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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 

   How does one start a thesis so that one both captures the reader’s interest and points 
to the scholarly nature of the enquiry. I have chosen to present two pictures based on 
articles: the first from a local Swedish newspaper, Nya Wermlandstidningen, written a 
century ago, the second, more recent, from the Indian daily The Hindu from 2004. Both 
refer to the activity of the Theosophical Society in India at the turn of the century. On 
9 June 1910 one could read in the Nya Wermlandstidningen (NWT) under the heading “A 
pagan Hindu on the missionaries’ activity”: 

In connection with a recent remark of Mrs Annie Besant that all the reform 
movements in India at the moment originate in the theosophists’ teachings, a 
Hindu (non-Christian) has written in the newspaper United India the following: 
We affirm that most of the good forces that are active in India at the moment do 
not originate in the theosophists’ obscure and fanatic teachings, but in the noble 
corps of foreign missionaries whose dedication and altruistic work have always 
distinguished themselves when it comes to acting for India’s welfare.1 

What is the intention of this article in one of Sweden’s conservative provincial 
newspapers? One aim seems to be the rejection of the theosophical movement’s claims 
to represent the reform movements in India during that period. The author of the 
article refers to the conflict between Christian mission and theosophy and chooses to 
quote a “pagan Hindu” who, despite his religion, sees the missionaries’ work to raise 
India morally from prejudice and misery in an altogether positive light. Further, the 
article assumes that Annie Besant, who had been the chair of the Theosophical Society 
for the past three years, was familiar to the readers.2 The theosophists’ Eastern 
teachings exercised their influence among the Western intellectuals and artists.3 
  Theosophy inspired politically active people as well.4 One example is Kata 
Dahlström, perhaps the best-known Swedish female socialist agitator. Kata Dahlström 
                                            
1 Nya Wermlandstidningen, 9 June 1910. 
2 Besant’s controversial book on the family had been already translated into Swedish in 1882, seven years before the 
conversion to theosophy. She lectured three times in Sweden in the 1890s. According to Josephine Ransom (A History of 
Theosophical Society, Adyar, 1938, p. 298), Besant lectured at the Theosophical conference in Stockholm in 1894. Four 
years later, she visited Gothenburg, Uppsala, Stockholm and Kristiania, giving lectures entitled Theosophy and Christianity, 
The Immortality of the Soul and Man and his Destiny (Ransom, p. 326). In 1907, one year before the article in the NWT, 
she visited Sweden again, lecturing in Malmö, Gothenburg and Stockholm (Ransom, p. 374). 
3 There are traces of this influence even in Värmland. Olle Holmberg describes in his book, Frödings mystik, the poet’s 
relationship to theosophy and how Fröding was influenced by the writings of the theosophists A.P. Sinnet and H.P. Blavatsky. 
One can also mention here the artist Gustaf Fjaested who was influential in the Rackstad artistic group, outside Arvika. 
Fjaested moved to Värmland in 1898 and lectured on theosophy until the 1930s. See Hans-Olof Boström, ‘Tanke och 
struktur I Gustaf Fjaesteds måleri’, Det skapande jaget, ed. Irja Bergström, pp. 69-80, 1996.    
4 One example of the Social Democrats’ interest in Annie Besant can be found in the Women’s Association’s periodical 
Morgonbris which published ten articles about Annie Besant’s life, the series starting in 1910. See Morgonbris, June 1910, p. 
10 ff. 
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was a Buddhist and a theosophist.5 Parallel with her travels throughout Sweden 
concerned with political activism—from the mining settlements in the North to the 
stone quarries in the South—Dahlström lectured on Buddhism and other Eastern 
faiths and criticized the Christian dogma. She sympathized with the Gnostic view of 
Christianity and wanted to achieve a reconciliation between Christian, Greek and 
Eastern wisdom.6 
   The other image is from the article “Façade may remain, will the Soul be lost?” from 
The Hindu of 27 June 2004. The article discusses a historic conference building in 
Chenai (earlier, Madras), Gokhale Hall, now decaying and threatened by demolition. 
The vegetation threatens to take over the building, which is closed due to safety 
reasons. The building is known to have a great historic interest because of its role in 
India’s modern history but is not a protected historic site: 

The building was built with the resources of Annie Besant, who founded the 
YMIA in 1914. The lecture hall was named after Gopala Krishna Gokhale. It 
was in Gokhale Hall that Annie Besant delivered her famous “Wake Up India” 
series of lectures. The Home Rule Leage was founded here in 1916.7 

The article further describes how the building hosted inspired talks by Mahatma 
Gandhi and the Nobel Prize winner Rabindranath Tagore. The article points out that 
it was here that Annie Besant held her Madras Parliament where ministers in Nehru’s 
cabinet received their political training.8 The significance of the building for the 
national Indian culture in music and dance is further mentioned in the article. The 
great artists of India performed here in the 1930s and 1940s, protected by the female 
dancer Rukmini Devi Arundale, among others. It was here that the Indian Fine Arts 
Society organized annual concerts until 1950.9 

By means of these examples I want to point out that the theosophical movement in 
the early twentieth century was a considerably more influential intellectual trend than 
we can imagine today. Nowadays, the Theosophical Society is mostly known for 
                                            
5 In her Brahmanismen, Buddhismen och Teosofin (Stockholm, 1923), Kata Dahlström writes particularly about Annie 
Besant in the divided theosophical movement. The text shows that she has arrived at Buddhism through theosophy. She 
proceeds above all from Annie Besant’s interpretation of the theosophical teachings. In addition, she defends the controversial 
Madame Blavatsky, one of the founders of the Theosophical Society.  
6 Fredrik Ström tried to sum up the basic thoughts in Dahlström’s outlook as follows: ”Theosophy appealed to her 
particularly through its aspiration towards a universal religion of wisdom based on the love of one’s fellow beings and on 
brotherhood. The divine constitutes the human essence and is indestructible. After several incarnations good is cleansed from 
evil in human beings. Everyone is rewarded according to their deeds—reaping what you have sowed—a law that holds even 
in the spiritual world. Human beings have a double nature, the higher and the lower fight for domination. The aim is to raise 
the earthly existence to higher rationality, humanity, idealism by defeating and taming the animal within the human being. 
Human beings must trust their higher self and become their own redeemers. Human beings must trust their own power and 
will to do good”. Kata Dahlströms liv, öde och äventyr i kampen mot herremakten: en krönika, Stockholm, 1930, p. 312 f. 
7 Saptarshi Bhattacharya, ’Facade may remain, will the Soul be lost?’ The Hindu, 27 June 2004, 
http://www.hindu.com/2004/06/27/stories/2004062705850100.htm  
8 The article mentions, among others, the defence minister Krishna Menon, the chief minister in Karnataka K.C. Reddy and 
the earlier president Venkataram. 
9 Saptarshi Bhattacharya, ’Facade may remain, will the Soul be lost?’ The Hindu, 27 June 2004, 
http://www.hindu.com/2004/06/27/stories/2004062705850100.htm 
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having inspired various New Age movements. The example of Kata Dahlström shows 
how theosophical and Eastern philosophical influences were to be found in movements 
that today we would not link with these trends. The quotation from NWT of 1910 
points to the reactions that the theosophists encountered because of their critical 
attitude towards the missionaries but even to the pretentious image that the movement 
conveyed concerning its role in the Indian reform movement. The article from The 
Hindu of 2004 about the Gokhale Hall conveys the image of theosophy involved in 
political mobilization. The lectures series under the nationalist title Wake Up India, the 
political training in a parliament established for the purpose and the cultural activity 
for an Indian national culture were some of the components. It is an image of 
theosophists playing an active political role along known personalities like Mahatma 
Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore. It is this political role in the national mobilization 
of India at the turn of the century that I want to investigate closer in the present work.  
 

The Enquiry      
 

This work aims to contribute to the increased knowledge of the political ambitions and 
actions of the theosophical movement within the growing nationalist movement in 
India during 1879-1930. One of the main issues is to attempt and explain how a small 
movement that emerged in the West could in a short period of time acquire political 
influence. The enquiry proceeds by an analysis of various external and internal factors 
that influenced the theosophists’ activity and attitude throughout this period. I have 
selected the following three areas for my enquiry: 

- To investigate the background, ideology and organization of the 
theosophical movement. What characterized the relationship of the 
movement to the progress of the modern society? To what extent was the 
movement connected to a Western and Eastern intellectual tradition? What was 
the vision and how was it to be achieved? To whom did the theosophists appeal 
and who committed themselves to the movement? What opposition did they 
encounter? 
 

- To analyze the activity of the theosophical movement in the light of 
a growing nationalism within an Indian colonial context. What were 
the characteristic features of the theosophists’ idea of nation? How and on what 
grounds would national identity and unity be created in India? How did the 
theosophists regard the Indian national question in relation to the British 
Empire? To whom did they appeal, who were the adversaries and on what 
grounds was the opposition carried out? 
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- To analyze the reasons why the political influence of the movement 

decreased after 1919. What external and internal factors contributed to the 
marginalization of the theosophical movement in politics? 
 

   The time framework is determined by the fact that the theosophists’ activity in India 
started in 1879, four years after the founding of the Theosophical Society in New 
York. The period investigated ends in 1930 because of the assumption that the 
independent role of the theosophists in Indian politics had faded out by this year. 
   The investigation starts from an historical introduction to the background of the 
society and its development as an idea and as a movement and then focuses chiefly on 
two areas that this enquiry considers of interest. In addition to the theosophists’ work 
and outlook in the arena of Indian national politics, the investigation deals in more 
details with their commitment to education. It was in these areas that the theosophists’ 
political ambitions in India were expressed most clearly.  
   The theosophists’ work in education and its significance for the political influence of 
the movement have been only indirectly dealt with by earlier research. Neither have 
scholars dealt explicitly with the theosophists’ fundamental attitude concerning 
educational questions and the attempt to nationalize the contents of education as part 
of a political strategy. As it appears in Chapter 4, there is recent research in the history 
of education that treats contextually different aspects of the significance of education in 
a nationalist framework. 
   Unlike earlier historical scholarship, this enquiry does not make a clear distinction 
between the various arenas, but it rather highlights the connection between the various 
activities. The aim is to convey a more profound and a more complex image of the 
movement’s political ambitions, achievements and shortcomings. 
   The next sections of this chapter deal with methodological considerations, theoretical 
outlooks, sources and other material and surveys the scholarly work on the subject. 
The theoretical section introduces Ludwik Fleck’s concepts thought styles and thought 
collectives. The examination of the sources and other material distinguishes between 
theosophical and other material. The survey of the scholarly work includes earlier 
research on the Theosophical Society as a reform movement as well as the 
theosophists’ commitment to the Indian national movement. The survey of earlier 
research closes with topical biographies and with the presence of the theosophists in 
the historical accounts. 
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Methodological Considerations 
 

Choosing this subject for my thesis has led me in a historical and cultural context that 
has been new to me. Since my enquiry covers over four decades, literary studies, 
including contemporary literature as well as reflections on the changes in the political 
context have been an important part of the work. It has been thus possible to outline 
and analyze relevant sources for the purpose of this study in an ongoing process as the 
work has been progressing.10  
   The question of selecting the relevant sources out of the abundant production of texts 
to do with the Theosophical Society has been important for the enquiry. Another 
problem has been the elucidation of the context and the use of these texts. Whether a 
text can be considered representative for the movement or simply as an expression of a 
particular individual is a problematic question of source evaluation. In the case of the 
Theosophical Society the difficulty is accentuated by the fact that its leading 
representatives often pointed out that, due to reasons to do with the statutes, they 
expressed themselves as private persons in political contexts. At the same time, their 
statements amount to a political pattern that can be understood as representative for 
the theosophical movement. The rule for this enquiry has been to try and evaluate 
statements and particular texts from case to case, taking into account the insiders’ and 
the outsiders’ opinions. An important aspect for the understanding of the texts has 
been establishing the significance of the target group as far as the content of the texts is 
concerned. I have distinguished between the texts aimed at those inside the movement 
and those used for political purposes outside the movement. The analysis is 
complicated by the fact that the movement was active in different cultural contexts, 
taking into consideration Eastern (Indian) as well as Western audiences. Both the 
content and the form of a lecture given at the Fabian Society in London obviously 
differ from those of a lecture with the same title given in front of the students at 
Benares in India.   
   The manner in which the texts could be used also necessitates considering to what 
genre they belong. The texts, books and articles, used to describe the theosophists’ first 
period in India contain traits of missionary and travel literature. The texts discussed in 
the section on education are textbooks and newspaper articles containing didactic 
aims. In addition, the textbooks undergo a public process of checking/examination in 
order to receive approval, which naturally influences the contents. In the closing 
chapter the texts are more openly propagandistic and rhetorically adapted in order to 
be used in political contexts. Here the periodical and newspaper articles dominated 
which in some cases are based on public speeches. In the latter case, interventions in 
the freedom of the press such as censorship, but even self-censorship, constitute 
                                            
10 John Tosh, Historisk teori och metod, Lund, 1991, p. 64 f. 
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important factors that need to be taken into consideration. When it comes to present 
the speeches, the contents and the language usage are naturally adapted in a similar 
manner to the public and the contexts described above.  
   Other external circumstances that need to be taken into account when judging the 
circulation of the texts are factors such as literacy and knowledge of other languages, 
which clearly in India strongly limits the size of the groups that can direct access to the 
texts. Besides, most of the printed texts produced by the theosophists were written in 
English, which naturally reduces even more the possibility to reach a wider 
readership.11  
   My method of text analysis may be described as an attempt to contextualize the 
contents by emphasizing the central arguments and analyses of the texts. Subsequently, 
they are discussed in their context on a more general level. This method means that 
relevant quotations and summarizing sections hold together the survey. Since the 
enquiry covers more than half a century, I have in addition chosen to insert brief 
historical summaries. Here, too, the aim is that the nuances in the contents and 
message of the texts should come across in relationship to the context in which the 
texts were produced and used. 
 

The Theoretical Perspectives of the Thesis 
 

The activity and development of a movement raise questions about the circumstances 
that facilitate its ideas, but also questions about the characteristics of its organization. 
Hence, it is important to investigate the interplay between the intellectual content, 
organization, activity and context. The theoretical perspectives, which constitute the 
interpretative framework of the enquiry, are important for the elements that are 
emphasized in the sources. 

Thought	  Style	  and	  Thought	  Collective	  
In order to interpret satisfactorily the actions and influence of the theosophical 
movement I have opted for a theory that includes the relationship between the 
movement’s internal and external activity in time. I resort to the Polish philosopher of 
science Ludwik Fleck’s theory about thought collectives and thought styles.12  
                                            
11 The exceptions are the textbooks in the history of religion produced by the Central Hindu College as well as the political 
pamphlets which during the Home Rule movement, 1916-1919, were translated into vernacular languages and produced in 
large print runs. See chapters 3 and 4. 
12 In the Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact (1934 Sw. translation 1997) Fleck claims that science relies too much on the 
possibilities of objectivity. He advances instead the idea of the influence of thought styles and of society on the cognitive 
process. In addition to the researcher and the research object, he emphasizes a third factor that contributes to the establishing 
of the research result as a fact, namely the research milieu of the community of scientists and its intellectual structure. This 
additional factor of influence introduces a historical and a sociological factor. In his analysis of the milieu of the community of 
scientists and its ability to oppose, adapt or change, Fleck employs the concepts thought styles (denkstil) and thought 
collectives (denkkollektiv). Due to his development of the theory of the thought collective as a carrier of a thought style and its 
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   Fleck defines a thought collective as a community of people who exchange ideas with 
one another. Thus, within the thought collective there develops a certain common 
knowledge and a certain culture that shape a particular thought style. The thought style 
is based on common intellectual outlooks of the members of the collective, for instance 
scientific ideas, representations of reality, norms, values and ideology. According to 
Fleck, like all other styles, thought style consists in a particular atmosphere that 
materializes itself through a disposition towards a selective perception and a 
corresponding specific action. Therefore, thought style can be defined as “a particular 
perception with a corresponding intellectual and objective processing of the perceived 
entity.”13 The thought style often entails a technical style of a knowledge sphere or a 
literary style, according to Fleck.14    
   The thought collective develops thus common conceptions about which problems 
are central, which opinions are considered adequate as well as which epistemological 
methods ought to be used.  
   The community contributes to a social strengthening of the thought style, which can 
lead to intellectual coercion. Intellectual coercion may appear in occasional, temporary 
thought collectives that emerge in the daily contact between people, or in stable thought 
collectives which are formed in connection with organized social groups. The thought 
style is defined and structured in the stable thought collectives. Fleck writes that 
consequently that practical function dominates the creative atmosphere, which is 
reduced to a particular, limited and banal level.  
   The significance of thought collective and thought styles is not confined to 
organizations and movements. The interpretative sphere is widened in order to 
comprise also whole societies ranging in time over whole periods. Fleck’s theoretical 
model reminds of Kuhn’s paradigm and Foucault’s discourse concept. If one is born in 
a thought collective it is difficult to free one’s thinking from it. Intellectual coercion 
results in the community regarding those who dare to have another opinion as heretics 
and in silencing them. A new atmosphere creates a new thought style and new values. 
However, according to Fleck, there are always elements left from the old thought styles 
amounting to traces in a historical context.15  
   The stable thought collectives display a certain formal and substantive introversion, 
which takes expression in a particular terminology, in particular laws, norms and 
customs. One example is that of the old guilds with their own complex intellectual 
                                                                                                                                        
significance concerning the genesis of a (scientific) fact, Fleck has been considered as a precursor of Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm 
theory and of constructivism. Fleck’s own empirical research proceeded from the scientifically well-documented connection 
between the Wassermann reaction and syphilis. Starting from medical research, Fleck is interested in how something that at a 
certain moment is considered a scientific fact gets to be considered an obsolete prejudice later on. Interestingly enough, Fleck 
does not see any decisive difference between scientific and non-scientific milieus or organizations. Religious or political 
associations as well as loosely connected artistic groups may gather round a particular epistemological orientation (see Bengt 
Liliequist’s introduction and Fleck’s preface, p. 13 f.).  
13 Fleck 1997, p. 100. 
14 Fleck 1997, p. 100. 
15 Fleck 1997, p. 100. 
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world. For the uninitiated it is impossible to comprehend this complexity, which results 
in a coercive intellectual pressure. Fleck writes that the newcomer is introduced by 
means of mild coercion into an intellectual system whose main components must 
appear completely incomprehensible. Within each intellectual community’s organic 
introversion there occurs definition of problems with are possible or impossible to 
articulate. Thus, Fleck argues, “there emerge specific values and a characteristic 
intolerance that amount to a common feature of each closed community.”16 
   Irrespective of the ideological orientation or organization of a thought collective, 
there are common structural characteristics that contribute to the introversion and the 
tendency towards inertia of the thought style. The members of the thought collective 
are divided according to two levels or into two groups. The first level consists of an 
esoteric group (the nucleus that regards itself as the elite) while the second level, the 
majority, is made up of the exoteric group (the mass) of sympathizers. The esoteric group 
stands closest to the dominating thought style whose members are responsible for 
conveying the ideas to the exoteric group. Normally, the members of the exoteric 
group have no immediate connection with the higher group. In order to have contact 
with the ideas of the thought style they must trust the initiated members in the esoteric 
group. At the same time, the esoteric group depends on the trust and opinions of the 
exoteric group. This facilitates a certain circulation of concepts that are interpreted 
and reinterpreted.17 If the members of the exoteric group have a stronger position in 
the thought collective the relationship acquires a democratic nuance that stimulates 
development. If the position of the elite is stronger it distances itself from the mass, 
which means that secrecy and dogmatism dominate. Fleck claims that it is in this latter 
situation that the religious though collective finds itself. 18 
   An exchange of ideas between different thought collectives may result in a 
dislocation or modification of the values of the ideas and, in the long run, change the 
atmosphere. But the greater the differences between various though styles the more 
reduced the exchange of ideas since the terminology and the understanding of 
concepts hinders a meaningful exchange. A radical dislocation entails the emergence of 
new opportunities that may lead to new discoveries and creativity due to the 
appearance of new facts. A transition in the thought style becomes possible since new 
concepts can be linked to the old ones. Fleck argues that this is the most important 
epistemological significance of the intercollective exchange of ideas.     
   A person often belongs to different thought collectives and in certain cases may 
function as an intermediary in the intercollective exchange of thoughts. Fleck points 
out that the stylistically shaped homogeneity of thought as a social phenomenon is 
much clearer than the logical thought of a particular individual. The individual’s 
                                            
16 Fleck 1997, p. 104. 
17 Fleck 1997, p. 105. 
18 Fleck 1997, p. 105. 
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logically contradictory elements do not turn into psychological contradictions since 
they are kept separate. Therefore, someone could maintain several thought styles 
simultaneously. Certain connections concern beliefs, others epistemological issues, 
even of this cannot be explained logically. Fleck argues that, normally, a person 
maintains two very different thought styles because they can preserve their 
separateness. However, it is not equally easy to maintain closely related thought styles 
since they cannot be kept separate in the same way. The conflict between them may 
either result in sterility or contribute to the development of a new thought style in the 
border area.19   
   My use of Fleck’s theory of thought styles is justified by several reasons. First, it lends 
itself well to describing systematically the ability of the young theosophical movement 
tune into the mood of a modern transition period unlike the stable thought collectives 
such as the Church. 
   Second, I consider that Fleck’s classification into an inner esoteric and outer exoteric 
circle appears applicable against the background of the organizing characteristics of 
the theosophical movement. What is relevant here also is the further discussion of the 
introversion and coercion of the religious thought collective which influenced the 
possibilities of holding the movement together. 
   Thirdly, I consider that Fleck’s argument that individuals often maintain 
contradictory thought styles simultaneously is significant for my enquiry. This can be 
seen against the background that the theosophical movement was active in several 
areas in different historical and cultural contexts and has been regarded as a typically 
eclectic movement.20 
   Fourthly, I see an advantage in using the concept of thought style because of its 
flexibility in relation to complicated internal and external processes over long periods 
of time. The requirement of contextualization is obvious here so that as a historian to 
be able at all to describe the time and the people that is the object of our interest. The 
support for the British Empire in India at the beginning of the First World War, 
including that of leading nationalists, is an example that subsequently was considered 
contradictory. Here we need to remind ourselves of our own inability of thinking 
outside the thought styles of our own time. Similarly, we risk being considered by 
posterity as an example of lack of understanding or consciousness. 

Other	  Theoretical	  Perspectives	  	  
As mentioned above, the use of Fleck’s theoretical perspectives offers a wide area of 
interpretation. At the same time, it is necessary to add concepts and theories more 
                                            
19 Fleck 1997, p. 108 f. 
20 I suggest that an interesting comparison can be made with the social theory of identity, which Amartya Sen deals with in 
his Identity and Violence (2006). Sen writes that each of us has different identities that are linked to the groups we simultaneously 
belong to. Each group grants an identity without excluding other identities. Sen’s criticism is aimed at the vulgarization 
occurring in the debates where a person, a nation or a civilization is reduced to the expression of one identity (p. 51).  
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clearly connected with the historical context that the various sections of the enquiry 
deal with. 
   As opposed to the other reform movements in India, the Theosophical Society had a 
Western background. In order to analyze the development of the movement in the 
West and its relationship to other movements, I resort to the intellectual historian Inga 
Sanner’s concept morally utopian movements, among other concepts. The concept 
elucidates the conflict between the aspiration towards individual liberation and the fear 
of social disintegration in a transition period as, for instance, when modernity the 
unitarian/homogeneous state. In Sanner’s opinion, the Theosophical Society is one of 
several movements, however different from one another, that illustrate the same 
thought form.21 
   In the Indian context the movement found itself in the fraught sphere between a 
Western anti-authoritarian tradition with conspicuous modern features and the search 
for a socially coherent culture with still strong links between faith and science. One 
aspect of this problem is the question whether theosophy should mainly be regarded as 
a product of Western thought despite containing obvious elements from the Eastern 
philosophy. Against this background, it is reasonable to test Kenneth W. Jones’s 
concept reverse acculturation in relationship to the theosophical activity in India.22 This 
question renders topical a discussion of the relationship of the universal versus the 
cultural specific elements in a historical development process. My aim is to investigate 
the Theosophical Society’s activity in the light of this discussion.    
   Since the period covered by the enquiry coincides with the growth of Indian 
nationalism, the theoretical perspectives of modern scholarship on nationalism are 
central. The emphasis on the constructed features in the shaping of nationalism raises 
a number of complex questions in a colonial context. The Indian historians Bipan 
Chandra and Romila Thapar, among others, have pointed out that parts of the project 
of the Indian nation state have their origin in the epistemological and organizational 
forms of the colonial power. Therefore, even today post-colonial countries have to 
derive their national identity to a certain extent from what has been articulated by the 
colonial power.23   
   According to Thapar, there was no overall image of an Indian national community 
for the British colonial power. India was perceived as a civilization with a range of 
cultural identities that have developed a system of co-existence.24 The process of nation 
                                            
21 Sanner resorts here to Johan Asplund’s discussion of thought forms that are determined and shaped by what is conceivable 
in the encounter with a material reality. This explains why movements having different characteristics may express the same 
thought form. See Inga Sanner, Att älska sin nästa såsom sig själv: om moraliska utopier under 1800-talet (Stockholm, 1991), p. 10 f. 
22 Kenneth W. Jones, Socio-religious reform movements in British India. The New Cambridge History of India. III. I, Cambridge, 
1989, p. 179. 
23 Håkan Thörn, ’Modernitet, nationalism, imperialism—den indiska nationen i historiskt perspektiv’ in Häften för Kritiska 
studier, 3/93. 
24 Interview with Romila Thapar in Björn Hettne, ‘Militant nationalists take over contemporary history writing in India’, 
Sydasien, 2000/2. 
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building, which started during the colonialism, is described by Chandra by means of 
the concept nation in making, which began during the nineteenth century.25 
   Considering this perspective, questions of national history writing become very 
important. The historical meta-narratives developed in the nineteenth century in the 
West framed the British but also Indian history writing. Thapar refers here to the 
theory of Oriental despotism, which did not recognize that India had its own 
development potential—an idea that can be found in the nineteenth-century British 
liberal and colonial history writing.26 Another meta-narrative praises the great Indo-
European past, which we even find in the Swedish and Nordic history writing, but 
which in the case of India was followed by decline and cultural backwardness in 
relationship to the development in the West. It was, above all the Indo-European 
meta-narrative that the Indian national history writing related to during the period 
investigated here. According to the pattern of nationalist history writing, the narrative 
comprises a third stage as well—restitution—that corresponded to the need for 
changes, where change is related normatively to the reconstructed victory.27 I return to 
the significance of the historical meta-narratives in Chapter 4 that deals with 
theosophists’ commitment to school and higher education.  
   A further question of interest for this enquiry is the religious nature of nationalism in 
India. The image of India as a typically spiritual in relationship to the materialist West 
was established also during the nineteenth century. The economist Amartya Sen, 
referring to the sociologist Partha Chatterjee, does not reject this account but regards it 
as the result of a split discourse—a consequence of the prolonged possession of power by 
the colonialists. Economically, technically and scientifically, the West was superior and 
was imitated, while within the spiritual sphere which was considered to lie closest to 
humanity, where the colonial power had no access, India was sovereign, indeed 
superior to the colonial power.28 
 

Sources and other Material 
 

Most of the primary material used here is published material of the movement, namely 
material that was published by the movement itself or by groups or persons close to it. 
Naturally, this includes books but above all newspapers, journals, pamphlets and 
collections of speeches written in order to form opinions and common frameworks for 
                                            
25 Bipan Chandra, India’s struggle for independence 1857-1947, Harmondsworth, 1989 [1988], pp 22 f. 
26 Romila Thapar, ’Some Appropriations of the Theory of Aryan Race relating to the Beginnings of Indian History’, in 
Invoking the Past the Uses of History in South Asia,  
 (ed.), Oxford University Press 2002 [1999]. 
27 Jörn Rüsen, Berättande och förnuft: historieteoretiska texter, Göteborg, 2004, p. 61 ff. 
28 Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: the illusion of destiny, New York, 2006, p. 90. 



 
 
 

16 

a particular group or for the general public.29 Several leading persons in the 
theosophical movement were active as writers and journalists, having in addition 
experience of editing newspapers and journals and, in certain cases, experience of 
being active in the area of political opinion. 
   Among the abundance of newspaper and journal texts produced by the 
Theosophical Society I have chosen to concentrate my enquiry on the newspapers and 
journals that have a politically mobilizing content. The chief examples are the journals 
Central Hindu College Magazine, The Commonweal and the daily New India. In my opinion, 
these publications have a somewhat different readership than the theosophical journals 
proper. This means that the enquiry pays less attention, for instance, to the 
theosophists’ international journal The Theosophist whose orientation is different.  
   Besides the movement’s own newspapers and journals, the sources material includes 
other contemporary printed texts, for example extracts from letter collections and 
annual reports. The sources contain also material from other contemporary 
movements or persons that in different ways contributed to, or acted against, the aims 
of the theosophical movement. Further, there are memos from the British colonial 
administration and from the security service Central Investigation Department 
(hereafter CID). What is of interest here are the security service’s wide-ranging 
evaluation of the security situation, reports of the political activities from those in 
charge with regional security as well as discussions and suggestions of measures against 
the political opposition. The following archives and libraries have been used during the 
work on this thesis: 
   National Archives of India, NAI, New Delhi, concerning material from the colonial 
administration, including the British security service (CID), among others History Sheet 
of Mrs Annie Besant. At the NAI one can also have access to letter collections, among 
others the Gokhale Papers that include correspondence between Annie Besant and Gopal 
Krishna Gokhale, among others. In my enquiry I have used letters dated May 1907 to 
January 1915.  
   Bharat Kala Bhavan, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi. Free access to the archive upon 
application. I have used mainly the journal Central Hindu College Magazine edited by 
Annie Besant between 1903-1212. 
   Adyar Library and Research Centre, Chenai, containing the library of the international 
Theosophical Society established already in 1886 along with its archive (annual 
reports, contemporary literature, etc.). One should mention here that the access to 
certain material was limited for non-members. 
   Library at the Indian Theosophical Society, Varanasi. A relatively small library containing 
abundant material concerning the contemporary collections of speeches and letters as 
well as literature.  
                                            
29 Tosh 1991, p. 61 f.  
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   Nehru Memorial Museum & Library, New Delhi, containing Congress documents and, 
among other material, the Nehru family’s personal correspondence. 
   The British Library Newspaper Collection, London (newspapers and periodicals from that 
period). 
   The Steiner Library, Åbo University, containing the largest collection of contemporary 
esoteric literature as well as periodicals.  
   It should be mentioned that some of the contemporary sources material became 
available during the work on the thesis in facsimile form on the Internet. 
    

Theosophical	  Literature	  
The literature about the theosophical society can be divided in literature produced 
within the movement and literature produced by outsiders about the movement. The 
need inside the theosophical movement to document and describe its history has been 
an important part of the activity ever since its beginnings in the 1870s. Diaries and 
autobiographies from the first decades of the movement’s history have been constantly 
issued in new editions. Founding figures such as Madame Blavatsky’s collected works 
and H.S. Olcotts’s diaries Old Diary Leaves still appear in new editions. According to the 
foreword to Blavatsky Collected Works XIV, Blavatsky has written more than one 
thousand articles during 1874-1891.30 Works by Annie Besant’s written production 
within the theosophical movement are also published in new editions, for example The 
Ancient Wisdom, Seven Great Religions (originally Four Great Religions), Seven Principles of Man, 
to name only a few. A history has been published (Ransom 1938) that presents 
chronologically the official history from the point of view of Adyar theosophy. 
   The divisions that occurred within the theosophical movement at various points have 
led to an on-going discussion, often with an apologetic character, between different 
groups. Since 1985, there is a theosophical historical review, Theosophical History 
Magazine, published by one of the American sections critical of the Adyar theosophists. 
In addition, there is Esoteric History that offers selected works of theosophical literature 
on the Internet, including both newly written material and older texts.31 
   Throughout the years, quite a vast number of periodicals, pamphlets and books on 
religious matters have been published. Besides theosophical texts, popular editions of 
Eastern religious original works have been translated and spread in the West. Among 
others, there were the Indian epic masterpieces Mahabharata and Ramayana which at 
the time were less known to the wider public. Thus, the theosophists contributed to the 
increased knowledge of the Eastern religions outside a narrow academic circle. But the 
movement’s ambitions to launch their own translations and interpretations of the 
                                            
30 The information is to be found in the foreword to Blavatsky Collected Works XIV, Theosophical Publishing House, Madras, 
1964. 
31 http://www.alpheus.org/html/contentindices/esoteric_history_index.html (22 April 2012) 
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history of religions provoked reactions among various groups and academics that did 
not accept the theosophists’ self-assumed role of interpreters of Oriental religions. 
Among them there were representatives of the mission, but even neo-Hindu groups 
such as Ramakrishna Math and Mission as well as Arya Samaj were critical and there took 
place an early polemic.32 
   The Theosophist, the movement’s international periodical, which had appeared since 
1879, deals only occasionally with political problems. As mentioned above, two 
periodicals with a clearly political character edited by Besant are important for the 
present work: Central Hindu College Magazine, the mouthpiece of the Central Hindu 
College in Benares and The Commonweal, a political weekly issued during the Home 
Rule movement. The daily newspaper that reflects the Home Rule movement was New 
India, controlled by Besant, whose first number appeared in the autumn of 1914. New 
India became one of the leading nationalist newspapers in India during the First World 
War.   
   India Bond or Free that appeared first in 1923 is of a certain interest concerning the 
theosophical vision of India. Even this book consists of a selection of edited lectures 
and articles published throughout almost three decades. Here Besant expresses her 
vision of the political organization of an independent India. Of greater interest is The 
Birth of New India, also consisting mainly of lectures and pamphlets, among others 
several of the Wake Up India lectures. Several of them turned out to be of direct use in 
1917 during the period when the theosophists’ commitment and support in the 
national movement was at its peak.  
   Certain scholars point out that there are reasons to be extra careful concerning the 
reliability of sources when it comes to theosophical history writing. In 1915 there 
appeared Besant’s How India Wrought for Freedom: The Story of the National Congress Told 
from Official Records, which is an example of theosophical history writing about the 
Indian National Congress (INC). Here Besant describes how the initiative concerning 
the INC, was taken by persons close to the theosophical movement in 1884, one year 
before the Congress was formed. Subsequently, Indian historical scholarship has 
questioned this claim.33 
   It is hardly surprising that the theosophical history writing often is propagandist, 
which has been reinforced by the polarized discussion that has surrounded the 
movement from the very moment it was established. Events that discredit the 
movement are very seldom mentioned in the literature produced by the movement, or 
are given a glossed-over interpretation, which does not happen only in the case of the 
theosophists. As in all other research of movements, there are reasons to treat the 
                                            
32 See, among others, H.S. Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, second series, 1878-83, Madras 1900 and Ransom 1938, which describes the 
polemic in more detail. Vivekananda’s critical attitude towards the theosophists is described, among others, by Gwilym 
Beckerlegge in The Ramakrishna Mission: the making of a modern Hindoo movement, Delhi 2000, p.60, that quotes Vivekananda 
“would have cleared India . . . from these upstart humbugs” (Theosophists) CWSV, VII: 506. 
33 Chandra 1989, p. 80 f. 
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movement’s own statements and “research” cautiously. The American sociologist 
Gregory Tillet sees grave problems in the way in which the theosophical self-image is 
presented and how it avoids material that is unfavourable to the movement.34 In the 
new editions there are interventions in the content of the theosophical texts that are 
considered obsolete. This includes, among others, descriptions of races—opinions that 
today would give the movement a bad reputation.35 Quotations are used in a 
misleading way, partly selectively, partly by leaving out important parts of the original 
text. Tillet claims that this is done on purpose and quotes one of the theosophical 
leaders, Charles M. Leadbeater on the matter:  
 

Whatever will do good is freely told; but the possessor of knowledge must be 
permitted to use his discretion as to what portion of it he will share with his 
fellow-men.36      

   Dissatisfaction with the non-theosophical researchers’ description of the movement 
has diminished the openness and the access to certain theosophical archives.37 What 
went on in the inner circle, for example the so-called Esoteric section, has been kept away 
from non-theosophical researchers which meant that the accounts of defectors have 
had a considerable impact.38 This lack of openness regarding the internal material is 
not only unique to the theosophists, but it is troubling anyway since the theosophists 
have often claimed that the ideas of the movement are in accordance with modern 
science.  
   The recurring scandals that the movement has been involved in have obviously 
influenced the theosophists’ credibility. At the same time, a one-sided concentration on 
the scandals risks to minimize the possibility of explaining the movement’s influence. 
Joscelyn Godwin claims that researchers have got bogged down into a fruitless 
polarization, which, according to Godwin, has been monopolized, by both the 
supporters and opponents who have effectively blocked new research. The supporters 
defend Blavatsky down to the smallest details and refuse to see her weaknesses and 
flaws, while the opponents emphasize that she is a cheat, despite the successes.39 
                                            
34 Gregory Tillet, ’There is no religion higher than trust’, in Theosophical History, volume 3, April 1989, pp. 42-50. 
35 Besant writes in the lecture Eastern Castes and Western Classes, published in 1917, ”those who belong, say to some 
undeveloped type of man, like the Veddahs of Ceylon, are not equal to the highly developed races that you find in this land, 
that you find in the West as the leaders of the civilization”. In the 1997 edition of this lecture this description is missing; Annie 
Besant, The Birth of New India, Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, 1917, p. 240, respectively Wake up India, vol. XXII, 
Oct. 97- Sept. 98, p. 93 ff. 
36 Tillet 1989, p. 43. 
37 The damaging publicity that afflicted the society in connection with the Mahatma scandal in 1884 contributed to this. See, 
for example, John Nicol Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements in India, New Delhi, 1998 (1915), p. 233 ff, but even H.S. Olcott, 
Old Diary Leaves. Third Series. 1883-1887, Theosophical Publishing House, London, Madras, 1904.In ODL there is an account 
of a meeting with Müller in London, 1886, p. 183 ff. See also chapter 5. 
38 An example is F.T. Brooks, Jawaharlal Nehru’s mentor, who belonged to the Esoteric section but left the society, strongly 
critical towards the personality cult that developed in connection with the Krishnamurti’s selection as the coming Messiah.  
39 See Joscelyn Godwin’s foreword in K. Paul Johnson, The Masters Revealed: Madame Blavatsky and the Myth of the Great White 
Lodge, New York, 1994, p. XVII. 
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   The scandals are not central to the present enquiry due to two reasons: first, because 
they are discussed elsewhere and, second, because a one-sided concentration on them 
risks overshadowing the main issues of this study. Consequently, I deal with the 
scandals when I consider that they have influenced the movement’s chances to exert 
political influence. One hypothesis is that when the occult aspects are allowed to 
dominate and become conspicuous outside the inner esoteric circle the movement’s 
support in a wider circle of members and sympathizers diminishes. Apart from the 
discussion of the authenticity of the Mahatma’s letters, the spectacular elevation of 
Krishnamurti to the coming Messiah is such an example (see chs. 2 and 3). 

Biographies	  	  	  
The biographical details about Annie Besant’s life before the transition to theosophy 
originate from Annie Besant’s Autobiography (1892), which deals exclusively with the 
English period (1847-1892). This autobiography appeared three years after the 
transition to theosophy, which influenced the account. There is an earlier 
autobiography, Autobiographical Sketches that had appeared already in 1884 and is an 
important complement to the biography coloured by theosophy. The period after 
Besant settled in India is not documented in any autobiographical texts, but Besant’s 
production of books, articles in newspapers and in periodical magazine is 
comprehensive. A lot of the material consists of speeches that were turned into 
pamphlets and later published as books. An example is Four Great Religions (1897), 
which contains lectures from Besant’s first years in India and which later was expanded 
to Seven Great Religions.40 
   In addition to the autobiographies, several biographies about Annie Besant’s eventful 
life have been published. The most comprehensive and most often quoted are Arthur 
Nethercot’s The First Five Lives of Annie Besant and The Four Last lives of Annie Besant (1957). 
The nine lives mentioned in the titles refer to Besant’s wandering between different 
movements. Nethercot, a good narrator of character, describes in detail the gallery of 
characters in the politically radical groups within which Besant was active during the 
British period. His account of the Indian period is based, to a certain extent, on 
interviews with persons who were active in the Home Rule movement during the First 
World War and in the subsequent Non-Cooperation Movement. 
   Sri Prakasa, active within the INC and India’s ambassador in Pakistan after the 
independence, has written a more personal kind of biography.41 Prakasa was the son of 
the Indologist Bhagawan Das who throughout many years was Besant’s collaborator 
and the chairman of the Indian section of the theosophical society. Prakasa has also 
written a biography of his father, which offers an insight in the contradictions between 
                                            
40 Annie Besant, Four Great Religions – Four Lectures Delivered on the Twenty-first Anniversay of the Theosophical Society at Adyar, Madras 
and London 1897. The Four Great Religions are Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity and Zoroastrianism. In Seven Great 
Religions Jainism, Sikhism and Islam are also described. See Annie Besant, Seven Great Religions, 3rd ed. Adyar, 2002. 
41 Sri Prakasa, Annie Besant: As Woman and as Leader, Adyar, 1941. 
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the Indian theosophical section and the international theosophical society.42 Between 
1893 and 1907, Besant visited regularly the family’s home in Benares. Sri Prakasa was 
a student at the Central Hindu College established by Besant and his father. He became a 
member of the Theosophical Society in 1912, was active in the Home-Rule movement 
between 1916 and 1918 and, like his father, chose to support Gandhi during the Non-
Cooperation Movement between 1919 and 1922. The evaluation of Prakasa’s biographies 
must obviously take into account the personal relationship Prakasa had with Annie 
Besant and Bhagawan Das. 
   The most recent two biographies about Besant have been written by women. The 
British historian Rosemary Dinnage published Annie Besant: A Modern Woman in 1987.43 
As the title indicates, Dinnage emphasizes the specifically female dimension of Besant’s 
achievements. The main emphasis lies on her contribution before the transition to 
theosophy as a strike-leader for the female matchstick workers and as a radical 
politician. The spiritual/occult dimension is accorded a minor importance. Further, 
the freelance journalist Anne Taylor published a well-documented biography in 
1992.44 In order to present Besant’s personality, Taylor uses, among other sources, the 
correspondence between Annie Besant and her friend Ester Bright. This offers an 
insight in Besant’s private reflections during the periods of political turbulence. The 
work stresses the political significance of her personal relationships with George 
Bernard Shaw and the journalist W. T. Stead, both central figures in the radical 
groups in London. The biography also gives by means of the correspondence a 
significant insight in the in the problems of the colonial government in India when it 
considered ways of pacifying the politically committed Besant during the Home Rule 
movement. 
   Other biographical literature connected to the theosophical movement that has 
contributed to the image of the movement’s inner activity is Mary Lutyens’s biography 
about Krishnamurti, The Years of Awakening.45 The book offers a closely private insight 
in the bizarre story of Krishnamurti’s upbringing under theosophical protection. Mary 
Lutyens was the daughter of Emily Lutyens, a close friend to Besant who acted as 
Krishnamurti’s stepmother. A further piece of the jigsaw is to be found in the Mr. and 
Mrs. Cousins’ joint autobiography Cousins & Cousins.46 During periods of the Home 
Rule movement, James Cousins, Irish poet, theosophist and Irish nationalist, edited 
Besant’s periodical New India which he was forced to leave after pressures from the 
security services after the Easter rising in 1916. His wife, Margaret Cousins, an Irish 
                                            
42 Sri Prakasa, Bharat Ratna: Dr Bhagawan Das – Remembered by His Son Sri Prakasa, Meenakashi Prakashan Meerut, 
1970. 
43 Rosemary Dinnage, Annie Besant, 1987. 
44 Anne Taylor, Annie Besant: a biography, Oxford, 1992. 
45 Mary Lutyens, Krishnamurti: The Years of Awakening, New York, 1983. 
46 James Henry Cousins & Margaret E. Cousins, We two together, Madras, 1950.  
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suffragette, became one of the central personalities in the Indian women’s movement. 
Later, both spouses were in addition active in the Indian National Congress. 

 

The Extra-theosophical State of Research 
 

The activity of the Theosophical Society has attracted the interest of researchers from 
different disciplines. Besides historians, sociologists, political scientist and historians of 
religions have also taken an interest in the subject. Female researchers are well 
represented due to the fact that the leadership of the movement has had many 
prominent women who publicly broke with the bourgeois conventions of the period. It 
can be argued that several of these researchers belong to the feminist-marxist research 
discourse, which during the last few years has been replaced by researchers with a 
more clearly post-colonial orientation. 
   The account below presents a survey of how the theosophists’ activity in India has 
been evaluated by the historical scholarship. Later in the study, I return to the 
presentation of earlier research and give source references for the areas that are 
specifically dealt with.  

The	  Early	  Criticism	  	  	  	  	  
A certain amount of the early contemporary research literature is used in this study 
both as sources and as part of the survey of the research. Examples of this are John 
Nicol Farquhar and Friedrich Max Müller who can be seen both as actors but also as 
classic contributions to the research field. One reason is that researchers already took 
notice of the theosophists one decade after the establishment of the movement. Its 
pretentious self-image in relationship to science must have been an important reason 
for this attention. Historians of religions criticized at an early stage the theosophists’ 
interpretation of the Eastern religions. The most important here was the Indologist 
Friedrich Max Müller (1823-1900) who questioned the theosophists’ soundness. The 
foreword to The Life and Sayings of Ramakrishna (1898) gives two reasons for presenting 
the Indian guru Ramakrishna to the Western public. First, as a protest against the 
exaggerations of the Western press about Indian sages and saints presented by 
theosophists and esoteric Buddhists. Second, to show that behind these exaggerations 
there were genuine sanyasin in the tradition of the Vedanta – Ramakrishna being one of 
them.47 Müller, writing as a professor in London, collected information from 
Vivekananda and from the leading representatives of the reform movement Brahmo 
Samaj, among others. I consider Müller’s determined dissociation from theosophy as a 
                                            
47 Friedrich Max Müller, The Life and Sayings of Ramakrishna, London, 1898, p. 1 f. 
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contributing factor to the fact that theosophy has at an early stage been dismissed as a 
proper subject of research for historians of religions and partly neglected.  
   The historian of religions and researcher of missionary work J. N. Farquhar carries 
on along Müller’s lines in Modern Religious Movements in India (1915).48 The book is a 
classic work that has appeared in facsimile in several editions and is based on a series of 
lectures given in 1914, dealing with the Indian religious and social movements between 
1828 and 1913. Unlike Müller, Farquhar undertook field research in India during 
many years. Similarly to, and to a certain extent with the support of, Müller’s work, 
Farquhar claims that the theosophists have not contributed in any significant way to 
scholarly knowledge of the Eastern religions with the exception of the British 
theosophist G.R.S. Mead and one or two others.49 Farquhar summed up his view of 
theosophy as “a neo-Gnostic movement that has drawn its knowledge from 
Orientalists, its principles from Buddhism and its fuel from occultism”.50 
   According to Farquhar, the theosophists’ successes in the Western intellectual circles 
are due to two factors: partly, due to an increased interest in other religions as 
described by travelers, missionaries and anthropologists, and partly, due to the new 
scientific psychology of the human brain’s normal and abnormal activity, as Farquhar 
puts it. He points out that the interest in psychology but also in clairvoyance, telepathy 
and hypnotism has become well established in modern thought. Theosophy was the 
first movement that realized that it could use psychological research for its own 
purposes, a kind of research towards which the Church was hesitant and nonplussed, 
according to Farquhar.51  
   Theosophy has attracted people in various ways, Farquhar adds, and makes a 
distinction between the outer group of members and sympathizers and the inner group 
within what Fleck calls the esoteric circle. Most people were attracted by the fact that 
theosophy was perceived as having a generous and sympathetic attitude towards all 
religions. Those interested were invited to studies and lectures about Oriental religions 
where Christian brotherhood was preached. The majority of theosophists in the West 
have had a superficial connection to the society. For others, the more dedicated 
theosophists, the secretive attraction of occultism with the possibility of gaining 
exclusive occult insights has been decisive. According to Farquhar, when they have 
been caught in the esoteric circle, they find themselves in a mental vice, as it were, 
from which it has been proved difficult to liberate oneself.52 
                                            
48 John Nicol Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements in India, New Delhi, 1998 (1915). 
49 George Robert Stowe Mead (1863-1933) was Madame Blavatsky’s private secretary during the last years of her life. Mead 
was member of the Theosophical Society in 1884 and edited the periodical Lucifer. He is considered to be one of the 
prominent figures connected with the growing interest in Eastern religions and Gnostic literature among writers and artists 
and within psychoanalysis during the previous century (one can mention here Pound, Yeats and Jung). 
50 Farquhar 1998, p. 289. 
51 Farquhar 1998, p. 286. 
52 Farquhar 1998, p. 287. 
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   Farquhar claims that the attraction of theosophy in India and Ceylon has had an 
entirely different background. Its successes in the public opinion can be explained by 
the fact that it filled a vacuum by its defence of Hinduism and Buddhism. This, due to 
the doubts sown by the secular Western education concerning their own belief 
systems.53 
   Farquhar’s work also contains a moral criticism of the theosophical leadership – a 
criticism that has been a recurring theme in the extra-theosophical literature. Above 
all, it is the female leaders, Madame Blavatsky and Annie Besant that are criticized on 
moral grounds. The criticism concerns both the personal life as well as accusations 
regarding autocratic ways. The scandals that occurred in connection with the 
Theosophical Society concerning plagiarism and the so-called Mahatma letters are 
presented as a divide between the Theosophical Society and other serious religious and 
social reform movements in India.54 Farquhar is irritated above all by the way the 
Theosophists distort the Christian message, while claiming that theosophy does not 
entail dissociation from Christianity. Farquhar urges every Christian preacher to 
inform himself about “the true nature of this poisonous anti-Christ system since there 
are many attempts to introduce theosophy into the Church”.55 Farquhar’s research is 
the basis of several subsequent works, for instance in R.C. Majumdar’s (et el.) national 
edition The History and Culture of the Indian People, British Paramountcy and Indian 
Renaissance.56 
   Annie Besant, whose political commitment ranges over six decades, naturally 
becomes an important person in an enquiry regarding the connection between the 
teaching and political action. A question worth taking into consideration is the extent 
to which Besant can be seen as unique in her political commitment within the 
Theosophical Society. For example, Jawaharlal Nehru expresses such an opinion in his 
autobiography The Discovery of India.57 One could argue against this by pointing out that 
Besant, as the leader of the society for more than twenty-five years, marked its activity. 
As the Dutch historian H.A.O. de Tollenaere has put it: 
 

Mrs Besant was a person, more able at putting into practice theosophical political ideas, 
which leaders before, besides, and after her held as well, in some form or other.58 

                                            
53 Farquhar 1998, p. 287. 
54 Mahatma is an Indian term that literally means ”great soul”. In some cases, it has to do with the idea that certain people 
who have reached a higher level in their spiritual development want to continue to work as spiritual leaders for humanity. Cf. 
the idea of Bodhisattva in Buddhism. On the Mahatma scandal, see chapter 2. 
55 Farquhar 1998, p. 291. 
56 Majumdar, R.C. & Munshi, K. M. (eds.), The History and Culture of the Indian People. Vol. 10, British Paramountcy and 
Indian Renaissance, P. 2, Bombay, 3rd ed. 1991. 
57 Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India, New Delhi, 1991, p. 341. Even in Nehru’s autobiography the theosophists, along 
with Annie Besant, are described as less inclined towards political action self-sacrifice. See Nehru, J. An Autobiography, 9th ed. 
1995, p. 16. 
58 See Herman A.O. de Tollenaere, The Politics of Divine Wisdom: Theosophy and Labour, National, and Women’s 
Movements in Indonesia and South Asia, 1875-1947, Nijmegen, 1996, p. 14. 
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Because of Besant’s background as a Socialist, suffragette and free-thinker in Great 
Britain, attention has been paid to her political attitudes before and after the transition 
to theosophy. She has claimed that her political radicalism has not been influenced by 
her move towards theosophy. Tollenaere has a different opinion in his study The Politics 
of Divine Wisdom (1996) where he concludes that Besant’s transition entails a political 
change towards right-of-centre.59 The main point of his analysis is that the occultism 
within theosophy reinforced the elitist features and limited the political sphere of 
action. Tollenaere considers that, in theory, theosophy was meant for everyone, but in 
practice the attempt to reach wider groups of the population failed. When, after the 
Home-Rule movement the political struggle extended outside the elite around which 
the theosophists had built their network, they could not preserve their initial 
influence.60 
   Another critical discussion concerning the theosophists refers to their insistent 
cultural relativism that led to accusations of political opportunism. The female 
historian Kumari Jayawardena describes this in her comparative study The White 
Woman’s Other Burden (1995) where she compares the theosophical female leaders’ 
actions with other Western women active in India. Her conclusion is that the 
theosophical women, particularly Annie Besant, acted according to different criteria in 
the Orient and in the West. Their admiration for the Oriental religions obscured the 
oppression of women that these traditions concealed. According to Jayawardena, due 
to politically tactical reasons Besant, who was a militant in the West, avoided 
campaigning for similar women’s demands in India.61 The historian Uma Chakravarti 
has drawn a similar conclusion in the book about Pandita Ramabai, Rewriting History: 
The Life and Times of Pandita Ramabai (1998). Chakravarti claims that, through her praise 
of the Aryan/Vedic Brahmin culture, Annie Besant advocated the injustices of the 
caste society and the subordination of the Indian woman. Chakravarti presents Pandita 
Ramabai who had converted to Christianity and has been hardly mentioned or 
appreciated in the “official” Indian history writing as Besant’s opposite.62 

Occultism	  	  
Ever since the Mahatma scandal, occultism has dominated much of what has been 
written about the Theosophical Society. Tollenaere, among others, has discussed the 
question of how the occult aspects have influenced the theosophists’ possibilities to 
exert political influence. He belongs to those researchers who assert that it is relevant 
to take into account the occult ideas within theosophy when evaluating their political 
activity. De Tollenaere classifies researchers/writers in this field using two criteria: first, 
                                            
59 This study published in 1996 lies closest to my own due to its orientation towards the political arena and is therefore 
commented in more detail than other works. 
60 De Tollenaere 1996, p. 393 f. 
61 See Kumari Jayawardena, The White Woman’s other Burden – Western Woman and South Asia during British Colonial 
Rule, New York, 1995, p. 134. 
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whether the theosophists’ occult opinions are relevant or irrelevant in politics and, 
second, whether the theosophists on the whole were progressive or conservative in 
their political actions. His estimation results in four different categories: 

• Those who consider that theosophists are on the whole politically progressive 
and that the occult opinions are irrelevant in a political context. The biography 
writers Arthur Nethercot and Rosemary Dinnage belong to this category. 

• Those who consider that theosophists are on the whole progressive but who also 
claim that the occult opinions are politically relevant. This category includes the 
sociologists Edward Tiryakian and James Webb. 

• Those who consider that theosophists are one whole politically conservative and 
that the occult opinions are politically irrelevant. Tollenaere includes here 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Marxists such as Friedrich Engels, van Ravesteyn and 
the Icelandic writer Haldor Laxness. 

• Those who consider that theosophists are on the whole politically conservative 
and that the occult opinions are politically relevant, which is the conclusion that 
Tollenaere himself reaches.63  

   The categorization is interesting but, at the same time, contains problems that have 
to do with the dichotomy progressive/conservative in a politically complex colonial 
context: was the strong Hindu nationalist current during the Swadeshi movements in 
1905-1909 progressive or conservative? In one respect, the answer is progressive, since 
there were advances against the colonial power and important experiences concerning 
political mobilization were gained. At the same time, the relations with the Muslim 
minority deteriorated since the national struggle acquired a clearly Hindu orientation. 
Another example that shows the complexity of the issue is the question of the right of 
the colonial power to legislate in the sphere of family life, which split the national 
movement in India.64 A third example is from chapter 4 of the present study and raises 
the question: was the adoption of denominational education in the local religions a 
progressive step or was a secular Western education model to be preferred?  
   As for the question about the role of occultism in politics, as has been mentioned 
above, there are reasons to examine it from the point of view of evaluating the extent 
                                                                                                                                        
62 Uma Chakravarti, Rewriting History: The Life and Times of Pandita Ramabai, New Delhi, 2006, p. xiiii f.  
63 De Tollenaere 1996, p. 15. 
64 Probably the main example that divided the Indian public opinion was the Age of Consent Bill 1891. The bill aimed at 
preventing that young married girls would be subjected to sexual congress before the first menstruation. The bill that initially 
had been suggested by the adepts of social reform in India was strongly supported in the West, but was opposed by both 
orthodox and some nationalist groups. Bal Gangadhar Tilak was the leading voice in the debate. His main argument was that 
the question was an internal Indian affair. See, for instance, Heimsath, C.H. The Origin and Enactment of the Indian Age of 
Consent Bill 1889, The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Aug. 1962), pp. 491-504, Stable URL: 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2050879 (30 June 2010).  
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to which it influenced the credibility of the theosophists’ political actions and the 
possibilities to exert political influence. 

The	  Theosophical	  Society	  as	  a	  reform	  movement	  in	  India	  
A research area that has more specifically dealt with the Theosophical Society is the 
research of social and religious reform movements that emerged in India during the 
nineteenth century. Early precursors in this research field are historians of religions 
mentioned earlier, F. Max Müller and J.N. Farquhar. The movements that have been 
studied, apart from the theosophical one, have been Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj and 
Ram Krishna Math and Mission. Contemporary Muslim reform movements have 
been discussed to a lesser extent. While earlier, all these movements have been 
considered religious reform movements, nowadays the concept socio-religious 
movements has increasingly been used, referring to three definite dimensions: (1) the 
will towards social change, (2) reference to a religious or spiritual authority that 
legitimates the message and (3) the development of an organized movement that 
mobilizes people to support it. 
   A question that recurs as one of the main subjects of discussion is the relationship of 
these movements to the on-going modernization process during the British rule and 
the challenge from alien ideologies. The American historian Kenneth W. Jones 
distinguishes in his Socio-Religious Reform Movements in British India (1989) between two 
different types of movements, a transitional one and an acculturative one. The transitional 
ones, originating in the pre-British culture, developed from local forms of socio-
religious dissatisfaction. The main feature of these movements is the absence of British 
influence and a lack of interest to adapt their programmes to the colonized reality. 
When contact was established, only limited attempts were undertaken to adapt to the 
new milieu. The acculturative movements on the other hand originated in the colonial 
milieu and were led by persons who were a result of cultural interaction.65 They 
searched their own tradition for parts of their manifesto, but the aim of their demands 
was related to the Western development paradigm.66  
   Jones describes the Theosophical Society as an exception, as a socio-religious 
movement characterized by reverse acculturation, as strangers who adapted to the South 
Asian reality. In the process they re-oriented their beliefs, behavior and even the social 
aims. Quoting Campbell (1980) to support the argument, Jones concludes thus that, on 
the whole, the theosophists were loyal to the religious establishment and adapted their 
message to the orthodox orientation. This occurred in contrast to other movements in 
                                            
65 The initial leader of such a movement need not have been a product of the British education system, but the subsequent 
ones were. The examples here are Swami Dayananda, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder 
of the Ahmadiya movement. 
66 Antony Copley, Gurus and their Followers: New Religious Reform Movements in Colonial India, New Delhi, 2000, p. 2 f. 
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Southern India, among others the anti-Brahmin one, which developed ideas that 
turned against the dominating socio-religious system.67 
   Jones’s general conclusion is that the theosophists acted as a conservative force in the 
Indian context. One consequence was that they did not belong to the reform 
movements that survived when the political agenda changed radically in the 1920s.68 
There are reasons to return to and examine Jones’s conclusions later in this study. 

The	  Theosophists	  in	  the	  historical	  surveys	  
How has the political activity of the Theosophical Society been perceived over the 
years in the Indian history writing? In one of the initial portraits I suggest that 
theosophy tends to be a parenthesis in modern Indian history writing. Is that so? How 
do the historical surveys describe the theosophists’ role in the narratives of nation-
building? In which contexts are they mentioned and which changes in the views of 
their activity can be observed in time? 
   In the national history writing during the decades after the independence the 
theosophists have left an imprint concerning the “Hindu renaissance” and the growth 
of neo-Hinduism in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Further, theosophists 
are discussed in connection with the First World War in the Home-Rule movement, 
1916-1919 that reached its peak with the election of Annie Besant as chairperson in 
December 1917. The theosophical activity during the inter-war period, above all in the 
education area, is not mentioned. In British Paramountcy and Indian Renaissance 
(1965) the theosophists’ defence of Hinduism and its ritual practice is presented as the 
main reason for their successes in the public opinion. Even the fact that fundamental 
philosophical doctrines in theosophy, including concepts such as dharma and nirvana, 
relate to both Buddhism and Brahminism are regarded as an important explanation of 
the success.69 Moreover, the fact that well-educated Westerners gave prominence to 
the Oriental religions contributed to the diminishing of the complex of inferiority 
towards the West among the Western-educated class. Further, it is to be noticed that 
many highly regarded Indians became members despite the loss of prestige suffered by 
the Society because of scandal concerning the Mahatma letters in 1883-1884. Annie 
Besant has been described as a person that revived the Society after her arrival in India 
in the 1890s. The theosophists’ role regarding the founding of the Indian National 
Congress (hereafter INC) in 1885 as well as the election of Allan Octavian Hume as 
INC’s first president is discussed. The conclusion here is that Hume was the only 
possible choice since the British would not have accepted an Indian in such a 
position.70 It is worth noting that the scholarly studies used as secondary sources are 
very early, it is chiefly J.N. Farquhar (1915) and Bipin Chandra Pal (1916) that are 
                                            
67 Jones 1989, p. 179. 
68 Jones 1989, p. 183. 
69 Majumdar 1991, pp. 131-134. 
70 Majumdar 1991, pp. 524-536. 
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used. As mentioned above, Farquhar was critical while Pal was mostly favourable 
towards the theosophists’ activity. (See, below chapter 3) 
   The extremely detailed and comprehensive edition of India’s modern history, Struggle 
for Freedom, highlights Annie Besant’s political contribution to uniting the moderates 
and the extremists in the Congress during the Home Rule.71 There is a mention of her 
contribution to the agreement between the INC and All India Moslem League (AIML) in 
the so-called Lucknow agreement of 1916. Further, there is an emphasis on her 
experience of political work and as a propagandist – how she used each opportunity 
for publicity, for instance by declaring to the press in London in 1914: “The prize of 
India’s loyalty is her freedom”. Even the fact that her periodical New India became an 
organ of the Home rule movement as well as her political work resulting in her 
imprisonment followed by the chairmanship of the INC are dealt with. In addition, 
there is a short mention that Besant together with the moderates left in the Congress 
chose to reject Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement, opting instead to advocate a 
constitutional way towards independence. Similar material is to be found in textbooks 
of Indian history used in the secondary-level education and even in the historical 
surveys used in the university undergraduate teaching.72 
   The main Indian historical surveys of the 1980s can be described as historical 
materialist in a Marxists tradition. Sumit Sarkar’s history of the independent 
movement, Modern India (1983), is an explicit attempt to write a national history from 
below.73 He emphatically turns against the elitist attitude of the earlier history writing 
and advocates the popular outlook of the anti-imperialist movements. Sarkar argues 
that it is by realizing the interaction between these two levels that continuity and 
change throughout the period can be understood.74 The significance of the Indian 
renaissance and the neo-Hindu feelings are toned down. Rather the more clearly 
secular orientation of the struggle starting during the First World War is presented as 
an important progress. Sarkar tones down the influence of the Theosophical Society, 
which is described as regional and confined to the Western-educated circles in the 
Madras area. Sarkar writes that Annie Besant’s role after her arrival in India was to 
attack social reformers and praise Hinduism. He adds that her opinions changed in a 
radical direction later during the Home Rule movement only to swing back in 
connection with the Montagu-Chelmford’s reform proposal in 1918. In the description 
of the Home Rule movement the influence of the Theosophical Society is 
characterized as “a combination of a minimumof social reforms, theories about the 
                                            
71 R.C. Majumdar (ed.), The History and Culture of the Indian People. Vol. 11, Struggle for Freedom, Bombay, 2nd ed. 1988 (1969). 
72 See, for example, the school material Struggle for Independence Visuals and Documents, 1985 adapted by the National Council of 
Educational Research and Training, 1985. In addition, a material with similar contents to be used in university foundation courses. 
Dr. Kumar, Indian Society and Social Institutions, For B.A. Pass & Honours, M.A., Civil Services and Other Competitive Examinations, 2nd 
edition, Agra, 1995. 
73 Sarkar belonged initially to the research group that founded Subaltern Studies, a group that was established as a result of 
Ranajit Guha’s initiative whose aim was to write a people’s history. 
74 Sumit Sarkar, Modern India 1885-1947, New Delhi, 1998 (1983), p. 11. 
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ancient Hindu wisdom and honour mixed with mystical claims that all progress in the 
West has been predicted by India’s spiritual leaders” (rishes).75 The fact that the 
theosophists gained supporters can mainly be understood through the explanation that 
these persons had not earlier been reached by reform movements such as Bahmo 
Samaj or revival movements like Arya Samaj. According to Sarkar, apart from central 
areas like Bombay and Madras, the theosophists’ achievements can therefore be 
explained by these ideas filling a political vacuum in these cities.76 Bipan Chandra’s 
India’s Struggle for Independence (1998) criticizes a liberal nationalist history writing which, 
he claims, describes the national struggle in a simplified manner as a materialization of 
a national idea about freedom.77 Chandra writes that this kind of history writing tends 
to neglect the significance of caste- and class conflicts in the population. Chandra even 
turns against the orthodox Marxist history writing, which has not fully realized that the 
basic antagonism was really between the British imperialism and the Indian people. He 
distances himself even from the historians connected with the Subaltern Studies, who 
have evolved in a postmodern/postcolonial direction; according to Chandra, they have 
described in a very simplified way the leadership of the Congress in terms of a patron-
client relationship to the colonial powers. Chandra stresses the concept nation in the 
making and argues that the leadership of the independence movement realized early 
that India was not a nation but in the process of becoming a nation. The strength of 
the Congress actions was that on the whole it refrained from mobilization on caste or 
religious grounds and from appealing to local or pre-modern loyalties. Annie Besant’s 
branch of the Home Rule movement is discussed in some detail, but in comparison 
with Bal Gangadhar Tilak’s branch or the movement hers is characterized as less 
organized, having fewer members and a programme that attracted above all the 
modern part of the Congress. But, according to Chandra, her imprisonment along 
with two of her collaborators in June 1917 was clearly the most important event that 
contributed to national mobilization. He quotes the viceroy Montagu’s diary entry on 
her imprisonment: “Shiva cut his wife into fifty-two pieces only to discover that he had 
fifty-two wives. This is really what happens when it interns Mrs Besant.”78 Chandra’s 
conclusions are that the Home Rule movement was above all significant because it 
created a generation of nationalists who would constitute the foundation of the 
national movement when it entered a phase of mass movement under Gandhi’s 
leadership. 
   The tendency in the latest historical surveys is towards toning down the significance 
of both the nineteenth-century reform movements and the founding of the Indian 
National Congress as well as the events that earlier had been considered as landmarks 
                                            
75 Sarkar 1998, p. 152. 
76 Sarkar 1998, p. 151 ff. 
77 Chandra 1989. 
78 Chandra 1989, p. 168. 
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in the national history writing. In Sugata Bose/Ayesha Jalal’s Modern South Asia History, 
Culture, Political Economy (1998) the founder of the Indian National Congress Allan 
Octavian Hume is not mentioned, while Annie Besant is mentioned in passing in an 
incomplete sentence.79  
   Several surveys that have appeared in the West follow the same pattern. While 
Percival Spear’s much used A History of India (1965) follows the pattern of 
contemporary Indian surveys, like Karl-Reinold Haellqvist’s India’s and Pakistan’s History 
(1970), the British historian Peter Robb mentions only in passing Annie Besant’s 
contribution to the Home Rule movement in his A Modern History of India (2001). 
Likewise David Ludden’s India and South Asia (2001) that highlights the significance of 
the Home Rule movement for Gandhi’s breakthrough on the Indian political stage. 
But this work does not either refer to Besant’s role concerning the Home Rule, only 
Tilak is mentioned.80 
   A possible reason for this lack of concern may be because little basic research has 
been done about the Home Rule movement. An important exception is the Australian 
historian Hugh Owen’s works, which analyze in some depth the role of the 
Theosophical Society in the Home Rule movement. Unfortunately, Owen did not 
complete his work. Indian Nationalist Movement c 1912-1922 (1990) has been published 
posthumously in book form as a collection of separate articles. Owen argues that 
Besant played an important role as leader in the Home Rule movement through her 
programme of expanding the movement. This vitalized the political work in southern 
India and opened the way for the next phase of the development, Gandhi’s Non-
Cooperation Movement.81 
   An important reason why the theosophists’ and other Westerns’ role has been toned 
down in the historical surveys is the change that has occurred in scholarship during the 
last decades. The earlier narration of the nation’s emergence has changed. The earlier 
scholarly focus on the actions and events at the centre of politics has increasingly 
shifted towards social and political movements at a regional and local level. The clearly 
Marxist orientation in the earlier Indian history writing has to a certain extent 
contributed to this development. It is important to mention the influence of the 
Subaltern School – an interdisciplinary group of researchers who since the 1980s have 
actively aimed to write a people’s history. In the history writing that has developed in a 
post-colonial direction there are few references to what has happened at the centre of 
politics. The leading national actors in the national movement are considered to 
various degrees as an isolated elite involved in a patron-client relationship towards the 
British. Among the many interesting studies in Subaltern Studies 1-8 published in the 
                                            
79 Sugata Bose & Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia History, Culture and Political Economy, London, 1998, p. 104. 
80 David Ludden, India and South Asia: a Short History, Oxford 2002, pp. 198-200. 
81 Hugh Owen, The Indian Nationalist Movement, c. 1912-1922, New Delhi, 1990, pp. 92-99. 
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1980s and the 1990s I have not found any reference to the Theosophical Society’s 
activity in India.82 
   Postcolonial history writing concentrates on the creation of cultural identity. Edward 
Said’s emphasis on the inability of science to liberate itself from the basic conviction of 
the Western world’s superiority along with the emphasis of nationalism scholarship on 
the constructivist aspects in nation building have contributed to this re-orientation. 
New important questions are focused on: how and on what basis has Indian 
nationalism been created? What were the chief elements of the ideology of British 
colonialism? What were the chief elements of the ideology of Indian nationalism? How 
did the two fit together? How did the mobilization for an Indian national identity 
proceed? To what extent did it correspond to the Indian cultural, social and political 
reality? The most radical scholars claim that all history produced earlier has been an 
account of the history of the West in India. 
   In the new scholarly discourse the theosophists have so far received scant attention. 
A verification of the person indexes in the new surveys shows that the Westerners who 
earlier represented an opposition against the British colonialism are now absent. This 
is the extent to which the nationalization of the history writing of the independence 
movement has taken place. The Westerners who are mentioned are official persons 
with a doubtful reputation, to say the least, as Warren Hastings, Macaulay, Lord 
Curzon, etc. For example, one cannot see in Bose/Jala’s historical survey that Gandhi 
developed his political message in contact with thinkers critical of civilization within a 
Western cultural circle.83    
   One can however mention several exceptions. Thomas R. Metcalf argues in The 
Ideologies of the Raj (1998) that, as opposed to the liberal women, the theosophical 
leaders Blavatsky and Besant managed to open a common space by associating with 
Indian men on the same footing.84 
   The Hindu nationalism that since the mid-1980s gained in strength and increased 
the tensions between different religious groups intensified the research about the 
nation-building process during the nineteenth century. Questions about the 
development of a national identity and its content in relationship to a linguistically, 
culturally and religiously multicultural subcontinent have once more become central. 
The historian Romila Thapar has outlined some of the dominating nineteenth-century 
pattern-creating narratives that have been the basis of much of the national history 
writing. Partly, the Indo-European dimension that pointed to a common culturally 
advanced past for the Indo-European peoples before the decay, partly, a rationally and 
liberally-based history writing about an Oriental despotism that deprived the Indian 
                                            
82 Subaltern Studies: writings on South Asian history and society, Delhi, 1982-1994. 
83 Bose & Jala 1998, see chapter 13 on Gandhi, p. 109 ff. 
84 T.R. Metcalf, The Ideologies of the Raj, Delhi, 1998, p. 110. 
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culture of its inner developing potential.85 Thapar writes that theosophists like Annie 
Besant and H.S. Olcott, by bringing in the myth of the Aryan primeval habitation 
aryavarta in the north of India, contributed to the idea of common origin of the Indians 
and the British as a political motif for the national demands. She adds that theosophists 
may even have influenced the ideas of Hindutva86 by claiming that the Hindu religion is 
the most primordial and 
 

… came closest to being a universal religion, which was much sought after at the 
time, and that Hindu practice and the Aryan heritage should be conserved even 
though it meant retaining caste hierarchies.87 

   Thapar argues at the same time that many Hindus, including several national 
historians, referred to the Indo-European master narratives during what is normally 
called the Hindu renaissance.88 The theosophists’ idealization of the Vedic culture 
(aryavarta) may well have contributed to the poisoning of the atmosphere between 
Muslims and Hindus.89 
   Jalalul Haq, professor of philosophy at the Muslim Aligarh University, has expressed 
a similar opinion. Haq argues that Annie Besant, like early Indian nationalists such as 
the Bengali writer Bankim Chandra Chatterjee and the Bipin Chandra Pal, stressed 
the worship of the nation as the highest form of religious practice. Haq finds the 
consequences of this worship not only in the case of Hindu nationalists as V.D. 
Savarkar but even in the case of a secular politician like Jawaharlal Nehru. Haq 
contrasts this unreserved worship of the nation with the poet Rabindranath Tagore 
who has warned against turning the nation into a final goal: “I am willing … to serve 
my country; but my worship I reserve for Right, which is far greater than my country. 
To worship my country as a god is to bring a curse upon it”.90  
   I return later in this study to the presence of religious overtones during the 
development of the Indian nationalism during the nation-building process and the 
theosophists’ participation in this respect. 
 

 

                                            
85 Thapar 2002, p. 20. 
86 The vision of Hindutva was worked out in the 1920s and referred to the Aryan origin, which is considered the origin of all 
Indo-European languages. The home of the Aryan civilization is India, which later expanded westwards. All Hindus are 
members of the Aryan race united by the blood of their Vedic ancestors. Despite the invasions of aliens (mainly Muslim) the 
race spirit based on religion, language, territory and culture has not died out. Those who do not belong to the Hindu nation 
may live as aliens if they do not accept naturalization in the Hindu tradition. Thapar 2002, p. 20 f. 
87 Thapar 2002, p. 20. 
88 Thapar 2002, p. 20. 
89 Thapar 2002, p. 20.   
90 See Jalalul Haq, Nation and Nation Worhip in India, New Delhi 1992, p. 25 f. 
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The Plan of this Study  
 

This study contains six chapters. Apart from a short introduction, the first chapter has 
presented the research subject, the aim of the enquiry, the perspective, the method and 
the sources as well as a survey of previous research. 
   Chapter 2 relates the emergence of the Theosophical Society in the West, its early 
history and the main ideas of the theosophical thought style. There is a discussion of its 
view of the modern project and its relationship to science. Further, there is an analysis 
of the organizational characteristics of the theosophical thought collective as expressed 
in the membership and leadership principles. Subsequently, the chapter discusses the 
relationship of the Theosophical Society to other movements in the West that were 
critical of modernity. The chapter concludes with a biographical account, without 
abandoning the theme of the movement, by describing Annie Besant’s way from an 
Evangelical background through various freethinking and politically radical 
movements until the transition to theosophy. 
   Chapter 3 moves the discussion to the Indian cultural and political context. The first 
years of the movement, as it formed itself, are discussed. What happens to the 
theosophical movement in the encounter with the Indian reality? What characterizes 
its message during these years? A couple of important questions that are discussed 
concern the positioning of the theosophists in relationship to other religious and social 
reform movements and the emergence of Indian nationalism.  
   Chapter 4 analyzes the theosophists’ work within the Indian education system and 
presents the state of research regarding the education field. “An education in the 
service of the nation without state interference,” was the slogan that Annie Besant 
formulated together with Bhagawan Das when Central Hindu College in Benares was 
established (1898) and which later became one of India’s largest universities, Banaras 
Hindu University. The chapter analyzes how the nationalist/theosophical educational 
ideal is reflected in teaching and textbooks. What historical narratives did the 
theosophists want to convey to the growing generation? How did other political and 
religious actors react when the theosophists demanded the establishment of a national 
university on a denominational basis? 
   Chapter 5 discusses the way in which the Theosophical Society stepped on the 
national political stage during the First World War. The chapter examines the 
movement’s contribution and attitude in the political development of India during 
1914-1919. The attempt to unite the Congress in 1915, the Home Rule movement in 
1916-1919 and the Lucknow agreement of 1916 are three important political events 
that are discussed in relationship to the theosophists’ actions and attitudes. The final 
section of the chapter examines the theosophists’ attitude towards the Khilafat 
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movement and towards Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement as well as the subsequent 
phase. 
   Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the results of the study and returns to the 
comprehensive questions of the introductory chapter, discussing them in the light of 
the results achieved throughout the enquiry. 
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Chapter 2  

The Theosophical Society – The Ideas and the Movement 
 

The Theosophical Society was founded in New York on the 8th of September, 1875. At 
the time, none of the sixteen founders mentioned had any close connection with Indian 
religion.1 Seven years later, the international headquarters of the society moved to 
Madras in Southern India and membership recruitment was stronger in India than in 
the West.2 A question which, naturally, emerges is why India acquired a central role in 
the theosophical movement at an early stage. In order to answer this question which is 
central in the present study, this chapter sets theosophy in a historical intellectual 
context and in the historical contemporary context of movements. The aim is to 
highlight the background of theosophy in the West as a part of the hermeneutic 
framework of the rest of the enquiry in an Indian historical and cultural context. 
Besides both founders, Blavatsky and Olcott, there is a discussion of Annie Besant 
whose life is strongly linked to the theosophists’ political activity. 
   By way of introduction, there is an account of the main intellectual currents during 
the nineteenth century that influenced the theosophical doctrine. What were the 
scientific ideas, the outlook on reality, the norms and values that contributed to the 
theosophists’ world view? There is a discussion of theosophy’s view of concepts such as 
religion, science, nation, races as well as of their intellectual connection to the Indo-
European meta-narratives. The significance of the first contacts with India for the 
shaping of the doctrine is briefly touched upon and treated in more detail in a later 
chapter. How is the theosophical thought style reflected in the activity and in the way 
of organizing the theosophical thought collective? 
     The second part of the chapter discusses theosophy in the context of movements. 
The intellectual historian Inga Sanner’s concept moral utopian movements constitutes the 
starting point of the discussion. What did these movements have in common and how 
did they differ? How did they envisage social changes? How were the categories of us 
and them determined? What visions did the message contain? What role was ascribed to 
the theosophical movement in India and what role was ascribed to India in the 
theosophical vision? 
                                            
1 Details about the sixteen participants’ background are to be found in Ransom 1938, see Appendix I, p. 110 f. 
2 During the first five years, almost one hundred local sections were founded in India. The details are to be found in Farquhar 
1998, p. 233. The figure may be compared with Blavatsky’s information from 1882 when the number of sections was less 
than half, i.e. 42. See Blavatsky From the Caves and Jungles of Hindostan, Madras 1892, p. 27. 
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   The concluding part of the chapter describes Annie Besant’s transition from an 
Evangelical upbringing, through several contemporary radical movements, to 
theosophy. The account is significant as an expression of a historical account of 
theosophy which wants to convey the image of the modern individual’s search for 
truth. It is also relevant as a reflection of the relationship of theosophy to the 
contemporary movements and as an expression of Besant’s early political experience 
that she subsequently used in the Indian context. 
   The presentation of the intellectual background and early history of theosophy is 
based on research from various disciplines. Points of departure and perspectives vary 
according to research orientations and the object of enquiry. The research survey is 
complemented by statements from the primary sources as well as relevant quotations.3 
The chapter is structured chronologically, stressing the first formation years. 
 

