelical lobby kept up 
constant pressure. they demanded protection and rights for Christian converts 
and an end to hindu practices considered to be inhumane and abhorrent. 
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perhaps the most emotive issue for evangelicals was the Company’s participa-
tion in the management of  hindu temples and festivals. In the 1830s evan-
gelicals began to succeed in their demands and the Board of  Control insisted 
that the Company’s involvement with ‘idolatry’ should come to an end. thus, 
evangelicals confronted Indians head-on in an area where emotions ran high 
and blood was likely to be spilt. many Indians came to believe that the British 
intended to convert them forcibly. Clashes began to be more numerous and 
often violent. despite the Company’s protestations that Indians were free to 
worship as they wished, Indians began to feel that the Company had broken 
faith with them. eventually, in 1857 resentment over this and other matters 
boiled over. for some time it looked as if  Britain would lose India. the east 
India Company paid the price and its rule came to an end.

the Company’s policy towards religion was affected by the two worlds in 
which it had to operate. the first world was the world of  domestic politics, 
in which the established Church, Church evangelicals, dissenters, Govern-
ment and the Company pursued complex aims. the second was the world of  
British India. this was a world in which territory was held by a mainly sepoy 
army and one in which the distance from england precluded close oversight 
of  the actions of  Company officials. In India there were many competing 
interests as individuals and groups attempted to manipulate the situation to 
their benefit. Whatever religious rhetoric both Indians and British employed, 
questions of  economic and political advantage were never far away. this 
study concentrates on the religious controversies that occurred, putting them 
into context as far as possible. Inevitably much has to be left out.

missionaries feature prominently in what follows. they are widely 
regarded as the ‘bogey-men’ of  the story. one can argue about whether or 
not missionaries should have been in India in the first place. however, as with 
the legacy of  British rule as a whole, the record is not wholly bad. one should 
recognise that these men and women came to India fervently believing that 
Indians would perish both spiritually and materially if  they did not follow 
the tenets of  Christianity. evangelicals believed they would be answerable to 
God for any failure to look after God’s people, who included the whole of  
humanity. many missionaries suffered greatly, became ill, died young and lost 
wives and children. they agonised over the best way to impart Christianity. 
yes, they were insensitive, treated Indian religions with contempt, lobbied 
Government for support and social change and brought upon themselves 
much hatred. however, they also improved the conditions of  many Indians 
as they fought for justice, brought medical aid, education, training and gener-
ally fought for ‘the poor and oppressed’, as Christianity enjoined them to 
do. It was inevitable that dominant groups would resist any changes to the 
status quo. however, both hindus and muslims would be the first to admit 
that religion permeates the whole of  life if  it is to have any meaning. some 
missionaries, such as William Carey and James long in Bengal, are revered 
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by non- Christians as well as Christians in India to this day. so the story is 
not straightforward. arrogance and misunderstanding went side by side with 
devotion and kindness. religious rhetoric on both sides concealed as much 
as it revealed.

note

1 Cited in W. dalrymple, the last mughal: the fall of  delhi, 1857 (london, 2006), p. 162. 
azad was referring to the Company’s sepoys when he used the term ‘tilangas’.





one

a ChrIstIan Company?

happy will it be, if  our conquests should open the way for a farther 
introduction of  the Gospel, and for the extension and enlargement 
of  Christ’s Kingdom …What a lustre would such an accession give 
to British conquests in the eastern world!1 (dr Glasse)

