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The Jewel in the Crown 
Directions:	  Read	  the	  documents	  below	  and	  answer	  the	  related	  questions.	  

 
The Black Hole of Calcutta and the Battle of Plassey 

When does a secret work better than an army? The 
year was 1756, and British power in India was 
rising. To secure their position in India, the British 
began fortifying their position in the rich trading city 
of Calcutta. This effort angered the ruler of Bengal, 
the region in which Calcutta lay, and he sent his 
army to attack the British fortifications at Fort 
William. The fort fell quickly, and more than 140 
British defenders were imprisoned in a small, poorly 
ventilated jail cell for the night. All but 23 of the 
prisoners died of dehydration and suffocation. 
Outraged, the British sent general Robert Clive to 
recapture Calcutta. Clive secretly met with a 
commander of the Bengal army. Later, when the 

British met the Bengal army, the commander refused to join in the battle. Why did the commander not 
fight? He and Clive had made a secret deal. The deal helped the British recapture Calcutta, and the 
commander became the ruler of Bengal. By taking control of Calcutta, the British had essentially 
become the rulers of the richest province in the Mughal Empire. Remarkably, the conquest of Bengal 
had been won not through military might, but through deceit. 
Source:  World History: Human Legacy, Susan Ramirez, et al. 
 

1. How did the British gain control of Bengal? 
 
 
 
 

2. Why was this an important territory to control? 
 
 
 
 
Education of the “Natives” 
Among the British intellectuals, there was debate over whether Indian or 
British culture should be promoted by the colonial regime. Sir William Jones 
was an Orientalist, favoring the promotion of Indian culture, but as deemed 
appropriate by the British. In 1784, he founded the Asiatic Society to study 
the Sanskrit language and Indian culture so that the British could learn it 
directly without having to go through the Indians. He supported the study and 
use of Sanskrit over Persian to undermine the pre-existing Islamic 
framework, using Sanskrit to give the illusion of getting India back to its roots. 
The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the 
Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to both of 



them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and the forms of grammar, than could possibly 
have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three, 
without believing them to have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists; 
there is a similar reason, though not quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic and the 
Celtic, though blended with a very different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanscrit; and the old 
Persian might be added to the same family. 

3. Why did Jones think Sanskrit was the best language for the British to promote among Indians? 
 
 
 
 
 

However, more popular, and eventually triumphant, was the Anglicist view, which 
argued that the English language was superior, and that it made more sense to 
teach English to the “natives” in order to make them more useful to the British. 
Thomas Babington Macaulay, an Anglicist, argued for his position in his 
“Minute on Indian Education” in 1835 in an effort to persuade Parliament to 
direct funds to the British East India Company toward English education. 

What then shall that language be? One-half of the committee maintain that it should be the English. 
The other half strongly recommend the Arabic and Sanscrit. The whole question seems to me to be-- 
which language is the best worth knowing? I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic. But I 
have done what I could to form a correct estimate of their value. I have read translations of the most 
celebrated Arabic and Sanscrit works. I have conversed, both here and at home, with men 
distinguished by their proficiency in the Eastern tongues. I am quite ready to take the oriental learning 
at the valuation of the orientalists themselves. I have never found one among them who could deny 
that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and 
Arabia. The intrinsic superiority of the Western literature is indeed fully admitted by those members of 
the committee who support the oriental plan of education. 
 
The question now before us is simply whether, when it is in our power to teach this language, we 
shall teach languages in which, by universal confession, there are no books on any subject which 
deserve to be compared to our own, whether, when we can teach European science, we shall teach 
systems which, by universal confession, wherever they differ from those of Europe differ for the 
worse, and whether, when we can patronize sound philosophy and true history, we shall 
countenance, at the public expense, medical doctrines which would disgrace an English farrier, 
astronomy which would move laughter in girls at an English boarding school, history abounding with 
kings thirty feet high and reigns thirty thousand years long, and geography made of seas of treacle 
and seas of butter. 

4. What did Macaulay think of the native languages of India? How do you know 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What arguments did he make in support of teaching Indians English? Do you think his 
arguments make sense? Explain. 

 
 
 



Sepoy Rebellion 
In 1857, 100 years after the Battle of 
Plassey, several unpopular moves by the 
East India Company sparked a rebellion 
broke out among Sepoys, Indian soldiers 
under British charge. Sepoys were told to 
bite off the tips of their Enfield rifle 
cartridges. This order caused a rebellion because the cartridges were greased with animal fat, 
violating local religious beliefs. The British crushed the revolt, killing thousands of unarmed Indians. 
Recent scholarship has emphasized atrocities committed during the Sepoy Rebellion on both the 
sides of the British and the Indians. The primary sources below detail some of these acts. 
 
British Soldiers: 
British General Sir Henry Lawrence stated in August of 1857, “we have killed and drowned 500 out 
of the 600...men of the regiment.” 
Another British officer wrote in a letter: “Every native that appeared in sight was shot down 
without question, and in the morning Colonel Neill sent out parties of regiment...and burned 
all the villages near where the ruins of our bungalows stood, and hung every native that they 
could catch, on the trees that lined the road.” 
Sergeant David McAusland of the 42nd regiment during the Rebellion noted that “three scaffolds 
and six whipping posts stood outside of the town alongside of the jail and there [took place] 
executions to the number of six every day.” 
A judge of the trials whose wife had been killed in the revolt told Sergeant McAusland, “if ever I get 
the change of [judging] these Black rebels I will hang a man for every hair that was in my 
wife’s head.” 
Source: Streets, H. (2001). The rebellion of 1857: Origins, consequences, and themes. Teaching South Asia: An internet 
journal of pedagogy 
 
Indian Population: 
British General Hewitt acknowledged in a letter: “...In consequence of the district being at present 
left totally unprotected, it has become almost entirely disorganized, wholesale butcheries and 
plunderings are prevalent throughout it, and unless some vigorous measures are taken to 
assist our friends and punish our foes, we shall be totally deserted by the mass of the people; 
those still faithful to us are becoming disgusted at our apparent apathy, and mutiny and 
rebellion of today may become a revolution.” 
At Ganga Parshad, a 3rd Cavalry sowar with a sword galloped through the town shouting, “Brothers, 
Hindoos, and Mussulmans (Muslims), haste and join us, we are going to a religious war. Be 
assured we will not harm those who join us, but fight only against the Government.” 
Source: Stokes, E. (1986). The peasant armed: The Indian revolt of 1857. Oxford: Clarendon Press. Ed. C.A. Bayly. 
 

6. How do the documents show that relations between the British and the Indians had 
deteriorated? 

 
 
 

7. Why do you think the British decided to begin ruling over India directly as the British Raj 
instead of continuing the rule of the British East India Company? 