Theosophy – a reflection of nineteenth-century intellectual currents 
 

At its foundation, theosophy was a child of its time. The character of the movement 
was emphatically eclectic and was open to the nineteenth-century intellectual currents. 
The Society emerged out of the spiritualist wave that broke out in the avant-garde 
circles in the USA and Europe. According to the Finnish historian of religions, Tore 
Ahlbäck, although the movement was modern, it can be seen as a continuation of an 
almost two-thousand years’ tradition of Egyptian, Greek, Jewish and medieval magic 
which was combined with modern natural science and natural philosophy hypotheses. 
Ahlbäck has pointed out that Indian elements such as reincarnation and the doctrine 
of karma became obvious only after the establishment of the theosophists in India in 
the 1880s. Ahlbäck highlights the significance of theosophists as the group that 
introduced Indian teachings in a traditionally Christian area. Further, there is an 
emphasis on this significance for the newly spiritualist movements nowadays that are 
known as New Age.4  
   Also, in the historian of religions Olav Hammer’s both books, Profeter mot strömmen: 
essäer om mystiker, medier och magiker i modern tid (1999) and the earlier På spanning efter 
helheten: New Age, en ny folktro? (1997) a good deal of the New Age ideas are traced back 
to the theosophists’ teachings of the previous century. Hammer argues that Madame 
Blavatsky has influenced the popular culture of our age as few others where “astrology, 
reincarnation and an abundance of other teachings have become a sort of third 
                                            
3 Particular mention should be made of Bruce F. Campbell, Mark Bevir, Maria Carlson, Joseph Godwin, Paul K. Johnson 
and H.A.O. Tollenaere. Among the Nordic researchers I have particularly relied on the historians of religions Tore Ahlbäcks 
and Olav Hammer as well as on the intellectual historians Håkan Lejon and Inga Sanner. The primary sources are H.P. 
Blavatsky’s, H.S. Olcott’s and Annie Besant’s works. 
4 Tore Ahlbäck, Uppkomsten av det Teosofiska samfundet i Finland, Religionsvetenskapliga skrifter nr 28, Åbo Akademi, 1995, p. 
12. 
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alternative outlook on life in addition to science and traditional Christianity”.5 
Hammer renders the image of the modern world as increasingly secularized, 
permeated by natural science and materialism where a hidden tradition has 
surreptitiously and successfully created a space for itself.6 Hammer argues that, 
historically, theosophy summarized the ideas that were already circulating among 
nineteenth-century esoteric currents. He draws attention to the influence of the 
intellectual currents in the eighteenth-century reactions against the Enlightenment 
rational ideals and to the precursors in metaphysics such as Emanuel Swedenborg 
(1688-1772) and Anton Mesmer (1734-1815).7 Hammer writes: 
 

Belief in spirits, occultism, secret masters, closed “esoteric” societies, the spiritual 
evolution, alternative worlds, supernatural powers. The time was ripe for a 
person to create a synthesis of all this and, at the same time, become a guru in 
the Western world’s probably most influential neo-religious sect.8 

   In addition to occultism, theosophy was linked to an Indian worldview that after the 
establishment of the movement in India became a central part of the theosophical 
thought style. Even here the theosophists were a product of the age. The discovery of 
the Indian cultural tradition contributed to the philosophers’, writers’ and artists’ 
search of new ideals outside the Western Judeo-Christian cultural groups in the 
nineteenth century. One aspect that the linguist Dorothy M. Figueria has referred to is 
the search for the roots of one’s own culture.9 The idea of one’s own origin in India is 
to be found in Johann Gottfried Herder’s work. Having read the translation of 
Sakunthala by Kalidasa, Herder writes in his Ideen zur Geschichte der Menschheit (1791) that 
the cradle of human civilization is to be found on the strands of the Ganges.10 Herder’s 
book was contemporary with the British philologist and Orientalist William Jones 
(1746-1794) who discovered similarities between Sanskrit and other classical languages 
such as Persian, Celtic and Gothic. Sanskrit was described as more accomplished than 
Greek and richer than Latin. Sir Henry Thomas Colebrook (1765-1837) carried on 
                                            
5 Olav Hammer, Profeter mot strömmen: essäer om mystiker, medier och magiker i vår tid, Stockholm 1999, p. 218. 
6 Olov Hammer, På spanning efter helheten: New Age, en ny folktro? Stockholm, 1997 
7 Swedenborg is regarded as a link between the seventeenth-century alternative world views and the occult teachings spread 
during the nineteenth-century. Anton Mesmer was the originator of the doctrine of animal magnetism. Mesmer successfully 
treated patients in Vienna and later in Paris but two scientific commissions declared that his activity was fraudulent. Mesmer 
sought in vain rehabilitation. The treatments that were documented have been explained as being based on the use of various 
techniques of suggestion and hypnotism. See Hammer, 1997, p. 29 f. as well as ‘Anton Mesmer’ in NE, volume 13 1994, p. 
254.   
8 Hammer 1997, p. 37. 
9 Already Voltaire, without having access to the texts, noted the chance offered by the Vedic culture to criticize the Catholic 
Church as well as the Jews’ right to the Bible’s original texts. According to Figueira, Voltaire sought support in the accounts 
of the Vedic religion for his own rationalism and Deism. See Dorothy M. Figueira, Aryans, Jews, Brahmins: theorizing authority 
through myths of identity, Albany 2002, pp. 16-19.  
10 Kalidasa is believed to have lived in the fourth century AD during the Gupta period which entailed an Indian cultural 
renaissance. Sakunthala is the most brilliant poetry that is linked to his person. 
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Jones’s work and founded a research centre in Bengal, the Asiatic Society, and, once 
retired, the Royal Asiatic Society in London in 1823.11 
   After the translation of the Veda texts in 1875, The Sacred Books of the East in fifty 
volumes, Friedrich Max Müller provided further fuel for the discussion about the 
significance of the Indo-European background in order to understand one’s own 
origin. Müller expressed his expectation in a letter: 
 

Now, I believe that the Veda is an extremely important book, in fact the only 
book, in Indian literature which is important, not only for India, but for the 
early history of the whole Aryan race, including Greeks, Romans, and ourselves. 
It contains the first attempts at expressing religious thought and feeling, and it 
alone can help us to solve many of the most critical problems in the Science of 
Religion. […] We shall then see what is essential and what is accidental, what is 
eternal and what is human handiwork; among all the possibilities displayed 
before us, we shall in the end discover the reality of religion, just as a study of the 
movements of all celestial bodies led in the end to the discovery of a law that 
supported them all.12   

This admiration of the Indian cultural heritage was to be found not only in philosophy 
and science – fiction channeled its thoughts to a wider public. Kumari Jayawardena 
refers to poets like Heine, Goethe and Schiller who were inspired by the idea of India 
as the cradle of religions. In Great Britain poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, 
Byron and Keats connected to these ideas. One of the really best-selling books was 
Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia (1879) about Buddhist legends and doctrines. In the 
USA there was Walt Whitman (1819-1892) who, influenced by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, wrote Leaves of Grass and the poem Passage to India in the form of a utopian 
vision of the future.13  
   In Sweden there was a similar interest among writers such as Viktor Rydberg, 
August Strindberg, Gustaf Fröding and, later, Dan Andersson.14 In the poem ‘I wish I 
were in India’ Fröding expresses a lyrical longing with thought motifs from Indian 
philosophy:15   
                                            
11 Figueira 2002, p. 24. 
12 See The Life and Letters of the Right and Honourable Friedrich Max Müller, edited by his Wife, vol. I, London, 1902, p. 501. 
Regarding Müller and the Aryan myth of origin, see also Thapar 2002, p. 20 ff. 
13 Jayawardena 1995, p. 110 f.  
14 Even a proletarian writer like Ivar Lo Johansson describes in his autobiographical book Stockholmaren how Bhagadvad-Gita 
constantly accompanied him when he was working as a messenger for a removal company. This is what Ivar Lo writes: 
“Somewhere by the quay I sat down on the shaft of the cart and took out Bhagadvad-Gita. I read some marked lines, Brahma 
is the highest Being, the inexhaustible Being, … May, therefore, oh Arjuna, devotion be always in your heart. The unifying, 
never failing force through which man sunk deep in contemplation guides and masters his thoughts. His breath, his senses 
and his organs, takes his origin from sattva.” Ivar Lo Johansson was not the only one in the workers’ club Aktiv who read the 
holy texts of Hinduism. The intermediary link was the admired poet Dan Andersson. See the new edition of Ivar Lo 
Johansson’s Stockholmaren, 1990, p. 169. 
15 According to Göran Lindström, Fröding wrote the poem ’I wish I were in India’ after he read Madame Blavatsky’s and 
A.P. Sinnet’s works. See Göran Lindström’s Gustaf Fröding. The book has been published by the Gustaf Fröding’s Society, 
Borås, 1993, p. 33 f. 
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 She spoke quietly like the twilight whisper 
 About the souls’ millennial journey 
 About Karma’s battle and Akasa’s light 
 And the silence of extinction in the abode of Nirvana 
 At the boundary of the world of being.16 
 

   The Indo-European narrative with scientific evolutionary features caused 
speculations and exaggerated interpretations of the significance of the common origin. 
In the modern Western world India filled the need for the image of the other 
characterized by immutability, but also for a mirror of one’s own origin in an idealized 
form. The idea of a golden age that strayed into the national history writing gave the 
impression of an uninterrupted continuity in the history of the Western peoples. The 
view of contemporary India ranged from idealizing its spirituality as part of a criticism 
of civilization aimed at the materialistic Western world to an account of poverty as well 
as cultural and human decay. As Thapar, among others, has shown, the British 
colonial power claimed that, irrespective of its earlier cultural greatness, India’s 
development depended on a continuous British political and cultural superiority.17 
More about this in chapters 3-5.     

H.P.	  Blavatsky	  and	  H.S.	  Olcott	  –	  the	  founders	  of	  theosophy	  
Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891) was a prominent figure and one of the two 
founders of the Theosophical Society. She is still an enigmatic character and, as 
Jayawardena writes, was subjected to rumour and speculation at a time characterized 
by Victorian morality.18 As Joscelyn Godwin claims, Blavatsky chose to conceal details 
of her personal background.19 Two years before her death, she wrote that not even her 
best friends learned more than a fragment about her life and travels and that she 
definitely did not intend to satisfy her enemies’ curiosity.20 Her personality left nobody 
unmoved – even a critic like Farquhar expressed a certain admiration for her. He 
writes that she was “a typical Bohemian who seemed indifferent to all opinions and 
rumours.”21 Farquhar describes her as a good storyteller who would make the listeners 
                                            
16 The second stanza of the poem ’I wish I were in India’, is to be found under the title Tunes of Fröding’s Guitar and Concertina. 
On Fröding’s relationship to theosophy, see Olle Holmberg’s Fröding’s Mystery, facsimile printing of the 1921 edition, Borås, 
1996.  
17 See, for instance, Romila Thapar, History of India and Beyond, New Delhi, 2000, ch. 1. See, also, Gyanendra Pandey in The 
Construction of Communalism in Colonial India, Oxford, 1999, who argues that the colonial history writing is based on the idea that 
India would disintegrate due to internal conflicts if the British left the country. 
18 Jayawardena 1995, p. 114. 
19 Johnson 1994, see the foreword by Godwin, p. xv ff. See, also, the Introduction, p. 1 f.  
20 Johnson quotes Blavatsky in Johnson 1994, p. 15. 
21 Farquhar 1998, p. 266. 
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believe in the most extraordinary claims. Her stories changed each time and 
contributed to the uncertainty that characterized her life.22 
   Helena Petrovna was born in Ukraine, in the town called today Dnepropetrovsk, on 
12 August 1831. Her father, Peter Hahn, was a Russian officer of German aristocratic 
origin and her mother, Helena Fadeyev, was a short-story writer who died at the age of 

28 when her daughter was eleven.23 Helena 
Petrovna grew up in her maternal grandparents’ 
home in Saratov in south-west Russia where her 
grandfather was the governor. She was baptized in 
the Russian Orthodox faith but her home was 
characterized by esoteric teachings with easy access 
to esoteric literature. Already during her 
childhood, Blavatsky was described as having the 
abilities of a medium and an interest in 
spiritualism.24 Her grandfather was a convinced 
Rosicrucian and Freemason and had earlier served 
in the Astrakhan region where Tibetan Buddhism 
was practiced. Before she turned eighteen, Helena 
Petrovna married the forty-year old N.V. 
Blavatsky, deputy governor in Erevan, but was not 

attracted by a wife’s bourgeois life. She left her husband after three months and 
returned to her grandfather who demanded that she should live with her father. She 
refused and left for Constantinople.  
   The details of Blavatsky’s life between 1849 and 1872 are highly contradictory and, 
to some extent, shrouded in mystery. It is obvious that she lived a Bohemian life 
characterized by travels and constant change. During the early 1850s she made 
contacts in Egypt and Middle East. She travelled together with the American esoteric 
and free-thinker Albert Leighton Rawson and studied Sufism, cabbala, Druse religion 
and Coptic Christianity. During her visits to Russia she demonstrated her occult ability 
as a medium in spiritualist séances and her thought-reading ability. She supported 
herself as a piano player wrote short stories as well as travel accounts for Russian 
periodicals.25 She is supposed to have visited India and possibly Tibet at the end of the 
                                            
22 Farquhar 1998, p. 265. For the accounts of Blavatsky’s early life see Bruce F. Cambell, Maria Carlson, K. Paul Johnson, 
Tore Ahlbäck and J.N. Farquhar. 
23 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 25 f. 
24 Maria Carlson, No Religion Higher than Truth: A History of the Theosophical Movement in Russia, 1875-1922, Princeton 1993, p. 38 
f.  
25 A Swedish translation of Blavatsky’s short stories has appeared in 2008 under the title Jag ger mig av – men inte ensam, 
translated by Charlotte Hjukström with an afterword by Peter Glas (Lund 2008).  

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, 1889 
Photo: Enrico Resta, London 
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1860s. There is no evidence that she visited Lhasa.26 In 1870 she was back in Egypt 
and founded a spiritualist society in Cairo, Société Spirité.27 
   The theosophical historians claim that during these years Blavatsky focused on 
studying religious texts under the guidance of her masters – a preparatory period, 
sadhana, for the task that expected her – a well-known genre pattern in religious 
contexts.28 Farquhar renders a darker image of Blavatsky’s life where he questions her 
spiritual and moral credibility.29 She is accused of bigamy since she married for a 
second time in the USA without formally dissolving her first marriage.30 During her 
wandering life, she has a number of relationships, among others with the opera singer 
Agardi Metrovich.31 None of this is mentioned in the theosophical history writing, but 
Blavatsky herself admitted in a letter that her life had been agitated which is not 
contradicted by her sister’s or her close associates’ accounts.32 
   Is there anything in Blavatsky’s earlier life that indicates any political orientation? 
The historian K. Paul Johnson argues in The Masters Revealed – Madame Blavatsky and the 
Myth of the Great White Lodge that the time spent with Agardi Metrovich in the 1860s 
throws a certain light on this issue. Johnson claims that, behind the much-discussed 
secret masters (mahatmas), there are concealed historical persons whom Blavatsky met 
during her travels, and by whom she was politically inspired. He tries to back his claim 
by fitting together Blavatsky’s travels and correspondence. Agardi Metrovich was 
anticlerical, activist and nationalist as well as an admirer of Giuseppe Mazzini. In a 
conversation with Olcott, Blavatsky mentioned that she was a volunteer in the bloody 
battle of Mentana in 1867, when the papal forces aided by France defeated Garibaldi. 
According to Johnson, Blavatsky expressed her sympathy not only for Mazzini, but 
also for the secret political Carbonari Society, which had developed in France during 
the Napoleonic period. Both Garibaldi and Mazzini were members of the Society. 
Johnson claims that Blavatsky was strongly influenced by Mazzini. He mentions the 
                                            
26 The question whether Blavatsky visited Tibet is important for the credibility of theosophy. It was in Tibet that she received 
part of the spiritualist knowledge. Two possible periods have been mentioned: 1. A first attempt to come to Lhasa, the new 
Jerusalem, is supposed to have been made in1854-55 but there is no evidence that she succeeded. 2. Another possible date is 
1868. According to K. Paul Johnson, she was in India and tried to reach Lhasa. She lived close to Panchem Lama’s 
monastery Tashilumpo but presumably never came to Lhasa. See Johnson 1994, p. 5 ff. See, also, Copley 2000, p. 20. 
27 Håkan Lejon, Historien om den antroposofiska humanismen: den antroposofiska bildningsidén i idéhistoriskt perspektiv 1880-1980, 
Stockholm 1997, p. 41 f. 
28 See, for example, A Short History of the Theosophical Society that describes this period in Blavatsky’s life as a preparatory time for 
the mission that expected her. See Ransom 1938, p. 31 ff. 
29 Farquhar bases his arguments on the correspondence between Blavatsky and the Russian writer V.S. Solov’ev from the 
early 1880s. Disappointed with Blavatsky in the wake of the mahatma scandal, Solov’ev published the first revelations from 
the letters as well as conversations with Blavatsky’s sister. After Blavatsky’s death in 1891, the book A Modern Priestess of Isis 
appeared in Russia in a polemic with a hagiographic biography about her. Here there are letters where Blavatsky wrote that 
her conduct could be questioned if it were known by a larger public. See Farquhar 1998, p. 211 ff. See, also, Carlson 1993, 
pp. 47-49.  
30 Even this second marriage to a Russian citizen, the Armenian Michael Bettalay in 1875 ended after a short time. See 
Farquhar 1998, p. 221.  
31 According to Maria Carlson, Blavatsky gave birth to an illegitimate child, a disabled son who died early. Initially, the 
information originated with Madame Blavatsky’s sister, but has been denied by the theosophical historians as an example of 
slander that pursued Blavatsky during the 1880s. See Carlson 1993, p.40 f, as well as Ransom 1938, p. 235. 
32 See, for example, H.S. Olcott’s description of Blavatsky’s character in Old Diary Leaves, second series 1878-1883, pp. 465-66. 
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possibility that Blavatsky met Mazzini during his exile in London.33 No convincing 
evidence is presented that such a meeting took place. The strength of Johnson’s work 
lies above all in his highlighting Blavatsky’s social commitment and her questioning the 
British colonialism.  
   In the early 1870s, Madame Blavatsky met the American journalist and lawyer 
Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907). Olcott, brought up in a Presbyterian home, studied 
agronomy and, in the 1850s, published three textbooks on the subject. In 1859, Olcott 
became a journalist for The New York Tribune and, as a reporter, witnessed the hanging 
of John Brown in Charlestown. This tragic event is considered as a prelude to the 
North American Civil War. During the Civil War, 1861-65, he was active on the side 
of the North, not as a combatant but with investigative missions. He reached the rank 
of colonel. According to Peter Washington (1993), Olcott was a member of the 

commission that investigated the murdered of 
Abraham Lincoln.34 In the late 1860s, there followed 
a career as a lawyer in the state insurance field.35 
Soon after the Civil War, Olcott married Mary 
Epple Morgan. They had four children, two of 
whom survived to a mature age.36 
   Olcott’s interest in occult phenomena arose in the 
1850s in spiritualist circles. In the early 1870s, he 
wrote articles on the subject due to a case that 
attracted attention concerning supposed spiritualist 
phenomena in the state of Vermont. The articles 
attracted Madame Blavatsky’s interest and she 

contacted Olcott. It was the beginning of a close 
cooperation throughout the following decades.37  

   When the Theosophical Society was founded in New York on 8 September 1875, 
Olcott was elected president and Madame Blavatsky permanent secretary.38 The 
leading members included William Q. Judge who, after Blavatsky’s dead in 1891, 
challenged Olcott for the leadership. Among the leading members there was also 
Charles Sotheran – the librarian of the Society. Sotheran combined in his person the 
esoteric, the freethinker and the Socialist.39 A survey of the sixteen persons who 
                                            
33 Johnson 1994, p. 39 ff. 
34 Washington Peter, Madame Blavatsky’s Baboon: Theosophy and the Emergence of the Western Guru, London, 1993, p. 27. 
35 Bruce F. Campbell, Ancient wisdom revived: a history of the theosophical movement, Berkeley 1980, p. 7. 
36 Campbell 1980, p. 8. 
37 Campbell 1980, p. 20 ff.  
38 The name Theosophical Society was decided upon only a month later. A group under Olcott’s leadership presented 
suggestions for the name and statutes of the Society. See Ransom 1938, p. 80; also, Appendix, p. 545. 
39 Sotheran’s conflict with Blavatsky shortly after the founding of the Society may serve as an example of how interpretations 
differ. Herman de Tollenaere regards the conflict as a direct consequence of Blavatsky’s anti-Socialism, while K. Paul 
Johnson sees in Sotheran one of Blavatsky’s inspirers who, after a brief conflict with Blavatsky, returned to a leading position. 
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founded the Theosophical Society shows the ambition to gather different esoteric 
orientations within the same organization. After repeated revelations in the American 
press about the spiritualist mediums’ unreliability, there was an expressed wish for a 
more profound and systematic approach. The fund of knowledge and various 
techniques described in older esoteric literature would be used as help.40 
   The rules were made public on 30 October and describe the general aim of the 
Society thus: “The Objects of the Society are to collect and diffuse a knowledge of the 
laws which governs the universe.”41 In his introductory presentation, Olcott placed 
theosophy against the Christian Church, which was said to have made the wrong 
choice when it excluded the Gnostics.42 According to Olcott, it was at this crossroads 
that theosophy was really born. It was further said that modern spiritualism was not 
grounded in the occult tradition. Theosophy however would study the ancient sources 
of all religions, the hermetic texts as well as the Veda scriptures.43 44 Further, a critical 
point of view was adopted against the scientific society because of its lack of original 
thought. At the first proper meeting in November, Olcott expressed the will of the 
Society to free the public of its subservient attitude towards science.45 
   It is worth mentioning that, despite the conspicuous interest in the Veda scriptures, 
there was nobody among the sixteen persons present at the first meeting who had any 
deeper knowledge of the Hindu religions.46 It was only three years later, when Olcott 
and Blavatsky established contact with Arya Samaj and his spiritual leader Dayananda 
Saraswati, that the element of Hindu religions became more conspicuous in 
theosophy.47    
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                        
As far as Johnson is concerned, Sotheran’s Socialist commitment did not hinder his interest in theosophy or occultism. See de 
Tollenaere 1996, p. 141, Johnson 1994, p. 46, and also Ransom 1938, p. 114. 
40 Ransom 1938, p. 81. 
41 See Ransom’s extract, Objects and Rules of the Theosophical Society, p. 545. 
42 Gnosticism is usually described as a rival religious current within Christianity during the first century after Christ’s birth. It 
was defeated in the doctrinal conflicts at the synod in Nicea in 325. Gnosticism is dualist and related to Neoplatonism – good 
and evil balance one another just like the spiritual and the material. Due to the Fall, humankind is chained to the material 
world but is characterized by longing to return to the original existence with God.  
43 Esoteric texts that can be traced back to late antiquity. According to the tradition, their author is Hermes Trismegistos. 
They were probably written in Egypt sometime between 200 and 100 BC. The hermetic texts consist of seventeen treatises, 
containing elements of Hellenism and Jewish mysticism. During the Renaissance, hermeticism experienced a revival due to 
Giordano Bruno, its best-known promoter. In the seventeenth century, the hermetists questioned the emerging mechanical 
worldview. See NE, vol. 8, p. 560. 
44 Campbell 1980, p. 26 f. 
45 Campbell 1980, p. 29. 
46 Besides Blavatsky, there was another person, Herbert D. Monachesi, who in an article of 1875 expressed the need for a 
Buddhist mission in American in order to make known the Oriental spiritual knowledge. Monachesi disappeared from the 
Society after a short time. Ransom 1938, p. 110 f. 
47 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 18. 
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Texts and Teachings 
 

The term teosofi comes from the Greek theos-God and sofia-widsom and was already 
used in the seventeenth century.48 Blavatsky’s ambition was to lay the foundation of a 
new life philosophy by synthesizing contemporary knowledge and development 
tendencies. Her two works Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine (1888) are the most 
important texts in theosophy.49 
   Isis Unveiled intends to describe the development of “humankind’s immortal spirit” 
throughout history. According to Hammer, its aim is to show how an original wisdom 
has been passed on in history in underground societies and by teachers of spiritual 
wisdom, but whose mysteries are now in the process of being revealed through 
theosophy.50 The title of the book, Isis Unveiled, refers to an Egyptian fertility goddess.51 
In The Secret Doctrine Blavatsky presents a continuous esoteric universal history. The 
book contains two parts: Cosmogenesis, which attempts to explain the development of the 
universe and Anthropogenesis, which describes the origin and history of humanity. The 
books are written in a strongly polemical spirit aimed at most of the nineteenth-century 
dominating researchers and scientific theories. Against them she sets the occult 
teaching backed by esoteric and spiritual texts.52       
   In his study Historien om den antroposofiska humanismen (1997), the historian of ideas 
Håkan Lejon describes the idea of theosophical development. The historical 
development of the universe is traced all the way back to God or the essence of the 
Absolute which is hidden from humankind and therefore cannot be investigated. In 
this way, a personal God is repudiated. The universe is understood as an enormous 
organism, as the realm of a permanent, uninterrupted regularity. This view is thus 
connected to Oriental philosophy.53  
   Blavatsky adopted the nineteenth-century idea of evolution to which human 
consciousness is linked. Blavatsky describes evolution as the main characteristic of 
divinity. Humankind is regarded as historical in the sense that its consciousness 
changes with the historical development – as the crown of creation humanity reflects 
                                            
48 Campbell 1980, p. 29. 
49 Alfred Percy Sinnet’s The Occult World (1881) and Esoteric Buddhism (1883) were also significant for the spreading of the 
theosophical teachings in the 1880s. After Annie Besant joined the movement, her Ancient Wisdom and Four Great Religions (later 
Seven Great Religions) were also important within the theosophical mainstream.  
50 Hammer 1999, p. 225. 
51 According to Ransom, Blavatsky wanted initially to call the book The Veil of Isis, a title that was already taken. After a few 
doubts, she accepted the title Isis Unveiled whose meaning was quite different. See Ransom 1938, p. 94. 
52 According to Blavatsky, modern humankind was forced to choose between a Christian creation account and the outlook of 
modern materialism, represented among others by Haeckel, based on scientific speculations. See Blavatsky, Den hemliga läran 
[The Secret Doctrine], 1966 [1918], p. 718 ff. 
53 In the Judeo-Christian tradition, time is understood as a linear process of development in contrast to the Oriental tradition 
which regards time as a cyclical process with a periodical regularity. Lejon argues that Blavatsky attempted to combine these 
two views by describing development as a spiral-shaped movement where a development stage, after a certain period of 
spiritual rest, pralaya, recurs at a higher level of development. 
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the historical process of development since the Absolute is concealed.54 According to 
Lejon, the theosophical view of reality considers that human consciousness is a 
fundamental dimension of the historical development. 55 Blavatsky argued that the 
materialistically based natural science overemphasized humankind’s physical and 
intellectual evolution. She was critical towards Darwin, Huxley, Haeckel as well as 
Büchner. In the Secret Doctrine she questions the idea that humankind descended 
from the same genealogical tree as the apes. The primordial human form contains 
humankind’s entire developing potential. She argued against the contemporary belief 
on being able to find the missing link between ape and human beings.56  

Humankind	  and	  universal	  brotherhood	  
The theosophical perspective on development included the teachings of reincarnation 
and karma. Throughout many lives, human beings could improve and reach a higher 
level in their development. Therefore, as Lejon puts it, a personal spiritual and moral 
development could be integrated with a universal view of human kind in world 
history.57 
   According to Ahlbäck, theosophy describes human beings as pilgrims with a double 
nature whose task is “to create a proper relationship between the higher and the lower 
parts of oneself.”58 A human being consists of seven components out of which the first 
three are connected with the body, while the higher three are connected with the 
spirit. The seventh component, the pure spirit, is entirely non-material. When a person 
dies, the four higher components leave the body in order to become reincarnated after 
a while. Humankind’s aspiration ought to be to get in touch with the spiritual 
dimension in order to contribute to bringing humanity together in universal brotherhood. 
This aspiration is a person’s first and most important task, according to theosophy.59 
The purpose of forming universal brotherhood was inspired by the Oriental worldview 
and was included as a basic paragraph only after the arrival in India. The idea here is 
that behind the veil of existence (maya) there is a complete unity that sustains the 
whole and constitutes the foundation of humankind’s aspirations.60 
   The belief in reincarnation is central to the theosophical thought style. The 
individual human being receives a place in a process that widely exceeds life here and 
now.61 Experience is added to experience by means of rebirth, increasing the insight 
about responsibility for the whole. As Ahlbäck writers, a human being is “both man 
                                            
54 Lejon 1997, p. 47.  
55 Lejon 1997, p. 46. 
56 Blavatsky, Den hemliga läran, part 2, Människans daning, 1966. See third section, p. 707 ff. 
57 Lejon 1997, p. 47. 
58 Theosophy envisages various development stages of the humankind and the whole cosmos with number seven as the 
fundamental principle. See Ahlbäck 1995, p. 47. Regarding the mysteries of number seven, see Blavatsky, Den hemliga läran, 
part 2, 1966, p. 649 ff.  
59 See, among others, Sanner 1995, p. 297 f. 
60 Ransom 1938. See the appendix, Objects and Rules of the Theosophical Society, p. 546. 
61 Sanner 1995, p. 298 f. 
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and woman, prince and servant, educated and uneducated.”62 The idea of 
reincarnation combined with the teaching of karma may be understood as an attempt 
to come to terms with the problem of theodicy by administering justice over an 
extended period of time and see the good as its own reward.63 Thus, theosophy rejects 
the belief in the original sin and hell and even in atonement within Christianity – one 
of the controversial questions in contemporary theology.64 
   One consequence of the idea of reincarnation for theosophy is that the development 
of human beings is not simultaneous as far as individuals or groups are concerned.65 
The extended time perspective complicates the view of social and political changes. I 
return below to the issue of how education and the view of the caste system are 
influenced by the theosophists’ interpretation of the teaching of karma as part of the 
evolutionary context.   
 

Races	  and	  nations	  
Theology’s view of cosmological evolution based on the idea of reincarnation does not 
concern only the individual person. Races, nations and civilizations are also considered 
to obey the law of karma. 
   The theosophists thought that there were seven so-called human root races. Each 
root race has had, has or is going to have a leading role in evolution. For the time 
being, it is the fifth root race that is reigning. The first race is invisible today, the 
second is the Hyperborean, also vanished but mentioned in the writings of antiquity. 
The third one is the Lemurian of whom only a few are left and the fourth one is the 
Atlantean that spread across the world from Atlantis, which linked Western Europe 
and Africa with Eastern American. The fifth one, the Aryan, is the root race that has 
had the leading role in the development of humanity during the past several millennia. 
Two more races are waiting to be born. The root races are further divided in seven 
sub-races, all having different characteristics. The Black Africans, the Dravidian 
Indians and Aborigines are said to belong to different sub-races of the Lemurian race. 
The “yellow people” in Asia, like the Indians, are said to originate from the Atlantean 
race, while certain Indians, Persians, Semites and Europeans belong to different sub-
races within the fifth race – the Indo-European or Aryan – that, according to the 
theosophists, originated in Central Asia millions of years ago.66 It first appeared in 
Northern India, Aryavarta, where it conquered other Indian peoples who belonged to 
                                            
62 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 46. 
63 Sanner 1995, p. 303. 
64 The absence of the idea of reincarnation in Christianity is described by Annie Besant in Four Great Religions as a temporary 
shortcoming which appeared when it broke with Gnosticism, when East and West went their separate ways, according to 
Besant. See Besant, Christianity, Adyar 1995 [1941], p. 45 ff.  
65 For certain individuals and even groups it is going to take generations of reincarnations before they reach that point where 
the more morally advanced part of humanity finds itself. See Ahlbäck 1995, p. 46 f. 
66 Joscelyn Godwin, Arktos: the polar myth in science, symbolism, and Nazi survival, London, 1993, pp. 37-45. 
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the third and fourth root race, later spreading across the world.67 The sixth root race, 
even more developed than the Indo-European one, was predicted to appear first in 
America.68 Through the seventh race humanity has reached the aim of the 
evolutionary life cycles and then the life impulses are expected to cease on earth.69 
   The idea of race in theosophy has been toned down after the Nazi experiences 
during the Second World War, but is a central component of the theosophical 
historical heritage.70 Among others, the anthropologist Carla Risseeuw argues that the 
counter-culture that the theosophists launched in India in relation to the Victorian 
culture was racist to a similar extent, although with other characteristics developed on 
the basis of the Indo-European superiority.71 Joscelyn Godwin also discusses the 
significance of the theosophical race teaching in India due to the modern theosophists’ 
attempt to distance themselves from racism by stressing universal brotherhood as the 
unifying aim for all humanity. Godwin considers that while Olcott and Blavatsky broke 
with the British race conventions and chose to sit at the Indians’ and Singhalese’s feet 
much to the British chagrin, they were children of their time when science understood 
human development as a struggle between different races which corresponded well 
with contemporary Darwinism. Godwin adds that the originality of the theosophists 
was that they irritated the British self-righteousness by pointing out that the Indian 
civilization was more advanced in several areas than the British one. Godwin 
underlines that however it was not particularly original to place oneself and one’s 
Indian allies, all Indo-Europeans, at the head of humanity, while the other races, black, 
yellow and red were regarded as the stragglers of history who had passed their zenith 
in their development thousands of years earlier.72 
   In the strongly nationalist period when theosophy developed, even the nations or the 
peoples were placed in a correspondingly evolutionary perspective. (Both terms are 
often used synonymously.) Each nation is considered to have its unique contribution to 
the development of humanity. But in a similar way to the individual person, a nation’s 
                                            
67 See Godwin 1993, p. 38 ff. Names like Leon Poliakov, Christian Lassen, Joseph Arthur de Gobineau are all connected with 
the attempt to argue for a racial, Arian community based on an evolutionary foundation. One of the most influential scholars 
in the nineteenth century, the Orientalist and historian of religions Ernest Renan, the author of La vie de Jesus, argued that for 
the moment the Arians are at the highest level of human evolution. See also, Stefan Arvidsson’s Ariska idoler, Universitet i 
Lund, 2000 [Aryan Idols: Indo-European mythology as ideology and science (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006)].  
68 Blavatsky describes how the new type of human being that, in time, is going to develop into the sixth race has already 
started to appear in the USA. This was an idea that Annie Besant adopted towards the end of her life. See Blavatsky 1966, p. 
488 ff. 
69 Blavatsky 1966, p. 4909. See also Campbell 1980, p. 45. 
70 In The Secret Doctrine Blavatsky expresses a corresponding disparagement: ”Mankind is obviously divided into god-informed 
men and lower human-creatures. The intellectual difference between the Aryan and other civilized nations and such savages 
as the South Sea Islanders is inexplicable on any other grounds. No amount of culture, nor generations of training amid 
civilization, could raise such humans as the Bushmen, the Veddhas, and some African tribes, to the same intellectual level as 
the Aryans, the Semites, and the Turanians so called. The ‘sacred spark’ is missing in them and it is they who are the only 
inferior races on the globe, now happily-owing to the adjustment of nature which ever works in that direction – fast dying out.” 
Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, vol II, London 1988 [1888], p. 421.  
71 Carla Risseeuw, ’Thinking Culture through Counter-culture: The Case of Theosophists in India and Ceylon and their 
Ideas on Race and Hierarchy (1875-1947)’ in Gurus and their followers, 2000, p. 200. 
72 Godwin 1993, p. 43 f. 
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success or failures can be regarded from the point of view of karma as a result of the 
country’s earlier services to or crimes against the universal brotherhood.73 Even the 
former empires were integrated in the development of human culture where the 
original Indian one was given a special place due to its spirituality that was contrasted 
with the materialism of the British Empire.74 
   The nationalist speculations combined with the race teachings allowed national 
assertion, even if theosophy, in agreement with Herder’s philosophy, generally 
accepted the right of all nations to exist as well as their unique contribution to 
humanity. A good example is the Swedish theosophist Oswald Kuylenstierna who in 
The Theosophical Review (1904) characterizes Sweden’s history. The Swedes are 
described as the Aryan people whose history offers many examples of a noble-
mindedness that has aspired towards other than worldly aims. A natural sense of right 
and wrong that was early expressed in legislation and eclipsed our Nordic neighbours: 
 

The circumstances that Sweden possesses more numerous and better regulated 
codes of law than Denmark, Norway and Iceland all put together, is only an 
expression of a sense of justice, arising from a living feeling of religion – a feature 
which, at an early date, distinguished the Swedish people from the other 
Northern races.75 

   The race ideology together with the view of nations led to complications not only 
regarding the view of different peoples in India, but also regarding Finland where the 
Swedish-speaking Finns and the Finnish-speaking ones were considered as belonging 
to different root races. Ahlbäck writes that doubts were expressed, before founding 
Finland’s Theosophical Society, that two races could be associated in an intellectual 
spiritual brotherhood. In a letter to Annie Besant (1906), Finland’s leading theosophist, 
Pekka Ervast, explains the problems facing the founding of the theosophical association 
in Finland: 

In order to be able to judge impartially the matter that I will mention in a 
moment, I want first to give you a brief survey of our internal theosophical 
situation. Finland’s population is a combination of two different nationalities. 
The great majority of the population belongs to the Mongolic sub-race of the 

                                            
73 Besant, The duty of the Theosopohist, 1918, from The Manu and the need of change, p. 319. 
74 Besant writes that the Greek and the Roman empires were successful and have left a contribution to humanity. Greece 
contributions consisted in its intellectual and artistic greatness, Rome’s in its emphasis on the state and civic duties, while 
India’s in its spirituality. While Rome and Greece only exist as historical entities, India still represents the immortal 
spirituality. Besant, The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 85.  
75 See Oswald Kuylenstierna, ’Characteristics of the Swedish People’, in The Theosophical Review, vol. XXXV, September 1904 
– February 1905, Theosophical Publishing Society, London, 1905, p. 394 f. Persons such as Holy Birgitta, Engelbrekt, Gustav 
Vasa, Axel Oxenstierna, Linné, Swedenborg and the writer Victor Rydberg are placed in this text against the contemporary 
increasing materialism that threatens to destroy the greatness of the Swedish nation. Kuylenstierna gives as an example 
Victor Rydberg’s ‘Grottesången’ that describes well the materialism which is about to conquer humanity. Victor Rydberg is 
considered to have been influenced by theosophy, but was never a member of the Theosophical Society.  
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fourth root race where there is some mixture of blood from the fifth race, while 
the small minority (10%) is of Aryan origin.76 
 

   Why is the Aryan root race superior according to theosophy? Here there is a 
connection once more to the Indo-European narrative, which conceals a paradise-, a 
Fall- and a Sleeping Beauty-narrative. In the Aryan sub-race there is hidden an 
original wisdom that goes back to a golden-age period in the Aryan original home 
(Aryavarta). In Aryavarta it was thought that human beings were more open to 
spiritual dimensions. When this openness was lost, humankind ended up in an 
increasing darkness once the spiritual knowledge ability was lost. Our time, Kali Yuga, 
another concept borrowed from the Hindu intellectual world, is characterized by 
sensuousness rather than spirituality. There are fragments from the golden age 
surviving in the religious scriptures, above all in the Vedic texts. Particular hopes are 
connected with a little group within Brahmanism, uninfluenced by the West, as 
keepers of this spiritual knowledge.77 
   The Indian religions, above all Hinduism, were granted a special place in the 
imminent breaking up of Kali Yuga. But other religions were also said to be the 
bearers of this knowledge in whose scriptures one can trace fragments of what 
theosophists call “Ancient wisdom.” Because of this, according to theosophy, there is no 
reason to convert from the religion one is born in to another one – neither to carry on 
missionary work for purposes of conversion.78 The ancient wisdom, as the founders of 
religions have expressed it outshines contemporary thinkers whether it concerns the 
chief representatives of religion or science.79 
   The other important task for theosophists is to contribute to the increase of 
knowledge in religion, philosophy and science. This would occur, above all, through 
the study of Aryan/Vedic and other Oriental literature in order to acquire knowledge 
about the unifying connection between all religions. It is worth noting that it took 
twenty years before the rendering of the other task changed from singling out 
particularly the Aryan/Vedic literature to including all religion, philosophy and 
science.80 (See below, chapter 3.) 

                                            
76 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 160 f. Quoted from a letter form Pekka Ervast to Annie Besant 1906. 
77 The theosophists’ defence of the original caste-system in India, the four Varnas, may be assumed to have been 
strengthened by the idea of the Brahmins as bearers of an original spirituality. 
78 Annie Besant, The Ancient Widsom: an outline of Theosophical Teachings, New York, 1897, p. 4.  
79 ”Can the loftiest flights of morality in the literature of today be put beside the ethical teachings of the Lord Buddha, and 
does the world find in it the same inspiration to noble living that his words have exercised for more than two thousand years? 
[…] Can an archbishop of today rival the teachings of Christ? Can today’s Muslim Moulvi rival the teachings of the Prophet? 
Can the Zoroastrian Mobed speak such words as are found in his own ancient literature? Where is the modern Brahmana 
who can speak as Sri Krishna and Ramachandra spoke, or give us the noble morality that we find in the ancient literature. 
The proof is clear that Divine Wisdom underlies all religions…” See Besant, Seven Great Religions, 2002, p. 305. 
80 The change can be seen as a result of an internal opposition in the West, claiming that the Oriental influences had become 
too strong during Olcott’s leadership of the Society from India and Ceylon. See Ransom 1938, Apendix, p. 551 f.  
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The	  occult	  way	  of	  knowledge	  
The occult element has been the great stumbling block for many who otherwise felt 
sympathy for the basic idea of theosophy concerning the common origin or core of all 
religions. Theosophy does not recognize any basic contradiction between religion and 
science and has claimed that there is an occult way to knowledge along the accepted 
scientific one. Occultism is described as “a way to learn to find out nature’s unknown laws 
with the aim of developing the latent divine forces in humankind.” (My italics.)81 This third 
mission of the Society to share the occult way of knowledge did not include all 
members, but only those who “felt the call”, the esoteric circle.82 
   What is then occultism? Occultism can be regarded as a collective concept referring 
to ideas claiming that behind reality there are spiritual forces that humankind can get 
in touch with.83 According the Maria Carlson, historian at Princeton University, 
Blavatsky employs a wide definition of occultism and does not draw any clear line 
between occult and any other sort of knowledge. It includes psychological, 
physiological, physical, cosmic as well as spiritual phenomena. The word occultism 
means hidden or secret and, in order to have access to occult knowledge, studies in the 
occult tradition that has developed during centuries are required. (Cabbala, alchemy, 
astrology and all arcane sciences.)84 According to Maria Carlson, Blavatsky’s wide 
definition shows the difficulties in writing about occultism. Besides, the subject has 
partly received another connotation in the modern usage of the term, stressing black 
magic, séances or pentagram.85 
   Where is the border between mysticism and occultism? In this case, Maria Carlson 
refers to A.E. Waite, former theosophist, who argues that the mystic’s only aim is the 
soul’s union with God. The occultist agrees with the mystic regarding the goal of 
achieving union with the highest or with God – the difference lies in the manner of 
searching. Alchemy, astrology, hermetic philosophy, etc. have in common the 
development of techniques that require training and give access to occult knowledge 
through initiation. In this way, occultism is esoteric and is only meant for an inner 
circle of people.86 Carlson claims that here lies a fundamental difference between 
mysticism and occultism. For the mystic, the mystical experience comes as a gift or a 
revelation, for the occultist as the result of a conscious development of technique and 
knowledge. In this respect, occultism reminds one rather of science, which is one of the 
                                            
81 From the 1888 rules of the Theosophical Society. See Ransom 1938, pp. 547-549. 
82 Godwin 1993, p. 42 f. 
83 According to the Nationalencyklopedin [the Swedish National Encyclopedia], astrology, alchemy, hermeticism, Rosicrucianism, 
theosophy, anthroposophy and spiritualism are included in occultism. The border with religious esotericism can be fluid. The 
NE entry explains that a characteristic feature is the manipulative and experimenting one as well as its psychological 
background: “Occultism displays obvious irrational features and is based on the dissatisfaction with the ability of established 
science to solve humankind’s problems.” See Per Beskow, ‘Ockultism’, Nationalencyklopedin, vol. 14, p. 386. 
84 Carlson 1993, p. 10 ff. 
85 Carlson 1993.  
86 Carlson further refers to Andrew Seth who defines mysticism in a similar way: “the endeavor of the human mind to grasp 
the Divine essence or the ultimate reality of things”, 1993. 



 
 
 

53 

reasons why theosophists speak of the teaching as the “secret science”, as a bridge 
between religion and modern science.87 
   When theosophy was accused of not being scientific in its historical retrospect and 
predictions for the future, Blavatsky pointed out the inability of young science to 
answer contemporary questions. She claimed that future scientific achievements would 
confirm the knowledge acquired in an occult manner. A number of scientific 
discoveries accorded well with the earlier mystical assertions, for instance Schliemann’s 
discovery of Troy. Blavatsky argued that humankind couldn’t be content with the 
imperfections of science before the big questions, which it could not yet answer. 
Blavatsky illustrates this by referring to the question of determining the age of the 
planet and of humankind; she distances herself both from the theological chronology 
and from the way contemporary science tries to answer the question: 

[…] since theology places the Deluge 2448 B.C., and the World’s Creation only 5890 
years ago; and since the accurate researches by the methods of exact Science, have led 
the geologists and physicists to assign to the incrusted age of our Globe between 10 
million and 1,000 million of years (a trifling difference, verily!): and the Anthropologists 
to vary their divergence of opinion as to the appearance of man—between 25,000 and 
500,000 of years—what can one who studies the Occult doctrine do, but come out and 
bravely present the esoteric calculations before the world?88 

   A different problem to that described here by Blavatsky consisted in theosophy’s 
claim that the theosophical teachings agreed with science. Fleck’s observation that 
religious thought collectives tend to consolidate their thought style in inflexible truths is 
relevant here. The new scientific discoveries would in the long run dismiss the 
theosophical views on humankind’s historical development as old-fashioned. The 
problem was emphasized by the canonization and the dogmatizing process that 
Blavatsky’s works underwent after her death. This problem was compounded by the 
secrecy that surrounded the inner circle and the reference to the spiritual masters. 

The	  spiritual	  masters	  
It was claimed that the initiated members of the Society were in contact with, and 
received guidance from, spiritual masters. This central and controversial view in 
theosophy was represented earlier in the European esoteric tradition, among others, in 
the secret brotherhoods, spiritualism and Swedenborgianism. Further support in this 
respect came from the encounter with the conceptual world of Indian religions with its 
idea of Bodhisattva in Buddhism, the institution of “tulku” in the Tibetan Buddhism 
and the avatars in Hinduism.89 These masters, mahatmas, are described within the 
framework of the idea of reincarnation as a group of persons who have advanced more 
                                            
87 Carlson, p. 11. 
88 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, vol. II (Pasadena, Ca.: Theosophical University Press, 1977; facsimile of the edition published 
in London by The Theosophical Publishing Company, 1888), p. 796. 
89 Lejon 1997, p. 69 f. 
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than others in their spiritual development and are on a higher level of perception. For 
the uninitiated the spiritual masters are invisible when they intervene in order to help 
the less advanced humankind.90 But they can also incarnate and acquire a human 
shape as visible guides for humankind.91 The ancient wisdom has been as a holy 
property for them. The sense of phantasy is increased by the idea that the spiritual 
masters, The Great White Brotherhood of Mahatma, resides in the Himalayas from 
where they watch over humanity. Sometimes, they feel compelled to intervene in the 
evolution. Blavatsky claimed that her writing received help, occasionally, by means of 
direct dictation from the masters.92  
   The belief that the initiated were in direct contact with the spiritual masters, 
naturally, granted a position of power to the leaders within the esoteric circle. Madame 
Blavatsky was perceived as specially elected by the spiritual masters in order to convey 
the theosophical message to humanity. Regarding the succession issues in the 
Theosophical Society, it was claimed that the spiritual masters recommended a certain 
candidate, something that occurred both after Madame Blavatsky’s as well as after 
Olcott’s death.93 

The	  first	  contacts	  with	  India	  
During the first years after its foundation, the Society stagnated. Conflicts and lack of 
successes resulted in many members leaving the movement.94 The attention turned 
now to India. The nationalist reform movement Arya Samaj and its leader Swami 
Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1883) were contacted in order to discuss cooperation and 
even the possibility of merging the movements.95 In a letter to Dayananda of 1878, 
Olcott expresses his profound admiration for his knowledge and contrasts it with the 
ignorance that prevails in Christianity: 

A number of Americans and other students who earnestly seek after spiritual 
knowledge, place themselves at your feet, and pray you to enlighten them […] 
Finding in Christianity nothing that satisfied either their reason or intuition, 
seeing on every side the evil effects of its pernicious doctrines, finding priests who 

                                            
90 Briefly, the idea of Bodhisattva means that certain persons who have reached complete understanding choose to work as 
guides for humanity instead of ascending to nirvana. The political scientist Mark Bevir who has been inspired by theosophy 
stresses that theosophy regards these adepts as part of the evolutionary development and not as supernatural beings: “They 
are highly spiritual beings near the end of their evolutionary cycle who have chosen to stay around and to help the less 
advanced. An improbable doctrine perhaps, but not in its own terms a supernatural one.” See Mark Bevir, ‘Annie Besant’s 
Quest for Truth: Christianity, Secularism, and New Age Thought’, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 1999, Volume 50, Issue 
1, p. 21.  
91 Ransom presents the various mahatmas with their respective areas of responsibility. For instance, Bodhisattva Maitreya is 
responsible for all religions and sends out great religious leaders for the guidance of humanity in the present leading fifth root 
race. He incarnated as Sri Krishna in India, as Christ in Palestine, as Muhammed as well as a series of other incarnations. 
When his work is completed it is said that he will become the Buddha of the fifth race. See Ransom 1938, p. 49 f. 
92 Ransom 1938, p. 52 ff. 
93 See, for instance, the chapter ’Stormy Years’ in Ransom 1938, p. 286 ff. 
94 After the mahatma scandal of 1884-85, besides Blavatsky and Olcott, only three persons were still members out of the 
fourteen who took part in the founding meeting in New York in 1875. See Ransom 1938, p. 110 ff. 
95 H.S. Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, The True Story of The Theosophical Society, Series 1, London 1895, see chapter 15. 
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were hypocrites, rapacious and sensual, and worshippers who lived false and 
unclean lives …96         

   According to Jordens, Swami Dayananda is said to have received the suggestion with 
interest, which can be explained through the successes of the Christian missionary 
work, particularly in Punjab.97 The very same year the leadership of the Theosophical 
Society decided to support Arya Samaj’s proposal of a fusion. An official letter to Arya 
Samaj explained that the Theosophical Society together with the European and USA 
sections decided to accept Swami Dayananda as their spiritual leader.98 The British 
section changed its name in 1878 to The British Theosophical Society of the Arya Samaj of 
Aryavart. Its rules stated that, “the Society was in touch with and felt sympathy towards 
Arya Samaj.” The central aspects of the puritanical programme of Arya Samaj that 
had been developed in an Indian context were assimilated surprisingly fast. The 
Society proclaimed its will to work for the spiritual education of humanity by 
refraining from the degenerated worship of cult objects and other impure forms of 
worship wherever they appear.99 
   Already at an early stage of the cooperation, Dayananda expressed his dissatisfaction 
with theosophy’s focus on occultism. In a letter to Olcott, miracle making is described 
as inferior to the study of philosophy and of the spiritual forces in humankind. Olcott 
agreed to some extent with this but added that, “the masses here similarly to masses 
everywhere disliked philosophy but craved miracles.”100 The same letter explains that 
theosophists did not have any wish to devote themselves to politics in India. “We don’t 
have any interest to engage in politics, but totally against false religions and spiritual 
slavery.”101  
   The correspondence between Arya Samaj and the Theosophical Society was 
published in several newspapers. The front line against Christianity and the Christian 
mission was clear when, upon arriving in India on 18 February 1879, Blavatsky 
declared in front of a number of journalists that the Bible contained 64 000 factual 
errors; moreover, that Christianity caused the great mutiny of 1857/58. However, on the 
same occasion she expressed a certain appreciation of the British presence, which, 
through the British educational system, contributed to a certain development in India, 
however slow.102  
   The discussions that went on regarding a fusion never led to any result. Instead, a 
linking organization, Arya Theosophical Society of India, was founded. The interest was 
limited on both sides and it was dissolved in 1880. Neither did the possibility of double 
                                            
96 See J.T.F. Jordens, Dayananda Sarasvati: His Life and Ideas, Delhi, 1978, p. 209. See, also, Ransom 1938, p. 115. 
97 Jordens 1978, p. 209 f.  
98 Ransom 1938, p. 116. 
99 Olcott, ODL, 1895, p. 398. 
100 Ransom 1938, p. 117. 
101 Ransom 1938, p. 117. 
102 Ransom 1938, p. 127. 
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membership raise any interest. The cooperation was interrupted in 1882 on 
Dayananda’s initiative who, in an open letter, criticized the theosophists for superficial 
knowledge of the Vedic scriptures as well as of Yoga Vidya. In addition, they were 
criticized that they supported Buddhism. He dismissed them as self-centred liars and 
atheists. Dayananda’s statement was published in the Indian press. In their answer 
published in a special supplement to The Theosophist, Olcott and Blavatsky accused 
Dayananda of sectarianism – on the basis of the initial contacts they had understood 
that Arya Samaj had the same eclectic attitude towards other religions as they 
themselves had.103 
   Through the cooperation with Arya Samaj, the theosophical leaders got access to a 
network, above all in Northern India. During the important first stage of 
establishment, there were local representatives of Arya Samaj on the spot as hosts 
during the many journeys throughout the first years in India.104 As for Buddhism, 
Olcott and Blavatsky had already in 1880 accepted to take pansils on Ceylon, in other 
words, to be accepted symbolically in the Buddhist community. They saw no obstacle 
in this in their parallel work for a Hindu renaissance. The Buddhism they adhered to 
was to be considered as a philosophy and not as a faith.105  
   As far as political credibility in a South-Asian context is concerned, especially 
Olcott’s attitude and long-term work for the oppressed Buddhist culture on Ceylon was 
significant. The colonial powers had all allowed in various ways the missionary work 
and education to promote their exercise of power. Olcott attached himself to the 
Buddhist revival and was trusted to represent Buddhist interests in front of the British 
Parliament. During the negotiations, he contributed to making gains in symbolically 
important areas such as acceptance that marriages according to Buddhist rituals 
should become formally legal. Moreover, he worked for the recognition of Buddha’s 
birthday as an official holiday. Olcott’s Buddhist catechism for use in schools was also 
significant, a textbook for several hundred schools run in the spirit of 
Buddhism/theosophy.106 At the same time, orthodox Hindu groups disliked his 
commitment for Buddhism, not least his support for establishing Buddhist pilgrimage 
places in India.107  
   During the first years in India, two important events in the history of the 
Theosophical Society took place. The first issue of the movement’s official periodical 
The Theosophist (TT) appeared in October 1879. It was a monthly publication and the 
                                            
103 The Theosophist, July 1882. See, Extra Supplement, The Theosophical Society and Swami Dayanand, pp. 1-9. 
104 Olcott mentions places such as Lahore, Allahabad, Benares, Cawnpore and Amritsar. The Theosophist, July 1882. 
105 Olcott pointed out that ”Our Buddhims was that of the Master Adept Gautama Buddha, which was identically the 
Wisdom Religion of the Aryan Upanishads, and the Souls of the Ancient world-faiths. Our Buddhism was, in a word, a 
philosophy, not a creed.” Madame Blavatsky’s reason to take pansils was described by Annie Besant in a speech at the 
Theosophical Society’s annual meeting of 1907. To a direct question from Besant “why precisely Buddhism?” Blavatsky 
answered, “Well, my dear, I thought it would be interesting to show the world that an eastern religion could be an alternative 
for a western woman.” See Ransom 1938, pp. 143 and 169. 
106 Campbell 1980, pp. 167-179. See, also Olcott, ODL, 1900, p. 224. 
107 See, for example, Olcott, ODL, 1904, p. 224. 
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articles in the first issue reflected the Society’s opinions and intentions.108 The first issue 
grants a lot of space to Arya Samaj, including Swami Dayananda Saraswati’s 
unfinished autobiography.109 The periodical was warmly received in India. Several 
major newspapers led by Amrita Bazar Patrika predicted a bright future for the 
publication.110 The other important event was the move of the international 
headquarters, after the break with Arya Samaj, from New York to Adyar, a suburb of 
Madras.111 The choice of moving the centrum of the movement to India was highly 
significant for its credibility in the East, but, at times, caused tensions in the relations 
with the national theosophical societies in the West.112 
   Several persons important for the development of the Society are brought into 
contact with the movement in India during these years. T. Subha Row (1856-90) from 
Madras worked along Madame Blavatsky as editor of The Theosophist and gave the 
periodical local legitimacy in doctrinal questions.113 Among the few Westerners who 
joined was A.P. Sinnet, journalist at one of the leading Anglo-Indian newspapers, The 
Pioneer. Sinnet had earlier been a spiritualist and was the author of The Occult World and 
Esoteric Buddhism that attracted much attention. Sinnet gave a lot of space to Blavatsky 
in the conservative newspaper The Pioneer, which, according to Farquhar, seems to have 
been the reason for losing his job as a journalist.114 
   Politically ambitious, often well-educated individuals joined early the Society, among 
them several lawyers and journalists. Allan Octavian Hume, retired from the colonial 
Civil Service, the first President of the INC during 1885-1893, joined the Society as 
early as 1880. In contrast with Sinnet, Hume became gradually sceptical concerning 
Blavatsky’s occult abilities. Having been involved in a correspondence with the 
spiritual master Koot Hoomi with Blavatsky as an intermediary, Hume asked that he 
should continue the correspondence without her cooperation. Later, he led the group 
of leading theosophists that contributed to the investigation of the mahatma scandal. 
The group included also T. Subha Row.115  
                                            
108 Besides Dayananda’s autobiography, there are articles with titles such as Antiquity of the Vedas, The Learning among 
Indian Ladies, Persian Zoroastrianism and Russian Vandalism, The Drift of Western Spiritualism, Aryan Trigonometry, 
Technical Education, A world Without a Woman, Magnetism in Ancient China, Spiritualism at Simla, Vidya Yoga, Food for 
the Starving as well as Our Buddhist Brothers.   
109 The Theosophist, Oct 1879, ’Autobiography of Dayanund Saraswati Swami’. See http://www.theosociety. 
org/pasadena/theosophy/theos-hp.htm [2012-04-22]. 
110 The Theosophist, Oct 1879. 
111 Olcott, ODL, 1900, p. 360 ff. The main library of the movement, containing manuscripts from different religions, mainly 
Eastern ones, was also moved to Adyar. See ODL, 1900, p. 372 f. 
112 I refer here partly to the power struggle after Blavatsky’s death, partly to Rudolf Steiner who established the 
Anthroposophical Society in 1912. See Lejon 1997, p. 80. 
113 T. Subha Row came from Madras. His knowledge and contacts were important for the theosophists during their initial 
period in India. This was one of the reasons why the theosophists’ leaders chose Adyar outside Madras as the headquarters of 
the Society. Subha Row’s cooperation when Blavatsky was putting together The Secret Doctrine ended in disagreement 
about the content of the work. He left the Society several years before his death at 34 years of age. See, for example, Olcott, 
ODL, serie 3, 1904, p. 67 f.   
114 Sinnet was later accused of plagiarism after the publication of The Occult World. An alleged mahatma letter turned out to be 
a copy of a work by a still active writer, H. Riddles. See Farquhar 1998, pp. 231 and 257.  
115 Ransom 1938, p. 221. 
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   There is still disagreement among scholars concerning Hume’s subsequent relation 
to theosophy, his role and the theosophists’ role in the genesis of the INC. The central 
role of the INC in the independence movement and later as India’s dominating party 
ascribes these questions a strong symbolic significance. Was the Theosophical Society 
directly involved, which Annie Besant has claimed, or did Hume act independently of 
the theosophical leadership? Or, a bigger question, did Hume have a central role, as 
historians claimed earlier, or was he a purely ornamental figure, which the Indian 
historian Bipan Chandra, among others, has argued. These questions are dealt with in 
the next chapter.  

The	  Mahatma	  Scandal	  
The mahatma scandal has already been mentioned in passing as the particular event 
that has influenced and continues to influence the perception of the theosophical 
movement. What did the scandal consist of and why did it become a watershed in the 
way theosophists have been regarded? 
   Briefly, the following happened: Madame Blavatsky was accused that she placed 
letters from the spiritual masters (Mahatmas) through a secret opening from her 
private room into a desk in the next room. The method was disclosed by an employee, 
Mrs Emma Coulomb, secretary at the theosophical headquarters in Adyar. The letters 
were sent to the periodical Christian College Magazine. The Coulomb spouses said that 
they were forced to collaborate to what they saw as a fraud. Blavatsky had not paid 
back the money she borrowed from them and her ambition was to get the British to 
leave India. An investigator, Paul Hodgson, researcher at the Society for Psychical Research 
in London, investigated the affair on the spot in Adyar. The conclusion was that 
Madame Blavatsky had written the letters herself. The report was summed up in the 
statement that Blavatsky deserved the title of “one of the most accomplished, brilliant 
and interesting frauds in history.” The scandal received a lot of publicity all over the 
world and Madame Blavatsky left India in the autumn of 1884, asserting her 
innocence. She claimed that she had been the victim of a conspiracy organized by the 
Christian mission. The question whether the mahatma letters were genuine has 
therefore pursued the theosophists as a credibility issue.116 
   Once things were in motion, even Blavatsky’s books were scrutinized. William 
Emmette Coleman, member of several scientific societies, including the Royal Asiatic 
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, undertook a careful examination of Blavatsky’s texts. 
In Isis Unveiled Coleman found 2000 plagiarized passages that did not refer to a source. 
Most of the works that were plagiarized were published in the nineteenth century. A 
subsequent examination of The Secret Doctrine found plagiarized passages from a 
                                            
116 See Ahlbäck 1995, p. 18 f. Similar accounts of the mahatma scandal, briefly summarized here, are to be found in the 
extra-theosophical literature. See Campbell 1980, p. 87 ff. Even the theosophists’ own literature discusses the issue, but the 
accusations are judged differently – from denial by putting the blame on the hostile Christian mission to admitting that 
Blavatsky did write some of the letters but after the masters’ dictation or under their inspiration. 
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translation of Vishnu Purana with additional terms in Sanskrit of which many were 
considered to be pure misunderstandings.117 Coleman’s conclusion was that the book 
was a double plagiarism, both intellectually and language-wise. Ahlbäck comments 
Coleman’s disclosure thus: 
 

Coleman is no doubt right about the plagiarisms in The Secret Doctrine. However, all 
this is of secondary importance from the point of view of the phenomenology of 
religion. […] On the other, hand it is obvious that founders of religions come by their 
insights from sources that are not of a superhuman nature. The contribution of the 
founders of religions is above all the new interpretation of material that has been long 
known. This concerns also Helena Petrovna Blavatsky.118 

   In Old Diary Leaves, Olcott admits that there are plagiarisms, but explains them 
through traits of Blavatsky’s personality as well as her lack of academic education.119 
He compares Blavatsky to Shakespeare who took the available material and worked it 
into his texts, giving it his personal touch. Olcott writes that Blavatsky has sinned 
hundreds of times against not giving the sources in her books, but that more and more 
people that have studied her texts do recognize her occult knowledge and “reject the 
critics by saying that they do everything to drop acid on her clothes.”120  
   Even other theosophical texts were checked with disappointing results for the 
Theosophical Society.121 Opposition against occultism grew within the Society, 
demanding that the movement should stop referring to occult sources. Allan Octavian 
Hume had also received several mahatma letters from Koot Hoomi and later 
collaborated in the examination of the authenticity of the mahatma letters. A group of 
Indian members joined in and it was demanded that those who claim that they have 
personally met the spiritual masters should resign from the leadership. There was a 
suggestion that the Society should be reorganized as a scholarly humanistic 
theosophical society. The demands were rejected and Hume’s active commitment to 
the Theosophical Society therefore ceased.122 
                                            
117 Vishnu Purana is a post-Vedic canonical text that contains an account of the universe from its birth to its destruction. Here 
there are also a number of legends about Rama and Krishna. Vishnu Purana was translated into English by H-H. Wilson in 
1840. The text is considered quite accessible.  See <http://www.sacredtexts.com/hin/index.htm > 

118 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 19. 
119 Olcott writes in ODL: “As to trained in literary faculty she had none; she wrote under inspiration, 
thoughts flashed through her brain like meteors, scenes painted themselves before her mental visions 
and died out often when but often half caught parenthesis bristled through her paragraphs so as to sometimes interminably 
stretch out her sentences, and she would – as it now appears - catch up and use other men’s writing as though they were her 
own – intent only on fitting their formulated thoughts into the working out of her theme.” Olcott, ODL, 3rd series, 1904, p. 
327 

120 Olcott 1904.  
121 Blavatsky was not the only theosophical writer whose works were checked. Even Alfred Percy Sinnet’s The Occult World 
(1881), a central book for theosophy, was checked. It contained a letter from the spiritual master Koot Hoomi which was 
examined and, according to Farquhar, it turned out to be a copy of an American spiritualist which Sinnet was forced to 
admit. See Farquhar 1998, p. 230 ff.  
122 Ransom 1938, p. 221 f.  
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   As Lejon, among others, has pointed out, the notion of these spiritual masters has 
caused an epistemological problem for the theosophists who claim that theosophy was 
basically in step with modern science. According to Lejon, the theosophists’ 
ambivalence in trying to reconcile Eastern wisdom with modern science becomes here 
most visible. Lejon argues that three types of explanatory models can be distinguished 
here. First, as revelations where it is a question of believing or not. Second, a 
reductionist view, the masters stand here for a way of steering the theosophical 
movement in a certain direction. And, third, what Lejon calls a theoretically 
connective view that expresses itself in two ways: partly, that the masters were 
perceived as historical phenomena in time and space, partly as psychological 
experiences.123 Campbell writes how the theosophists put in a lot of effort in defending 
the spiritual masters without being able to find other than minor errors in the result of 
the scrutiny. Therefore, according to Campbell, the outsiders are bound to draw the 
conclusion that the spiritual masters’ cooperation in the theosophists’ texts are some of 
the weakest parts in the claims of theosophy.124  
   K. Paul Johnson argues that the mahatmas are identifiable politically committed 
persons opposed to the British colonial power. Johnson’s point is that Blavatsky played 
a risky game in order not to reveal her political network, which consisted of a number 
of influential opposition individuals. Thus, Blavatsky is presented as a victim in the 
anti-British struggle. 
   My own opinion on this controversial issue for theosophy is similar to Johnson’s 
reductionism according to Lejon’s terminology. However, I do not consider that the 
evidence that Blavatsky acted on the basis of a particular political plan is convincing, 
the sequence of proofs is too weak. But the fact that Blavatsky was a forceful critic of 
British colonialism is clear from her texts. I argue that the spiritual masters can be 
understood as literary figures wrapped in the mysticism that characterizes her literary 
style. One cannot ignore either the fact that, at times, Blavatsky supported herself as a 
magician. Olcott’s diary entries give several examples of the expectations regarding 
occult phenomena that surrounded her: roses that fall from the ceiling on the guests or 
lost things that Blavatsky inexplicably finds. Confronted by her opponents on the 
question of the authenticity of the mahatma letters, she chooses to stick to an occult 
explanatory model that became a watershed for the movement. As Jocelyn Godwin 
points out in the preface to Johnson’s book, it is regrettable in this context that 
Blavatsky’s books and work are obscured by an excessive concentration on the issue of 
the spiritual masters.125 
                                            
123 Lejon 1997, chapter 7.I.  
124 Campbell 1980, p. 60 f. 
125 Johnson 1994, p. XVII. 
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   Before the investigation below of the theosophists’ work in India, it is relevant to ask 
the question how prominent and visible was occultism and how did it influence the 
credibility of the Society’s exoteric work.  

Blavatsky’s	  last	  years	  
After leaving India in 1884, Blavatsky moved her headquarters to Europe, first to Paris 
and later to Würzburg where The Secret Doctrine could be completed in 1888, and later 
she settled in London. In London, together with an inner circle of members, she 
founded the so-called Blavatsky Lodge, along the official British one. She gathered round 
her a circle of confidants, including Annie Besant. During her last years, the periodical 
Lucifer whose first number appeared in September 1887 was the Blavatsky’s 
mouthpiece along with The Theosophist.126  
   Isolated from the developments in Europe, Olcott found it increasingly difficult to 
keep the movement together and repeatedly threatened to resign. The controversies 
resulted in reorganization. The initiated, faithful to Blavatsky, gathered in the so-called 
Esoteric section, clearly separate from the exoteric, non-initiated members and 
sympathizers.127 The decision entailed a division of powers between the two founders, 
which temporarily prevented a split.128 Olcott’s weakened position appears in the rules 
of the Esoteric section that established that Madame Blavatsky constituted the only 
guiding figure. Further, it was stated that there was no organized connection between 
the Esoteric section and the exoteric members of the Theosophical Society.129   
   Campbell regards this temporary solution as fateful for the Society. Blavatsky was 
considered the real founder of the Society – charismatic and possessing spiritual 
authority through her contacts with the spiritual masters. Olcott’s power derived 
mainly from his formal position as being responsible for the organization. According to 
Campbell, the tension between these two forms of authority could be solved in a 
satisfactory manner and a breach remained that led to the split of the Society.130  
   When Blavatsky died in London in 1891, the controversies became public through 
accusations and counter-accusations. W.Q. Judge, the vice-president of the Society and 
the leader of the American section, considered that he had had Blavatsky’s trust and 
challenged Olcott’s authority with help from Katherine Tingley, also from the 
American section. Both sides appealed to the spiritual masters’ express orders and the 
Society split publicly. A headline in the British periodical Westminster Gazette 
                                            
126 After a few years, Lucifer changed its name to The Theosophical Review. 
127 In Blavatsky’s works (Collected Writings, vol. X, published by The Theosophical Publishing House [1988]) there is a 
somewhat different account of the events. The blame is put above all on Olcott’s fear that the Society once more would be 
linked to the mahatmas. The young members in London, chiefly G.R.S. Mead, who gathered round Madame Blavatsky 
reacted against this. Blavatsky 1988, p. 134. See also Ransom 1938, p. 351 f.  
128 See, for example, Annie Besant’s article ’The Theosopohical Society and HPB’, where she writes about the consequences 
of the Hodgson report for the Society, “Wasn’t it that the reason of the foundation of ES lay in the exoteric members’ 
hesitation in supporting HPB”. Lucifer, March-August, 1891, p. 61. 
129 Lucifer, March-August 1891, p. 61. 
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announced: “Isis very much unveiled.” In the vote that followed a majority of the 
members supported Olcott for president, with Adyar in India as an international 
centre. Even the theosophical movement in the Nordic countries split.131 The losing 
side founded a rival organization with the headquarters in Point Loma in California. 
W.Q. Judge died two years later in 1896 and was followed by Katherine Tingley. 
During the subsequent decades, several attempts were made to unite the two factions 
but they failed. 
   The person that appeared together with Olcott and that after several years was 
considered as the unquestionable leader of the movement was Annie Besant with her 
background in the British freethinking movement. She took over the leadership of the 
Esoteric section after Blavatsky’s death. Later, her authority became unique when she 
was in addition elected as president for the whole Society after Olcott’s death in 1907. 
In contrast to the leaders in the other theosophical societies, she rejected the suggestion 
that she should be elected president for life which in practice worked as a unifying 
element.132 During Besant’s leadership, the work of the Society became more socially 
oriented, having educational matters on the agenda and even more politically oriented. 
From 1893 until her death in 1933, Besant lived in India, first in Benares in connection 
with the Indian section of the Society and, after Olcott’s death, in Adyar outside 
Madras.  
   Occultism went on causing problems for the movement. In the Esoteric section 
Besant closely collaborated with occult-oriented C.M. Leadbeater (1854-1934), later 
bishop in The Liberal Catholic Church. During the last years of Besant’s presidency the 
number of members decreased considerably by a quarter as a result of the fact that the 
alleged world teacher J. Krishnamurti (1861-1986) on his own initiative renounced the 
role of the Messiah and dissolved the movement that was organized round him.133 The 
appointment of Krishnamurti had already split the theosophists. Rudolf Steiner (1861-
1925), president of the German Theosophical Society, left the organization in 1912 
and founded the Anthropological Society. Steiner distanced himself from the increasingly 
strong Hindu and Buddhist elements in the theosophy developed by Besant and linked 
anthroposophy more emphatically to Christian mysticism and the Central European 
cultural tradition.134 
   Blavatsky’s position as the spiritual authority of theosophy was not disturbed during 
Besant’s leadership. The loyalty towards the controversial female leading figure of 
theosophy was apparently total during the sixteen years when Olcott and Besant 
shared the responsibility for both sections within the movement. There were also critics 
                                                                                                                                        
130 Campbell mentions that the charismatic Blavatsky, during the conflict with Olcott, stated that she is loyal to the death 
to ”the Theosophical CAUSE” but not to any formal organization. See Campbell, 1980, p. 188. 
131 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 20. 
132 Campbell 1980, p. 189. 
133 Campbell 1980, p. 189. 
134 Lejon 1997, p. 74 ff.  
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in the movement who claimed that the development during Besant’s leadership, above 
all through the appointment of Krishnamurti, distanced itself from Blavatsky. After the 
First World War, there emerged a Back to Blavatsky movement, that criticized Besant for 
distorting Blavatsky’s heritage and being elected to the presidency of the Esoteric 
section through false accusations against Judge. Even close collaborators of Besant such 
as B.P. Wadia, editor of the newspaper New India, joined the critics (see below, chapter 
5).  
   After Besant’s death, her collaborator George Arundale became president of the 
Society. Arundale became known for his interest in the education field in India.135 
Arundale was succeeded in 1945 by C. Jinarajadasa (1945-1953) followed by N. Sri 
Ram (1953-1973) and John Coats (1973-1980). At the time for this study the 
Theosophical Society is led from Adyar by Mrs Radha Burnier (1980-2013). As 
Ahlbäck has pointed out, none of these leaders has had the same international 
reputation as the earlier leaders.136    
 

Members, organization and movement 
 

This section examines the characteristic features of theosophy as a membership 
organization and as a movement. Naturally, the division in 1889 when the Blavatsky 
Lodge was transformed into the esoteric section – an independent organization as part 
of the Society other with membership rules and transparency is a problematic issue.   

The	  development	  of	  the	  membership	  1875-‐1930	  
It is difficult to give a complete account of the development of the membership 
internationally and in the national sections since the figures vary depending on the 
source and on the period. Periods of strong expansion alternate with periods of regress 
caused by leadership struggles, open conflicts, controversial attitudes and scandals that 
resulted in mass resignations. The years 1884-86, 1893-94, 1906-07, 1910-1912 and 
1929-1930 are all examples of the latter. Therefore, I confine myself to presenting a 
general image of the membership during the period studied here. 

 

 

 

 

                                            
135 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 20. 
136 Ahlbäck 1995, p. 20. 
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Tabel1: National societies – chronological order according to the foundation year. 

Country Year Country Year Country  Year 

USA 1886 Scotland  1910 Iceland 1921 

sEngland 1888 Switzerland 1910 Spain 1921 

India 1891 Belgium 1911 Portugal 1921 

Australia 1895 The Dutch Indies 1912 Wales 1922 

Sweden  1895 Burma 1912 Poland 1923 

New Zeeland 1896 Austria 1912 Uruguay 1925 

The Netherlands 1897 Norway 1913 Puerto Rico  1925 

France 1899 Egypt 1918 Romania 1925 

Italy 1902 Denmark 1918 Yugoslavia 1925 

Germany 1902 Ireland 1919 Ceylon 1926 

Cuba  1905 Mexico 1919 Greece 1928 

Hungary  1907 Canada 1919 Central America 1929 

Finland 1907 Argentine 1920 Central South Africa 1929 

Russia 1908 Chile  1920 Paraguay 1929 

Czechoslovakia 1909 Brazil 1920 Peru 1929 

South Africa 1909 Bulgaria 1920 Philippines 1933 

    Colombia  1937 

 Source: Ransom, A Short History of the Theosophical Society, 1938. 

The first years after the foundation in New York in 1875 was not a successful period; 
the initial members left the Society one by one. It was after the move to India in 1879 
that the membership increased considerably. During a few months more than 600 
persons joined the Society in India, becoming members of lodges spread all over the 
country. According to Farquhar, after five years of work in India, more than 100 local 
sections were established.137 During the nineteenth century the movement spread in 
the European capitals. Beginning with 1886, theosophists were organized in national 
societies after approval from the international board in Adyar. First was the USA in 
                                            
137 Farquhar 1998, p. 233.  
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1886, followed by England in 1888, India and Australia in 1891 and Sweden in 1895. 
In 1929 there were 44 national societies. 
   After a decline as a result of the mahatma scandal, the number of members increased 
again towards the end of the nineteenth century. A few years later the membership 
decreased again due to the split of the movement after Blavatsky’s death. A similar 
decline occurred after the struggle for leadership when Olcott died in 1907. During 
Annie Besant’s first years as president the number of members almost doubled. In 
1910 the Central Hindu College Magazine announces that there were about 300 
lodges spread all over India having about 5000 members.138 Two years later, during 
the first conflicts regarding Krishnamurti’s role, 700 Indian members left the 
international Society. However, a majority of the Indian members remained loyal to 
the mother organization, according to sources in the colonial security services. 
According to the same sources, in 1917 there were about 7000 members of the 
Theosophical Society in India, which corresponds to about 30% of the total number of 
members accounted for below.  
   During the First World War, the number of members increased in India by 
approximately 1000 persons, which is interesting considering that, at the time, the 
Theosophical Society participated actively as an organization in the Home Rule 
movement. In other countries involved in the war, with the exception of the USA, 
there was a decline in numbers. During the war, even the number of lodges increased 
noticeably in India from 348 in 1915 to 412 in 1918.139 According to Campbell, during 
the 1920s the number of members reached a maximum level by approximately 45 000 
members, but in the 1930s there was a massive decrease after the confusion and the 
mistrust that emerged after Krishnamurti broke with the Society.140 See Table 2 
below.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
138 The Central Hindu College Magazine, New Series vol. X; Feb. 1st, No. 2, 1910, p. 33. 
139 The General Report of the T.S. Presidential address, 1915 and 1918, Adyar Library. 
140 Campbell 1980, p. 119 f. See also Ahlbäck, ’The Theosophical Society Based on a Conglomerate of Traditions’, 
Encounter with India, Nils G. Holm (ed.), Religionsvetenskapliga skrifter nr 20 Åbo Universitet 1990, p. 58 f. 
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Table 2. National societies, lodges and membership, 1915. 

National societies Number of lodges Active members New members during the year Notes 

America 157 5 332 919  

England and Wales 88 2 636 311  

India 348 5 936 617  

Australia 24 1 474 206  

Scandinavia 29 787 79  

New Zeeland 18 1 024 101  

The Netherlands 21 1 304 165  

France 43 1 100 74 Unconfirmed information 

Germany 25 380  No information 

Italy 22 300 24  

Cuba 42 867 150  

Hungary  11 204  No information 

Finland 22 523  No information 

Russia 6 357  No information 

Bohemia 7 152  No information 

South Africa  10 254 47  

Scotland 15 452 36  

Switzerland  12 265 56  

Belgium  10  183  No information  

The Dutch East Indies 10  782 162  

Burma 10  239 41  

Austria 8 160  No information  

Norway  12 274 29  

Others 41 711 82  

Total  991 25 696 3 099  

Source: Presidential address, 1915, The General Report of the T.S. Adyar Library. 
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Who	  became	  a	  member?	  
The elitist traits of theosophy were reflected even in the recruitment to the 
theosophical thought collective. Two principles conflicted: an elitist principle that 
reminded one of the characteristics of an order with the ambition to bring into the 
movement influential persons, including those who were regarded as a future elite; at 
the same time, there was an attempt to develop an organization with a significant 
number of members. The elitist principle seems to have dominated the early period 
when it was maintained by means of nominations through recommendations from 
members of the Society.141 Initiation rituals involving undertakings were used in order 
to stress for these members that they belonged to a chosen group.142  
   The ambivalence between the two principles resulted in the long run in the breaking-
up of the movement’s characteristic type as an order. The division of the movement 
into two sections described above became also a way of preserving the exclusiveness of 
initiated in the Esoteric section along a more open, exoteric organization for regular 
members.143  
   Individuals active in church and other religious communities did not seem to have 
been attracted to any large extent. Blavatsky wrote in the periodical Lucifer (1888) that 
the most devoted persons recruited to the movement had “an agnostic or even a 
materialistic background”. She approved of this and warned against all blind believers 
“irrespective of their faith in Allah, Brahma or Jehovah or in their respective 
scriptures, the Koran, Puranas or the Bible”.144  
   During Besant’s leadership, the movement opened in order to expand the exoteric 
membership. She stated in her first presidential address at the annual meeting in 1907 
that thereafter nothing else would be required of the exoteric members but to 
recognize a universal brotherhood. But as I understand it, there was never any 
question of abandoning a basically elitist outlook. Therefore, it is not surprising that 
theosophy never appealed to the sudras or the casteless in India or to the working class 
in the West.145 According to Besant, universal brotherhood should not be understood 
                                            
141 According to the society rules, from 1879 restrictions were adopted concerning the admission of members: two members 
had to support in writing an application followed by subsequent steps before the membership was confirmed. The new 
members had to promise particularly not to disclose the occult experiments that they may participate in. See Ransom 1938, 
p. 547.  
142 In his autobiography Jawaharlal Nehru who was initiated in the Theosophical Society in Benares at the early age of 
thirteen expresses his feeling of being chosen: “But I have a fairly strong impression that during these theosophical days of 
mine I developed the flat and insipid look which sometimes denotes piety and which is (or was) often to be seen among 
theosophist men and women. I was smug, with the feeling of being one-of-the-elect, and altogether I must have been a 
thoroughly undesirable and unpleasant companion for any boy or girl of my age.” Nehru J. 1995, p. 16. 
143 Ransom 1938, p. 263. 
144 Blavatsky, ’Is Theosophy a Religion’, in Lucifer, vol. III, No. 15, 1888. See Blavatsky, Collected Writings, 1888-1889, Vol. X, 
1988, p. 160. 
145 Finland seems to have been an exception. According to Tore Ahlbäck, it appears that it was mainly working class people 
that were interested in theosophy in Finland. In Helsinki it was chiefly the members of the Sörnäs workers’ association who 
were interested. Ahlbäck explains that this has entirely to do with personal circumstances concerning the main theosophists in 
Finland with Pekka Ervast in the leading role. See Ahlbäck 1995, p. 176 f.  
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in the sense that all persons are equal, but more as expression of the duties the strong 
have towards the weak of the human family. She writes:  
 

But brotherhood does not mean identity, a brotherhood does not imply a flat, 
dead level of absolute similarity and so-called equality. […] There is a difference 
between the members of the human family, as there is a difference between the 
baby in the cradle, the father in the world, and the grandfather, wise with 
experience of long years in life. […] Brotherhood means that everyone holds his 
power for the common good, uses his faculties for the common service.146 

   On the basis of this elitist view there was an explicit strategy to recruit mainly people 
who were judged fit to lead. Besant’s indecision between the different principles 
becomes obvious when in the presidential address at the theosophical congress of 1909 
she described in avant-garde terms the strategic role of the members: 

A very small body of disciplined people is far more effective and powerful than a 
vast mob of the undisciplined; and each group of these five thousand people is 
surrounded by a great mass of sympathisers who work with them everywhere 
and strengthen their power enormously, whether you think it wielded for good 
or harm.147 

   Against this background, it is not surprising that in his presentation of the 
theosophical networks in Europe, de Tollenaere finds persons close to royal houses, 
military, lawyers and successful industrialists, apart from writers, actors and artists. De 
Tollenaere writes that only occasionally were there individuals with a working-class 
background.148 
                                            
146 The entire passage is as follows: ”But the brotherhood does not mean identity, a brotherhood does not imply a flat, dead 
level of absolute similarity and so-called equality. That is where the blunder so much comes in, and the confusion of thought. 
The wise are not equal to the ignorant. The ignorant are not equal to the wise. Those who belong, say to some undeveloped 
type of man, like the Veddas of Ceylon, are not equal to the highly developed races that you find in this land, that you find in 
the family, as there is a difference between the baby in the cradle, the father in the world, and the grandfather, wise with 
experience of long years in life, and therefore the adviser and the helper of the younger. A family does not mean that a baby 
takes on himself the function of advising, and that the grandfather goes and lies down in the baby’s cradle and is told what he 
ought to do. Brotherhood means that everyone holds his power for the common good, uses his faculties for the common 
service.” See Besant, in the article ‘Eastern Castes and Western Classes’ in The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 240. The same text 
is to be found in the periodical Wake up India, Vol. XXII, Oct. 97-Sept. 98, p. 94, Theosophical Society, Adyar, Chennai. In 
the meanwhile, the comparison between the “undeveloped” Veddahs and other “developed races” has been edited out. 
147 Annie Besant, ’The Work of the T.S. in India’, lecture at the Theosophical congress in 1909, in The Birth of India, 1917, p. 
351 f. 
   Even Annie Besant who had a clearly socialist (Fabian) outlook meant, by referring to utopian thinkers like Saint Simon and 
Fourier, that an ideal society develops best by each person finding their place in the world where their native qualities are best 
used. Therefore, there was not a long step to accepting the basic idea of the caste system, varnashrama, founded on the karma 
teaching. Besant saw in the “Veddic village” a vanished ideal that would be resurrected according to the cooperative 
principles. The present problems of society could partly be explained by the disturbance of the natural order – a sign of Kali 
Yuga. The social development, influence above all by the materialist Western world, entailed the castes abandoning their 
natural tasks, dharma, in society. According to Besant, the highest castes bore the brunt of the responsibility for this 
development. The theosophists turned indeed mostly to the educated elite in the higher castes in order to recruit members to 
find the future leaders. 
148 De Tollenaere 1996, p. 135. 
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   In India it was mainly Western-educated persons that the Society recruited as 
sympathizers and members. The lawyers were considerably overrepresented. Almost 
half of the secretaries responsible for the various local lodges in 1905 (48%) had this 
background. It is also worth noting that 25% were civil servants in the colonial 
administration and 13% were headmasters or teachers.149 As far as caste was 
concerned, the Brahmins were overrepresented. In order to avoid caste conflicts within 
the movement, as de Tollenaere writes, a special section was created in Allahabad in 
1893 for members that belonged to the vaishya caste, the Gautama Lodge.150 Even the 
purity recommendations that regulated the contact between different castes, for 
instance concerning food, were maintained to a certain extent within the Society in 
India during the first decades. This happened even if the regulations stated that no 
attention should be paid to caste, race, faith or gender.151 

The	  attempt	  to	  create	  the	  theosophical	  ideal	  society	  
A corresponding ambivalence that existed in the view of membership in the 
theosophical movement existed in the view concerning the ways in which social 
changes should be done as well as the most suitable organization for the purpose. 
Should similar people among the enlightened ones form homogeneous groups in order 
to build the new society or should one rather work for changes in the movements open 
to anyone together with other movements? 
   There are several examples in the West of attempts to create alternative utopian 
societies according to the theosophical ideals of the late nineteenth century. The idea 
was raised already by Madame Blavatsky’s enthusiasm for the national clubs founded 
in the USA after the socialist utopian Edward Bellamy’s much-discussed book Looking 
backward appeared in 1888. In this book Bellamy develops ideas about the organization 
of alternative societies.152 Blavatsky considered these models worth trying from a 
theosophical ideal of universal brotherhood. But when the theosophical movement 
split after her death, it seems that the plans faded away. Actually, theosophical model 
communities of a utopian character were founded in two localities in the USA, Temple 
of Crotona in 1912 and Temple of Alcyone in 1927. According to Annie Besant, the latter 
was founded in order to create an alternative community for the new civilization to 
grow into.153 Both these experiments failed. 
                                            
149 De Tollenaere 1996, p. 105. It is worth mentioning, which de Tollenaere does not, that during the same period the Indian 
National Congress had a similar social composition. 
150 See de Tollenaere, 1996, p. 106. At some point, H.S. Olcott also mentions the founding of a special Gautama Lodge for 
the vaishya. However, judging by the context, one can draw the conclusion that this is an exception. Olcott does not offer any 
clarification. Olcott H.S., Old Diary Leaves, Fifth Series, Adyar, 1932, p. 77. 
151 This is not in itself surprising since social intercourse was regulated by rigorous caste rules with extensive possibilities for 
sanctions, for example exclusion from the caste as the last resort. 
152 Edward Bellamy (1850-1898), North American writer and utopian socialist. His best-known work, Looking backward, had an 
immediate popular success when it appeared in 1888. It inspired initiatives concerning new model societies and garden cities. 
The narrative framework of the book is about a well-off young man from the nineteenth century who wakes up from a 
hypnotic trance in the year 2000 in a socialist USA. See ‘Edward Bellamy’ in NE, vol. 2 1990, p. 393.  
153 Besant, The General Report of the Theosophical Society, Presidential Address, 1918, p. 6. 
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   Gordon J. Melton argues that the theosophical experiments regarding model 
communities were foredoomed to fail. He refers to the occultism of the movement, 
which must be seen as emphatically individualistic. The stress on the journey of the 
individual soul through recurring reincarnations was an obstacle for the achievement 
of the first commandment about a universal brotherhood here and now. Therefore, 
the communitarian utopian ideal became an alien element in theosophy. When the 
first pioneers failed to persuade the next generation, the ideals of creating a new society 
were abandoned and one was satisfied with a social community built on religious 
conviction. Melton writes that, in addition, the theosophical communities were not 
allowed to develop in an independent fashion. When the economical backing 
decreased it meant a hard blow for these communities, which did not manage to 
persuade the theosophical leadership of their value.154  
   Melton’s conclusions were right concerning the attempts to found theosophical ideal 
communities. They never were more than a parenthesis in the activity of the 
Theosophical Society. The outwardly oriented strategy of the Society based on the 
exoteric members and sympathizers does not seem to have aspired towards isolation 
but rather preferred to work together with or inside other organizations. From this 
point of view, the Society was not a sect. Here was an emphatically eclectic feature 
linked to the idea that the primordial knowledge was to be found in all religions. 
Campbell points out how the lack of rituals gave the Society this orientation in its 
activity.155 The members were urged to remain in their respective associations and 
work according to their convictions along the activity that was carried out in the 
lodges.156 The theosophical exoteric work was to a large extent based on open 
invitations and a comprehensive lecturing and study-circle activity.157 To this can be 
added the initiatives of the mainly secular nature in connection with other movements 
that the theosophists appear to have participated in. 
   Thus, a reasonable hypothesis to proceed with is that the question about the 
theosophists’ social commitment cannot be answered in terms of the failed attempts of 
the theosophical model communities but rather by considering the outwardly oriented 
activity and relationship to other movements. This regards also the question of the 
extent to which the theosophists’ individualism and the movement’s occultism 
hindered the collaboration with other groups within a more comprehensive social 
commitment. 
 