a CentUry before this quotation, humphrey prideaux, who was to 
become dean of  norwich, castigated the east India Company for bringing 
down God’s curse on it for neglecting to propagate Christianity in India. he 
pointed out that the english east India Company had fallen from wealth 
and power while the dutch company, which furthered Christianity in its 
territories, was thriving. prideaux put forward nine proposals to bring the 
english company back into God’s favour. amongst them, he recommended 
that the Company should provide chaplains, set up schools and establish a 
seminary to supply protestant ministers who would ‘oppose the popish priests 
who swarm in India’. Consonant with the spirit of  the age, with its rash of  
societies for the improvement of  england’s morals and manners, prideaux 
sought to improve the morals and manners of  India. he also advocated the 
appointment of  a bishop in order to ensure a proper anglican footing for 
the clergy. prideaux, however, was sceptical of  the Company fulfilling its 
Christian obligations voluntarily and urged his readers to ensure that a law 
was passed in parliament to force the east India Company into action.2 his 
fears were well founded. It took more than a century before parliamentary 
pressure forced the inclusion of  a ‘pious clause’ into the Company’s charter.

some of  prideaux’s proposals were acted upon in the 1698 charter granted 
to the new east India Company. It reiterated earlier requirements that the 
merchants should maintain a minister and schoolmaster in every garrison 
and superior factory, together with ‘a decent place for divine service’. the 
Company also had to provide a chaplain, approved by the archbishop of  
Canterbury or the Bishop of  london, for every ship of  500 tons and upwards. 
there was no mention of  a seminary or of  any ecclesiastical hierarchy. It is 
surprising at this early stage, and in the light of  subsequent history, to find 
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the clause going on to state that ministers ‘were to learn the portugueze and 
hindoo languages, to enable them to instruct the Gentoos &c in the Christian 
religion’.3 thus, parliament had laid down that the Company was not only 
to provide ministers for its own servants and to pay for them, but also that 
these ministers should try to propagate Christianity to the Indian people. 
however, it was one thing for parliament to decree and quite another for the 
Company to act. from the outset, the Company evaded the stipulation about 
providing chaplains for its ships. Indeed, philip francis tells us in the debates 
at the 1793 renewal of  the Company’s charter that this stipulation was the 
reason why the registered tonnage was always below the cut-off  tonnage.4 
the Company was also reluctant to build churches at its own expense. most 
were built via private subscription.5

It was not until 1712 that the Court of  directors wrote a despatch to India 
regarding the Christian terms of  the charter. By this time subtle changes to 
the wording had occurred. the Court stipulated that ministers were to learn 
the native languages in order to instruct the ‘Gentoos’ that ‘shall be serv-
ants or slaves of  the Company’s’ (rather than ‘Gentoos’ generally) ‘as their agents 
in the ‘protestant religion’ (rather than ‘Christianity’).6 as far as the Company 
was concerned, combating roman Catholicism was at least as important as 
converting the non-Christian population to Christianity. In the event, the 
Company paid lip service to the charter’s religious clause. It provided very few 
chaplains, was reluctant to provide churches and, as we shall see, soon relied 
heavily on roman Catholic and German lutheran missionaries to provide 
essential religious services.

much as most englishmen would have liked to see the Company act as a 
bulwark of  protestantism, the Company was under a legal obligation to look 
after the interests of  the roman Catholics in the Bombay presidency. the 
1661 cession of  Bombay from portugal to england had been conditional upon 
roman Catholics having the ‘free exercise of  their religion’.7 although the 
Company directors in england regretted the necessity of  making concessions 
to Catholicism, as the inclusion of  the word ‘protestant’ above demonstrated, 
its servants in India felt that it would be counter-productive to alienate the large 
numbers of  mixed-race portuguese-Indian Catholics living and working in its 
territories, whose knowledge of  Indian languages and customs was so useful. 
roman Catholic priests were also required to minister to the Company’s 
Catholic soldiers. the Company’s forces contained spaniards and frenchmen 
as well as many roman Catholic Irishmen.8 ‘Inducements’ offered to attach 
roman Catholics to the Company’s interest included land for houses and 
the services of  a priest. support for roman Catholicism, however, only went 
so far and relations with the portuguese were often strained. Various offi-
cials tried to prevent priests from making new converts amongst europeans. 
the political loyalty of  the portuguese priests was often suspected. Catholic 
missionaries had to have the permission of  the Company to reside in its 
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territories and to take an oath of  obedience to his Britannic majesty. despite 
taking this oath, in 1715 some portuguese clergy who were under the juris-
diction of  the portuguese padroado (the right granted by the Vatican to the 
portuguese crown to exercise patronage and control over dioceses in the east) 
were implicated in a hindu plot against the British. the Court of  directors 
secretly approached the Vatican and in 1720 formally expelled the portu-
guese clergy, replacing them with more politically acceptable Carmelites from 
surat, who were subject to the jurisdiction of  the Vatican’s propaganda fide, 
which had been set up in 1622 to provide missionaries under vicars apostolic 
of  episcopal rank.9 later, when the Company worried that roman Catholics 
might be seduced into sedition by Catholic france, the Court of  directors 
made it clear to the madras government that it would not ‘suffer’ any priest 
of  the Church of  rome except those of  the Capuchin order, stating that it 
had heard that ‘the Capuchins now with you are in your interest and will 
not secretly endeavour to do you mischief ’.10 thus even in these early days, 
a ‘yo-yo’ situation existed in which the Company veered between allowing 
padroado and propaganda clergy to operate in its territories. how far this could 
be described as allowing roman Catholics the ‘free exercise’ of  their religion 
is open to debate.