                                            
154 Gordon Melton, ‘The Theosophical Communities and Their Ideal of Universal Brotherhood’ in America’s Communal 
Utopias, Donald E. Pitzer (ed.), London, 1997. 
155 Campbell 1980, p. 195 f. 
156 See, for example, Farquhar 1998, pp. 286-87. 
157 See Farquhar 1998, pp. 186-87. 
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Ambivalence before modernity – a movement’s perspective 
 

The intellectual historian Inga Sanner offers a context-based perspective of the 
movement. In her study Att älska sin nästa såsom sig själv [Loving one’s fellow being as oneself], 
Sanner argues that theosophy together with a few other movements before and round 
the turn of the century were the carriers of a moral utopianism. The growths of 
“morally utopian” movements are regarded as a reaction to the modernization process 
that characterized the period. The moral utopia is described as an underlying idea in 
the intellectual context of the time that included different elements from the 
enlightenment and romanticism within the tension between liberation and social 
integration.158 There was partly a strong emphasis on individual freedoms and rights 
through the recognition of the faith in the individual’s free development and partly 
there was a fear of social disintegration and decay.159 The liberation that was promoted 
should not lead to a separation of individuals from one another but it should be a 
means for new social relations.160  
   According to Sanner, what these movements have in common is the basic criticism 
of the dominating social relations where selfishness is the negative feature focused on. 
The concept of selfishness often alternates with the concept of materialism, which is 
understood as an ethical materialism that legitimates a particular social outlook where 
one’s own material gains are given priority. The remedy is the faith in the individual’s 
kindness and the moral development of each person. People are social beings who 
realize themselves in cooperation with one another in a community that is based on 
love and not on coercion. Sanner points out that here there is a criticism of the 
contemporary Christian view of evil in the world manifested through the original sin 
and the doctrine of hell.161 The central belief is that it is through the individual’s 
development that social life develops towards the utopian condition. Sanner adds that 
most of these movements concentrate on the development of individual people and 
that they do not emphasize too much economic or political reform.162 
   Sanner’s opinion is that theosophists and spiritualists, compared to other morally 
utopian movements, were more prepared to accept injustices in this world, referring to 
a future utopia reached through spiritual development. At the same time, the 
importance of working for an increased understanding also between people in the 
                                            
158 I see no antagonism between Sanner’s understanding of what she calls morally utopian movements and Fleck’s theory of 
thought style and thought collective. Fleck is mainly interested in thought style in relation to a thought collective. Sanner 
highlights the fact that movements, however different, are related to a common ideological concept. A characteristic of such a 
concept is its inertia in time. The reason is that an ideological concept is close to society’s economic foundation. Fleck stresses 
the inertia mainly from the point of view of the internal processes that strengthen the thought style within the thought 
collective. See Sanner 1995, p. 10 and Fleck 1997, p. 104.  
159 See Sanner 1995, p. 11. 
160 Sanner referes to what, according to Sven-Eric Liedman’s terminology, is called an organic individualism. 
161 Sanner writes that the moral utopia is shaped with close reference to what Edvard Rodhe calls religious liberalism. Sanner 
1995, p. 21 and 63 f. 
162 Sanner 1995, p. 14. 
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material world was underlined and they claimed that it was possible to reach a better 
moral order.163 
   A relatively small but very active number of persons were to be found in several 
movements of a utopian kind. The best example in Sweden was the writer A.F. 
Åkerberg who may be said to personify moral utopia. Åkerberg was a Unitarian, 
rationalist, social democrat, theosophist and spiritualist. In addition, he was an active 
vegetarian, teetotaler and active pacifist. The common feature in his outlook, 
according to Sanner, was precisely the moral utopia, which can help us to understand 
persons with a similar combination of ideas.164  
   I argue that the examples A.F. Åkerberg and Kata Dahlström show that membership 
in one of these movements does not exclude commitment in other movements. This 
agrees with Fleck’s description of how in certain cases an individual can maintain 
several thought styles at the same time. Certain connections correspond to questions of 
faith, others to epistemological issues, which at an individual level need not be 
understood as contradictory but as complementary.165 
   A characteristic feature of the theosophical movement, which was the case even in 
the spiritualist one was the relatively large amount of women in the leadership as well 
as among the members. Sanner writes that 
 

There were women of flesh and blood that were active – besides, often in 
leading positions. There were women who, similarly to H.P. Blavatsky and 
Annie Besant, had distanced themselves from the traditional role of women and, 
just like Nora in Ibsen’s play, left their families.166 

   Sanner explains the large number of women by the fact that society could more 
easily accept women in leading roles in groups that did not have any economic or 
political power. But despite the lack of power, as Sanner argues, these groups were 
important forum to develop not only emotional but also intellectual traits in women.167  
   As for the lack of power, there is reason to question this point. Similarly to Kata 
Dahlström and Annie Besant mentioned earlier, there were a number of prominent 
women who were politically active in feminist and nationalist movements, which de 
facto created scope for power on the political stage. Those women who combined a 
theosophical conviction with social commitment were hardly accepted in 
contemporary debate. In Great Britain, besides Annie Besant, one can mention 
Henrietta Müller, the Irishwomen Charlotte Despard and Margaret Cousins, all 
politically radical and prominent persons in the social and political movements. 
                                            
163 Sanner 1995, p. 406 ff. 
164 Sanner 1995, p. 167 f. 
165 Fleck 1997, p. 108 f. 
166 Sanner 1995, p. 415. 
167 Sanner 1995, p. 415. 
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   As the survey of earlier research has shown, several scholars have attempted to place 
theosophy within the political Left. Above all, it is Annie Besant’s work that has been 
regarded in this manner. Annie Besant herself claimed that theosophy was in the same 
intellectual tradition as the early utopians and mentioned chiefly Fourier, Saint Simon 
and Robert Owen. On official occasions, she argued along with Olcott that theosophy 
was politically neutral and appealed to all irrespective of political convictions. 
However, it is clear that theosophists distanced themselves from historical materialism 
in the Marxist sense of the word.168  
   When Sanner deals with the relationship between the morally utopian movements 
and social democracy, she resorts to the sociologist Frank Parkin’s account of middle-
class radicalism. Parkin distinguishes between two types of political activity, which he 
calls instrumental and expressive. Middle-class radicalism is often expressive which grants 
it a more global and general character in its social commitment. This should be 
understood as a criticism of the bourgeoisie from their own ranks with the limitations 
that this involves. This outlook is more reserved when it comes to a criticism that 
basically questions the economic and political foundations of society. Questions that 
concern class interest are toned down and one dissociates oneself from class struggle as 
a means to change society. There are instead references to hopes that people have the 
ability to come to an understanding. Sanner detects here a reason why the gap widens 
between the morally utopian movements and the young social democracy, which 
became increasingly instrumental in its demands for social change. Sanner’s conclusion 
is that in this situation there was a tendency among the morally utopian movements 
towards the spiritual form of moral utopia as it expressed itself in spiritualism and 
theosophy.169 

British	  movements	  critical	  of	  modernization	  
The explanatory pattern of Sanner’s description of the Swedish movements at the turn 
of the century is interesting even in a wider international evaluation. Corresponding or 
similar movements that were critical of the social development existed in the rest of 
Europe and in the USA as consequences of the breakthrough of modernity.170 Several 
                                            
168 When Marx died in 1883, the theosophical movement was still in its early stages, being active mainly in India. Herman de 
Tollenaere mentions several statements by Marx and Engels that indicate clearly their dissociation from spiritualism and 
similar tendencies at the time. According to de Tollenaere, both considered that these movements were not worth discussing. 
See de Tollenaere 1996, p. 138 f.   
169 Sanner, p. 222 ff. 
170 A prominent personality is Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), American writer, philosopher and critic of petrified 
dogmatic religion. Emerson regarded humankind as inspired by nature and argued for a life in harmony with the universe. 
Emerson inspired Henry David Thoreau whose criticism of civilization, among others in Civil Disobedience, was an 
exhortation to follow higher laws when the laws of society were obviously unjust. Tolstoy and Gandhi were both influenced 
by Thoreau’s criticism of modernity. Thoreau suggested even a common Asian Bible based on Chinese, Hindu, Persian and 
Hebrew scriptures under the common motto The Light from the East, which is interesting in the present context. 
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of these movements were emphatically cosmopolitan and, besides, were spread via 
colonial contacts to other regions of the world.171 
   During the nineteenth century, there emerged in Great Britain, the most advanced 
capitalist country, movements that usually are regarded forerunners of the modern 
working-class movement. Among them there were, for example, utopian socialist like 
Robert Owen, somewhat later Chartists and Fabian Society that attracted radical liberals 
and socialists. According to the historian Eric Hobsbawm, in the Fabian Society, 
founded in 1883, women made up a quarter of the membership.172 Women were 
represented to a large extent, some in leading positions, even in movements with 
Christian characteristics like Quakers and Unitarians. These movements were active in 
the opposition to slavery and developed early contacts with the India reform 
movement Brahmo Samaj in the nineteenth century.173  
   The British historian of religions Gwilym Beckerlegge argues that in late Victorian 
England there developed a religious and political pluralism that challenged and broke 
institutions that earlier had been the basis of the British society. The power of the 
Anglican Church over the intellectual life was reduced by freethinkers as well as by 
science and the split in Christianity. Beckerlegge mentions particularly the National 
Secular Society and the Theosophical Society, which, although small concerning the number 
of members, exercised a considerable influence in this direction.174 
   In the nineteenth century, London developed into a world metropolis, which 
contributed to an increased pluralism. Social unrest in Russia and increasing 
nationalism in Europe after the Vienna Congress meant that new groups of people, 
dissidents, came to London. East European Jews sought protection from persecutions, 
Irish Roman Catholics fled from recurring starvation in Ireland. In addition, there was 
the development within the Empire with the education of local civil servants in the 
colonial administrations. People from the Far East and from India with different 
religious backgrounds poured in. Their faiths were presented in the periodicals, if not 
always in a positive light, but contributed to a loosening up of the traditional 
worldview. Some of the best-known Indian reformers of the nineteenth century like 
Ram Moham Roy, Keshub Chandra Sen and Sri Aurobindo Gosh were in England 
for short periods invited by Unitarians.175  
   In 1888 Gandhi came to London to study law. He describes in his autobiography the 
encounters with British people who were familiar with the Indian religious tradition. 
These vegetarians and theosophists introduced him to the Bhagadvadgita, the text that 
                                            
171 According to Bipin Chandra Pal, several of these movements were represented in the restricted English-educated Indian 
middle class. See The Commonweal, 23d June 1916. 
172 Eric Hobsbawm, Imperiernas tidsålder (The Age of Empire), Stockholm, 1989, p. 266. 
173 Jayawardena 1995, chapter 4. 
174 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 144 f. 
175 These Indian leaders were invited by the Unitarians Mary Carpenter and Anette Ackroyd. See Jayawardena 1995, 
chapter 4. 
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would accompany him throughout life.176 Several of the main personalities in the 
nationalist neo-Hinduism such as Sri Aurobindo Gosh and Swami Vivekananda 
studied or lectured in England.177  
   Vivekananda visited London in 1895, two years after his much-discussed appearance 
at the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago. Two theosophists invited him, F. 
Henrietta Müller (1850-1906) and E.T. Sturdy, who were both part of the inner 
esoteric circle round Madame Blavatsky for several years (Blavatsky Lodge). Sturdy 
knew well Indian philosophy and religion and in the 1880s translated texts from 
Sanskrit into English. He had also been in India for longer periods in the 1880s to 
study the Bhagadvadgita. Having belonged to the esoteric circle round Madame 
Blavatsky, Sturdy left the Society during the power struggle that followed her death.178 
   Henrietta Müller mentioned by Beckerlegge is an excellent example of the way in 
which spiritual, political and social movements interpenetrated at this time. She seems 
typical of the women that were attracted by the Theosophical Society. Müller was 
economically independent as the daughter of a successful German businessman. She 
belonged to the first generation of female students that studied at Girton College in 
Cambridge. She was politically active and a committed feminist in the political clubs 
characteristic of the period in London. She was a member of the National Vigilance 
Association and founded The Society for the Return of Women as Poor Law Guardians. Müller 
was militant and not averse to extra-parliamentary methods. She did not pay tax as a 
protest against the fact that women did not have voting rights and she became active in 
educational issues. According to Beckerlegge, she is described by the local education 
board as, “permanently at war with those who were insufficiently supportive of the 
feminist cause.”179  
   Müller’s attitude towards Christianity was split. She distinguished between the 
teachings of Jesus and Paul, criticizing the latter’s attitude towards women. She was 
attracted towards Indian spirituality and was described as a person of an ascetic 
disposition and was obviously a vegetarian. Some time between 1889 and 1891 she 
became a member of the Theosophical Society and visited India for the first time 
together with Olcott in 1892. Similarly to Sturdy and, later, Annie Besant, she 
belonged to the inner circle, the so-called Blavatsky Lodge. At the World’s Parliament 
of Religions in 1893, she was one of the speakers at the theosophical conference that 
preceded the parliament. Müller’s first speech argued that all religions were basically 
one and that she herself was Christian but that Christ appeared in various ways in 
different religions. Her second speech dealt with woman’s way towards liberation 
                                            
176 M.K. Gandhi, Självbiografi eller Historien om mina experiment med sanningen (Autobiography: the Story of my Experiments with 
Truth), Skellefteå 1996, p. 81 f. 
177 The text may give a misleading impression that there was a close relationship between Vivekananda and the Theosophical 
Society. He made clear in several statements his distance from the Theosophical Society. See below, chapter 3. 
178 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 143 f. 
179 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 185. 
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through theosophy, which through its recognition of all religions’ common origin offers 
several ways of emancipation.180 
   Henrietta Müller broke with theosophy in 1895, as did Sturdy, as a consequence of 
the power struggle after Blavatsky’s death.181 For several years, Müller became a 
committed adept of Vivekananda’s Ramakrishna Vedanta Movement and, together with 
Sturdy, was one of the main forces that tried to establish the movement in England. In 
1889 it was time again for a break-up. Accompanied by great publicity, she now broke 
up with Vivekananda and returned to Christianity. She explained her motives in an 
article in the Indian newspaper Madras Mail on 16 July 1895.182  Henrietta Müller died 
in London in 1906. Several years earlier, she had explained that she did not consider it 
possible to reform the women’s situation in India with Hinduism as the foundation. 
Only through a reformed Christian view of humankind was a positive emancipation of 
women possible.183 
   Henrietta Müller’s wandering between different movements and faith systems may 
be seen as rather typical not only for the time she lived in but also for many that joined 
the Theosophical Society. After a rather short period, one experienced doubts, became 
involved in conflicts and went on to seek other movements. 
   A further example, indicating that theosophy was an active element in the alternative 
movements critical of modernity appears in the historian Leah Leneman’s account of 
the vegetarian movement in Great Britain. Leneman draws attention to the obvious 
element of vegetarianism and theosophy in the British women’s movement. Her 
analysis of these movements that sought a new ethos reminds one of Sanner’s. There 
was a vision of a better more peaceful and more just society where a woman’s right to 
vote was regarded as part of the solution. Vegetarianism was an important part of this 
message that was linked to new scientific ideas. The Swedish-born but naturalized Miss 
Lind av Hageby saw the vegetarian and the animal protection movements as a result 
of evolution, a recognition of the thought that everything is connected, that animals 
just like human beings have feelings and are made of the same substance.184 Lenemann 
mentions that there was concern about the theosophists’ influence within the 
vegetarian movement. Above all, the men saw a danger in equating vegetarianism, 
feminism and theosophy. Meanwhile, others like Edward Carpenter, socialist and open 
homosexual, expressed at a socialist conference in Liverpool in 1910 the need for a 
new ethos in society linked to non-patriarchal faith systems: 
 
                                            
180 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 147 f. 
181 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 147. 
182 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 186 f. 
183 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 195. 
184 Leah Leneman, ‘The Awakened Instinct: Vegetarianism and the Women’s Suffrage Movement in Britain,’ in Women’s 
History Review, vol. 6, nr. 2, 1997. 
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We have seen that vegetarian suffragists came to their dietary choice from a 
variety of avenues, and only some would have subscribed to all of those ideals, 
but there was an ethos present in which the practical desire to alleviate the 
wrongs of society was linked with a non-patriarchal form of religion that offered 
the possibility of a new world outlook.185  

   Carpenter asked the delegates at the Liverpool conference to remember that, along 
the economic development of the country, there must also be a spiritual development. 
He observed that many other contemporary movements like vegetarianism, theosophy 
and feminism formed little rivers, which would in future flow together and create a 
wide powerful river that would entail purification and raise humanity.186 
   The Singhalese historian Kumari Jayawardena writes in his The White Women’s Other 
Burden that in certain sections of the women’s movement there was a will towards an 
alternative life style as an expression of the criticism of the culture of Western 
materialism. She describes the groups of intellectual women, often from the middle-
class, who sought an alternative life style in India. The group was not homogeneous. 
Besides, theosophists, there were female Orientalists and what Jayawardena calls Holy 
mothers – women who were in the close entourage of a spiritually alternative political 
leader. Perhaps the best-known example was Sister Nivedita (1867-1911), born 
Margaret Elizabeth Noble, an Irish social worker and teacher who was close to 
Vivekananda.187 In the encounter with Indian society and culture, social issues in the 
colonial reality became topical, such as the situation of women in the Indian society. 
Answers and solutions varied widely between these different groups of women. 
   In sum, the period before the turn of the century was characterized by the break with 
customary religious ideas and social context. Movements that expressed ambivalence 
towards modern social developments compete but do not necessarily exclude one 
another. I consider Sanner’s parallel with the middle-class radicalism of the 1960s with 
its political movements and global orientation as reasonable. The women’s 
contribution seems to have been considerable, not least in the case of the theosophical 
movement as well. The criticism of modern society contained elements of criticism of 
civilization as well as of culture.188 Attention also turned towards other cultural circles, 
                                            
185 Leneman 1997, p. 281. 
186 Leneman 1997, p. 281. 
187 Apart from this group of women, Jayawardena describes other groups of Western women in India. Besides, wives of 
colonial civil servants, “Women of the Raj”, there are accounts of female missionaries and social reformers who wanted to 
civilize India by means of Christian and Western values. Jayawardena argues that the colonial presence was perceived by 
them as necessary in order for the women’s situation to be improved. Finally, she mentions the group of socialist women who 
opposed both Christianity and the local religions in favour of liberation from colonial domination as well as from the local 
oppressive institutions. See Jayawardena 1995, introductory chapter, p. 4 f. 
188 I have adopted the concepts criticism of civilization and culture as different expressions of the criticism of modernity from 
the historian Martin Stolare’s study Kultur och Natur, Moderniseringskritiska rörelser I Sverige 1900-1920. Starting from S-E 
Liedman’s discussion of the hard and soft enlightenment, Stolare argues that criticism of civilization may be seen as a reaction 
against the hard enlightenment and detects a clear opposition between nature-society and nature-individual, resulting in a 
social ideal with clear elements of a pastoral ideal. On the other hand, the soft enlightenment occasions a criticism of culture 
that refers to the relationship between society-individual, individual-society that results in what Sanner calls morally utopian 
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not least towards India, in order to find alternatives to the modern development in the 
West. 
 

Annie Besant – the English period 
 

The third part of the chapter deals with Annie Besant, the person who more than the 
others symbolizes the theosophists’ political ambitions in India. In 1917, she was 
elected president of the Indian National Congress, the first woman in this position, 
which was the greatest achievement of her political career. I argue that her experience 
of more than two decades of political work as an organizer, journalist and speaker at 
rallies is very important in order to understand her political commitment in India. Her 
life until the encounter with theosophy and the emigration to India in 1893 is a 
summary of the religious, social and political movements that in various ways reflect 
the break with the early Victorian Great Britain. Even her experiences of school and 
higher education in England are significant in order to understand her commitment, 
attitude and activity in India. 
   The story of her background is chiefly based on her own two autobiographies. The 
first one, Sketches, was published in 1882 and deals with her childhood, her break with 
Christianity and her commitment to the free-thought movement. The second one, 
Annie Besant – An Autobiography, was published in 1893, four years after the transition to 
theosophy. The latter has appeared in new editions and can be said to be one of 
theosophy’s classical texts.  
   Annie Besant (Woods) was born in London in 1847 in a middle-class family of 
modest means. Her mother was Irish, a heritage that Besant often stressed later in life. 
The mother was brought up in an Evangelical Christian milieu and was influenced by 
liberal theological trends that questioned the literal believers, the eternal punishment 
and the teaching of atonement. Her father, a medical doctor, was also of Irish origin, a 
Catholic but a sceptic. When Annie was five-years old her father died suddenly of 
blood poisoning.189  
   Her mother started to work as matron at the Harrow Public School. The daughter 
boarded with a Miss Marryat, the adventure writer Frederick Marryat’s sister, with the 
promise of good upbringing and education. Besant writes that Miss Marryat was very 
strict about the Sabbath commandment and did not allow anyone other reading than 
the Bible on Sundays. She describes herself as a passionate Christian when a teenager 
with a strong desire to combat poverty and social need: 
                                                                                                                                        
movements. It should be pointed out, as Stolare does, that there is an interrelationship and mutuality between the criticism of 
civilization and of culture, but that there are however useful as analytical tools. See Martin Stolare, Kultur och Natur, 
Moderniseringskritiska rörelser i Sverige 1900-1920, Göteborg, 2003, p. 25 ff.  
189 Annie Besant, Autobiographical Sketches, London, 1885, p. 4. 
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I had but two ideals in my childhood and youth, round whom twined these 
budding tendrils of passion; they were my mother and the Christ […] and my 
hopes turned towards the life of the Sister of Mercy, who ever worships the 
Christ, and devotes her life to the service of His poor.190 

When Annie Besant turned 20, she married 
Frank Besant, a clergyman in the Anglican 
Church. She describes her anguish before the 
marriage, which she saw as a consequence of 
her mother’s strong social expectations. An 
important happening that preceded the 
marriage made her hesitate. One of her 
colleagues’ father, William Prowting Roberts 
(1806-1871), lawyer and Chartists, offered 
Annie an initial insight in the political reality. 
Besant writes that Roberts, who had 
collaborated with the Chartist leader Ernest 
Jones (1819-1869), enjoyed the admiration and 
gratitude of thousands of trades-union members 

whom he had defended in court. Roberts admired 
the radical John Bright whose thoughts he shared 
with Besant.191 He even had contacts with the Irish 
nationalists. Besant describes how in a much-publicized trial Roberts had defended 
two nationalists who had been sentenced to death, being accused of a political 
attempted assassination. She followed the futile struggle to reverse the death sentence 
and witnessed how the two condemned men were led away to be executed. She 
commented the execution of the death sentence as follows: 

Had they striven for freedom in Italy, England would have honoured them; here 
she buried them as common murderers in quicklime in the prison yard.192     

   Two children were born in quick succession in the marriage, a son called Digby and 
subsequently a daughter named Mabel. But the life of a clergyman’s wife with its 
bourgeois duties did not in any way correspond to Annie Besant’s expectations from 
life. She describes herself and her husband as an ill-matched couple. He had an 
emphatically traditional view of marriage with the man as the obvious authority. She 
was used to freedom, was not interested in interior decoration and characterized 
                                            
190 Annie Besant, An Autobiography, 3d ed. Reprinted Madras, 1995, p. 51. 
191 Besant, 1885, p. 37. 
192 Besant 1885, p. 37. See also Besant 1995, p. 60. 
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herself as hot-tempered and proud as Lucifer.193 After six years of marriage she left her 
husband. There were several reasons, partly to do with shortcomings in the married 
life, partly to do with her increasing criticism of the Christian doctrines, which was 
brought to a head by the daughter’s serious illness. Faced with her daughter’s pain, 
Annie Besant raised the classical question of how a merciful and omnipotent God can 
accept an innocent child’s suffering. Her faith wavered and she questioned the doctrine 
of atonement and the belief in the eternal punishment. 
   The faith crisis drove Besant into the liberal circles. The issue of the historical truth 
behind the gospel narratives became topical. She read Renan’s work La Vie de Jesus 
about the historical Jesus and other scholarly works that questioned the eyewitness 
accounts of the gospels. She published skeptical pamphlets under pseudonym with 
titles like “On the Deity of Jesus of Nazareth”, which attracted much attention when it 
transpired that the author was a clergyman’s wife.194 The conflict with her husband 
was thus brought to a head. When he asked that she should take communion, she 
refused referring to her lack of faith. Thus, divorce was inevitable.195 
   What Besant did, according to her own account, was to oppose the foundation of 
Victorian Britain. A middle-class woman, in addition a clergyman’s wife, was expected 
to be an obedient wife and mother. Through her actions, she excluded herself from the 
respectable England: 
 

A bitterly sad time followed; my dear mother was heartbroken; […] She 
recognized far more fully than I all that a separation from my home meant for 
me, and the difficulties, which would surround a young woman not yet six-and-
twenty, living alone. She knew how brutally the world judges, and how the mere 
fact that a woman is young and alone justifies any coarseness of slander.196 

   At first, Besant sought refuge in the religiously liberal Unitarian circles. She adopted 
theism with a God that manifested himself in nature and in the stream of actions – a 
God that never talked from Heaven in a human language and neither prescribed a 
moral law. 
   The period as a theist was brief and, as she explained, her scepticism turned more 
and more into rationalism and materialism. Studies of modern science and philosophy 
persuaded her of the truth of evolution and the need for an ethical platform based on a 
scientific development of knowledge.197 She wrote that: 
 

The study of Darwin and Herbert Spencer, of Huxley, Büchner and Haeckel, 
had not only convinced me of the truth of evolution, […] had led me to see in 

                                            
193 Besant 1995, p. 64 f. 
194 Besant 1885, p. 70 f. 
195 Besant 1885, p. 74. 
196 Besant 1885, p. 74. 
197 Besant 1995, p. 143 ff. 
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the evolution of the social instinct the explanation of the growth of conscience 
and of the strengthening of man’s mental and moral nature.198 

Evil and the antisocial element in human beings may be understood as a leftover from 
humankind’s brutal ancestors and gradually are going to vanish. Religion is not the 
solution since it maintains instead of counteract social injustice. The weak are trampled 
down by the strong in a mad chase for riches. Besant asks herself when did religion 
oppose this? People should instead be made aware of their antisocial tendencies that 
exist in themselves and of their duty to do away with them: 

This rational ‘co-operation with Nature’ distinguishes the scientific from the 
religious person, and this constraining sense of obligation is becoming stronger 
and stronger in all those who, in losing faith in God, have gained hope for 
man.199 

   Charles Bradlaugh (1833-1891), founder of National Secular Society (1866) appeared 
now in her life. In 1874, after a ceremony, Besant became member of the secular Hall 
of Science. National Secular Society came close to being a church with a church hall, 
Sunday meetings, secular ceremonies, weekly periodicals and its own newspaper, 
National Reformer. Even a secular psalm book was used. George Bernard Shaw describes 
Charles Bradlaugh as follows: 

He was quite simply a hero; […] he was a wonder whom men followed and obeyed. He 
was a terrific opponent, making his way by an overwhelming personal force which 
reduced his most formidable rivals to pigmies.200 

   Bradlaugh was a liberal and committed to the Radical Party. Besides being a leading 
force in the freethinking movement, he had early committed himself to the unification 
of Italy in support of Mazzini and Garibaldi. He was deeply committed to the Irish 
question and worked also for an increased Home Rule in India. Two years before his 
death, he was elected as an honorary member at the annual meeting of the Indian 
National Congress in 1889.201 Even Besant with her Irish background committed 
herself to these issues and published pamphlets asking Home Rule.202 

I was a Home Ruler, too, of course, and a passionate opponent of all injustice to 
nations weaker than ourselves, so that I found myself always in the opposition to 

                                            
198 Besant 1995, p. 143. 
199 Besant quotes from the pamphlet A World without God, 1885. Besant 1995, p. 145. 
200 Dinnage quotes Shaw in Dinnage 1987, p. 25. 
201 Bradlaugh was committed to an increased Indian Home Rule and, after the INC congress in 1889, fought for a reform 
proposal in the British Parliament for an increased Indian Home Rule according to the Canadian model. Bradlaugh lost the 
vote after a counter-proposal of Lord Salisbury which expressed the view that democracy was a Western invention that did 
not suit the Oriental tradition or the Oriental mentality. See Edward Moulton’s contribution in The Congress and Indian 
Nationalism, Hill, John L. (ed.), London, 1991, p. 242. 
202 According to a report of the British security service in India from 1918, Besant had been an active critic of the British 
policy in India already since 1878. In 1880 she published a pamphlet that asked for Home Rule for Ireland, Coercion in Ireland 
and its results, that according to the CID received a wide distribution. See History Sheet of Mrs Annie Besant, p. 3. 
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the Government of the day. Against our aggressive and oppressive policy in 
Ireland, in the Transvaal, in India, In Afghanistan, in Burmah, in Egypt.203 
 

   During the subsequent decades, Besant and Bradlaugh carried on a noted 
collaboration in the leadership of the freethinking movement. The new science, 
secularism, individualism and political radicalism were on the agenda. Pamphlets with 
titles such as The Gospels of Christianity and Freethought, The Gospel of Atheism, A World without 
God and Woman’s Position According to the Bible were published. Debates and lectures were 
organized all over the country. Besant’s reputation as an outstanding orator was 
founded at this time. Her first lecture was entitled The Political Status of Women and was 
given at The Co-operative Society. She writes in her autobiography that she herself chose 
the theme of the first lecture with great care.204 
   In 1877 Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh were sued in the so-called Knowlton 
Trial because they published The Fruits of Philosophy, which promoted birth control. 
Although they were found guilty, the trial developed into a platform for the free-
thinking movement, according to Besant.205 At the same time, she describes it as a 
personal tragedy as the children were taken away from her on her husband’s initiative. 
The reason was that they needed protection from her Malthusianism and atheism. 
Besant sums up the trial in her autobiography: 
 

What the trial and its results cost me in pain no one but myself will ever know; 
on the other hand, there was the passionate gratitude evidenced by letters from 
thousands of poor married women – many of them wives of country clergymen 
and curates – thanking and blessing me for showing them how to escape from 
the veritable hell in which they lived. The ‘upper classes’ of society know nothing 
about the way in which the poor live; how their overcrowding destroys all sense 
of personal dignity, of modesty, of outward decency, till human life…206   

   After she was accepted in the first female group of students at the London University 
in 1878, two years later she received a certificate to teach chemistry, botany, 
mathematics, physiology and elementary physics. She developed a close relationship 
with one of the teachers, Edward B. Aveling. He was known for his popularization of 
Darwin and contributed articles to the National Reformer.207 Besant got top marks in 
                                            
203 Besant 1885, p. 153 f. 
204 Besant 1885, p. 92. 
205 Besant 1995, p. 198. 
206 Besant 1995, p. 198 f. 
207 Edward B. Aveling has become known chiefly for his relationship with Karl Marx’s daughter, Eleanor Marx, and the 
rumours concerning her suicide. See Suzanne Paylor, Edward B. Aveling: The people’s Darwin, Endeavour, Volume 29, Issue 
2, June 2005, pp. 66-71. The text is available in pdf format at <www.sciencedirect.com> [2012-04-22]. 
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her studies with one exception, practical chemistry. She failed several times, according 
to her, due to the strong prejudices that she encountered as a freethinker.208 
   Annie Besant’s social and political commitments led her towards the political Left. In 
1883 she became editor of the newly launched periodical Our Corner that became the 
outlet for her opinions for six years.209 She praised the French Revolution for its 
demand for civic rights and freedom of religion as well as its demand for the abolition 
of the Church. She demanded the right to vote and parliamentary reforms such as the 
abolition of the House of Lords and she criticized the monarchy.210 Our Corner reported 
the trial proceedings against freethinkers and socialists for blasphemy and refusal to 
swear on the Bible.211 
   Besant joined the Fabian Society in 1885 to George Bernard Shaw’s great 
surprise.212 She was 38 years old and was described by Shaw as a lot more experienced 
politically than the other members of the Fabian Society. As a well-known political 
personality, talented writer and famous orator, she drew large crowds during the 
lecture series. In A.M. McBriar’s Fabian Socialism and English Politics, 1884-1918, Besant 
was described as the politician who succeeded to introduce the Fabian Society into the 
nucleus of the radical groups in London, among them being the Social Democratic 
Federation, SDF.213 She questioned however the revolutionary methods that were 
championed by the SDF. In Fabian Essay she develops ideas about the founding of 
regional County Farms and companies with strong cooperative elements. In the long 
run, these were meant to compete with and replace private companies.214 
   In 1887 Besant participated as an organizer in what was later called the Bloody Sunday 
at Trafalgar Square and even arranged the burial of the victims of the demonstration.215 
Together with the radical journalist W.T. Stead, she published the periodical The Link 
with the motto from Victor Hugo: 
 
                                            
208 Besant writes that after taking a degree in botany as the first woman in England, she was denied access to the botanical 
garden in Regent’s Park with the argument that the keeper’s daughter, who was occasionally on the premises, could be 
affected morally if they met. Besant 1995, p. 225. 
209 Among the contributors to the periodical there were Moncue D. Conway, George Bernad Shaw, Ernest Haeckel and 
George Aveling. Besant 1995, p. 258. 
210 Besant, Civil and Religious Liberty, With Some Hints Taken From the French Revolution, London, 1883. 
211 Besant 1995, p. 258. 
212 After Besant’s death in 1933, Shaw described how the politically experienced Besant joined the Fabian Society in 1885. 
After asking the lecturer a few critical questions, she explained to Shaw’s surprise and joy that she wanted to become a 
member. See Shaw’s contribution to ‘The Annie Besant Centenary Book 1847-1947’, The Besant Centenary Celebrations Committee, 
James Cousins (ed.), Adyar Madras 1947, p. 23. 
213 In the elections of 1885, the SDF got approximately 50 votes in the two constituencies where they stood. One reason was 
the revelation that their candidates received economic support from the Tory Party. See Alan Marne McBriar, Fabian socialism 
and English politics 1884-1918, Cambridge, 1962, p. 16.  
214 McBriar 1962, p. 23. 
215 A protest demonstration against the Conservative British government organized by the Social Democratic Federation on 
13 February 1887. The meeting had been banned by the authorities but was held anyway and the police attacked the 
participants. Several leaders of the SDF were later brought to court and sentenced to short prison terms. 
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I will speak for the dumb. I will speak of the small to the great and of the feeble 
to the strong… I will speak for all the despairing silent ones.216 

Besant’s socialist commitment led her into the SDF, despite differences of opinion. The 
experiences from Trafalgar Square made her realize that the Fabian Society could not 
deliver the required political results, but she stayed on as a member.217 The next step 
in her political career was to organize a strike for the female workers at the match 
factory Bryant & May Limited together with the social democrat and theosophist Herbert 
Burrows (SDF). The strike was launched after a noted article by Besant in the left-wing 
periodical The Link, ‘White Slavery in London’ and at a protest rally that she organized 
where 1 400 persons participated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Besant describes the work as follows: 

If we ever worked in our lives Herbert Burrows and I worked for the next 
fortnight […] we asked for money, and it came pouring in; we registered the 
girls to receive strike pay, wrote articles, roused the clubs, held public meetings, 
got Mr Bradlaugh to ask questions in Parliament, stirred up constituencies in 
which shareholders were members, till the whole country rang with the 
struggle.218 
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Herbert Burrows and Annie Besant by the time of the strike at the match factory 
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   The struggle was carried on to victory; no strike fines had to be paid and the 
matchmakers were organized into the Matchmakers’ Union with Annie Besant as their 
first secretary and Herbert Burrows as the treasurer.219 
   School issues constituted her next political battlefield. She was elected as a member 
of the London School Board as the SDF representative for the poor borough of Tower 
Hamlets in the East End of London. The experiences of education that she acquired 
differed drastically from her own childhood at Miss Maryatt and from her mother’s 
working place at the Harrow Public School. The election manifest contains ideas that a 
common school system is the foundation of democracy. Her slogans were free secular 
education and free meals as well as that the contracts that the school board was part of 
should be drawn according to the trades union principles.220 The historian Rosemary 
Dinnage estimates that the work in the London School Board was the most important 
result of Annie Besant’s political career in England. Her work laid the foundation of 
the school health care and introduced trades union principles in the concluding of 
wage agreements. According to Dinnage, this was the first public organization in Great 
Britain that asserted the employees’ right to fair wages.221  
   However, during these intensive years that witnessed many personal achievements, 
Besant had a feeling of dissatisfaction. She wrote in her autobiography: 
 

Ever more and more had been growing on me the feeling that something more 
than I had was needed for the cure of social ills. The Socialist position sufficed 
on the economic side, but where to gain the inspiration, the motive, which 
should lead to the realisation of the Brotherhood of Man?222 

   It was her journalist colleague W.T. Stead who asked Besant to write a review of The 
Secret Doctrine. It was also Stead who mediated the personal contact with Blavatsky. It 
was now that, through Madame Blavatsky, theosophy made its entrance in Annie 
Besant’s life.223 
   In her autobiography, Annie Besant described her meeting with Madame Blavatsky 
in 1889 in words that remind one of a love encounter or a salvation experience. For 
the past three years she had felt that her atheistic life outlook did not answer her 
questions about existence. She had started to study the dark and hidden aspects of 
consciousness such as dreams, illusions, hallucinations and clairvoyance. Spiritualism 
interested her but did not give her the answer she was looking for. She had read A.P. 
Sinnet’s Occult World. But it was only after reading The Secret Doctrine and after the 
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personal meeting with Madame Blavatsky that she considered that she found the 
answer to her questions.224    
   Several months later, when Annie Besant represented the English Socialists at the 
International Workers’ Congress in Paris, according to her own account she had a 
revelation during the night.225 It is described in the theosophical literature as the 
Fontainebleau episode that, two years later, she described in the theosophical periodical 
Lucifer as follows: 
 

I felt that the air in the room turned into pulsating waves and then the Master’s 
shining astral body manifested itself, visible for my physical eyes.226 

   Several years later, the memory of this revelation seemed to have become clearer 
and the details more distinct. In an interview granted to the Westminster Gazette in 1895, 
she described the Christ-like visage and the smell of sandalwood and herbs that is said 
to precede the encounter with the masters.227 It may seem somewhat strange that in 
the autobiography written three years earlier there is an account of the visit to Paris 
and of the evening together with Madame Blavatsky and other persons at 
Fontainebleau, but the night revelation is not mentioned.228 
   During the following years, Annie Besant was increasingly associated with Blavatsky 
who, when she died in 1891, considered Besant as her real successor in the 
theosophical movement. Besant also succeeded Blavatsky as editor of the periodical 
Lucifer. At this time, Besant combined her theosophical commitments with her on-
going social, trades-union and political work.229 
   Charles Bradlaugh had difficulties in accepting Besant’s new commitment. Already 
when Besant had opted for socialism their relationship changed. Besant continued 
though to contribute to their periodical National Reformer, but had resigned the 
editorship. The transition to theosophy put for obvious reasons further strain on the 
collaboration. Bradlaugh questioned theosophy in an article which he regarded as “an 
Oriental form of spiritualism” and regretted Besant’s commitment to it. He wrote: 
 

I very deeply regret indeed that my colleague and co-worker has, with somewhat 
of suddenness, and without any interchange of ideas with myself, adopted as 

                                            
224 Besant 1995, p. 308 f. 
225 It was a split workers’ movement that celebrated the 100-year anniversary of the French Revolution, and this concerned 
not least the English Socialists. Annie Besant and Herbert Burrows, now both theosophists, took part in the so-called 
Possibilists’ debates, while Sidney and Beatrice Webb were in the Second International. 
226 Besant, Lucifer June 1891. The episode is recounted in Arthus H. Nethercot, The First Five Lives of Annie Besant, Chicago, 
1960, p. 305 and in Taylor 1992, p. 248. 
227 The details are in Taylor and Nethercot, based on an interview with Besant in the Westminster Gazette, 24 April 1895. 
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facts matters which seem to be to be as unreal as it is possible for any fiction to 
be.230  

   Annie Besant replied in the same issue of the periodical that she could still not 
explained entirely the transition to theosophy and what this would entail in terms of a 
changed attitude in various social questions. Having described theosophy’s three 
official guiding principles with an emphasis on universal brotherhood, she attempted to 
answer Bradlaugh’s main objection: 

On matters of religious opinion the members are absolutely free. The founders 
of the society deny a personal God, and a somewhat subtle for of Pantheism is 
taught as the Theosophic view of the universe though even this is not forced on 
members of society. I have no desire to hide the fact that this form of Pantheism 
appears to me to promise solution of some problems, especially problems in 
psychology, which Atheism leaves untouched.231 

   Bradlaugh publicly expressed his view of theosophy in the National Reformer only once 
more. He explained that, despite everything, he was not willing to grant scope to a 
faith that had such a small place among the world’s illusions that it was not even 
comparable with Mormonism. Madame Blavatsky answered in Lucifer that she 
understood that it was difficult to convert a materialist and atheist like Bradlaugh. But 
if he came over to theosophy he would discover that he did not have to give up his 
secular ideas. In addition, he would find out that in the Hindu tradition there were 
even more convinced atheists than himself.232 There were negative reactions to 
Besant’s move to theosophy even within the Socialist movement. Her earlier 
collaborators, Beatrice and Sidney Webb, interrupted their contacts with Besant in the 
SDF’s membership register by the note “gone to Theosophy”. Even in the 
Socialdemokratins Århundrade edited by Hjalmar Branting, Besant’s move to theosophy is 
commented in negative terms. Her contributions to “free thought” and as an agitator 
for the active trades union, women’s cause is praised. But later the author writes: 

Her impulsive nature unfortunately allowed her soon afterwards to be taken 
over by theosophy’s religious-ethical teachings. She became a disciple and 
defender of Madame Blavatsky and, after her death, is the higher priestess of 
theosophical mysticism.233 

   The quotation is an expression of the criticism from certain quarters in the Socialist 
movement directed against the Oriental influences that were considered an illustration 
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of a confused idealism. However, as suggested earlier, Besant was not the only socialist 
in the theosophical movement.234 
   If we go back to the reaction in her proximity, George Bernard Shaw showed in his 
article in Modern Religion (1916) a certain understanding for Besant’s break with the 
freethinking movement and the move to theosophy. Shaw’s chief argument was that 
the atheist freethinking movement promoted the same dogmatic and scientifically 
problematic blind belief in its atheist outlook as he himself had found in some Christians. 
Without being a theosophist, Shaw shows the inner emotional conflict that many 
intellectuals experienced in the choice between the spiritual and the material 
explanatory models.235 The search for a new ethos that Leneman and Sanner detect in 
the movements critical of modernity is along the lines of Shaw’s opinions. 

The	  encounter	  with	  the	  Promised	  Land	  
Charles Bradlaugh died in 1891. Many Indians who were settled in London took part 
in the civil funeral ceremony. Among the participants, there was Annie Besant as one 
of the chief mourners and the young lawyer Gandhi.236 Later the same year, Madame 
Blavatsky died. Annie Besant was then already established in the esoteric circle of the 
Theosophical Society. In the trying public struggle for power between H.S. Olcott and 
W.O. Judge, she eventually sided with Olcott. Her plan was now to travel to India for 
further studies in theosophy and religion. Before the journey, she took part together 
with Henrietta Müller as a speaker at the theosophical parallel session at the Congress 
of World Religions in Chicago.  
   On 16 November 1893, at the age of 46, Annie Besant arrived in India. Her 
reputation as a political radical and collaborator of Charles Bradlaugh had raised 
hopes in the Indian press. One of the leading opposition papers, Amrita Bazar Patrika, 
expressed the hope that Besant would fully participate in Indian politics: 
 

Now that Mrs Besant has become a Theosophist – in other words that she has 
become a Hindu as she herself says so, we can utilize her services for the reform 
of the Indian administration.237     

                                            
234 The social-democrat Fredrik Ström presents an image of these contradictions in his biography of Kata Dahlström by 
quoting from a speech given by Ture Nerman at the Viktoria Hall on 3 February 1922 that was later published in the Folkets 
Dagblad Politiken: the proletarian education system ”has so much to do with widow Petterson who starves in Surbrunnsgränd 
and her likes that it has no time for the East’s feudal worn out ascetic reflection or with Goethe’s diaries. Buddha doesn’t feed 
the starving millions and doesn’t organize a rational world economy.” Ström writes that Kata Dahlström answered promptly 
and counter-attacked fiercely, defending a comprehensive educational and cultural activity for the freedom of the spirit. She 
described the struggle as a fight against a double priesthood, that of the Church and the new atheist priesthood. Dahlström 
had a similar conflict a couple of decades earlier in a polemic with Hinke Berggren’s atheist’s line concerning the issue of 
religion. Ström 1930, p. 314 ff. 
235 Shaw, George Bernard, ‘Modern Religion – Some notes of a Lecture delivered at the New Reform Club, London, 21st 
March 1912’ in Supplement from The Christian Commonwealth, 8 September 1916. 
236 Nethercot 1960, p. 349. Gandhi also describes Bradlaugh’s funeral in his autobiography. See Gandhi 1996, p. 83. 
237 Noted in the CID, History Sheet of Mrs Besant, National Archives of India, 1918, p. 16. 
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   Due to several reasons, this did not happen. Olcott expresses his worry in his diary 
that her political radicalism transposed into the reality of India would cause problems 
for the movement. He describes enthusiastically Besant’s first lecturing tour in India 
but how he, as chairman, always pointed out, by way of introduction, the Society’s 
political or religious neutrality – but that, naturally, members were free to express their 
own points of view.  
   Besant’s lectures dealt mainly with theosophical questions, subjects such as Theosophy 
and Science, Insufficiency of Materialism, Hinduism and Theosophy and Evolution of Man. Some 
lectures were border cases, for instance Ancient Aryan and Modern Civilization, India’s 
Mission, while the lectures Theosophy and Modern Progress as well as India, Past and present 
were considered by Olcott as being social criticism. He was satisfied that one of the 
main newspapers, Indian Mirror, published his introductory remarks. The paper then 
published the lecture Theosophy and Modern Progress in its entirety which he does 
not object to.238 
   The lecture India Past and Present was emphatically nationalist and reflected India’s 
contemporary society in relation to a utopian Vedic perspective (Aryavarta). The 
independent and educated Vedic woman was contrasted with powerlessness 
experienced by contemporary, often uneducated women in India. Olcott underlines 
that Besant’s criticism was intended to make the Brahmins resume their spiritual and 
moral responsibility as the nation’s leaders.239 He sums up her first lecturing tour in 
India as a veritable success – the way she succeeded in turning the orthodox Brahmins’ 
old suspicion towards him and the movement as agents of Buddhism.240 
   Apart from the fear of being to political, Besant’s favouring of Hinduism was 
perceived as problematic by sections of the movement. Two of the journalists at The 
Theosophist joked about Besant’s genuflection in front of Hinduism and remarked that 
there was a risk that the practitioners of other religions in India did not feel welcome in 
the same way. They quoted from the Indian press that followed Besant’s tour “that she 
bathed daily in the Ganges clothed in Indian female garments and walked barefoot in 
processions during Kumbh Mela, the big Hindu water festival in Allahabad”. Olcott 
intervened and explained that just as he and Madame Blavatsky had been close to 
Buddhism, Besant was free to express sympathy for Hinduism without, for that reason, 
giving up the eclectic outlook that characterized the Theosophical Society.241 
   The power struggle after Blavatsky’s death forced Besant to return to England in the 
summer of 1894. The conflicts were carried on publicly with revelations of the 
mahatma letters and accusations and counter-accusations became front-page news in 
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the British newspapers. The press also criticized Besant’s actions and the final siding 
with Olcott.242 
   Back to India, Besant stated her aim to study Oriental religions and to refrain from 
all political activity. The studies resulted in new translations of Bhagavadgita as well as 
Four Great Religions (1896) and The Ancient Wisdom (1897). The latter two were 
adaptations of earlier lectures. As an advisor during these first years in India, along 
Olcott, was the Brahmin theosophist and mathematician Gyanandra Nath 
Chakravarti from Allahabad. In addition, he was secretary of Indian Yogi Samaj. 
Dharmapala represented Chakravarti at the World’s Parliament of Religions in 
Chicago.243 
   A couple of significant organizational changes were undertaken at Besant’s initiative 
this year. The Theosophical Publishing Company was started and the national Indian 
Theosophical Society moved from Adyar to Benares. Benares, one of India’s most 
important cultural and religious centres, became during the following twelve years 
Annie Besant’s headquarters, while Olcott carried on residing at Adyar outside 
Madras. 
   In the letters to her friend Ester Bright, Besant writes of her longing to deal with 
politics openly once more.244 She writes about her hidden agenda for reforms against 
early marriage and in favour of education for girls. However, Besant’s initial plans to 
start an education programme for girls could be put into practice only ten years later 
due to consideration for the orthodox opinion.245 Instead, her reforming zeal was 
directed towards higher education, which was going to function as a platform for her 
political ambition. (See chapter 4) 

How	  can	  Besant’s	  transition	  between	  different	  movements	  be	  explained?	  
There are different ways of interpreting Annie Besant’s way from a liberal, middle-
class upbringing with strong evangelical elements via an individual revolt to the 
contemporary radical movements, eventually ending up as a theosophist. Arthur 
Nethercot seeks the answer in Annie Besant as an individual. He writes that Besant’s 
life led her further than any of the other women that broke with the Victorian ideal. 
Nethercot argues that her Socialism was based to a large extent on her personal 
experiences of individual suffering that she came across in society. Although she was a 
natural and competent leader and a great orator, Nether claims that she was never 
comfortable in the militant feminist or socialist circles, which led her to theosophy. Her 
                                            
242 Anne Taylor describes how the Westminster Gazette had reports for nine days in a row under the headline, Isis Very Much 
Unveiled: The truth of the Great Mahatma Hoax. Among others, the close friend and socialist Herbert Burows, also a member of the 
Theosophical Society’s London section, was profoundly disappointed and publicly criticized her actions. See Taylor 1992, p. 
274 f. 
243 Taylor 1992, p. 263. 
244 In connection with the protests against the leadership of Bengal in 1905 when she was criticized by the press, Besant 
describes herself “as an old war horse who had been missing the political struggle”. See Annie Besant to Ester Bright, 
November 9, 1905. See Ester Bright, Old Memoirs and Letters of Annie Besant, London, 1938, p. 96 f.  
245 Annie Besant to Ester Bright, January 3rd 1901, see Bright 1938, p. 79. 



 
 
 

91 

whole-hearted political commitment and constant opposition is regarded as the result 
of a personality shaped by her early religious experiences.246 
   The political scientist Mark Bevir’s view of her life is close to that presented by 
Besant herself as a restless search for truth. He does not see Besant’s wandering 
between different movements as contradictory.247 Here he is close to the account above 
of movements that opposed the Victorian social system. Bevir rejects Nethercot’s 
personality-based view. He considers Besant’s search rather natural consequence of the 
break with Christianity, main foundation of society at the time. Bevir dismisses also 
James Webb’s view that Besant’s transition to theosophy may be regarded as a flight 
from reason at a time characterized by the enlightenment intellectual outlook. On the 
contrary, Bevir argues, it was due to rational reasons that, after the break with 
Christianity, Besant reached towards theosophy via various social and political 
movements. 248 Neither does Bevir see her newly spiritual orientation as contradictory 
considering the secularism that emerged and that had been part of her development. 
Bevir writes that both theosophy and secularism had their origin in the crisis of faith 
that Victorian society experienced throughout the nineteenth century.249  
   Here Bevir is presumably right. It seems reasonable to believe that theosophy 
offered, not least to intellectuals, writers and artists, an alternative way in the choice 
between a secular, materialistic outlook and a traditional, church-oriented option 
based on an evangelical, Christian view. What the autobiography intends to convey to 
the reader is not a conversion in the usual sense of the word, meaning distancing 
oneself from one’s earlier life. It is rather the image of a modern person’s search at a 
time characterized by radical change in a society full of injustice and where theosophy 
was part of the answer that is being conveyed.250 
   However, I argue that Bevir exaggerates the rational element in Besant’s transition to 
theosophy. Besant’s own explanation to Charles Bradlaugh in the National Reformer 
was that the move was rather the expression of an emotional religious longing than a 
rational standpoint. The journalist William T. Stead is of the same opinion when he 
describes her heart as sick with longing despite her political achievements. Neither can 
her immediate support for Blavatsky’s version of the mahatma letters be interpreted in 
terms of rational motives. Here I consider that Fleck’s remark about the way a new 
member is introduced into a thought collective without necessarily being aware of 
more than a fraction of its thought style corresponds better to Besant’s own account of 
the move to theosophy.  
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250 At the same time, it is difficult to imagine that her early statements defending the caste system in its original form, which 
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   Does then the transition to theosophy entail a political change of course? The answer 
is not a simple yes or no. Besant does not dissociate herself from her political 
background in various radical movements in Great Britain. In the autobiography, 
published four years after the encounter with Blavatsky, she expresses pride in her 
earlier standpoints with one exception, the view of birth control, a result of her 
Malthusianism that she is forced to dissociate herself from.251  
   The emigration to India shows that it was not a modern Western ideal that was 
aimed at, but a complement to this. Her introductory lecture Past and Present conceals 
elements of both social and political criticism that can be attributed to her earlier 
political experience, but also a utopia of an organic society with distinct aspects of a 
pastoral idyll. Besant quotes here F. Max Müller “that in India there has been a kind of 
spirituality without equivalent in the world – a land whose kings have gone to the 
hermit’s cottage for advice and where life was one and created for spirituality.”252 In 
this utopia she sought like many others, not least women, an alternative to the 
materialism that they said characterized the development in the West. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                            
251 All the copies of the pamphlet The Fruits of Philosophy were withdrawn from circulation in 1891 since the work conflicted 
with a theosophical basic principle about the sanctity of life. However, Besant claimed that in principle the publication could 
be defended with reference to the background of the social misery that was widespread among the poor. See Besant 1995, p. 
195 f. 
252 Besant, ‘India her past and her future’ in Birth of new India, 1917, p. 39. 
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Chapter Three  

Reform Movements and the Growth of Indian Nationalism 
 

So far I have dealt with the theosophists’ activity in the West. Henceforward, the 
theosophical movement is mainly discussed in an Indian historical context. 
   Judging by the newspaper quotation in the introduction, one may be led to believe 
that theosophy was behind several reform movements active in India at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. But the India that Blavatsky and Olcott, the founders of the 
Society, encountered in 1879 had been for a long time the home of social and religious 
reform movements. This chapter examines the theosophists’ early work in India and 
relates it to the contemporary social, religious and political movements. 
   The chapter starts with a historical background followed by a survey of the research 
about the social and religious reform movements in India. Subsequently, there is a 
discussion of the theosophists’ attempt to establish themselves in India from about 1880 
to the mid-1890s. The questions that the chapter intends to answer are: what 
characterized the theosophists’ message during the initial phase of establishing 
themselves in India? How did the Theosophical Society position itself in relationship to 
other social and religious reform movements? What marked its relationship to them 
and to the Indian National Congress? Here I relate the argument to the earlier 
discussion of the significance of theosophists’ contribution to the establishment of the 
INC. 
 

The British influence – colonizing thought 
 

Beginning with the first decades of the nineteenth century, it became increasingly clear 
that the British presence in India changed from being basically a commercial activity 
managed by the East India Company to a gradual administrative and political 
integration of India into the British Empire. The historian Romila Thapar writes, that 
when the British arrived, there was no overall conception of Indian affinity, but a 
number of groups with various cultural identities, which had developed a system of 
coexistence within the framework of an Indian civilization. Under the British, a more 
territorially defined colonial state developed which would constitute the foundation for 
the Indian national state project.1  
                                            
1 Hettne, Sydasien 2/2000, p. 12. 
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   Despite a secular constitution, Indian politics is still marked by the fact that 
membership in a religious group is still a central factor in the political decision-making. 
Recent research has shown how this kind of politics is rooted in the colonial politics 
that clearly defined society on the basis of two homogeneous religious blocs, Hindus 
and Muslims, which initially gave Indian nationalism a religious nuance during the last 
decades of the nineteenth century. Thapar argues that even the two-nation theory that 
contributed to the division of the Indian national project in the 1930s and resulted in 
the two national states India and Pakistan can be traced to the colonial policy of the 
nineteenth century.2 
   At their most numerous in 1911, the British made up 0.06% of the Indian 
population, i.e. 185 434 persons.3 The centre of British activities was in Calcutta 
(nowadays Kolkata), which was considered the base of the British in India. In the 
nineteenth century, Calcutta acquired a dominating intellectual and political position. 
It was from there that changes were initiated which radically changed the political 
power pattern in nineteenth century India.4 The Indians who first interpreted the 
internal social identities in national terms were the cosmopolitan ones who had 
emerged in connection with the expansion of the empire and its need for local 
administrators. This English-speaking elite came mostly from the higher castes and 
formed what became known as Bengali bhadralok (the respectable ones). It was mostly 
within this elite that the intercultural reform movements developed. 
   Comprehensive changes in the legislation occurred within several areas. Among 
others, there opened the way for private land ownership according to contemporary 
liberal trends. In 1813 the British Parliament renewed East India Company’s 
franchise, but at the same time there emerged possibilities for other private interests to 
carry on commerce. The same year, missionary work was allowed in India, an activity 
that initially had been carried on from the Danish Selampore. Beginning with 1820, 
when the British controlled territories outside the earlier regional nucleus in Bengal 
and Bihar, British citizens could operate all over India under the protection of the 
Crown. The introduction of English instead of Persian in 1833 as the language of 
administration contributed to language homogenization of the exercise of power.5 The 
education policy changed from the earlier Eastern orientation under the influence of 
the Indology scholarship to a more offensive Western liberal orientation with English 
as the teaching language after Macaulay’s education reform in 1835. (See chapter 4) 
   Initially, there was an obvious need for authorization in order to legitimate the 
British East India Company’s exercise of power. The official policy was that the British 
acted in India in conformity with Indian principles. The local authorities, formally the 
                                            
2 Sydasien 2/2000, p. 12. 
3 Ludden 2002, p. 160. 
4 Ludden 2002, p. 184. 
5 At the same time, there occurred a marginalization of other groups of civil servants. In the long run, the balance between 
Hindu and Muslim colonial civil servants in the rapidly expanding administration turned to the advantage of the Hindus. 
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Mogul emperor, authorized the Company’s activity. Orthodox Brahmins, as well as 
the Muslim counterparts, maulvis, were engaged by the courts as interpreters of the 
local tradition in cooperation with Orientalists who knew Arabic, Persian and Sanskrit. 
These representatives acquired thus a great influence by interpreting the law according 
to the religious canon expressed in the Hindu shastra or in the Muslim sharia.6 Civil 
legislation such as legal issues concerning property and family was shaped with 
reference to local religious scriptures and became part of the legal system. In this way, 
society was divided legally in groups based on religious affiliation. When sati was about 
to be forbidden, the measure was preceded by a long discussion whether it 
contradicted the original tradition expressed in the Hindu law, sastra. After an 
authoritative statement from a leading Brahmin, the green light was given and sati was 
banned in 1829. This was a procedure that recurred often throughout the nineteenth 
century, for instance when the law concerning the widows’ right to marry again 
became topical against the opposition of orthodox groups.7 
   After English became the official language of administration in 1833, there arose a 
need for translators into the regional languages. This change turned language into a 
political issue in the linguistically fragmented India, since the translation into regional 
and local languages also implied the problem of interpreting the substance of the law 
texts. Languages became less dialectal and more distinct when they were standardized 
in writing and, at the same time, acquired political explosive force. For example, Hindi 
and Urdu, which had a common spoken version, Hindustani in northern India, had 
different written versions, Hindi in Sanskrit devagari and Urdu in Persian nastaliq. The 
literary form in these languages originates from different antique ideals, which meant 
that the languages ended up representing different religious identities in society. Under 
the influence of nationalism, from the end of the nineteenth century the language issue 
became an important part in the political discussion.8     
   After the great mutiny of 1857-1858, when India formally became part of the British 
Empire, the fundamental principle for its power exercise based on religious affiliation 
was already established. Now there was no longer a formal need to attach leading 
Brahmins or maulvis as legal experts to the courts. But bills that were considered to 
conflict with authoritative religious texts or traditions still provoked controversies. 
Disputes about inheritance, marriage and ritual decrees occasioned ethnographic 
studies of the traditions of various regions, religious communities, castes and tribes. In 
the interpretative disputes that arose there were the traditionalists that regarded 
themselves as defenders of the original rights, reformists who tried to reinterpret the 
                                            
6 Ludden 2002, p. 178 f. 
7 Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, Caste, Widow-remarriage and the Reform of Popular Culture in Colonial Bengal in From the Seams 
of History. Essays on Indian Women, Ray, B. (red.), 1997, p. 8 ff.  
8 Ludden 2002, p. 184. 
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traditions in a modern manner and modernists who fought for what they saw as 
universal rights.9 
   The division of the Indian population according to religious and class affiliation, as a 
dominating principle, was strengthened by the comprehensive censuses regularly 
undertaken since 1871. The census institute, whose foundation stimulated 
ethnography, was very busy with classifying from above. Ethnic groups that earlier had 
not identified themselves as either Hindu or Muslim were registered under the main 
categories Hindu and Muslim. This concerned not least tribal populations.10 The 
classification of Hindus according to the main castes, the four varnas as well as sub-
castes, contributed to a Sanscritization process, as the historian Gyanendra Pandey, 
among others, has shown in his Construction of Communalism in Northern India. This did not 
only reinforce the boundaries between Muslims and Hindus, but it also contributed to 
the establishment of social boundaries within the Hindu population in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century.11 
   The conception of belonging to a wider circle of co-religionists was reinforced which 
was even expressed in movements aimed at other communities’ rituals. The cow-
protection movement (Kuyalini) became visible evidence for affiliation to the Hindu 
community. Castes that wanted to climb in the caste hierarchy turned to issue of 
protecting holy cows to a collective programme requirement. The sacrificial rites 
connected with big festivals, which earlier had been performed discreetly within the 
family or within the local community in order not to affect the relationships with other 
faiths, changed and appeared on the political agenda. The riots that occurred 
displayed a clear pattern against the others and coincided with the great religious 
festivals, for example during the Muslim festival Bakr-Id.12 The American historian 
Sandra B. Freitag argues that the British colonial policy contributed thus to the 
reinforcement of boundaries between different groups that formed their own imagined 
communities.13 This obstructed the development of a civil society based on individuals. 
Instead, there developed a religious vocabulary inspired by a kind of romantic 
historicization expressed in symbolic forms – all this reinforced by modern forms of 
mass communication, the written text in order to mobilize adepts.14 
   What is important in what has been argued above is that towards the end of the 
nineteenth century there was a development towards a clearer denominationalism in 
                                            
9 Ludden 2002, p. 180. 
10 See, among others, Gyanendra Pandey, Construction of Communalism in Northern India, Oxford, 1999, pp. 68 and 83 ff. 
11 The anthropologist Bernard S. Cohn estimates in The Census, Social Structure and the Objectification in South Asia that a census 
required approximately half a million persons. The classification led in many cases to the working out of strategies in order to 
climb in the caste hierarchy. Even Muslim groups that, according to the census, were claimed to consist of converted low 
caste members protested. During a later census in 1931, Arya Samaj sent directives about how one should answer the 
authorities’ questions. See Cohn, B.S., An Anthropologist among the Historians and Other Essays, Delhi, 1996, p. 224 ff.  
12 Pandey 1999, p. 197 f. 
13 Sandra B. Freitag, ’Contesting in Public. Colonial Legacies and Contemporary Communalism’, David Ludden (ed.), 
Making India Hindu: Religion, Community, and the Politics of Democracy in India, New Delhi, 1997, p. 211. 
14 Peter Van det Veer, ’Monumental texts’, in Invoking the Past, Daud, Ali (ed.), New York, 1999, p. 140 f. 
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the sense that various religious groups “were forced” to spell out their own specific 
features. Within the respective religious groups there was a parallel tendency to 
advance one’s positions, consciously or not, by adopting a Western pattern. One 
consequence was that the syncretism that developed throughout centuries of common 
history and which even resulted in common cult activities found it more difficult to 
assert itself. Another consequence was that the control exercised by the elite over the 
respective community was more emphatic since it was the educated elite that 
articulated or re-articulated one’s own history. This occurred mainly among Hindu 
groups that had not developed earlier equally distinct institutions or a common text 
canon. In addition, the Hindus were under greater pressure from the Christian 
missionaries who expressed criticism of Hinduism, not least concerning education. It is 
against this background that one should see the efforts of the 1880s and later to 
safeguard one’s own doctrine by means of educational initiatives. Textbooks on one’s 
own tradition were produced and translated into vernaculars, while the Sanskrit 
schools experienced a revival. All this was directed against the missionary schools and 
their Euro-centred teaching, but it also entailed isolation from other local religions.15 
(See below chapter 4) 

A	  nationalist	  movement	  develops	  
The development towards a territorially defined state under colonial rule through 
legislation, language of administration, education along with the expansion of 
communication system entailed a homogenization and prepared the way for Indian 
nationalism during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Initially, this occurred in 
the big cities within the educated Indian middle-class, starting in Bengal, then in cities 
like Bombay (nowadays Mumbai) and Madras (nowadays Chenai), subsequently 
spreading in the other regions in India.  
   A series of external events led to various initiatives for a political mobilization at the 
national level. India was struck by recurring starvation catastrophes in the countryside, 
millions dying as a result. At the same time, the export of wheat increased during 
1875-78, trebling in 1877 form the unaffected regions. During this starvation 
catastrophe, an extravagant coronation festival (durbar) was held organized by Lord 
Lytton, which gave him the name of India’s Nero.16 Further, trade restrictions 
destroyed a budding Indian textile industry, resulting in widespread unemployment in 
the countryside. Protests in the national press claimed that India was drained of its 
riches. This was the so-called drain theory developed by Dabdhai Naoroji (1825-1917).17 
Several years later, the Anglo-Indian population’s evidently racist attitude was revealed 
                                            
15 Jurgen Lütt, ’The movement for the foundation fo the Banaras Hindu University’ in German Scholars in India vol. 2, Alfred 
Würbel & Magdalena Duckwitz (eds.) Bombay, 1976, p. 162. 
16 Mike Davis, Late Victorian holocausts: El Nino famines and the making of the third world, London, 2001, chapter 1. 
17 Naoroji published his book Poverty and Un-British Rule in India only in 1901, a book that influenced the economic and political 
debate in India at the time. 
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in the protests against the implementation of the Ilbert Bill. The bill was presented 
during the government of the liberal Lord Ripon; its content was that Indian judges 
could sentence British subjects settled in India, but the bill was stopped. The British 
historian C.A. Bayly’s study of the political situation in Allahabad during 1880-1920 
shows clearly the tense relations between the white minority and the local majority. 
The debate about the Ilbert Bill had an obvious politically mobilizing effect in the area 
at the beginning of the 1880s.18 Bayly remarks on the lack of a civil meeting place 
between Westerners, chiefly British, and the Indian population with the exception of 
the Theosophical Society and some Freemason lodge.19  
   Among the Western-educated Indians, an increasing frustration regarding the 
disparagement of one’s own culture was to be noted. When an official commission of 
enquiry declared that Hinduism with its multitude of gods, rituals and cult 
manifestations was primitive in comparison with Christianity and Islam, there was a 
strong reaction.20 One of Bengal’s most notable writers Bankim Chandra Chatterjee 
gave up his earlier liberal attitude in religious questions and wrote the strongly Hindu 
nationalist short story Anadamath (1882) where Maharashtra’s hero-king Shivaji throws 
out the “Muslim intruders” with the goddess Kali’s help. The closing song of the short 
story, Vande Materam, performed in Sanskrit, is homage to “Mother India” and at the 
same time an appeal to throw out the intruders, mleccas. The message could naturally 
be understood as being meant for the “Christian” British rule.21 
   The Indian National Congress established in 1885 was strictly secular in an attempt 
to be nationally all encompassing. Initially, liberally- and secularly-oriented politicians 
dominated the Congress. But rather soon, there appeared within the Congress tensions 
between the liberally oriented nationalists with Western secular ideals and orthodox 
Hindu nationalist currents.22 The Brahmin Bal Gangadhar Tilak from Maharashtra 
was the first to break with the prudent line of the Congress and worked for a wider 
mobilization. He questioned the right of the British to legislate in family matters and 
cooperated with orthodox groups. Beginning with 1893, he expanded the support from 
below by relating to well-known religious symbols. He renewed the traditional religious 
festivals in the honour of the popular god Ganesh (Ganpati festival), he praised 
Maharashtra’s hero-king Shivaji for having resisted against the Moguls. Tilak’s 
popularity increased after he was accused on flimsy pretexts of instigation to political 
attempted assassination and sentenced to 18 months of prison in 1897. Together with 
Sri Aurobindho Gosh, Lala Lajpath Raj and Bipin Chandra Pal, he made up the 
                                            
18 C.A. Bayly, The Local Roots of Indian Politics: Allahabad. 1880-1920, Oxford, 1975, p. 56. 
19 Bayly 1975, p. 56. 
20 Tanika Sarkar, ’The Hindu and the Muslim in Bankim Chandra’s Writing’, in Tanika Sarkar & Urvashi Butalia (ed.), 
Women and Hindu Rights, New Delhi, 1995. Similar details are in David Ludden (ed.), Making India Hindu, Delhi, 1996, chapter 
7.  
21 Sarkar 1995. 
22 It is a strong simplification to equate orthodox and Hindu nationalist groups. Among most of the orthodox there was a 
limited interest for the national movement. The same is valid for the orthodox Muslim groups. 
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nucleus of the radical and religious nationalism in the Congress called by their 
opponents as The Extremists. It is interesting to note that these four, besides coming 
from different regions, had different backgrounds concerning the social and religious 
reform movements. 
   The question why Indian nationalism acquired a religious nuance is relevant here 
and can be explained by internal as well as external factors. The historian Anthony 
Copley refers to the influence from the national movements in Europe. Copley 
considers that the political and social character of the Hindu renaissance was linked to 
the nineteenth-century social utopians and nationalists, which may be characterized as 
messianic nationalism. These were ideas that emanated from the French Revolution 
and resulted in the cult of the fatherland. Mazzini, Michelet, Kossuth and other 
nationalist thinkers granted the national a divine form as the Absolute that manifests 
itself in history. Copley argues that the divine manifested itself in a similar way in the 
Hindu nationalist feeling that developed since the 1880s with India as the mother 
figure.23 
   The economist Amartya Sen calls the religious nuance of the Indian nationalism as 
“the dialectics of the colonized consciousness”. Sen tries to find an answer in the way 
the self-image is influenced when the enforced colonial power is allowed to dominate 
life and history writing. The West has shown its superiority in the material sphere; in 
economics, state, science and technology. Here its experiences must be studied and 
emulated. However, using the postcolonial sociologist Partha Chatterjee’s phrase, Sen 
writes that the spiritual life is: 
 

… an inner sphere and here there are the essential characteristics of cultural 
identity. The more successfully the Western features are imitated in the material 
sphere, the more important is it to preserve the specific characteristics in the 
spiritual culture.24 

   This divided discourse that Sen and Chatterjee underline is clearly represented in 
parts of the Indian nationalism that manifests itself towards the end of the nineteenth 
century. This thought style could draw nourishment from the Indo-European history 
writing that placed a vanished common period of glory, Aryavarta, in India or in its 
vicinity. As has appeared above, the emphasis of the specific spirituality in Indian 
culture was a leitmotif of the theosophists, but exists as thought style in other reform 
movements in India in the nineteenth century. 