the Carmelite Vicar apostolic of  the Great mogul invited to Bombay 
after the portuguese priests were thrown out in 1720 realised that he had 
to assure the Company of  his loyalty and that of  his priests. accordingly, 
he swore that they ‘would neither meddle nor busy ourselves in anything 
concerning the Government, nor in any other thing that might any way 
prejudice the interest of  his majesty or the hon’ble east India Company. 
We shall, as far as in our power, strive to render the Christian inhabitants 
faithful and loyal subjects to the hon’ble Company.’ In addition, the Vicar 
apostolic asked for the Company’s protection. not content with the Vicar 
apostolic’s expressions of  loyalty, the Company also insisted that each priest 
take the following individual oath of  allegiance:

at all times I will pay implicit obedience to his Britannic majesty, that I will 
not directly or indirectly insinuate nor maintain anything whatever contrary to 
the honour and dignity of  his Britannic majesty nor to the interest of  the … 
Company, that I will pay due obedience into all orders issued by the Governor 
and his successors at all times.11

We shall see later that the protestant missionaries wanting to work in 
Company territory were also careful to stress their loyalty to the Government 
and were well aware that they needed the Company’s protection. the Court 
of  directors summed up the Company’s position on religious matters in 1744 
when it informed the madras government that ‘the Church must never be 
Independent [of] the state, nor the french suffered to Intermeddle in our 
affairs’.12 paranoia about the french reached an extreme in 1756 in the wake 
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of  the loss and recapture of  Calcutta when the Governor-in-Council forbade 
its roman Catholics to practise their faith. the Court of  directors censured 
this action, in 1758 telling the Bengal Council: ‘We cannot approve of  you so 
generally interdicting the progress of  the roman Catholic religion within the 
whole bounds, as such a step may be attended with many inconveniencings . . 
. as to fort William itself, it will be a prudent measure so long as the french 
war subsists not to suffer any person professing the roman Catholic religion, 
priests or others, to reside therein, and this you are strictly to observe.’13 It 
was one thing to stop roman Catholics from residing in Calcutta temporarily 
but quite another to interfere with the practice of  their faith.

the early years of  protestant missionary Interest

earlier Catholic empires had imposed Catholicism on their conquered terri-
tories, asserting the state’s duty to bring the benefits of  Christianity to subject 
peoples in order to further the progress of  the ‘Corpus Christianum’. In Britain 
it was assumed that its colonial expansion would include the expansion of  
its established Church and humphrey prideaux was not the only anglican 
thinking about propagating the Gospel abroad in the late seventeenth century. 
In 1699 the society for the promotion of  Christian Knowledge (spCK) came 
into formal existence. although a private society, the spCK had a high 
number of  clergy members and was led by the archbishop of  Canterbury 
and the Bishop of  london.14 It can be regarded as a halfway house between 
the government-patronised Catholic societies of  continental europe and the 
protestant voluntary societies of  late eighteenth-century Britain. In 1701 the 
society for the propagation of  the Gospel in foreign parts (spG) was incor-
porated by royal charter to operate in Britain’s colonies and its work was 
supported by parliamentary grants. Its aim was to enhance the standing of  the 
anglican Church overseas, to counter the influence of  protestant dissenters 
and to provide for the religious instruction of  ‘heathens’ in British dominions. 
It is significant that the religious instruction of  heathens comes last in the 
list, while the first two aims concerned the status of  the established Church. 
the Church of  england was determined to claw back ground it believed it 
had lost to dissenters at home and abroad, especially in america. Church/
dissent rivalry was to become an important element in determining attitudes 
towards the propagation of  Christianity. While the spCK considered the 
needs of  england its primary role, it was induced to look towards India after 
reading reports of  the work of  some German lutheran missionaries who had 
arrived in the danish enclave of  tranquebar in 1706 under the auspices of  
the royal danish mission, which had been founded by the danish king, fred-
erick IV. mission reports circulating in Britain via anton Böhme, chaplain to 
Queen anne’s consort, prince George of  denmark, encouraged the spCK 
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to support the fledgling mission. from 1709 the spCK gave direct financial 
aid to the royal danish mission via public subscription, arranged for large 
numbers of  a portuguese translation of  the new testament to be sent out 
and purchased a printing press for the mission. the Company allowed these 
to be carried freight free.15

It was not long before these lutheran missionaries spread out from danish 
into British territory, partly as a result of  the hostility they encountered from 
both danish officials and the Indian population. the Company had to decide 
whether or not to let them work in its territories. Contrary to what one might 
have expected from subsequent events, the missionaries received a favourable 
reception. In 1712 the spCK approached the Company, requesting it to 
protect and encourage ‘the protestant missionaries’ and to allow them to erect 
charity schools in madras. the Court, aware that the society was patron-
ised by key bishops and other influential people, thought the ‘designs of  the 
society truly great and noble’ and was willing to help. Its despatch reminded 
the fort st George Council of  the requirement in the Company’s charter to 
provide ministers who would learn the languages so that they could instruct 
the Company’s Indian servants in the protestant religion. It instructed the 
Council to give the protestant missionaries ‘countenance and protection’ and 
to ‘do what else you think proper for strengthening their hands in this difficult 
but honourable work of  spreading the Gospel among the heathen’. a free 
passage for plutschau, a royal danish missionary, was also approved. the 
Court did not grant the spCK’s further request that any ‘natives’ instructed 
by the missionaries should be preferred over other ‘natives’. the Court felt 
that a decision on this could wait until the success of  the endeavours was 
known.16 at the same time pressure was also being put on the Company 
to support the work of  the tranquebar missionaries by George lewis, the 
chaplain at fort st George. he told the Company that:

the missionaries at tranquebar ought to be and must be encouraged. It is the 
first attempt the protestants ever have made in that kind. We must not put out 
the smoaking [sic] flax. It would give our adversaries, the papists … too much 
cause to triumph over us.17

It seems from this comment, and the fact that the Court’s despatch had told 
fort st George to provide portuguese liturgies for the missionaries, that there 
was less concern for converting hindus and muslims than with staving off  
the influence of  ‘papism’. although the Company felt that it had to tolerate 
Catholicism for the pragmatic reasons discussed earlier, it would have much 
preferred to see protestantism expand. any inroads protestant missionaries 
could make on the dominance of  Catholic Christianity in India were to be 
encouraged.