The	  different	  character	  of	  the	  reform	  movements	  
In the introductory chapter to Gurus and Their Followers, Antony Copley raises the 
question of the existence of common parameters or paradigms in scholarship that 
                                            
23 Copley 2000, p. 4 f. 
24 Sen 2006, p. 90 f. 
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connect the Indian reform movements in the nineteenth century. Should they be seen 
as the answer to the modernization process and the challenge of alien ideologies? Or 
should they rather be seen as mainly an answer to the regional challenges instead of 
representing an all-Indian perspective? Should the movements be place 
chronologically in a sequence of cause and effect instead of being regarded as unique 
at the time? Copley writes that there is no consensus in these questions.25 In addition, 
there are the specific questions concerning the theosophical movement that developed 
in the West but derived its ideal from an Eastern intellectual tradition and was active 
both in the East and in the West. 
   I start with two contemporary voices, which I consider to have had a great 
importance for the subsequent image of the various reform movements. Both have left 
clear marks on later history writing, not least regarding the image of the theosophical 
movement. The first one is the historian of religions J.N. Farquhar, the second one is 
the Indian journalist and nationalist Bipin Chandra Pal.26 
   Farquhar describes the reform movements as modern and religious movements in his 
classical study of 1915. He underlines the influence that occurred when Christianity 
became norm after 100 years of British rule. He remarks that Christian monotheism 
forced the Hindu polytheism to retreat and that its rites were questioned or were 
interpreted allegorically. Further, that the Christian doctrine about all people’s equal 
worth before God contributed to a reformulation of the reincarnation doctrine, which 
strengthened the Bhakti tradition in Hinduism. Besides, the universal claims of 
Christianity led to other religious leaders and movements adopting a similar universal 
outlook, according to Farquhar.27      
   Farquhar divides reform movements in three categories. What they have in common 
is that they combine criticism of the ritual ceremonies of religion with social criticism. 
In this way, reform movements are distinguished from contemporary orthodox 
movements. At the same time, there are important differences between them. The first 
category worked actively for social reforms and for changing the social practice of the 
local religions. Farquhar places here Brahmo Samaj and Prathana Samaj. They were 
influenced by liberalism and worked for secularization with an emphasis on education, 
partly based on Western models. The second category shared the criticism of social 
conditions, but drew other conclusions about the reasons and suggestions for solutions. 
They recommended social reforms derived from a renaissance of ancient ideals based 
                                            
25 Copley 2000, p. 4. 
26 Bipin Chandra Pal (1858-1932) took part in the Indian National Congress already in 1886. He was then member of the 
Brahmo Samaj, having been influenced by Keshab Chandra Sen. He became radicalized during the campaign against the 
divison of Bengal, collaborated with Bal Gangadhar Tilak and was one of the architects of the Swadeshi-movement. In 1907 
he was imprisoned after he refused to witness against Sri Aurobindho Gosh in the so-called Bande Materam Sedition Case. After 
being set free, he spent three years in England. Back home from England, he participated in the Home Rule movement. He 
was in the Congress delegation that travelled to England under the leadership of Tilak after the war. Like Annie Besant, he 
was critical of Gandhi’s Non Cooperation Movement in 1919 and afterwards ended up in the opposition to the Congress.  
27 Farquhar writes that even the orthodox Bharat Dharma Mahamdal claims that Hinduism is a universal religion. See Farquhar 
1998, p. 434 ff. 
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on religious fundamental scriptures. Most important here is Arya Samaj. The third 
category is characterized, according to Farquhar, by its defence of Hinduism in all its 
variety. Ram Krishna Math and Mission and even the Theosophical Society can be included 
here. They are critical or orthodoxy and of the rigorous regulations that fence in 
religion. But in contrast to Arya Samaj and Brahmo Samaj, they do not reject the 
popular cults.28 According to Farquhar, the Muslim reform movements displayed a 
similar pattern to some extent, but with other characteristics. Aligarh Movement led by 
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan worked for a liberalization of the Muslim tradition and for a 
modernization of the Muslim society.29 Ahmadiya movement, which was active in northern 
India dissociated itself from the concept of jihad and promoted education as well as 
cooperation between different religions.30 They can be contrasted with the earlier 
Wahhabis movement, which was emphatically nostalgic, anti-British, conservative and 
pan-Islamic.31 
   The main reason for the theosophical successes in India as far as opinion was 
concerned was, according to Farquhar, that the movement filled a vacuum by its 
defence of the local religions. The secular Western education had sown doubts about 
the local faith systems. Farquhar is critical of the actions of the missionaries and the 
disparagement of the Indian religions and civilizations during many years.32 At the 
same time, he argues as a Christian that, in their defence of the Oriental religions, the 
theosophists went much too far and that “they make wrong what others should have 
made right.”33 He accused the theosophists of “having insolently used Indologist 
scholarship for their own purposes without contributing themselves in any significant 
way to it.”34 He agrees here with F. Max Müller’s criticism of theosophy. As for the 
attraction of the occult element, Farquhar does not consider that it has contributed to 
the theosophists’ successes in India. Occultism as a phenomenon had mainly been 
interesting as a mobilizing factor in a Western context.35 
   An Indian voice contemporary with Farquhar was the journalist and nationalist 
Bipin Chandra Pal who, one year after the publication of Farquhar’s Modern Religious 
Movements, wrote a series of articles in twelve parts in The Commonweal (1916) about the 
contribution of the various reform movements to Indian nationalism.36 In the article 
The Contribution of the Theosophical Movement, Pal develops his view of the 
theosophists’ contribution to Indian nationalism. He argues that the theosophists 
                                            
28 Farquhar 1998, p. 186 ff. 
29 Farquhar 1998, p. 91 f. 
30 Farquhar 1998, p. 137 f. 
31 P.N. Chopra et al., A Social Cultural and Economic History of India, Madras, vol. III, 1990, p. 123 f. 
32 Farquhar 1998, p. 287. 
33 Farquhar 1998, p. 286. 
34 Farquhar 1998, p. 289. 
35 Farquhar writes that ”In India it is perfectly clear that the great mass of members have been drawn by neither of these […] 
but solely by the Theosophic defence of Hinduism and Buddhism.” Farquhar 1998, p. 288.  
36 From the point of view of source criticism, it should be pointed out that Pal writes in 1916 in The Commonweal, a periodical 
controlled by Annie Besant, theosophist and president of All India Home Rule League. 
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signified a new epoch in the national movement when they appeared in India in the 
nineteenth century. Above all, more than other movements, they did this by restoring 
the self-confidence of the British-educated Indian middle class in their own culture and 
religion, “by not accepting the rational standard set by Europe.”37 Like Farquhar, Pal 
remarks on the English-educated class’s sense of homelessness in their own culture. Pal 
writes that the members of this class “often lived in a painful moral conflict between 
faith and life style because of the fear of being excluded from the social community.”38 
The theosophical message that faith and science are not each other’s opposites as well 
as their symbolic interpretation of the Hindu rituals granted recognition to the deeper 
sense of Hinduism. Pal further remarks that the educated class had distanced itself 
from the national ideal in the nineteenth century. He writes that freethinkers and social 
reformers “were rather humanists than nationalists.”39 Brahmo Samaj, to which Pal 
himself belonged, considered itself as the carrier of a universal outlook, while the 
freethinkers were neither one thing nor the other.40 According to Pal, theosophy 
turned both freethinkers and libertarians into nationalists. “It found an object of life for 
them.”41 Here there is also a morally guiding aspect. By invoking the ethical principles 
of one’s own tradition, one rediscovered a moral compass that had been in danger of 
being lost. Last but not least, according to Pal, the theosophists provided “our own 
pandits with modern weapons” for the defence of one’s own culture.42 In this manner, 
the way was prepared for neo-Hindu currents that became central in the national 
movement. The theosophists stressed the connection between ideal and reality, rather 
than separate history from the contemporary time, the Upanishads from the more 
popular Puranas, jnana from karma as several other reform movements. Pal argues that 
the theosophists contributed thus to bridge the contradictions between the new 
heterodoxy and the old orthodoxy.43 
   Similarly to Farquhar, Pal granted the theosophists’ defence of the local religion a 
central role for judging their successes in the public opinion. However, in contrast to 
Farquhar, Pal argued that the occult aspect of theosophy, through its message that the 
on-going fate of the world was formed by the rishes belonging to the Indian religious 
tradition actually contributed to its success in the Indian public opinion.44 
   Something of a modern counterpart to Farquhar’s study is to be found in the case of 
Kenneth W. Jones (1989) who prefers to call the reform movements Socio-religious reform 
movements, referring to three definite dimensions: 1. They are social because they want 
                                            
37 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916, p. 488. 
38 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916, p. 489.  
39 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916, p. 489. 
40 One was less successful among the Brahmo Samaj’s supporters. The theosophists received strong support above all in 
southern India among the educated classes for whom neither Brahmo Samaj nor the free-thinkers constituted an alternative.  
41 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916, p. 489. 
42 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916, p. 489. 
43 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916. 
44 The Commonweal, June 23rd, 1916. 
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to change the social behavior and structures. However, the variations between the 
demands for social change of different movements are considerable. 2. They are 
religious because they legitimize the message by referring to some form of spiritual 
authority. 3. They mobilize through a charismatic message within an organizational 
structure that is assumed to work over a period of time.45 
   Jones points out the significance of the regional context within which the movements 
developed. He divides the Indian subcontinent in five geographical areas, taking into 
account factors such as the British influence in the area as well as regional and local 
cultures in connection with patterns of interaction between different religious groups. 
The mapping shows important differences in the geographical spread and 
collaboration between different groups where the movements were active. The analysis 
is based on various layers of civilization that have shaped Indian culture and that carry 
in themselves different traditions of resistance which have even influenced the 
character of the movements.46    
   In the introductory chapter I present two types of movement distinguished by Jones, 
transitional and acculturative. The transitional one has its roots in the pre-British 
culture and was developed out of local socio-religious dissatisfaction, without any real 
interest to adapt to the colonial reality.47 The acculturative movements have their 
origins in the colonial milieu and were led by people who were involved in the cultural 
interaction with the West. They sought aspects of their message in their own tradition, 
while their aims were linked to a Western development paradigm.48 
   For Jones the Theosophical Society is an exception, “strangers who adapted their 
message, their behavior, their faith and even their social aim to a South-Asian 
reality.”49 The concept that he uses to describe this is reverse acculturation. According to 
Jones, the result was that the Theosophical Society, in contrast to the acculturative 
movements, adopted a loyal attitude to the religious establishment and therefore 
constituted a conservative force concerning social changes.50   
   The sociologist Partha Chatterjee regards the reform movements of the nineteenth 
century from a postcolonial point of view as an expression of the Western development 
paradigm. According to Chatterjee, their ideas lack a proper base in Indian history. 
They never succeeded to reach deeper in the population but were linked to the British 
                                            
45 Jones 1989, pp. 1-2. 
46 Jones 1989, p.3 
47 The Indian tradition shows many examples of this kind of movement, from the new religious orientations as Buddhism and 
Sikhism founded by Siddharta Gautama respectively Guru Nanak, to usual local or regional movements that gathered round 
a religious leader with a religious and social message on the agenda. Bhakti movement that grew in southern India exemplifies 
a reform movement within a faith system that developed in opposition to Brahmanism and orthodoxy but which later became 
standardized and approached orthodoxy in time. See Jones 1989, p. 4 ff.  
48 Examples of this are Dayananda Saraswati, the founder of Arya Samaj, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa in Vivekananda’s 
Ramkrishna Math and Mission as well as Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of Ahmadiya-movement.  
49 Jones 1989, p. 179. 
50 Jones’s conclusion, with support from Campbell, is that the theosophists amounted to a basically conservative force that 
adapted its message to the orthodox orientation in the Indian context. Therefore, the theosophists cannot be included in the 
group of reform movements that survived when the political agenda changed radically in the twentieth century.  
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colonial power in a patron/client relationship. For Chatterjee, Ram Moham Roy 
becomes a collaborator. It was on the Western development paradigm, basically a 
liberal one that the efforts of the reform movements rested. The liberal element in 
Brahmo Samaj was criticized, to some extent by the mainly Marxist critics in the 
1970s, of the early national history writing. In contrast to the later postcolonial 
scholars, the Marxist critics of the reform movements did not question the Western 
development paradigm as such.51  
   The historian Richard Lannoy presents a further view in evaluating the encounter 
between East and West. He refers to an idea that is part of the theosophical thought 
style but even of other Indian reform movements, namely that, in their more 
primordial form, religions had a common message. Lannoy sees in the neo-Hindu and 
nationalist current that manifested themselves in the nineteenth century with their 
emphasis on the Great Ultimate a synthesis between a Western and an Eastern tradition. 
He finds a background in the religious pluralism and universalism that has existed in 
the Indian tradition and that was activated in the encounter with the West. According 
to Lannoy, it was to this tradition that the theosophists linked their message and were 
suitably ridiculed for.52   
 

The theosophists’ period of settling down in India 
 

I have earlier touched upon the decision to move the theosophical headquarters to 
India, the contacts with Arya Samaj and the link established with the Buddhist sanghan 
on Ceylon. Even the mahatma scandal and its consequences have been discussed. I 
shall now look more closely at the phase of the movement settling down in India, its 
activity, methods and outward propaganda.  
   The theosophical history writing about the first years in India is mainly based on 
diaries and articles that both leaders wrote for newspapers and other periodicals. From 
a genre point of view, Olcott’s books are characterized by the description of the 
mission where he himself is the obvious central figure.53 His diary entries, earlier 
                                            
51 See Partha Chatterjee’s article ’Nationalismen som problem’ in Nationens Röst: texter om nationalismens teori och praktik, ed. 
Sverker Sörlin, 2002, pp. 191-217. See also Ranajit Guha in Dominance without Hegemony History and Power in Colonial India, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1997, p. 68.  
52 Richard Lannoy claims in The Speaking Tree that the reform movements and nationalism were the result of both 
Westernization and Indianization. “Re-orientation consists of two strands, Esternization and Indianization; their synthesis 
results in a modernized Great tradition, usually called Universalization.” Perhaps the deepest and therefore the slowest 
change has occurred on the philosophical and religious level through neo-Hinduism that basically has a universalistic 
character which goes back to the fact that a pluralist society includes many religious groups. Lannoy argues that it was not 
Western ideas that initiated this movement. The ground had been prepared long ago by the fact that on Indian soil there has 
been Islamic monotheism and Sufism. By the introduction of a unified Western governing structure and the Christian 
missionaries who also worship one God, pluralist India was drawn into a process where the polytheistic Indian culture would 
focus on “the Great Ultimate.” Lannoy, R. The Speaking Tree, London, 1974, p. 242 f. 
53 The diaries describe restless travelling across the Indian subcontinent, how the Society was welcomed by the Indian 
population and is regarded with suspicion by the representatives of the colonial power and the Christian missionaries. The 
tiring work consists of lecturing evening after evening in order to stimulate the re-establishment of Sanskrit schools and the 
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published as articles, were collected in book form, Old Diary Leaves in six parts, their 
publication ranging over thirty-seven years. 
   The first part of ODL came out in 1895 and deals with the foundation of the Society 
in New York and the first contacts with Arya Samaj until the emigration to India. The 
book was strongly criticized internally. It was considered that Olcott presented a far 
too critical portrait of Madame Blavatsky. H.P.B. Press in London refused to publish 
the work, which was published by Putnam & Sons in New York. The other parts were 
published by the Theosophical Publishing House in Madras. Part 2 came out in 1900 and 
deals with the period from 1878 to 1883, describing the first successful years in India. 
In 1904 part 3 appeared, dealing with the sensitive years for the Society from 1883 to 
1887. It describes the mahatma scandal, Blavatsky’s “flight” to Europe and the attempt 
to refute the accusations aimed at Blavatsky. The subsequent parts in the series were 
collected after Olcott’s death in 1907. The fourth part deals with the period 1887-1892 
(1910) and concentrates on Olcott’s work in order to bring together Buddhists of 
various orientations. In India there was an attempt in cooperation with Anagarika 
Dharmapala to establish Buddhist pilgrimage sites in the country.54 The fifth part, 
published only after 1932, is based on articles in The Theosophists from May 1902 to 
December 1904. This volume deals with Besant’s first lecturing tour in India in 1893, 
the controversy with Friederich Max Müller and the Judge affair recounted from 
Olcott’s and Besant’s point of view. An increased interest in other religions along 
Hinduism and Buddhism is clearly to be noticed, Zoroastrianism and Sikhism are 
highlighted. The sixth volume in the series deals with the period 1896-1898 and 
describes the achievements that the Society reached four years after the Judge affair. 
The book was published on the sixtieth anniversary of the foundation of the Society. 
The whole ODL series from 1879 onwards has in common the fact that it mainly 
presents the Theosophical Society’s activity in India and, to a certain extent, in Ceylon 
as the centre of its work. 
   As far as the contents are concerned, there is reason to treat this kind of source 
critically, considering the time that had passed between the events described and the 
publication. The books should be regarded a development towards become collections 
of texts rather than genuine diary entries. Even if some of the texts had been published 
earlier in The Theosophists, the selection of the texts occurred later. The mahatma 
letters, the disclosure of plagiarizing, the Judge affair, F.M. Müller’s criticism and 
Annie Besant’s joining the movement are important events that influenced the content 
of the diaries. Olcott’s account is also a one-sided contribution written for a public that 
should be persuaded of the achievements of theosophy. The subheading, The Only 
                                                                                                                                        
establishment of theosophical lodges. Olcott’s attempt to heal the sick by mean of mesmerism strengthens the characteristic of 
missionary accounts. 
54 Pilgrimage sites were established in Bodh Gaya, in the present Bihar, where according to tradition, Buddha reached 
enlightenment after prolonged meditation, and ini Sarnath, the site of Buddha’s Benares sermon. The work started in 1885 
against the opposition from the Brahmin priesthood.  
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Authentic History of the Theosophical Society, worries rather than reassures as far as the truth 
of the contents is concerned. Despite these objections, a critical reading of the diaries 
offers valuable insights in the theosophists’ strategic thinking and how they perceived 
the context within which they worked. 
   On the first important years in India, there are also Blavatsky’s dramatized accounts 
for Russian publications. The headline of the series of articles is From the Caves and 
Jungles of Hindostan, with the subtitle Letters to the Fatherland.55 The adaptation of 
the texts to a Russian readership appears in the choice of examples and references. 
The foreword of the English edition of 1892 remarks that the contents were 
dramatized for a newspaper readership and were not meant for scholarly reading. The 
lesson from the mahatma scandal and the subsequent plagiarizing accusations is 
evident here. It has also been pointed out that Blavatsky herself did not visit all the 
places that she described, but resorted to the available factual literature. Some events 
are described both by Olcott and by Blavatsky. Apart from the documentary ambition 
in Olcott’s case, there is a clear difference between the accounts of their roles. In 
Blavatsky’s accounts neither she nor Olcott has any of the main roles. In general, I 
consider Blavatsky’s text as less arranged in relationship to an official line. In addition, 
there is Blavatsky’s literary talent. The language is captivating; the accounts of places 
and people are skillfully woven together with historical digressions, myths and legends. 
   Blavatsky’s articles are permeated by criticism of the British presence, often 
presented with a great deal of irony and accurate generalizations about British self-
righteousness. She often returns to the surprise and resentment that her and Olcott’s 
choice to socialize with Indians caused among the British encountered while travelling. 
Among the fellow travelers, there is the British Miss B. infatuated with the conviction 
of the superiority of the British culture. Although a theosophist, she constantly misses 
the point in her contacts with Indians and Indian culture. Another recurring element 
also described humorously is the British spy that constantly fails to remain concealed. 
The fact that Olcott and Blavatsky were followed is confirmed by Olcott and even by 
the British security services.56 
   Blavatsky does not avoid politically controversial matters, an aspect little noticed in 
her writing. For her Russian public she chooses to describe the great mutiny against 
the British in 1857-58 from the Indian point of view under the theme “the victors write 
the history.” She asks the question: “What was the real reason behind the bloody 
mutiny? Europe reads English reports and thinks it reads history.”57 She describes how 
                                            
55 Madame Blavatsky’s articles in Russian newspapers From the Caves and Jungles of Hindostan, the years 1879-1884, were 
collected and published in English outside Russia only in 1892, the year after her death. 
56 The fact that Blavatsky more than others was regarded as a security risk is not surprising and may partly be explained by 
her writing for Russian newspapers. Olcott protested in writing against the surveillance and referred to their both being 
American citizens. He explained that they did not have political intentions in India. In a letter from the colonial authorities of 
20 October 1880 there is a decision cancel the initial order concerning surveillance. From this letter it also appears that they 
were contacted by the American authorities. See Olcott 1900, p. 247. 
57 Blavatsky 1892, p. 373 f. 
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cruelly the mutiny was punished in the story of Nana Sahib and the massacre of 
Cawnpore (Kanpur) of 1857, an event that was well known for a Western readership.58 
Blavatsky writes: 

It never occurs to anyone to ask whether among the many accounts of the 
mutiny there is a singly truthful and dispassionate one. No one asked the Hindus 
what truth there was in the accounts of their conquerors, which of the two 
belligerent sides was guilty of the greatest crimes, and which committed the most 
bestial cruelties, the educated and humane Europeans or the wild natives driven 
to desperation.59 

   The account ends at the memorial site of the British who died at Cawnpore. 
Blavatsky writes that the entrance sign says “No Hindus, heathens and Muslims.” 
Blavatsky comments that “the Phariseeism is obvious – the inscriptions about the dead 
are from the Old Testament according to the principle an eye for an eye, a tooth for a 
tooth. There is no inscription from the New Testament”, and she goes on: 

Great and terrible are the sins of Nana Sahib, but who would dare to assert that 
his acts were not called forth by the bloody tears and the groans of the 200 
million people in a country which was trampled under the foot of her conqueror, 
a people despised, starved to death by the hundreds of thousands during the last 
century?60 

   Finally, Blavatsky asks her Christian readers the rhetorical question if they believe 
that an unknown hand wrote the text on many graves, “The pride of a race is justified, 
whose voice proclaimed to every Asiatic: Hic niger est. Hunc tu, Romane caveto.”61 
   In a subsequent chapter about the great mutiny, she writes about Rani of Jhansi who 
nowadays is praised in India.62 For Blavatsky, she is the heroine that led 22 000 men 
and is described as an Indian counterpart of Jeanne d’Arc.63 Her death in battle in the 
summer of 1858 is described in details with an emphatic symbolic charge. For 
                                            
58 The event the Blavatsky describes takes place on the eve of the great mutiny of 1857. Prince Dhondu Pant, originally from 
Maharashtra, known as Nana Sahib, placed himself at the head of the rebellious local soldiers (sepoys). The subsequent 
developments led to the massacre of the British soldiers and their families. The events caused abhorrence in Britain and led to 
new legislation in order to protect women and children. The Times demanded that all rebellious Indian soldiers should be 
immediately taken prisoner and executed. The revenge that struck Cawnpore was cruel. The British general Havelock 
gathered together the inhabitants of the city and every tenth person was taken aside and shot. Many of them were completely 
innocent. As Blavatsky describes and is even confirmed by the British army museum, sepoys taken prisoner were forced to lick 
the blood on the floor of the building where the massacre took place. Before they were hanged, they were forced to eat a last 
meal of the meat forbidden by their religion. National Army Museum, London 
http://www.nam.ac.uk/exhibitions/IndiaRising/page6.shtm (18 April 2012).  
59 Blavatsky 1892, p. 368. 
60 Blavatsky 1892, p. 376. 
61 The Roman quotation is from Horatius and may be translated: “He is black. Beware of him, Roman.” See footnote in 
Blavatsky 1892, p. 376. 
62 Blavatsky turns the story of Lakshmi Bai, born in Benares in 1832 and married to the maharaja of Jhansi, into an 
accusation against the British and the British East India Company for its greed. When Rani became a widow at the age of 
sixteen, the British East India Company contested the son’s right to inherit the father which was the starting point of her fight 
against the British.   
63 Blavatsky 1892, p. 3778 ff. 
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Blavatsky, Rani prefers to die on the pyre after being wounded rather than risk to be 
taken prisoner by the British.64 
   The role of hero in the travelling company, Miss B.’s diametrical opposite, is played 
by Indian attendant of the group Thakar Singh, who behaves with superior calm and 
with a lofty anti-British attitude. He accuses the British of grabbing whatever is 
valuable. He is knowledgeable in many areas, including Indian and British culture and, 
according to Blavatsky, his female ideal is Rani of Jhansi.65 Thakar Singh is always 
available to help the travelers when necessary. Behind the name Thakar Singh there is 
a real person. He is a piece in the jigsaw puzzle of the historian Paul K. Johnson’s 
hypothesis that behind Blavatsky’s spiritual masters there are concealed historical 
persons who were strongly critical of the British presence.66     
   In From the Caves and Jungles of Hindostan the criticism of the Brahmin system is more 
emphatic than in Olcott’s texts.67 The priesthood is described as corrupt and is accused 
of failing the Vedic ideal. This affects women most, according to Blavatsky. She 
sharply criticizes child-marriage and describes the widows’ vulnerable situation. The 
description of a Brahmin wedding that the travelling group witnesses in Benares 
presents rituals that, according to Blavatsky, have been developed to “keep a woman in 
her place.” After ceremonies that last several days, the wedding ends with the bride 
washing her future husband’s and mother-in-law’s feet, drying them with her hair. 
Blavatsky allows the Sikh Thakar Singh to comment the ceremony as if it were created 
by devil-worshippers and agrees by saying: 
 

[…] he was right in more than one thing; in his most imaginative moments 
Satan himself could not have invented anything more unjust and more refinedly 
cruel than what was invented by these “twice-born” egotists in their relation to 
the weaker sex. An unconditioned civil death awaits her in case of widowhood 
[…] As for the man, not only is he permitted to have several lawful wives at a 
time.68 
 

At this stage, she even expresses a certain understanding for a harder British attitude: 
“If the British have done anything good in India it is their opposition against child-
                                            
64 Blavatsky 1892, p. 390. 
65 An illustrative episode describes how Thakar Singh provides the group with a kind of grass (Khus Khus grass) that effectively 
helps the travellers against the oppressive heat when chewed. When the suggestion to share this knowledge with Western 
scientists is mentioned, Thakar Singh answers: “Western science is rich enough without our crumbs. If you have taken 
everything away from us you may well do without these crumbs.” Blavatsky 1892, p. 367. 
66 According to Johnson, Thakar Singh belonged to a known Sikh family and was one of the leaders of an influential 
oppositional group connected with the Golden Temple in Amritsar. During several years, the group cooperated with 
Dayananda Saraswati of the Arya Samaj. Chronologically, this coincides with the theosophical leaders’ cooperation with 
Dayananda. The historical person Thakar Singh died in 1887 and, according to Johnson, was the model for the spiritual 
master Koot Hoomi. See Johnson 1994, pp. 148-184. 
67 A contributing factor may have been that several articles by Blavatsky were written before the break with Arya Samaj. The 
criticism of the Brahmin priesthood contains ideas that remind of Dayananda Saraswati’s criticism of the religious cult as 
non-Vedic. This kind of criticism is not equally emphatic in Olcott’s case and is much less in Annie Besant’s case. 
68 Blavatsky 1892, p. 239. 
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marriage, although they have not succeeded in extirpating it.”69 However, it is 
important to note that Blavatsky does not see any reason to seek a solution in the 
modern Western ideal. Instead, the subordinate situation of Indian women is 
contrasted with the strong women of the old times as described in the Vedic literature: 
 

Even the ancient Brahmanical literature shows that, amongst the pure Aryans, 
woman enjoyed the same privileges as man. Her voice was listened to by the 
statesmen; she was free either to choose a husband, or to remain single. Many a 
woman’s name plays an important part in the chronicles of the ancient Aryan 
land; many women have come down to posterity as eminent poets, astronomers, 
philosophers, and even sages and lawyers.70 
 

   According to Blavatsky, all this changed: “But with the invasion of the Persians, in 
VIIth century of our era, and later of the fanatical brigand-like Moslems, all this 
changed. Woman became a slave, and the Brahmanas took this opportunity of placing 
additional shackles on her.”71 
 

Western	  scientific	  authorities	  are	  questioned	  
A recurring theme in the theosophical thought style during these years is that Indian 
culture comprises knowledge that Western science has not yet assimilated. Dayananda 
Saraswati has a similar idea, seeing in the Veda scriptures clear elements of modern 
scientific thinking.72 Both in From the Caves and Jungles in Hindostan and in Old Diary Leaves 
the Western scientific authorities’ view of Indian culture and religion is questioned. In 
her travelling accounts Blavatsky includes polemic remarks aimed at contemporary 
scientific personalities like Ernest Haeckel, Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer and 
Friedrich Max Müller. Olcott is less confrontational and in his case there is a clear 
attempt to be of assistance in a scientific encounter between East and West. Olcott 
describes the task in terms of increasing the understanding between older scientific 
Indian achievements and “the young science” in the West.  
   The first visit to Benares known for its learning illustrates well this attitude. Olcott 
describes how they were welcomed in the best manner when they arrived at the 
famous Sanskrit College in Benares. The hosts said that they appreciated the guests’ 
interests for Sanskrit literature and Indian philosophy. Olcott presented a vision of how 
India’s learned pandits together with the English-speaking academics would in future 
find correspondences in Greek and Latin to the Sanskrit terms so that they may be 
                                            
69 Blavatsky 1892, p. 232. 
70 Blavatsky 1892, p. 232. 
71 Blavatsky 1892, p. 232. 
72 Jordens 1978, p. 107 f. 
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used in scientific contexts.73 He writes that the West “would be forced to find new 
concepts or introduce the concepts from Sanskrit in their vernaculars.”74 Olcott 
asserted that it should be made clear to students “that every Indian student should be 
made aware that Arian tradition does not contradict the findings of modern science.”75 
They all have reason “to feel proud of their ancestors who surveyed the entire field of 
science which modern science only today is about to develop.” The task now was to 
sort out a number of translation problems, a task that the Theosophical Society could 
assume responsibility for.76 The meeting resulted in the publication of an article in The 
Theosophist by one of India’s leading Orientalists, Pandit Ram Mishra, professor at the 
Sanskrit College in Benares, where he expressed his gratitude that Colonel Olcott, 
although born in a foreign country, was ready to spread Indian wisdom based on 
Vedanta. One year later, another meeting took place in the presence of the German 
professor Thibault who was one of F.M. Müller’s disciples and rector of the Sanskrit 
College. On this occasion, a common agreement was reached for the spreading of 
Eastern philosophy.77 A third visit to Benares is described in ODL, this time after the 
Mahatma scandal, which may be a reason why no visit to the Sanscrit College was 
reported this time.78 
   As suggested above, the relationship between Friedrich Max Müller and the 
theosophical leaders was strained. Müller, the leading scholarly authority in the field, 
criticized the theosophists for being spiritually manipulative. There were big 
differences of opinion concerning the evaluation of the vitality of the Indian culture 
and of India’s options for the future. Müller had translated the Veda texts, admired the 
classical Indian culture, but at the same time considered that, in its present state, India 
had a lot to learn from the West and even from the Christian ethics. Still, he stressed 
that today’s Hindus had every reason to be justifiably proud of their past. Müller’s 
political outlook was liberal.79 Among the reform movements, Müller thought the most 
promising was Keshab Chandra Sen’s reforming efforts within Brahmo Samaj. He was 
even fascinated by Ramakrishna who, according to Müller, represented a living 
mahatma tradition in contrast to the theosophical spiritual masters.80 
                                            
73 Olcott writes that ”Sanskrit is particularly rich in terms that correspond to each object like substances, physical or mental 
states, laws, principles and ideals.” See Olcott, 1900, p. 128. 
74 Olcott 1900, p. 128 ff. 
75 Olcott 1900, p. 128 ff. 
76 Olcott 1900, p. 128 ff. 
77 Several of India’s main Orientalists linked to the Benares Anglo-Sanskrit College participated at this conference. See the 
account in ODL, second series, 1878-1887, p. 279 f. 
78 Olcott 1904, p. 427. 
79 Beckerlegge 2000, see chapter 1. 
80 Müller’s scholarly authority was well established among other representatives of reform; Vivekananda, Pratap Mozzomdar 
and even Bal Gangadhar Tilka were all in contact with Müller. Tilak sought a sponsoring statement from Müller before 
publishing the book The Arctic Home in the Vedas (1903). Regarding Vivekananda and Mozoomdar, see Beckerlegge, 2000, p. 10 
f. Regarding Tilka’s contacts with Müller, see the foreword to Tilak, The Arctic Home in the Vedas, 1903, reprinted 1925, 
available also at http://www.oration.com/~mm9n/articles/tilak.htm (18 April 2012) 
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   For Blavatsky, Müller represented the West’s self-assumed expert role in India. She 
criticized Müller for lack of his own experiences of the country. In a discussion about 
the dating of the Veda texts between Dayananda Saraswati and Müller, Blavatsky 
sided with the dating suggested by Dayananda and other Indian pandits and described 
Müller as an armchair scholar: 
 

Yet, nevertheless, Professor Max Müller, who, as already mentioned, was never 
in India, sits as judge and corrects chronological tables as is his wont, and 
Europe, taking his words for those of an oracle, endorses his decisions.81 

   Olcott’s tone towards Müller differs from Blavatsky’s. He describes their relations as 
respectful, as between two colleagues whose opinions differ.82 However, at a closer 
look, the positions seem deadlocked. Olcott describes a first meeting at Müller’s home 
in London in 1886 when Müller criticized the theosophists for encouraging 
superstition as well as for the claim that there was a hidden esoteric meaning in the 
Hindu shastran. Olcott referred to experiences from the early Christianity and defended 
himself by saying that “all religions are noted for their miracles during their initial 
period.”83 The claim is odd in so far as Olcott talks here as if a new religion was about 
to be launched by the theosophists. As for the claim that there was a hidden meaning 
in the Hindu shastran, Müller denied this, according to Olcott: “I know the language 
perfectly and I can assure you that there is no secret doctrine in the texts.”84 Olcott 
does not continue the argument, but just like Blavatsky refers to the fact that Müller 
never visited India. Finally, Olcott concludes “that he himself has found that all the 
Indian pandits unspoiled by the West were convinced of the existence of hidden 
knowledge in the Hindu shastran.”85 
   In one of Müller’s Gifford lectures published in 1893 under the title Theosophy or 
Psychological Religion, he criticizes the Theosophical Society.86 In the foreword, he 
explains why he has used the word “theosophy” in the title: 
 

. . . It seemed to me that this venerable name, so well-known among early 
Christian thinkers, as expressing the highest conception of God within reach of 
the human mind, has of late been so greatly misappropriated that it was high 
time to restore it to its proper function. It should be known once for all that one 

                                            
81 Blavatsky 1892, p. 96, also available at http://www.tteozofija.info/Blavatsky Hindustan Chapter 111htm (7 January 2010) 
chapter III, p. 13. 
82 Olcott writes: ”As I have elsewhere said, the personal relations between Mr F. Max Müller and myself were cordial. At 
various times I consulted him as to the best way of developing the usefulness of the Adyar Library.” See Olcott H.S., Old Diary 
Leaves, Six Series, 1935, p. 322. 
83 Olcott 1904, p. 181 f. 
84 Olcott 1904, p. 182. 
85 Olcott 1904, p. 182. 
86 Gifford Lecture Series, http://www.giffordlectures.org/Browse.asp?PubID=TPTOPR&Volume=0&Issue=0&ArticleID=1 
(1 August 2010). 
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may call oneself a theosophist, without being suspected of believing in spirit-
rappings, table-turnings, or any other occult sciences and black arts.87 

   The theosophists’ successes in India seemed to have worried Müller. In a letter to 
Olcott of March, the same year (1893), Müller accuses the theosophists of being 
spiritually manipulative. He urges Olcott to acquaint himself with the Gifford lectures 
and spread the message to his Indian friends that they should return to their ancient 
philosophy. Müller warns “not least in India one should be careful since the Indians 
tend to see miracles even in the natural world.” He reminds Olcott of their meeting 
and adds:  

You should now try to persuade your friends in India to make a new start, i.e. to 
return to their ancient philosophy in all its purity. […] particularly in India, 
where people are so much inclined to believe in what seems miraculous, and not 
in what is natural. If I have spoken and written against you, I should have done 
just the same against myself and my best friends, when I saw that they were 
seeking for the truth but were going on a wrong road to find it. You can do 
much good in India if you will treat the Hindus, not as children, but as men. 
[…] Once more, you can do a great deal of good if you will help the people in 
India to discover and recover the treasure of truth in their old Brahmasophy.88 
 

Olcott defends himself again by arguing the Müller’s entire argument is based on a 
misunderstanding. What he really meant in the conversation seven years earlier was 
that “as young plants had to be manured, so I had noticed that new religions were 
commonly attended at the beginning by ‘miracles’ – i.e. psychic phenomena, which 
gave the quickly a grip on the public mind,” which, according to Olcott was not 
“particularly unusual outlook.”89  
   The exchange of opinions continued in a letter sent by Müller from Constantinople 
in June 1893.90 This time, Müller criticizes both Blavatsky and A.P. Sinnett. Sinnett, 
who had criticized Müller, is dismissed as simply ignorant of Buddhism and infantile. 
Müller writes that one explanation could be that “he evidently wishes to step into 
Madame Blavatsky’s place, and to claim for himself the authorship of this whole 
                                            
87 See Müller 1902, p. 304. See also the foreword, p. xvi in Müller F.M. Theosophy or Psychological Religion in Collected Works of F. 
Max Müller, New Delhi, 1978 [1893]. 
88 Müller to Olcott, 22 March 1893, in Müller 1902, p. 294. 
89 Olcott’s entire remark is as follows: “An entire misunderstanding. What I said was that, as young plants had to be manured, 
so I had noticed that new religions were commonly attended at the beginning by ‘miracles’ – i.e. psychic phenomena, which 
gave the quickly a grip on the public mind. And the observed wonders were multiplied indefinitely by partisan writers, who 
thought to thus fertilize them.” Müller 1902, Comment by Colonel Olcott, p. 294. 
90 An excerpt from the letter is published in ODL, Fifth Series, 1892-1894 that appeared only three years after Müller’s death. 
Olcott justifies the long quotation from Müller’s letter by referring to his death. See ODL, 1932, p. 309.  
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movement” together with Annie Besant whom Müller sees as an honest person, adding 
“at least she was so.”91 Müller writes about Blavatsky: 
 

I can quite understand your feelings for Madam Blavatsky, particularly after her 
death, and I have tried to say as little as possible of what might pain her friends. 
But I felt it my duty to protest against what seemed to me a lowering of a 
beautiful religion. Her name and prestige were doing real mischief among 
people who were honestly striving for higher religious views, and who were quite 
willing to recognize all that was true and beautiful and good in other religions. 
[...] she was either deceived by others or carried away by her own 
imaginations.92 

The conflict between the theosophical leaders and Müller is one of several examples of 
the theosophists’ attitude in favour of the Indian authorities’ interpretations of India’s 
history and its own religious tradition. The polemic was seldom based on factual 
statements. Against Müller’s unquestionable authority in the field, Olcott and 
Blavatsky set his lack of personal experience of Indian religiosity. Their main criticism 
was that the Western science has claimed to be the foremost interpreter of the Indian 
religions. There is reason to believe that the defence of the Indian scholarly authorities 
was appreciated in a restricted circle of Western authorities.93 Theosophical initiatives 
in that direction were often received positively. Such an example is the reaction in the 
Indian press when The Theosophist was launched. The foundation of a research library, 
containing religious manuscripts from different religions in Adyar, was also received 
positively and became a meeting place for researchers from the Orient and the 
Western world.94 

The	  theosophists’	  attitude	  towards	  Christianity	  and	  the	  Christian	  mission	  
A recurring element in the theosophical message, besides the criticism of the Western 
scholars’ claim to be the foremost interpreters of the Indian society, was the criticism of 
the Christian mission. The Christian mission appeared as an anomaly to the 
theosophists whose background was shaped in conflict with the Church representatives 
in the West and by a deep admiration of the Indian religions. What could the 
missionaries from the materialist West teach the spiritual East? The cooperation with 
                                            
91 ”You may have seen Mr. Sinnett’s answer to my article. It is so childish that I do not know how to answer it. He evidently 
wishes to step into Madame Blavatsky’s place, and to claim for himself the authorship of this whole movement. […] I believe 
that Mrs. Besant is honest – at least she was so; as to Mr. Sinnett I have my doubts.” Müller to Olcott in Müller 1902, p. 298. 
92 Müller 1902, p. 297. 
93 During the latter part of the nineteenth century, as Vasudha Dalmia, professor of Hindi at Berkeley University argues, at 
the Sanskrit College in Benares there occurred a gradual change in the power relations. Dalmia writes how British colonialists 
together with German philosophers and scholars re-wrote Indian history from the point of view of their own values. In this 
process there occurs a re-arrangement of power relations, traditional teaching methods and literature with a Western bias.  
Friedrich M. Müller and the European historians’ works dominate literature. The big losers in this power game were the 
Indian pandits whose earlier status was undermined. See Vasudha Dalmia, ‘Sanskrit Scholars and Pandits of the Old School’ 
in Orienting India: European Knowledge formation in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries, Delhi, 2003, p. 48 f.  
94 Olcott 1904, chapter 27. 
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Arya Samaj was based on a common criticism of the Christian mission, which was 
perceived as an expression of the West’s disparagement of Indian religiosity.95 Olcott 
contrasts the Christian missionaries’ ignorance with the learned pandits with whom he 
has philosophical discussions during the many journeys across the Indian subcontinent. 
A passage in Old Diary Leaves about an episode during a lecture at Kanpur may 
exemplify the attitude towards the Christian missionaries. Olcott sees in the lecture hall 
English as well as Indians who converted to Christianity: 

To make it still more unpleasant, the Committee followed the detestable custom 
of giving all the front seats to the most unsympathetic class, the Anglo-Indians, 
and native Christians. At the back in the lecture-hall there were the other 
Indians.96 

Olcott describes how during the lecture he feels at one with the Hindu majority as if 
within a “magnetic unity.” He disparagingly characterizes the Indians who converted 
to Christianity “as low-caste in nine out of ten cases.”97 
   On a somewhat similar subject, there is the account of an encounter with the well-
known Pandita Ramabai in 1880. Here the stories gets complicated due to the fact 
that, after this encounter, Pandita Ramabai converted to Christianity and in addition 
criticized the theosophists for passivity concerning the question of the women’s status. 
During the controversy regarding the Age of Consent Act she had worked with Western 
support for stricter legislation on child marriage. This bill had divided the public 
opinion in India and even within the nationalism movement. Similarly to Henrietta 
Müller, Pandita Ramabai questioned the possibility of bringing together Hinduism and 
women’s liberation. As Kumari Jayawardena has pointed out, her criticism of 
Hinduism was a sensitive issue for the neo-Hindu movements.98 
   What complicated matters even more for Olcott was that in the first number of The 
Theosophist (1879), under the headline The Learning Among Indian Ladies, Pandita 
Ramabai was described as the symbol of a modern Brahmin woman who 
corresponded to the ancient Vedic female ideal – intelligent, well-educated and above 
all independent. She knew Sanskrit as well as other Indian languages and spoke 
excellent English.99 In ODL Olcott chooses to contrast the refined young Ramabai with 
a good Brahmin upbringing with Ramabai who through the contact with the West 
                                            
95 See Jorden’s (1978) biography. See even David Hardiman, Purifying the nation: the Arya Samaj in Guajarat 1895-1930. 
The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 44 (1), 2007, pp. 41-65. 
96 Olcott 1904, p. 301 f. 
97 Olcott 1904, p. 301 f. 
98 See Jayawardena 1995, p. 54 ff. 
99 The learning among Indian ladies (by a native Pandit) 
http://www.theosociety.org/pasadena/tehosoph/theos1a.htm#learningamong (14 October 2009). 
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“turned into a business-like matron.”100 The criticism of Ramabai recurs subsequently 
both in Olcott’s and in Annie Besant’s texts.101 
   As suggested above, the criticism of Christianity influenced the relations between 
different groups in the theosophical movement. A split between East and West became 
obvious which later split the Society. After Blavatsky’s death in 1891, Olcott expressed 
a certain self-criticism at the annual congress of the Theosophical Society in the same 
year. Josephine Ransom quotes Olcott according to the minutes of the meeting: 
 

[…] if less intolerance towards Christianity had been shown by the Founders of 
our Society and their colleagues, we should have suffered and made to suffer 
less, and would have thousands of Christian well-wishers where we have one.102 

   Olcott adds “that they themselves were subject to provocations from the Christian 
representatives, but should have had the courage to reward evil with good, on the 
principle of universal brotherhood.”103 The other main paragraph of the Society’s 
statutes was changed a few years later (1896) from specifically referring to the Arian 
Vedic and other Eastern literature to the more generally phrased principle “to 
encourage comparative studies of religion, philosophy and science.”104 
   During the subsequent years, a number of steps were taken to try to bring the Society 
closer to other religions such as Sikhism and Jainism and even Christianity and 
Islam.105 Annie Besant’s Four Great Religions may be seen as a phase in this effort. Here 
there is also Christianity as one of the four great religions. The book, published in 
1897, is however still strongly critical of the central Christian dogmas and not least of 
its relationship with other religions.106 Besant refers to the absence of the reincarnation 
doctrine as a basic flaw after the break with Gnosticism. She writes that the idea of 
reincarnation has been replaced by the doctrine of the everlasting punishment or the 
paradise based on our short life on earth, “a doctrine that fortunately fewer and fewer 
people believe in.”107 According to Besant, Christianity above all in its evangelical form 
has not enough philosophical depth and therefore is not sufficiently challenging for the 
                                            
100 Olcott 1900, p. 223 f. 
101 A similar account of Ramabai is in ODL 1892-1894. This time, she was in the audience during a speech made by Annie 
Besant during her first lecture tour in India in 1893. Olcott points out that several Indian social reformers who earlier had 
supported Pandita Ramabai, among them M.G. Ranade, got cold feet when it appeared that her school for Indian widows in 
Poona contributed to their conversion to Christianity. See Olcott 1932, p. 149 f. 
102 Ransom 1938, p. 552. 
103 Ransom 1938, p. 552. 
104 Ransom 1938, see Appendix. 
105 The fifth and sixth parts of ODL describe the Society’s attempt to encourage a revival of interest for other religious 
orientations in India, for example Sikhism. 
106 In Four Great Religions (1897) there are accounts of Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism and Christianity. The book is 
based on four lectures given by Annie Besant at the Theosophical Society’s congress in 1896. The religions are examined on 
the basis of four factors: the founder’s life and character, the exoteric aspect, the philosophical aspect as well as the mystical 
aspect. See Besant 1897, p. 138 f. 
107 Besant 1897, p. 177. 
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intellect. In its eagerness to aim its message at everyone its deeper message has been 
lost.108 
   In contrast to Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism satisfy an intellectual need for 
the most advanced part of humanity, according to Besant. They are philosophically 
profound and, above all Buddhism, answer the modern educated individual’s questions 
about existence, not least in the West. At the same time, she is critical of the way 
leading Indologists have described the relationship between Buddha and Hinduism.109 
Hinduism is praised for its plurality of faith orientation and different ways to 
redemption, moksha. It is stated to be that religion that best succeeds in satisfying the 
individual’s spiritual and intellectual needs, irrespective of his or her place in the 
cycle.110  
   According to Besant, the most problematic aspect of Christianity is its explicit claim 
to exclusiveness. She explains that the idea that Christianity is the carrier of the entire 
truth with a right to doing missionary work among other faiths is one of the greatest 
obstacles to accepting the theosophical insight that all religions have a common 
source.111 According to Besant, the existence of religious conflicts between but also 
within religions may be interpreted on the basis of the pattern established by 
Christianity as state religion. She refers to the conflict between Sunni and Shia within 
Islam and their condemnation of Sufism. Further, she states that even within 
“Hinduism there are now bigoted camps of Vaisnavas and Saivas who denounce each 
other with narrowness borrowed from missionary examples.”112 
   In sum, it seems that the new proposals concerning a less critical attitude towards 
Christianity, at least initially, did not affect the negative view of Christianity, above all 
not the Christian mission. Although presented as one of the great religions, the title 
conceals a strong criticism of the Christian dogmas and of the selection of texts that 
modern Christianity is based on. Even later, Christianity was the religion that 
presented the greatest difficulties for the theosophical leadership to integrate in its 
doctrine. Among the great religions it was regarded as farthest away from the 
                                            
108 This shortcoming concerns above all the lack of philosophical depth in Protestantism, while Roman Catholicism has to a 
larger extent managed to hold on to an intellectual tradition. Besant 1897, p. 145.  
109 Besant phrases her account of Buddhism as a polemic aimed at the female Orientalist Caroline Rhys Davids. Rhys Davids 
regarded Buddha’s teaching as a criticism of the Vedic religion, a denial of the individual’s immortal soul and a dissociation of 
the caste system as a principle. Rhys qualifies Buddha’s break with Vedic religion as complete. According to Besant, Buddha 
never questioned the foundation of the Vedic doctrine. His aim was rather to return religion to its original form as well as the 
caste system. She explains that presenting Buddha as an enemy of the Brahmins, trying to destroy them as a caste, when in 
reality he emphasized the old ideals and reproached those who trespassed against them is a distortion of facts. See Besant 
1897, p. 14 f. 
110 Besant 1897, p. 14 f. 
111 Besant 1897, p. 140 f. According to Besant, Christianity’s claim to exclusiveness has contributed to its being persecuted 
before it became a state religion which later changed to persecuting other faiths when it did become a state religion. 
112 Besant writes: ”Islam has its fierce quarrels of its Shias and Sunnis, while both unite in denouncing the infidel Sufi. Even in 
Hinduism there are now bigoted camps of Vaisnavas and Saivas who denounce each other with narrowness borrowed from 
missionary examples. Religious controversy has become the type of everything most bitter and most unbrotherly in the 
struggles of man with man.” See Besant 2002, p. 25. 
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theosophical idea that all religions were the carriers of the original wisdom – the idea 
that universal brotherhood would be based on in future.  

The	  Idea	  of	  brotherhood	  and	  the	  social	  questions	  
The criticism aimed at a petrified local orthodoxy and its view of the social relations 
that Blavatsky expressed in From the Caves and Jungles of Hindostan are toned down and 
are never articulated in a coherent criticism by the Theosophical Society. Olcott’s 
work Old Diary Leaves touches upon social and political circumstances only occasionally 
and often in passing. When problems are mentioned they are traced back to decline 
that characterizes the dark period Kali Yuga. The loss of confidence in one’s own 
religion has resulted in the loss of the moral compass and another explanatory model is 
tried out. Similarly to Blavatsky’s outlook in the case of the women’s status, according 
to Olcott, the starting point for necessary reforms is the rehabilitation of one’s own 
tradition. 
   The view of the caste system exemplifies well the theosophists’ ambivalence 
experienced in the encounter with the Indian culture. In ODL, part 3, Olcott tries to 
clarify his person view of the caste system and the Theosophical Society’s basic 
attitude; a conflict between two Hindu brothers who contacted the Theosophical 
Society may illustrate the problem. According to Olcott, they risked being excluded 
from the caste community since they socialized with forbidden castes in the 
theosophists’ house. Olcott refers to the rigorous caste rules that practically hinder 
individuals who want to reform the system. Olcott writes that only those who can 
afford to bribe the influential family priests, pujaris, may circumvent the rules.113 
Himself a liberal, he writes “I regard it as an abuse […] But like a rusting machinery of 
an abandoned mine, it is useful to nobody…”114 
   But this apparently strong dissociation is not a settling of accounts as such with the 
caste system. Olcott explains “the caste system was initially a rational system.” He 
refers to Annie Besant who has called the original caste system “an obviously excellent 
working part in a spiritual plan for development”115 and writes: 
 

Unquestionably we find all groups of the race, called nations, differentiate 
themselves into the four chief classes that correspond with the four castes of the 
Aryans, viz., the hand-toilers, the traders, the fighters and rulers, and the 
teachers of various kinds; undeniably, therefore, the institution of caste by Sri 
Krishna was a wise act and bore splendid fruits.116 

   The similarity between East and West was thus obvious historically speaking, Olcott 
explains. The social classes in the West are by contrast to the caste system not fixed or 
                                            
113 Olcott 1904, p. 69. 
114 Olcott 1904, p. 69. 
115 Olcott 1904, p. 69. 



 
 
 

118 

linked to heritage, but admit changes in time. He goes on writing about “caste, which 
has fallen from the dignity of a nursing school for reincarnating souls, to the low state 
of trade guilds, social tyrannies, and unspiritual panditism and miseries of religious 
hypocrisy.”117 Against the background of this decline, it is argued that reforming work 
is necessary but at the same time it is remarked, “it lies outside the area in which the 
Theosophical Society works.”118 However, as Olcott explains, individual members are 
perfectly free to be active in this area. He refers to areas such as “for a proper diet, for 
the widows’ right to re-marry and against the lack of property and social injustice.”119 
   Olcott sums up the principles according to which “the Theosophical Society ignores 
the differences of sex, for the Higher Self has no sex; also of color, for That is neither 
white, black, red or yellow like the human races; of rank, wealth, and political 
condition, worldly power or literary rank, for it is above all these limitations of the 
physical man – spotless, immortal, divine, unchangeable.”120 But as president of the 
Theosophical Society “he never allows it to take sides either way in these questions.”121 
He concludes that “Mrs Besant’s Central Hindu Schools in Benares, my three Buddhist 
colleges and two hundred schools in Ceylon and my Pariah (harijan) free school in 
Madras are all individual projects and should not be seen as the activities of the 
Theosophical Society.”122  
   By referring to Besant and the Central Hindu School founded in 1898, this statement 
is a clear expression of the theosophists’ official attitude at the turn of the century. 
Nobody mentions that things were different earlier under Olcott’s leadership. A 
conclusion would be that the Theosophical Society as an organization avoided 
adopting an official line concerning socially or politically controversial questions. To 
the extent to which they did act in these matters the changes should occur within the 
framework of the local tradition. 
 

The relationship with other reform movements 
 

The Theosophical Society’s official attitude to other social and religious reform 
movements in India was emphatically eclectic. The existing differences of opinion were 
not allowed to dominate the outward message. At the same time, there was a 
competitive situation between the reform movements that occasionally provoked 
conflicts. The conflict described so far was between Arya Samaj and the Theosophical 
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117 Olcott 1904, p. 70. 
118 Olcott 1904, p. 70 f. 
119 Olcott 1904, p. 70 f. 
120 Olcott 1904, p. 70 f. 
121 Olcott 1904, p. 71. 
122 Olcott 1904, p. 71. 
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Society when cooperation was interrupted by accusations and counter-accusations. 
This section is an attempt to describe the way theosophists positioned themselves in 
relationship to the social and religious reform movements behind the officially eclectic 
attitude. 

Brahmo	  Samaj	  and	  Prarthana	  Samaj	  
The reform movement that the theosophists expressed least sympathy for was Brahmo 
Smaj, the oldest of the modern acculturative reform movements. Brahmo Samaj 
emerged in the cosmopolitan group of people in Calcutta that developed in the 
encounter with the British colonial power. Brahmo Samaj is the reform movement that 
is most often mentioned in the West despite its minimal success in the Indian public 
opinion. In historical scholarship the work of Brahmo Samaj is closely connected with 
demands of social reforms and, above all, with banning sati. Brahmo Samaj was 
influenced by liberalism and worked for the secularization of the Indian society. The 
concept of the Great Recovery, entailing the nationalist idea of reviving a previous period 
of greatness, is strongly linked in the earlier Indian historical scholarship with Ram 
Moham Roy (1772-1833). Roy came from a Brahmin family and was employed by the 
East India Company after finishing his education. His background was in the Indian-
Persian culture with the Oriental pioneer William Jones, the founder of the Asiatic 
Society (1784), as the leading personality. Roy’s studies concentrated on languages such 
as Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic and English. After coming into contact with Christianity, 
he also studied Hebrew and Greek. Earlier, he had studied the Upanishads, was inspired 
by Sufism and knew well the Koran. On the basis of his study of religions, he drew the 
conclusion that there were common elements in all religions that ought to form the 
foundation for a universal religion, which could unite all people. Like William Jones, 
Roy considered that the European and Indian cultures were based on distinct but 
related traditions. According to Farquhar, Roy did not want to see India as a copy of 
the West but learn from the West regarding both religious and social practice. Roy 
refuted the message of the Christian mission that Christianity was superior to other 
religions. Even Christianity was marked by superstition and errors, but according to 
Roy, freed from these there remained a simple moral code of ethic Christianity that he 
admired. This had also a counterpart in Hindu ethics.123  
   In 1828, Ram Moham Roy founded Brahmo Samaj (initially called Dharma Samaj), a 
movement that became influential within the emerging middle-class (Bhadralok) but 
lacked support among the population at large. One contributing factor was Ram 
Moham Roy’s purism that rejected the popular cults (idol worshipping) and the caste 
system which he did not find support for in the Veda scriptures. Roy also dismissed 
                                            
123 Jones 1989, p. 32. 



 
 
 

120 

one of the main elements of the Hindu religions, the idea of reincarnation.124 The 
historian K.N. Panikkar has described Ram Moham Roy’s work as the starting point 
of the secular movements in India. Apart from banning sati and other proposals to 
improve women’s status, Roy’s contribution is linked with the demand of a free press 
as well as an increased Indian participation to the ruling institutions.125 He supported 
English-speaking education and also founded the first bilingual newspaper in India.126  
   Ram Moham Roy attracted attention in the West in the nineteenth century.127 In 
1830 he was invited to address the British Parliament about his view concerning the 
banning of sati. He accepted and defied the orthodox interdiction of travelling 
overseas. He lectured to liberal reform circles and met Mary Carpenter as well as other 
leading persons in the Unitarian Church. He also met the utopian socialist Robert 
Owen.128 
   After Ram Moham Roy’s death in Bristol in 1833, there occurred a change in the 
movement in a spiritual direction. In 1842, Debendranath Tagore (1817-1905), who 
had watched with anxiety the successes of the Christian mission in Calcuatta, joined 
the Brahmo Samaj. Tagore was more critical towards the mission and pointed out that 
India did not need Christianity. According to Farquhar, in contrast to Roy’s Deist 
outlook, Tagore emphasized religion as a living force, which also affected the 
movement’s rituals. But similarly to Roy, he dissociated himself from the idea of 
reincarnation. Although in principle, he was against the caste system, he did not think 
the time was ripe for its abolition. The confrontation between Roy’s rationalist Deist 
view of God and Debendranath’s more spiritually active one led to new tensions within 
the movement.129  
   Along Debendranath Tagore, towards the end of the 1850s, there appeared as an 
important leading figure Keshab Chandra Sen (1838-1884), also from Bengal. Unlike 
Roy and Debendranath, Keshab was not a Brahmin but vasya; however, he was elected 
leader, asharya, of the movement. During a visit to England, Keshab was strongly 
influenced by the Unitarians’ social programme and, having returned home, 
propagated for girls’ right to education, higher age of consent for marriage and for 
widows’ right to re-marry. An increased Christian influence in questions of doctrine 
provoked once more controversies whereupon the movement split in 1864. The 
triggering factor was a natural catastrophe that struck Bengal. During the anxiety 
                                            
124 According to Farquhar, Ram Moham Roy represented a Deist version influenced by the European and Muslim 
rationalists. The Deist outlook agreed well with the message that he found in the Upanishads. The oldest Vedic scriptures 
were not available to Roy. He completely broke off with Hinduism regarding an important point by denying the idea of 
reincarnation which resulted in Brahmo Samaj not being accepted by orthodox Hindu circles. See Farquhar 1998, p. 37 f. 
125 In 1818 A Conference Between an Advocate for and an Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widows alive was published. A female 
relation had practiced sati which deeply affected Roy. Four years later, Roy wrote against sati in Brief Remarks Regarding Modern 
Encroachments on the Ancient Rights of Women. 
126 Nehru 1991, p. 316 f. 
127 Inga Sanner notes in her study Att älska sin nästa såsom sig själv that Brahmo Samaj even attracted attention in Sweden 
among the rationalists connected with the periodical Sanningssökaren, among others A.F. Åkerberg. Sanner 1995, s. 172 f. 
128 Jayawardena 1995, p. 69. 
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prevailing at the time, Debendranath allowed other leaders within the movement to 
wear again the sacred thread, the symbol of their caste initiation. Keshab did not accept 
this and the split within Brahmo Samaj was a fact. Two organizations were formed, Adi 
Samaj under Debendranath Tagore’s leadership that developed in a traditional 
direction and Brahmo Samaj of India under Keshab Chandra Sen.130 During the 1870s, 
Keshab became more and more autocratic and regarded himself as the chosen one. 
When in opposition to the movement’s principles, he allowed his fourteen-year old 
daughter to marry the fifteen-year old son of an orthodox maharaja the limit was 
reached. The members fled and founded a new organization, Sadharan Brahmo 
Samaj, which preserved the principle of universalism, the opposition to the idea of 
reincarnation and the belief in a synthesis of the world religions. Keshab carried on 
with the organization The New Dispensation with elements and symbols from 
Christianity as well as Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam.131 
   Despite well-known leaders and the attention attracted in the West, Brahmo Samaj 
never succeeded in reaching people outside a confined circle of Western-educated 
persons in Bengal. Until the split in 1864, out of fifty-four local associations, samajans, 
fifty were in Bengal. Outside, there were two in the North Wales Provinces, one in 
Punjab and one in Madras.132 After Keshab Chandra Sen’s death in 1884, three 
organizations went on being active: The Adi Brahma Samaj under Debendranath Tagore, 
The Sadharan Brahma Samaj and The New Dispensation. The denial of reincarnation in 
Hinduism placed the Brahmo movement outside the religiously influenced nationalism 
that grew in strength beginning with the 1880s. In the census of 1910 the number of 
Brahmo Samaj associations in India was 83 which comprised a total of 5 504 persons. 
Unlike, movements with a nationalistic orientation like Arya Samaj and even the 
Theosophical Society, Brahmo Samaj attracted considerably fewer members and 
active sympathizers. 
   A further offshoot of Brahmo Samaj could be mentioned, Prarthana Samaj (from the 
Sanskrit Prayer Society) with the centre in West India. After a visit by Keshab 
Chandra Sen to Bombay in 1864, Prarthana Samaj was founded, strongly emphasizing 
the need for liberalization within the socio-religious sphere against the orthodox 
customs. M.G. Ranade (1842-1901), a social reformer and judge in Bombay High 
Court and R.G. Bhandarkar (1837-1925), a noted Sanskrit scholar were among the 
prominent leaders of the movement. The members worked for social reforms among 
disadvantaged groups. They organized evening classes, libraries and took the initiative 
regarding the organization of women’s groups.133 Ranade was one of the founders of 
                                                                                                                                        
129 Farquhar 1998, p. 40. 
130 Jones 1989, p. 34. 
131 Farquhar considers that the meeting with Ramakrishna in 1875 had a great significance for Keshab Chandra Sen’s 
development and restored a series of Hindu elements in the cult, among other things. See Farquhar 1998, p. 56. 
132 Majumdar 1991, p. 869. See also G. Aloysius, Nationalism without a Nation in India, 1997, p. 103. 
133 Although they opposed the caste system, they differed from Brahmo Samaj by not asking their members to renounce their 
caste affiliation or the worship of images of divinities in the daily rituals. 
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the Indian National Social Conference, which worked independently but in parallel with the 
Indian National Congress.134 In the 1880s and the 1890s, Prarthana Samaj worked for 
social reforms, above all in order to improve women’s status. Its members were active 
in the heated campaign for the increase of the age of consent for marriage in the 
controversy between the orthodox/nationalist and the liberal forces in 1890-91 (Age of 
Consent Bill). Prarthana Samaj’s female branch was Arya Mahila Samaj that emerged at 
the initiative of Ranade in Bombay in 1882 with Pandita Ramabai in the leadership, 
who was a controversial figure in India.135 
   How are Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana Samaj presented in the texts of the 
theosophical leaders? My firsts example is from Old Diary Leaves, part II that 
describes a meeting at Benares with one of the leaders of Brahmo Samaj, Pratap 
Chapar Mozoomdar, otherwise one of Friedrich Max Müller informants. Mozoomdar 
was one of Keshab Chandra Sen’s close collaborators and had just given a lecture 
which Olcott comments: “as everybody else, we were profoundly impressed by his 
academic English and his logical reasoning.”136 Mozoomdar had stated that Brahmo 
Samaj found support for its doctrine not only in the Veda scriptures, the Upanishads 
and Gita, but also in the Bible and other religious texts, previously being a question only 
of the Upanishads. Olcott commented this critically: “I thought it a pity they had not stuck to 
it.”137 He also disliked that in his lecture Mozoomdar held Jesus as the foremost among 
people.138 
   My second example is from ODL, part 5, which confirms the basic critical attitude 
towards Brahmo Samaj. The place is a garden party in Calcutta hosted by a well-
known Indian scholar and member of the Brahmo Samaj. Olcott writes: 

It was very interesting to find myself for the first time in my fourteen years’ 
residence in India, in a social world which, while composed of Indians, had 
almost nothing Indian in its appearance, barring the dark complexions and such 
slight touch of Indian character as was given by the addition of the Indian sari to 
the European dress which the Brahmo ladies wore. In their appearance of self-
possession, their sense of personal dignity and their intellectual conversation, 
they made one feel as if in a European social gathering; while the men of the 
party compared most favorably, for culture, fluency of language, and of the air 
of personal independence, with any that one would meet in Western lands. […] 
It is distinctly foreign to the Indian national spirit, and much more a reflection of 
Western than of Indian ideals.139 

                                            
134 A younger and close collaborator of Ranade was G.K. Gokhale, a leading moderate politician during the first decade of 
the twentieth century and Gandhi’s political mentor. 
135 Geraldine Forbes, Women in Modern India, Cambridge, 1999, p. 66. 
136 Olcott 1900, p. 250. 
137 Olcott 1900, p. 260. 
138 Olcott 1900, p. 262 f. 
139 Olcott 1932, p. 5 f. 
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   Olcott characterizes Brahmo Samaj’s attitude as non-national, which also explains 
their weak popular support. They are compared with Arya Samaj that, according to 
Olcott, “gained millions of supporters as a result of a consistent national attitude in the 
religious question.”140 Theologically, Olcott classifies Brahmo Samaj as being close to 
the Western Unitarians with whom, according to Olcott, they actively collaborated.141 
   Blavatsky also criticizes Brahmo Samaj but somewhat earlier (about 1880), namely 
before the break with Arya Samaj. Blavatsky too refers to Ram Moham Roy’s and 
Keshab Chandra Sen’s inability to reach out towards the population at large. 
According to Blavatsky, this was due to various reasons: Ram Moham Roy because he 
denied the spiritual revelation in the Veda scriptures and Keshab Chandra Sen 
because he started his own syncretistic religion after his contacts with the West.142 This 
was in contrast to Dayananda who was on solid Vedic ground, initiated as a Yogi and 
having deep knowledge of Sanskrit and of the Vedas.143 According to Blavatsky, 
Brahmo Samaj’s inadequate foundation in the Indian culture meant that, “India 
acquired yet another sect among the many that already existed.”144  
   Prarthana Samaj’s active involvement in social problems did not receive support 
from the Theosophical Society. Politically controversial questions concerning the 
family such as child-marriage and the widows’ right to remarry were perceived as an 
internal private Indian affair, as it appeared from the theosophists’ opinions. In this 
matter, the Society shared the Congress’s and Arya Samaj’s fear of being mixed up 
with activists that demanded an obligatory legislation of the colonial powers 
concerning these issues. During the Age of Consent Act campaign, the theosophists 
adopted an expectant attitude in the controversy between social reformers, the 
orthodox and the religious nationalists led by Bal Gangadhar Tilak. This passive 
attitude was criticized by particular Indian women, but above all by women’s groups in 
the West.145 
   How did those who were not prepared to legislate against child-marriage think? 
Allan Octavian Hume clarifies his, and, as far as I understand, the theosophical 
standpoint in an open correspondence with the reform supporter B.M. Malabari. The 
letters are in the appendix in William Wedderburn’s biography of Hume.146 Malabari, 
who belonged to the Parsee minority, campaigned in the 1880s against child-marriage 
both in his periodical The Indian Spectator and in the British press. Hume admits in his 
                                            
140 Olcott 1932, p. 6. 
141 Olcot remarks that, at the time he was writing, Brahmo Samaj organized a collection in memory of one of their foremost 
pastors which he considers symptomatic of their Western links. Olcott 1932, p. 6. 
142 In one of her travelling letters, Blavatsky writes about Keshab Chandra Sen in more positive terms in connection with his 
emphatic syncretism, as he brought together Buddha, Mohammed, Chaitanya and Durga, besides Christianity, in a mystic 
religiosity. She regards this as a sign that fundamentally he was a monotheistic Hindu whose religious faith found various 
objects for his worship. See Blavatsky, 1892, p. 541. 
143 According to Blavatsky, Arya Samaj had about two million supporters most of whom were from the higher castes. See 
Blavatsky, 1892, p. 24.  
144 Blavatsky 1892, p. 22 f. 
145 Jayawardena 1995, p. 91 ff. 
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answer that social reforms in the area of family law are indeed desirable, but considers 
that legislation would not have any effect. Hume writes that it is highly likely that such 
legislation would in addition risk splitting the population and thus the national 
harmony.147 As Blavatsky argued earlier, Hume pointed out that a successful 
opposition on this issue must emerge from below with support from one’s own 
tradition. A further third reason is invoked for this doubts, namely that Malabari’s 
image of the family circumstances in India was far too general. Hume referred to the 
risk of idealizing the family in the West, a way which he argued would be both 
unfortunate and impracticable for India. The clear message was thus making haste 
slowly regarding social issues connected with the family.148 Here one can distinguish a 
further area where the theosophists, similarly to Hume, signaled their distance towards 
a development that was based on Western values. 

Arya	  Samaj	  
The movement that the Theosophical Society was first linked with and which was 
mentioned earlier was Arya Samaj, also acculturative, but with emphatically cultural 
nationalist characteristics. As it has appeared above, there were advanced plans to 
merge the two organizations. The plans were abandoned after the theosophists 
established themselves in India.  
   The founder the Arya Samaj was Seami Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1883), the first 
person who preached a militant reformed Hinduism, opposing both Islam and 
Christianity. In the book Satyartha Prakash Dayananda develops ideas about a 
reformed Hinduism that bans the worship of idols, criticizes the development of the 
caste system and dismisses totally other holy scriptures than the Veda texts.149 Western 
historians have called him India’s Martin Luther. The movement can be seen as an 
answer to the threat and disparagement of the Hindu religion that many high-caste 
Brahmins experienced. Here also the aim was to reform society and assimilate the 
advantages of the Western modernism but at the same time, preserving the essence of 
Hindu traditions defined mainly in Brahmin terms. The result was a puritan Vedic 
divine worship of the Absolute and the acceptance of the caste system, but only in its 
original form as varnas, not as jati.150 Concretely, this meant that society would accept a 
child’s affiliation only after the classification of the child according to its individual 
qualities. This view had consequences regarding the democratization of school 
education. (See below chapter 4) 
   There was a kind of militancy about Arya Samaj that differed from Brahmo Samaj’s 
eclectic attitude towards other believers. Shuddi was introduced on the 
                                                                                                                                        
146 The first letter was written when Hume was still member of the Theosopohical Society. 
147 William Wedderburn, A.O. Hume – A Biography, 1913. See Appendix 1 and 2. 
148 The two open letters from Allan Octavian Hume to B.M. Malabari were published in 1885 and 1890. The letters are 
reprinted in Wedderburn 1913. See Appendix 1 and 2. 
149 Chopra 1990, p. 113 f. 
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Christian/Muslim pattern in order to induce Christian and Muslim Indians to 
(re)convert to Hinduism. The shuddi movement was regarded as a threat not only in 
the Muslim and Christian circles, but even orthodox Hindus that followed 
emphatically purifying regulations were critical of conversion.151 After Dayananda’s 
death (1885), Arya Samaj split into a reform-oriented and an orthodox faction.152 
   Arya Samaj achieved considerable successes in areas where Hinduism was 
threatened or ceased to be a living force, above all in Punjab.153 But the movement was 
active even in the United Provinces and collaborated with orthodox Hindu groups like 
Sanathan Dharm Sabhas, defending the holy cow in the 1880s.154 Some of the best-
known nationalists, for example Lala Lajpath Raj, had a background in Arya Samaj. 
The movement is still active today and its significance in the field of education has 
been considerable. Among other things, it organized special girls’ schools at an early 
stage.155 
   As indicated above, the discussions about a merging of the Theosophical Society and 
Arya Samaj never gave any results. Even the attempt to create a linking organization, 
Arya Theosophical Society of India, open to the members of the respective organizations 
arose little interest. In 1882, the collaboration was broken completely on Swami 
Dayananda’s initiative who in an open letter criticized the theosophists for their 
superficial knowledge of the Vedic scriptures and of the Yoga Vidya. In addition, he 
accused them of favouring Buddhism and dismissed them as self-centred liars and 
atheists. Dayananda’s statements were published in the Indian press and created a 
stir.156 Earlier he had even had objections to the theosophists’ focus on the occult, 
which Dayananda considered a subordinate aspect of religion.157 
   In their answer published in a special supplement of The Theosophist in July 1882, 
Olcott and Blavatsky counter-attacked. They accused Dayananda of sectarianism, 
judging on their initial contacts they understood that Arya Samaj had the same eclectic 
attitude to other religions as they themselves had. But when Dayananda only accepted 
“the four Vedas” as a foundation, and not texts from Lamaism, Buddhism, 
Confucianism or Judaism, the planned merger could not take place due to obvious 
reasons. Olcott explains later in ODL (1895) that after the arrival in India, they 
                                                                                                                                        
150 Chopra 1990, p. 114. 
151 C. Jaffrelot, Hindu Nationalist Movement, New Delhi, 1996, p. 13 ff. 
152 In 1892 Arya Samaj split into College or the Cultured Party which supported modern education and freedom regarding 
diet, as well as the tenet that Hinduism was a universal religion, and the Vegetarians or Mahatma party that prescribed 
vegetarianism and the tenet that Hinduism was a national religion. See Farquhar 1998, p. 124. 
153 Between 1891 and 1905 the number of members of Arya Samaj increased rapidly from 39 952 to 92 419. The expansion 
occurred mainly in Punjab and United Provinces. In later censuses until independence in 1947, Arya Samaj’s membership 
increases continuously. See Jones 1989, p. 193. 
154 Bayly 1975, p. 113, see also Farquhar 1998, p. 101 f. 
155 See among others Harald Fischer Tiné’s article ‘Kindly Elders of the Hindu Biradiri: The Arya Samaj’s Struggle for 
Influence and its effect on Hindu-Muslim relations,’ in Copley 2000, p. 108 ff. 
156 Ransom 1938, p. 169. 
157 Olcott 1895, ch. 25. 
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realized quite quickly that Arya Samaj was only “yet another Hindu sect.”158 
Dayananda was not at all the adept or spiritual leader that they first took him for but 
only an ascetic Hindu pandit. Olcott writes that the revealing element was precisely 
Dayananda’s view of the collaboration with other faiths like Buddhists and Parsees 
whose religions he declared as false. According to Olcott, this view was not in 
accordance with a theosophical attitude.159 
   Despite recurring criticism of Arya Samaj for sectarianism, the theosophical leaders 
upheld on various occasions its significance for the revitalization of Hinduism on Vedic 
foundations and talent for national mobilization. Olcott noted in his diary in 1893 
“that Arya Samaj’s message spreads like a prairie fire across the country because of its 
nationally Arian outlook as enthusiastic adepts of the Veda scriptures.” And he goes 
on: “Unlike Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj lies at the heart of India without an ounce of 
foreign elements.”160 Olcott is ironical about the West’s appreciation of Brahmo Samaj 
which “despite its elegance and indisputably great knowledge of their leaders, has not 
succeeded in striking root in Indian soil because of its lack of national feeling.” While 
Arya Samaj is regarded in the West as just another sect, which had not found anything 
off-putting in the Indian ideal, according to Olcott.161 
   The theosophists valued highly Arya Samaj’s work of modernizing schools and 
education as well as for improving women’s status from the point of view of a Vedic 
ideal. As for their view of the caste system, during the first decades both movements 
had an almost identical outlook, accepting the original caste system of the four varnas, 
but critical of their present “decline.”162 In later theosophical accounts of the Indian 
reform movements, Arya Samaj has a prominent place along the Theosophical 
Society. Both are presented as having fulfilled an important role by rendering India 
self-confidence once more in its own culture.   
   In the areas where their views differed like the outlook on the religious cults, on the 
value of Puranas, (re)conversion shuddi as well as the view of Islam and other religions 
there were no polemics from the theosophists’ part. But the initial praise of Swami 
Dayananda, who had arisen hopes among the theosophists in the West regarding an 
Indian leader of the theosophical movement, was gone after the first years of failed 
collaboration. 
   The criticism and praise of Arya Samaj’s work reflects a strategic role sharing that 
the Theosophical Society worked for. The role of Arya Samaj was regarded as limited 
to a national context, an important cooperating partner in the work for the Indian 
nation’s awakening. But, unlike the Theosophical Society, it had no universal role to 
play. The theosophist considered that their view of other religions was too sectarian. 

                                            
158 Olcott 1895, p. 398. 
159 Olcott 1895, p. 403 and 407. 
160 Olcott 1932,p. 6. 
161 Olcott 1932, p. 6 
162 Ransom 1938, p. 121. 
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Ramakrishna	  and	  Vivekananda	  
The person that can be linked with the Hindu renaissance in a more emphatic way is 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa (1836-1886), a spiritual preacher from Bengal. 
Ramakrishna did not know either English or Sanskrit and spread his mystical message 
in Bengali. Similarly to Brahmo Samaj and the theosophists, there is here the idea of 
the common origin of religions. His way towards the insight that all religions are 
basically one was to enter the mysteries of the other religions. Ramakrishna gives the 
image of different stairs (ghats) that lead to the same water, and then he draws the 
same conclusion as the theosophists that each person should follow the religion that 
they are born into. He thus refuted the claim of Christianity of being the only true 
religion. Got manifests himself to people in various ways and permeates everything 
which means that Ramakrishna, unlike Arya Samaj, does not reject the worship of 
idols. The Goddess Kali was the divine manifestation that was at the centre of his own 
revelations. Ramakrishna wanted also to break down the dogmatic obstacles between 
the various Hindu sects since they were all expressions of the individual’s questions 
about existence.163 
   Ramakrishna never published his message, a task assumed by his best-known disciple 
Vivekananda (1861-1902). He received his name Vivekananda in connection with his 
initiation to sanyasi, after his master died. Unlike his guru, Vivekananda was well 
educated. Vivekananda was influenced by Brahmo Samaj during his student years at a 
mission college in Calcutta. After taking his degree, he began studying law like many 
others, but after meeting Ramakrishna in 1882 his life took a radical turn. He became 
a wandering preacher of a Vedic gospel with an emphatic patriotic purpose linked with 
the faith in a renaissance of Hinduism. His fame expanded after a successful 
appearance at the congress of world religions in Chicago in 1893 and the travels in 
Europe reinforced his belief that Hinduism was a religion for all. His statements on 
returning to India after four years in the West about his experiences gave the Hindus 
increased confidence and self-respect within their own religious tradition. The same 
year (1897), Vivekananda founded Ramakrishna Math and Mission with disciples even in 
the West, above all in the USA. Vivekananda was in two minds about the West. 
During his first visit to the USA he was impressed by the country’s organizational 
ability, technique and economic situation and even by the social openness, among 
other things by the status of women. These were reasons to share the West’s 
experience.164 During his second visit to the USA in 1899, the impression was 
                                            
163 Majumdar, R.C., Swami Vivekananda Historical Review, 2nd ed., Calcutta, 1999, p. 18 f. 
164 In a speech given after his return to India from the West, Vivekananda said the following: “We have, perhaps, to gain a 
little in material knowledge, in the power of organisation, in the ability to handle powers, organizing powers, in bringing the 
best results out of the smallest of causes. This perhaps to a certain extent we may learn from the West. But if any one preaches 
in India the ideal of eating and drinking and making merry, if any one wants to apotheosise the material world into a God, 
that man is a liar; he has no place in this holy land, the Indian mind does not want to listen to him. Ay, in spite of the sparkle 
and glitter of Western civilization, in spite of all its polish and its marvellous manifestation of power, standing upon this 
platform, I tell them to their face that it is all vain. It is vanity of vanities. God alone lives. The soul alone lives. Spirituality 
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considerably more negative. Vivekananda expressed in a similar way to the 
theosophists what the West needed to learn from the East. The conspicuous 
materialism that he encountered strengthened his conviction of India’s spiritual 
superiority. By East’s spirituality Vivekananda understood primarily Hinduism, as 
suggested by the Norwegian historian of religions Torkel Brekke. As for Buddhism and 
even Jainism, Vivekananda adopted something of a Big Brother attitude, which 
hampered a comprehensive cooperation.165 
   Vivekananda’s message contains social radicalism and accusations against the 
orthodox Hinduism. He involved Ram Krishna Math and Mission in the aid activities 
during the starvation catastrophe that struck parts of India in 1898-99. Similarly to 
Arya Samaj and the Theosophical Society, he considered that Indian culture was in a 
socially and culturally degenerate phase. During his journey in the West he stated: “I 
do not believe in a religion that cannot wipe out the widow’s tears or bring a piece of 
bread to the orphan’s mouth.” On his return to India, Vivekananda said: “I consider 
the great national sin the neglect of the masses and that is one of the causes of our 
downfall.”166 Such statements have often been mentioned as examples of 
Vivekananda’s social radicalism. The historian Sumit Sarkar considers that he ought to 
qualify this image by stressing Vivekananda’s statements that complicate his 
radicalism, among others his basic view of the caste system.167 The Ramakrishna 
movement has claimed that Vivekananda did not participate himself in any organized 
politically activity, under underlines forcefully his contribution to the national 
consciousness and pride.168 
   The attention that Vivekananda attracted during his travels was a strongly 
contributory factor to West’s change of view regarding Hinduism. He acquired also 
female supporters, the best known among them being the Irish Margaret Noble, better 
                                                                                                                                        
alone lives. Hold on to that.” See Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda/Volume 3/Lectures from Colombo 
to Almora/Reply to the Address of Welcome at Shivaganga and Manamadura, Calcutta, 1964.  
165 Torkel Brekke, Norwegian historian of religions and Orientalist, deals in his book Makers of Modern Religion in India in the Late 
Ninenteenth Century with three cases where three Indian religious orientations – Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism – changed 
during the nineteenth century. According to Brekke, the encounter with the English language and culture formed clear 
boundaries between the orientations, which made them more distinct. The encounter also increased the feeling of belonging 
to a religious community, which justified the religious leaders’ work for the interest of their own respective group. Brekke 
underlines that the study concentrates primarily on the relationships between the various groups, on the local dialogues and 
controversies, the attempts to create cultural and religious homogeneity and strength as well as the attempt to define religious 
nations or communities. Brekke refers to three particularly significant leaders, Swami Vivekananda, Anagarika Dharmapala 
and Virchand R. Gandhi, who after the congress of world religions in Chicago in 1893 assumed the task of creating the new 
modern Indian religions. A leading role in the group was assumed by Vivekananda who, according to Brekke “was more than 
happy to appear as being above the family of Indian religions.” 
   The theosophists do not play any important role in Brekke’s book, but an important secondary role as both founders had a 
close relationship with the Buddhist reformer Dharmapala. See Torkel Brekke, Makers of Modern Religion in India in the Late 
Nineteenth Century, New York. 2007.   
166 K.M. Panikkar, A Survey of Indian History, Bombay, 1962, p. 216. 
167 One example is Vivekananda’s reaction to the growing anti-Brahmin movement in Southern India: ”there is no point in 
merging the castes . . . the solution is not in dragging down the higher castes . . . do not be in such a hurry, you suffer because 
your own mistakes. Who told you to neglect spirituality and the teachings in Sanskrit?” See Sumit Sarkar, Writing Social 
History, Delhi, 1997, p. 350.  
168 See Beckerlegge’s survey of the estimations in the early Indian history writing of Vivekananda’s importance as a patriot 
and prophet, Beckerlegge 2000, p. 46 ff.  
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known as Sister Nivedita. After Vivekananda’s death 1902, she settled in Calcutta and 
dedicated her life to pass on his ideas and activity. She was also active during the 
Swadeshi period in the underground militant cells that protested against the proposal 
of dividing Bengal. Sister Nivedita died in 1911 and is remembered as one of the 
women who gave up her Western life style in order to live under an Indian spiritual 
leadership.169  
   Beckerlegge describes briefly Vivekananda’s relationship to theosophy as ambivalent 
bordering on hostile. He mentions that on various occasions Vivekananda expressed a 
certain admiration for Annie Besant as a person, but at other times he said that, “when 
a theosophist has heard his message about vedanta, ‘their lower vision falls away’.”170 In my 
opinion, it is obvious that there was competition between the two organizations. They 
appealed to the same groups in the East and West since the contacts between the 
organizations were of various kinds. The leading theosophists E.T. Sturdy and 
Henrietta Müller chose to side with Vivekananda as the previous chapter made clear. 
They functioned as hosts during Vivekananda’s visit to London in 1894-96. This 
coincided with the Judge affair and Sturdy as well as Henrietta Müller ought to have 
kept Vivekananda well informed of the turbulent situation within the Theosophical 
Society, since both belonged to the inner circle in the Blavatsky Lodge. Besides, 
Vivekananda knew personally both Annie Besant and W.O. Judge. Besant had invited 
him to lecture at the Blavatsky Lodge in London.171 
   When Vivekananda returned to India, he criticized forcefully the Theosophical 
Society at the Victoria Hall in Madras. He started his speech, somewhat treacherously 
it might be thought, by thanking the Theosophical Society and particularly Annie 
Besant for what they did for the Indian people “which every Hindu has reason to be 
eternally grateful for.”172 It is worth remembering that, at the time, Besant had only 
been about one year in India. But, Vivekananda continued, “being grateful is one 
thing, becoming a member of the Society is completely different.”173 Then, 
Vivekananda described in detail for the benefit of the listeners and the gathered press 
his bad experiences regarding the theosophical leadership. It was said that Olcott 
demanded membership in the Theosophical Society as a reward for financial help for 
Vivekananda’s journey to Chicago. When he refused, Olcott did not even want to 
write a letter of recommendation. When the journey did take place thanks to other 
contributors, Vivekananda describes how the theosophists tried to undermine his 
activity at the conference. He accused both Besant and Judge, the leaders of the Esoteric 
section, for attempting to black-list him. Further, he accused the theosophists of actually 
                                            
169 Farquhar 1998, p. 202 f.; see also Jayawardena 1995, p. 167 Ff. 
170 Beckerlegge quotes from the Collected Works of Swami Vivekananda, VII, p. 346. See Beckerlegge 2000, p. 160 f. 
171 Beckerlegge 2000, p. 160. 
172 Vivekananda 1964. 
173 Vivekananda 1964. 
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collaborating with Christian groups in order to thwart his work in the USA.174 
Vivekananda noticed that the tone changed after his successes in the West. By way of 
conclusion, he joked about leadership struggle that went in the Theosophical Society 
during his time in Great Britain. He found it strange that both Judge and Besant had 
referred to the same mahatma, but he added, “that God may judge in this case.”175 
   The fact that an open antagonism occurred between Olcott and Vivekananda is 
mentioned in Old Diary Leaves, part 5. Olcott starts in a somewhat treacherous manner, 
as one might think, by introducing Vivekananda as one of “the most powerful, most 
gifted among the Hindu religious agitators,” in order to subsequently dismiss his 
criticism by writing that “his contacts with me in Madras confined themselves to one 
interview which makes it pointless for me to continue that discussion.”176 Olcott 
chooses rather to present a less than flattering personal characterization of 
Vivekananda. He writes: 
 

I may only say that he did not impress me as a person with whom it would be 
easy to get on in an independent capacity, nor did he impress me with having 
any belief in the existence of our Masters, which I attributed to the fact of his 
being an uncompromising Vedantist. He had, however, a precious gift which it 
is pity is not shared by modern Hindus, viz., earnestness. He was all that and, 
moreover, vehement in the enunciation of his ideas.177 

There follows a longer extract from the London newspaper The Standard’s appreciative 
account of Vivekananda’s speech in London in 1896 and the section ends with a 
summary of his life’s achievements. It is obvious that this part of the text belongs to the 
period after Vivekananda’s death in 1902 and reflects a later, official perception.178 
This additional text states: 

He was unquestionably, a strong and striking personality. He made a profound 
impression at the Chicago Parliament of Religions, and by his lecturing tour 
called into being the body of warm adherents and disciples, who hold his 
memory dear to the present day . . . Who can say what might have happened in 
India if he had not been prematurely snatched away from a field of labor that 
promised to yield a good harvest.179    

Obviously, Vivekananda’s criticism of the theosophists went on worrying Olcott and 
even the editors who put together the diary notes. In the sixth and last part, Olcott 
returns to Vivekananda’s programmatic speech in Madras. Here there is a description 
                                            
174 Vivekananda 1964. 
175 Vivekananda 1964. 
176 Olcott 1932, p. 412. 
177 Olcott 1932, p. 412. 
178 We ought to remember that ODL, part 6, appeared only in the beginning of the 1930s, almost three decades after Olcott’s 
death. By then, Vivekananda was a celebrated hero in all national groups. 
179 Olcott 1935, p. 415. 
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that Vivekananda was criticized in the newspaper The Hindu for his attack against the 
theosophists, “regretting his bad taste in attacking the Theosophical Society and Mrs 
Besant.”180 According to Olcott, Vivekananda also realized his mistake, since his next 
speech in Calcutta, referring to Ramakrishna’s thoughts, dealt with the theme “of the 
danger of condemning others.” Olcott interprets this as welcome self-criticism from 
Vivekananda’s part.181 Subsequently, the theosophists avoided carrying on 
controversies with Vivekananda, on the contrary, his personal contributions and 
national message was praised on various occasions. (See chapter 5)182 

Muslim	  reform	  movements	  
Reform movements emerged also among India’s Muslims in the nineteenth century. 
To a large extent, they display the same features as the Hindu ones, most of them 
acculturative, but differ in some respects. While the Hindu reform movements 
developed towards in a nationalist direction towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
there were fears among the leading Muslim movements that the national reform 
movement would be dominated by Hindus and result in a marginalization of the 
Muslims in India. Occasionally, there are obvious signs of pan-Islamic tendencies in 
the message of the Muslim movements. 
   During the first decades of the nineteenth century, there was a militant anti-British 
movement led by Syed Ahmad from Rae Bareli in present Uttar Pradesh, initiated in 
several Sufi orders. He considered himself as the inheritor of the prophet Mohammed 
and felt that he was predestined to dedicate his life to the renaissance of Islam. After 
being educated in the Muslim sharia in Delhi, and a three-year service period in the 
army, he carried on propaganda work for revolt against the British. Military units were 
organized, above all among the Muslims in the present Uttar Pradesh, with hope of 
support from the tribes in North West. During a pilgrimage to Mecca, Syed Ahmad’s 
militant attitude was strengthened due to the influence of Abdul Wahab who preached 
jihad against those who have wronged the Muslim empire. In 1824, Syed Ahmad 
returned to India, now as Imam Mahdi and caliph, with the purpose of carrying on 
armed opposition against the British. However, there never was a clash with the 
British. In 1831 Syed Ahmad died in the battle of Balakot against the Sikhs. The loss of 
the leader was a hard blow for the Wahhabi movement, which however survived as a 
traditional opposition in India with Patna as its centre.183 
                                            
180 Olcott 1935, p. 136. 
181 Olcott points out the following quotation about Ramakrishna from Vivekananda’s speech: “If there has been anything 
achieved by me, by thoughts, or words, or deeds; if from my lips has ever fallen one word that has helped anyone in the 
world, I lay no claim to it, it was his. But if there have been curses falling from my lips, if there has been hatred coming out of 
me, it was all mine, and not his. . . .” Olcott 1935, p. 136. 
182 Annie Besant’s presidential address to the Indian National Congress in 1917 also praises Vivekananda for his passionate 
love of the nation and for the way he emphasized India’s spirituality in contrast with West’s materialism. See chapter 5. 
183 Chopra 1990, p. 123 f. See also Jones 1989, p. 53 f. 
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   En entirely different kind of movement is Ahmadiya whose founder Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad worked for a liberalization of doctrine in a modern context. Here there is a 
return of the idea we encountered in the case of Brahmo Samaj, Ramakrishna and the 
theosophists, namely that humankind’s division in several religions is contrary to the 
idea that the true religion cannot but be universal. According to Ghulam, liberalism 
and emancipation over time opened new possibilities that counteracted the concept of 
jihad in Islam. This destroyed the foundation for the true religion, i.e. human 
brotherhood. Regarding social questions, the Ahmadiya movement worked for reforms 
and even for a Western education system. Muslim authorities had opposed the 
introduction of English as teaching language and stayed deliberately away from the 
colonial/state schools system. Ahmadiya movement was partly able to break down the 
isolationist tendencies and launched educational initiatives in many areas. At the same 
time, it was opposed by the conservative Muslim as well as heterodox orientations. In 
Punjab there were repeated serious conflicts with the Hindu nationalist Arya Samaj.184 
   The chief figure in the Muslim reform movement was Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (1817-
1898) whose background was a highly placed civil servant family that served during the 
Mogul rule. The mutiny of 1857, above all its bloody prolongation, left deep traces in 
Syed Ahmad Khan’s reform work. His reform plans did not contain any wish to throw 
out the British. He was worried about the increasing percentage of the Hindu presence 
in the colonial Civil Service. Syed Ahmad Khan noticed an on-going marginalization 
of the Muslims and assumed as his life’s objective to establish higher education 
opportunities for Muslims at the Aligarh College (1875), with elements of Western 
education. Later, Aligarh College became India’s first Muslim university and a 
preparatory institution for the Muslim leadership during the first half of the twentieth 
century. Syed Ahmad worked also for a liberalization of traditional Muslim customs. 
He wanted to forbid purdah, which shut women inside their houses, excluding them 
from the social community.  
   Syed Ahmad Khan was loyal to the British rule. His relationship to the Hindu 
majority was characterized by acceptance but also by the fear that, in a future 
independent India, Muslims would be discriminated against. He regarded the creation 
of the Indian National Congress with a certain worry since he considered that it was 
dominated by Hindus. For Syed Ahmad Khan, the British constituted the ultimate 
guarantor of the security of the Muslim minority. The thought it was impossible to 
bridge the cultural gap between Muslims and Hindus. The cooperation with the 
Hindu majority should be characterized by caution and he expressed the ideal 
relationship between the two groups in the metaphor: “the two eyes of the beautiful 
bride.”185 Syed Ahmad Khan’s attitude and doubts towards the INC was significant for 
                                            
184 Chopra 1990, p. 124 f. See also Farquhar 1998, p. 137 ff. 
185 Pandey 1999, p. 213. 
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the subsequent developments in the national movement.186 Should his caution be 
interpreted as an approval of the two-nation theory? This is the case in the Pakistan 
history writing.187 The Indian interpretation differs. For example, Jawaharlal Nehru 
claimed that Syed Ahmad Khan never approved of a separate political solution for the 
Muslims. Nehru writes in Discovery of India “that this Muslim reformer underlined that 
religious differences should not have any political or national significance.”188 

The	  theosophists	  and	  Islam	  –	  the	  first	  period	  
In ODL there are comparatively few references to events, conversations or meetings 
with Muslims who at this time made up 20% of the Indian population. Two episodes 
stand out, one that describes the meeting with a learned Muslim who want to show the 
theosophists his alchemical knowledge but fails. In this case there is a remark that 
Islam contains a rich treasure of occult knowledge.189 The fact the Olcott’s knowledge 
of Islam was initially rudimentary appears in a section that recounts a lecture he gave 
for Muslims. Olcott describes how, after a brief evening preparation with the help of 
the Koran and a textbook about Islam, he gives a lecture about Islam to a Muslim 
audience who is impressed. His self-confident conclusion is that an intelligent, 
theosophical reading has a better opportunity to describe the inner meaning of a 
religion than a learned linguist who only seeks the answer in his rational thought.190 It 
seems unbelievable that Olcott should have expressed something similar about 
Hinduism or Buddhism. 
   Annie Besant also expressed in her first lecturing tour the idea that the Muslim 
period was a dark time in Indian history, a time that constituted the latest phase in the 
five thousand year decline that Kali Yuga meant for the Indian culture: 
 