the official reply of  the Governor-in-Council to the Court’s exhortations 
was that it was happy to give pecuniary support and was sure that others 
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would do the same, provided that the missionaries were of  ‘tempers and 
qualifications fit for the undertaking’. In 1715, harrison, Governor of  fort st 
George, told the tranquebar missionaries that there would be no impediment 
from him. In 1717 the Court was informed that the German missionaries 
had set up a charity school at Cuddalore and two at madras.18 however, 
it seems that there was a certain amount of  Indian hostility to missionary 
activity even in these early days. In 1716 the chaplain, William stevenson, 
told the spCK that if  ‘the itinerant missionaries, catechists &c’ were not to 
be ‘molested nor interrupted in their work, they must be powerfully recom-
mended to the favour and protection of  the Governors at fort st George and 
tranquebar’.19 this was contemporaneous with the Carmelite Vicar apos-
tolic’s request for the Company’s protection for its work in the Bombay area 
mentioned earlier.20 little is known about the details of  the hostility about 
which both roman Catholic and protestant missionaries had complained. 
however, it was evidently not of  a degree to give the Company cause for 
concern about supporting their efforts.

the spCK decided to put its relationship with some of  the royal danish 
missionaries on a more formal basis. In 1727 it took on Benjamin schulze as its 
official agent, who had settled in madras with the Company’s permission. the 
lutheran missionaries taken on by the spCK, however, only had a nominal 
relationship to the anglican authorities and were essentially independent of  
their control, a situation that was to cause tension once an anglican bishopric 
was set up in 1813. the spCK again asked for the Company’s protection. 
this, as before, was granted on condition that missionaries would ‘behave 
respectfully and suitable to the rules of  the place’.21 the spCK-sponsored 
lutheran missionaries were well regarded by madras officials and the Court 
of  directors expressed its satisfaction and the hope that ‘all in your several 
stations will give due Countenance to their laudable undertaking’.22 By 1740 
the work of  spCK agents was well established and replacement of  deceased 
or retired individuals had become routine. for instance, in 1744 the Court 
of  directors permitted mr Klein and mr Breithaupt to take passage on one 
of  their ships in order ‘to carry on that good work among the Indians’.23 the 
Company was generous, granting the missionaries free passages, a free mail 
service, and allowances for performing divine service and running charity 
schools and asylums in its territories. It also helped with land and buildings. 
By 1752 the Court of  directors seemed so convinced of  the positive effects 
of  protestant missionary work that it informed the madras government:

as further encouragement to the said missionaries to exert themselves in propa-
gating the protestant religion, we hereby empower you to give them, at such 
time as you shall think proper, in our name, any sum of  money, not exceeding 
500 pagodas, to be laid out in such manner and appropriated to such uses as 
you shall approve of.
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however, as with the roman Catholic priests and missionaries, this was not 
without caveat and the Governor was also instructed to ‘give us from time to 
time an account of  the progress made by them in educating children and 
in increasing the protestant religion, together with your opinion on their 
conduct in general, and what further encouragement they deserve’.24

In other words, by the 1750s the Company had approved the principle 
of  missionary work, and was prepared to support it financially, provided the 
missionaries behaved well in the eyes of  the local officials. Indeed, robert 
Clive invited John Kiernander (1710–1798), a swede who had trained at 
halle and for seventeen years had been maintained by the spCK at Cudda-
lore, to Calcutta in 1758. Clive thought highly enough of  Kiernander to agree 
to be godfather to one of  his children. Kiernander opened schools for euro-
pean and Indian boys and erected a church at his own expense, which became 
known as the ‘old mission church’.25 It is often forgotten that, without the 
Company’s consent and material help, missionaries, Catholic or protestant, 
would have been hard pushed to carry on in India. their chief  limitation was 
a chronic shortage of  money and men. however, roman Catholic mission-
aries did not fare as well as their protestant brethren when political expedi-
ency demanded that priests and missionaries of  one nationality be removed 
and replaced with those of  another. the Company’s right to expel those 
it considered unfit later became a source of  friction between it and other 
protestant societies wishing to work in India, who started arriving from 1793. 
the new societies believed that ‘worldly’ politicians were not the people 
to make such a judgement. the propagation of  Christianity throughout 
the world was to them a positive command of  God, which should not be 
hindered by man.

the definition of  what constituted ‘fitness’ was subjective, and hinged on 
perceptions of  who was considered ‘respectable’ at this time. anyone wishing 
to be licensed to reside and work in India had to be deemed ‘respectable’ 
or ‘fit’ by the officials of  the east India Company. the German lutheran 
missionaries sponsored by the spCK seem automatically to have been consid-
ered respectable. they were men of  learning and had patronage from both 
the danish king and the British royal family. their conduct in India rein-
forced their initial acceptance and they gained the respect of  the Company 
chaplains, local officials and the spCK. as representatives of  the established 
Church of  england, the Company chaplains held the key to their acceptance 
or otherwise. denominational rivalry did not appear to be an issue at this 
point, possibly because German lutherans were not seen as a threat to the 
status of  the Church of  england at home.

missionaries, both Catholic and protestant, were also useful for the smooth 
running of  Company affairs. this must have been an important factor in 
gaining them acceptance and standing in the local community. there were 
far too few Company chaplains to minister to the needs of  the europeans and 
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missionaries were prepared to step into the breach. they also set up charity 
schools and hospitals for indigent europeans and the mixed-race population. 
Concentrating on europeans inevitably restricted their work amongst the 
Indian people and was the cause of  considerable heart-searching and contro-
versy. yet, because the Company paid them for their services, it provided 
much needed money which, in turn, enabled them to do more work amongst 
the ‘heathen’.26

a constant problem for the spCK was lack of  funds. In 1771 it was ‘embold-
ened’ to ask for further assistance from the Company. Its petition to the Court 
of  directors bears repeating because it demonstrates that the society felt that 
the Company would respond best to arguments of  expediency. In addition to 
pointing out that the missionaries provided useful services in the Company’s 
settlements, and were a bulwark against ‘popery’, a new argument appears. 
the spCK contended that Christianity would unite Indians to the British 
and help provide a protestant bastion against the Catholic french who were 
threatening British interests:

In this urgent necessity therefore they bethought themselves of  soliciting the 
honourable east India Company for their encouragement and assistance in 
an undertaking which tends so manifestly to the advancement of  the glory of  
God, at the same time that it eventually conduces to the good and benefit of  
the east India Company. for, besides promoting Christian knowledge among 
the natives, who as they become more acquainted with our religion, will be 
likewise united in a more close and friendly manner with our settlers; the 
missionaries are successfully employed in making converts from popery, and 
thereby contribute in some measure towards the establishment and furtherance 
of  the protestant interest in those parts: whilst, in the midst of  their labours, 
they are always ready to minister to the spiritual wants of  the europeans, and 
to render every other service in their power to the Company’s settlements; for 
which they have been frequently honoured with singular marks of  favour from 
the several governors abroad.27

the Company agreed to pay them 500 pagodas.
the east India Company also had to develop a policy towards the indig-

enous religions of  India. as a private trading corporation, the merchants 
wanted trade to be carried on as smoothly as possible in a land where they 
were vastly outnumbered. Company officials enunciated a pragmatic policy 
of  what they termed ‘toleration’ or ‘religious neutrality’ towards all religions. 
such a policy recognised the reality of  the early Company’s vulnerability and 
its fears of  alienating Indian rulers, but it was also elevated into a principle. In 
the wake of  the Glorious revolution and the subsequent 1689 toleration act, 
and with the influence of  the enlightenment beginning to be felt, a key word 
in debates about India was the concept of  ‘toleration’. englishmen liked to 
contrast their own ‘toleration’ with what they took to be the ‘persecution’ of  
the portuguese: hence the Court’s instructions to Calcutta not to stop roman 
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Catholics from practising their faith.28 maxims about the Company’s obliga-
tions to ‘tolerate’ Indian religions were to have a very long life.