. . . when the Muhammadan invasion swept over the land that has forfeited her 
birthright, and stifled, as it were, the last breathings of her past. Since then India 
has had no history.191 

In Four Great Religions, which appeared in 1896, Islam is not among the great religions. 
Some years later the interest in Islam in India increased and then, above all, by Annie 
Besant who lectured in Muslim areas. In the enlarged edition of Four Great Religions that 
appeared in 1903 Islam along with Sikhism and Zoroastrianism are included, now 
under the title Seven Great Religions.  
                                            
186 Francis Robinson, Separatism Among Indian Muslims: the Politics of the United Provinces’ Muslims 1860-1923, New Delhi, 1993, p. 
4. 
187 See, for instance, http://www.storyofpakistan.com/person.asp?perid=P001 (15 June 2010). 
188 Olcott 1900, p. 87 f. 
189 Olcott 1900, p. 87 f. 
190 Olcott 1904, p. 299. 
191 Besant A., India, Her Past and Future, a lecture that was delivered during the passage to India on board Kaiser-i-Hind, 6 
November 1893, later published in Lucifer, 1894, and in The Birth of New India, p. 44. 
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   The initially cool relationship towards Islam changed more and more during the 
latter part of the period covered by the present study. In the theosophical history 
writing as it was expressed in the Central Hindu College Magazine and later in The 
Commonweal Annie Besant praises among others Syed Ahmad Khan for his 
contribution to the Indian education activity.192 The view of Islam’s contribution to 
Indian history and culture also changes which I return in subsequent chapters.193 
 

The Indian National Congress 
 

The Indian National Congress (INC) was founded in Bombay in 1885. The beginnings 
were modest, the total number of delegates amounted to seventy-two out of who only 
four were Muslims. There were questions, not least from the colonial power, about 
how nationally representative it was. However, the ambition was obvious. Three years 
later, the number of delegates was 1 200 with further representatives from the 
country’s various regions. In order to reinforce the impression of an all-Indian 
organization, the president changed every year, as did the place for the congress 
debates. During the first three years, the position of president was held by a Parsee, a 
Muslim and a Hindu. The number of Muslims increased to two hundred by 1888 but 
the Muslims were still clearly under-represented. A contributory factor was the 
suspicion that existed among many leading Muslims, including Sir Syed Ahmad Khan. 
It is noteworthy that already at the 1888 meeting there were twelve women among the 
delegates.194 
   The reason behind the emergence of the INC has been controversial, taking into 
account the background of its central political role before and after independence 
when it became the main party. Did the British accept the INC as a safety valve in 
order to prevent a recurrence of the big mutiny of 1857-58? According to this opinion, 
it role would have been above all to re-direct a growing opposition along less 
dangerous ways.195 Others, such as the historian Bipan Chandra, consider that already 
at an early stage the INC was able to shape a strategy whose long-term aim was India’s 
independence.196 
                                            
192 His reserved attitude towards the Indian National Congress is actually referred to, but with the qualification that he did all 
he could to fight the tensions between Hindus and Muslims. Syed Ahmad Khan’s statement about Hindus and Muslims as 
“the two eyes of the beautiful bride” is given as an example of his basically nationalist attitude. A similar view of Syed Ahmad Khan 
is in Jawaharlal Nehru’s Discovery of India who denies that he had a separatist agenda. 
193 See chapters 4 and 5 about Besant’s view of Indian history writing. 
194 Majumdar 1991, p. 524 ff. 
195 Chandra 1989, p. 61 ff. 
196 According to Bayly, the INC was not limited to any particular class or caste interest and was nationally accepted 
surprisingly fast in the role as the defender of local interests against the colonial power. However, certain professional groups, 
such as lawyers, were over-represented in the INC. According to Bayly, the reason is that they were educated and therefore 
had access to a wider geographical network. See Bayly 1975, p. 123 f. 
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   The first President of INC was Allan Octavian Hume (1829-1912) who had retired 
from the Indian Civil Service (ICS).197 Whether he was also one of those who took the 
initiative is however debatable.198 Hume was a great admirer of the Indian culture and 
of the Eastern religions. According to Wedderburn, he shared the view of Indology 
scholars regarding a common historical past described through the Indo-European 
family tree.199 As suggested above, Hume’s relationship to the Theosophical Society 
was rather complicated which has left room for speculation. It is however clear that he 
joined the Theosophical Society after meeting Olcott and Blavatsky in 1880. 
According to Ransom, however, Hume did not share Blavatsky’s view of the spiritual 
masters and led the internal group who was established after the publication of the 
Hodgson report. The group did not dismiss Hodgson’s conclusions and demanded that 
the Society should dissociate itself from occultism. There was instead a suggestion 
concerning a re-organization in the form of a scientific, philosophical, humanistic, 
theosophical society. The suggestion was never pursued and there never was a 
settlement of account with the occultism. According to Josephine Ransom, Hume’s big 
weakness was “that he doubted the spiritual masters.”200 
   Bipan Chandra presents another image of Hume’s relationship to occultism. He 
argues that Hume actually went on trusting the spiritual masters after he broke with 
Blavatsky. According to Chandra, their conflict had to do with Blavatsky’s credibility 
after the mahatma scandal, not with the spiritual masters. He refers to the information 
in William Wedderburn’s biography concerning thousands of letters from the spiritual 
leaders in the Indian countryside where Hume was urged to act in order to hinder a 
recurrence of the big mutiny of 1857/58. Wedderburn regards the letters as evidence 
of the trust Hume enjoyed among the popular leaders.201 However, Chandra rejects 
the fact that the letters were genuine and argues that behind them there were 
concealed letters of the mahatma kind. He interprets the issues of the letters as an 
attempt to launch the image of the Congress as a safety valve against a popular 
rebellion. Chandra finds support for his conclusions in Hume’s correspondence with 
both Viceroys Lord Ripon (1883) and Lord Dufferin (1886). In this correspondence it 
is mentioned that the leaders who contacted Hume “are not ordinary men.” Chandra 
therefore rejects the fact that the letters are genuine. Chandra argues that, in fact, the 
INC founders were the others nationally oriented Indian leaders and thus reduces 
Hume to a mere ornamental figure.202  
                                            
197 His father, Joseph Hume (1775-1865), was one of the founders of the radical wing within the Liberal Party that 
collaborated with the Chartists. The father participated in the successful Anti-Corn-Law actions under Cobden’s leadership 
in the 1840s. 
198 Chandra 1989, p. 71. 
199 Wedderburn 1913, p. 47. 
200 Ransom 1938, p. 221 f. 
201 Wedderburn 1913, p. 79 f. 
202 Chandra 1989, p. 80 f.  
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   But why was Hume, a Brit (from Scotland), elected to be the first president of the 
Indian National Congress? In the national history writing there is a recurring 
quotation of the moderate Congress leader Gopal Krishna Gokhale, which answers 
this question:  
 

No Indian could have started the Indian National Congress. Apart from that 
fact that any one putting his hand out to such a gigantic task had need to have 
Mr. Hume’s commanding and magnetic personality, even if an Indian had 
possessed such a personality and had come forward to start such a movement 
embracing all India, the officials in India would not have allowed the movement 
to come into existence. If the founder of the Congress had not been a great 
Englishman, and a distinguished ex-official, such was the official distrust of 
political agitation in those days that the authorities would have at once found 
some way or other to suppress the movement.203  

The image of Hume presented by Bipan Chandra, among others, as a British safety 
valve in an otherwise radical leadership may be questioned in the political context. 
Presumably, he was no revolutionary but the question that ought to be asked is if 
Hume amounted to a progressive or conservative force in the umbrella organization of 
various interests that were represented in the Congress? It is obvious that Hume 
realized that the authorities’ attitude towards the Congress depended on certain 
flexibility. Although initially the authorities expressed friendly neutrality, they became 
openly hostile faced with demands of the limitation of the British authority. This was 
the case when at the 1887 Congress; Hume suggested the same methods used by 
Bright and Cobden in Great Britain during the Anti-Corn Law campaign in the 1840s. 
Subsequently, he started a campaign that spread and translated pamphlets on the 
subject into vernaculars, which provoked the authorities’ anger. Among other things, 
there were discussions about the possibilities of expelling him from India.204 
   The argument was clarified in the correspondence between Hume and Sir Auckland 
Colvin, the newly appointed governor of Oudh and the Central Provinces. The 
correspondence is interesting because the arguments for an increased Indian influence 
are those that recur throughout the subsequent decades. In the beginning, Colvin 
expresses sympathy for INC’s work during the first two sessions. He writes that he is 
for an expanded Indian influence in the legislative assemblies and in favour of the 
constitutional methods suggested by the Congress. “But,” he goes on, “using the same 
methods in India as in England would only stir up hate against the government and 
the authorities and lead to counter-reaction and divide the country in two hostile 
                                            
203 Majumdar, op. cit., p. 532. The quotation is also in Wedderburn 1913, p. 63 f. 
204 According to Wedderburn, more than one thousand meetings were held throughout the country with up to 5 000 
participants. The pamphlets that were spread were translated into twelve Indian languages. One was formed as a catechism 
about the work of the Congress, the other as a parable about the problems concerning an absentee state land owner. See 
Wedderburn, 1913, p. 62 ff. 
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camps.”205 Colvin objects to the tone of the pamphlets and the misleading element in 
INC’s presenting itself as a representative of the Indian people. Finally, he argues that 
INC, instead of dealing with politics, ought to devote itself to social reforms for which 
there was an obvious need.206 Hume’s defense argues that the tone of the pamphlets 
should be understood against the background of the consequences of the prevailing 
politics for the people in the countryside. The villagers complain quite rightly about 
the civil courts being a corrupt and costly system with a rigid taxation based on 
arbitrary legislation. Hume writes that all they want “is justice, cheap, safe and fast.” In 
pamphlets and speeches one cannot “pretend that these evils don’t exist.” Hume writes 
that in every village there are “natural leaders who are aware of the positive things that 
Great Britain does, but equally aware of the burdens that are laid on their 
shoulders.”207  
   It seems clear that Hume was a central figure at the foundation of the INC, but a lot 
indicates that he gave up his active theosophical commitments when he was elected as 
president of the INC in December 1885.208 In any case, his relationship with the 
leadership of the Society, above all with Blavatsky, had been frosty for several years. 
William Wedderburn’s biography (1913) does not mention Hume’s connection with 
the Theosophical Society. The fact that the biography appeared during the much-
publicized guardianship controversy regarding Krishnamurti when the Society was 
intensely criticized may possibly be the reason why Hume’s relationship to theosophy 
is not mentioned. (See chapter 5) 

Who	  took	  the	  initiative	  in	  founding	  the	  Indian	  National	  Congress?	  
The other discussion about the Theosophical Society and the foundation of the INC 
concerns the origin of the initiative. Theosophical historians still claim that the 
initiative to found the INC was taken by a group of theosophists on the occasion of the 
Theosophical Society congress in Madras in 1884.209 At the meeting held in a 
member’s private house so that the Society would not be connected with political 
activity, the guidelines for a national organization were drawn up. The group was 
supposed to have consisted of sixteen persons and included several known names like 
Dadabhai Naoroji, K.T. Telang, B.M. Malabari and Surendranath Banerjee as well as 
Hume. The information derives from Annie Besant’s concluding speech at the 
Theosophical Society annual congress in 1909 and recurs in her historical account of 
the INC, How India Wrought for Freedom (1915).210  
                                            
205 Wedderburn 1913, p. 68. 
206 Colvin alludes to the division of political and social questions that occurred between INC and the Indian National Social 
Congress. 
207 Wedderburn 1913, p. 70. 
208 Majumdar 1991, p. 526. 
209 Mark Bevir, ‘Theosophy as a Political Movement’ in Copley, Antony (red.), Gurus and their followers: new religious reform 
movements in colonial India, Delhi, 2000, p. 159 ff. 
210 Annie Besant, How India wrought for freedom: the story of the National Congress told from official records, 1998 [1915], p. 1 ff. 
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   In the national edition of The British Paramountcy and Indian Renaissance (vol. II) Besant’s 
information is questioned. R.C. Majumdar refers to certain factual errors in her 
account as the inclusion of names that verifiably did not participate at the theosophists’ 
congress. The most important here is Surendranath Banerjee, the initiator of a parallel 
national organization, the Indian National Conference based in Calcutta. Other named 
delegates did not see either to have developed any political activity in their hometowns 
or provinces as agreed at the meeting, according to Besant. Neither were most of the 
sixteen among the seventy-two delegates at the inaugural meeting of the INC the 
following year. William Wedderburn’s biography of Hume may be added to this 
argument since it does not mention anything about the theosophical initiative. 
Majumdar argues that the real initiator of the Congress was Surendranath Banerjee 
who prepared the way for the INC breakthrough by means of his energetic work in 
Calcutta.211 
   The researcher who today relies mostly on Besant’s information is one more the 
political scientist Mark Bevir. He refers to the fact that the annual congress of the 
Theosophical Society in Madras was one of the few possibilities of political national 
contacts available to nationally oriented persons. Bevir finds evidence that the meeting 
took place in the texts of the editor of the Indian daily Indian Mirror, N.N. Sen, 
theosophist and a leading figure in the INC after its foundation. N.N. Sen was himself 
one of the participants at the meeting under discussion. He described the meeting in 
an article in the Indian Mirror of 1889 and subsequently, in the same year, in The 
Theosophist. Besant’s information at the theosophists’ congress in 1909 was therefore not 
new. Bevir describes N.N. Sen as one of the key persons during INC’s first years. 
Unlike Hume, Sen had good contacts with Surendranath Bannerjee and had taken 
part in the Indian Association of Calcutta’s activity. 212 Confidence in Besant’s information 
is also to be found in the notes of the security services, CID. In a historical account of 
the theosophists’ political work in India drafted in 1917, Besant’s information is taken 
as confirmation of the political ambitions of the movement. The article in the Indian 
Mirror by N.N. Sen is highlighted even here in order to show that already at an early 
stage the theosophists had a hidden political agenda.213 
   At the same time, there is reason to question the security services judgment as well. 
The task of investigating the theosophists’ political history was motivated by Annie 
Besant’s work during the Home Rule movement. There was an implicit expectation in 
the assignment concerning a long-term political strategy with the aim of undermining 
stability. 
   Another reason that throws doubt on the idea of the Society’s carefully prepared 
political strategy is that Olcott, like Wedderburn, does not mention INC in his diary 
                                            
211 Majumdar, R.C., The British Paramountcy and Indian Renaissance, vol. II, p. 526 f. 
212 Bevir 2000, p. 21. 
213 Home Poll. Dep., March 1918, History Sheet of Mrs Annie Besant, National Archives of India, p. 24 ff. 
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notes, otherwise so detailed. This may seem a little strange in the case of a publicity-
seeking organization like the theosophical one. This should be weighed against the 
reasons often advanced by the theosophical leadership that many members were 
employed by the colonial power and adopting a political stance was a delicate matter 
for them. Further, there were members, not least at an international level, who did not 
share the theosophical leadership’s political opinions. 
   I suggest that there are also reasons to place both Annie Besant’s statements in a 
political context. Both at the annual congress in 1909 and on the occasion of the 
publication of How India Wrought for Freedom (1915), there were several possible 
causes for her to break with the Society’s earlier policy to keep a low political profile. 
In the first case, the Theosophical Society had to put up with strong criticism from a 
radicalized national movement under the leadership of Swadeshi. The criticism had to 
do with the deceit during the fight against Bengal’s division since Besant did not allow 
students and teachers to take part in various protest actions. She was criticized in the 
nationalist press in terms such as “she showed her right British imperialist face.” There 
was even an open criticism of the theosophists that they acted in India under false 
colours, as it were. Central Hindu College was accused of having a hidden 
theosophical agenda (see chapter 4). The attacks against Besant came from both 
nationalist and orthodox quarters. Under the pressure of the accusations in the 
nationalist periodicals she defended herself by referring to the Society’s early history 
and urged her accusers not to forget the theosophists’ early contributions, or as she put 
it “who it was that set the ball rolling.”214       
   In addition, there is a third reason that has to do with the person. Unlike Olcott, 
Besant was closely connected with political activity. After moving to India in 1895, she 
had refrained from direct political action and subordinated herself to the Society’s 
cautious policy concerning political work. After consolidating her position as president, 
there were greater possibilities for her to shape the theosophical message in a political 
direction. I argue that her statement at the theosophists’ congress in 1909 may 
therefore be regarded as an attempt from Besant to fit in more clearly the 
Theosophical Society’s work in India within a political narrative about the fight for the 
foundation of an Indian nation.  
   The question of who set “the ball rolling” has a strongly symbolic meaning, for the 
same reason that Hume was elected as the first INC president. This appears both in 
the Indian national history as well as in the theosophical one. For the purposes of this 
study it is enough to establish that particular theosophists were present as central 
figures within the INC during the initial period, which in itself is surprising, 
                                            
214 Besant, ’The Work of the Theosophical Society in India,’ in Central Hindu College Magazine, January 1910, p. 37 ff. It is 
worth mentioning that the quotation from Annie Besant that was commented in the Swedish local newspaper NWT about 
the theosophists’ significance for the Indian reform movements is from the same period. Besant concludes her speech at the 
annual congress of the theosophists in 1909 with the words “that in future times one should not forget those who once started 
the national movement in India.”  
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considering theosophy’s brief and stormy history in India. As Bipan Chandra and 
Farquhar have shown, their message attracted the same groups that were over-
represented in the Congress such as lawyers and journalists – persons who through 
their education and profession had access to a national network. 
   Christopher Bayly’s study of the local political life in Allahabad during 1880-1920 
shows that theosophists were involved in the local political activities during the 1880s. 
They cooperated with orthodox groups like Prayag Hindu Samaj, the regional Madhya 
Hindu Samaj and Arya Samaj in defense of the city’s great religious festivals. The threat 
had to do with the attempt of the authorities to acquire control of the event. According 
to Bayly, the conflict was placed in a religious perspective, but it also had to do with bit 
economic interests connected with the celebrations.215 Olcott’s diaries give also the 
impression that the theosophists tried to achieve as wide a cooperation as possible. 
Orthodox organizations such as Bharat Dharma Mamandala, at whose first congress he 
participated, were part of the theosophical network.216 
   The fact that several persons within the INC were connected with the Theosophical 
Society during a longer or shorter period is not a particular controversial claim. But 
drawing the conclusion that there was a planned political strategy on the theosophists’ 
part, as Besant and later Bevir claimed, is quite problematic. It seems more reasonable 
to see the foundation of the INC as the result of a longer process that was accelerated 
in the 1880s by a series of events, which showed the need for national organization.  
   Many Western-educated middle-class persons were attracted to the theosophical 
message by the same reasons discussed in the introductory section of the chapter. As 
the argument has shown, the theosophists were however far from being alone in the 
Indian national arena. A reasonable conclusion is that, more than other regionally 
connected movements; the theosophists could take advantage of the national network 
created during a short period in the first pioneering years. Here was an advantage in 
relationship to several of the other reform movements with clear regional limitations. 
 

Summary 
 

This chapter has concentrated on the Theosophical Society’s early activity in India in 
relationship to the contemporary social, political and religious movements. It was 
during these years that the Indian elements became clear in the theosophical thought 
style. By way of introduction, the discussion dealt with the contextual factors that 
contributed to the increasing control of the British colonial power, but also to the 
questioning of its power monopoly.  
                                            
215 Bayly 1975, p. 108 ff. 
216 Jones 1989, p. 79, see also Olcott 1904, p. 437. 
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   I have highlighted the homogenizing pressures in areas such as language, legislation 
and education, which, together with improved communications, meant that the 
boundaries of the colonial power were increasingly perceived as India’s boundaries. To 
this one can add a liberal economic policy that did not intervene in the mass starvation 
and the structural unemployment of the 1870s that caused social tensions when the 
British mass-produced goods were allowed to flood the country. Further, there was the 
cultural disparagement during the discussion about the Ilbert Bill, which reminded the 
Indians that they were treated as second-class citizens in their own country. Hinduism 
was described as primitive in relationship to the monotheist religions, Christianity and 
Islam. The collective result amounted to an increased opposition against Western 
influence with cultural/religious and nationalist characteristics. 
   It is against this background of colonial supremacy that the impact of the 
theosophical message should be seen. Theosophy stressed the specifically spiritual 
element in the Indian culture, and the theosophists themselves were strongly influenced 
when Indian elements were introduced in the theosophical thought style during these 
first years in India. Therefore it is reasonable to characterize the theosophical thought 
collective as a reverse acculturation movement during this initial period in India. Its 
actions were characterized by the search for an alternative to the development in the 
West. The breaking-up and the choice to move the Society’s headquarters from New 
York to Adyar in India lent the theosophists’ praise of the Indian culture credibility in 
the Indian opinion. The positive reception of The Theosophist in the leading Indian press 
is one of several examples. More clearly than several of the other acculturative reform 
movements, the theosophists’ endeavor was not to modernize India in the Western 
manner.  
   A recurring theme, that Vedic religion is not opposed to modern science, shows that 
theosophy was not anti-modernist. An exchange built on mutual respect in a scientific 
context was recommended. The Western scientists’ self-assumed role of experts was 
questioned. This criticism is a recurring theme particularly in Madame Blavatsky’s 
texts. Concerning scientifically controversial questions, she consistently chose to 
support an Indian-based interpretation. 
   The target group was the higher-educated class, including both the Western-
educated as well as the locally educated elite. The boundary concerning “the others” 
was drawn by means of the British in the service of the colonial power whose lack of 
knowledge and disparaging attitude are criticized. Among the theosophical leaders, 
Blavatsky is the one most trenchant in her criticism of the British presence as such in 
India. Her travelling accounts contain a unusually frank anti-British attitude for that 
time, which appears clearly in her description of the Great rebellion of 1857/58. A 
recurring theme is the theosophists’ preference to socialize in Indian circles to the 
British annoyance. “The others” were also the Christian mission, which was 
consistently described as ignorant of Indian culture.  
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   One of the chapter’s main questions touches on the Theosophical Society’s 
positioning in relationship to other social and religious reform movements. Officially, 
the attitude is emphatically eclectic; according to Olcott, to the extent to which there 
were conflicts they were based on misunderstandings. The survey I have undertaken 
points thought to clear positioning towards other reform movements. Besides clear 
differences of opinion, there were also varying degrees of competition between the 
movements. During this period, there occurred also changes of opinion, which 
influenced the relationship between the movements. 
   Initially, it was Arya Samaj that introduced the theosophists in the Indian context. 
These first years left several impressions on the doctrine. The importance of the Vedic 
scriptures, criticism of orthodoxy, the view of the caste system, the nationalist basic 
narrative stressing Kali Yuga were common elements as well as the aversion to the 
Christian mission. After the break-up, Dayananda is no longer regarded as a universal 
leader. Arya Samaj’s role is described as still important in the national renaissance, but 
its view of other religious orientations is described as sectarian.  
   The relationship towards Brahmo Samaj was more problematic which may see 
surprising considering its more tolerant view of various religions, the fact that all 
religions had one and the same source. The recurring stumbling block seems to have 
been its representatives’ dissociation from the idea of reincarnation, which placed them 
outside the Hindu community. Even some of its representatives’ positive opinions of 
the Christian ethics in an Indian context were perceived negatively. 
   The movement that the theosophists seemed to have had the most competitive 
relationship towards at the time was Ram Krishna Math and Mission led by Vivekananda. 
Both movements worked in the same arenas, both Western and Indian, which 
contributed to a mutual suspicion. The exchange of opinions between Olcott and 
Vivekananda recounted above as well as Vivekananda’s speech on his return to India 
shows that this is the case. The position of Hinduism in the Society is strengthened 
once Annie Besant becomes part of the leadership, which occurs simultaneously with 
Vivekananda’s public appearance in the West. An earlier puritan attitude towards 
Hindu rites changes under the influence of Arya Samaj into a positive one when 
Hindu ritual manifestations are said to correspond to various levels in the development 
of the individual. 
   Islam receives little attention during the initial period. It is the Vedic religions that 
are focused on in the statutes of the movement until the 1890s. The Muslim period in 
Indian history is most often mentioned in negative terms. Annie Besant describes 
Hinduism in her first speech in India in 1893 as chained under Muslim rule. The 
theosophists’ interest in Islam increases during the 1890s. The image of Islam within 
theosophy is now more positive and from the turn of the century is described as one of 
the seven great religions. This reversal means that a further factor separates the Society 
from Arya Samaj. 
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   Was then theosophy mainly a conservative force in India, which Jones, with 
Campbell’s support (1980), claims? It is the defense of a besieged Indian culture that is 
at the centre of their activity rather than the social questions. Their agenda did not 
contain an emphatic program for social or political reform. There was an 
unwillingness to criticize in general the social circumstances in the Indian culture. 
When the caste system or the woman’s status was actually criticized, it is constantly 
argued that a Western agenda cannot constitute the solution of the social problems. 
The theosophists do not officially support individual reformers and reform movements 
that, demand from the colonial power legislation concerning family law. They are 
rather warned that they split the growing national movement. However, individual 
members may act freely in social questions, which did happen to a certain extent.  
   It is interesting to note the political scope among those who were recruited to the 
Theosophical Society, which underlines its ambitions of network building. There were 
leaders from the orthodox Bharat Dharma Mahamdala to liberals like Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale who worked in the tradition of the social reformer M.G. Ranade.217 Here 
there are also other persons that can be linked mainly with a secular attitude, for 
instance Motilal Nehru. The most reasonable explanation of the political scope is that 
the theosophists’ defense of the local culture was perceived positively by various groups 
as opposed to the colonial disparagement from the British colonial side. 
   The range of individuals and groups attracted by the Theosophical Society shows 
that the eclectic theosophical strategy was initially successful, despite the conflicts. One 
cautious conclusion at this stage is that behind the officially eclectic attitude the 
theosophical movement had the clear ambition to adopt a meta-position in 
relationship to other reform movements. An interesting, although somewhat imperfect 
parallel, is the umbrella organization developed by the Indian National Congress 
which in a similar way tried to create unity by not dealing with politically and socially 
sensitive questions.  
   A question before the next chapter is what happened with the alliances already built 
when a new leadership emerges: a leadership more clearly connected with the 
enlightenment tradition and with intensions to extend the movement’s activity to new 
areas.         
    

 

  

    

                                            
217 Gopal Krishna Gokhale was, according Jones, member of the Theosophical Society between 1890 and 1905. See Jones 
1989, p. 170.   
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Chapter 4 

Education on a Nationalist Foundation 
 

Education above all – for that is the lever – for the lifting up of a nation is 
in its young.1 

Education was given a high priority in the Theosophical Society’s attempt to spread its 
message in India. As mentioned above, teachers and headmasters were over-
represented compared to other professional groups in the Society. The annual reports 
describe a pronounced ambition that, in the spirit of theosophy, to create an 
alternative to the schools and higher education under state or missionary management. 
The best-known example in India is the Central Hindu College (CHC) in Benares that was 
founded by Annie Besant and the Indian theosophist Bhagawan Das in 1898. The 
initial plan was to create a theosophical university with separate religious education for 
various faiths. The secular subjects would be studied in common and the spare time 
would be spent together by the students. The project encountered difficulties not 
unexpectedly and it turned to a denominational college education for the Hindu 
students. 
   The work of creating a national university with religious denominational elements is 
an interesting chapter in India’s modern history, closely connected with the political 
development at the turn of the century round 1900. Introducing religiously 
denominational elements in an otherwise secular education raise complicated questions 
of principle and of boundary definition. In the case of the Central Hindu College 
questions such as: what is a Hindu education? What gives an education system the 
right to call itself Hindu? What is the impact on the relationship with the traditional 
religious education institutions? What relationship ought one to have to other 
confessions? What kind of religious identity is to be developed: inclusive or exclusive? 
In addition there were questions concerning taking into account norms and rules in 
other religious traditions like caste, gender roles, etc. Since the theosophists had a 
strong position at the Central Hindu College, there was also the question about their 
legitimacy in representing a denominational Hindu educational institution.   
   During the building up of the Central Hindu College, the importance of being 
economically unaided by the colonial state was underlined. Paradoxically, later the 
CHC constituted the nucleus of the first stately financed Hindu university, Banaras 
Hindu University (BHU) which was founded in 1916. The political process for university 
status exposed various conflicts concerning the view of the relationship to the colonial 
                                            
1 Besant, The Simpler Life in The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 411. 
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power within the local elite and in the national movement. Apart from the two 
theosophists Annie Besant and Bhagawan Das, the main characters in this conflict 
were the orthodox nationalist M.M. Malaviya as well as, at a later stage, mahatma 
Gandhi. In his speech on the occasion of the inauguration ceremony of the BHU in 
1916 (Benares Incident) Gandhi politicized the university issue. Three years later, he 
supported the establishment of a university independent of the state, Vidyapith.2 
   The aim of this chapter is to throw light upon the theosophists’ strategy in the 
education area during the British colonial rule. What sort of criticism was aimed at the 
existing education policy? What were the goals? What characterized the contents and 
the teaching methodology? How was the concept of national education interpreted? 
How was teaching linked to an Indian cultural context? What was the historical 
narrative of the Indian nation? What reactions did the attempt to achieve a 
denominational national education encounter? Finally, I try to answer the question of 
the extent to which the theosophical education strategy succeeded. When estimating 
the theosophists’ impact one aspect is the way in which the internal conflicts influenced 
their work and credibility. The period covered by the chapter is confined to the first 
two decades of the twentieth century with an emphasis on the first ten years during the 
formation of the Central Hindu College. 
   The chapter opens with a survey of previous research followed by an account of the 
historical background of the nationally oriented education systems. The second part 
concentrates on the principles and standpoints of the theosophists’ initiatives 
concerning national education. Here there is a discussion of the view of child learning 
as well as the view of modern pedagogic research and its relationship to an Oriental 
pedagogical tradition. The third part deals with the growth of the Central Hindu 
College in Benares as a case study of the theosophists’ commitment to higher 
education. The contents and framework of the teaching, textbooks and lectures are 
described and analyzed. There is a discussion of the CHC’s policy on the relationship 
to the aggravated political developments in connection with the proposal of dividing 
Bengal in 1905-1908. Part four of the chapter describes and discusses the rival 
university projects as well as the emerging conflicts during the establishment of 
Banaras Hindu University. As part of the discussion of the university projects, the 
argument deals with the conflicts within the Theosophical Society, above all the 
consequences of the appointment of young Krishnamurti to the future world teacher. 
   I have used both primary and secondary sources for my enquiry. The discussion of 
the theosophical philosophy of education starts from lectures and article by Annie 
Besant and George Arundale published periodicals during this period and in edited 
collections of lectures. Like Besant, Arundale belonged to the leadership of the 
Theosophical Society. Arundale was rector of the CHC and participated actively in 
                                            
2 Lütt 1976; see also Dar, S.L. and Somaskandan, S., History of Banaras Hindu University, 1966. 
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the debate about education in India. In order to throw light on the teaching I have 
used textbooks like Sanatana Dharma an Elementary Textbook and corresponding works for 
the advanced level, lectures held by Besant for students and articles in the Central Hindu 
College Magazine. Apart from being a periodical with an unusually large print run in its 
genre, the publication was perceived as Annie Besant’s political mouthpiece. Other 
periodicals such as the political weeklies The Commonweal and New India were also used. 
In addition, private letters to her friend Ester Bright were used. 
   Unpublished material in the shape of correspondence between Annie Besant and the 
leading politician G.K. Gokhale are used as well as notes about the Central Hindu 
College and the issue of a national university at the CID, the colonial security service 
that illustrate the outlook and judgment within the colonial power. 

 

Literature and previous research 
 

Two biographies by Sri Prakasa, one about his father Bhagawan Das, Bharat Ratna Dr 
Bhagawan Das – remembered by his son Sri Prakasa (1970), the other one a biography of 
Besant, Annie Besant: as Woman and as Leader (1941) are central for my study. Sri Prakasa 
(1890-1971) was one of the first students that graduated from the CHC and gives from 
a student’s perspective interesting brief illustrations and views of its activity. He is one 
of several students that contributed articles to the Central Hindu College Magazine and 
later to The Commonweal. During his studies in Cambridge, Prakasa became member of 
the Theosophical Society in 1912. He became active in the Home Rule movement 
(1916) and, just like his father, followed Gandhi during the Non-cooperation 
movement when Gandhi and Besant were on a collision course. After independence, 
he was a minister in Nehru’s cabinet for two years, afterwards ambassador to Pakistan 
and later governor in Assam, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu. Sri Prakasa was involved 
in education issues and was entrusted by Nehru in 1958 with the post of chairman in a 
state committee that investigated the status of moral questions in the Indian secular 
school. Prakasa received Padma Vibhushan (1957), the next highest decoration for 
national achievements. Prakasa’s outlook of the political development is close to what 
may be described as an official INC line. From the point of view of source criticism 
one should point out Prakasa’s relationship to his father and the fact that since 
childhood he was close to Annie Besant. Prakasa’s account expresses sympathy for his 
father’s actions and a corresponding dissociation from the Hindu orthodox attempt to 
control education through Malaviya. He also takes his father’s side in the internal 
conflicts within the Theosophical Society.  
   Central Hindu College and, above all, its integration in the Banaras Hindu 
University has been described in History of the Banaras Hindu University by S.L. Dar 
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and S. Somaskandan (1966). The documentation of the negotiation process with the 
colonial authorities and of the implementing stage is comprehensive. The inauguration 
ceremony and several of the main speeches are also recounted in detail. The book 
reflects the official view of the growth of the BHU with M.M. Malaviya as the obvious 
central figure. The conflicts between the main actors in the Indian sphere that 
emerged during the process are also recounted but are toned down. 
   The German historian Jürgen Lütt adopts a more problem-oriented approach in his 
article The Movement for the foundation of the BHU, published in German Scholars in India 
(1976). Lütt argues that the university issue reflects well the battle lines drawn in 
politics during the first decades of the twentieth century. His thesis is that the basic 
principles behind the foundation of the Central Hindu College were lost sight of 
during the negotiations with the British with the kind assistance of the orthodox Hindu 
circles. Therefore BHU cannot be regarded as the heir of the CHC. It is rather Kashi 
Vidyapith, founded by Gandhi and Bhagawan Das, that is its heir.3 
   After 2000, two studies about the history of education of interest for this enquiry 
have been published: the Indian historian Nita Kumar’s Lessons from Schools – the History 
of Education in Banaras (2000) and Leah Renold’s A Hindu Education – Early Years of 
Banaras Hindu University (2005). 
   Nita Kumar describes how the education system was organized in Benares during 
the period 1840-1950. The traditional conveying of knowledge is described here as 
functioning relatively well. Kumar deals with everything, from education in Sanskrit at 
the top of the education hierarchy, via the well-off tradesmen’s education, mahajani 
schools, to the overwhelmingly Muslim weavers’ transmission of knowledge. Kumar 
wants to avoid labelling people in a strongly polarized research discourse and is critical 
of the secular, national as well as postcolonial historical scholarship. She writes that 
those persons that are mentioned were respectable representatives who did what was 
expected of them in an environment ruled by tradition.4   
   Kumar refers to the significance of the place, having a specific feeling of affinity, 
Banarasi, that developed between various groups in the relatively well-off Benares. 
According to Kumar, in comparison with the British-dominated Bengal, there was not 
the same pressure for change in Benares since the presence of the colonial power was 
not so conspicuous. An exception was constituted by the Brahmins’ status whose 
position at the top of the education hierarchy was undermined beginning with the 
latter part of the nineteenth century by the interference of the colonial power in their 
traditional educational task. From having been in a symbiosis with the wealthy 
tradesmen’s caste in Benares, their services were less and less in demand. Their status 
as interpreters of the religious scriptures also diminished after the teaching at the 
Sanskrit College was placed under Western academic leadership. According to 
                                            
3 Lütt 1976, p. 173 f. 
4 Nita Kumar, Lessons from School – The History of Education in Benares, New Delhi, 2000, p. 53. 
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Kumar, in Bourdieu’s terminology this meant on the whole that their social capital 
drastically deteriorated.5  
   Kumar discusses in one chapter the Central Hindu School founded by Besant as an 
expression of an education with a modern Western character. Her conclusion is that 
this and other similar educational initiatives aiming at creating a national identity were 
actually not in demand. They thought they combated colonial dominance by lending 
education a national and denominational character but failed. According to Kumar, 
the attempt of the schools to define a generally valid Hinduism, as well as to 
spiritualize its tradition according to an imagined historical reality did not relate to 
people’s daily lives. She writes that Besant selected from the tradition rituals, values 
and a social practice at her own discretion. She disregarded other dimensions and thus 
the variety in everyday life that Hinduism amounts to.6 Kumar refers to the inadequate 
support that Besant’s plans received from the leading Brahmins, pandits, in Benares.7 
That leading Brahmins should follow a Western female theosophist’s cultural 
imperialist project is an unreasonable idea, Kumar writes.8 The teaching methods used 
at the Central Hindu Schools are also described as irrelevant in the social and cultural 
context. In addition, the central running of the educational system left actually no 
room for alternative teaching.9 It is worth noting that Kumar discusses mainly the 
school section within the CHC, not its higher education. 
   Nita Kumar’s analysis has many similar features with the historian of religions Marc 
Katz’s analysis in his study Children of Assi – The Transference of Religious Traditions and 
Communal Inclusion in Banaras (1993). Kats examines how the transference of religious 
traditions occurs in and outside the schools in Benares. Kats starts from the question: 
how was a city like Benares able to preserve its cultural vitality based on tradition?10 
Similarly to Kumar, Katz stresses the inclusive aspects of the Indian culture, aspects 
that transcend religious boundaries. To a large extent, this is the case of Benares. The 
study describes how children and youths participate in rituals and festivals that 
dramatize tradition whose basic tone is inclusive. Like Nita Kumar, this study 
emphasizes the significance of tradition and place in the process of didactic 
transmission. The arrival of modernism is linked to the group who were isolated from a 
living tradition through education and their life style, popularly known as Macaulay’s 
children who were cut off from their own culture.11 
                                            
5 Kumar 2000, p. 53 f. 
6 Kumar 2000, p. 95 ff. 
7 Kumar 2000, p. 99. 
8 Kumar 2000, p. 100. 
9 Kumar 2000, p. 105 f. 
10 Katz’s study is based on structured interviews with pupils of various social background as well as on comprehensive field 
studies and observations. Katz see a problem in the restrictive attitude to denominational elements in the Indian school today. 
The consequence is that the society outside school has to be responsible for the mediation of tradition and the transmission of 
knowledge. See the introductory chapter in Marc Katz, The Children of Assi. The Transference of Religious Traditions and Communal 
Inclusion in Banaras, Göteborg, 1993, p. 2. 
11 Katz 1993, p. 2. 
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   Leah Renold’s study about BHU concentrates mainly on the period that follows that 
of my study and, in this way, constitutes an interesting complement. By way of 
introduction, the study touches upon the Central Hindu College and the context of 
education politics within which the CHC was founded. The contributions of the 
theosophists are also mentioned in a general way. Renold’s examination focuses on the 
questions. “What characterized the Hindu teaching at the BHU? Did the BHU play a 
significant part in the vision of a free India based exclusively on Hindu ideas and 
dominated by Hindus who were opposed to a secular democracy?” Finally, the 
question: “Can the attitudes that developed at the BHU be called religious 
nationalism, or were there other active factors that contributed to complicate the 
picture?”12 
   Renold shows that at the BHU during the initial period, there was an express 
ambition “to rehabilitate Hinduism and unite the Hindus within a common identity, in 
what was called a liberal and dynamic spirit. Caste and regional differences were toned 
down.”13 But the interest for the traditional Indian courses on offer proved to be low 
among the students. The obligatory religious element in the teaching became optional. 
Against the background of the accusations that the BHU was serving the interest of 
Hindu nationalism, there was a discussion whether the BHU was dominated clearly 
ideological interest groups. Renold’s conclusion is that this was not the case. According 
to Renold, at the university there was indeed the strongly Hindu nationalist 
organization Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) represented among the students,14 but 
among them there were considerably more Marxists and socialists than Hindu 
nationalists.15 The main impression is that the BHU students express national pride 
about what the country, desi, has managed to achieve by itself. Above all, it is the 
country’s culture, free from the British element, that is emphasized, but also pride of 
the science and the mastering of modern technology. But Renold argues that BHU was 
never nationalist in the same way as Kashi Vidyapith where all courses had an 
ideological perspective. Kashi Vidyapith’s motto to “learn from the people’s simple 
life, hand and brain shall cooperate” resulted in more handiwork such as spinning and 
weaving than in bookish studies. 
   At the BHU the non-Hindu students were not excluded, according to Renold. 
Religious identity was encouraged but not religious antagonism. Renold ascribes a role 
to Malaviya’s declared policy, this policy being that hate towards Muslims and other 
faiths was unacceptable and lacked support within nationalism or religion. The 
attempt to turn BHU into a Hindu cultural centre never led to an irreconcilable 
                                            
12 Leah Renold, A Hindu Education – Early Years of the Banaras Hindu University, New Delhi, 2005. See Introduction, p. 3 
ff. 
13 Renold 2005, p. 113. 
14 RSS was founded in 1925 and was a strongly Hindu nationalist organization whose aim was to revitalize India’s Hindus 
into a conscious unity. RSS was represented among the students at the BHU beginning with the 1930s. 
15 Renold 2005, p. 213 f. 
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communalism. Renold draws the conclusion that the Muslims were mainly seen as 
rivals in the academic debates and sport. The feeling that was inculcated already at the 
CHC that the Muslim Aligarh College was regarded as a sister university, existed also 
later on.16 
   Renold argues that the denominational Hindu education at the BHU led to a 
widening of the concept of religion. The cultural variety, not least among Hindu 
students, together with an openness toward modernity contributed, according to 
Renold, to a practice of religion that can be characterized as everyday religiosity. The 
result was a common Hindu identity that was sufficiently strong to unite the students in 
their pride of their own religion. Part of this identity was based on the opposition 
against the British rule. According to Renold, perhaps the most important things was 
that BHU as a model was also promoted all over the country since the students were 
recruited from the whole of India. The religious identity was not religiously excluding, 
but stayed neutral towards other religions, above all Islam. It was sufficiently diffuse to 
break a religious pattern regarding the choice of profession related to caste and thus 
opened the way for a class society. On the other hand, and here Renold expresses a 
reservation, there was/is also in the BHU model a risk when one promotes modernity 
and binds together religion and culture in a religious identity. In the long run, this may 
contribute to a politicization of religion that develops into Hindu nationalism.17 
   For my enquiry the developments at the BHU described in Leah Renold’s study are 
obviously interesting. The issue of Hindu nationalism and its historical origin has been 
one of the driving forces behind Renold’s study just like it was for many other studies 
from the late 1980s on. The issue is relevant for the present enquiry as well. Can one 
say that the theosophists have contributed to the development of Hindu nationalism, 
which Romila Thapar suggests (see the introductory chapter)? Renold is primarily 
interested in the question whether BHU, through its denominational Hindu 
orientation, has contributed to the development of a Hindu nationalist identity. The 
issue of the theosophists’ education work and the Central Hindu College’s activity is 
interesting for the same reason. Several of Renold’s conclusions are related to my 
research: what happened to the denominational element in education? To what extent 
was the university politicized on the way towards independence? How does Kashi 
Vidyapith differ from BHU on this matter? How was it relationship to other 
universities and to other religious orientations? To what extent could the hopes and 
ideals that guided CHC materialize within the framework for BHU? 
   The studies I mentioned above are illustrations of the various research perspectives 
(national, historical materialist and postcolonial) that have been touched upon in the 
introductory chapter. How does the present study differ from the others? Jürgen Lütt’s 
article is interested above all in the political games connected with the university issue 
                                            
16 Renold 2005, p. 213 f. 
17 Renold 2005, p. 220. 
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and tries to interpret the actions of those involved from the point of view of national 
liberation. In Lütt’s case there is no doubt concerning the need of modern national 
education, which there is in Nita Kumar’s case. For Lütt the question is which kind of 
national education promotes national independence. This becomes clear in the view of 
Bhagawan Das who for Lütt plays the role of the hero on Gandhi’s model. When 
others prove disappointing Das asserts CHC’s independence according to his 
principles. He even faces the consequences when ideal and reality diverge and works 
on within the independent university. Nita Kumar however considers that Bhagawan 
Das is a person who dissociates himself from his own tradition in order to follow a 
Western woman’s highly personal agenda. Can the judgment be any harder? The caste 
affiliation issue acquires a decisive significance for Lütt. M.M. Malaviya is described as 
a man who is torn between his caste preferences based on orthodox ideas and a 
modern education agenda, while Das claims that a non-Brahmin should also have the 
right to teach. A further difference is that Lütt’s study is integrated in a national 
historical development perspective, while Kumar’s study is based on the local Benares 
and its specific characteristics.  
   None of the mentioned studies deals with the significance of theosophy for the 
shaping of education and for the subsequent sequence of developments. Neither do 
they discuss explicitly the theosophists’ principles in their attitude concerning 
education issues and how this outlook is reflected in textbooks and teaching. Lütt 
touches upon the conflicts in the Theosophical Society and their consequences for 
CHC and BHU. Here Lütt’s interpretation of Bhagawan Das’s standpoint serves as an 
interesting starting point for a further discussion. There is also reason to taking into 
account Nita Kumar’s conclusion regarding the irrelevancy of the theosophists’ as well 
as of other nationally oriented education systems. In sum, one may state that none of 
the studies mentioned above have the focus of the present enquiry, but that all throw 
light on interesting sections and aspects of my study. 

The	  establishment	  of	  a	  colonial	  education	  ideal	  
Beginning with the latter part of the eighteenth century until the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the Western education system was increasingly integrated in the 
state apparatus and played an important role in the national state project.18 Education 
received a key role in the attempt to create a national identity and community by 
culturally merging society’s low and high cultural groups.19 The sociologist Anthony 
Giddens refers to the central role of mass education in the nationalist agenda during 
the nineteenth century. Children who earlier did not go to school became part of the 
national community. Mass education is based on the universal principle that education 
                                            
18 A. Linkenbach Fuchs, Education and the Process of Nation Building in Pre-Independent India: Some Theoretical 
Reflections, in Education and Social Change in South Asia, Kumar K.-Oesterheld J., (ed.) New Delhi, 2007, p. 137.  
19 See, for instance, Ernest Gellner, Stat, Nation och Nationalism, Nora, 1997, chapter 3, pp. 39-57. 
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is useful for all social groups.20 It differs from earlier education outlooks, medieval or 
early modern, which were specialized for tasks in the Church, the city or trade. Mass 
education is accompanied by national curricula that paved the way for a consensus 
regarding the nation and its specific features. The aim was to achieve homogeneous 
values in order to create the good citizen. The breakthrough of mass education varies 
between different countries in the West, the earliest from 1770 until the period after 
previous turn of the century. It is worth noting that Great Britain is considerably later 
regarding mass education than most continental countries.21 
   Mass education never achieved a breakthrough in India. A comparably large part of 
the population is still illiterate.22 However, the higher education has been prioritized 
which has resulted in an education of high international level. The imbalance between 
these two systems has raised questions concerning the historical and cultural 
background of this situation: are there basic differences and if so, why, and what are 
the consequences? What was the role of colonialism and which relevant local factors 
should be discussed? 
   Nita Kumar argues that a decisive difference between the colonized and non-
colonized countries lies in the access to power over the education agenda. She claims 
that it is the state that has a monopoly over defining what sort of knowledge should be 
passed on to the next generations and that decides which values should be promoted. 
In independent countries it is the lower classes that are the target of state reforms, 
while in the colonized countries it is especially the class connected with the colonial 
power that has access to education. When the colonial power was strengthened in 
India, the local population’s possibilities to have any influence diminished. Kumar 
writes that in this way Western education became an icon for development, while the 
local education system was marginalized. The Sanskrit education is such an example.23 
   The main task of the British education model in India was to create a local elite to 
work within the expanding Indian Civil Service (ICS). The education established its 
form in the 1830s after English replaced Persian as official language (1833). Mass 
education was not part of the British plans. The overall pedagogical idea or strategy 
can be described as “downward filtration,” i.e. that the Western-educated elite would 
filter down its knowledge to the great mass of the population. The vision of the future is 
                                            
20 Anthony Giddens, Sociology, Oxford, 2001, p. 342. 
21 A national education system was developed first in Prussia and Austria followed by France, Holland and Sweden as well as 
the northern states in the USA. In England the school system was controlled for a long time by the Church of England, 
closely connected with the state. It is only in the 1870s that a secular national system of elementary schools was developed, 
while that of secondary schools emerged in 1902. See Linkenbach Fuchs 2007, p. 135. 
22 Formally, all children to the age of 14 in India should have access to education. In reality, half of all children and two thirds 
of all girls receive no education. Many children that go to school do not complete the period of school attendance. An 
interview I did with a teacher who works in village outside Delhi shows that the teaching available I her school in the country 
is made impossible by in practice by large classes, incompetent teachers, inferior buildings and bad organization. It should be 
pointed out that there are great differences between India’s 26 states. Literacy is high in Kerala in Southern India and several 
of the large cities.  
23 Kumar 2000, p. 15 ff. 
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provided in the young liberal chairman of the education commission, the historian 
Thomas Babbington Macaulay’s famous comment to the Act of Parliament of 1835: 
 

In one point I fully agree with the gentlemen to whose general view I am 
opposed. I feel with them, that it is impossible for us, with our limited means to 
attempt to educate the body of the people. We must at present do our best to 
form a class of persons Indian in blood and colour but English in taste, in 
opinion and, in morals and in intellect. To that class we may leave it to refine 
the vernacular dialects of the country, to enrich those dialects with terms of 
science borrowed from the Western nomenclature, and to render them by 
degrees for vehicles for conveying knowledge to the great mass of the 
population.24   

   The lack of confidence and the disparagement expressed by Macaulay for the ability 
of Indian culture to develop has repeatedly been quoted in India history writing. In the 
same comment Macaulay states “that a single book shelf in a good European library is 
worth more than the entire Indian literature.”25 The statement has further been 
interpreted as an expression of the paradigm shift in a liberal/utilitarian direction in 
the British education policy. The education reform of 1835 was preceded by a longer 
discussion between Orientalists and Anglicists where the Orientalists suggested 
continuing to support teaching in Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian. The Anglicists claimed 
that English should be the language used in higher education. The vote showed that 
five members of the committee were for the Orientalists’ suggestion and five against, 
whereby the chairman’s vote was cast in favour of the Anglicists.26 Therefore, 
beginning with 1835, the language of higher education was English. From the British 
side it was henceforth argued throughout the nineteenth century that the local 
languages were too undeveloped to be used in passing on modern knowledge.27  
   The Orientalists’ group had been influential since the end of the eighteenth century. 
During the rule of the Governor General Warren Hastings (1773-1785), himself and 
Orientalist, there was founded the Calcutta Madrasa, a higher education institution for 
Muslims. His successor, Charles Cornwallis (1786-1793), founded in the same spirit the 
Sanskrit College at Benares in 1791 in order to preserve and develop Hindu Law, its texts 
and literature. The exchange between European and Indian intellectuals was 
encouraged and the comparative Indo-European linguistics started at about the same 
time.28 Here starts the attempt to try and show the common origin of the culturally 
developed Indo-European peoples. A widespread opinion among the Orientalists was 
                                            
24 See Minute by the Hon’ble T.B. Macaulay, dated the 2nd of February 1835, 
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00generalinks/macaulay/txt minute education 1835.html (18 April 2012). 
25 Minute by the Hon’ble T.B. Macaulay, 2 February 1835. 
26 Majumdar 1991, p. 82 f. 
27 Minute by Hon’ble T.B. Macaulay, 2 February 1835. See also Lütt 1976, p. 161 f. 
28 Linkenbach Fuchs 2007, p. 141. 
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that the Hindu culture has passed its zenith long ago and declined from the year 1000 
on.29 
   The first survey of school education in the vernacular was made by the British first in 
1835 on the initiative of the Governor General Lord Bentinck, published in the 
Adam’s Report and named after its author William Adam.30 The survey was confined 
to Bengal and Bihar. The first part of the report (1835) gives a relatively positive image 
of the intellectual standard among the people, based on a relatively large number of 
village schools. The subsequent two parts give a darker image of the situation. Among 
the male population, about eleven percent had some sort of education. Among the 
school-age children in Bengal, hardly eight percent got any kind of education.31 It is 
interesting to note in this context that, as an alternative to Macaulay’s downward 
filtration or top-down model, Adam proposed a bottom-up model. The education 
system should be built from beneath upwards based on the local tradition. He writes 
“that we can deepen and widen the base, we can refine and improve it, but it is on 
base of tradition that the building must be raised.”32 Macaulay rejected Adam’s 
proposal because of financial as well as ideological reasons.33 
   In 1857 the British founded universities in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. These 
were mainly examining institutions that during the following 30 years were responsible 
for the examination of students registered at colleges attached to the universities. The 
possibilities of the colleges to develop independently were extremely limited. The 
curriculum was drafted so that the students could be examined by the universities. In 
the 1880s, two more universities were founded, first Panjab University (1882) and then 
Allahabad University (1887) after the city developed into a administrative centre with a 
tribunal for The North West Provinces. The steering document Educational Despatch of 
1854, which has been described as the Magna Carta of the British education in India, 
develops the principles of the education system in India. The teaching of natural 
sciences and technology was limited which was a recurring subject of criticism. The 
teaching was perceived as custom-made for lower positions in the colonial 
administration.34 
   The liberal Governor General and Viceroy Lord Ripon (1880-1884) appointed an 
education commission in 1882 under the chairmanship of Sir W.W. Hunter. The 
commission recommended improvements of the primary schools and financial support 
for private schools at the secondary level. Additionally, it was recommended the 
establishment of model schools in the districts and that the government should pay 
more attention to the neglected education of girls. The next education reform, The 
                                            
29 Metcalf 1998, p. 30 ff. 
30 The survey went on for three years and was published in three parts, 1835, 1836 and 1838. 
31 Majumdar 1991, p. 60 f. 
32 Quoted in Krishnaswamy & Krishnaswamy, The Story of the English in India, Delhi, 1996, p. 41. 
33 Krishnaswamy & Krishnaswamy 1996, p. 42. 
34 See for example, Majumdar 1991, chapter 2. 
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Indian Universities Act, was undertaken in 1904 during Lord Curzon’s rule (1899-
1905). It had been preceded by a commission under Thomas Raleigh’s chairmanship, 
which showed that, despite earlier reforms, there was no school education in the 
modern sense of the word. According to the census of 1901-1902, 91 percent of India’s 
male population and 93 percent of the female population was illiterate. Four out of five 
villages lacked schools because of shortage of money. Only fifteen percent of the boys 
went to primary schools and only two percent of the girls got some sort of school 
teaching. Out of this total of 390 000 Indian girls, only 9 800 studied at a higher level 
than the primary one. At the college education level there were in the same year a total 
of 177 female students divided throughout twelve colleges.35 The result of the study in 
the higher education proved to be catastrophically bad. Out of the thousands of male 
students accepted in college only one in seventeen got his degree. According to the 
commission, the problem was caused by unsatisfactory school background and great 
drawbacks in the teaching at the higher education level. The European model was too 
slavishly followed and the textbooks were unsatisfactory. Additionally, it was shown 
that serious drawbacks existed in the administrative management routines and that the 
boards were full with persons who lacked academic competence.  
   The criticism resulted in a recommendation to centralize higher education. A 
centrally placed person with the title Director General of Education was suggested. In 
addition, a widening of the education subjects was recommended as well as an 
increased control of the granting of degree-awarding institutions. It was established 
what positions there should be in the higher education as well as the number of 
members that could be elected on the university boards. The scope for introducing on 
one’s own initiative additional contents in the courses besides those centrally 
established diminished which was questioned by the denominationally-oriented 
education entities. There were recommendations of financing for the school system 
concerning the youngest children and that schools for higher courses should 
henceforward be licensed.  
   The commission’s recommendations were strongly criticized, not least the proposal 
to reduce the number of members on the boards. A large protest rally was held in 
Calcutta and in 1902 the Indian National Congress adopted a resolution protesting 
against what was called a rigid standardization of the higher education. The criticism 
had no effect and the new university system was introduced two years later.36 
   There are also reasons to touch upon the Christian mission role in the Indian 
education system under the British rule. It had been debated and strongly questioned, 
not least from the part of the theosophists who claimed that the mission’s schools 
contributed to cultural alienation and de-nationalization of the educated generation. A 
usual misunderstanding has been that early on the mission’s schools received state 
                                            
35 Majumdar 1991, pp. 55 and 67. 
36 Majumdar 1991, p. 57 ff. 
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financial support. However, this was not the case. The mission was not allowed to 
work in India during the first fifty years of the British East India Company rule. In 
1793, C.H. Grant, one of the mission’s representatives, asked in the British Parliament 
that India should be opened to the Christian mission. The issue was sensitive; it took 
twenty years (1813) before the mission was given the right to work in the country. The 
education clause that followed the decision shows the attempt to balance different 
interests, traditional education and Western science. This was a compromise supported 
by groups of the Indian educated elite, such as Ram Moham Roy.37 
   Because of the decision to allow the mission, in the long run there developed parallel 
education systems. Apart from the mission’s schools that were financed via mission 
churches, there were secular education institutions as well as local private ones 
receiving support from the authorities. In addition to these, there was the traditional 
education that was carried on in the pathsala and in the Koran schools, madrasas.        
   The missionaries accepted to refrain from undertaking conversion work in the 
convent schools. An important person in this case was Alexander Duff from The Free 
Church of Scotland who established the concept educational mission in the 1830s. Duff 
contributed to the acceptance by some missionaries of the liberal utilitarian principle 
represented by Macaulay and Trevelyan among others. There was a belief that the 
teaching of Western values and science would in the long run lead the Indian elite to 
the insight regarding the superiority of the Christian Western culture.38 Seth refers to a 
significant example from the teaching described by Duff: 
 

What is rain? A student replied that it came from the trunk of the elephant of 
God Indra. Pressed for his source, he replied that he learned this from his guru, 
whose authority in turn was a Shastra, a Hindu text.39 

   Then the teacher provides the pupil with a Western scientific explanation about what 
rain really is, how it becomes transformed, etc. According to Duff, the result is that the 
boy thinks, is this is true, what is the claim in the shastra? 
   The education reform of 1854 (Woods Despatch) recommended that private schools 
also, including Christian ones, should be able to receive state financing in order to 
undertake secular education. The background was the increased need for civil servants 
within the rapidly expanding colonial administration. The result was that several 
Christian colleges were opened to secular education. However, Christian teaching 
would be optional. Since these courses were popular, the orthodox circles were 
increasingly worried. After the big mutiny of 1857/58, the authorities were more 
                                            
37 Linkenbach Fuchs 2007, p. 145. 
38 In 1836 Macaulay wrote: ”No Hindoo who has received an English education, [could] ever remain sincerely attached to 
his own religion. Some continue to profess it as a matter of policy; but many profess themselves pure deists, and some 
embrace Christianity.” Quoted in Sanjay Seth, Secular Enlightenment and Christian Conversion: Missionaries and Education in Colonial 
India, Kumar-Oesterheld (ed.), 2007, p. 34. 
39 Seth quotes Duff, India and India Missions, (1839) in Seth 2007, p. 32 f. 
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restrictive and a strictly secular education was promised. Queen Victoria’s 
proclamation of 1858 to her Indian subjects guaranteed their religious rights. In 1867 a 
conscience clause was introduced for convent schools, allowing religious teaching only 
during particular times so that the pupils could opt not to take part if they so wished. 
In 1882, The Hunter commission reinforced this system which in turn reinforced the 
secular orientation: first, by encouraging private initiatives in secondary schools and 
college teaching where Christian teaching was optional. Secondly, by a conscience 
clause that gave parents the right to exempt their children from religious education if 
there were no secular schools in the area. Thirdly, a committee was appointed to check 
the neutrality of the textbooks regarding religious issues. As the Indologist and 
historian of the mission, Heike Liebau, has remarked, many missionaries considered 
the attitude of the government as emphatically anti-Christian. The increasing pressure 
from the groups that wished to expand the Hindu elements in teaching were regarded 
with apprehension.40 
   Jürgen Lütt refers to a certain worry among the conservative British politicians that 
the absence of religious education could result in an ideological vacuum that could be 
filled with rather undesirable ideologies from the point of view of the British. There 
was also the idea that he who obeys God, also obeys his worldly leaders. Above all, 
there was the fear that religion would be given a political appearance, that nationalist 
tendencies with religious characteristics that were increasingly visible would result in a 
general political uneasiness. Lütt quotes from a memorandum to the chairman of the 
Deccan Education Society in 1897: 
 

. . . that no educational institution for the instruction of youth should under any 
circumstances whatever, have any connection with political writings, political 
speeches, political assemblies or political parties.41 

 

The	  attempts	  to	  nationalize	  higher	  education	  
The advanced Anglification of the universities that occurred in the nineteenth century 
provoked a series of reaction. Voices from various parts of India started to urge the 
need for a national education system respectful of the local traditions. First there came 
the demands from the social and religious reform movements. The teaching that was 
performed had a Western orientation. This happened not least in regard to the subject 
of history. It was the history of the British and of the British Empire that was taught. 
One’s own history played mainly the role of background to the civilization mission that 
                                            
40 Heike Liebau, Indianisation and Education, Reaction from Christians of the Madras Presidency to the Lindsay 
Commission Report, in Education and Social Change in South Asia, Kumar-Oesterfeld (ed.), New Delhi, 2007, p. 58 f. 
41 Lütt quotes from Stanley Wolpert, Tilak and Gokhale: Revolution and Reform in the making of Modern India, Los 
Angeles, 1962, p. 122. 
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the British had to fulfill in India. Another aspect was the possibility for Indians to have 
positions that would influence higher education.42 
   The idea of a national university tried to link two aspirations: to create an education 
based on one’s own culture, and to create a university that took advantage of modern 
advances in science. Neither a British, nor a traditional education could manage to 
bring together these two requirements. While the concept modern was connected with 
Western science and technology, it was much more difficult to reach a consensus about 
the meaning of the concept national education. When one tried, in the national spirit, 
to define one’s own historical tradition, different views confronted each other from the 
socially and religiously divided India, particularly concerning Hindus and Muslims. It 
was also in the education field that Hindus and Muslims chose to follow different 
paths.43 
   Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, the founder of the Muslim Anglo-Oriental Aligarh College 
in the beginning of the 1880s was one of the first to show the need for a 
denominational education. Already in 1872 he had explained in a report, which is 
evident in Robinson’s study that the education on offer did not correspond to the need 
for a modern education for the Muslim population.44 Since 1835, after Persian was 
replaced by English as the language of administration, the Muslims were strongly 
under-represented in the higher education and therefore in the colonial Civil Service.45 
At the Aligarh College, apart from compulsory teaching of Islam, it was also possible 
for the students to practice their religion. The founding of the Aligarh College (1875) 
happened with the aid of the British. By supporting the college politically and 
financially, the British got a loyal Muslim voice, at least initially, for the price of a 
denominational, but basically liberal, pro-British education.46 Syed Ahmad’s initiative 
was strongly questioned in the orthodox Muslim circles. In the long run, however, 
Aligarh College became not only an education centre but also a political one. For 
instance, it was at Aligarh College that All India Moslem League was founded in 1906.47 
   After the foundation of Aligarh College, similar ambitions emerged among Hindus 
to try and establish a modern education institution on a denominational and national 
basis. Two aims were suggested: an education based on national traditions and an 
introduction to technical education instead for a one-sided education oriented towards 
British administration. By national education it was meant teaching Indian religion 
                                            
42 One example: at Allahabad University or connected colleges it was not allowed to have a non-European vice-chancellor at 
the turn of the century about 1900. The first Indian vice-chancellor, Sunder Lal, was appointed in 1906.   
43 Lütt 1976, p. 161 f. 
44 In the circular Syed Ahmad Khan writes: ”Government had committed a grave political error in undertaking the 
management of public instruction: the system it imposed upon the natives of India was defective and barren of results”. 
Robinson 1993, p. 81. 
45 During the period between 1858 and 1893, only 546 Muslims managed to acquire a degree in comparison with 15 081 
Hindus. Majumdar 1991, p. 81. 
46 Education was one of the spheres where the British resorted to the ”divide and rule” principle regarding the two great 
religious groups. The issue of the university status for the Muslim Aligarh College is such an example. See Robinson 1993, p. 
131. 
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and history and that in one of the Indian languages. Both these demands contained 
difficulties and latent conflicts. Among orthodox Brahmins, where a traditionally 
teaching responsibility was rooted in its dharma, the exclusive right to convey the Hindu 
tradition was perceived as self-evident. Well-educated non-Brahmins with the ambition 
of reforming traditional education questioned this right.48 
   For Hindus a general religious teaching was problematic as far as choice was 
concerned. Defining the concept Hindu created conflicts between the orthodox and 
reformers. What would a Hindu religious education contain? Unlike a well-defined 
Christian and Muslim canon, there were no similar sets of religious basic texts that 
were generally accepted. According to Jürgen Lütt, the theosophists were the first who 
tried to solve this problem.49 Others did nevertheless try, for example Arya Samaj 
started already in 1887 Dayananda Anglo-Vedic College in Lahore where there was an 
attempt to reconcile an education based on a Vedic ideal with Western elements of the 
humanities, natural science and technology. After Arya Samaj split in 1892, the liberals 
in the Cultured Party worked for a modern education. Arya Samaj’s interpretation of 
Hinduism was treated as a universal religion and the Cultured Party officially accepted 
students from all castes. They were even in favour of the education of girls. However, a 
conservative faction, Mahatma Party, was for an education based on the ancient ideals 
and claimed that Arya Samaj was the pure Hinduism, but not a universal religion. In 
1902 Gurukula Mahavidyalaya was founded in Hardwar, a school on Vedic basis whose 
task was to protect the pupils from the influence of the Western civilization. Only 
pupils from the three highest castes were accepted.50  
   A complicating factor concerning the nationally-oriented higher education was the 
language division in India, with five language families and more than one hundred 
languages and dialects.51 The need for a lingua franca that bound together a nation 
from Himalaya to Cape Comorin raised complicated questions. The choice in the 
education decision of 1835 to grant English a special place had naturally consequences 
for the subsequent discussion. In what language should teaching be performed in 
schools and in higher education? How many languages should a child learn in school 
and in which form? Already in the nineteenth century the discussions kept returning to 
a three-language formula as a possible solution: the mother tongue in the lower forms, 
an Indian language with the status of official language and English with its external 
reach within the Empire. 
                                                                                                                                        
47 Robinson 1993, p. 123 ff. 
48 Lütt 1976, p. 163. 
49 Lütt 1976, p. 163. 
50 Farquhar 1998, p. 125 f. 
51 The largest is the Indo-European language family to be found mainly in Middle and Northern India (about 700 million), 
followed by the Dravidian in the South (about 200 million), the third largest are the Tibetan-Burmese families (about 10 
million) to be mainly found in the Northern border areas. Despite considerable efforts, the language question, the language 
problem has not yet found a satisfactory solution.  
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   The issue of the teaching language contained a political/religious component that 
was appealed to when the nationally-oriented higher education would be 
implemented. The issues of the status of Sanskrit and Hindi in relationship to other 
vernaculars and the significance of English were discussed by orthodox Hindus and 
became a source of conflicts. The traditional Sanskrit education was performed in 
Hindi and was reserved for Brahmins who studied Sanskrit texts linked to rituals in 
pathsalas, mainly in order to become priests.52 Urdu would play the same role for the 
Muslims. The promoters of Urdu borrowed elements of Arabic and Persian and 
ignored the vernaculars that were used by large groups.53 
   Alternative pedagogical ideas as part of the national education discourse are a 
further aspect to be taken into consideration. Besides theosophists, Rabindranath 
Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi among others took part in these discussions. There 
were attempts from Tagore, Gandhi and the theosophists to integrate a traditional 
Indian pedagogy with modern Western pedagogical theories. In the context of 
education, Tagore is connected with Shantiniketan, a combination of school and ashram 
in Bengal, founded in 1901, three years after the foundation of the Central Hindu 
College. In 1929 Shantiniketan was granted university status under the name of Vishwa 
Bharati.    
   According to Linkenbah-Fuchs, the starting point of Tagore’s pedagogical ideas was 
to accept the child as an independent individual and childhood as an important period 
in life.54 The task of the school was to consider the whole child, to develop body, brain 
and spirit. According to Tagore, the highest kind of education was that which made us 
live in harmony with everything living and not only that which gave us information.55 
Traditional school was criticized for giving children habits that distanced them from 
nature. Their thinking ends up in opposition to the surrounding world.56 Tagore’s 
criticism of the British education system is profound, but at the same time he warns 
that a one-sided national education may lead to isolation and lack of understanding for 
other people cultures.57   
   Gandhi’s idea of a national education was to a larger extent than Tagore’s oriented 
towards a basic mass education that would contribute to social change based on the 
Indian village. Similarly to Tagore, Gandhi promoted a holistic view of education. But 
more than Tagore, Gandhi pointed out that knowledge should be related to the child’s 
                                            
52 Dalmia 2003, p. 29. 
53 Anne-Vaguhier-Chatterjee, Politics of Language and Education: Policies and Reforms in India, in Education and Social 
Change in South Asia, Kumar-Oesterfeld (ed.), New Delhi, 2007, p. 359. 
54 Tagore was influenced by Rousseau’s ideas of the child’s independence and the importance of nature as well as of the 
natural outlook. Tagore considered that formal institutions such as schools risked isolating children and keeping them 
imprisoned within the walls of the school. Linkenbach Fuchs 2007, p. 150 f.   
55 Tagore writes in the essay A Poet’s school: ”I tried to develop in the children of my school the freshness of their feeling for 
nature, a sensitiveness of soul in their relations with human surroundings with the help of literature, festive ceremonials, and 
also the religious teaching.” Rabindranath Tagore, A Poet’s School, from Tagore for Your, Calcutta, 1966, p. 74. 
56 Linkenbach Fuchs, 2007, p. 152. 
57 Tagore 1966, p. 76 f. 
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individual and physical surroundings and experiences. Gandhi’s source of inspiration 
was chiefly the pedagogical experimental schools, the so-called work-schools, which he 
had experienced of from South Africa. The core of this pedagogy was the practical 
part oriented towards handicraft such as spinning, weaving, shoemaking, etc. There 
were several aims here: a criticism of the caste-based division of work and to overcome 
the contempt that the highest castes had for practical work. It was also a criticism and 
rejection of the Western industrialism that, according to Gandhi, destroyed the self-
supporting village. In Wardha Scheme of 1937 Gandhi expresses his ideas about giving 
children an education so that they may contribute to the cooperative reconstruction of 
the Indian village.58 Unlike Tagore, Gandhi adopted an attitude for a more emphatic 
national education and questioned radically the need for Western influences and 
school teaching in English. Gandhi writes that “the result of Macaulay’s reform, 
although inadvertently, has contributed to enslaving us. Isn’t it sad that when we talk 
about Home Rule we do it in a foreign language?”59 
 

The theosophists and the education issues 
 

The theosophists took an active part in education issues early on. Their narrative of the 
theosophists’ historical task in India presents education as one of the three decisive 
steps necessary for India to be able in the long run to recover its place as a leading 
nation. Education follows naturally national awakening and, in turn, lays the 
foundation for thorough social changes. The Theosophical Society is said to have an 
important role to play mainly in the first two stages.60 
   The Theosophical Society’s annual reports give a lot of attention to education 
activities in the section entitled Subsidiary activities. As mentioned above, teachers and 
headmasters were well represented in the Society in India, approximately 13 percent of 
the membership.61 In Ceylon H.S. Olcott in cooperation with the Buddhist sanghan 
drafted a Buddhist catechism that was much used in the teaching outside the mission’s 
management. The theosophists assumed the credit for the national consciousness and 
pride about Buddhism that emerged in Ceylon. In the Theosophical Society’s annual 
report for 1915 there were no less than 237 schools and two colleges affiliated to the 
Buddhist Theosophical Society the previous year.62 
                                            
58 Linkenbach Fuchs 2007, p. 154. 
59 See M.K. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj of Indian Home Rule, Ahmedabad, 1939, in the chapter Education, p. 75 ff. 
60 Besant, Theosophy and the Raising of India, in Birth of New India, 1917, p. 369 ff. 
61 De Tollenaere 1996, p. 105. 
62 The General Report of the Theosophical Society, 1915. Presidential Address, p. 10. When schools were nationalized in the 
1960s, according to Campbell, the Ceylonese Buddhist Theosophical Society handed over to the state approximately 400 schools. 
Many political leaders in Sri Lanka have a background in these schools. Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism was published in over forty 
editions. See Campbell 1980, p. 84.   
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   During his many travels in India in the beginning of the 1880s, Olcott took the 
initiative to establish Sanskrit schools. These schools were aimed at the higher castes in 
order to regain the Vedic Sanskrit literature.63 In 1894, Olcott established schools in 
Madras for children from the low castes’ homes (pariah), the so-called Panchama 
schools.64 According to the annual report of 1917, there were 703 pupils registered in 
these schools. Earlier pupils who got good grades were described as functioning as 
teachers and some pupils went even further to higher education.65 
   As for higher education, several colleges were established during the period 1900-
1920. The first one was the Central Hindu College for boys founded in Benares in 1898. 
Six years later, a course of education for girls was joined to the CHC, Central Hindu 
College Girls School, and thereafter further girls schools followed in other areas of India.66 
A nationally teacher training recruiting system was founded in 1913 also in Benares, 
The National College for Women (today, Vasanta College). During the same period in 
Southern India the Madanapalle College for Girls was established outside Madras. In 1913 
the theosophical education institutions were gathered under an umbrella organization, 
The Theosophical Educational Trust, with Annie Besant as president.67 According to the 
annual report of 1917, approximately 30 schools and colleges were affiliated. The aim 
of the organization was that these educational institutions should function as models 
both regarding the content and pedagogically.68 
   Both Indian and Western teachers worked in the theosophical education institutions 
with the aim that, in the long run, the Indian teachers should take over the activity. It 
appears from the 1924 annual report of The National College for Women in Benares for The 
Educational Trust that out of the twenty employees at the college eighteen were from 
India. The formal education level among the teachers was high; most of them had an 
academic education at Bachelor level or had degrees from arts education.69  
   Apart from Olcott and Besant mentioned above, several persons were to play an 
important role in the Indian education system; Bhagawan Das, Subha Rao and 
George Arundale are some of them. Later, Rukmini Devi stands out whose 
contribution for the renaissance of Indian dance and dance education was 
                                            
63 Olcott 1904, p. 26. 
64 Olcott’s Panchama schools are still functioning in Madras (nowadays, Chennai) under the management of the 
Theosophical Society. See http://www.olcott-school-chennai.org/about.htm .  
65 The Forty-Second Anniversary of the Theosophical Society, Presidential Address, p. 23. 
66 Central Hindu College Magazine, Ace No 84 81, 1906, p. 86. 
67 According to Bhagawan Das’s opinion of 1913, the Theosophical Educational Trust should be seen as an attempt from 
Annie Besant to have personal control over the education courses by subordinating them in the statutes to the president of the 
Esoteric section. Se Das’s letter, The Central Hindu College and Mrs Annie Besant, to the editor of The Christian Commonwealth, 7 July 
1913. Available at http://www. Teozofija info/tsmembers/BhagavanDas_Letter.htm (18 April 2012). 
68 At the INC’s congress in December 1917, the first meeting of the Board of National Education was held. Rabindranath Tagore 
was elected as rector and Annie Besant as president of the executive committee. The Theosophical Educational Trust decided 
to join the new organization. Cousins & Cousins, 1950, p. 316. 
69 The Theosophical Educational Trust, Annual Report, 1924. 
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considerable.70 Several Western women would take an interest in particular schools 
during a shorter or longer period – subsequently, often of a Montessori character.71          

The	  theosophists’	  basic	  view	  of	  pedagogy	  
Annie Besant who is quoted by way of introduction of this chapter shows the hopes 
that, in the spirit of nationalism, she had concerning the education of the young Indian 
generation. What was the aim, according to what principles and with what sort of 
content should a national education in India be undertaken? These are some of the 
questions that I want to deal with below. My subsequent argument rests on several 
lectures and articles by Annie Besant along with an article by George Arundale, earlier 
vice-chancellor of the CHC. The article was written in 1916 for the periodical The 
Commonweal with the purpose of clarifying the principles behind the theosophists’ 
education ideology in an Indian context. The main point of the article is the question 
of the importance of educating a future national leadership in India. 
   In a general description of the theosophists’ education philosophy there is reason to 
show how their basic pedagogic view was connected with an Indian intellectual world 
view and a nationalist discourse. The characteristic seems to be the effort to merge a 
modern progressive pedagogy developed in the West with an early Indian pedagogical 
tradition, which to some extent has been lost. This effort is linked to one of the basic 
ideas regarding education issues in the theosophical thought style, reviving earlier 
knowledge in modern form. Similarly to Olcott’s earlier statements, they go back to the 
idea that there was a language barrier that obscures a view that in many ways is 
common to the early Oriental ideas and the modern Western science.72 They refer in 
this way to the nationalist narrative of a golden age that was followed by a period of 
decline but which now is about to be revived. 
   The starting point of the theosophical education philosophy is that there is one true 
reality.73 Humankind’s consciousness is described as closed in by veils, maya, unable to 
perceive the wholeness of existence. The driving force of evolution is karma, the law of 
cause and effect. All actions have their consequences according to the principle as one 
sows so shall one reap. A person’s soul passes through constant rebirths on its way to 
                                            
70 Rukmini Devi (1904-1990) was a pioneer in the Indian dance education. Her contribution to the launching of the 
traditional art of dancing to distancing it from the perception of an art form connected with temple prostitution, devadasi, was 
decisive for its development during the twentieth century. In 1936 she founded Kalakshetra Art Centre in Madras, famous today, 
a leading education institution for dance in India.  
71 The Theosophical Educational Trust, Annual report, 1924. 
72 Olcott writes: ”But the need for the hour in India was to make it possible for every undergraduate and graduate to see for 
himself how much the Aryan thought was in harmony with modern scientific discovery, how his ancestors had traversed the 
whole field of knowledge, and how proud and glad he ought to be that he was of their blood, the heir of their wisdom.” Olcott 
1900, p. 128. 
73 See chapter 2. 
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the aim of reuniting itself with Brahman. Since the law of karma is absolute, people are 
on different levels of consciousness in the cycle of existence.74 
   According to Arundale, a consequence of the faith in karma and reincarnation in the 
outlook on education is that people find themselves on different levels in the process of 
education. Therefore, teaching should be oriented towards the individual and have its 
starting point in the level where the child finds himself in the development process. 
Arundale writes that all children need education, but an education with the ability of 
matching the child’s level in the evolution process. That is why he dismisses a common 
national education system and recommends instead a differentiated education adapted 
to the child’s actual need. For the older children this is particularly important since 
education, as Arundale writes, “must lead to the development of the child’s 
consciousness but cannot deliver that which is not mature to be delivered.”75  
   The knowledge and experiences that the child brings from earlier lives in the new 
one should be taken advantage of. The child is endowed with more intuition and fewer 
false conceptions than the grown up, which is explained by the child being closer to the 
spiritual state experienced during devashan.76 The intuitive thought is regarded as an 
expression of the memories from an earlier life.77 According to Arundale, education 
may expand the child’s consciousness but cannot have an impact outside the 
circumstances contained by his karma.78 If the child is in the initial stage then he has 
not the ability to see himself in relation to more comprehensive wholes or see the basic 
unity between everything living. For this group it is therefore the personal development 
that is important. The education that is suitable for these children whom Arundale 
calls infant souls should aim at developing knowledge and skills in order to assert 
themselves in competition and find their place in society. The law that is relevant 
during this stage in a person’s development is “survival of the fittest.” Arundale thinks that 
                                            
74 The law of karma comprises everything, not only actually performed actions. Thoughts, feelings and actions that may see 
to emerged spontaneously have all their origin in earlier causes that were set in motion. See, for example, R. Crosbie, Answers 
to Questions on the Ocean of Theosophy, Los Angeles, 1974, p. 135.  
75 G.S. Arundale, On Some Special Principal Underlying the Present Teaching of Children, in The Commonweal, 18 August 
1916, p. 128. 
76 In deveshan the individual’s soul finds itself between rebirths. In a utopian future scenario about education in Annie 
Besant’s book Man Whence How and Wither the child has developed his intuitive ability to perfect himself. Education was 
conceived to be individual to a large extent and to be undertaken at home in common for girls and boys. The future 
individual was thought as having also the ability to anticipate his next life and be able to choose his future family where he 
would be born. See http://www.anandgholap.net/Man_Whence_How_And_Whither-CWL.ht chapter XXV. It should also 
be mentioned that this book was written when Annie Besant was much influenced by C.M. Leadbeater. See comments by Sri 
Prakasa 1941, p. 56 f.  
77 Besant, Right and Wrong, in Prajna, p. 375 ff, Journal of the Banaras Hindu University 1996-2001, 2002. 
78 In “Education of the Depressed Classes,” p. 148, in The Birth of New India, Annie Besant develops her view of education 
for the most disadvantaged in society. She rejects the possibility of offering children from these classes the same education. 
Education should rather be aimed at the children’s immediate needs: “By teaching their children the elements of right living, 
we draw out and cultivate the germinal powers of the soul; and by checking and repressing the faults which are manifest, by 
improving their food and their environment, we help to build better bodies suitable for the more unfolded souls.” 
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the great mass of India’s population is still at this initial stage without actual knowledge 
of their inner divinity.79 

The	  national	  stage	  in	  humankind’s	  development	  
According to Arundale, the nation being submitted to the law of karma means that its 
readiness for national independence depends on its members’ collective karma. 
Similarly to human beings, each nation is considered to have its own place in the 
evolution and a task to fulfill.80 The elite of the nation that is on a higher consciousness 
level needs to develop the ability to see farther than its own private interest and expand 
its responsibility for the whole. The demand of Home Rule put forward by Annie 
Besant and Bal Gangadhar Tilak at the time of the publication of the article, is 
interpreted by Arundale as an expression that the advanced part of India’s population 
has reached a higher national level in its development. Here there is the ability to see 
oneself and therefore one’s task in a wider context. For this advanced key group, 
India’s future leadership, there is a need for a special education that provides tools and 
abilities to handle a practical and political reality.81  
   Where are then these young talents – the emerging elite? Arundale does not provide 
a certain answer here but writes that presumably they are among the country’s 
educated class, in the national education systems in Madras, Calcutta, Bombay and 
Benares. The average student has gone through the initial individual stage with the 
opportunity to see not only the region’s but also the nation’s best interest. Arundale 
points out that it does not mean that these individuals a free from selfishness. During 
their earlier lives, individuals have grown up according to the norm survival of the fittest 
and still find themselves influenced by it. Now they are at the crossroads towards the 
law of self-sacrifice and their subsequent way depends on the quality of their education. 
These pupils need an education that reveals the greater whole in the daily life and 
which is reflected in their national consciousness.82 
   But what consequences does this new view of the child’s development possibilities 
have for teaching, according to Arundale? First, the pupil must become conscious of 
his/her own potential that corresponds to his/her dharma since teaching cannot bridge 
the natural laws that lie in the pupils’ basic circumstances. Second, it is the teacher’s 
role to develop ways of teaching that are adapted to and harmonize with each 
individual. Third, the content should be relevant, considering the pupil’s future tasks in 
                                            
79 Arundale writes: ”The masses of the population in India are probably at this stage, and need an education, which shall help 
them to know themselves, to know their powers, and even in the course of growth to use these powers in apparent conflict 
with their fellows. They will gain no real knowledge of the true value of their inherent divinity unless they pass through the 
stage of imagining that divinity can thrive in antagonistic separateness, this stage being associated with all the pain and 
suffering through which divinity cries aloud its degradation.” Arundale 1916, p. 128. 
80 Kumar, Raj, Annie Besant’s Vision of Indian Politics. Article in Prajna, Journal of the Banaras Hindu University 1996-2001, 
2002, p. 298. 
81 Arundale 1916, p. 128. 
82 Arundale 1916, p. 129. 
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the service of the Indian nation. It is important that the pupil himself through his 
expanded national consciousness draws his own conclusions and acts accordingly. 
   How does one develop the child national consciousness in the daily teaching? 
Arundale resorts here to Rousseau, Fröbel and Dewey. According to Arundale, 
Rousseau has shown that our first teachers are our feet, hands and eyes. Replacing 
these early on by books means relying on others’ conceptions and conclusions rather 
than one’s own. The starting point for teaching younger children must be training 
them initially in acquiring experiences through their own various senses by 
experiencing the objects that surround them. Feeling, seeing and listening expands the 
child’s circles of knowledge related to his own experience.83 Each object however 
simple represents absolute and universal principles with significance far beyond what 
may be perceived by superficial observation. According to Arundale, Fröbel means by 
analogy with this that the child’s development possibilities are already contained inside 
him, ready to be developed.84 
   The value of learning to know the external objects consists mainly in their being 
represented by corresponding higher principle in the individual. In the case of the 
pupil who has reached a higher national consciousness, a river amounts therefore not 
only to the water that flows in it but it also represents the value for the country that it 
flows through. Mathematics is not only the satisfaction of solving mathematical 
problems; it also opens the way for a consciousness of its national significance. The 
history of a district is not only about that district’s history but it also expands to its role 
in the history of the nation. 
   How then should school be organized in order to satisfy the child’s needs? According 
to Arundale, it is fundamental to allow more time for the process than the achieved 
result. Here one turns forcefully against the orientation towards achievement and 
results that characterized contemporary teaching. One example that Arundale 
underlines is from teaching sports, which otherwise he thinks important for the 
development of the nation. Because of the teacher’s thoughtlessness the pupils are 
forced to “show off” which conflicts with their inherent shyness.85 The pupils should 
not be constantly forced to account in exams and tests for their newly acquired 
knowledge. Rather than the result, it is the process and the methods that lead to the 
aim that should be highlighted.  
   Arundale writes that the details in the teaching situation also require care as part of 
the ambition of preparing for the child as favourable circumstances as possible for free 
development. For instance, the question of how children are placed in the classroom is 
important. Considering Fröbel’s ideas, it is recommended that children sit in a circle, 
which offers both social and practical advantages. Children should be motivated and 
                                            
83 Arundale 1916, p. 129. 
84 Arundale 1916, p. 129. 
85 Arundale 1916, p. 149 f. 
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agree with what may seem questions of details as well. By means of examples from 
Dewey’s Schools of tomorrow, Arundale shows how play may be used in order to 
develop children’s sense of being able to see the greater picture in their surroundings 
and ultimately in the nation. Playing helps children to develop according to their 
circumstances and offers social training that contributes to finding their place in 
society.86 
   According to Arundale, school should be regarded as a state in miniature. Its task is 
to allow every individual to develop as much as possible according to his own 
circumstances in order subsequently to take his place in the nation.87 The teacher’s 
task is to help each pupil by means of intuition and observation to find his role in 
society. The pupil’s moral upbringing is central here – he must learn to obey but also 
learn to lead and learn to serve without all this interfering with his personal 
development. He must learn to lead his life within the framework of society’s needs. 
Finally, he must be trained to help his weaker colleagues so that they also find their 
place in the larger context. Subsequently, it is the leaders’ responsibility to prepare a 
place for all individuals in the nation.88       

Modern	  pedagogy’s	  forerunners	  
The similarities between a modern Western pedagogical tradition, based on the 
advances of psychology and an early Indian tradition of education is also the theme of 
Besant’s presidential address at the Theosophical Society’s annual congress in 1918. 
The idea of reincarnation is once more the key to understand the child’s developing 
potential but that this consciousness is understood and called differently in India in 
comparison with the West, according to Besant: 

All the modern schemes of education are based on the necessity of drawing out 
what is in the child, instead of merely pouring facts into him. But that which is in 
him he has brought through the gateway of birth, the qualities of his inborn 
nature.89  

The teacher’s task is similar to that of the gardener’s to create the best condition for 
the child’s development. The child’s own insights, questions and reflections about life 
should be the starting point of teaching. Besant stresses Maria Montessori’s90 methods 
as exemplary for teaching in the elementary classes: 

                                            
86 Arundale 1916, p. 149 f. 
87 Arundale writes: ”An educational institution is a small State in which there are elders to guide and advise, and all possible 
efforts must be made to ensure that this miniature State shall within the limits of appropriateness, represent the large State 
beyond.” Arundale 1916, p. 150. 
88 Arundale 1916, p. 150. 
89 Presidential Address by Annie Besant. The General Report of the T.S., p. 9. 
90 During 1939-1945 Maria Montessori was in exile, residing at the theosophists’ international centre in Adyar. See Rita 
Kramer, Maria Montessori – A Biography, New York, 1978, p. 344 f. 
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There you have a woman, highly educated herself – Dr Montessori – who has 
struck out an entirely new line in the way of education, in which she accepts, 
what, I should submit, is a fundamentally Eastern idea: the idea that the child 
who comes into your hands is not a mere child to be coerced, but an intellectual 
and spiritual nature to be given full opportunity of development along its own 
natural lines of evolution…91 

   Besant considers that in the West there is an incipient consciousness on this issue as 
new research in pedagogy and psychology is being used.92 According to Besant, the 
education model introduced by the British in India followed the old, obsolete model.93 
She adds that in the Vedic scriptures there are descriptions of exemplary types of 
education and pedagogical methods that may serve as inspiration. The university 
Takshashila94 shows from the beginning of our era a respectful relationship between 
student and teacher still valid in our time.95 During study time, for example, no 
difference was made concerning the caste affiliation. In the four stages of a person’s 
life, ashramas, the first period, brahmacharya, was dedicated to study before the next 
period as householder began. Marrying before the studies were completed, in contrast 
to modern India, was inconceivable, Besant stresses.96 
   Besant argues that education ideals to learn from are not to be found only in 
Hinduism; she also gives examples from Buddhism as well as from the Mogul times. 
During Akbar’s period (1555-1605) advanced education was offered in subjects like 
mathematics, geometry, astronomy, philosophy, ethics and history. Art, dance and 
handicraft also developed at this time. A characteristic of the Akbar period was 
tolerance and openness towards all religions. It was the Vedic village schools that 
provided universities with students. Teaching was undertaken by temples or mosques – 
a teaching that, according to Besant, corresponded well to the children’s spiritual and 
material needs. It was also adapted to the tasks that the child as a grown-up would 
have to perform. 
                                            
91 Besant, the chapter National Education from The Birth of New India, p. 175. 
92 See Annie Besant’s lecture, Upbringing in the new times at Queen’s Hall in London, 20 October 1919. Here she addresses a 
Western audience: “Many of you do not believe in reincarnation but presumably embrace the scientific outlook. Before it was 
assumed that the child was a blank slate. Since no previous lives traced there their experiences, parents and teachers could 
write what they wanted. And the child’s development came to depend, according to this theory, more on the surroundings 
than on the inborn characteristics … but modern science has clearly shown that a human being is a developed organism and 
that a child born in a civilized society is the heir to a long list of human experiences and brings to the world a determined 
character, shaped and derived from one could call the general social experience. … Upbringing must therefore be founded on 
the study of the child’s individuality and must be adapted to each child’s particular character.” Published by the Swedish 
Theosophical Publishing House, Stockholm, 1920, p. 7 f.   
93 Presidential Address by Annie Besant, The General Report of the T.S., 1917, p. 10. 
94 The oldest Indian university near Rawalpindi was destroyed by the white Huns in approximately 455 AD. 
95 Besant describes briefly the specific relationship between guru and disciple for the purposes of passing on knowledge, 
gurusisyaparampara. 
96 A person’s life may ideally be divided in four stages. The first stage is the student when the individual repeats in his body 
everything that he learned in earlier lives. The second stage is the householder, starting a family, taking responsibility for and 
living up to the ideals that are connected with children and family. The third stage starts when the family duties have been 
fulfilled when the individual withdraws and leaves the duties to the younger generation. The fourth stage is finally is a period 
of solitude when the soul stands face to face with Brahman. Besant, A. After a lecture about Hinduism from Prajna – Journal of 
Banaras Hindu University, BHU, 2002. 
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   The image provided by Besant of the Indian education tradition was that the well-
functioning system was destroyed through the Western influence. The right to 
education was established in India long before it was in the West. She emphasizes that 
the importance of avoiding early specialization and rather of providing an all-round 
education both for manual and intellectual work has a long tradition in the East. She 
sees the advanced Indian handicraft tradition as evidence of this. The task that was 
suggested to the audience was to revive the earlier Indian pedagogical model by means 
of the modern pedagogical advances developed in the West. 

Denominational	  religious	  education	  
At the heart of the theosophical offensive in the education area was the demand of a 
denominational religious education based on one’s own tradition. The completely 
secular education under the management of the colonial power had resulted in the loss 
of religion’s life-giving force in society, according to the theosophists. Above all it was 
the upper layer in society that was blinded by Western materialism and that tended to 
consider everything Indian as backward, according to Besant. She argued that the 
stress on individualism in the West had upset the balance in the organically developed 
collectivist Indian society.97 A society that lost touch with its own religious tradition is 
not able either to assert itself in the encounter with the West since the ethical 
foundation that rests on religion is threatened. But Besant points out, hinting at the 
orthodox, that religion must also be able to assimilate new ideas in order to continue to 
be a living force in society.98 
   The Western education model overlooked the link between a living national culture 
and development, according to Besant, by dissolving the relationship between religion 
and the people. The first task of a national education is therefore to re-connect itself to 
one’s own religious traditions (note the plural) in order to create the pupils’ self-
confidence. Besant argued that India being a religiously divided nation need not be a 
problem but there was even an opportunity. On the secure basis of one’s own religious 
tradition the pupils should be brought up to realize all religions’ common origin and 
nucleus. This insight would serve as a starting point to counteract all religious conflicts. 
Besant writes: 
 

All religions have one origin and one goal; this Theosophy is ever proclaiming 
and proving; why then dispute about secondary differences? Live your own 
religion, it urges, and your neighbor live his, and turn your attention to the great 
truths in which you agree, rather than the minor points on which you differ.99  

                                            
97 Besant, Religion and Social reconstruction in The Birth of New India, p. 204 f. 
98 Besant, Religion and Social reconstruction in The Birth of New India, p. 204 f. 
99 Besant, A. Theosophy and the raising of India in The Birth of New India, p. 377. A lecture that Besant gave in 1903 and that 
was published in 1904. 



 
 
 

171 

   Due to this reason the missionaries’ schools were rejected, but also the official secular 
education institutions. The lack of Sanskrit teaching had removed the Hindus from 
their roots and therefore from the possibility of an ethical education founded on one’s 
own tradition. Besant makes here a comparison with the status of Latin in the West. 
The situation was a bit better concerning the Muslims, according to Besant, who 
through the Koran schools were better able to preserve the contact with their own 
religious traditions: “Every Muhammedan gentleman knows Arabic and can read the 
Koran. Why shouldn’t the Hindus similarly know the Vedas?” Besant writes.100 

Secular	  subject	  in	  the	  service	  of	  the	  nation	  
The other task of the theosophical education strategy was that the content of the 
secular subjects should also be reformed from a national perspective, Besant writes. 
The advances of modern science must also be put at the disposition of the Indian 
youths, as she emphasizes. The starting point must be India’s need. The education that 
is on offer under the management of the colonial power is criticized for being anti-
national and aiming primarily to ensure the colonial power’s need for lower clerks in 
the colonial administration. By means of education the young should rather be given 
an insight into the fact that they themselves have the ability and force to lead the 
national development. As so often, Besant resorts to the rhetorical device of showing by 
means of examples that what was self-evident in England was refused to Indian 
children and youths in an Indian context. The young generation was brought up in 
England in a tradition where England’s achievements in various fields were an obvious 
part. Similar national identification was refused to the Indians in the colonial 
education system. In England it was also taken for granted that at schools such as Eton 
and Harrow the boys gathered in the school’s chapel for ceremonies as part of the 
British tradition. Besant says to her Indian audience: 

The passionate enthusiasm that you find in the young is used to make them 
patriots, lovers of their country, and that influence ingrained in them from 
religion makes them the lovers of England that they are. Such education should 
you give your sons. Is India not a country as worthy of the love of her children as 
any other country in the world? Is your past less great than the past of England, 
or your story less wonderful than the story of her growth? Are not your heroes as 
great as hers, your children as mighty as any that she can produce? You have all 
materials to turn the boys into passionate lovers of their country, and you leave 
out of their education all that is Indian, and then wonder that India is not 
great.101 

                                            
100 The Theosophist, March 1897. 
101 Besant, Theosophy and the Raising of India, from The Birth of New India, p. 378 f. 
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   The task that she presented to her audience was to reintegrate education in India in 
an outlook containing earlier national ideals, referring to the experiences of the Central 
Hindu College in Benares.102 
   What does Besant mean by the duty of the Indians to take over control of their 
national education? She writes that it is an illusion to believe that an education under 
foreign management can become a national education.103 She explains that a national 
education does not exclude elements from other cultures. Besant summarizes the ideal 
relationship between the national and the foreign in a speech at the Ceylon Social 
Conference: 
 

Do not debase, but only enrich; do not denationalize, only increase the circle of 
your national thought. Then the contact will be useful and not death-bringing; 
then you will be better for the teaching of it, and not the worse; not corrupted 
but the purer for the contact.104 

   How should these ideas be implemented in teaching? First by standing up for the 
national literature and teach one’s own history.105 Besant writes that knowledge of 
one’s own past offers models, supplies pride and shows the pupils what can and need 
be achieved in future. 
   Another condition is that teaching should take place in one’s mother tongue.106 
Besant does not however dismiss the idea that children should learn foreign languages 
since it is in one’s youth that the individual finds it easy to learn foreign languages. But 
it is just as unwise, Besant writes, to allow an English child to read English history, 
mathematics or geography in German as allowing the child in India to study these and 
other subjects in English. The result is that the child does not learn anything well since 
it becomes too much to both assimilate the content and examine the question. In a 
speech to the students as the Central Hindu College in 1910, Besant refers to the 
importance of a nationally unifying language and the difficult language choice that the 
future Indian nation will faced with between Sanskrit, English, Hindi and the big 
vernaculars in Southern India.107  
   As for history teaching, Besant argues that, naturally, it is important to know world 
history, but more important to know the history of one’s own country. A nation cannot 
be maintained if its children do not learn its history and narratives about its heroes. 
                                            
102 Besant, Presidential Address at the Forty-second Anniversary of the Theosophical Society, 1917. 
103 Besant, The simpler life, The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 407 ff.  
104 Besant 1917, p. 407. 
105 Besant 1917, p. 407. 
106 Besant 1917, p. 408. 
107 She argues that Sanskrit is the language used in rituals all over India, while English is necessary to be able to discuss 
business and social question in official circumstances in the linguistically-divided India. Hindi is the most widespread 
vernacular, above all in Northern India which, in addition, is close to Urdu, Bengali, Gujerati and Marathi. She admits the 
difficulty of launching Hindi as an official language in the Dravidian area as a replacement for Telugu and Tamil but regards 
it as a necessity. However, Southern India should be able to make this sacrifice to unite the Indian nation. See Besant 1917, p. 
31. 
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What use in knowing Nelson’s life to the boys in Benares? Besant says that, “Nelson is 
an inspiration for the English boys, written by an English poet who lights up their lives 
and inspires.”108  
   Besant discusses further the need for concrete examples and the lack of thereof that is 
connected to the pupil’s worldview. She recounts that based on her own experience of 
teaching in Benares there was not one illustration of Indian plants to enliven the 
teaching of botany. She adds that “teaching children without concrete examples is 
deadly, it only becomes words for the child if he cannot see an object from his own 
country.”109 
   Not only teaching should be outlined in a national manner, but also the policy 
concerning the pupils’ dress should aim to strengthen the national identity. At the 
Central Hindu College a uniform was introduced that combined Hindu and Muslim 
dress. Besant describes the earlier tendency to follow the English style but how one has 
rather consciously brought up the children to be proud of their own dress. She 
recommends here the creation of social pressure regarding the pupils who allow 
themselves to be influenced by foreign fashion in order to correct their attire. 
Additionally, she argues, there are aesthetic and not least practical reasons to wear 
national dress.110 
   James Cousins (1873-1956), Irish nationalist, poet and theosophist, active in India 
since 1914, warns that the colonial oppression creates in the long run a far too rigid 
nationalist counter-reaction. Cousins mentions the narrow nationalist education ideal 
that in the long run may lead to the nation getting into conflicts with other nations. 
Cousins argues that for a national education system to develop it has to be open and 
inclusive, ready to be modified by external impressions in order to be able to grow and 
make its contribution to humanity.111   

The	  theosophical	  education	  ideal	  –	  a	  summary	  
The theosophical education ideal brought together what was perceived as an early 
Indian tradition and modern Western pedagogical ideas. Both were considered to be in 
accordance with scientific thought. The central idea is that evolution is governed by 
the child’s earlier actions expressed in the karma teaching and the idea of 
reincarnation. The individual’s own development is placed at the centre by stressing 
the unique development potential that he or she possesses. The pedagogical 
consequence is that the child should not be seen as an empty vessel and that cannot be 
                                            
108 Besant 1917, p. 408. 
109 Besant 1917, p. 410. 
110 Besant 1917, p. 414. 
111 Cousins writes: ”National education cannot be put into and kept in a definition. If it could it would not be national; for a 
nation is not a machine that needs a calculable quantity of a certain kind of fuel at a fixed time; it is a vast consciousness that 
is seeking to express and realize itself through laws and institutions in the world; and education to be national, must be 
inclusive and fluidic, capable of ready adaption to the growing needs of the National Soul.” C. Cash, Geo-centric education 
and anti-imperialism: Theosophy, Geography and Citizenship in the writing of J.H. Cousins, Journal of Historical Geography, 
April 1996, p. 403. 
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filled with the same contents. A collective responsibility lies in the individual’s dharma 
which is supposed to develop as the person reaches higher stages in the development 
process. 
   The theosophical interpretation of the karma concept, connects a person’s 
responsibility to the level where he finds himself in the cycle, increased consciousness 
presupposes increased responsibility. Due to this interpretation, the theosophists have 
little confidence in the lower classes’ possibilities to take advantage of the same 
education as the pupils who are more advanced in the cycle of rebirths. However, 
Besant points out that a Brahmin may well be concealed in a sudra’s body. 
   By including nations in the karma doctrine, an individual’s responsibility is woven 
together with the development of the nation. A nation is born when its combined 
karma is mature for the national stage of development. Education is considered as the 
most important instrument to strengthen the national identity and release the potential 
that exists in the national evolution process.  
   Education is a key factor in the national development. A properly shaped education 
provides the foundation for a social and political development in the short and in the 
long run. In order to expand the child’s knowledge sphere the starting point should be 
in the pupil’s own worldview, religion, history, language and literature so that in this 
way the child’s identity is reinforced. The schools of the colonial power that provided a 
secular education, a British history in a foreign language were regarded as unable to 
offer a national education. To a similar extent, this concerns the mission schools as 
well. 
 

Central Hindu College in Benares 
 

The Central Hindu College in Benares was often mentioned as a model of higher 
education when the theosophists described their education work in India. CHC’s task 
was described as forming competent young men for future leadership when India 
would take its place among the world’s nations. At its full capacity, one thousand 
young men and boys studied at the CHC. 
   The choice of Benares in Northern India, the Indian religion’s Jerusalem or Mecca, 
was considered by Besant as natural. Benares is situated between the rivers Varuna 
and Assi, where the Ganges turns back towards its source. The city has an important 
status in the Indian civilization, a meeting place for religion founders, philosophers and 
pilgrims and was relatively untouched by Western influence. This is apparent from the 
ancient literary sources like Vedas, Puranas, Upanishads, Smritis, etc. that describe the 
importance of religious cultural places which have been identified as Varanasi. 
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These places attracted people from different parts of India and this is one of the 
decisive factors in the development of Varanasi as India’s cultural centre. Besant 
established her headquarters by the independent Indian section of the Theosophical 
Society. Only during the annual congress did she visit the distant Adyar.112   
   When Annie Besant together with Bhagawan Das founded Central Hindu College in 
1898, the aim was to start an educational institution on a national basis and financially 
independent of the colonial power. Their initial thought was to create a theosophical 
college open to students from all the great religions. The idea was that representatives 
of the respective religions would undertake denominational teaching for their 
respective students, while the rest of the teaching and the spare time would be spent 
together by the students irrespective of their religious affiliation. Rather unsurprisingly, 
it appeared soon enough that only the Hindus were interested in the enterprise.113 
   While waiting for a response from the surrounding society and the authorities, on 7 
July 1898 there started an experimental education initiative comprising four classes 
with volunteer teachers. An inner circle formed a provisional board. Apart from 
Bhagawan Das, his brother Govind Das and Annie Besant, there were several Western 
academics (theosophists) and three members from the Bengali colony in Benares.114 
   Two years of lecturing tours and collections in Northern India had brought in the 
necessary funds. The greatest contributors were the maharajas in Benares and 
Kashmir. Besant’s lecturing tours in the West also gathered funds to this initiative 
which made it possible to maintain the activity without financial support. Sri Prakasa 
                                            
112 Taylor 1992, p. 277. 
113 In 1901 the CID reported that Besant tried in her lectures to make an appeal to unity between Muslims and Hindus. See 
History of Mrs. Annie Besant, Home Poll. Document, NAI, 1918, p. 17. 

Central Hindu College in todays Varanasi 
Photo: Inga-Lill Fjällsby 
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writes that Besant tried to avoid at any cost becoming financially dependent on the 
government. Her slogan was “Touch not the King’s penny.”115 Bhagawan Das had the 
same basic attitude; he had repeatedly been offered public economic support for the 
CHC but refused it by answering that “the day he accepted support from the 
government, that day the government would ask for control which one helplessly 
would have to accept and the independence would be gone.”116  
   In order to be recognized as a college, it was necessary to have a formal connection 
to the university in Allahabad. This proved to be problematic. Its Board supported the 
CHC’s application but its Roman Catholic Vice-Chancellor, Sir Anthony McDonell, 
refused to approve the decision of the Board and cast suspicion on the CHC before the 
authorities, according to Besant. She writes bitterly: 

… he chose, for some reason known only to himself, to brand us as disloyal in a 
Government Report. His injustice and bigotry did us much injury, for timid 
people feared to help us, knowing that they incurred Government suspicion. Still 
we struggled on, and conquered in the end, though Lord Curzon, of course, did 
not visit us when he came to Benares.117  

   In the memorandum that finally was signed it was stressed that the education would 
provide both moral and religious teaching based on the Hindu doctrine (sastra). 
Teaching of one’s own religious tradition would occur in a liberal spirit and include 
also Jainim and Sikhism, which were justified by referring to their foundation in the 
Hindu tradition. Stressing the common content would counteract sectarianism and 
controversies between various religious groups. The education would be character-
building by emphasizing virtues such as truthfulness, courage, patriotism, cleanliness, 
loyalty, and being a pious gentleman.118 By means of guidance in moral questions, but 
also through regulations one wanted to counteract the usually recurring early 
marriages. A rule was adopted according to which students could not marry before the 
age of eighteen, which was justified on the basis of old Vedic ideals, Brahmacharya.119 
   The secular part of the education was also given a national purpose by arguing that it 
would contribute to an increased economic independence.120 Scientific achievements 
in the West would be adapted to the Indian circumstances to develop India’s much-
                                                                                                                                        
114 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 88. 
115 Prakasa 1970, p. 51. 
116 Prakasa 1970, p. 52. 
117 Besant A. Central Hindu College, Kashi, from The Commonweal, 18 February 1916, p. 126. 
118 ”To teach all that is best in Hinduism on ancient but liberal lines – including under the term of ’Hinduism’ the religions 
originating from it, Jainism, Sikhism, etc. – to lay down broad religious lines for education on which all can agree, leaving 
aside all sectarian divisions and controversies; to build up character, making the students brave, truthful, patriotic, 
honourable, loyal, pious gentlemen.” Besant 1916, p. 127. 
119 CHC was the first in the country to demand a minimum age for marriage which, among others, is noted by Farquhar 
1998, p. 400. Annie Besant writes to Ester Bright on 3 January 1901 that she has started the work to counteract child 
marriage. As a first step, married boys were forbidden to be admitted to the medium classes, in the long run would the ban 
regard the whole college. See Bright 1936, p. 79. 
120 The existing higher education was to a large extent oriented towards preparation for the colonial administration (ICS). 
Bright 1936, p. 79. 
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afflicted industry, agriculture and handicraft.121 The need for the pupils’ strong 
physical constitution through games and sports is underlined in terms of national 
upbringing. Finally, there is a reference to the importance of a good atmosphere 
between teachers and students inside and outside that classroom as well as in the 
boarding school. 
   The plan also suggests that this education undertaking should be managed at the 
lowest possible cost in order to enable the access of poor students also. There is a 
particular emphasis in this case on the prioritized target group – “the poor by 
inheritance within the educated class”122 – by which is meant a class that, according to 
Besant, was on its way to disappear in ignorance and complete degradation. Those 
who were knowledgeable about the Eastern tradition but lacked knowledge about 
modern Western thought were also mentioned as an important target group. The basic 
pedagogical view of this education initiative is specified in the aim of the Central 
Hindu College that, unlike other types of higher education would “turn out really 
competent young men, fit for use in many walks of life, and not exhausted crammed 
examinees.”123  
   Initially, teaching was performed in temporary buildings in the centre of Benares. 
The maharaja of Benares, Sir Prabhu Narayan Singh, donated early on a large piece 
of land in the central area of Benares for new school buildings. The Theosophical 
Society’s Indian section was also accommodated in these buildings. The same year, 
Annie Besant obtained a house, Shanti Kunj, in the same area with financial help from 
her friend Ester Bright124.   
   Bhagawan Das was secretary to the CHC’s Board and taught Sanatana Dharma 
which he preferred to call the Hindu tradition. Das had studied English, Sanskrit and 
philosophy at the Queen’s College in Benares, which was subordinate to the University of 
Calcutta. He had received the highest grade in his Master of Arts, the highest 
academic degree awarded at Indian universities. Bhagawan Das’s background is 
described by his son Sri Prakasa as traditional and orthodox. Already as a fifteen-year 
old he married a girl who was hardly ten-year old, the daughter of a poor teacher. Das 
belonged to a wealthy and influential family of the tradesmen’s caste, vaisya, in 
Benares. The fortune had been acquired in Calcutta during the latter part of the 
eighteenth century. Bhagawan Das joined the Theosophical Society already in 1885. 
Having been asked by Besant, Bhagawan Das asked for leave from his position as 
Deputy Collector in Benares and was elected to the executive leadership for the 
Central Hindu College.125 
                                            
121 Besant refers to the economic theories according to which India was drained of its riches – the so-called Drain Theory. 
122 The Commonweal, 18 February 1916, p. 127. 
123 Besant, Central Hindu College Magazine in The Commonweal, p. 127. 
124 Bright 1936, p. 62. 
125 Prakasa 1970, p. 33 ff. 
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   The leading body of the CHC contained initially, apart from Besant and Bhagawan 
Das, his brother Govinda Das and the natural scientist Dr Arthur Richardson who 
became the CHC’s first headmaster and responsible for the teaching of natural science 
and technology. A survey of the staff shows a wide-range heterogeneity concerning 
background. Women and men, Indians and British, but also other nationalities were 
represented. Most of the teachers had a good academic education, some of them from 
Cambridge and Oxford, others from Indian universities. Among the Indian teachers 
there were the historian P.K. Telang, the mathematician Babu Durga Prasad and 
Sanjiva Rao, the Sanskrit scholar C.S. Triloekawr and the chemist V.R. Dalal. Others 
such as pandit Iqbal Narayan Gurtu gave up their careers in order to serve at the 
CHC. In his case it was the nationalist outlook that was tempting. Otherwise, it was 
the theosophical orientation that was the common denominator. The British staff 
members included Miss Lilian Edger who taught English as did Miss S.E. Palmer, an 
American who became headmistress for Central Hindu College for Girls, both theosophists 
and close collaborators of Besant and Franceska Arundale. The son George Arundale, 
educated at Cambridge, came to the CHC in 1902 and succeeded Dr Richardson as 
headmaster a few years later.126 
   Since the Indian teachers belonged to different castes, Prakasa writes, cooking 
presented certain problems because of the restrictions connected with caste regulations 
observed by the grown-ups. Prakasa states that the Western teachers adapted well both 
regarding dress and eating vegetarian food without knife and fork.127 
   The College also contained a school section for boys, Central Hindu School for Boys. 
Besant’s ambition when she arrived in India had been to start an education institution 
for girls. This had been postponed because of the inflamed discussion carried on in 
connection with the Act of Consent Bill. Besant writes in a letter to her friend Ester Bright 
that she wants to avoid that her ambitions should be mixed up with those of the 
Christian mission whose girl schools are suspected of being a cover for attempts at 
conversion.128 When in 1904 Besant brought up again the girls’ right to education and 
founded Central Hindu College for Girls, it was stressed that the teaching would be in 
line with the Indian national understanding of the genders’ complementary roles. This 
became the starting point for several girls’ schools launched under theosophical 
management during the subsequent years.129 

Santana	  Dharma	  –	  textbooks	  and	  teaching	  
The most important difference by far between the Central Hindu College and other 
kinds of college education was the denominational religious teaching. Questions of 
content and form regarding a textbook that could be accepted in wider Hindu groups 
                                            
126 Prakasa 1941, p. 206 f. See also Dar & Somaskadan, p. 88 f. 
127 Prakasa 1941, p. 44. 
128 Besant to Bright, 29 January 1901. See Bright 1936, p. 79. 
129 The Works of the C.H.C.: Girls’ School, Benares City in Central Hindu College Magazine, no 1, 1911, p. 12 f. 
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became a primary issue to deal with. This was done when the activity had already 
started. The task was in many ways pioneer work.130 The historian of religions John 
Stratton Hawley argues that Hinduism, or Sanatana Dharma as Bhagawan Das 
preferred to call it, has been understood in the sense of a coherent religious tradition 
only from end of the nineteenth century. As evidence, he refers to two books – one 
from the 1870s, the other being Annie Besant’s and Bhagawan Das’s elementary 
textbook with the ambition of presenting a coherent Hindu discourse.131 
   In an article in Central Hindu College Magazine Bhagawan Das describes the work 
from the point of view of creating a coherent tradition. He describes various principles 
for what could be chosen from the Hindu sastra as well as the methodology outline of 
the textbooks.132 Initially, the material was sent round to an as wide a circle as possible 
for comments. One year later, the Board, by a wide representation, approved a 
proposal regarding the contents. Subsequently, Bhagawan Das and Annie Besant were 
given the task of editing the textbooks. Das was responsible for the Sanskrit texts and 
Besant for the running English text. Three years later, three textbooks were completed 
which were accepted: an advanced textbook on Sanatana Dharma for college students, 
an elementary textbook on pupils in the pre-secondary education and a catechism on 
the pattern of question-and-answer for the youngest children.133 The foreword to An 
Advanced Text Book of Hindu Religion and Ethics describes the three principles on which the 
textbook project was based: 

1. The religious and ethical aspects that are discussed should be acceptable to all 
Hindus. 

2. The textbook must highlight the particular teaching that characterizes 
Hinduism. 

3. It should not include the characteristic opinions to be found in the religion’s 
various sects.134 

The national perspective is emphasized in the concluding aim of the foreword “that 
this book should contribute to a national religion and prepare the way for happiness 
and wellbeing.”135 
                                            
130 J.S. Hawley, Sanatana Dharma at the Twentieth Century Began: Two textbooks, Two Languages in From Ancient to Modern 
Religion Power, and Community in India, Banerjee-Dube (ed.), Oxford, 2008. 
131 In Sanatana Dharma at the Turn of the Twentieth Century the historian of religions John Stratton Hawley writes that today many 
Hindus, particularly the English-speaking ones, do not content themselves with calling their religious tradition Hinduism. 
Hawley 2008. 
132 Besant, The Ideals of the C.H.C., Central Hindu College Magazine, NO 3 March 1907, p. 58 f. 
133 Hawley writes: ”Many Hindus, especially if they are speaking English, are content to call their religious tradition 
Hinduism. But this, in origin, is an outsider’s word, and for that reason they often prefer the designation Sanatana Dharma: 
the perennial, universal, or eternal religion. How long has ‘Sanatana Dharma’ been understood in this sense – as a single, 
coherent religious tradition that roughly corresponds to ‘Hinduism’? Probably only since the late nineteenth century.” J.S. 
Hawley, Co-editor (with Vasudha Narayanan), The Life of Hinduism, Berkeley, 2006. 
134 An Advanced Text Book of Hindu Religion and Ethics, The Board of Trustees, Central Hindu College Benares 1905, foreword p. 
II. 
135 An Advanced Text Book, 1905, foreword p. II. 
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   The description of how the question of the name was discussed in the group before 
the choice of Sanatana Dharma is also significant. The justification was to underline 
the original message, free from modern additions in order to stress the point of 
Hinduism as an earlier homogeneous religion.136 
   The textbooks at the CHC appear to have fulfilled a need in the education activity 
and developed into a success. During the following three years, the textbooks were 
translated into the larger vernaculars and 130 000 copies, including the English 
edition, were circulating in the Indian education system. At colleges that were founded 
on the model of the CHC in the Princely states Kashmir, Mysore, Baroda, as well as in 
Rajputana and Hyderabad the textbooks from the CHC were used as a basis for the 
teaching of religion. The advanced books were also accepted for examinations.137 
   A number of popularizations of the classic stories from the Hindu tradition were 
written as supplements to the books. Annie Besant wrote The Story of the Great War – an 
abbreviated version of the Mahabharata, Sri Ramachandra, the ideal king, after Valmiki’s 
Ramayana and Hindu Ideals; Children of the Motherland and Stories for Young Children.138  
   The practice and teaching of religion were obligatory at the CHC just as they were 
at the Muslim Aligarh College. It was organized in the form of morning prayers along 
with conversations about religious and ethical questions as well as scheduled lessons. 
Bhagawan Das was responsible for these. The starting point of the conversations was 
religious narratives from one’s own tradition, but with an emphatic purpose to show 
that similar messages were to be found in other religions. The moral and patriotic 
elements were conspicuous. Among the ideals that were impressed on the students 
were truthfulness and self-control. The love for one’s country and the readiness to put 
the nation before one’s own person were prized as the highest ideals for young boys. 
Religion and patriotism were presented as inextricably bound together. In the 
introductory chapter of Sanatana Dharma – An Elementary Textbook of Hindu Religion and 
Ethics the Aryan origin of one’s own religion, Sanatana Dharma is described as follows: 
 

Sanatana-Dharma means the Eternal Religion, the Ancient Law, and it is based 
on the Veda’s sacred books given to men long ages ago. This Religion has also 
been called the Aryan Religion, because it is the Religion that was given to the 
first nation of the Aryan race; Aryan means noble, and the name was given to a 
great race, much finer in character and appearance than the races which went 
before it in the world’s history. The first families of these people settled in the 
northern part of the land now called India, and that part in which they first 
settled was named Aryvarta, because these Aryans lived in it.139 

                                            
136 An Advanced Text Book, 1905, p. III. 
137 Lütt 1976, p. 164. 
138 Sanatana-Dharma, An Elementary Textbook of Hindu Religion and Ethics, 1939. See the foreword. 
139 Sanatana Dharma. An Elementary Textbook. Introduction p. 3. 
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   In the message of the textbooks there lies implicitly and explicitly an exhortation to 
national pride about one’s own religion and about the race that this religion was given 
to. No other religion has produced so many prominent men, teachers, writers, sages, 
saints, kings, warriors, politicians, benefactors and great patriots. The introductory 
chapter concludes with an exhortation to a personal patriotic attitude, to be worthy of 
this great and holy Religion.140 The textbook is subsequently divided in three parts: 
Basic religious ideals in Hinduism, General religious customs and Moral teaching. 
   The first chapter deals with the doctrine of creation based on the idea of the 
wholeness of existence out of which everything emerges and to which everything 
returns. The theosophical idea of the common core of all religions is expressed here: 
 

There is one Infinite Eternal, Changeless Existence, the All. From THAT all 
comes forth; to THAT all returns. […] This is the primary truth of Religion. 
Men have given to the ALL many different names. The name in the Sanatana-
dharma is BRAHMAN. English-speaking people use the name GOD…141 

The following chapters deal with the idea of reincarnation, the doctrine of karma, the 
idea of sacrifice and the concluding chapter in the first part deals with the visible and 
invisible in the surrounding world.142  
   The second part deals with general religious practice in Hinduism and its rituals. 
Here the caste system is discussed based on Manu’s law (Manu Smrti). The presentation 
is both idealized and critical. The original tasks (dharma) of the different castes (varna) 
are not basically questioned but are granted a general validity, but the caste system 
that developed is criticized. The present form of the caste system does not correspond 
to the ideal in Manu’s law, which has resulted in the disturbance of the order of 
creation that needs restoring.143 
   The groups that were particularly singled out for having caused caste confusion were 
the two highest castes. In the advanced textbook for older pupils the criticism of the 
higher castes is more emphatic. They are accused of not living up to their natural and 
demanding duties and of having encroached on duties that naturally lie within other 
castes’ dharma. At the same time, they have defended their caste privileges and caused 
                                            
140 Sanatana Dharma, p. 4.  
141 Sanatana Dharma, p. 12. 
142 The advanced textbook meant for higher education has the same main sections as the elementary one. The pedagogical 
idea is that earlier the student acquainted himself with the preparatory catechism for the youngest children and with the 
elementary textbook for older children. The advanced textbook has in addition an introductory chapter that describes the 
various main orientations within Sanatana Dharma which may be seen as a compromise with the basic idea of the textbook. 
See foreword and the introductory chapter in An Advanced Text Book 1905, pp. 1-39.  
143 In the textbook there is a description of the human soul’s long pilgrim’s wandering through numberless rebirths with four 
stages, varnas, or colours that can be recognized in the social order. These have been established by the law-giver Manu as 
distinct social classes or castes. These stages are universal, all people pass through them. The particular aspect concerning 
Sanatana Dharma is that these stages have been turned into a model for social reality. Earlier, the visible castes coincided with 
the various stages. The human soul was reborn in a body that corresponded to his place in the development. The whole 
society was thus harmonious and progressive. But later, Aryavarta was struck by caste confusion and human souls were born 
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social dissatisfaction and antagonism between castes. According to the textbook, in its 
original form the caste system is a framework for a good social order. The criticism of 
the caste system concerns also the large number of sub-groups of the original four, 
which has contributed to the confusion.144 
   A recurring pattern throughout the textbooks’ moral content is that the original 
element is highlighted as an ideal. Thus, an indirect criticism is aimed at the present 
situation. It may concern the view of the family, the relationship between man and 
woman, the young people’s marriage and studies. This often-used technique meant 
that one could reach consensus in principle about the contents in relatively large 
groups. No organization or religious orientation need feel directly singled out or 
criticized.  
   When the CHC was incorporated into the BHU in 1916, the textbooks were 
criticized as much too theosophical and there was a request for alternatives. The 
criticism came mainly from the orthodox quarters. Already in 1906 Malaviya had 
given pandit Umapati Divedi the task of writing a textbook. The work proceeded until 
1912 but the result was unsatisfactory from the point of view of a textbook. There was 
a failure to understand that a textbook as a genre, particularly when it was included in 
a compulsory course, made other demands regarding the contents in comparison with 
theologically prepared texts. Leah Renold argues that the weakness in the learned 
Divedi’s book was Besant’s and Das’s strength. Divedi devotes four volumes to text 
analyses of shastra and develops a profound criticism of Müller’ work.145 Unlike 
Divedi’s, Besant’s running text is strongly reductionist. She writes in the foreword 
about her method: “That which unites all Hindus must be explained simply and 
clearly, while that which differentiates them must be ignored.”146 As Renold writes, the 
books from the CHC are conscious constructions. They provide narratives, which are 
useful in the classroom precisely because they ignore regional and pedagogical 
differences. It appeared that later the textbooks were used again in the teaching of 
religion at the Banaras Hindu University, which may be seen as a delayed revenge for 
Besant and Bhagawan Das.147  

                                                                                                                                        
in bodies from other stages which has led to disorder and stagnation which characterizes our time. An Advanced Textbook, 1905, 
p. 115.    
144 An Advanced Textbook, p. 239 ff. 
145 Renold 2005, p. 134. 
146 Renold 2005, p. xviii, see also the quote in Renold, p. 134. 
147 Renold 2005, p. 134. 
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The first issue of Central Hindu College Magazine appeared in 1902, four years after the 
inauguration of the Central Hindu College. Its ambition and circulation was far 
beyond what may be expected of a college periodical. The publication appeared 
monthly and the number of pages varied from 26 to 30. The print run was 10 000 
copies, circulating far beyond the main target group. The editor was Annie Besant and 
the CHC Magazine may also be considered as a mouthpiece for her ambitions during 
the ten-year period 1902-1913. Articles that she wrote for other publications were 
reported as well as her lectures in the West given during the months that she spent in 
Europe every year. The publication contained mainly articles in English but also in 
Hindi.  
   An ambitiously high level with a wide range of subjects and an emphatic educational 
aspiration characterizes the contents. In the periodical’s leader, In the Crow’s Nest, 
often signed, the events of the month were commented with a focus on the education 
policy locally, regionally and nationally. The articles that followed had various kinds of 
contents, some being short biographies, Indian and other countries’ history and culture 
are represented. Occasionally, topical political questions outside the area of education 
are commented, for instance the Swadeshi movement. In the case of politically 
sensitive articles Annie Besant is responsible for the contents. Students also contributed 
articles to certain issues and the periodical gave space to the students’ questions. 
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   CHC Magazine has a clearly historical and didactic mission. The explicit aim is to 
create a nationally historical consciousness. The classical Indo-European narrative 
constitutes a framework and the ambition is to reflect historical events and 
personalities, which exemplify India’s brilliant past. The genre is that of the heroic 
legend with a careful selection of characters in an effort towards a nationally inclusive 
historiography. Annie Besant writes in the foreword to the collection of articles 
published in 1906 under the title Children of the Motherland:148 
 

This book has been written for the inspiration of Indian youths and maidens, on 
whom the future of India depends. It tells of deeds heroic in war and peace, 
culled from the annals of the past, and it seeks so to tell the story of these deeds 
that Hindu and Muselman and Sikh may feel a common glory in them all, as all 
were wrought by children of the common Motherland. For it is by such 
memories that nations grow, and the proud Rajput Chiefs, and Guru Nanak, 
and might Akbar, and gallant Shivaji, are common property, and belong not 
only to Hindu, or Muselman, or Sikh.149  

   Along these male exemplary models, there were also female ones.150 There were 
well-known women from the classical literature such as Savitri (Faithful Through Death) 
and Shakuntala (Rejected and Crowned), the wandering poet and singer Mirabai fom the 
sixteenth-century, loved by the people but not accepted by the Brahmin priesthood 
(The Sweet Singer of Rajputana) and Quenn Chand Bibi (A Warrior Queen). 
   The article series does not end with Shivaji, including also modern destinies and 
heroes. The characters included here are also presented in a nationally inclusive way, 
despite the sharp political conflicts, which are not referred to. Here there are 
biographies of the radical nationalist Bal Gangadhar Tilak and his moderate rival in 
the Congress Gopal Krishna Gokhale. The selection displeased the authorities. The 
presentation of Tilak as a hero and of Rani of Jansi as a freedom heroine resulted in 
the questioning of the education at the Central Hindu College by the authorities.151 
   Besides the portraits of female personalities, there are frequent articles about 
women’s life in India. In general, the articles about the women’s issues are 
characterized now as earlier by cautious criticism of the prevailing circumstances. Two 
articles from 1906 may serve as examples: Hindu Marriages Observances Today and The 
Hindu Widow’s Home.152 The criticism is indirect, according to the same method 
                                            
148 The articles about heroes were published in book form under the title Children of the Motherland with a male and a female 
section. 
149 Besant, Children of the Motherland, Benares, 1906. See the foreword, p. 3. 
150 In addition to Besant, the stories were edited by Bhagawan Das and Sri Prakasa who at the time was a student at the 
Central Hindu College. Besant 1906. 
151 The article about Tilak is written under the pseudonym A Student. See Central Hindu College Magazine, No 12, 1907, p. 313 
f. 
152 In the article Hindu Marriages Observances of Today there is an argument against child marriage based on the fact that Hindu 
marriages are for life. See Central Hindu College Magazine, 1906, No 2, p. 41 f. 
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employed by Blavatsky twenty years earlier, contrasting today’s women with the ideal 
models in the Indian history of women. The cautious feminism promoted by Besant in 
India was an emphatically difference feminism with a traditional female ideal 
regarding women’s role in the family. According to Besant, the great threat against the 
Indian family was the influence from Western materialism, just as Blavatsky had 
argued. 
   A recurring feature of the periodical was the articles, separate or as a series, on 
religious issues. During the 1906 the headline of the article series was In Defence of 
Hinduism. The first article dealt with Shraddha, namely funeral rites in Hinduism. Besant 
writes that “No questin is more often asked by Hindu boys than: What is the use of 
performing Shraddha?”153 The article describes first the general funeral rites, how 
similar ceremonies are performed in other religions before it discusses in detail 
shraddha. The comparative pattern, which highlights similarities between various 
religions rather than differences, is repeated in other articles. In the same article series 
there is a discussion of Hinduism as a scientific religion. Here it is asserted that 
Hinduism can face the challenge of science better than Christianity. The accounts of 
the creation of the earth and the universe serve as examples. The denominational part 
of the periodical contains also a Hindu catechism where Govinda Das, in a question-
and-answer pattern, explains ideas in Hinduism such as what are Vedas, puranas, 
sutras, smrtis, Ramayana, etc.154 The choice of Govinda Das as writer is interesting 
due to several reasons: he was not a Brahmin and he was considered a free-thinker. 
Not everyone shared his opinions, including Annie Besant who, despite this, accepted 
that his catechism should be published in Central Hindu College Magazine.155 
   Under the recurring headline How the Movement Goes? there are extracts from official 
reports of the supervising authorities about how the Central Hindu College is fulfilling 
its task. Here are to be found applications regarding leave to appeal and decisions 
concerning examinations rights from Allahabad’s university. In the United Provinces 
education report from 1904 the development of the CHC is commented positively as, 
in a short period of time, it is affiliated to Bachelor of Science standard, having been 
affiliated only to B.A. standard.156 
   Then there are accounts of those who have graduated. In the medium examination 
27 students passed out of a total of 44 and for bachelor 5 out of 10 passed. Under the 
heading High School Scholarship Examination, Central Hindu College is named 
                                            
153 Central Hindu College Magazine, 1906, ACENO.84.81, p. 11. 
154 Central Hindu College Magazine, No 2, February 1906, p. 61 f. 
155 Central Hindu College Magazine, No 5, May 1909, p. 152 f. 
156 ”Central Hindu College (unaided). This college I reported last year had been granted affiliation to Allahabad up to the B.A. 
standard; it has now also been affiliated up to the B.Sc. standard. The enrolment has gone on in increasing rapidly, and 
further expansion is assured, owing to the new provision made for the higher classes.” See Central Hindu College Magazine no 2, 
February 1906, p. 72 f.  
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together with eight other institutions as “distinguished by the marked success of their 
scholar in this examination…”157 
   The report writes also about the excellent arrangements for teaching in natural 
sciences and the many new students (77%) chose the natural science programme. The 
Sanskrit courses, partly financed by the maharaja of Kashmir, had 150 students out of 
whom 30 boarded at the school. Further, the report states that CHC is nowadays one 
of the best in the United Provinces. In a later issue of the same year it is reported that 
four out of the five Indian Universities were now represented on the Board of the 
CHC, which demonstrates skillful networking. Further, that Allahabad’s University 
accepted also English and Sanskrit at the CHC up to master’s level and that an 
application regarding examination rights in mathematics was being prepared.158  
   The on-going economics account takes up the last two pages of the periodical. It is 
characterized by CHC’s attitude of refusing public contributions. Besides balance 
sheets, there are accounts of small and large donations and donators as well as 
repeated appeals to continuing economic support. 
   As for the internal development within the Theosophical Society, it may be noticed 
indirectly in the contents of the Central Hindu College Magazine. In 1907 Besant’s 
contribution diminishes since she moves to Madras as the new president of the 
Theosophical Society. The tensions that emerge between Besant and Bhagawan Das 
during the Krishnamurti affair are reflected in the columns of the periodical as well. 
However, Besant continues to control the publication. After the conflict concerning 
Krishnamurti’s status resulted in a final break with the CHC, the periodical acquired 
an increasingly retrospective character. The pages in CHC magazine are filled with 
long articles by Arundale. It is most obvious that Besant still controls the publication. 
The contents change character and do not reflect any longer the actual developments 
at the CHC once those faithful to Besant leave Benares. 

Education	  and	  politics	  
Considering the background and the nationalist elements in the textbooks, the 
periodical and the lectures, one may be tempted to think that the CHC urged its 
students to be politically active. But the official line was that the students should be 
prepared for political work by studying politics, but should refrain from taking part in 
political activities during their period of study. Besant justified this out of care for the 
students. Being expelled as a result of political activities would risk a young person’s 
future possibilities to study and work.159  
                                            
157 CHC seems to have been successful in comparison with the average Indian college. According to the 1902 education 
commission, on the average only one out of seventeen students were awarded a degree after completing their education. 
Majumdar 1991, pp. 5-6. 
158 Central Hindu College Magazine, No 3 March 1906, p. 59. 
159 See, for example, the article Unrest in Schools and Colleges, in Central Hindu College Magazine 5, 1908, p. 113 f. See also the 
article series of 19097 by Bhagawan Das, among others, under the headline ‘Student and Politics,’ Central Hindu College 
Magazine, no 6, 1907, p. 244 ff.  
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   Older pupils at the school and the students at the CHC were taught civics. They 
were trained in debating skills by political discussions carried out under organized 
forms under the leadership of an elected chairman. The model called Central Hindu 
College Parliament was inspired by the sessions in Westminster and any question could 
be discussed. The teachers and the leadership were also supposed to observe the 
formalities of the debates. Prakasa gives examples of how Annie Besant also had to ask 
permission to speak and wait until the pupil who was chairman gave her permission. 
The students were also trained in rhetoric both in Hindi and English. Article writing 
was also encouraged and debating articles written by students were regularly 
published. One example is the discussion between two history students about the 
significance of Tippu Sultan’s death during the British attack of Mysore.160 
   Despite the rules concerning politics, it seems to have been difficult to maintain the 
difference between studying and practicing politics. Sri Prakasa gives examples of 
episodes when after 1905 the political conflicts intensified because of Lord Curzon’s 
proposal regarding the division of Bengal. New groups became politically active. 
Students, above all in Calcutta, were active in political manifestations. Women in 
Bengal took part in the political struggle for the first time in modern time. At meetings 
and demonstrations there were demands to boycott British goods, Swadeshi. Armed 
actions occurred also initiated by anarchists and radical nationalists. The British 
answered by far-reaching restrictions of the freedom of assembly and of expression. A 
small but representative example of this was the cancelling of a new printing of J.S. 
Mill’s On Liberty since it was considered that the book may contribute to subversive 
activity.161 Several militant leaders such as Bipin Chandra Pal, Bal Gangadhar Tilak 
and Sri Aurobindo Gosh were interned. The tensions between the moderates who 
were accused of compliancy and the radical nationalists led to a split of the Indian 
National Congress in Surat in 1907. The reports of the security service note that 
students, chiefly in Calcutta, participate in demonstrations and support Bipin Chandra 
Pal when, after being released, he agitated about the country, including in Benares.162 
   How was the work of the CHC influenced by the political tensions in the country? At 
the CHC there were students from Bengal who were deeply revolted by the proposal of 
dividing Bengal. On the anniversary of Bengal’s division, 16 October, the political 
leaders of the Swadeshi movement proclaimed a day of mourning and urged that 
demonstrations should be held all over India. At the CHC the Bengali students 
prepared a protest action manifesting their sorrow by coming barefoot to the college 
on that day. But Besant intervened and personally stopped the students at the gate 
from entering the college. Her action caused a stir and surprise. The nationalist press 
wrote that her real attitude finally was revealed, “that she at best was a representative 
                                            
160 ’Another History Student,’ Central Hindu College Magazine, 1909, p. 153 f. 
161 Home Poll Doc 2. No 651, 25th May 1911. National Archives of India. 
162 Educational Department, Gov. of Madras, Endorsement No 166, 25th April 1907, NAI. 
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of the British imperialism.”163 Besant responded in the speech at the annual 
anniversary of the foundation of the CHC in 1908 by arguing that politics is an activity 
for the grown-ups, not for children. She argued that without sufficient knowledge one 
couldn’t adopt an attitude for or against the disadvantages of the division of Bengal. It 
is the older ones who should practice politics, the young should study politics. 164 It was 
her personal responsibility to keep students outside politics not to risk their future.165 In 
a letter to her friend Ester Bright of 21 December 1905 Besant writes: 
 

In encourage our elder boys to study social and political questions, to discuss 
them and so on, but obeying orders from a far-away caucusto demonstration a 
question they do not understand, is another thing. These same people who bade 
our boys to agitate, called out four thousands boys in a big College, and these 
poor lads are now stranded their education stopped, and they helpless.166 

Several Bengali students mentioned in the letter who had been blacklisted by the 
authorities were later admitted to the CHC.167 
   In the Central Hindu College Magazine Besant defends her moderate line on this 
issue and counter-attacks. She writes that she and many others with her have worked 
for the Swadeshi for a long time, while those who today shout loudest had not shown 
any interest earlier. In the tense situation that has emerged because of the unfortunate 
proposal of dividing Bengal they exploit the Swadeshi movement.168 But there was 
criticism of Besant’s cautious attitude within the staff as well. At a staff meeting the 
Bengali librarian Ashutosh Chatterjee gave an impassionate speech against the division 
of Bengal whereupon Besant urged him curtly to keep to the agenda.169 
   On a subsequent occasion Sri Prakasa himself was involved. He describes himself as 
a challenging student, which worried many teachers. At a public meeting in Benares, 
which the newly appointed headmaster of the CHC George Arundale presided over, 
Prakasa seized the opportunity and agitated on the Bengali issue. Arundale felt 
personally insulted and informed Bhagawan Das about his son’s behaviour. Prakasa 
was forced to explain that it was not his intention to attack Arundale personally. The 
                                            
163 Besant quotes the accusations in her final speech at the celebration of the tenth anniversary of the CHC in 1908. She 
attacked her critics who, among other things, accused CHC for being led and dominated by the British. The speech is 
reprinted in Birth of New India under the title The Work of T.S. in India, p. 349 ff. 
164 Besant affirmed this basic standpoint throughout her entire political career in India. The issue of the students’ political 
participation in Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement, 1919-1922 was one of the issues that Besant and Gandhi disagreed 
about. 
   The serious situation for the students who were expelled appears from a report of the Government of Madras in 1907 that 
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NO 166, 25 April 1907, National Archives of India. 
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conversation ended by Arundale explaining that as a matter of fact he shared Prakasa’s 
values but that the time was ill-chosen for political agitation. Prakasa clarifies what 
Arundale refers to: 
 

… the bomb had just then come into Indian politics – and he did not want me 
to be arrested. The C.I.D. was strong and kept vigilant eyes on students.170   

   However, Besant did not refrain entirely from the possibilities that the students 
should become active for national purposes. But this should occur as a phase in their 
civic education. The demand of Swadeshi received support at the CHC, the local 
production should be favoured, the students’ school uniforms were produced under 
local management out of locally purchased cloth. Moreover, bazaars were organized 
with the students’ contribution.171 Besant presided on as chairperson when Gandhi’s 
close collaborator in South Africa, Henry S.L. Polak, lectured in Benares and collected 
money for the Indian supply service workers’ cause.172 Besant’s initiative in 1908 to 
establish both organizations Sons and Daughters of India was a further attempt to channel 
the youths’ political commitment. The model was Gokhale’s Servants of India Society, but 
also the YMCA without the Christian features. The young people who joined the Sons 
of India took a solemn oath to treat Indians, irrespective of religion and place of birth, 
as brothers and to make this their lives’ ideal. The organization worked for promoting 
the general good rather than the private, as well as to defend and create better 
conditions for the poor, oppressed and helpless. Moreover, they should do something 
for society, at least one act of service a day and to use only lawful methods. The 
members of the organization took also an oath about being a good citizen both in the 
immediate neighborhood and in the province, as well as in India and in the Empire.173 
For the Daughters of India the pledge about being a good person was confined to 
performing it within the home. 
   The cities that were chosen, apart from Benares, were Bombay, Lucknow, 
Allahabad, Poona and Madras. In all these cities, except for Poona, the activity got 
started. From Poona Professor Wodehouse reported that the students at the Deccan 
College refused to join unless the point about confining themselves to lawful methods 
                                            
170 Prakasa 1941, p. 45. 
171 Besant, Swadeshi, CHC Magazine, no 1, 1906, p. 6 f. See also Prakasa 1941, p. 84 f. 
172 According to Sri Prakasa, Polak was a theosophist and belonged to the British section of the Theosophical Society. See 
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be a true Son of India.” History sheet of Mrs Annie Besant, NAI, p. 18. 
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was removed. In addition, the students demanded that the three last words about the 
Empire should be left out. These demands were not met and therefore the 
organization could not start in Poona.174 However, at the CHC the students started the 
activity within the Sons and Daughters of India. Sri Prakasa describes the solemn 
ceremony when taking the oath and something of the work that membership 
presupposed. Among other things, evening classes were started for the workers in 
Benares with the students as teachers.175 
   It is difficult to decide the extent to which Besant’s cautious actions during the 
Swadeshi period should be seen as a political or a principle-based attitude. Judging by 
her statements, it appears that she sympathized with the cautious criticism that the 
moderate part of the Congress aimed at the proposal of dividing Bengal. It is obvious 
that publicly, both in speeches and articles, she dissociated herself from the militant 
methods used in Bengal, which was also noted by the security people. Similarly to the 
moderate faction of the INC, she expressed at first a certain understanding for the 
limitations of the freedom of expressions imposed in the newly emerged situation: 
 

The Indian Press Act will do no harm if rightly administered … but it may be an 
engine of greatest oppression in unscrupulous or tyrannical hands.176 

   Besant personally experienced the latter part of the statement in the subsequent 
unfolding of the events. 
   Apart from the care for the students’ future, one reason for the politically low profile 
must have been not to undermine the CHC’s chances to receive university status. A 
visit of the Crown Prince in 1906 honoured the CHC and along with a visit by the 
Viceroy Lord Minto in 1908 gave the impression that its activity was appreciated by 
influential circles in London. Before Minto’s visit, Besant wrote to her friend Ester 
Bright “that the Viceroy would receive an excellent reception,” and further “that the 
visit was a big feather in the hat for the Hindu College.”177 The reaction in the Anglo-
Indian press to the unpopular Minto’s visit had been strongly negative.178 
   It appears that Besant also wanted to assume the role of opinion maker in the 
prevailing political situation. As a British and white person, she could express opinions 
that an Indian could not, as she put it. But her loyalty was divided; while she express 
support for the national aspirations, she stated her continued attachment to the British 
Crown. This conflict of loyalties appears clearly in a letter of 8 October 1908 to Ester 
Bright: 
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My loved Knight of Friendship, I am very busy … especially trying to work out 
a plan to guard the student population from running wild, and from coercion 
that may drive them into crime … The Government here want me to take 
action because they recognize that I have more influence over the Indian in 
general than any other person. The position is difficult, but I hope to find a way 
to help my boys without touching my loyalty to India’s best, or my loyalty to the 
Crown. I believe them to be identical …My old political work is now full of help 
for me.179    

   Despite Besant’s evaluation of her attitude and the low political profile, CHC and 
Besant was suspected of subversive activity. The Press Act of 1910 that was partly 
accepted by the split Congress struck Besant already that year. The background was an 
appeal that she had written in the Central Hindu College Magazine and that later was 
published in several big newspapers. The text was entitled Appeal to the Government 
and to Europeans and in the form of an open letter describes how an Indian, earlier 
student at the Central Hindu College, is humiliated by an Englishman on the train 
journey to Benares. “Get out, you Indian dog” are the words addressed to the student 
when he enters the train coach. Besant describes the young man’s feelings and warns 
that this and similar insults lead to the anarchism that has afflicted India.180 The appeal 
provoked strong reactions, which appears in a letter of 23 February 1910 to G.K. 
Gokhale, India’s leading national politician at the time and Indian representative in 
the Imperial Council. Besant describes the situation and asks for support: 

As use is being made of the new Press Act in the U.P. which its authors must 
certainly never contemplated … I enclose as appeal which you may have seen in 
the papers; I spoke very strongly against anarchism in Calcutta, I thought it not 
right to remain silent on one of the causes of anarchism hence the appeal … It 
has produce a quite unexpected result.181 

   She further describes how she was threatened by the local authorities and that now 
the case has moved on to a higher court.182 The Governor of the United Provinces, Sir 
John Hewett, who according to Besant loathed her anyway, had asked that the CHC’s 
Board and well-known protectors should dissociate themselves from Besant's appeal. 
The letter was on express orders not to be shown to Besant. But when she found out 
about the precarious situation that CHC was in she immediately assumed total 
responsibility for the appeal.183 
   The relationships with the local authorities in Benares are described as even frostier. 
She writes that the reason was that a person who was thought to be a police 
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provocateur agitated for anarchism in the school area. He had been removed but he 
returned. Besant had expressed herself forthrightly and urged the local police chief, Mr 
Lowett, to order the police to stop sending agents who spread anarchist propaganda 
among school pupils. The letter ends with a request to Gokhale to use his influence in 
order to stop a possible trial against Besant under the new press law. He was free to use 
the facts in the letter. Besant writes that a trial would provoke a storm of indignation, 
above all among Indians, and increase the tensions between the races. In the last 
sentence of the letter she defends her appeal by writing: 
 

I had thought that it was well for an English woman to say what thousands of 
Indians are thinking, and that it would help to draw good people of both races 
together.184  

   Presumably, Gokhale used his influence since Besant writes in a letter of 12 March 
1910 that she is incredibly grateful and that she received a friendly letter from H.E. 
and General P. that the whole affair was settled.185 
   The appeal and the letter exchange with Gokhale complicate the image of Besant’s 
attitude during the Swadeshi movement as cautiously expectant. The appeal expressed 
that which could not be said: that, ultimately, it was British politics that caused the 
militant protests. On other occasions during this period, she showed a certain 
understanding for the measures taken by the authorities. She repudiated the radical 
nationalists (Extremists) Tilak, Sri Aurobindo Gosh, among others, for their methods, 
which she thought undermined the common purpose.186 At the same time, she 
appreciated that they were great nationalists. She compared the interned Sri 
Aurobindo Gosh with Mazzini in Europe.187 Tilak is one of the persons honoured with 
a brief biography in Central Hindu Colleg Magazine, which his political opponent 
Gokhale also received.188     
   According to Sri Prakasa, she held up as an example to the students the Liberal and 
freethinker Charles Bradlaugh’s political methods that never risked other’s safety. 
Prakasa writes, “that we the students as the CHC often thought with gratitude of this 
British person who meant so much for the freedom of thought in the world.”189 Even 
so, as appears above, she was regarded as a national security risk. Her articles in the 
press were scrutinized; the national education ideals that characterized CHC were 
clearly a source of irritation above all for the regional and local administration.  
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   During these years of tense political conflicts, Besant expressed several times the 
opinion that India was not yet ready for self-government. It was long-term work and it 
should take place by means of constitutional methods. She underlined for the students 
that India was a nation in the making. It was their task as representatives of the 
nation’s future to overcome the conflicts between groups and to make the nation come 
true. The message was that they should let the historical injustices heal and become 
part of the national history.190  
 

The criticism against the Central Hindu College 
 

Orthodox Hindus regarded the education project of the CHC with suspicion. The 
orthodox accused the leadership of the CHC of running a theosophical education 
institution under Hindu cover. Already at the opening of the Central Hindu College 
most of the invited pandits of Benares did not come.191 The criticism increased after 
Besant was elected president in 1907 after Olcott’s death. An article in Hindustan 
Review (1909) criticizes Besant for trying to hide the fact that Central Hindu College 
was identified with theosophy.  
   The radical nationalist circles criticized CHC’s attitude during the Swadeshi, as 
mentioned above, but the foreign influence at the CHC was also questioned. Among 
others, there were accusations that Indians always ended up in subordinate positions. 
The periodical Modern Review claimed that the CHC was a project managed by 
English men and women.192 Besant felt offended by the criticism and answered at the 
theosophical congress in 1909. She admitted the theosophical influence but urged her 
critics to save their criticism until they could show the same devoted work for the 
motherland as undertaken by the Hindu theosophists at the CHC. In a bitter tone she 
answers then the accusations in the Modern Review about the English presence in the 
staff of the CHC: 
 

But why any English? Why not? (…) I ask you why the English should not work 
with their Indian brothers? Why page after page in an important Review – 
admirably conducted save for its wild hatred of the English – should be filled 
with incitements to strife? Why should every Englishman who has tried to serve 
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India be insulted, forgetting that, in the changes which have made modern 
India, English and Indian have worked hand-in-hand?193 

   Later in her speech she tones down her criticism by expressing a certain 
understanding for the suspicion felt by Indians with experiences from history. She 
mentions “the barbaric actions of men like Clive or Warren Hastings and others that 
cast a long shadow of suspicion in the Indian heart.” The talk ends with an appeal to 
unity in the work for “the common aim, India’s independence within the British 
Empire.”194 
   Bhagawan Das also deals with the criticism in an article in CHC Magazine and 
refers the way the education work is attacked from different directions: the extremists 
(he refers here to the radical nationalists) consider that CHC is too subservient towards 
the authorities, while the over-sensitive official colonial civil servants argue that the 
activity is subversive and the strongly orthodox claim that the CHC is anti-religious or 
tries to convert the students to Christianity. Finally, the secular criticism is described: 
“that CHC is in the process of reintroducing prejudices and the rule of the priests.”195 
   Dar describes how throughout the twelve years while the CHC had been active there 
has been a conscious choice to build a platform with the support from different groups 
and orientations. He urges the critics to read the annual reports that show the range of 
the activity and that the students at the CHC represent large parts of India. He names 
person after person on the Board, in the leadership and among the teachers who are 
known sympathizers of a wide range of organizations. There are mentions of the 
orthodox Bharat Dharma Mahamandal, the nationalist Arya Samaj, but also of supporters 
of social reform in the secularly oriented Brahmo Samaj or Prarthana Samaj. Das points 
out that the best example of the range of the CHC work is the textbooks in the Sanatana 
Dharma, produced in cooperation with various orientations in Hinduism. The aim was 
to present a wide and liberal interpretation of Hinduism. The textbook has been a 
definite success, as Das writes, it has been used on no less that clearly Hindu education 
courses and has been accepted for higher examination. Besides, it is used in school 
teaching and in several of the independent princely states’ schools.196 
   Bhagawan Das’s attempt to defend CHC proved to be without effect in the long run. 
CHC was in decline, financially it constantly showed a deficit. Das refused stubbornly 
to accept economic support from the authorities although it was offered.197 But the 
economic problems were not the biggest threat against the activity. Two other 
problems were about to emerge: when the article was written there was already a 
suggestion from the orthodox that gathered round the Brahmin Madan Moham 
                                            
193 Besant A. The Work of the Theosophical Society in India, Central Hindu College Magazine, No 2, 1910, p. 39. 
194 Besant, CHC Magazine, No 2, 1910, p. 367. 
195 Das Bhagawan, The University of Benares in Central Hindu College Magazine, no 2, 1911, p. 168. 
196 Das in CHC Magazine, no 2, 1911, p. 171. 
197 See Das in Central Hindu College Magazine, February 1909. 



 
 
 

195 

Malaviya (1843-1946) to found a Hindu university. In addition, there is a defense in 
Bhagawan Das’s article against the insinuations that a new religious movement was 
about to be established at the CHC. This internal movement within the Theosophical 
Society was to show itself to be a further threat against the CHC’s work. 

Malaviya’s	  university	  project	  
For the Brahmin establishment in Benares and United Provinces the criticism 
presented in textbooks and teaching at the CHC was naturally sensitive and 
challenging. They were not represented in the leadership of the Central Hindu College 
that within a short period of time had established itself as a leading institution for a 
type of education that through its denominational image appeared as both modern 
and orthodox. Those that were in the leadership were rather mleccas (foreigners) and 
banyas (the tradesmen’s caste), as Jürgen Lütt puts it.198 
   The orthodox Brahmins had had difficulties to assert their traditional leadership at 
the Sanskrit College as well, an institution founded by the British in Benares in 1791. 
According to the Indian historian Vasudya Dalmia, well-known Western Indologists 
who introduced in the teaching the critical method from history acquired an increasing 
influence on its leadership and on the content and form of the education.199 Jürgen 
Lütt considers that the Brahmins’ diminished influence within education as a whole is 
an important reason that Besant’s and Bhagawan Das’s project was challenged early 
on by a new university project initiated by the orthodox Brahmins’ circles. The aim 
was to create a Hindu university in Benares, India’s cultural and religious centre. 
Malaviya was the leading politician in the United Provinces, orthodox, nationalist and 
delegate to the INC’s congress as early as 1886. He had been active in the Cow-
protection movement, Kuyalini, in the 1890s, a movement that managed to gather 
Hindus from wide social groups in order to stop cow sacrificing at the Muslim festival 
Bakr Id.200 Concerning the politically burning language question, Malaviya achieved 
an important political success when Hindu was granted the status of a national 
language in 1900.201 
   The university initiative that Malaviya promoted in 1905 is introduced by a survey 
and analysis of India’s social situation. Malaviya contrasts India’s wretched state with 
the country’s great past. He makes a comparison with contemporary Great Britain and 
Europe and observes that an Indian’s per capita income is five percent of an 
Englishman’s, that 94,1 percent of the Indian population was illiterate, the figure being 
97 percent in the United Provinces, as compared with five percent in Britain and ten 
percent in Germany. He describes further how millions of people die of starvation and 
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diseases every year, and that there is a population crisis above all regarding the 
Hindus. The traditional Hindu leadership, its upper social layer, is about to vanish in a 
moral crisis.202   
   When Malaviya asks the rhetorical question, why such misery, he refutes the 
opinions of those who claimed that colonial rule has impoverished India’s earlier 
prosperity, the so-called Drain Theory. He points to the fact that under the colonial 
regime other groups have succeeded, such as the Parsees of Bombay and the Marwars 
in Calcutta. The liberals’ argument that India’s problem lies in its social system and 
religion, or mission, which liberals claim was “the wrong religion” is also refuted by 
Malaviya who refers to India’s great past, quoting F. Max Müller’s research.203 The 
claim that Hinduism should be an obstacle in the way of modern development is 
refuted as deeply wrong. Malaviya refers to the four traditional aims of a Hindu’s life: 
besides dharma and moksha, artha and kama as well – terms that may be alien to a 
Westerner, but that in the Hindu tradition correspond to English terms like truth, 
cleanliness, social welfare, compassion, forgiveness and soul strength.204   
   Thus far, Malaviya’s project agreed with the basic ideas behind the Central Hindu 
College. The issue that would become a point of contention was who should be 

responsible and teach Hinduism, Sanatana 
Dharma. Malaviya claimed that only 
Brahmins who have inherited knowledge 
and talent for this task through the caste 
system should be granted this responsibility 
according to the Brahmins’ dharma 
(varnavibhaga).205 Bhagawan Das, a non-
Brahmin of the vasya caste but well 
educated and deeply knowledgeable of the 
Hindu tradition, perceived this as a fail mark 
that was a challenge. In fact, it meant that 
the teaching of religion at the Central Hindu 
College was not considered up to the 
standard by the orthodox.206 
   Malaviya’s proposal stressed the special 
status of Sanskrit. As a transmitter of values 

from the past, Sanskrit should therefore be 
compulsory for all students. For an elite, 
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medical doctors and theologians, Sanskrit should in addition be the teaching language. 
Sanskrit should be the language that united all these professions all over India. The 
proposed faculties should correspond to those of the modern universities but their 
names should be in Sanskrit; for instance, the medical faculty should be called Ayurveda. 
An important point in the proposal was that the university should offer boarding 
facilities on the campus for students from all over India. This was a new element, the 
British universities were examining institutions but the teaching was done in the 
country at the affiliated college.207  
   Malaviya’s project was well received in orthodox Hindu circles. The proposal was 
presented at the INC’s session in Benares in 1905 and in Allahabad during Kumbh Mela 
in 1906 when the organization Sanatana Dharma Mahasabha was also founded.208 Three 
aims were spelled out in the adopted resolution. “1. To train teachers of religion for 
the promotion of and preservation of Sanatana Dharma as contained in sruti, smrti and 
puranas and which recognized varna and asrama. 2. Promotion of the Sanskrit language 
and literature. 3. Spreading a scientific and technical knowledge in Sanskrit and the 
vernaculars.”209 
   Only Brahmin students should be admitted to the theological faculty in order to 
observe the caste rules (varnasrama dharma), while the other subjects should be open for 
all castes. Malaviya promised solemnly in front of the leading pandits during the 
Kumbh Mela at the Ganges to devote his life to the implementation of the project 
according to these intentions. This was a promise that would prove in all respects 
difficult to fulfill in the subsequent negotiations with the authorities. 
   The authorities’ reaction to Malaviya’s first proposal was delayed until 1908 and was 
divided. The proposal that the university should be a teaching institution was received 
positively, but the authorities dismissed the idea of a denominational university.210 

Annie	  Besant’s	  University	  of	  India	  
Annie Besant launched her own university proposal, the University of India, in 
competition with Malaviya’s project. Once more, the original idea behind the CHC 
was launched, that all religions should be represented. It appears from a letter 
addressed to the leading moderate politician G.K. Gokhale that she sought his support 
for the project. She considered discussing in England the possibility of a letter to the 
king on the matter. Her direct question was if Gokhale was prepared to sign the 
proposal as a representative of Hinduism. Others had already promised to sign. The 
university would start its activity once seven colleges that represented different areas 
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and religions as well as having religion teaching as an integrating element were ready 
to participate in the university project. Besant writes that in the long run the purpose of 
the project is that similar universities should start all over India and coordinate various 
education initiatives according to a corresponding pattern. Students with different 
religious backgrounds would be offered places in colleges affiliated to universities. 
Similarly to Malaviya’s proposal, the students would live in the campus.211   
   In Besant’s second letter (May 1907) on the issue, it appears that Gokhale was 
skeptical about the idea. The basic reason for his doubts seems to have been the view 
of denominational teaching of religion. Disappointed, Besant writes: 
 

I am not quite sure what your objections are. If it is that you think that religion 
should not be an integral part of educating, […] it is with sure a fundamental 
principle we must agree to differ. … I believe that India has been materialized, 
vulgarized and denationalized by leaving religion out of education, and all my 
efforts are turned to restoring religion to its proper place. Perhaps you will join 
us later; I wanted you very much at the beginning.212 

   It would take three years before Besant’s university project would reach the desk of 
the authorities. One reason for the delay must have been the turbulence within the 
Theosophical Society. This was partly connected with the expulsion from the Society 
in 1906 of Charles M. Leadbeater, Besant’s right-hand in the Esoteric Society, 
suspected of impermissible association with boys, which created scandal headlines in 
Great Britain. Initially, Besant defended Leadbeater but faced with the strong opinions 
of the membership she had to suspend him from the Society. Soon afterwards, the 
ageing H.S. Olcott died which was followed by an internal power struggle for the 
presidency. The appointment of Besant as president after Olcott’s death displayed the 
same pattern of personal conflicts with reference to the spiritual masters that occurred 
after Blavatsky’s demise sixteen years earlier. However, the members’ vote supported 
Besant, which gave her a temporary peace and quite so that she could work. The 
appointment meant that she moved from Benares to the Society’s international 
headquarters in Adyar, outside Madras. The move meant that George Arundale took 
over the leadership of the CHC and that Besant no longer took part in the daily 
work.213 
   When Besant presented her university project with a delay of three years, she had 
managed to persuade prominent representatives of various faiths to sign the document. 
Apart from Hindus, there were Parsees, Sikhs, three Muslims and a Christian who 
signed. The document was sent to the Viceroy on 27 July 1910. Soon after, she 
travelled to Great Britain in order to gain a hearing from politicians and civil servants 
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at the India Office. According to Lütt, she was unaware that the Viceroy did not send 
the proposal further to London but circulated it to the provincial authorities in India in 
order to gather their opinions.214 
   The opinions that arrived were mostly negative. The sharpest criticism came from 
the United Provinces that had several controversies with Besant concerning the 
political image of the Central Hindu College. Its denominational character was 
questioned in the same way Malaviya’s and was estimated to be reactionary and 
besides politically dangerous. As an example of the latter, there was a quotation from 
the original application that said “… Western knowledge will be used to enrich but not 
to distort or cripple the expanding national life.”215 In order to illustrate the subversive 
elements of the CHC’s activity there were numerous quotations from articles in the 
Central Hindu College Magazine. Among other things, Bal Gangadhar Tilak’s 
contributions had been praised and the militant Rani of Jhansi had been presented as a 
patriotic ideal. On this evidence, the provincial authorities drew the conclusion that 
the Central Hindu College’s long-term aim was to infuse in the students the belief in a 
free India ruled by Hindus. They mentioned in addition that the local authorities had 
to urge Besant to hinder a student delegation from welcoming the nationalist Bipin 
Chandra Pal when released from prison and on a visit to Benares two years 
previously.216  
   The proposal was considered in the report not to be sufficiently representative in 
order to be called University of India. Among other things, it was pointed out that all 
three Muslims who were among those who signed the document came from Bengal. 
The Christian who signed was questioned since it turned out that he was a Parsee. The 
fact that Pandit Sunder Lal, Vice-Chancellor of the Allahabad University and 
respected by the British refused to sign was also counted against the proposal. When 
the main personality who signed, Sir Ashutosh Mukerji, Vice-Chancellor of the 
Calcutta University, referred in a letter to the necessity of a strict government control 
of the proposed university, the chances deteriorated further. The final blow for the 
whole project came when the Muslim signatories withdrew their support after the All 
India Moslem League led by Aga Khan asked that the Muslim Aligarh College should be 
granted university status. The Hindu reaction was a strong wish to work for a Hindu 
university, which favoured Malaviya’s proposal. When Besant realized how things 
stood, it only remained to follow her friends’ advice and turn to Malaviya to reach an 
agreement in order to cooperate regarding a Hindu university.217 
   How come then that Besant misjudged the situation to that extent? It appears that 
there were mainly three contributory factors. First, as Lütt has pointed out, she seems 
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to have overestimated the support for the Central Hindu College in London and in the 
public opinion. Like several moderate political leaders in India, Besant considered that 
it was possible to exploit the gap between the dictatorial colonial administration and 
the democratic institutions in London. Besant invoked the good results of the CHC 
students that were matching the best results obtained at the state education institutions. 
Further, she referred to the Crown Prince’s visit to the college in 1906 as well as that of 
the Viceroy Lord Minto’s two years previously. The visit had provoked opposition in 
the Anglo-Indian press, which saw this as legitimacy granted to the CHC by the 
authorities. Besant also interpreted the visits as proof of her strong position in London. 
She was quite aware of the criticism in the United Provinces within the regional 
administration but dismissed it as an expression of an incompetent colonial civil 
service.218 
   Second, as Lütt has argued, Besant misjudged the strength of the opposition from the 
orthodox interests. Unlike earlier, the CHC’s teaching of religion meant an 
encroaching of a traditionally orthodox area. While Besant was in England in the 
summer of 1910 in order to gain support for the university project, criticism broke out 
in the Indian media engineered by the orthodox groups. The orthodox Bharat Dharma 
Mahamandal led by the Maharaja from Dharbhanga warned against Besant’s university 
project. Eventually, it would appear to be a theosophical project where the students 
would be forced to participate in praising Krishnamurti and other obscure activities led 
by the Esoteric section within the Theosophical Society. Bharat Dharma 
Mahamandal, which Olcott had earlier cooperated with, supported instead an 
orthodox Hindu university that would educate Hindu priests.219   
   Third, Besant misjudged the perception of the Theosophical Society by the public 
opinion. Its status had already deteriorated after the power struggle for the leadership 
after Olcott’s death. In addition, there was the proclaiming of the young Krishnamurti 
as a future world teacher, which developed into a scandal during 1911-1913. Initially, 
Krishnamurti’s father had accepted that his son should be educated in England under 
Besant’s supervision. But the father sued Besant in 1911 with the support of the leading 
orthodox newspaper The Hindu and demanded to get back the custody of his sixteen 
year-old son. The reason was that, despite the written promise of Besant, the son was 
allowed to meet Leadbeater. Besant greatly admired Leadbeater’s occult abilities, 
refused to believe the accusations against him and actively contributed to his 
reinstatement in the Society in 1909.220 She refuted the new accusations, refused legal 
help and led her own defense during the trial that went on during 1912-1913.221 
                                            
218 See above the letters quoted, Besant to Gokhale, 23 February 1910. Gokhale Papers, Private Collection. NAI. 
219 Lütt 1976, p. 173. 
220 Leadbeater’s influence on Besant is described aby F.T. Brooks (1913). Brooks, who left the TS in 1912, argues that 
Leadbeater managed by means of flattery to dominate Besant who was less familiar with occultism, and hence to dominate 
the Esoteric section as well.  
221 The Krishnamurti affair is described in detail in Lutyens 1983, pp. 68-83.  
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   There were strong reactions within the theosophical movement against the cult of 
Krishnamurti and the trials, which attracted much attention. In India Bhagawan Das, 
Besant’s closest collaborator and friend during the building up of the Central Hindu 
College and President of the Indian Theosophical Society, broke with the international 
head organization. Over 500 members in the country followed his example. Ferdinand 
T. Brooks, Jawaharlal Nehru’s mentor, who belonged to the Esoteric section, gave up 
his membership and wrote disclosing accounts of Besant’s relationship with 
Leadbeater.222 In Great Britain, more than half of the members left the Society, among 
them some leading intellectuals. In Germany, Rudolf Steiner, the leader of the 
German section, founded a rival organization, the Anthroposophical Society in 1912. 
Between two thousand and two thousand-five hundred members followed him. 
   At the Central Hindu College, the cult round Krishnamurti caused internal conflicts. 
Many in the academically well-regarded college questioned his alleged authorship of 
the text At the feet of the Master which they suggested had traces of Leadbeater’s style. 
The majority of the staff followed Bhagawan Das’s example and George Arundale, 
headmaster and Besant’s confidant, was forced to resign. The CID, the security 
service, which had followed the developments with ill-concealed delight sums up the 
situation and speculates about the future in a classified document of 5 April 1913: 
 

During the last three years Theosophy has been passing through troublous 
times. The Hindu university movement and the attempt of Mrs Besant to 
introduce the worship of a new avatar or incarnation have had a very great 
effect on theosophy. … From the litigation now proceeding it seems probable 
that those who see Mr. Leadbeater’s pen in At the feet of the Masters are correct. 
The attempt of Mrs. Besant to bring forward this incarnation led to a split not 
only in the Theosophical Society but among the trustees of the Central Hindu 
College. Roughly speaking, the line of cleavage is between the European and the 
Hindu Theosophists, though some of the latter adhere still to Mrs. Besant. 
Neither party has declared war openly – I think because to do so would be to 
close the door of compromise, opportunities for which might possible occur, and 
also because an open rupture would probably prejudice in the public eye the 
cause of the side which declared war, but there seems no doubt that state of war 
does prevail. The litigation in Madras in which Mrs. Besant figures is probably 
promoted by the Hindu Party with a view to discredit Mrs. Besant, and thus 
made her to surrender.223 

   Besant lost the trial about custody but appealed to a higher British court and this 
time the verdict was in her favour. Krishnamurti, the young incarnation of Messiah, 
                                            
222 See Michael Gomes, ’Nehru’s Theosophical Tutor’, Theosophical History. Volume VII/3, 1998. See also Brooks’s letter to 
Gokhale, 17 March 1914, after he left the Theosophical Society, Gokhale Papers, Private Collection, NAI. 
223 See Home Poll Doc 1913, Confidential note by E Molony, 5 April 1913. “Note supplementary to Mr Lovett’s note on 
Theosophy, 22 June 1910.” National Archives of India. 