yet, as evangelical Christians were to argue strongly in the future, Company 
policy went much further than mere toleration towards Indian religions as it 
tried to conduct itself  as a sovereign power from the late eighteenth century. 
the Company was anxious to legitimate its rule in Indian eyes and to be 
seen as an element of  continuity rather than change. It therefore wanted 
interference to be kept to a minimum. Warren hastings, the first Governor-
General of  Bengal, expressed this when he wrote that he believed that the 
duty of  the British was ‘to protect their [Indian] persons from wrong and to 
leave their religious creed to the Being who has so long endured it and who 
will in his own time reform it’.29 Increasing the sum of  Indian ‘happiness’ 
by allowing Indians the freedom to exercise their religions was a pragmatic 
response to the reality of  trying to control its millions of  Indian subjects 
by means of  a few europeans and a mainly sepoy army. this policy was 
not new. Indeed, in 1662 the Company ordered that there were to be no 
compulsory conversions, no interference with Indian religious prejudices and 
cow killing was forbidden in ‘hindu’ areas.30 this long-standing policy of  
non-interference was eventually codified in section 1 of  Bengal regulation 
III of  1793. this was later included in the Company’s charter of  1813 and 
became known as the Company’s ‘compact’ with the Indian people. as part 
of  its consolidation of  control, the Company continued hindu and muslim 
processes of  state making by absorbing religion into state structures.31 the 
endowment and protection of  religious institutions was an important func-
tion of  hindu kingship, which the mughals had also chosen to follow. many 
sacred sites had massive endowments. the Company attempted to cement 
local loyalties by confirming the tax-exempt status of  such endowments, 
collecting pilgrim taxes for the upkeep of  shrines and their priests, giving 
police support and showing marks of  respect, such as firing salutes at the 
major festivals associated with many of  the temples. In Indian society such 
transactions conferred benefit on both patron and recipient. they affirmed 
the power of  the patron to act as kingmaker and alliance-builder and gave 
enhanced prestige and legitimacy. the Company was certainly involved 
in hindu festivals and temples in the 1780s and probably well before that. 
Warren hastings mentioned the supervisory role played by Company officers 
at the Gaya pilgrimage and in 1784–5 the Company gave the Collector at 
Gaya permission to collect the pilgrim tax as part of  the excise tax. In 1788 
Christopher Keating, the Collector of  Beerbohm, took upon himself  direct 
management of  the temple of  deoghar.32 the increasing Company involve-
ment in attending festivals and managing hindu religious activity played a 
crucial part in the construction of  what we now know as ‘hinduism’ as a 
recognisable official entity.33 It also provoked a growing campaign of  protest 
in Britain against official connection with ‘idolatry’, which it was argued, 
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went well beyond the bounds of  ‘toleration’ and was done mainly for financial 
gain. discontent with this policy was first aroused with Wellesley’s takeover 
of  orissa and the temple of  Jagannath in 1803. as a result of  the takeover 
of  this important temple, the Company researched precedents set by earlier 
muslim and maratha rulers and eventually decided to collect the pilgrim tax 
at Jagannath and codified the way in which this should be done.34 as evangeli-
cals rightly pointed out, this was more than ‘toleration’ or ‘neutrality’. By the 
early years of  the nineteenth century it seemed to many British evangelicals 
as if  the Company could scarcely be regarded as Christian. In their eyes it 
was running British India as a hindu-muslim state in which there were three 
government-supported religions: Christianity for europeans and hinduism 
and Islam for Indians. the perception that professedly Christian governors 
were treating hinduism and Islam on a par with Christianity was anathema 
to evangelical Christians. however, the inconsistencies were not all on the 
Company’s side. Both protestant and Catholic missionaries asked for more 
than toleration for themselves. their receipt of  government salaries and other 
concessions and requests for protection took the Company out of  its professed 
policy of  religious neutrality. as the next chapter will demonstrate, a new era 
was dawning in the relations of  the Company with Christianity.
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