 
 
 

202 

stayed together with his stepbrother in England, but had difficulties in settling down 
and failed in his studies.224 In India the campaign of the orthodox Hindus as well as of 
the missionary circles against Besant continued. Her morality was strongly questioned 
and the Central Hindu College went on under Bhagawan Das’s leadership.225 

The conflict at the CHC is significant from several points of view. It shows how 
strong the differences of opinion were within the theosophical movements regarding 
occultism. It also appears, as mentioned by the analysis of the security service, that 
there was a dividing line between the European and the Indian theosophists. The 
weakness in dividing the Society in an exoteric and an esoteric section appears clearly. 
In a signed article in Central Hindu College Magazine of October 1910, Besant makes 
several references to occultism that had not been expressed in the periodical earlier. 
The article entitled The Future of India is a utopian account of India’s Aryan history and 
future. The Theosophical Society is at the centre and its role is the instrument that 
would reunite the old and the new sub-races of the Aryan family in a new powerful 
family and lead humanity. Besant writes:  
 

And it is inevitable. Those who strive against it will be eliminated, for the will of 
the Great Father must be wrought out. The rebellious, the haters, the inciters to 
strife, will be scattered among other nations, among nations backward in 
evolution… When the union is accomplished, when the field is ready, then 
Vaivasvata Manu will be send hither the master intellects of humanity; to raise 
the people composed of the best elements of His race… In the preparation now 
going on, the CHC, consciously as to some in it, unconsciously as to others in it, 
is playing its part, which is to train up boys of noble ideals… and unshakable 
loyalty to work in the immediate future, to spread union and cordial co-
operation between English and Indian Aryans of every faith.226 

   Besant adds that the article is expression of her own personal opinions and 
knowledge on the matter and that in no way has it been supported by the Central 
Hindu College as an institution.227 
   The agreement between Bhagawan Das and Annie Besant, the two founder of the 
CHC, was broken when it came to the Krishnamurti issue never to be completely 
repaired. Sri Prakasa writes that Leadbeater’s influence on Besant increased after she 
moved to Adyar when the daily contact with the Central Hindu College ceased. 
Prakasa recounts how his father was increasingly upset about the course of events 
within the Theosophical Society. Bhagawan Das belonged to them who never referred 
to occultism in his interpretation of theosophy and that is why he considered that the 
                                            
224 An informed account of these events is to be found in the first part of Mary Lutyens’s biography of Krishnamurti, The Years 
of Awakening, that describes in detail Krishnamurti’s life up to the break with the theosophists in 1928. Lutyens 1983. 
225 Ransom 1938, p. 399 ff. 
226 Besant, The Future of India in Central Hindu College Magazine, no 10, 1910, p. 251 f. 
227 Besant in CHC Magazine, no 10, 1910, p. 251 f. 
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fundamental principle of all religions’ basic unity was sacrificed in the cult round 
Krishnamurti.228  
   As a consequence of the conflicts within the Indian Theosophical Society, Bhagawan 
Das was elected president in 1912 and, in addition, editor for the Society’s periodical 
Theosophy of India. There he attacked forcefully the new cult and Besant: 
 

… like every other human being, Mrs. Besant has two nature, a higher and a 
lower. Because of her extraordinary gifts and powers, the manifestation of these 
two in her are also extraordinary. […] in her case, these two time-old natures, 
altruism and egoism, have taken on the particular forms of (1) the wish “to save” 
mankind, and (2) the wish “to be regarded as a Saviour” of the same […] Now 
that the second nature in her has been unhappily dominating the first, more and 
more, since the passing away of Col. Olcott in 1907 under other guidance and 
influence, she has been unconsciously but grievously undermining and bringing 
confusion upon her own good work…229  

   Das describes then in detail how Besant has tried to turn CHC into a centre for the 
neo-theosophical cult. As he argues, a cult that breaks with the basic ideas of theosophy 
by claiming to be a new religion. No less than 170 persons, both teachers and students, 
were involved in the cult, which, according to Bhagawan Das, threatened to destroy 
CHC’s reputation as a broad-minded liberal and open educational institution.230 
Further, he criticized the esoteric aspect of theosophy and its passion for closed groups, 
secret societies with orders, degrees and oaths and describes how this has affected the 
CHC.231  
   Besant’s attempt to get the CHC to back the newly established Order of the Sun, later 
called Order of the Star in the East, split the staff. Those faithful to Besant, mostly 
Westerners, opted to leave the CHC when it became clear that a majority of the 
colleagues dissociated themselves from the new cult.232 Prakasa expresses sympathy for 
his father’s standpoint, but deeply regrets the split between Besant and his father. He 
describes the problems that afflicted the CHC because of the conflict when 25 
                                            
228 Prakasa 1970, p. 50. 
229 Das, Bhagawan, The Central Hindu College and Mrs. Besant. Originally published as a pamphlet by The Divine Life Press, 
from a letter to the editor of The Christian Commonwealth, 1913. See 
http://www.teozofija.info/tsmembers/BhagavanDas_Letter.htm (18 April 2012).  
230 Earlier, Besant had been forced in a public statement to clarify that the students at the CHC would not be allowed to get 
involved in the Order of the Sun since it exceeds the limits of the education platform established through negotiations by large 
groups. See Bhagawan Das, The University of Benares, The Commonweal, 1911, pp. 167-170. 
231 Das in The Commonweal 1911, pp. 167-170. 
232 Bhagawan Das was elected in 1912 general secretary for the Indian Theosophical Society and as an editor of the Theosophy 
in India he ran a campaign against the new cult. The contacts with Besant were broken and resumed only a few years later in 
connection with the Home Rule movement when Besant was interned. See Prakasa 1970, p. 50 f. 
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members, loyal to Besant, left the CHC. He writes that “these were the best and the 
most self-sacrificing among the staff members.”233  

The	  common	  university	  project	  
Besant’s room for maneuver in the on-going work to achieve the project of the 
University of India was limited now. In March 1911, Besant, Malaviya and other 
leading Hindus met in Allahabad and agreed on a common project which contained 
concession from Besant on important issues: that the university should have a 
prevailing Hindu orientation and that the Viceroy and the Governor of the United 
Provinces should be the official representatives of the university. The latter was a 
concession regarding a demand coming from the authorities. Besant found it difficult 
to make these concessions but she decided to continue the cooperation. Malaviya 
appears subsequently to be the leading force in this work until the inauguration of the 
university in 1916. The fact that, despite criticism from his orthodox friends, Malaviya 
kept the agreement with Besant may be explained not only by his will to take over the 
Central Hindu College and turn it into an orthodox direction. According to Prakasa, it 
was even more important that the government requested that the CHC should be 
included and become the nucleus of the new university if it should get the permission 
of the authorities at all.234  
   After the break with Besant, Bhagawan Das found himself in a precarious situation 
with a college that lost almost half of its staff. He did not have the force to gather the 
necessary funds for running the institution or to replace the teachers that left. 
Unwillingly, he opted to subordinate himself to Malaviya’s university project and 
contributed loyally to sort out all formalities in order to integrate CHC in the plans for 
the university.235 In 1914, The Central Hindu College was formally transferred to the 
planned project according to the authorities’ request. Central Hindu College for Girls, 
founded in 1904, was exempted and carried on under independent management.236  
   The negotiations with the authorities were subsequently carried on by Malaviya and 
Sunder Lal, the person who earlier had refused to sign Besant’s proposal, and by the 
orthodox Maharaja of Dharbhanga who belonged to the land-owning aristocracy and 
was regarded by the authorities as a guarantee for a loyal attitude towards the British 
interests. Annie Besant showed later a good deal of loyalty when she talked about the 
new university project on different occasions. She praised not only Malaviya but also 
the orthodox Maharaja of Dharbhanga and did not mention at all the conflicts 
between them. Her role was limited though which appeared in the fact that although 
                                            
233 Most of those who left were Westerners, among them the headmaster George Arundale educated at Cambridge and E.A. 
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she was part of the delegation that called on the Viceroy she was not received by 
him.237 
   On the part of the authorities, the negotiations were carried on by Sir Harcourt 
Butler, in charge with education issues in the Viceroy’s executive committee. In 1915 
the negotiations advanced to the point where Butler could officially present a proposal 
for a Hindu University that later the same year materialized in a proposal, the BHU 
Bill. Years of fund-raising, above all by Malaviya, had resulted in the necessary five 
million rupees, which was the condition set by the authorities. The fact that the 
university would have a national recruiting area was reflected by the donors. Even the 
formally independent Princely States were well represented among the donors. The 
government announced before the inauguration that it would contribute one hundred 
thousand rupees to the university annually. Sri Prakasa bitterly comments: 
 

At that very moment the fundamental principle of the Hindu College was 
sacrificed, and its main supporting pillar, so to say was shattered.238 

   Other controversial issues in the negotiations concerned the persons who would 
occupy the central positions in the university management and to what extent would 
therefore the government exercise its control. The authorities suggested that the 
Governor of the United Provinces, Sir James Meston, should be appointed Vice-
Chancellor, which provoked strong objections. The negotiations with Butler resulted in 
a compromise. Meston was appointed “visitor” with the authority to intervene when 
the management of the university was in danger. The Hindu characteristic feature of 
the university was consolidated by the right to specify in the name of the institution 
that it was a Hindu university, unlike the proposed Muslim university. At the same 
time, it was established that the university should be open for all, irrespective of race, 
caste or religious affiliation. The religious teaching should be on Hinduism and 
undertaken by the theological faculty in a liberal Hindu spirit.239 
   In agreement with the CHC a clause had been inserted according to which Annie 
Besant and ten others from the CHC Board should keep permanent places in the new 
university Board. This was done but only during the first year of the university’s 
existence. The only ones from the old Board who were still offered a place were Besant 
and Bhagawan Das.240 The influence of the Central Hindu College diminished in 
other ways as well. According to Prakasa, what Bhagawan Das thought was most 
hurtful was that the textbooks on Sanatana Dharma, which were used at the CHC 
were not accepted by Malaviya and therefore were eliminated.241  
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   The question of who would be given the right to teach Hinduism caused an ongoing 
division. Bhagawan Das who had been responsible for the religious teaching at the 
CHC was not accepted in this function as a non-Brahmin. Due to same reason he was 
not refused access to the theological faculty, which was open only for Brahmins. But 
even Malaviya had to make compromises. The solemn promise that he made during 
Khumb Mela in 1906 was broken on several points through the liberal concessions 
that were made. The most dissatisfied among the orthodox attempted to found a new 
college Sri Sarada Mandala where orthodoxy could proceed undisturbed.242 
Malaviya’s later attempt (1922) to integrate the old state Sanskrit College in the BHU’s 
theological faculty encountered resistance and failed.243   

The	  Inauguration	  of	  Banaras	  Hindu	  University	  
On 4 February 1916, the Viceroy Lord Hardinge inaugurated Banaras Hindu 
University with pomp and circumstance. The preparations had been thorough for the 
historical inauguration. The Indian upper class was gathered with maharajas and 
royalties from the formally independent Princely States of whom many had donated 
considerable sums. A special route that would lead the Viceroy to the central hall of 
the University in Nagwa was prepared. The inauguration was opened by a speech 
given by the Maharaja of Dharbhanga that amounted to a presentation of the 
background of the new university. Besides praising all donors and authorities, the 
significance of the Central Hindu College was highlighted as the University’s nucleus. 
Annie Besant, who sat on the podium, and other persons responsible for the CHC 
were mentioned in the speech.244 Lord Hardinge’s speech stressed the denominational 
component. Hardinge described the prolonged doubts that existed but then stated his 
personal opinion that a religious teaching in the spirit of liberalism may develop 
respect for other faiths.245 
   Annie Besant gave her speech on the fourth day of the celebrations. The speech 
followed the protocol and mentioned India’s cultural and intellectual past as well as her 
hopes that Banaras Hindu University would become a meeting place for Indian culture 
and Western science. Besant had been established within the Indian National Congress 
for the past two years, but the speech did not contain any political elements that 
normally characterized her. The following speech was given by Gandhi, his first public 
appearance after his return to India. Unlike Besant, Gandhi broke with the protocol 
and his speech became a political attack against the prevailing politics. The speech is 
known as the Benares Incident. 
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The	  Benares	  Incident	  
Gandhi’s speech at the inauguration of the BHU exemplifies not only his criticism of 
the education issues, but is also a political criticism of the Congress’s methods and 
strategies. The speech is also an attack against the local aristocracy and of the gaps the 
characterized society. Gandhi had drawn a lot of attention in India for his work in 
South Africa and was a celebrated folk hero whose arrival in Benares was followed by 
bit crowds. The security measures were comprehensive, the military and the police 
asserted their presence forcefully to ensure the security of the prominent guests. 
   In his speech, Gandhi addressed the students directly, referring to all the elegant and 
solemn previous speeches, particularly Annie Besant’s and warning against an 
excessive faith in the value of the University for India: 
 

Do not believe that our university has become a finished product. […] Do not 
go away with any such impression. And if you the student world to which my 
remarks are supposed to be addressed this evening, consider for one moment 
that the spiritual life, for which this country is noted and for which this country 
has no rival, can be transmitted through the lip, pray, believe me you are wrong. 
[…] I myself have been fed up with speeches and lectures…246 

Gandhi moved on to the language issue and described the humiliation of being forced 
to give his speech in English. He said that he hoped that the BHU would do its 
teaching in the mother tongue and asked the rhetorical question: what would India 
have been today if the teaching had been in the mother tongue during the last fifty 
years? A vision of a free India was presented where the educated were not strangers in 
their own country, but talked from the heart of the nation as workers among the 
poorest of the poor. Today, Gandhi said, “not even our wives share our best 
thoughts.”247 
   The next question concerned the conditions for independence. Gandhi pointed out 
the difference between the desiring and deserving independence. The starting point 
was the latest resolution of the Congress about self-government, also supported by the 
All India Moslem League, the Lucknow Pact. At the same time, he distanced himself 
from the on-going political work in the Congress: 
 

No paper contribution will ever give us self-government […] It is only our 
conduct that will fit us for it […] Our salvation can only come through the 
farmer. Neither the lawyers, nor the doctors, nor the rich landlords are going to 
secure it.248  
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   Gandhi described himself as an anarchist who dissociated himself from violent 
methods. In the next sentence he nevertheless said that the decision about Bengal 
would never have been rescinded without the anarchists’ protests and bombs. What 
happened next is debatable but it was clear that the concern among those present 
increased. Annie Besant, placed on the podium, turned to the chairman of the 
meeting, Maharaja of Dharbdhanga, who urged Gandhi to explain himself. Gandhi 
tried to find again the thread of his speech. He said that he wanted to clear the air 
from suspicion, bring about an empire built on mutual respect and love, but added the 
importance of making things plain regarding the question of independence, referring 
to history. He gave as an example the Boer War in South Africa: “If we want freedom, 
we must take it, we are never going to be offered freedom.”249  
   The irritation among those present reached then such proportions that the speech 
was suddenly interrupted when the princes gathered together left. Malaviya tried to 
explain Gandhi’s words in apologetic phrases but could not manage to prevent the 
disintegration of the meeting in disorder. After the meeting, Malaviya heard that the 
British Commissionaire planned to expel Gandhi from Benares, being thus in an 
awkward situation as a leading nationalist politician. The problem was solved by 
Malaviya’s succeeding in persuading Gandhi to leave the town of his own accord 
without the authorities having to intervene.250  
   Gandhi’s speech was not only an attack against the British politics in India. It 
contained also criticism of the Congress’s working methods. Its belief that education 
and gradual methods from above could fundamentally change society was questioned. 
During the following week, there was a discussion in Besant’s newspaper New India 
about the incident at the inauguration. The discussion concerned not so much the 
contents of the speech as the reason why Besant took the initiative and interrupted 
Gandhi. Besant claimed that Gandhi behaved in a politically immature manner when 
he took advantage of the opportunity to politicize the university issue. In his answer 
Gandhi backed down to a certain extent. He explained that he wanted to establish his 
distance from the anarchists who use violence as their method but was interrupted 
which meant that his argument could not be completed.  
   Gandhi thought that Besant had conferred with the criticized guests of honour on 
the podium before she urged the chairman of the meeting to interrupt. However, 
Besant explained her action by arguing that he heard how a security policeman said 
during the speech that every word was written down by the CID, the security service. 
With her experience of the CID, she thought she had better intervene.251 
   For Besant, Gandhi was an idealist but politically immature. She writes in New India 
in the wake of Gandhi’s speech that Gandhi showed his political immaturity by 
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presenting himself as an anarchist in front of a public that considered that anarchism 
was the equivalent of bombs and attempted assassinations. In reality, Besant writes, 
Gandhi is a philosophical anarchist similar to Kropotkin, Tolstoy, Edvard Carpenter 
and Walt Whitman. She goes on writing that “Prophets like Gandhi, Tolstoy and 
Carpenter proclaim the ideal that lies in the future, but the work today is not yet ready 
for it and it is not going to be for a thousand years.”252 Before the events in Benares, 
she had declared when Gandhi was proposed as Gokhale’s successor as president for 
Servants of Indian Society that it was just as unsuitable as proposing the Archbishop of 
Canterbury as the Governor of the Bank of England.253 But among those who were 
inspired by Gandhi’s speech during the inauguration were not only students but also 
Bhagawan Das, Sri Prakasa and Shiva Prasad Gupta who later all joined Gandhi’s 
Non-Cooperation Movement.254 
   The fact that Gandhi looked back with pride at the Benares incident is confirmed in 
a letter to Sri Praksa twelve years later.255 Praksa asked if the Benares incident would 
be included in Gandhi’s autobiography, which was about to be completed. Gandhi 
answered that he omitted on purpose to describe the event since many of the main 
characters were still active in the public sphere. He goes on: 

Of course I myself regard that event in Benares as one of the proud events of my 
life. I was really unprepared for it, and I do not yet know where I got the 
strength to stand the trial. I can say about so many incidents in my life “Thy 
faith has made thee whole.”256 

BHU	  –	  successor	  to	  CHC?	  
To what extend did the Banaras Hindu University carry on the tradition of the Central 
Hindu College? Could one still assert one’s independence towards the authorities? 
Besant and Das evaluated the situation differently and provided different answers. On 
several occasions, Besant expressed a certain bitterness about the big concessions they 
were forced to make but drew the conclusion that the university should be seen as an 
important achievement: “the Hindu University simply expands the activities of the 
CHC without encroaching on its basic ideas.” She added that the theosophists’ role 
had been to sow but they could not completely harvest the fruits of their work.257 
   Besant’s decision to support the BHU was already taken a decade earlier, which 
meant that the theosophical dimension was lost. As early as 1912, Malaviya clarified in 
                                            
252 New India, 19 February 1916, alternatively http://www. gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL015.PDF (4 June 2009), p. 515.  
253 New India, 16 February 1916. See also Arthur Nethercot, The Four Lives of Annie Besant, Chicago, 1963, p. 245 and Prakasa 
1941, p. 148 ff. 
254 Prakasa 1941, p. 148 f. 
255 Sri Prakasa writes in a letter of 29 September: ”I was eagerly expecting a chapter in your autobiography on the laying of 
the foundation-stone of the Benares Hindu University and your putting all the princes to flight as you declared, ’Princes, go 
and sell your jewels’, in your speech … I do so in the hope that that beautiful chapter may still come and the great incident 
recorded for ever.” The letter is quoted in Gandhi’s Collected Works, vol 43, 10 September 1928 – 14 January 1929, p. 60. 
256 Gandhi 1929. 
257 Prakasa 1941, p. 124. 
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an official statement that the future university would not have anything to do with 
theosophy. Besant commented this bitterly in The Theosophist but chose to continue her 
support for the university plans. In a letter to Sri Prakasa in 1920, certain bitterness is 
expressed on this issue. She wrote that it had been possible to take to court the 
question of the whole CHC Board being represented in the BHU, but she refrained 
from doing it for various reasons.258 Sri Prakasa mentions here that, unlike his father, 
Besant could start new independent schools together with her close colleagues after the 
break with the CHC.259 
   Besant kept on her vision to start a national university in the spirit of theosophy with 
denominational religious education for all big religious groups in India. After being 
released from internment in 1917, she launched again the idea under the name 
University of India. This time she suggested the poet and Nobel-prize winner 
Rabindranath Tagore as Vice-Chancellor and the mobilizing name, although he was 
openly skeptical about theosophy. Tagore had founded his famous education centre 
Santiniketan outside Calcutta in 1903 and during Besant’s internment, despite his 
critical attitude; he made strongly critical comments of the authorities’ behaviour.260 
   The situation was different for Bhagawan Das and his conclusion about CHC being 
integrated into the BHU was different. Das argued that the concessions turned the 
BHU into yet another state university that produced students who aspired to state jobs. 
According to him, the ideal that guided the CHC and that had made the college an 
independent alternative had been abandoned. One and a half years after the 
inauguration, he published an open letter to Sunder Lal in The Leader who had refuted 
his criticism. Bhagawan Das carried on his public criticism.261 As things developed, it 
appeared clearly that a break was about to occur. Bhagawan Das tried several times to 
open the theological faculty for non-Brahmins without success. Together with Shiva 
Prasad Gupta, he argued that Sikhs and members of other faiths would hesitate to be 
taught religion by orthodox Brahmins. As a vasya, Das did not himself have access to 
the faculty either.262 
   On 12 December 1920, Bhagawan Das together with Shiva Prasad Gupta presented 
a memorandum, which requested Malaviya that as a Vice-Chancellor to take steps to 
infuse a spirit of free science and philosophy. The cultural and vocational courses 
would thus proceed without concessions to official views and methods. Further, those 
courses should be encouraged that led to jobs outside the colonial administration and, 
finally, to remove from the university statutes those paragraphs that granted the 
authorities influence over the appointments in important positions. Further, Das and 
Shiva Prasad Gupta also criticized Malaviya’s plans to erect new modern buildings, 
                                            
258 Prakasa 1941, p. 164 f. 
259 Prakasa 1970, p. 51. 
260 Cousins & Cousins 1950, p. 316. 
261 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 484 f. 
262 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 476 ff. 
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pucca houses, in the Nagwa quarter of the city. It was recommended instead that, to the 
old buildings at the CHC buildings of a traditional kind should be added kutcha 
houses. Besant who ended up as opposing Gandhi in the Congress worked now 
forcefully in the University Board, defending Malaviya and presenting a suggestion for 
a counter-resolution. During Besant’s intervention Das protested against her way of 
describing CHC’s problems about preserving its economic independence. It must have 
felt bitter for Das to hear his former colleague using examples from the CHC’s activity 
in order to recommend economic support for BHU from the authorities: 
 

Unless you have the support of the Government, you cannot get large sums from 
the Princes or from the rich men of the country. I have twenty-two years’ 
experience in collection work. I tried to collect money from the poor. Our 
money did not come from the rich. The rich would not pay unless they know 
that your institution was helped by the Government.263 

   In the subsequent voting Besant’s proposal won by 26 for and 5 against. Shortly after 
the Board meeting, Bhagawan Das resigned all his assignments at Banaras Hindu 
University.264 
   The issue that led to the final break between Bhagawan Das and BHU was the old 
controversial question of a non-Brahmin’s right to teach Hinduism and to belong to 
the theological faculty. The question was finally settled in December 1921 after long 
discussions. Malaviya maintained stubbornly with the support of the orthodox in the 
theological faculty that only that class that had traditionally taught the religious 
scriptures should be allowed access to the theological faculty. Bhagawan Das was 
offered a position in the English faculty in a compromise proposal but he turned it 
down.265 
   Bhagawan Das had already chosen to follow Gandhi who argued for a boycott of all 
state education institutions in his Non-Cooperation Movement. Vidyapiths, higher education 
institutions, were founded instead in various areas of the country. In 1921, Bhagawan 
Das and Shiva Prasad Gupta founded in Benares Kashi Vidyapith and Gandhi laid the 
foundation stone of the independent university. Bhagawan Das became the Vice-
Chancellor of the university and remained in this position until 1940.266 Among the 
members of Kashi Vidyapith’s Board of Trustees were Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Purushottamdas Tandon who chose to follow Gandhi and Sri Praksa. Two conditions 
were included in the statutes: that the teaching language should be Hindi and that no 
economic help should be accepted from the authorities.267 During many years, Das 
had also a particular responsibility for education questions in the Indian National 
                                            
263 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 492. 
264 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 519. 
265 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 475 ff. 
266 Prakasa 1970, p. 76 ff. 
267 Lütt 1976, p. 192 f. See also Prakasa 1970, s. 77 ff. 
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Congress (INC). In 1955, Baghawan Das was granted the country’s highest award 
Bharat Ratna for his contributions to education and Indian literature.268 
   The fact that Annie Besant made common front with Malaviya in 1921 should also 
be seen as a result of the changing of the political conflicts in the INC after Gandhi’s 
proclamation of the Non-Cooperation Movement. Besant just like Malaviya had ended 
up on a political collision course with Gandhi and was marginalized in the political 
struggle. Besides her criticism of Gandhi’s political line, one reason was the opposition 
against the students’ boycott of the courses. Her arguments from the Swadeshi period 
were repeated now. Students should not risk their future in a struggle whose content 
they did not fully understand. She argued that the responsibility lay heavily on the 
political leaders who were behind the appeal. Malaviya shared her criticism of 
Gandhi’s methods and was against that the students at the BHU should boycott the 
teaching which, according to Dar & Somaskandan, marginalized her future influence 
in the INC.269    
 

Summary 
 

The aim of this chapter has been to highlight the theosophists’ commitment and 
strategies in the education field. The Central Hindu College has been at the centre of 
the enquiry since both the theosophists’ and their critics perceived the CHC as a 
theosophically inspired project. The presentation has been done against the 
background of the British control of the Indian education policy during the nineteenth 
century. Since the 1880s there have been demands for the reform of the higher 
education in a national direction. 
   The denominational Aligarh College was the first educational institution whose 
syllabus combined the demand for Western secular education and compulsory 
denomination teaching. The education was initially perceived as provoking by 
orthodox Muslim groups. The example of Aligarh College inspired other groups to 
present similar requests to the authorities, which was an important reason that the 
Central Hindu College was founded in 1898. 
   The British authorities’ actions regarding the CHC show that the combination of 
denominational and secular education was seen as a political threat. In the 
negotiations for a Hindu university it was above all the wishes of the 
conservative/orthodox that the British met. 
   The work at the CHC stands out as impressive in several areas: the high graduation 
rate is proof of good educational standard. The print run of 15 000 copies of the CHC 
                                            
268 Bharat Ratna Reward http://india.gov.in/myindia/bharatratna_awards_list1.php?start=30 (22 April 2012). 
269 Dar & Somaskandan 1966, p. 538 f. 
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Magazine is impressive for a student periodical. Producing a textbook in Hinduism that 
won recognition within wide groups was perhaps the most remarkable achievement for 
the CHC. The difficulty in creating a common canon within the split Hindu tradition 
required the will to compromise and tactical sensitivity within a wide network. The 
attempts of the orthodox failed, as Leah Renold showed earlier. 
   The ambition to develop a national identity appears also in the historical 
supplementary readers, which may be seen as an expression of a conscious use of 
history. The patriotic elements were justified by arguing that, just like in the West, 
Indian children and youths should have access to national heroes. The choice of stories 
shows a conscious ambition to seek the least common denominator for different groups 
in the Indian society. The stories vary as far as form and function are concerned; from 
traditional stories about one’s own origins with the Indo-European story as the 
narrative framework to stories whose function is to give a gradual historical self-
understanding that points forward towards the national aim.270 
   In the textbooks religion and national historiography are woven together in the story 
of Aryavarta. Hinduism is granted a special place by being presented as the earliest of 
the world’s religions. From the historical point of view as well, India is given this 
special status whence all Indo-European civilization spread out all over the world. 
Here there are several examples of a typically contemporary racial thinking linked to 
the Indo-European meta-narrative. The kinship between the British and the Indians as 
well as the contemporary unequal relationship between the colonizing British and the 
colonized Indians is thus articulated as an accusation against the colonial power. 
   It is noteworthy that other religions as well are presented in a positive manner for 
their respective contribution to the development of humanity. The Muslim period in 
Indian history is no longer described only as a dark period. Akbar’s rule is praised for 
its liberal and inclusive attitude. Ultimately, Besant regards this as an indication of the 
Indian culture’s ability to integrate other faiths, a thought pattern that becomes 
increasingly usual at this time. Neither does Christianity assume the role of “the 
Other” as earlier in the 1880s and 1890s. Various founders and heroes of Indian 
religions are highlighted, for instance the Sikhs’ guru Nanak and the popular 
challenger of the orthodox Brahmin tradition Mirabai.  
   The choice of stories collected from the historical/religious tradition contains also a 
certain open criticism of the contemporary social conditions. The higher castes are 
criticized for having given up their dharma. But the division in the four original castes 
is described as the natural way of organizing society. 
                                            
270 The description of different narrative forms and their function is to be found in the historian Kenneth Nordgren’s doctoral 
dissertation Vem äger historien [Who Owns the History]. Nordgren describes the Swedish immigrant youths’ right to their own 
historical narratives in order to develop a historical consciousness and the use of history. These satisfy an individual’s basic 
need of recognition, regularity, questioning and change. Kenneth Nordgren, Vem äger historien: historia som medvetande, kultur och 
handling I det mångkulturella Sverige, 2006, p. 46 f. See also Jörn Rüsen, Berättande och förnuft: historieteoretiska texter, Göteborg, 2004, 
p. 104.  
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   The idea of merging denominational and secular education rested in CHC’s case on 
the theosophical conception that there is no fundamental contradiction between 
religion and science. They are described as two ways of searching for truth. It is 
particularly stressed that the Hindu tradition is closer to the modern scientific 
worldview than Christianity is. The Western scientific achievements are described as 
contributing to the various cultures coming closer to one another. Another example is 
the view of the significance of reincarnation for the children’s and youths’ developing 
potential whereby, according to Besant, modern Western achievements in pedagogy 
confirmed old truths in the Vedic tradition.      
   The ambition to offer a denominational religious teaching in an otherwise secularly 
oriented education created conflicts. The denominational component was perceived as 
competing with the traditional Sanskrit schools. Even the issue of who had the right to 
teach Sanatana Dharma was questioned by referring to Varnashrama. Further, the 
orthodox groups questioned the theosophical element in the textbooks and the 
teaching. Doubts about the denominational component in the teaching were expressed 
from secular nationalist groups also, as Besant’s correspondence with Gokhale 
shows.271 
   The restrictive policy concerning the students’ participation in political 
manifestations was obvious during Swadeshi. The students were urged to discuss but not 
to practice politics. Besides the personal consequences for the students and for the 
CHC’s future, Besant was worried about the consequences of extra-parliamentary 
methods. Charles Bradlaugh “whose radicalism never risked others’ safety” was held 
up as a political model for the students. The education at the CHC aimed to prepare a 
national elite trained in debating societies according to the British pattern but with 
Indian models. Politically, constitutional methods were advocated that in the long run 
would result in national independence within the empire. In 1910, she stated publicly 
that India was not yet mature for self-rule, which the security services duly noted. 
   CHC can be seen as a criticism of Macaulay’s liberal hope to create a class of Indians 
formed in the British cultural tradition with the task of building a bridge to the masses. 
The students at the CHC were educated in the spirit of pride regarding Indian culture 
and the contents of the education were changed in a national direction. At the same 
time, the education was structurally modern, developed on the basis of Western 
pedagogical models. The British model can be seen, for example, in morning prayers, 
debating societies, games and alumni activity.  
   The method of outlining and constructing a national history was naturally a way of 
recapitulating West’s experience. Similar historical narratives may be found in the 
Western schools during the same period when writers were commissioned to write 
textbooks with idealized national motives. Besant’s and Das’s argument was that in a 
                                            
271 Besant to Gokhale, 31 March 1907, (GP). 
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world dominated by nations and nationalism, the Indian youths should also have 
access to a national identity-forming education that was not dictated by the British. 
   Was there a need for a national education of the CHC kind at the turn of the century 
in Benares which Nita Kumar questions? The answer varies naturally depending on 
how one views the modern project under colonial rule and how one viewed the 
situation in the education system. I argue that the need was obvious. The higher 
education was only geared to the need for civil servants in the colonial administration. 
Other sectors were neglected. The power regarding the education system was in 
British hands. Even the Sanskrit college, as Vasudha Dalmia has shown, diminished 
the Indian influence steadily throughout the nineteenth century. The low level of 
literacy is also an obvious indication concerning the school system. Naturally, as 
Kumar quite rightly points out, the CHC’s work depended also on the authorities’ 
permission, which in reality left little room for maneuver.  
   Annie Besant’s and Bhagawan Das’s idea of founding a theosophical college for all 
denominations with separate religious teaching in an otherwise common secular 
education never materialized. The conflicts within the theosophical movement 
contributed also to the failure of the “theosophical university project.” The election of 
the president in 1907, Leadbeater’s position and, above all, the appointment of 
Krishnamurti created big problems for the CHC. The conflict between those who took 
the initiative for the CHC provided further fuel for criticism of the university project. 
The occultism that prevailed in the Esoteric section displayed far too sectarian 
characteristics and was dismissed. The conflict show the contradiction that pursued the 
history of theosophy – a conflict between a separate esoteric elite whose thought style 
gets into a conflict with the exoteric part of the movement which works according to 
democratic principles. It appeared that it was mainly the Western teachers who 
followed the new movement and left the CHC. 
   The initiatives that the theosophists took in the education area at the time left 
however clear traces in the Indian education system. As appears in Leah Renold’s 
study, Banaras Hindu University carried forward part of the tradition of the CHC. 
The compulsory religious teaching became in time optional. The controversy with 
Gandhi in connection with the inauguration of BHU demonstrates ideological conflicts 
regarding the view of higher education. Bhagawan Das, the president of the Indian 
section of the Theosophical Society, became after the break with BHU Vice-
Chancellor of Kashi Vidyapith, the other large university in Benares and a university 
in accord with Gandhi’s views. The student of Kashi Vidyapith were mobilized for 
political work in the Non Cooperation Movement at grass-roots level, while Besant and 
Malaviya urged BHU’s students to dissociate themselves from Gandhi’s appeal for 
boycott.  
   A number of schools and colleges in India are still run according to theosophical 
lines, several of them with a Montessori-inspired pedagogy. In addition to this, there 
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are schools and teacher training within the framework of the Krishnamurti 
Foundation. After several decades of separation, they cooperate again today with the 
theosophical movement in Adyar.272 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                            
272 Conversation with the president of the Krishnamurti Foundation, P Krishna, September 2005. 
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Chapter Five 

Once More at the Centre of Politics 
 

People want to exclude politics from life as if “politics” did not include all 
activities of the collective life. Politics is not what political parties do, just 
as government is not the state.1 

 

Home-Rule movement and its prelude 
 

During the First World War the Indian national movement was drawn into a more 
intense and complex struggle than earlier. The reasons were not only due to the war 
difficulties but also due to the fact that the nationalist political agitation became clearer 
and propagandistically more advanced than earlier. The national movement expanded 
geographically and reached wider social groups.2 It was during this period that the 
theosophists most clearly left their mark at the centre of politics within the Home Rule 
movement.3 The name of Home Rule derives from the demand for independence within 
the empire raised by Annie Besant’s and Bal Gangadhar Tilak’s organizations, All India 
Home Rule League and India’s Home Rule League respectively. These organizations with 
similar demands and structures were founded as early as 1915 but did not receive 
support from the Indian National Congress until 1916.4 
   As scholarly work shows, the significance of the Home Rule movement for the 
struggle for Indian independence has been considered important for the subsequent 
political development. The Australian historian Hugh Owen argues that the 
movement forced the British to make concessions, as presented in the Montagu-
Chelmsford’s reform proposal of 1918-1919, which nevertheless was rejected by a 
radicalized opposition. Owen adds that the significance of the movement in the long 
                                            
1 Annie Besant, quotation from the chapter Simple Life in The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 411. 
2 The Australian historian Hugh Owen has shown how unevenly developed the national movement was at the outbreak of 
the War in 1914. Owen refers to three regions that stood for most of the political activities of the national movement, while 
other regions were not noticeably affected. The three regions were Bengal, Maharashtra and Punjab. See Owen 1990, p. 58 
ff. 
3 Owen 1990, p. 55. 
4 It is still unclear what the agreement between Besant and Tilak was and what was the most important reason that they chose 
to found two organizations. It is reasonable to assume that they thought they could act on a wider national area, but also that 
the differences could be best handled without risking that the conflicts should surface. The national standard work, Struggle for 
Freedom, explains that “Although there were two Home Rule Leagues of Mrs Besant and Tilak, they acted in close co-
operation. There was an informal understanding between them, that Mrs Besant’s field of work would cover the whole of 
India except Maharashtra and Central Provinces where Tilak’s league would carry on the work.” 



 
 
 

218 

run was that it prepared the way for Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement of 1920-1922. 
The Home Rule movement’s agitation understood the use of a new form of mass-
communication that expanded the political debate. A political opposition outside the 
established political circles was developed, including the anti-Brahmin movement in 
South India. Out of this opposition the Justice Party developed later that received 
considerable support in the 1920 election.5 
   This chapter examines the theosophical movement’s activity during the Home Rule 
movement and during the subsequent period. There is a partial chronological 
overlapping with the previous chapter. This chapter follows chronologically the 
unfolding of the political events from the attempt to unite the Congress, the 
establishment of the Home Rule movement, the Luknow Pact, the internment and the 
1917 INC congress. After the end of the War, the chapter examines the reactions to 
the Rowlatt Bill, the Amritsar massacre, the Montagu-Chelmsford’s reform proposal 
and the Non-Cooperation Movement during Gandhi’s leadership.  
   By discussing the theosophists’ actions in this context, the aim is to contribute to the 
knowledge about the theosophical movement’s political ambitions during the Home 
Rule movement and after the end of the First World War. In this chapter the issues are 
related more emphatically to political practice. Is it possible to distinguish a political 
line in the theosophists’ actions in questions concerning India’s independence, 
principles for the country’s rule, the relationship between different religious groups and 
the need for social reforms? In the section on the Non-Cooperation Movement and the 
subsequent developments during the 1920s when Annie Besant was on a collision 
course with Gandhi, there is a discussion of the external and internal factors that 
contributed to the marginalization of the theosophists in politics. There is also a 
discussion of the issue dealt with earlier, namely the extent, to which Annie Besant’s 
actions reflect the ambition of the movement that she represented. 
   My enquiry is based on a comprehensive amount of sources in the form of 
newspapers, periodicals, speeches, letters as well as reports and notes of the security 
services. Apart from these primary sources, Hugh Owen’s posthumously edited 
collection of articles in the Indian Nationalist Movement c. 1912-1922 has been important. 
The sequence of events is well documented. The attempt to unite the Congress has 
been earlier described by the Indian historian B.R. Nanda’s biography of Gokhale. 
The same events are described based on different documentation in the American 
historian Stanley Wolpert’s Tilak and Gokhale: Revolution and Reform in the Making of India. 
The Luknow Pact of 1916 between the Muslim and Hindu leaders is also discussed 
and debated in Indian historiography. My interest is particularly in Annie Besant’s 
participation in the pact and how this was subsequently used in the political agitation. 
Besides Hugh Owen’s article, the historian Frances Robinson’s Separatism Among Indian 
                                            
5 A partial explanation may be that the party did not take part in the election boycott initiated by Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation 
Movement in 1919-1922. 
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Muslims has been useful for my description of the sequence of events. The British 
historian Peter Robb has discussed the perception of Besant by the colonial power and 
its security services in his article ‘The Government of India and Annie Besant.’6 Robb 
describes the tactical considerations and difficulties of the colonial administration to 
come to terms with the Home Rule agitation. Besides using New India, Robb resorts to 
material from the security services as well as diary entries and letters from Montagu-
Chelmsford. 
   The sequence of events after the end of the war when Gandhi took over the 
leadership of the national movement is one of the most discussed periods in Indian 
historiography. I only present a survey of the events. My interest here is to discuss why 
the theosophical leadership has chosen to distance itself from the mass movement that 
developed and to examine the consequences of this standpoint. 

The	  political	  landscape	  before	  the	  war	  
In the years before the First World War, conflicts, 
divisions and a certain resignation characterized the 
situation in the nationalist movement. The conflicts 
concerned both the methods and the strategic purposes 
of the political work. The annual gatherings of the 
Congress drew less and less attention and attracted 
fewer and fewer participants.7 Several of the older 
militant leaders who enjoyed popularity, excluded 
from the Congress, had been interned or “fled” to 
another kind of activity. A feeling of resignation spread 
above all among the young, impatient nationalists, 

most of who was Western educated. Among them 
there were Rajagopalachariar from Madras and 
Jawaharlal Nehru. The latter had returned from Cambridge to India in 1912. The 
passivity of the Congress did not give them any confidence regarding the future. 
Jawaharlal Nehru wrote critically in his autobiography that, “the Moderates were in 
the habit of quietly withdrawing from the sessions of the Congress and from other 
public meetings without even presenting their opinions.”8 Since 1907, the so-called 
Extremists with Bal Gangadhar Tilak as the leading name had been excluded from the 
Congress.9 Several well-known persons in this faction, among them Tilak, were at the 
time or had been earlier interned for various forms of subversive activity inspired by 
the nationalist models in Europe. The Extremists were closely associated with neo-
                                            
6 Peter Robb, ’The Government of India and Annie Besant,’ Modern Asia Studies, 10, 1976, pp. 107-130. 
7 In 1914 only 856 delegates took part in the Congress debates. In 1915, due to the expanded political discussions, the 
number of delegates increased to 2190 delegates. Only about 4% percent were Muslims. See Owen 1990, p. 107. 
8 J. Nehru, Toward Freedom: The Autobiography of Jawaharlal Nehru, New York, 1941, p. 33. 
9 The Extremists was the name used by their moderate opponents. They called their own faction the Nationalist Party. 
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Hindu groups and worked for a revival of the local traditions and values. The political 
aims were defined in nationalist, emotional terms (Vande Materam) where the worship of 
the nation was presented as the highest divine service. 
   The recommended methods were first of all various kinds of sanctions and passive 
resistance. Examples of the suggested methods are boycotting British goods and 
institutions, boycotting schools and refusing to pay tax. But among the Extremists there 
were also advocates of more militant methods developed during the resistance against 
the division of Bengal (Swadeshi).10 Besides Tilak, there were other important names like 
Lala Lajpath Raj from Punjab, active within Arya Samaj, as well as Bipin Chandra Pal 
from Bengal. After several years of internment, Sri Aurobindo Gosh, earlier a leading 
activist, had founded an ashram and ceased any outward political activity.11 
   The moderate faction whose main leaders were the veterans Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, Dadabhai Naoroji, Surendranat Banerjee and Pherozechah Mehta worked 

for gradual social and political reforms in the 
hope that India would develop into a secular 
liberal democracy in the Western style. Although 
they were critical, they had a basically positive 
view of the British presence, which had meant 
the introduction of fundamental Western ideas, 
education and secular thought. In the long run, 
the aim was a Western representative 
democracy. No other way was perceived as 
possible in order to bring about this kind of 
development. Ultimately, one aimed at self-rule 
but the continuing British presence was 
considered necessary in order to reform Indian 
society. The Moderates, above all Gokhale, were 
however quite often strongly critical of the 
colonial power, criticizing mainly the low pace of 
the reforms and the autocratic colonial 
bureaucracy. They tried by means of public 
debates and petitions to persuade the British of 
the need for increased local influence through 

the gradual increase of the number of Indians in the administration, elected 
associations and executive organs.12  
                                            
10 See, for example, Majumdar 1988, p. 198 ff. 
11 Majumdat 1988, p. 198 ff. 
12 Owen 1990, p. 57. See, also, B.R. Nanda’s biography of Gopal Krishna Gokhale which describes in detail the differences 
between the views of the two factions. 
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   Parallel with the work in the Congress, the Moderates sought to gather support for 
their aims in Great Britain. There was the conviction that it was mainly the colonial 
administration in India that opposed the changes in a democratic direction. A group 
including William Wedderburn, the founder of the Congress A.O. Hume and Henry 
Cotton worked as advisers and lobbyists towards the British government and 
Parliament. Above all, one sought support among the liberal politicians, but beginning 
with the first decade of the new century the growing Labour under Ramsey 
MacDonald was also considered an important partner. The leading members of the 
Moderate group were themselves established in social organizations with Indian 
representatives.13 
   Gokhale, who since 1905 had had a place in the Imperial Council, explained in a 
letter to Annie Besant his view of the conflicts between the moderate attitude and the 
extremists’ personified by Tilak and his newly built nationalist party: 
 

He and his party accept the statement that the aim of the Congress is the 
attainment by India of self-government within the Empire by constitutional 
means. But the difference between the two schools lies in their methods. It is 
really a question of attitude of the two parties towards the Government. That of 
the “Moderate Party” is, as once Bhupendranath Basu, based on association-
cum-opposition; while that of the New Party is based on opposition, pure and 
simple.14    

In contrast to the moderates, Tilak wanted to concentrate on the political struggle 
concerning the question of independence within the Empire. He did not see the value 
in the moderates’ attempt to increase the Indian influence. According to Tilak, at best 
it could result in several more seats in the elected organs.15 The Irish example 
constituted a dividing point between the two groups. Tilak argued that the methods of 
Irish nationalism, “Irish obstruction,” were carried out within the law. According to 
Tilak, by stubbornly and methodically concentrating on the central question of 
independence, Ireland had achieved considerable successes after 30 years. Similarly, 
by concentrating on agitation and at the same time committing sections of the young 
British Labour Party to the cause, Tilak hoped to achieve similar results for India. 

All	  India	  Moslem	  League	  and	  the	  INC	  
The relations between Hindus and Muslims deteriorated throughout the nineteenth 
century, as mentioned above. Within the Muslim political elite there was suspicion 
towards political cooperation with representatives of other faiths. Sir Syed Ahmad 
                                            
13 Gokhale and P. Mehta were both members of the Imperial Council beginning with 1909. 
14 Gokhale to New India’s editor, December 1914. Congress Compromise, Gokhale Papers, NAI, Private Collection. 
15 Gokhale recounts Tilak’s points of view that were expressed in conversation with the secretary of the Congress, Subha 
Rao: ”Mr Gokhale has given two years of his time to the work of the Royal Commission, and the only result of it would be a 
few more places for our people, in the Civil Service.” Owen 1990, p. 57. 
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Khan, the founder of the Aligarh College, had expressed uneasiness that the INC 
would be dominated by Hindus and advised his co-religionists not to take part in its 
work. Separate organizations were founded instead in order to lobby the British so that 
the Muslim interests would be safeguarded.16 This was compounded by the political 
moves of the British Government that seriously worsened the relations between 
Muslims and Hindus. Lord Curzon’s proposal to divide Bengal in 1905 was positively 
received by the Muslims, while it led to strong Hindu protests. As a reaction to this, the 
All India Moslem League (AIML) was founded under Aga Khan’s leadership in 1906 in 
order to safeguard the Muslim interests. The aims of the AIML included a declaration 
of loyalty to the British Government to safeguard and increase the Muslim rights in 
India, but also to counteract the emergence of hostility towards other groups.17 Three 
years later, the AIML managed to persuade the General Governor Morley to 
guarantee a separate Muslim representation through a positive discrimination of the 
Muslim votes for elected associations. The decision that resulted in historically long-
term consequences revolted the Hindus18 who answered by creating separate Hindu 
political organizations in Punjab and the United Provinces in order to defend their 
own political interests.19    
   The Muslims appeared to be divided as well. Conservative groups, the so-called Old 
Party with support among the landowners, dominated AIML during the first years 
above all in the United Provinces with Lucknow as the dominating political centre. 
   The regions with considerably larger proportion of Muslims stayed passive and/or 
lacked representatives in the AIML.20 The leadership sought support for the AIML’s 
standpoint mainly among the Tory politicians in Great Britain. At the same time, ever 
since the Congress was founded it contained a group of nationalist/secular Muslims 
who actively worked for a rapprochement between the AIML and the Congress.21 
These persons, among them Mohammed Ali Jinnah, critical to allocation of separate 
seats by quotes with reference to religious affiliation, and so was the rest of the 
Congress. The social background of this group contrasted with that of the traditional 
elite among the Muslims. Similarly to the politically active Hindu elite, most of them 
were Western educated and had their social base in urban areas. Most of them were 
young and they regarded themselves firstly as nationalists and only secondly as 
Muslims. Owen remarks that Mohammed Ali Jinnah refused to join the AIML until he 
                                            
16 The Muhammedan Educational Conference and the Central National Muhammedan Association were founded, among 
others, both stressing their loyalty towards the British in order to defend their own interests. See Owen 1990, p. 102 f. 
17 Three aims were established for the AIML: ”1. To promote amongst the Musalmans of India, feelings of loyalty to the 
British Government and to remove any misconception that may arise as to the intentions of Government with regard to 
Indian measures. 2. To protect and advance the political rights of the Musalmans of India and respectfully represent their 
needs and aspirations to the Government. 3. To prevent the rise among the Musalmans of any feeling of hostility towards 
other communities without prejudice to the other afore said objects of the League.” See Majumdar 1988, p. 150. 
18 The decision constituted a basis for Hindu dissatisfaction. In order to be electable, a Muslim teacher needed to have an 
income of 50Rs, while a Hindu needed a professor’s salary of more than 500 Rs. Ibid. 
19 This happened both in Punjab and the United Provinces where Hindu Leagues were founded. Majumdar 1988, p. 103. 
20 See Owen 1990, p. 118 f. 
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made sure that he did not need to make compromises concerning his basically secular 
outlook.22  
   In 1911 the Muslim politicians experienced the British tactics “divide and rule” when 
the earlier pro-Muslim attitude changed into its opposite. The proposal of dividing 
Bengal was withdrawn in 1912 at the initiative of George V and with the support of 
the Viceroy Hardinge. He saw in this a possibility to come to terms with the Bengali 
“terrorism” which stubbornly continued as a prolongation of the Swadeshi movement. 
British politics was increasingly perceived now as anti-Muslim. It did not dissociate 
itself from Italy’s and the Balkan countries’ attack against Turkey in 1911-12 and 
when, in addition, the British ministers openly expressed their assent concerning the 
dissolving of the Ottoman Empire in favour of Christian state formations, the result 
was strong pan-Islamic feelings. Pan-Islamic newspapers were founded such as 
Mohammed Ali’s Comrade in Delhi and Zafar Ali Khan’s Zamindar in Lahore, both 
attacking the British Government’s anti-Muslim foreign policy and propagating a 
rapprochement between AIML and the Congress.23 When the Viceroy Hardinge 
rejected the proposal to grant Aligarh College university status, riots broke out in 
Kanpur. The young radical Young Party could then take over the leadership of the 
AIML.24 
   What may seem paradoxical did happen: the pan-Islamic feelings led to a 
rapprochement between the young Muslim leaders and the radical nationalists inside 
and outside the Congress who, several years earlier, due to their Hindu nationalist 
attitude were perceived as the big threat. In a letter to Tilak who had recently been set 
free, Mohammed Ali expressed his great admiration for his struggle, a letter sent 
several months after he himself had been interned in Chindwara that ends with the 
nationalist slogan Bande Materam, something that would have been impossible several 
years earlier.25 A few years later, Gandhi would build further on this rapprochement in 
his Khilafat movement 1919-1924. 
   There were also other reasons why the conflicts between the All India Moslem 
League and the Congress tended to diminish somewhat during these years. The 
Muslims felt more secure due to the allocation of seats by quote and many appreciated 
                                                                                                                                        
21 Jinnah became a member of the AIML in 1913, seven years after its founding. Owen 1990, p. 113. 
22 Owen 1990, p. 114. 
23 Owen 1990, p. 112, quotes Home Poll A. March 1913, nos. 45-55, p. 39.  
Due to the British actions, the pan-Islamic movement was strengthened and aimed to strengthen the international Muslim 
brotherhood in order to hinder the Western imperialism’s damaging effects. This movement had been introduced into India 
already in 1889. Several of those who became active as leaders of the movement were Western-educated, after the college 
education at Aligarh, for example Abul Kalam Azad, Dr M. A. Ansari and the brothers Mohammed and Shaukat Ali.  
24 Sarkar 1998, p. 143. 
25 In letters kept by the censorship, Mohammed Ali describes his new feelings towards Tilka’s political actions: “I must confess 
I had long been a prey to grave misgivings about the catholicity of your political and social ideals and the extent of the 
connotation of your patriotism. Your courage resolution and fortitude are an example to us younger men whatever be our 
politics; and these have convinced me that after going through all this … no matter of what caste or creed, equally earnest in 
the defence of his freedom and respect. With our deepest regard as humble fellow-servants of one God and devoted fellow-
worker for one Motherland.” Home Poll. Dep. Nov. 1916, no. 53. 
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the fact that the moderates kept the radical nationalists outside the Congress. The 
Congress took further initiatives to increase the Muslim representation by holding 
Congress meetings in areas with a large number of Muslims. Added to this was Tilak’s 
toning down his Hindu nationalist rhetoric after being set free in 1914, his aim being 
to enable his return to the Congress.26 

Militant	  groups	  
A further developing tendency, an embryonic revolutionary movement needs to be 
described in order to clarify the range of the political opposition. The revolutionary 
movement that emerged during the opposition to the division of Bengal was forced by 
the anti-terror laws to work underground and even Indians in diaspora were activated. 
On India soil there were small, loosely organized revolutionary groups, mainly from 
Bengal, but even in the United Provinces and Punjab militant actions took place. 
There were attempted assassinations of British officials and sabotage against railways 
as well as official buildings. Since 1905, there was in London under the protection of 
British democracy a centre for radical Indian Students, the India House founded by 
Shyamij Krishnavarma who was himself against violence and promoted passive 
resistance. In 1907 India House was taken over by a revolutionary group under the 
leadership of V.D. Savarkar. In 1909 an attempted assassination of a civil servant at 
the India Office occurred in connection with the inauguration of the Imperial 
Conference. The perpetrator, Madanlal Dhingra, was sentenced to death and 
Savarkar was sentenced to deportation for life. When Dhingra was taken to the 
scaffold he made the following statement: 

Neither rich nor able, a poor son like myself can offer nothing but his blood on 
the altar of Mother’s deliverance … may I be reborn of the same Mother and 
may I redie in the same sacred cause, till my mission is done and she stands free 
for the good of humanity and to the glory of God.27 

   The attempted murder resulted in London ceasing to function as a political centre 
for Indian revolutionaries who now spread out in the capitals of the Continent. In Paris 
the revolutionary Parsee Madame Cama developed contacts with the French socialists 
like Jean Longuet and published the periodical Bande Materam.28 Another revolutionary, 
Virendranath Chattopadhay, chose to establish his base in Berlin, which worried the 
British since the British-German relations rapidly deteriorated. 
   In 1913, an elusive revolutionary group, Ghadr, was founded among the Indians in 
the diaspora in the USA in San Francisco with the express aim to make a revolution in 
India. The group published a weekly periodical by the same name to be distributed in 
                                            
26 In 1912 the Congress met in Bihar with an almost 50% Muslim representation and in the subsequent year in Karachhi 
under the chairmanship of the Muslim Nawab Syaed Muhammad from Madras. See Owen 1990, p. 111. 
27 Sarkar 1998, p. 145. 
28 Sarkar 1998, p. 145. 
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India. The activities of the Ghadr movement were the reason for the introduction of 
the Defence of India Act in 1915. Large groups of suspects were arrested without trial and 
kept interned during an indefinite period, while special courts sentenced 46 
revolutionaries to death and 64 to life imprisonment.29  
   The Indian historian Sumit Sarkar argues that, besides the direct threat that these 
groups constituted during several years before and after the First World War, their 
greatest significance was that they reduced the narrow Hindu religious elements within 
nationalism, which was conspicuous during the Swadeshi movement.30 A vision of an 
international anti-imperialist movement may be discerned and links were established 
between various movements. For example, Har Dayal, the best-known leader of 
Gadhr, was secretary in the anarcho-syndicalist International Workers of the World (IWW). 
He also wrote what is believed to be the first Indian article about Karl Marx in 1912, 
published in Modern Review (Calcutta). It was from this milieu that the first Indian 
communists emerged, among them M.N. Roy, after the October Revolution in Russia 
in 1917.31  
   A strong source of inspiration for many Indians was, naturally, Gandhi who during 
1906-1914 undertook his successful non-violent actions among the indentured workers 
in South Africa. Eventually, a settlement was reached here in the Smuts agreement in 
1914 that banned the forced recruitment of labour. Gandhi wrote in 1908 one of his 
ideologically most important texts, Hind Swaraj, where he dismisses the modern 
Western civilization as a standard for development.32 As mentioned in the chapter on 
education, Gandhi returned to India only in 1915. His political mentor Gokhale 
suggested to him to stay away from politics for a year in order to re-acquaint himself 
better with the country that he left at the end of the previous century. The speech at 
the BHU inauguration was Gandhi’s return to the political stage.33  
   A summary of the important political tendencies in India at the time before the First 
World War shows that the activity of the Congress had been marginalized because of 
its inability to handle the split that occurred in Surat in 1907. Its ageing moderate 
leadership had increasing difficulties in finding support in the public opinion for its 
opposition within the constitution. The young above all were critical and demanded 
new political initiatives. In addition, there were Gandhi’s successful non-violent actions 
in South Africa and an emerging revolutionary movement that started administering 
pin-pricks to the British colonial administration, both in India and in the West.  
   The circumstances for new coalitions had improved in the years before the outbreak 
of the war. The politics of “divide and rule” were being unmasked and led to an 
                                            
29 Sarkar 1998, p. 149. 
30 Sarkar illustrates the strong religious overtones by referring to Sri Aurobindo Gosh who said that he wanted to Aryanise the 
world and bring together all classes, landowners and peasants without property through religion. Sarkawr 1998, p. 145.   
31 Sarkar 1998, p. 146 f. 
32 Gandhi 1939, see, for instance, chapter 18, p. 75 ff. 
33 Bal Ram Nanda, Mahatma Gandhi, A Biography, OUP, 1998:b, p. 13. 
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increasing opposition among Hindus and Muslims. In the years before the outbreak of 
the war in 1914, several initiatives were taken in order to bridge the differences of 
opinion. British foreign policy was perceived as increasingly anti-Muslim which caused 
strong pan-Islamic reactions. All India Moslem League, which initially directed its activity 
towards counteracting the influence of the Congress started considering an increased 
cooperation with the nationalist forces inside and outside the Congress.  
   The conclusion is that when in the initial phase of the Home Rule movement in 
1915, Besant and Tilak advocated unity across religious frontiers, the conditions for a 
common action between the Muslim and Hindus leaders strengthened. 

 

At the centre of politics 
 

In the previous chapter, I have described the reactions to the cult of Krishnamurti and 
the much-discussed trial regarding custody and went through several appeals with 
Annie Besant in the main part. The Theosophical Society was shaken by internal 
conflicts and the movement split, losing members both in India and in Europe. 
Besant’s nest step surprised people that may be seen as characteristic of her personality. 
Not even the well-informed security service CID anticipated what would happen. After 
the close of the trial in London in October 1913, she stated her aim of committing 
herself politically to India’s independence within the Empire. She still had the socialist 
ideals that she had earlier fought for, ideals that according to Besant were refined 
during her absence from politics.34 She described then the great relief she felt because 
she could entirely be politically active again: 

… to let my tongue speak freely that which had been burning in my heart, and 
to which all led up – the Freedom of the Motherland, and the dignity of an 
Eastern Nation self-ruled.35    

   The question why Besant returned to the political heated atmosphere at the age of 
66 years-old has been interpreted in different ways. Her critics argued that she saw in 
politics a possibility to change focus and avoid criticism in a difficult situation for 
herself and for the Theosophical Society. The theosophical historiography, as 
articulated by Ransom, tries to convey the idea to the reader that her decision was an 
expression of a divine plan. According to The Short History of the Theosophical Society, it 
                                            
34 ”For my crude views were thrown into the fire of silence and nothing was lost of the gold they contained, that remained.” 
The Theosophist, October 1915, p. 6 f. 
35 The Theosophist, October 1915, p. 6 f. 
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was at the urging of one of the occult masters in Shamballa36 that Besant acted in order 
to achieve a political program for India’s independence.37 This is an explanation that 
Besant also expressed in The Theosophist in 1929. According to Taylor, the Viceroy 
Lord Chelmsford and the state secretary Edwin Montagu, she gave another, more 
secular, explanation in the autumn of 1917. Her experiences from the Central Hindu 
College and the struggle against the division of Bengal made her realize that education 
initiatives were not enough in order to improve the people’s living conditions. “After 
mature consideration, she had therefore taken the step into politics.”38    
   The statement may be regarded to some extent as a construction post-factum. True, 
in so far as Besant did not commit herself to the Congress, but as mentioned above 
Besant was active politically, with the exception of a few years in the 1890s. It is 
reasonable to assume that, after being elected as president in 1907, she had plans for a 
political comeback. The developments in the Theosophical Society, not least the 
internal struggles she and Leadbeater had provoked, raised however obstacles. When 
her position at the Central Hindu College weakened, she remained without a political 
platform and the split Theosophical Society was unsuitable to use as a stage for 
political initiatives. In addition, there was the criticism caused by the long-drawn 
custody conflict concerning Krishnamurti. According to Ransom, Besant felt that the 
campaign against her by the newspaper The Hindu was a way to force her to refrain 
from active social work.39 There were thus several reasons for Besant to become active 
politically once more. Irrespective, which factor was most important, there is no reason 
to question the genuineness of her political commitment.  

The	  political	  agitation	  
When Besant returned to the centre of politics, her experiences of two decades of work 
in the freethinking movement and of political campaigns in England turned out to be 
useful. During the subsequent years, she referred often to her work as a freethinker 
together with Charles Bradlaugh or as a socialist in the Fabian Society or the Social 
Democratic Federation (SDF). Besant mastered as few others the art of creating 
political interest through an effective, concise message, preferably in the form of a 
headline. Besides being a brilliant talker, she had a long experience of political 
journalism, both as an editor and journalist. 
   After the return from London, the campaign started with a series of lectures in 
Madras in November 1913 with the title Wake Up India – A Plea for Social Reform. The 
lectures were an appeal to reforming a destructive social practice and to national unity. 
They were distributed in large numbers as pamphlets and drew attention both in India 
                                            
36 Shamballa is the name of the occult world government where the leader of the occult hierarchy manifests himself when 
special measures must be taken in order to help the world. The nations are represented by their own Rishi – in the case of 
India, Rishi Agastya who watched over the development and took the initiative. Ransom 1938, p. 408.  
37 Ransom 1938, p. 407 f. See also The Theosophist, 1929, p. 341. 
38 Taylor 1992, p. 295. 
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and in Great Britain. In January 1914 the first number of the political weekly The 
Commonweal appeared under the motto “For God, Crown and Country.” The aim of the 
periodical was to work for political and spiritual renewal and contribute to Indian self-
rule from the village council to the national parliament, but also to bring India and 
Great Britain closer to one another.40 The name The Commonweal had connotations 
with the periodical of the SDF of the same name in England in the 1880s, part of the 
socialist circle where Besant had been active. Her radicalism was questioned at this 
time due to various reasons, among them her narrow interpretation of the 
reincarnation doctrine as an explanatory cause of social exclusion and criminality.41 
Moreover, her emphatic elitism and questioning of universal and equal suffrage 
(Fabian) appeared as old-fashioned in radical circles. Her relatively low profile in the 
question of women’s status in India was a further reason for criticism from the Left. In 
1910 she had stated that she did not consider that South Africa was ready for the 
dominion status within the Empire, which was noted by the security services.42  
   After three months, Besant handed over the editorship of The Commonweal to B.P. 
Wadia, a colleague and in charge with the Theosophical Publishing House. Wadia came 
from an affluent family and belonged to the well-educated Parsee minority. Besant 
contributed actively as a writer and with signed leading articles. Every week there were 
reports under the headline The National Movement about the developments of the 
national movement in various Indian provinces under four sub-headlines: Political, 
Educational, Social and Religious. Several of these articles were later collected in a volume, 
The Birth of New India, which appeared in 1917. After the outbreak of the war in August 
1914, there was constant reporting about these events under a standing headline. The 
periodical stands out also for its wide range of writers, both Indian and British. As early 
as 1914, the writers are invited to a comprehensive discussion about India’s place in 
the Empire. Even those who, unlike the editorial office, did not consider that India was 
ready for independence were invited to take part in the debate.43 Another example is 
the discussion about justice during the war. Without adopting a pacifist line, space was 
given to Henry Brailsford and Philip Snowden, both emphatic pacifists, to question the 
war.44 
   There are great similarities between The Commonweal and the Central Hindu College 
Magazine regarding the ambition to create an Indian national history. Besides referring 
to India’s older history before the British period, there is an ambition to write a 
modern Indian history. The article series Makers of Modern India presents persons who 
                                                                                                                                        
39 Ransom 1938, p. 407. 
40 The Commonweal, 9 January 1914, p. 22. 
41 Besant, ’Education of the Depressed Classes’ Birth of New India, p. 147. 
42 CID. History Sheet of Mrs Annie Besant, NAI, 1918. 
43 The Commonweal, 10 April 1914, p. 74.  
44 See, for example, Brailsford’s article in The Commonweal, 24 April 1916, The Affairs of the West The Aim of the War, p. 269 
f. 
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were considered important for the development of modern India.45 Another article 
series having the nation at the centre is Places of Pilgrimage where places of particular 
significance for the nation are presented. Apart from well-known pilgrimage sites, 
places connected with India’s modern history are also highlighted as national 
memorial sites. Among others, there are the Muslim Aligarh College, Central Hindu 
College in Benares and Ranade’s and Gokhale’s Ferguson College in Poona. Both 
these article series illustrate the ambition of developing a national identity in various 
groups of the population, ethnically, religiously and geographically. 
   Other historical article series describe the political development under British rule. 
Under the theme Indian Nationalism and the British Empire, the growth of the national 
movement is dealt with in sixteen parts. Bipin Chandra Pal sets the tone in the 
preamble to the first article, Autonomy v. Independence: 
 

… the present Nationalist Movement in India is as old as the British Raj. As the 
consciousness of his self comes to man through his contact and conflict with 
what he conceives to be not-self, even so the consciousness of nationality comes 
always to a people as soon as they are place in contact and conflict with other 
nations with ideals and interest different from its own.46 

   The articles discuss the movements and the particular reactions to the British 
presence and to the modern and to one’s own tradition. Brahmo Samaj and its various 
ramifications, Arya Samaj, Ramakrishna Math and Mission as well as the 
Theosophical Society are some of the movements described. In this critical analysis Pal 
nevertheless describes the movements in an inclusive manner – they have all 
contributed in different way to India’s modern history. The choice of the Bengali 
nationalist Bipin Chandra Pal as a contributing writer to The Commonweal may be 
seen as a political signal. Pal belonged to the group excluded from the Congress since 
1907.47 
   The same history-oriented aim lies behind the publication of the book How India 
Wrought for Freedom: The Story of the National Congress Told from Official Records, which first 
appeared as an article series in The Commonweal.48 Besant writes in the Foreword that 
the book is primarily aimed at the young generation “who quite rightly is impatient” 
                                            
45 In the preamble to the article series the editor writes that the aim is to highlight persons whose life and work are not 
generally known. In addition, most of these articles are unsigned due to the fact that the author often had a personal 
connection with the subject of the article. See, for example, The Commonweal, 25 February 1916, p. 164.  
46 The Commonweal, 28 April 1916. 
47 Along with Bipin Chandra Pal, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Arobindo Gosh and Lala Lajpath Raj were the dominating 
politicians among the radical nationalists who in the Indian historiography are known under the pet name Bal, Lal, Pal. 
48 The book is dedicated to Dadabhai Naoroji, nationalist politician and writer of Poverty and Un-British Rule in India with the 
message that the British drained India of its riches, the so-called drain theory. Naoroji was the first Indian and Asian who was 
elected as an MP to the British Parliament in 1892-1895. He belonged to the circle that together with A.O. Hume founded 
the INC in 1885. See Majumdar, 1988, p. 87 and Majumdar 1991, p. 422. 
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when the time has now come for a final agitation in favour of Home Rule.49 She goes 
on writing that the young are wrong if they think that the Congress’s thirty-year 
struggle lacks significance. The resolutions of the Congress over the years refer to a 
deliberate draining of the Indian economy. Higher land taxes and increased military 
expenditure have resulted in poverty and half-starvation that has no counterpart in any 
“civilized nation.” In addition, there are the daily insults during the emergency powers 
and the exclusion of the Indians from the high positions in the army, police and 
education institutions. Besant summarizes: “People have become more or less used to 
an atmosphere of inferiority.”50 
   In the introduction to How India Wrought for Freedom Besant employs again the 
method of juxtaposing India’s history and the European one, century after century. 
Regarding the sixteenth century, Akbar’s tolerance is compared with his 
contemporaries in Europe, Queen Elizabeth and Maria Stuart who both persecuted 
dissidents. She writes that, “India has no reason to be ashamed of a comparison.”51 
The crimes perpetrated during the time of the East India Company by Robert Clive 
and William Hastings are described in detail and the economic drain that occurred in 
India is recounted in cold figures. Besant writes, that apart from certain isolated 
achievements, the British influence has been disastrous.52 Greedy civil servants have 
destroyed the self-ruling villages – the guarantee for democracy at the local level. 
Education benefits only a small minority and the local handicraft and a budding 
industry have been affected by competition. The milieu has been damaged when the 
forest resources were excessively exploited, resulting in the spread of deserts, while the 
sanitary situation in villages and cities has seriously worsened the people’s health 
because of the spread of diseases. Her conclusions are that, despite earlier invasions 
and local conflicts, India was successful and prosperous. However, under the British 
the country has been afflicted by repeated starvation catastrophes.53 
   The British rule has in addition proved extremely expensive “it employs only 
European in the higher positions, for the highest salaries and introduces them as 
experts.”54 Besant goes writing that India has to pay for an expensive army in order to 
control Indians. An independent India is going to sweep away all this legislation and 
introduce freedom of expression and of the press.55 Besant anticipates that adopting 
                                            
49 Besant, A. How India Wrought for Freedom – The Story of the National Congress Told from Official Records (1915) Facsimile edition 
1998, see the Foreword. 
50 Besant 1998, see the Foreword. 
51 Besant 1998, Historical Introduction, p. i ff. 
52 Here there are mentions of a limited but still expanded education system and a railway network which is ascribed a 
strategic significance in linking the country together. But these achievements however cannot be compared with those during 
earlier rulers who lay the foundation for welfare through irrigation, silviculture, village organization and sanitary measures in 
an entirely different way, as Besant claims. 1998, p. Iiii. 
53 During 1770-1900, India was afflicted 22 times by starvation catastrophes; in 18 cases with more than one million dead as a 
result. Four of these catastrophes occurred after 1880. Besant refers to information from the Famine Commission. Besant 1998, 
p. Iiii. 
54 Besant 1998, Historical Introduction, p. Iiii. 
55 Besant 1998, p. Iiii. 
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independence is going to trigger discord but at a local level and of a temporary kind. 
Historically, India has shown that it can solve such conflicts.56 Besant concludes by 
writing that India is perfectly aware that England did not defeat it by the sword but by 
bribes, intrigues and by dividing and ruling. India is willing to forget, she welcomes 
cooperation but is thoroughly tired of English domination. The condition is that she 
should be treated as a partner and not as a dependent.57 

India’s	  future	  role	  demands	  social	  changes	  
As mentioned above, the theosophical criticism concerning social issues was 
characterized by caution, with a few exceptions. The local traditions, some of which 
seriously worsened the daily contact between people, had been encountered with a 
certain understanding.58 In the autumn of 1913 things are re-considered. The lecture 
series Wake Up – India describes the need for social reforms in India. The critical areas 
that are highlighted were the usually recurring ones: child marriage, the widows’ 
conditions and the negative effects of the caste system on the development of the 
nation. All these had been for a long time the objects of demands for legislation from 
other social and religious reform movements. 
   The initiative was taken by a group of leading theosophists several of whom were 
active at a high level in the legal system. The starting point was that India’s future role 
in the Empire demanded a change of the social customs that render more difficult the 
contact between individuals and groups, which required a change towards a socially 
flexible Hinduism.59 The personal vow that all members of the group took mentions 
not paying attention to caste, not marrying one’s son or daughter before they were 
seventeen-years of age, educating wives and daughters and working for the education 
of girls. The education of the masses should be supported, the differences in skin colour 
should be ignored and one should in addition counteract actively the social exclusion 
of widows that remarried. Finally, one promised to work for unity between those who 
worked for social and political development under the leadership of the INC. All 
groups were welcome to take part. Religious Hindus were particularly invited in order 
                                            
56 Besant expresses her confidence for the Eastern culture: ”With Asian rulers during 5000 years India is not going to decay to 
barbarism – even after a quick and total withdrawal of the British – a rule that has lasted for only 158 years out of which the 
first 50 consisted of total plundering and constant wars until 1856. Pax Brittannia became a reality only after the Great 
Mutiny of 1857-58.” Besant 1998, p. Iiv. 
57 Besant 1998, p. Iiii.  
58 In his biography of Besant Sri Prakasa tries to explain the low profile concerning social issues: “I personally do not 
understand why in the old days Theosophists were so keen on supporting and upholding most of the old customs of the 
Hindus and giving scientific explanations to them; even when non-Hindu Theosophists did not really follow these in their 
own lives though they preach them in their books and speeches. Mrs Besant used to be very eloquent on Hindu rites and 
ceremonies (…) The only explanation that I can find to Mrs Besant’s preaching of that time was her intense desire to stem the 
wave of utter skepticism that was even sweeping over educated Hindu India, resulting that they saw nothing but evil in 
everything that belonged to themselves and nothing but good in everything that belonged to others. All respect must go to 
Mrs Besant that she roused an apathetic and sleeping people from their slumbers; revived in their hearts their fast-dying sense 
of self-respect and pride in themselves. […] She was probably sure that the proper equilibrium will at last be found between 
the two extremes and that all will be well in the end.” Prakasa 1941, p. 113. 
59 Besant, The necessity for social reform, Birth of New India, p. 232 ff. 
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to “prevent the exclusion of religion from a progressive social development.”60 A 
particular statement clarifies though that the Theosophical Society as an organization 
cannot support the programme since the Society was an international organization. Its 
role is to conduct the discussion on such issues at an overall national level, in England 
as well as in India.61  
   One of the lectures in the series Wake Up India was given in Madras under the title 
The Passing of the Caste System. The lectures show a changed attitude towards the caste 
system. The theosophists, including Besant, may be accused with some justice that they 
defended the caste system. Now she raised the question whether the caste system is 
reconcilable with the demands of a modern society. She argues that for several years 
she herself has realized that the caste system has lost its function and that the caste 
system cannot be reconciled with the demands that India’s future position in the 
Empire requires. Neither can one expect that one can achieve a future India, with 
Muslims and Hindus cooperating, without the abandonment of the purification laws of 
the caste system.62  
   Another example of the hindering role of the caste system was the interdiction to 
travel abroad and therefore risking exclusion from the caste community. Besant refers 
to the dilemma that arises for those who aspired to high positions within, for instance, 
the Indian Educational Service. The requirement was that they should take their 
degree in Great Britain and therefore necessarily having to cross the “black water” 
which meant breaking the caste rules. Besant mentions examples from Benares, among 
others Govinda Das who was affected by these orthodox old-fashioned prescriptions.63 
   As in other areas, she resorts to historical examples from known texts in order to 
justify the argument that the caste system has no longer a role: 
 

Take the famous passages in the Mahabharata with which you must all be 
familiar, that a Brahmana who shows the qualities of a Shudra is a Shudra and 
not a Brahmana; that the Shudra who shows the quality of a Brahmana is a 
Bahmana and not a Shudra. The quality must go with the caste, otherwise caste 
becomes an hypocrisy and not an orthodoxy.64 

The speech is given in an emotional manner. The chairman of the meeting is Brahmin 
just as the majority of her listeners. She describes her own strong link with the Brahmin 
caste (most of her Indian friends were Brahmins) and praises its historical significance 
for the Indian culture. She states that the Brahmins have developed an intellect that is 
unique in the world. Therefore, they have all the possibilities to assert themselves and 
                                            
60 Besant, India Bond or Free? A world problem, London 1926, see Appendix, p. 204. 
61 Besant 1926, p. 204-206. 
62 Besant, ’The passing of the Caste system,’ Wake Up India, 1913, p. 268. 
63 Besant 1913, p. 228 f. 
64 Besant, ’The Necessity for Social Reform,’ The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 224. 
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do themselves justice – the caste privileges are a burden and therefore can be 
removed.65 
   How did Besant use her position during the Home Rule movement in order to 
introduce the issue of the women’s status on the political stage? Her low profile 
concerning the women’s status had earlier been criticized against the background that 
she was thought to have a double message as to the West and East. She praised the 
suffragettes’ struggle in Great Britain but recommended mainly a traditional role for 
women in India. She advanced her position and motivated her recent open criticism 
by referring to her two decades of work to serve India. Therefore she considered that 
she had the right to express her opinion on Indian national questions.  
   Now, Besant highlighted more clearly than earlier a militant political role for 
women, which may seem obvious keeping in mind her own life. Besant describes in an 
article written for The Commonweal in April 1915 how the ongoing war has 
influenced women’s role and the womanly ideal in the British society – from the 
“helpless, fainting, helpless being” to the responsible woman who responsibly filled the 
vacancies left by the men.66 The honour is granted to the suffragettes whose struggle 
shaped a new image of the woman. A parallel is made with the “heroic women” that 
one finds in the Indian literature like Mahabharata – but also the women who were in 
the resistance in South Africa or who raised their voices against child marriage, a type 
of woman who also now emerges in the growing national movement. At the same time, 
Besant warns that now when Indian women emerge in the public life they may imitate 
the West.67  
   According to Besant, the most important issue that should be settled was the frequent 
child marriages, which resulted in early ageing and high mortality rate as young girls 
were forced to give birth. Despite the fact that the educated opinion in India was 
relatively united in their opposition to child marriage, Besant notes that privately the 
commitment was more reserved, even among those who advocated reforms against 
child marriage. She underlined the importance of personal responsibility and turned 
the banning of child marriage into an issue concerning the nation’s continued 
existence.68 Child marriage combined with age difference resulted also in a situation 
where many young widows ended up outside public life. However, Besant still had an 
orthodox attitude towards the widows’ right to remarry, as appeared in the vow taking 
above. Exclusion and isolation of the widows should be counteracted, but instead of 
allowing remarriage, it was recommended that they should qualify as teachers or in 
other socially oriented areas in order to break their isolation.69 Besides, she does not 
                                            
65 Besant, ’The Necessity for Social Reform,’ The Birth of New India, 1917, p. 224. 
66 Besant, The Commonweal, no. 4 April 1915, p. 158. 
67 Besant, The Commonweal, 18 and 15 September 1914. 
68 Besant, The Commonweal, 18 and 25 September 1914. 
69 It may see odd that Besant with her own experience of a loveless marriage, with the strongly moralizing milieu at the time 
of her divorce, adopted a negative attitude to the Indian widows’ right to remarry. She explains her attitude in Widow – 
remarriage that was written for Central Hindu College Magazine as early as 1903, but was reissued in Birth of New India in 1917. 
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recommend marriage across the race or cultural boundaries which may seem odd, 
considering the general view of theosophy that race or caste has no importance 
according to the principle of universal brotherhood.70 

The	  future	  governing	  system	  
The Commonweal discussed also the question of the future governing system. In the 
spring of 1914, two articles with the headline Federation discussed the forms of India’s 
position in the Empire. The principle of the starting point was that an empire might be 
governed democratically only if every member nation may govern its own internal 
affairs and has its own elected representatives in an Imperial Parliament for decisions on 
common issues.71  
   The next question, which was considered urgent, concerned the principles and the 
shaping of the national governing system. Besant tries to give the article political 
weight by referring to the conversation she had with Gokhale on this issue before his 
death the same spring.72 The pattern is the same as earlier – a weighing up between 
building further on an “organically developing” Indian tradition and the demands of 
modern society expressed in a Western democratic model with examples from Great 
Britain and USA. Besant dismisses a parliamentary model on the British pattern in 
India because of two reasons: first, that historically it rested on a society that earlier 
disintegrated due to class struggle which has no counterpart in India. Second, and here 
there are Fabian echoes that the parliamentary model did not even succeed in Great 
Britain to grant its citizens power over parts of their lives, which they have knowledge 
about and possibilities to control.73 In England, or in the West in general, democracy 
has developed through class struggle and the great masses of people are mainly a 
proletariat, owning no land and ignorant, without any other possibilities than selling its 
labour in order to avoid starvation. Besant writes that, naturally, they have realized 
their strength by the fact that they make up the majority and have used it successfully 
in order to advance their positions through the expansion of the suffrage. The result 
has become an overburdened Parliament that is supposed to deal with issues from local 
matters to large, comprehensive national and foreign policy questions, as Besant 
writes.74 
                                                                                                                                        
Her starting point is that in Hinduism marriage is a sacrament. Marriage is not as in the West a contract or a business 
transaction between two persons. She makes a certain difference between widows who lived a life of a spouse and virgin 
widows in their pre-pubertal age. But not even here is remarriage recommended – the reason given is a considerable surplus 
of males – for every young widow that remarries someone else remains without a partner. Stopping child marriage would 
even solve the question of the young widows in the long run. Besant recommends that in order to break their isolation, 
widows should qualify and be offered work in education, nursing or social work. See Widow-remarriage in Birth of New India, 
1917, p. 300 ff.  
70 Besant, ’The necessity of social reform,’ Birth of New India, p. 232. 
71 Besant refers here to the USA’s federal constitution, but also to the experiences from the provincial parliaments in Australia 
and Canada. See The Commonweal, April 1914. 
72 Gokhale to Besant, 26 January 1915, GP. 
73 Besant writes: ”That a person is capable and can form an opinion on the questions which his representative is going to 
decide is a sine qua non, if democracy is to be aught but a chaos.” The Commonweal, no. 3, 1915. 
74 The Commonweal, no. 3, 1915. 
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   Where does the difference lie between England and India, according to Besant? In 
India’s long history there is no counterpart to the British masses’ struggle for their 
rights. The local village council (Panchyat), described in India’s early history, has never 
quite disappeared as an idea from the consciousness of the village. Above the village 
level there were groups of ten villages that in turn formed groups of 100 villages and so 
on up to the king’s council. The political order was not based on votes but on 
representation of organic units combined in an organization with the task of working 
for everybody’s benefit – not for power directed towards others in attack or defence. 
Life and comfort were at the centre rather than power. Besant summarizes her basic 
attitude in the question: “Why should India with its own history set out on England’s 
way when she could rather build further on her own historical experiences?”75     
   How does Besant’s alternative for India look like? The proposal is marked by her 
doubts concerning the principle of universal and equal suffrage. Her proposal suggests 
five levels with clearly separate areas of responsibility with different voting and elective 
requirements.76 From the level of the village council with voting rights for all persons 
over 21 years of age across three middle levels, taluq and district councils and to the 
provincial Parliament with gradually increased responsibility areas, requirements for 
voting and for being elected to the highest level, the national Parliament with 
responsibility for all issues. The members of the national Parliament should be elected 
by the provincial Parliaments, as well as by men and women over the age of 40 with a 
university education, which is the voting criterion for the highest level. Besant argues 
also that the future judicial system should be established from above in order to 
                                            
75 The Commonweal, no. 3, 1915. 
76 1. Panchyat – the village council where everyone over 21 years of age should have the right to vote for the village council 
that would handle issues about which anyone may have an opinion. The village council should be a modernized form of 
Panchyat that was described already 2000 years ago. The council is responsible for questions that concern the village such as 
sanitary issues, water, irrigation, roads, the village cooperation and elementary education. Many issues require the also 
cooperation with other political levels. The condition for being a member of the village council should be the ability to write, 
read and count, as well as some knowledge of geography. But most importantly to have good knowledge of the problems that 
concern the needs of the village. Similarly, in smaller towns there should be town councils responsible for corresponding tasks 
and elected according to the same principles. 
2. Taluq Boards. The second level of councils Taluq Board should be established in the country and in towns with a certain 
population size. These councils should be appointed by the village and town councils of the first degree, as well as by all the 
men and women in the area of a certain education level who have reached a certain age, preferably 25 years of age. The 
council should be responsible for secondary and upper secondary level education, model agriculture and technical institutes. 
Here there should be expert knowledge in order to support electrification, road networks, lighting, etc. Issues that are handed 
over to be managed by the district councils.  The Taluq system should also function as a civil court in questions that concern 
the village or town complaints. 
3. The district boards and bigger cities should form councils that are elected by the second level. Age is important here as 
well. In order to be a member of the district boards one should be at least 35 years of age and have a high level of education. 
They are responsible for roads, railways, colleges that include agronomy, technical and arts education as well as seeing to it 
that the common tax burden is fair. 
4. Provincial Parliament. In addition to all these three, there is the Provincial Parliament that is elected by the council of the 
third degree by all men and women over 35 years of age who have a certain education level. Its responsibility concerns postal 
service, railways but also the army is placed under its administration. 
5. The national Parliament. At the very top there should be a national Parliament that controls all national questions, postal 
service, railways, army, navy, etc. Its members are elected by the provincial parliaments together with men and women over 
40 years of age who have a university education or its equivalent. The Commonweal, 19 March 1915.  
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guarantee its independence from the local authorities. She writes that the experiences 
of the American system have resulted in a weakening of the judicial system.77  
   Certain general principles for those who would be members of the councils are 
outlined which makes one think of the Utopian socialists’ theoretical and detailed 
social systems in the nineteenth century.78 Knowledge should be in proportion to the 
tasks and the education level should formally be higher than that of those with voting 
rights. Administrative experience at a lower level or in some public activity, industry or 
something equivalent would be an extra qualification. Moreover, moral qualities are 
required. Besant writes that if one cannot trust a person privately then he should not 
be trusted to lead a public service either. As for age, those who are elected should be at 
least five years older than the requirement for the voters. However, she expresses 
certain doubts in this respect since age and wisdom do not necessarily go hand in 
hand.79 

Influencing	  public	  opinion	  on	  two	  fronts	  
One part of Besant’s strategy was to develop political requirements and influence 
public opinion on two fronts, both in India and in Great Britain. She shared the 
conviction of the moderate group in the Congress about the possibilities to use the 
political rift between the colonial power in India and its representatives in the 
government and Parliament in London. She still maintained close relations with 
several of her friends from her time in the British politics several of whom were in 
influential positions. Among them there was a closely-knit group led by the Labour 
politician and theosophist George Lansbury and editor of the newspaper Labour Herald 
with whom Besant had regular contacts.80 In the summer before the outbreak of the 
war, the group arranged a meeting between Besant and British MPs in London. There 
were discussions about the political situation in India against the background of the 
approaching war. Her purpose was to create a support group for India in the 
Parliament but she failed. However, she succeeded in getting publicity and a certain 
support for her political appeals under the slogan “The price of India’s loyalty is India’s 
freedom,” a statement that became classic during the war. In a letter to Gokhale she 
writes that the newspaper Nation published one of her articles and that in a 
conversation with the editor of The Times she was promised the publication of another 
article.81  
   During the sea voyage back to India later in the summer of 1914, Besant took over 
the daily Madras Standard with economic support from C.P. Ramswamy Aiyar who had 
                                            
77 The Commonweal, 19 March 1915. 
78 The similarity is striking concerning, for example, the Swedish Utopian Nils Herman Quiding’s suggestions in his Slutliqvid 
med Sveriges Rikes lag, 1881. 
79 ”A wise youngster is better than an old fool, and minds and souls do not match bodies in their age.” The Commonweal, 
February, 1915.  
80 Also with Emilie Lutyens who, on behalf of Besant, was charge with Krishanmurti’s running for the Labour Party. 
81 Besant to Gokhale, 28 May 1914, GP. 
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been the prosecutor in the Krishnamurti trial. He impressed Besant and accepted to be 
co-editor.82 The first number was symbolically dated 14 July, the day when Bastille fell. 
Here is another example of Besant’s conscious effort to link the Indian struggle to well-
known historical symbols. 
   In a telegram to Gokhale Besant asked him to become a member of the newspaper’s 
editorial board.83 The newspaper was called New India and its political platform 
contained the demand of Home Rule. The publication became an immediate success 
and the print run was more than 10 000 copies by the end of the year. During the 
subsequent war years, New India was one of the leading opposition newspapers and an 
object of the authorities’ measures through tightening up the press laws.84 

The	  War	  outbreak	  
When the war broke out in August 1914, a wave of patriotic statements from 
established politicians from different quarters supported the Empire, declaring their 
loyalty to Great Britain. The intellectual link with the Empire was still strong and few 
within the educated elite questioned the British sovereignty. The British themselves 
judged that the atmosphere in India was characterized by loyalty towards the British 
war effort. 
   For a present-day observer it seems odd to read statements by politicians from 
different parties outdoing one another in declarations of loyalty. Gandhi describes in 
his autobiography how, despite his doubts, he offers his help to the British Crown.85 
The ageing Congress veteran Dadabhai Naoroji writes to the Viceroy Lord Hardinge: 
“I trust that this great, honorable and just struggle for freedom is going to end happily 
for England the humanity’s benefit.”86 During the Congress meeting in December 
1914, it adopted a unanimous resolution, which declared its determined attitude to 
support the Empire at every stage of the war. According to Frances Robinson, leading 
Muslims outside the Congress gave the British their full support. 87 AIML’s founder 
Aga Khan assures the State Secretary for India in a letter of September 1914: 
 

How I wish I was capable of heading a contingent of my Ismailia followers on 
the field [..] in the event (which I do not for a moment think possible) of Turkey 
being so madly foolish as to go to war against her natural protector, England, I 
beg to be sent against her troops […] for Muslim though I am, I would eagerly 

                                            
82 Besant to Gokhale, 16 July 1914, GP. 
83 Besant to Gokhale, telegram 24 July 1914, GP.  
84 According to Reports on Indian Newspaper (1916), New India had a print run of 10 500 and, therefore, was clearly the biggest 
daily in South India in 1916. The print run of the weekly Commonweal was 7 000 copies, also an impressive figure by Indian 
standards. See Owen 1990, p. 46. 
85 Gandhi 1996, p. 363 ff. 
86 Bal Ram Nanda, Gokhale: the Indian moderate and the British Raj, Delhi, 1998:a, p. 446. See also Majumadar 1988, p. 181 ff. 
87 Robinson 1993, p. 239. 
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meet on the field any Moslem state that allies itself with the enemies of His 
Majesty and the British Empire.88 

The pan-Islamist Mohammed Ali expressed his worry about the course of the foreign 
policy but he also declared his loyalty towards the Empire, according to Robinson.89 
When two months later, Turkey entered the war on Germany’s side, the Muslim 
leader in India were faced with the choice either the Empire or the caliphate. An 
emphatic loyalty towards the British Empire dominated but the choice was difficult for 
many of them. Mohammed Ali declared his continued loyalty towards the Empire, but 
only after urging the Turks in a letter to Turkey’s Minister of Internal Affairs not to 
join war. In an article in Comrade he expresses his dilemma:               

If Turkey went to war with Britain Indian Muslims would be torn between their 
temporal loyalty to the King Emperor and their spiritual loyalty to the Sultan-
Caliph. When in a household the parents fall out, whichever of them may be at 
fault, the children are bound to suffer.90 

   Despite the declarations of loyalty, when the martial law according the Defence of 
India Act of 1915 were implemented, Mohammed Ali was interned together with his 
brother Shaukat Ali whose being set free was a demand on the national agenda 
throughout the rest of the war. 
   India’s participation in the war with troops and the war’s intrinsic nationalist rhetoric 
about every nation’s right to national independence meant, at the same, that a new 
political situation emerged. A rhetorically refined politician like Annie Besant realized 
early on how to use the new situation and employed it against the leading politicians in 
the Congress who advocated political restraint. “England’s need is India’s chance” was 
a further slogan that she launched. She agreed with the British rhetoric about the war 
as a defence of democracy and freedom but, at the same time, pointed out the 
unreasonable factor in so far that India had neither democracy, nor freedom. She 
accused the colonial power structure in India for using its position in order to act 
dictatorially in conflict with the British democratic ideals through arbitrary arrests and 
sentences. A frequently repeated argument by Besant during the war years was “How 
can the democratic Great Britain which has been a haven for dissidents in Europe 
accept a system in India that is based on dictatorship?”91 
   The political commitment took more and more of Besant’s time beginning with the 
autumn of 1914. She decided to tone down her work in the Theosophical Society but 
continued as its president. She was re-elected in 1915. She delegated the daily work to 
her loyal collaborators. A statement explained that her political struggle should be 
                                            
88 Nanda B.R., Gandhi: Pan-Islamism and Nationalism, Bombay, 1989, p. 135. 
89 Robinson 1993, p. 240. 
90 Nanda 1989, p. 138. 
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separate from the theosophical work, considering that many of the Society’s members 
who worked in the colonial administration were doubtful about the demand for India’s 
independence.92 When New India was later fined and Besant was hindered from 
travelling to Bombay in order to address political meetings, she expressed herself as 
president of the Theosophical Society in New India: 
 

NO THEOSOPHICAL LODGE MUST PASS ANY resolution with regard to 
my exclusion from the Bombay Presidency, nor in support of me in any political 
difficulty with the Government. The T.S. has no politics and a large number of 
our Fellows are Government servants. Any such resolution passed by a Lodge is 
unconstitutional, and wholly against my wishes.93 

   It also emerged quite soon that it was difficult to separate the two activities. The 
statement points to the fact that many members were doubtful about Besant’s political 
agenda. This was the case not least abroad and also among several leading members 
such as A.P. Sinnet. According to Mary Lutyens, even Leadbeater who was influential 
in occult matters regarded the political activity as a sidetrack.94 Leadbeater declared 
that he was a determined imperialist and felt little sympathy for Besant’s political work 
or for the national movement. In 1914 he decided to leave India and move to Australia 
in order to develop over there the preparatory activity for the arrival of the future 
world teacher.95 

The	  attempt	  to	  unite	  the	  Congress	  
The Indian historian B.R. Nanda’s biography of Gandhi describes the initiative that 
Besant took in order to unite the Congress. The present study adds to this description 
further source material in the form of letters. Besant considered that the new political 
situation required a united Congress and contacted Bal Gangadhar Tilak who had 
been set free after six years of internment. She made sure of his will to work according 
to constitutional methods. The relationship between Tilak and the moderates’ 
foremost representative Gokhale was full of suspicion after more than two decades of 
political disagreement.96 Besant assumes the role of mediator in a letter of 15 
November 1914 to Gokhale who was in England at the time and explains carefully her 
questions and views to Gokhale:  

                                                                                                                                        
91 See, for example, Besant’s article ’India and England,’ New India, 15 October 1914, or under the permanent headlines in 
The Commonweal, The Outlook or in New India, ’How the Movement Goes?” 
92 See, for instance, Nethercot 1963, p. 232 f. 
93 Annie Besant, President of the Theosophical Society, New India, 28 July 1916. See also The Theosophist March 1916, p. 578 
ff. 
94 Mary Lutyens was daughter to Emily Lutyens who was in charge with bringing up Krishnamurti after he was chosen to be 
the future world teacher. 
95 Lutyens 1983, p. 91. 
96 Wolpert 1962, p. 296 f. 
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The point on which we need your advice is: 1. Is it desirable to close the breech 
between the Extreme wing and the Moderates? If yes: 2. What is the best way of 
doing it?97 

   She answers herself the first question by saying “there is a general feeling that it is 
time to forget the conflicts in Surat, considering the political changes that would come 
after the war …”98 She writes further that Tilak has now formally declared that he is 
willing to have independence within the Empire and that, besides, he has said that he 
never advocated separation. Bhupendranath Basu who was responsible for planning 
the Congress’s activities that year is also for reunification, Besant writes and adds “that 
she personally, now when all were willing to work for the common goal of gaining 
independence within the Empire, strongly recommends reunification.”99 
   One of the stumbling blocks mentioned in the letter concerns the election procedure 
and the right to elect delegates to the Congress. Before the split of 1907, the delegates 
to the Congress could be elected directly by the political constituencies or at general 
meetings without any particular declaration of loyalty to the established line. Gokhale 
and the moderates saw here a danger that this would give Tilka, who was popular, and 
the extremists the possibility to take over the power in the Congress.100 In his letter of 
23 November 1914, Gokhale adopts a positive attitude towards a rapprochement and 
suggests also a strategy in order to convince Pherozehta Mehta and other moderate 
members of the Congress in Bombay.101 
   So far, Besant’s plan seemed to work. According to Nanda, Besant visited Gokhale in 
Poona on 5 December as a guest of the Servants of India Society. She had encouraging 
talks both with Gokhale and Tilak before she returned to Madreas on 7 December. An 
agreement seemed close. The same evening, Subha Rao, the proposed chairman of the 
Congress who had participated in the talks, travelled to Bombay in order to inform the 
moderate Pherozehta Mehta about the plans. But Mehta was not at all enthusiastic 
about the compromise that Besant had suggested with the discreet support of Gokhale 
and was unwilling to change his position on the main issue. Subha Rao returned to 
Poona for another meeting with Tilak, which proved to be disastrous for Besant’s plan. 
Tilak explained that in the new situation the nationalists (as he called his group) were 
not prepared to compromise. He clarified his old view that he still regarded the 
                                            
97 Besant to Gokhale, 15 November 1914, GP. 
98 Besant to Gokhale, 15 November 1914, GP. 
99 Besant to Gokhale, 15 November 1914, GP. 
100 Article 1 states: ”The objects of the Indian National Congress are the attainment by the people of India of a system of 
Government similar to that enjoyed by the Self-Governing members of the British Empire, and a participation by them in the 
rights and responsibilities of the Empire on equal terms of those members. These objects are to be achieved by constitutional 
means, by bringing about a steady reform of the existing system of administration, and by promoting national unity, fostering 
public spirit, and developing and organizing the intellectual, moral, economic resources to the country.” See Besant, How 
India Wrought for Freedom 1998 [1915], p. 470. 
Article 2 states: “Every delegate to the Indian National Congress shall express in writing his acceptance of the Objects of the 
Congress as laid down in Article 1 of this Constitution, and his willingness to abide by this Constitution, and by the Rules of 
the Congress hereto appended.” Besant 1998 [1915], p. 471. 
101 Gokhale to Besant, 23 November 1914, GP. 
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“nationalists” as the advanced part of the Congress, while the moderates, just as earlier 
on, followed slavishly constitutional methods by cooperating with the government. He 
added that the nationalists felt humiliated by the phrasing of the constitution of the 
Congress, particularly considering the election system of the delegates that was being 
used. In order to resume their seats in the Congress this had to change so that separate 
constituent assemblies should be able to elect delegates. Even public meetings under 
these assemblies’ supervision should be able to elect delegates. Tilak argued that if 
these changes were made, the nationalists would work for their purpose and educate 
the public opinion in order to gain a majority for the line in the Congress.102 The issues 
that separated the fighting groups since the Surat Congress in 1907 remained and, 
therefore, the situation was back to square one.103   
   In a letter to Bhupendranat Basu, Gokhale writes that Tilka has not learned anything 
during all these years. He regretted that his wish of a united Congress was not possible 
considering Tilak’s unchanged attitude.104 Gokhale’s letter was confidential but Basu 
mentioned the letter anyway at a preparatory meeting of the Congress committee. 
Besant, who took part in the meeting, tried to save the situation by telegraphing Tilak 
who denied that he advocated a boycott. Besant sent a telegram to Gokhale the same 
day that, under the circumstances, she would participate in the Congress negotiations 
in Calcutta. She added that both she and C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar concluded that 
Tilak’s ideas could only be put into practice by a revolution.105 On the following day, 
Ramaswamy Aiyar assures Gokhale in a letter that he and other young persons in the 
Congress movement have reconsidered the issue of reunification and support 
Gokhale’s views.106   
   The earlier enthusiasm for reunification cooled and the Congress decided to reject 
the proposal of re-admission. In a letter to Tilak Gokhale explained why it was 
impossible for him to go on supporting the proposal of reunification: 
 

… in that letter I explained at some length why it was impossible for me to 
support any more the amendment, which I had myself suggested to Mrs Besant 
and which I had persuaded Mr Bhupendranath in England to regard with favor. 
My change of attitude was due to the statement made by you to Mr Subha Rao 
[…] A copy of this letter was sent confidently to Mrs Besant so that she should 
know that I could not continue my support to the purposed amendment. The 
words “boycott of Government” are not in that letter. The words “Irish 
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obstruction” certainly are […] I stated frankly to you that with those views and 
intentions it was clearly best that you should remain outside the Congress.107 

   Tilak expresses his disappointment in a letter to Besant on the same day and refers to 
the unreasonable attitude of the Congress in hindering the development of a majority 
for another line. He writes in a revolted state of mind: 

We do not wish to join the Congress as dummies who will admiringly look at the 
grave faces of the moderate leaders and enthusiastically applaud their eloquent 
speeches. Our view are fully known to the Moderates, they are contained in the 
Memorandum of 1907 I gave you. If we join the Congress, we shall do so for 
working out our programme by persuading the majority – if it be possible to do 
so – to our side. There is and can be nothing wrong in it, though it may not be 
convenient to those who wish to keep a firm hold on the Congress by excluding 
from it all persons…108 

In the continued correspondence with the gravely ill Gokhale Besant tries to explain 
her attempt to win over Tilak for the politics of the Congress, but that she had 
refrained from publishing Tilak’s articles from Mahratta in New India.109 On the 9 
February, Gokhale describes the whole course of events under the title The Congress 
Compromise and explains why he changed his mind on the issue of reunification. Tilak’s 
positive answer to Besant “that he never advocated the boycott of the government” 
had been decisive since it made Gokhale to doubt Tilak’s sincerity and he dismissed 
the idea of a united Congress.110 Besant’s last letter to Gokhale ends by saying that his 
health is more important than Tilak’s return to the Congress.111 Gokhale did not take 
part in the meeting of the Congress in Madras and died later on 19 February 1915.112 
   How did the two sides view Besant’s attempt at mediation? Judging by Gokhale’s 
correspondence with leading Congress politicians like Basu, it appears that Besant’s 
return to politics was not seen only in positive terms by the leading moderates. Basu 
looked upon Besant’s rapid career with suspicion and warned Gokhale of her political 
ambition. The chairman of the Congress that year, N. Subha Rao, also wrote to 
Gokhale “we cannot be careful enough when we have to do with her.”113 
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   B.R. Nanda writes of Besant’s first political initiative at national level “that she 
burned her fingers in her first attempt to unite the Congress […] which led to a stormy 
debate and raised the political temperature in Poona which enraged the extremists.” 
Nanda adds that the debate “left a bitter taste in Gokhale’s mouth and presumably 
hastened his death.”114 
   Besant’s attempt to unite the Congress appears in the short run as a failure. At the 
same time, her attempt at mediation undermined the moderates’ monopoly in the 
Congress and prepared the way for a reunification. Now there was only a question of 
time before Tilak’s group could take their seats again in the Congress. By her 
independent attitude, Besant had placed herself at the centre of Indian politics. Her 
role as mediator for uniting a Congress that had been divided for a long time prepared 
the way for the next step, establishing the demand in the Congress for Home Rule. 
Her relationship to Tilak, the person with most popular support out of all the leading 
politicians and about whose methods she had expressed some doubts earlier on, was 
strengthened and thus her political position as well. 

Home	  Rule	  movements	  are	  established	  
In the spring of 1915, after Gokhale’s death, Besant presented at the United Provinces 
regional conference of the Congress a plan to demand Indian self-government after the 
end of the war. The model was Canada’s and Australia’s position in the Empire, 
containing a good deal of regional independence. She received the approval of the 
Congress in this matter. She clarified the demand of Home Rule in a speech at 
Bombay in September the same year: 

I mean by self-government that the country shall have a government by 
councils, elected by all the people, elected with power of the purse, and the 
government is responsible to the House.115 

   Later, the same month, a formal declaration of intent was provided to start a Home 
Rule League whose only purpose, according to Besant, was to prepare the ground for 
the future self-government within the Empire. The movement would not compete with 
the Congress, but, on the contrary, would support its work, which required the 
approval of the Congress. AIML would also be consulted. She organized a conference 
for this purpose in Bombay, simultaneously with the Congress conference. She had 
ensured in advance that she had the support of key persons, among them Malaviya. 
However, the moderate Bombay groups managed to mobilize sufficient support in 
order to prevent an immediate launching of a separate Home Rule movement. The All 
India Congress Committee would instead examine the issue until September the following 
year. It may appear as a failure for Besant, but at the same time an achievement since 
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the committee was charge with the task of producing a programme of action in order 
to increase the popular control of the government. Moreover, the green light was given 
for a propaganda initiative for education called Educative Propaganda. Both these 
issues were in accordance with the demand of the Home Rule movement.116 
   At the same time, there had been discussions between Besant and Tilak who was still 
outside the Congress. In order to have maximum reach across the country, they had 
agreed to found two separate organizations. Besant explained that the “reason was that 
some of his sympathizers disliked me and some of mine disliked him. But we ourselves 
had no problem with one another.”117 According to Besant, the unity was signaled by 
their being members of each other’s organizations.118 A geographical division was 
discussed in order for the work to be spread as much as possible. Tilak’s organization, 
Indian Home Rule League, would focus on Maharashtra, except Bombay, Karnataka and 
the Central Provinces as well as Berar, while Besant’s All India Home Rule League covered 
the rest of the country.119 
   The demand of Home Rule was based on strictly secular foundations. Unlike Tilak’s 
earlier political career, the historian Bipan Chandra argues that there were no traces of 
religious appeals as far as Tilak was concerned during the Home Rule period. The 
British were aliens not because they belonged to another religion, but because they 
acted against the Indian interests and “he who makes a contribution to his country 
irrespective of being Muslim, Hindu or English is not an alien … Foreignness is not 
about being white or black … or about religion.”120 Tilak’s movement was organized 
in six regional branches and, by 1917, had recruited 14 000 members. Tilak, himself a 
Brahmin who privately observed strictly the caste regulations, stressed that the caste 
system should not raise obstacles in the way of unity for the Home Rule work: 
 

If we can prove to the non-Brahmins, by example, that we are wholly on their 
side in their demands from the Government, I am sure that in times to come 
their agitation, now based on social inequality, will merge into our struggle.121  

At a conference with the aim of removing the concept of untouchable Tilak declared: 
“If God were to tolerate untouchability, I would not recognize him as a God at all.”122 
   The Congress’s moderate leadership was doubtful also about Besant’s other political 
initiative because of two reasons: first, they did not want to upset their relationships 
with the British during an ongoing war and, second, a new organization, even 
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subordinate to the Congress, could risk the unity of the Congress.123 Considering the 
constitution of the Congress, one wanted to wait and see regarding a decision. The 
issue would be examined by All India Congress Committee (AICC) before the 1 
September 1916. Since Tilak was still excluded from the Congress, he could start his 
Indian Home Rule League without delay, while Besant who was a member of the Congress 
had to wait for the enquiry committee’s decision.124  
   In 1915 Besant together with her contacts in London founded a support section for 
Home Rule (English Auxiliary League) with the purpose of working on the British public 
opinion. The leaders were British theosophists and politician in the Labour Party. 
Among other things, Besant’s India – A Nation (written already in 1907) was published 
but it was withdrawn in 1916 after pressures from the British Government.125   
   During the spring of 1916, Besant advanced her position in the Congress. She was 
elected chairperson for the United Provinces in the All India Congress Committee with the 
active support of the Muslim groups. Unlike other candidates, she had the advantage 
of having been neutral in the issues that provoked religious conflicts. A main theme in 
New India was the importance of a common front between Hindus and Muslims in the 
work for Home Rule. The election of Annie Besant was controversial since several 
local Congress committees voted against her. A big meeting in Lucknow was decisive 
in her favour but the election procedure was questioned since it broke the Congress 
regulations. Important orthodox politicians, among them Malaviya, voted against 
Besant.126 
   As the enquiry promised by the Congress concerning the Home Rule movement did 
not get going, Besant decided to start her All India Home Rule League (AIHRL), 
formally launching it on 3 September 1916. Apart from the political significance, this 
decision meant a break with the policy of the Theosophical Society not to mix the 
Society’s activity with political work. Contrary to earlier decisions, Besant chose to 
resort to the theosophical network of local lodges all over the country. The advantages 
were obvious, since in the course of two months two hundred local associations could 
be established linked to the theosophical lodges. The biggest concentration was in 
Madras and its surroundings. Apart from Annie Besant, AIHRL was led by George 
Arundale and Ramasway Iyengar, both theosophists. This along with B.P. Wadia’s 
editorship of New India shows that initially the theosophical control of AIHRL was 
strong. 
   The fact that Besant made good use of the waiting period before the official 
launching of the movement is proved by the sale of 300 000 copies of 26 English-
speaking pamphlets in the Home Rule series. The leadership, coordination and 
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information occurred mainly through New India and Commonweal, which reported the 
activities of the political meetings from various parts of the country. George Arundale 
was responsible as the secretary of the organization for the education campaign carried 
on by the local sections.127 The pamphlets were published in big print runs and were 
sold for a symbolic sum, one anna per copy.128 They were translated into several of the 
main vernaculars like Hindi and South Indian ones like Gufarati, Tamil and 
Malayalam. Political study circles were established in order to prepare the members of 
the movement for the art of debating and agitate for Indian self-government. The 
students were also encouraged to take part in this activity, but not in the external 
political activities. Special textbooks were produced in order to support the political 
work of the local associations and were sold via New India. Speeches and texts by 
Bipin Chandra Pal, Lala Lajpath Raj and G.K. Golkhale as well as Besant were 
printed.129 The texts of John Stuart Mill were also recommended as educational. The 
local sections opened reading rooms and organized political study circles for their 
members. The subjects discussed included India’s political system, regional and local 
self-government, but various aspects of Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry as well. The 
overall purpose of this activity was to prepare people for Indian self-government.130 
   Relevant questions in this context are to what extent theosophists and non-
theosophists became active in the AIHRL and to what extent the theosophists 
controlled the organization. According to Hugh Owen, the local lodges played an 
important role in the initial phase. The activity started early in those areas that had 
theosophical lodges. But the membership of the AIHRL was in 1917 fem times as large 
as the membership of the Theosophical Society. In addition, several leading names in 
the AIHRL were not theosophists as, for example, Ramaswami Aiyar in Madras, 
Jawaharlal Nehru in Allahabad, Shankarlal Banker in Bombay and B. Chakravarti and 
Jitendral Bankerjee in Calcutta. In September 1917 there were in the Madras 
presidency 132 local sections, which is as many as in the rest of India. At the same 
time, these local sections were small, while in Bombay there were 2 600 members in 
one section in 1917 which was successfully led by the brothers Jamnadas and Kanji 
Dwarkadas, both leading theosophists. What several of the leading names, theosophists 
or not, had in common was that, in various ways, they had all been earlier active in 
Annie Besant’s entourage.131 As mentioned in Chapter 2, during 1914-1917 the 
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membership of the Theosophical Society in India increased in contrast with other 
areas of the world. 
   The decision to commit the theosophical movement politically provoked opposition 
among leading theosophists. Internally, the decision to use the theosophical 
organization was justified as a phase in the struggle between good and evil in the 
world. This struggle is described in all religions. On the battlefield in the West the 
British and their allies, including Indian soldiers, were opposing the dark forces of 
dictatorship that threatened freedom of expression and the continued evolution. At the 
same time, Besant explained that development towards “the new society” was being 
delayed by the British Government’s support to the dictatorial colonial regime in 
India.132  

The	  colonial	  power’s	  handling	  of	  the	  Home	  Rule	  movement	  
The security service followed with increased anxiety the developments in the Home 
Rule movement and discussed possible counter-measures. During 1915-1918, Annie 
Besant was a serial story in the reports of the security service. Her political past as a 
freethinker, Socialst and theosophist was mapped out in a comprehensive report, 
History Sheet of Mrs Annie Besant. Besides the background account of her political 
career in Great Britain and the transition to theosophy, there are notes of the security 
service about her two decades’ period in India accounted year by year. Organizations 
that are considered to be under her influence are surveyed and there are discussions of 
the reactions in the Theosophical Society after the appeal to support actively India’s 
efforts towards independence.133  
   The authorities seemed to have had problems to stigmatize the demand of Home 
Rule within the Empire. The historian Peter Robb refers in his The Government of 
India and Annie Besant to the authorities’ tactical dilemma regarding the agitation of 
the Home Rule movement, particularly after the Lucknow Pact. Robb’s survey 
concerns the authorities’ considerations in 1917-1918, among others in connection 
with Besant’s, Wadia’s and Arundale’s internment. The tactic of isolating those 
considered as extremists by arrests, press censorship and laws against instigating to 
rebellion did not work any longer. Robb argues that the government experienced here 
for the first time an attempt to raise an all-Indian opposition that risked becoming 
permanent, militant and well organized.134 The Home Rule movement’s activists were 
difficult to categorize. There were outside the Congress but received its support. They 
were not revolutionaries as in Bengal during the Swadeshi but their aim was a drastic 
restructuring of the prevailing power circumstances. The question discussed by the 
British colonial power at the central and regional level was: are the methods advocated 
                                            
132 The Forty-Second Anniversary of the Theosophical Society, Presidential Address, p. 6 f. 
133 Home Dept. Poll A, Subject, History Sheet of Mrs Annie Besant. NAI, March 1918. 
134 Robb 1976, p. 108 f. 



 
 
 

248 

by the Home Rule movement constitutional or not? Should the authorities intervene 
or not, and if they should, on what formal grounds? There were clear differences of 
opinion between the various regional representatives. On one side there were those 
who arrived at the conclusion that all mass agitation, irrespective if it was legal or not, 
was subversive. The most conspicuous representatives of this line were the Madras and 
Bombay governments, which wanted to redefine what the Congress called Educative 
propaganda as subversive activity. The central government supported by James 
Meston in the United Provinces and Bengal opposed initially the redefining of what 
could be regarded as legitimate opposition. The orientation was as earlier “speech and 
texts with objectionable content” in the sense that each separate case had to be treated 
individually.135 
   The discussions that are recounted below are based on the notes of the security 
services about the activities of the Home Rule movement during 1915-1916. The aim 
is to illustrate the authorities’ views of the Home Rule movement and the increased 
political activity in the country. 
   Already in October 1915, the year before Besant’s All India Home Rule League was 
formally activated, there were discussions of the measures that could be taken against 
Besant under the heading Proposed Action Against Mrs Annie Besant under the The 
Defence of India Act.136 A suggestion for a decision came from the Governor of 
Madras, Lord Pentland, that Mrs Besant should be expelled because she created unrest 
in the country. The proposal is justified by several reasons: resorting to the press law 
would be enough under normal circumstances, but had already been used in the case 
of Mrs Besant without results. About ten articles in New India had been the objects of 
the security services’ attention. Two of these articles accused the authorities of 
racism.137 The articles were considered to create dissension between races. Despite 
Besant’s promises, nothing happened. The report states that Besant’s activities cannot 
be seen as a regional issue since her political activity covered the whole country. 
Presumably, there other opponents in the Congress – but several of the prominent 
leaders in the country give her a certain support, above all the report states that it 
seems that it is the young and the immature that support her. 
   In the appendix there are reports of political rallies in Madras and Bombay for 
Home Rule with Besant as the main speaker. The speeches are recounted almost word 
by word by the informers of the security services. Then there are comments of her 
activities and position in Northern India. It is pointed out that she was elected 
chairman at the regional Congress meeting in the United Provinces and her position is 
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strong within the future university where the authorities have ensured for her a place 
on the Board – here the report betrays a certain disappointment. She is reported that 
for the time being she plans a political tour to Northern India together with George 
Arundale. Before any decision is taken, one wants to discuss the proposal of expelling 
Besant with the security sections in the country and with the Interior Ministry.138 
   A week later, on 20 October 1915, S.R. Hignell, the highest employee in the security 
service in Madras writes: 
 

Warnings are clearly wasted on Mrs. Annie Besant, and I think that time has 
come to put an end to her mischievous writings and public utterances, more of 
which are promised. This is now the more necessary because invidious 
comparisons are being made between the preferential treatment shown her as an 
Englishwoman and that meted out to Indians guilty of similar conduct.139    

   Hignell presents various methods to stop Besant. He refers to the possibilities of the 
press laws but also to travelling bans and banning public statements as alternatives. 
The alternative Madras opted for, that Besant should be expelled from India, is 
supported by Hignell and justified as follows: 

If Mrs. Besant will be forced to leave India, she will no doubt continue her 
campaign in the English or American Press, but we shall be spared her ravings 
on the Indian Platform and her writings will lose a good deal of their danger on 
account of the distance between herself and her audience.140   

   Finally, Hignell points out that if the decision is taken to expel her it must be 
executed without delay so that her followers may not have time to react. The copy of 
the letter and other relevant material for the discussion was sent to the Secretary of 
State.141    
   The subsequent correspondence on this issue between the regional sections of the 
security service shows a certain disagreement. The more doubtful argue that expulsion 
would grant Besant an aura of martyrdom and, therefore, raise the political 
temperature even more. On 26 October, H. Wheeler, the Viceroy Hardinge’s private 
secretary, summarizes the discussion so far and rejects the Madras proposal by the 
following justification: 
 

The need of agitation in England is a favourite theme of the Congress party, and 
I gather that in this connection, if the Congress accepts Mrs. Besant’s 
programme, the next idea is that she should escort a deputation Home. If we 
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remove her now compulsorily we merely expedite this course, but send her 
Home, probably more violent than those delivered here.142  

Wheeler refers to the fact that the government has not yet decided what policy to 
adopt concerning the demand for Home Rule: 

It seems to me that we cannot deal with Mrs. Besant’s action apart from the 
conrnerstone of her agitation, namely, the Home Rule league, and that what 
really is in issue is the attitude of Government towards that. If that league is to be 
stamped on ab initio, then, there is a stronger case against Mrs. Besant; if not, the 
case is weaker.143 

   Wheeler was afraid that an action against Besant would radicalize other leaders who 
now, although expressing themselves carefully, started to talk about independence after 
the war. Among others, he noted that “the worthy pandit M.M. Malaviya” talked 
confidently about independence after the war at the latest Imperial conference.144 But 
Wheeler considers anyway that Besant still has not a wide support in the leading 
groups in the Congress: 

I gather that at the moment Mrs. Besant has by no means got a certain 
following. The orthodox party dislike her, and even those more advanced are 
not over anxious to swallow her leadership. It is yet to be seen what line the 
Congress will take.145 

He therefore recommends the following in his summary: 

I do not see, however, why we should not take security from her paper and 
forfeit it if need be. We should certainly do so in the case of any other paper of 
similar tone, and the Press Act is no innovation. Otherwise I would leave her 
rope for the present, in the expectation that her on-goings will do her cause 
more harm than good.146 

   Wheeler’s cautious recommendation, considering the context, divides the groups. 
Madras together along with Bombay still wants harder measures, supported by Sir 
Reginald Craddock, the head of the security service (Home Political Department). The 
question was therefore sent forward to the national government in India for a decision. 
On 11 November, the decision was taken according to Wheeler’s suggestion, under the 
General Governor Hardinge’s leadership. The attached documents show the extent of 
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the security service’s control of the Home Rule movement, which had not yet been 
officially approved by the INC.147  
   The political pressure from the authorities became increasingly intense during the 
following year. The authorities used the Press Act of 1910 and the Defence of India Act of 
1915. After the Eastern Rising in Ireland in 1916, Besant was forced to sack one of the 
New India journalists, the Irish nationalist and poet James Cousin who condemned the 
British actions and praised the Irish revolutionaries in a leading article.148  
   The articles in New India about the course of political events in the regions reported 
that the authorities tried to hinder the activities. In order to increase one’s own 
reliability, there were also reports from other periodicals such as Times of India or 
Bombay Chronicle when these papers also were revolted by the limitations of the 
freedom of the press.149 Later the same year, New India was fine considerable sums as 
about ten articles were considered a causing instigation to unrest.150 Besant reacted by 
selling the paper but kept her editorial influence. A collection was organized among 
readers and sympathizers in order to pay the fines for New India.151   
   Besant was also banned from travelling first to Bombay and then to Allahabad in the 
United Provinces. The measure provoked reactions in various parts of the country 
which are described in the reports of the security service: a police officer in the United 
Provinces reports about a protest meeting held in Allahabad on 12 November 1916. 
The number of participants was estimated to about 2000 of who mostly were students. 
It is also noted that only a few Muslims took part. The chairman of the meeting was 
Motilal Nehru and other leading politicians in the United Provinces were also reported 
as being present. The announced main speaker, Wasir Hasan from AIML, one of the 
main architects of the Lucknow Pact, could not come. However, he sent a proposal for 
a meeting resolution demanding Home Rule in order to take advantage of the 
opportunity created by the war. Further, a protest was prepared against the way 
Besant was treated. Motilal Nehru who knew Besant personally was reported to have 
expressed in a speech the wish shared by many people in the United Provinces that 
Besant should be elected as the next president of the Congress. Another one of the 
better-known speakers at the meeting was Tej Bahadur Sapru who described the 
government’s loss of prestige through its treatment of Besant and urged the participant 
to show the same spirit of self-sacrifice that she had shown.152 Before the resolution was 
adopted unanimously by the meeting, one of the organizers, Iswar Saran, stated as an 
answer to a question that Besant never mixed theosophy with her political 
                                            
147 Home Poll. Dep.,November 1915, Nos. 166-168. 
148 Cousins & Cousins 1950, p. 279. 
149 See, for example, the article in New India that shows support from Bombay Chronicle’s reporting about the security service’s 
attempt to prevent the circulation in Marathi of Besant’s summarized Congress document ‘How India Wrought for 
Freedom,’ New India, 28 July 1916.  
150 Home Poll Dep. December 1916 (F)No. 7, Madras Government, General Orders No. 1517-A. 
151 Nethercot 1963, p. 247. 
152 Home Poll Dep., December 1916, no. 25. Report from Department of Central Investigation, United Provinces. 
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commitments. The security service noted finally that the young Jawaharlal Nehru was 
also present and supported the resolution.153  
   The discussion about further measures against Besant that follows in the report 
shows how the hard-liners among the regional security services gained ground. The 
Governor of the United Provinces, Sir James Meston, regrets that one did not follow 
the proposal of the Madras government the previous year and expelled Besant: “What 
happened, even if she caused a certain envy, is that she got both the Congress and the 
AIML to adopt her programme of Home Rule…”154 In addition, it is uneasily noted, 
that Tilak won the trial concerning security in Bombay’s Highest Court whereby the 
Home Rule movement is further strengthened. Finally, Meston notes that the idea of 
Home Rule cannot be considered unreasonable but that the demand of immediate 
self-government as expressed now has a revolutionary aspect.155 
   Reginald Craddock summarizes Meston’s proposal to the Viceroy Chelmsford and 
refers to the aggravating fact the Besant’s position at the BHU is strong but if Besant is 
allowed to get off one cannot get at Tilak. Craddock describes the serious situation as 
follows: 

But I feel that we are rather drifting into the position in which political leaders 
will soon work up the feeling that anything short of Home Rule at the end of the 
war will be a justification for violent agitation and violent agitation will sooner or 
later accelerate real violence. The cause of the anarchist in Bengal will be greatly 
applauded, greatly strengthened and the secret applause which they received will 
be much increased.156 

The conclusion in the letter to the government is that the Home Rule movement must 
be curbed. The newly appointed Viceroy Chelmsford answered concisely on 4 
December that for the moment he was not prepared to consider the expulsion of Mrs 
Besant. A stronger reason was necessary but he urged Craddock to send detailed 
reports about Besant’s speeches and articles.157 
   In the CID’s fortnightly report from the first half of December 1916, there is 
increased anxiety over the course of events in the Home Rule movement in the 
Madras area. There are reports of the start of new political education courses, which 
were held two days a week in the Young Men India Association’s (YMIA) buildings in 
Madras. According to the police reports, something between 70 and 120 schoolboys 
took part: 
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156 Home Poll. Dep., December 1916, no. 25. 
157 Home Poll. Dep., December 1916, no. 25. 



 
 
 

253 

Mrs Besant and her followers are acquiring on the rising generation. […] This is no 
matter for surprising seeing that students and schoolboys reading New India regularly, 
studying Mrs Besant’s political pamphlets and attend Home Rule classes, and lectures 
laying special stress on the great part that the youth of today will play in the futures 
India. The bad effect which these have on discipline extends outside Madras. […] 
notice like, Kill the English and worship Mrs Besant, were recently found posted on the 
College gates.158 

   The same report expresses fears that Indian Christian organizations within All India 
Christian’s Conference should also coordinate their national meeting with the INC’ 
congress.159 The CID warned that political cooperation may occur before the congress 
in Lucknow in addition to the developed collaboration between AIML and INC. In 
the permanent column in New India about cooperation between religious frontiers 
there are reports of progress achieved in the collaboration between Hindus and 
Muslims all over the country.160 
   The subsequent fortnightly report of the security service informs that George 
Arundale and Besant have been in touch with the Non-Brahman Movement in an 
attempt to determine them to take a more active part in the Home Rule work. The 
report discusses Besant’s position in the Congress. It notes reassuringly that she lost an 
important vote in her attempt to make the Congress support the proposal that Indians 
should control all domestic politics. The security service notes also that Besant was 
criticized by the orthodox’ and by the All India Hindu Sabha for her appeal concerning 
generosity towards Muslims before the negotiations. The security service observes that 
the orthodox and the more rigid persons among the Hindus boycotted the meeting. 
There is also a note that the support of the Muslim press for linking INC and AIML 
was negative throughout with the exception of The Indian Telegraph.161 

The	  Lucknow	  Pact	  
The other political event whose importance touched basic principles that Besant was 
actively involved in was the agreement between the Congress and All India Moslem 
League in December 1916. The agreement names the number of seats that both 
groups would have in the constituent assemblies in proportion to the population in the 
various regions. The background of the agreement was the expectation of an increased 
provincial and national influence after the war.162   
                                            
158 Home Poll. Dep., January 1917, no. 42. Subject: Fortnightly reports on the internal political situation. 
159 Home Poll. Dep., January 1917, no 42. The earlier negative view of Christianity that characterized theosophy during the 
first decades is now toned down. Even if criticism of the mission still occurs, it has not the same prominent place. Now it is 
argued that Christianity also has a special contribution to make for humanity. See Besant, ‘Religion and Social 
Reconstruction,’ in Birth of New India, TPH, 1917, p. 200 ff. The article was earlier published in The Theosophist, 1912. 
160 Home Poll. Dep., January 1917, no 45. Subject: Fortnightly reports on the internal political situation in special reference 
to the War from all the regions. 
161 Home Poll. Dep., January 1917, no. 45. 
162 A constitutional issue that brough the Hindus and Muslims closer to one another was the rejection by the British in March 
1915 of a proposal regarding the Indian representation in the Governor’s Executive Council in the United Provinces. The 
proposal was blocked by the Upper House, among others by Lord Curzon, after it had been approved by both the Indian and 
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   New India reported constantly the achievements in the common work that could not 
conceal the unwillingness and fear that existed on both sides after years of conflicts. 
Unlike the religious nationalist currents, Besant had clarified earlier in the article in 
The Indian Nation her view of India as a coherent nation consisting of several cultures 
that merged into the unique entity that was India, all with a right to public support. 
Handled in the right way, nationalism could have a unifying effect. Besant writes that 
Europe with its religious struggles could serve as an example as nationalism could settle 
conflicts as in the case of Germany or Italy or as a deterrent – Ireland where the 
injustices were too recent to be settled by unification.163  
   The dominating and promoting force in the AIML to reach an agreement with the 
INC was the young generation’s leader, the Young Party, mainly from Lucknow in the 
United Provinces that strengthened its position during 1914-1916. They had stated 
that they were prepared to negotiate about reserved seats and allocation of votes from 
different provinces, as they were strongly criticized by other groups. Several had 
returned from their studies in England where they belonged to the Indian Majlis in 
Cambridge, among them the female poet Sarojini Naidu. In this group there was the 
will to reach secular national unity in the first place, which became obvious when they 
chose to support Tilak’s Home Rule movement at the beginning in the spring of 
1916.164 Besant’s prestige was increasing among the young as well. Groups in the 
United Provinces were already working to launch her as the next president of the 
Congress in 1916.165 
   How solid was the base of the Young Party’s actions in the Muslim society? 
Robinson has shown how fragile from the democratic standpoint was the 
representation at the AIMl’s session at the Lucknow Pact. Out of the 439 Muslim 
delegates that took part in the INC’s session and that ratified the pact 400 were from 
Lucknow. Besides M.A. Jinnah who in fact was the president, there were only a few 
delegates from Bombay and Southern India. Important groups among the United 
Provinces orthodox Muslims were not represented, groups that questioned any 
proposal of an agreement with the Hindu-dominated Congress and even of Home 
Rule. As earlier, one relied instead on the authorities.166 
   Among the Hindus, Motilal Nehru, Tej Bahadur Sapru and Jagat Narain, all 
secularized Brahmins originally from Kashmir, were acting in favour of achieving an 
agreement. Here also there was a strong opposition from the orthodox quarters. Nehru 
was accused of being more Muslim than the Muslims themselves. Newspapers such as 
                                                                                                                                        
the British Governments. In the United Provinces there were common protest actions that were echoed by other regions. See 
Owen 1990, p. 122. 
163 Besant, The Indian Nation, The Birth of New India, p. 33 ff. 
164 Robinson 1993, p. 244. 
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Malaviya’s The Leader objected to any agreement in principle that was discussed up to 
regional level in the United Provinces.167 
   During 1914, Annie Besant propagated for a rapprochement between the INC and 
the AIML, but earlier had been in principle against allocating votes and reserving seats 
through electors’ votes. In April 1915 she changed her mind after being elected 
president of the United Provinces’ congress committee with the support of Muslim 
votes. Now she considered that it was unrealistic to require the Muslims to refrain from 
separate electors’ votes. There were discussions with official representatives of the 
AIML and Besant argued in New India for the need of a common agreement based on 
the demand of provincial autonomy. She connected the idea of provincial autonomy at 
the expense of the central power as a reforming strategy with Gokhale’s political will 
which was published in March 1915, one month after his death.168 
   During the Congress session in Lucknow, after three days of negotiations, an 
agreement was reached against strong opposition from the orthodox on both sides. In 
the final stage of the discussions, Besant, Motilal Nehru, Jinnah and Tilak managed to 
convince the reluctant Malaviya and Chintamani to accept a settlement. The 
settlement granted the Muslims in the United Provinces, where they amounted to 14 
percent of the population, 30 percent of the seats. The Muslim demand had been 33,3 
percent. In Bengal, which had a large Muslim population, the Hindus were 
compensated by an increased representation.169 (See the table below.) 
 
Table 3. The Lucknow Pact. The percentage of Muslims in the population in % as 
well as the number of seats in % in the election to constituent assemblies. 

Province Muslim share % Number of seats % 

Bengal 52,6 40 

Bihar and Orissa 10,5 25 

Bombay 20,4 33,3 

Central Provinces 14,0 15 

Madras 6,5 15 

Punjab 54,8 50 

United Provinces 14,0 30 

Source: Robinson 1993, p. 254 
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   How has the Lucknow Pact been evaluated? Hugh Owen contributes the following 
analysis of the agreement in his balance sheet. Several of the AIML’s gains were 
obvious. The Congress had accepted its demand of separate electorates in which only 
Muslims had the right to vote and, in addition, allocation in all the provinces where 
Muslims were in a minority. The agreement meant a breakthrough for a common 
acceptance of these principles for decades ahead. On the minus side for the AIML was 
the surrender of the demand of a majority of seats in the two provinces of Bengal and 
Punjab where the Muslims were in a majority. This meant that the Muslims were 
reduced to a minority, with the exception of Punjab where they received half of the 
seats.170  The Congress gave up not only earlier principles concerning questions about 
special electorates and allocation, but also the right to speak for the Muslims and thus 
the right to speak for the whole of India. This presupposed also that AIML was 
accepted as an equal entity in the political work. But on the other hand, the Congress 
gained trust and it became increasingly possible to cooperate with the AIML, which 
increased its actual influence and representativity among large groups in the country. 
According to Owen, the Pact may be regarded as an example of a statesmanlike 
behavior of the leading representatives of Indian politics in order to overcome the 
distrust and fear in certain groups. Moreover, Owen argues that the Pact can be seen 
as an expression of realism by accepting of the principles in the Morley-Minto reform 
of allocation and Muslim electorates which had created profound antagonism but 
which now could be solved through a common agreement.171  
   In a wider sociological and historical context of nationalism vs. communalism the 
value of the Lucknow Pact was more limited, according to Owen. Representativity 
may be questioned for good reason, which is also reflected in the agreement. Wronged 
groups and regions manifested their dissatisfaction about the agreement early on and 
religious and regional tensions increased. Both Hindu Mahasabha and Muslim 
organizations questioned the agreement early on from different standpoints.172 Already 
in 1917 there occurred riots and clashes as a consequence of the agreement. There was 
also the temptation to use the religious riots politically by both sides.173  
   Several questions were left unanswered or were insufficiently developed in the 
agreement, among them the principles of voting rights. When the agreement was 
reached, the negotiators could not anticipate the subsequent popular mobilization and 
the political effects. Owen refers above all to the Non-Cooperation Movement under 
Gandhi, but also to the fact that Besant’s and Tilak’s agitation prepared the way for a 
more propagandistic manner of pursuing politics.174 
                                            
170 Owen, Negotiating the Luchnow Pact, in Owen 1990, p. 144. 
171 One may well question the agreement from a counterfactual perspective since it justified a principle of allocation and 
weighting in Indian politics that was introduced by the British through the Morley-Minto reform of 1909, a principle that 
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   For Annie Besant the agreement was a symbolic milestone in the relationships 
between Muslims and Hindus, which, according to her, showed both groups’ 
willingness and ability to achieve unity. Not only did the agreement demonstrate unity, 
but also the former opponents in the INC, the moderates and the nationalists 
(extremists) managed to unite. The Home Rule movement showed here its political 
range. After the agreement, New India quoted under the headline A Lesson in Statecraft 
comments from All India Moslem League and other periodicals like Amrita Bazar Patrika 
which all gave credit for the rapprochement between Hindus and Muslims chiefly to 
Besant.175 
   Besant wrote later of the concessions made during the negotiations: “No sacrifice is 
too big if it ensures a united front,” and goes on “concessions may be made when one 
negotiates with friends.” Besant also writes, “All credit to the leaders who finally 
reached an agreement and who realized that India’s unity was the most important 
thing.”176 She goes on writing that the pact is only a beginning and it should be seen as 
a minimum, a platform on which one may carry on negotiations about self-
government after the war. 
   The agreement decided that four fifths of the constituent assemblies should consist of 
elected members, that voting rights should be expanded, an inclusive agreement 
among Hindus and Muslims and an increased control of economic issues. The 
Lucknow Pact did have as a starting point in principle the proposal that Montagu-
Chelmsford presented after the war for increased Indian representation in elected 
organs, but did not satisfy the requirement in the end. The political situation had 
changed by then.177 

Besant	  is	  interned	  
During the spring of 1917, the tone of Besant’s leading articles in New India becomes 
increasingly radical and, at the same time, the demand to stop her political activity 
become more and more emphatic from the part of the security service. In the historical 
works about Besant there are at this point parallels between the politics of Great 
Britain in India and its actions during the Independence War in North America. She 
warns the Government that USA’s way to liberation could also become India’s with a 
complete breakdown of the relationships with Great Britain. She puts the blame for 
this entirely on the British side. In the leading article “The Coming Storm” of 4 June 
she writes:178 

Mr Balfour179 has been praising Washington, and held up to our admiration. 
Yet the American revolt began in a refusal to pay taxes. Did Mr Balfour, who 
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knew his words would be called here, mean to suggest imitation? When a 
hundred people of spotless character are in gaol as ‘political prisoners’ the whole 
world will cry shame.180 

Besant goes on writing that: 

To obey the law made by representatives is the duty of the good citizen… But 
executive orders, depriving people of the normal freedom of Civilized Nations 
have no moral authority behind them, and the good citizen may even find it his 
duty to resist them as Hamden resisted the payment of ship money. The 
methods of resistance should be carefully thought out.181 

   International parallels are drawn in order to show how the democratic Great Britain 
acted dictatorially in the East and therefore contradicted the international 
development. The Irish struggle is highlighted, Finland’s newly-won freedom from 
Russia, the ongoing political struggle in Germany and, last but not least, increased 
freedom for the peoples of Asia. Besant writes that soon Great Britain will stand alone 
as the defender of autocracy in a world on its way towards democracy: 

… only under an English flag it is rampant, setting itself against freedom for a 
whole nation. But America will speak for us, as she had spoken for Ireland…182 

   The appeal of the article “The Coming Storm” to resistance against a dictatorial 
regime was the culmination of a radicalization that occurred in New India during 
January-June 1917. Nine further articles by Wadia or Besant were censored during this 
period.183 Things were considered to have reached a limit and the demand of the 
government in Madras to arrest Besant won support at the highest political level. 
Besant was called to the Governor and an internment order was issued for Besant and 
her both co-editors B.P. Wadia and George Arundale. 
   On 15 June, the day before she was going to appear in front of the Governor, Besant 
wrote a last leading article in New India with the title To my Brothers and Sisters where she 
prepares her readers for what is about to happen. In the article she summarizes her 
twenty-four years in India with a starting point in her earlier political experience in 
                                            
180 Besant, The Coming Storm, New India, 4 June 1917. 
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182 Besant in New India, 4 June 1917. 
183 The following articles in New India January-May 1917 were the object of censorship and formed the basis of Besant’s and 
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Great Britain. Her dharma is in her public work. She mentions her first lecture The 
Political Status of Women in the cooperative movement, the collaboration with Charles 
Bradlaugh in the Free Thought Movement and her union as well as socialist work. She 
writes that she is known for her work for democracy in large areas of the world. 
Nobody is surprised that I continue the struggle for freedom here in India. India’s true 
ruler is the CID and she names her investigators. The Governor Lord Pentland is a 
decent but weak person, she writes, who was pushed into taking tyrannical decisions. 
All these are going to answer for their actions before the Indian public opinion, the 
British democracy and history. The internment is going to result in protests and the 
demand for Home Rule will intensify. She goes on writing that only Home Rule can 
ensure India’s material welfare as her industries and agriculture may harvest the fruits 
of her own work.184 
   The internment resulted in strong reactions both in India and in Great Britain. The 
press described the absurd situation in which the powerful British Empire was forced 
to intern a 70 year-old woman. In India there were protest meetings all over the 
country, which determined the authorities to prohibit public meetings. The Ministry of 
the Interior asked the coordination of the actions of the regional security services in 
order to control the Home Rule movement. Memoranda urged also a certain caution 
in the use of hard methods, considering the atmosphere in the country.185 
   The influx of members to the AIHRL doubled. Leaders who earlier were doubtful 
about Besant’s political methods committed themselves to the movement, as appears 
from Owen. Among them there were Motilal and Jawaharlal Nehru as well as M.A. 
Jinnah who took the leadership of the Bombay section of the movement.186 Her earlier 
colleague Bhagawan Das joined the protests in Benares. The moderate leaders who 
were not members of the movement condemned the actions of the Government. M.M. 
Malaviya demanded in a speech at a specially called provincial congress at Lucknow in 
August 1917 that the prisoners should be set free irrespective of the rightness of the 
accusation that Besant’s texts had been objectionable according to the law. The grave 
aspect was that, according to Malaviya, the authorities resorted to the Defence of India 
Act and did not allow the accused to defend herself before a court. Malaviya adds that 
the same thing is valid regarding the brothers Mohammed and Shaukat Ali who had 
been interned for a long time and urges the authorities to show strength and set free 
the prisoners.187 
   Gandhi’s role during this period is somewhat unclear. He took the initiative for a 
hartal, a disobedience campaign to support the interned persons. He asks in a letter to 
the Viceroy’s private secretary Mr Maffey in careful language, perhaps because of 
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tactical reasons, that the interned individuals should be set free. At the same time, he 
signals a certain distance: 

… in my humble opinion, the internments are a big blunder. Madras was 
absolutely calm before then. Now it is badly disturbed. India as a whole had not 
made common cause with Mrs. Besant but now she is on a fair way towards 
commanding India’s identity with her methods. …188 

   As for himself, Gandhi goes on, he dislikes her methods and even the idea to 
introduce political propaganda during an ongoing war. But if she is not set free it 
would mean the violence spreads in society, something that he sees as his main task to 
avoid, which is the background to his request. According to Gandhi, due to the 
internments the Congress and Besant have become one, something that Besant wanted 
for a long time.189 The letter is interesting, since a letter with similar contents could 
have very well have had Besant as the sender. The British Parliament also questioned 
the internment and Great Britain appeared more and more as the great loser in the 
mass media.190 
   The internment lasted for 94 days until 5 September. Besant together with Arundale 
and Wadia spent the first period in the cold Ootacamund in a house owned by Wadia 
but under guard. During the last month they were moved to Coimbatore where the 
climate was warmer. For the frenetically active Besant, lack of employment was 
difficult to endure. Among other things, she was reported to be depressed. Reports 
were pouring in about all the statements of support that filled the nationally oriented 
papers. Every day, the journalist B.G. Horniman and one of Tilak’s closest men, N.C. 
Kelkar, wrote leading articles in New India, reporting the support from across the 
country.191 A much-discussed letter was smuggled out to the American President 
                                            
188 From Gandhi to the Viceroy’s private secretary , 7 July 1917, The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 
http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL015.PDF letter 377, p. 462 (4 June 2009). 
189 Gandhi goes on writing: ”I myself do not like much in Mrs. Besant’s method. I have not liked the idea of the political 
propaganda being carried on during the War. In my opinion, our restraint will have been the best propaganda. But the whole 
country was against me. And no one could deny Mrs. Besant’s great sacrifice and love for India or her desire to be strictly 
constitutional, nor could the country’s right to carry on the propaganda be denied if it chose to do so. Many of us have 
respectfully differed from Mrs. Besant but all have recognized her powers and devotion. The Congress was trying to ‘capture’ 
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I can command for the boldest policy, i.e., to acknowledge the blunder in the frankest manner and to withdraw the orders of 
internment and to declare that the country has the right to carry on any propaganda that is not subversive of the British 
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government having the desire always to do the right and the power to crush the wrong can do it.” Gandhi, Collected Works, 
letter 377, 7 July 1917. 
190 The British historian Peter Robb has described the game backstage in order to appear united and to avoid losing further 
prestige. During the autumn of 1917, the colonial authorities changed their tactics towards the Home Rule movement. The 
change was controversial since the issue of Besant was still dividing the regional governments. Peter Robb argues that the case 
shows to orientations towards handling political activity. One is clearly repressive, while the other one recommended 
mediation. Correspondingly, there two strategies: one for consolidating the dictatorship, the other one in favour of preparing 
for a certain amount of independence under British rule. Robb regards Chelmsford as the representative of the latter line. See 
Robb 1976, p. 125 ff. 
191 Before Besant, Wadia and Arundale were fetched by the police, Horniman and Kelkar had come to Madras and offered 
their services. Horniman, a known critic of the British politics in India, was editor of the liberal paper Bombay Chronicle and 
Kelkar had a similar position in Tilak’s periodical Mahratta. See Besant 1926, p. 174.  
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Woodrow Wilson with an appeal for supporting the interned persons. It is unclear 
whether the letter resulted in any action of the Americans. It is however clear that the 
internment of Besant was increasingly regarded as a sign of weakness for the 
Government. The situation was beginning to be troublesome for the British who, 
nevertheless, doubted whether to rescind the Madras decision, considering the loss of 
prestige.192   
   During the last months, according to Robb, work was going on to make Besant to 
promise that subsequently she would act politically in a responsible way. Mohammed 
Ali Jinnah, at the time member of the Imperial Legislative Council, was used as a 
messenger. Jinnah had discussions with Besant about the possibilities of her being set 
free.193 Besant sent a telegram to the authorities where she explained that she was 
prepared to contribute to a quiet political atmosphere before the expected visit of the 
British Foreign Minister. According to Robb, the Government had already decided to 
set her free. It was hoped that her liberation in combination with her willingness to be 
cooperative would contribute to making her less interesting from a political point of 
view. Chelmsford interpreted Jinnah’s offer to mediate as a state of things where the 
political leaders’ support for Besant was not so strong. Many actually disliked her and, 
as he put it in a letter to Montagu “would be glad to see her disappear.” Setting her 
free would therefore be a way to reduce her political influence.194  
   The attention and the congratulations after the liberation in September 1917 were 
however overwhelming for the interned persons. All three travelled across the country 
from North to South, staying in cities in order to give the waiting masses a change to 
see that they were free.195 During the following months, Annie Besant reached her 
zenith in her political career. The way to the position as President of the Indian 
National Congress was now open. Already the year before, young radical members of 
the Congress unsuccessfully launched her as a candidate to the presidency. The 
situation was completely different after the internment and the martyr aura that it had 
given her.196 

Besant’s	  presidential	  address	  to	  the	  INC	  in	  1917	  
When the Indian National Congress gathered in Calcutta during the last week in 
December 1917, 4 690 delegates were present. A big achievement was also the four 
hundred female delegates. Several of them were members of the newly-founded 
Women’s Indian Association the initiative of which had been taken by Besant together 
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with the poet Sarojini Naidu and the Irish suffragette Margareth Cousins.197 India’s 
best-known cultural personality, Rabindranath Tagore, wrote the poem India’s Prayer, 
which he himself read before the Congress. Outside the Congress hall 6 000 people 
heard a speeches given, among others, by Sarojini Naidu.198 Lord Ronaldshay, the 
Governor of Bengal and some of the better-disposed members of the administration 
towards the Congress had been invited but declined to come.199 
   When Besant as the first female President of the Congress took the floor the 
expectations were great. Unusually for her, she had prepared the speech in great detail 
as the culmination of her political career.200 Her collaborators checked the speech 
entitled The Case for India before it was sent to the press. The main message was each 
nation’s right to be free to shape its own future. The introduction shows good self-
confidence, alluding to Jesus’s words in the Gospel of Matthew.201 “When I was 
humiliated, you raised me, when I was slandered you believed in my good intentions, 
when I was silenced and unable to defend myself, you defended me and won my 
freedom.”202 
   The first part of the speech underlines the common past of England and India as a 
linking force. The "free self-governing village” is described as common heritage of 
liberty from the Indo-European ancient times, ill-treated in England by the Norman 
feudalism, and by the East India Company in India. In the same way as the freedom-
loving English people have developed democracy; the Indian people are now in the 
process of uniting round the demand of Home Rule. The English heroes are 
emphasized and the listeners are reminded that England has sheltered Mazzini, 
Kossuth, Kropotkin and welcomed Garibaldi. But she points out that there are heroes 
on the India side as well like Dadadbhai Naoroji, A.O. Hume, P. Mehta and G.K. 
Gokhale – all dead now but watching over India’s way towards independence. Here 
Besant starts her count of the Indian nation’s pioneers.203 
   Besant deals then with the ongoing war. The message is the debt that the British owe 
to India. The war is described as just against an aggressive Germany, a country that 
stands for dictatorship and lack of freedom. Besant compares German with the demon 
king Ravana in the well-known epic Ramayana. Besant states that such a war must be 
                                            
197 Women’s Indian Association was launched in 1917 and appealed to all women irrespective of race, social position, culture 
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200 Annie Besant was now 70 years old. The enthusiasm after her liberation carried her to the most important position in 
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carried to a definite end. India understood this early on and offered volunteers and 
money, thus wanting to be accepted. But the unwillingness among the British in India 
was still there and the answer was enforced legislation and restraining freedom. A 
historical account reminds the audience of the Indian victims during England’s 
ceaseless colonial war with Indian troops – sometimes to defend the country’s borders, 
but often in order to expand the Empire.  
   The speech goes on to describing the resistance against the colonial bureaucracy. She 
criticizes the fact that the politically conscious Bengalis are disarmed, while other 
population groups are used for military purposes. She goes on arguing that the Bengali 
were however successful in their resistance when Lord Curzon tried to divide Bengal. 
She chooses to quote Gokhale, which may see odd: 
 

Bengal’s heroic stand against the oppression of a harsh and uncontrolled 
bureaucracy has astonished and gratified all India. […] All India owes a deep 
debt of gratitude to Bengal.204 

   A certain understanding is expressed for the youthful revolt against the older 
generation during Swadeshi that manifested itself in the use of militant methods, 
bordering on terror: 

The spirit evoked showed itself in the youth of Bengal by a practical revolt, led 
by the elders, while it was confined to Swadeshi and Boycott, and rushing on, 
when it broke away from their authority, into conspiracy, assassination and 
dacoity: as had happened in similar revolts with Young Italy, in the days of 
Mazzini, and with Young Russia in the days of Stepniak and Kropotkin.205 

   The message may be understood in the sense that the use of violence cannot 
presumably be accepted, but at the same time it is inevitable. Besant’s mention of 
names like Stepniak, Krapotkin and Mazzini strengthens the impression of 
understanding for the young and their methods. She points out that the three persons 
mentioned received shelter in Great Britain, which emphasizes the message that 
democracy, which is defended in Britain, does not concern India. According to her, 
special tasks ought to be given now to the young who are imprisoned in order to 
integrate them again in society. 
   The theme of guilt becomes topical once more when the significance of India’s 
contribution to the British war effort is stressed. Besant chooses to contrast rhetorically 
the statements of the responsible British politicians with the politics pursued in India. 
There is a quotation from Lord Hardinge’s praise of the Indian war effort in Europe at 
the beginning of the war “as the first ones who landed in time to fill an empty space 
that otherwise would not have been filled […] There are few survivors from these great 
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infantry divisions.”206 Further, there are quotations from the General Governor Lord 
Chelmsford and the Viceroy Montague who point out the connection between 
freedom and responsibility. India has assumed its responsibility – Great Britain has a 
debt of gratitude to India – the debt must be paid back. She repeats her own words 
from 1914 “the condition for India’s loyalty is her freedom,” a freedom that Great 
Britain also would gain from.207 
   The first part of the speech closes with Besant traditionally sending greetings from 
the gathered participants at the Congress to “His Imperial Majesty.” She expresses the 
hope (and a veiled threat) to be able in future also to send greetings to His Majesty, but 
this time as a free nation within the Empire.208 
   The second part of the speech deals with the question why nationalism has acquired 
more and more supporters in India and changed many Indians’ self-perception. 
Besides, increased education and an increased communication exchange between East 
and West, Besant emphasize six reasons for the new spirit under the title Causes of the 
Spirit in India. The first three points have a global character. The development in India 
is regarded as part of a strong international movement for democracy, freedom and 
independence: Asia’s awakening, the international discussion about foreign rule and 
the need for the reconstruction of the Empire, as well as the lost belief in the white 
race’s superiority. The last three items describe the national awakening in India within 
industry, among women as well as within the great mass of the population. 
   Under Asia’s awakening has as its starting point a discussion with the Viceroy Lord 
Minto about the consequences of British education and the significance of Japan’s 
victory against Russia in 1905. His conclusion was that in the long run it was necessary 
to satisfy people’s demand by giving them a larger share in the administration. But this 
movement, Besant claims and widens the argument, should be seen as an ongoing 
world-wide movement for democracy with roots in the Enlightenment, the North 
American War of Independence and the French Revolution. 
   She goes on saying that the ongoing war is going to accelerate the process. The 
development in China, Persia and Russia – the ongoing Russian revolution is a phase 
in this worldwide process of liberation. Across Asia, beyond Himalaya there are 
nowadays free and independent nations. The sight of independent neighbours would 
inevitably increase the anxiety in the country. If the country does not get 
independence, this would constitute a threat against both India and the British Empire 
in the future. Besant warns that Japan with its strong German sympathies may emerge 
stronger after the war, having the ambition to ally itself with the war-inclined Germany 
and become a future threat against both of them. What is required to acquire the 
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Indian people’s loyalty is wise statesmanship from the British side which means that 
“Britons must give up the idea that India is a possession to be exploited for their own 
benefit, and must see her as a friend, an equal, a Self-Governing Dominion within the 
Empire, a Nation like themselves, a willing partner in the Empire, and not a 
dependent. The democratic movement in Japan, China and Russia in Asia has 
sympathetically affected India, and it is idle to pretend that it will cease to affect 
her.”209 
   Under the title Discussions abroad about foreign rule and reconstruction the starting point is 
the Labour leader Ramsey MacDonald’s statement that England would stand by 
France regarding the return Alsace-Lorraine and the subject of “the intolerable 
degradation of a foreign yoke.” Besant asks is “such a yoke less intolerable, less 
offensive for self-respect where both the ruler and the ruled are of European blood and 
have the same religion and the same customs?”210 She refers to the role of the colour of 
the skin in British politics, that freedom is promised to the white possessions, while the 
coloured people’s freedom aspirations are neglected. During the Imperial Conference 
in 1914, this attitude was conspicuous and humiliating. Responsible ministers 
represented white dominions like Australia and Canada, while the British Government 
represented India. The three Indians who did take part anyway felt deeply humiliated 
and reserved themselves quite rightly against the Conference report. She adds: 
Gokhale’s early death was hastened by the humiliations that he was forced to put up 
with.211 Besant describes ironically the contents of the Conference report “antiquated 
and quaint” – it was written before the demand for Home Rule released a wave of 
expectations in the country. What is left is the humiliation of not being taken seriously, 
which further intensifies the demand for Home Rule. Besant chooses this time to quote 
Tilak’s classical statement made ten years before. “Freedom is my birthright; and I 
want it.”212       
   Under the title A lost belief in the whites’ superiority there is an emphasis of the 
significance of Arya Samaj and of the Theosophical Society, above all because they 
returned to the people the pride of their own history and civilization. Besant clarifies 
further:  

They destroyed the unhealthy inclination to imitate the West in all things, and 
taught discrimination, the using only of what was valuable in western thought 
and culture, instead of a mere slavish copying of everything.213 
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   In her account of the significant national leaders she has now arrived at Vivekananda 
for “his passionate love of the nation.” There is an emphasis on his message about 
India’s spirituality in contrast to the materialism in the West. Besant takes the 
opportunity to mention several European scholars’ admiration for the Sanskrit 
literature, but at the same time signals a certain distance by adding that their 
significance should not be overemphasized since “their knowledge is spread within a 
very limited circle.”214 
   The doubts about the white race’s superiority afflicted the West but favoured the 
East when Japan triumphed in the Russo-Japanese was of 1905, showing the weakness 
and rottenness of the Russian leaders. German theories of the state presented by 
Bismarck have justified brutality in the defeated areas. Their implementation in 
Europe and the rest of the world has undermined in Asia all belief in the superiority of 
Christianity. She goes on saying that the British policy of “divide and rule” in India has 
left even deeper traces of suspicion. Freedom and national independence have been 
presented as mainly a Western concern and the result has been despair. But the 
Princely States, for example Mysore, which are not under British rule, have a more 
advanced democracy and have developed faster. Besant states that, “the conclusion for 
many Indians is that India is rule best by Indians.”215 
   The fourth point refers to the way Indian businessmen and leaders of industry such 
as the Tata family have joined the political struggle, tired of the unjust trade 
conditions. Besant goes on arguing that during the war, India’s industry could act 
independently with positive results as a consequence. Inspired by Japan’s remarkable 
achievements, the businessmen have realized that they can gain from Home Rule for 
India. 
   The fifth point concerns women’s awakening in India. As earlier, the starting point is 
to emphasize women’s strong position in ancient India. According to Besant, in history 
women functioned as men’s advisers and society was woman’s concern. This is 
contrasted with the contemporary family that lacks a natural division of roles. The 
reason is the British education policy that presumably expanded man’s world but in a 
materialistic direction, while woman’s world in the home has become narrower. The 
man does not participate any longer as naturally in the family religious practice and 
the woman relies on the family priest. Religious practice has therefore lost a necessary 
inflow of knowledge from the outside world, the result being prejudice and blind 
worship. The exceptions nowadays are the women who have fought for Swadeshi, 
against the indenture system in South Africa and now in the struggle for Home Rule. 
These women have reconquered their role as described in history. They are going to 
be rulers in their homes and share India’s longing for freedom. The diminishing role of 
religion in society has determined them to turn instinctively against the foreign rule. 
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“The strength of the Home Rule movement is rendered tenfold greater by the 
adhesion to it of large numbers of women, who bring to its helping the uncalculating 
heroism, the endurance, the self-sacrifice, of the feminine nature.”216 
   The sixth point deals with the imminent awakening of large masses of the people. 
Once more, the starting point is the self-governing villages before the British period: 

It must be remembered that the raiyat, thought innocent of English, has a 
culture of his own, made up of old traditions and legends and folk-lore, coming 
down from time immemorial. He is religious, knows the great laws of Karma 
and Reincarnation, is industrious and shrewd. […] In the old days, which for 
him, still live, the Panchayat managed the village affairs, and he was prosperous 
and contented, save when the King’s tax-gatherer came or soldiers harried his 
village.217 

   This organically grown idyll is contrasted with the contemporary hard tax gathering 
and moneylenders. Besant says that they lack the human consideration that was shown 
to the peasant earlier. Therefore, the peasant wants “to get rid of the tyranny of the 
petty clerks.”218 In what then does the awakening of the masses consist? 
   Here Besant refers to the many conferences that are held in various vernaculars for 
peasants all over the country. Among the oppressed, among the society’s outcasts there 
emerges now a feeling of being part of the national movement and demands for 
changes are raised. She mentions movements that the masses themselves have 
developed, but also movements supported by higher castes, which has increased their 
self-respect. A model is the cooperative movement’s work as educator in sanitary 
matters, hygiene and in the new working methods in the villages. At this point, there is 
criticism of the Brahmins’ “belated realization that one has neglected one’s duties.” 
She warns however against the attempts of “official and non-official Europeans” to 
resort to the class argument in order to divide the Home Rule movement. Neither is 
conversion to Islam or Christianity an accessible way for higher status. Instead, there is 
emphasis on Gandhi’s political strategy with a mass appeal to support for an 
agreement between AIML and INC together with active work in the villages as well as 
mass circulation of pamphlets in various vernaculars. According to Besant, during the 
past year, no less than one million signatures have arrived and expanded the politically 
active circles in the nation for future freedom.219  
   The last part of the speech has been debated because it is considered to undermine 
her position. When Besant describes the Congress’s future tasks and her role as 
President, she signals the need for her own space of maneuver in order to be able to 
take unpopular decisions as well: 
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I cannot promise to please you always, but I can promise to strive my best to 
serve the Nation, as I judge of service. I cannot promise to agree with and to 
follow you always; the duty of a leader is to lead. While he should always consult 
his colleagues and listen to their advice, the final responsibility before the public 
must be his, and his, therefore, the final decision. A general should see further 
than his officers and his army, and cannot explain, while battles are going on, 
every move in a campaign; he is to be justified or condemned by his results. Up 
till now, knowing myself to be of this Nation only by love and service, not by 
birth, I have claimed no authority of leadership, but have only fought in the 
front of the battle and served as best I might. Now by your election, I take the 
place which you have given, and will strive to fill it worthily.220 

   The reaction to Besant’s concluding part of the speech was strong in the Congress 
who viewed her as dictatorial. According to Nethercot, close advisers like Ramaswami 
Aiyar and B.P. Waida strongly suggested that she left out this passage but without any 
success. She received support only from George Arundale who praised her speech in 
New India.221 As the CID suspected earlier, the reaction showed that Besant’s position 
was not particularly strong among the Congress’s earlier leaders. Otherwise, her 
judgment that the Congress needed to strengthen its organizational decision force, 
considering the coming challenges, may be regarded as reasonable. However, the 
tradition of treating the presidency as an honorary task was strong. But choosing that 
moment and her way of presenting the proposal was both counter-productive and 
politically insensitive. 
   Neither did the speech become the rhetorical occasion that many expected. Reading 
the text shows indeed that, with the exception of the ending, the speech fulfills the 
requirements of the genre, i.e. political mobilization for a common purpose. The guilt 
was articulated, the victim is described as well as the future settlement through the 
power of a common awakening; all this, reinforced by placing India’s struggle for 
independence in a global historical context with the background in the Enlightenment. 
But despite her experience as a popular orator, Besant made a classical pedagogical 
mistake. The speech was for ambitious for that particular context, more a lecture than 
a presidential discourse. The main thread and the rhetorical points were lost in 
complicated accounts of items of expenditure and in long quotations. Anxiety and 
restlessness spread among the listeners, which determined Besant to leave out whole 
sections. Even so, the speech lasted for one hour and forty minutes. 
   Nethercot has pointed out that The Times of London has commented in a leading 
article the speech of  “’an elderly English lady’, who paradoxically, in a ‘prolix 
address’, declared the Home Rule for India.  […]” The choice of Besant is described 
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ironically that “to The Times certainly did not inspire confidence, [and] the editor 
concluded that the Indians obviously had no suitable candidate of their own for 
leader.”222 

 

A problematic presidency 
 

The subsequent development showed that Besant overestimated her position within 
the Congress. The expansion and radicalization of the national movement that she 
herself had contributed to presented new demands for her political leadership. From 
being earlier in opposition, she assumed now the responsibility to lead a Congress with 
great expectations for self-government after the war. 
   There were many challenges. The situation in the country was characterized by 
widespread dissatisfaction, not least among the soldiers returning home from Europe 
with obvious difficulties in adapting. The experiences in Europe showed the soldiers 
not only the reality of war but, as Wolpert argues, also another way of living and other 
possibilities to earn a livelihood. The Spanish flu afflicted India in 1918-1919 and 
caused an incredible eleven million lives. In addition, there were reports about crop 
failure in the country with disturbances as a consequence. In the cities there was a 
growing urban proletariat that was hard hit by the difficult times.223 The Russian 
Revolution and an embryonic trades union organization in some of the bigger cities 
increase the authorities’ worries concerning a similar development in India.224 
   The discussion about an increased national independence concentrated during 1917-
1919 on a proposal for reform presented by the new Secretary of State E.S. Montagu 
and the Viceroy Lord Chelmsford. A proposal presented in the British Parliament 
during the autumn 1917, the so-called Montagu Declaration, raised certain hopes. The 
purpose was said to be increasing the Indians’ participation in the administration and 
meeting the demand of self-governing institutions. The completed proposal was 
presented the following year by Montagu and the Viceroy Chelmsford as a further step 
towards a responsible governing system for India. Above all, there was an emphasis on 
an increased regional self-government and an increase of the local representatives in 
the decision-making assemblies.225 
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   The proposal cannot be seen as a democratic breakthrough for the Indians and 
neither did the British surrender their supremacy. The reform that was adopted the 
following year (1919) introduced a new constitutional concept, dyarki. The Indian 
ministers were responsible in the regions for local questions such as education, health 
and agriculture, while the central government together with the provincial 
governments were responsible for strategically important areas such as justice, defence 
and police. In the legislative council elected Indian members replaced the earlier 
majority of government civil servants. However, the right of the General Governor to 
overrule a council majority remained. The franchise was expanded somewhat which 
meant that about 2,5 percent of the population had the right to vote for the legislative 
assembly. An advisory princely council was founded as well as a High Commissioner 
who would watch over the Indian interests in Great Britain.226 Similarly to the Morley-
Minto reform and the Lucknow Pact, the allocation system was recommended with 
reference to religious affiliation in the elections for the legislative assemblies. 
   The reception in the Congress was mixed. The moderates described first the 
proposal as promising but insufficient, while the radicals rejected the proposal and 
referred to its obvious limitations. Annie Besant’s first reaction was dismissive – she 
explained in New India that the proposal was unworthy and characterized by 
nineteenth-century thinking: “India would be forever a conglomerate of powerless 
states under foreign rule.”227 Her subsequent handling of the issue was viewed as 
inconsistent when, despite the criticism, she opened the way for negotiations with the 
proposal as a starting point. Further concessions were made at this stage by the 
authorities. At an additional meeting of the Congress committee in August during the 
same year, Besant asked for the proposal to be given a chance, but the young radicals 
booed her. Gandhi who had not yet distanced himself completely from the reform 
proposal asked the delegates at the meeting to show proper respect and reminded them 
of her great contributions to India’s cause.228 
   In October the same year, the moderates arranged an extra meeting in Bombay 
before the congress in December. The reform proposal was declared acceptable for 
subsequent negotiations. However, the Congress rejected the proposal. Later, Besant 
commented “that an extremist majority rejected the proposal despite the protests of 
the Home Rulers and a few moderates."229 Already at this point, hardly a year after 
Besant was elected President, both the Congress majority and the Home Rule 
movement are on their way to split in different factions. 
   Before the Montagu-Chelmsford’s reform proposal was finally dealt with, a proposal 
concerning security legislation was presented, Rowlatt Act. The law, also called the 
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Black Act, meant that the police could arrest arbitrarily and intervene in gatherings 
where more than three persons were assembled. The proposal was adopted in the 
India’s Imperial Legislative council in March 1919 and meant an extension and in 
some way a hardening of the martial law of the 1915.230 Gandhi with experience from 
non-violent campaigns in South Africa and for the indigo workers in Champaran in 
1917 answered by appealing to general strike, a so-called hartal. Demonstrations were 
organized all over the country.231 In Delhi a demonstration degenerated when 
demonstrators attacked shop owners who refused to take part in the campaign. The 
police was called and shots were fired. Besant’s reaction in New India echoed the 
events, as she stated that each government is responsible to maintain order. “If the 
demonstrators attacked, resorting to bricks, the authorities have the right to answer 
with bullets,” she wrote insensitively. Although, later, she tried to explain and even 
apologize the damage was done, according to Anne Taylor. The phrase “bullets for 
brickbats” turned into a slogan that was attached to her in her subsequent political 
career.232 
   Several weeks later, on 12 April 1919, the incidents of Jallianwallabagh in Punjab 
occurred when 500 unarmed demonstrators were shot dead and approximately 1200 
were wounded. The regrets and measures of the Government weighed lightly since the 
responsible officer, Brigadier General Dyer was not punished. Presumably, he was 
removed from his commanding position in India, but was praised as a hero in the 
British House of Lords. In the conservative British circles, not least in India, he was 
honoured by means of a collection and was presented with a sword with the inscription 
“Saviour of the Punjab.”233      
   In New India Dyer’s actions were condemned and the paper demanded that he should 
be brought to trial. However, neither the Amritsar massacre nor the Rowlatt Act 
determined Besant to revise the connection between India and Great Britain, which 
Gandhi did.234 The mass movement to whose development she had contributed 
seemed to scare her now, which became visible in her political statements that were 
now characterized by restraint. 
   In the Madras area she encountered now a new opposition in the form of the anti-
Brahmin movement. This group opted to remain outside the Congress and earlier had 
accused the Home Rule movement of being led by Brahmins. One of the first attempts 
in India to start trades unions in the city’s cotton mills with B.P. Wadia and Gandhi’s 
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collaborator C.F. Andrews as the driving forces was questioned by resorting to the 
objection that it was run from the top by Brahmins connected with the Theosophical 
Society. All this according to the notes of the security service.235  
   The criticism within Home Rule movement against her cautious line became 
increasingly hard. When Besant realized that she lost control of the AIHRL, she 
resigned the post of president and started a rival organization, which she called 
National Home Rule League – naturally, a misleading name chosen on purpose. 
According to Taylor, the reason seems to have been to create a new political platform 
for her actions in relationship to the British Parliament in the approaching delegation 
negotiations, the first ones after the war.236 Her presence in London in August 1919 
caused confusion in the delegation sent by the Congress. Besant explained her 
presence by saying that, despite not being elected as a delegate, many people asked her 
to participate. During the questioning in the two Houses of Parliament she talked 
about women’s equal treatment by legislation and stressed that India’s future 
government would not be a copy of a Western one. Tilak who had “unwillingly” been 
in London for a year during a prolonged lawsuit complained about Besant’s tendency 
always to place herself at the centre: “She seems to want to show that she alone raised 
the feeling for political freedom in India.”237 Tilak never returned to Indian politics, he 
dies on 1 August the following year. 

The	  criticism	  of	  Non-‐Cooperation	  Movement	  
The movement that Besant took the initiative to found continued now under a 
different and more radical leadership. It developed through Gandhi’s effort to expand 
the base concerning both caste and religious affiliation. The differences of opinion 
between Besant and Gandhi increased after Gandhi proclaimed the Non-Cooperation 
Movement. As earlier, Besant dissociated herself emphatically from boycotting schools 
and higher education. The appeal to boycott the approaching election was also 
criticized. Facing a minority position in the Congress, Besant recommended the line 
that India was sufficiently mature to develop a multi-party system. She writes in New 
India: 

The emergence of parties should be frankly recognized as representing schools 
of opinions in the Nation. […] Political life is now too active to find expression 
in a single line of activity…238    
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236 Later, Besant described the London discussions as worthwhile. According to her, the two delegations got on well with one 
another. Besides those mentioned, there was also a delegation from the All India Moslem League. See Besant, India Bond or 
Free, p. 188. 
237 Taylor quotes Tilak, Taylor 1992, p. 318.  
238 New India, 9 January 1919. 
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She admits that she hoped that the unity in the Congress should be preserved a little 
more but, at the same time, realizes that this would have been impossible in the 
present situation.239 
   As mentioned above, Gandhi’s political statements at the beginning of the war had 
been considerably more cautious than Besant’s. In his autobiography, Gandhi explains 
that he had not understood that the problem was the system itself, not particular 
British civil servants. The Rowlatt Act and its bloody consequences in Amritsar were 
decisive events that radicalized his attitude and develop a strategy for total Indian 
independence.240 Besant’s political development followed a different pattern in 
comparison with Gandhi’s. Two years after threatening in New India with a North 
American way to independence, she recommended cooperation with the authorities, 
strictly following constitutional methods. 
   Her attack against Gandhi during 1919-1922 is characterized by irreconcilability. As 
mentioned above, as early as 1916, in connection with the inauguration of BHU their 
opinions clashed. Subsequently, Besant stated that Gandhi was far too saintly to handle 
practical politics.241 But she did highlight Gandhi’s ability to mobilize the masses, 
among others in her presidential address. Only three years later, it was said that 
Gandhi’s politics was leading India towards a national catastrophe. His close 
collaboration with the pan-Islamic leadership, the newly released brothers Mohammed 
and Shaukat Ali, as well as with the orthodox Muslim uleman in the Khilafat movement 
(1919-1924) is described by Besant as an adventurous political strategy. She explained 
that the Lucknow Pact rested on a different, more stable negotiating foundation.242 She 
predicted the approaching collapse of the Khilafat movement. Her conclusion was that 
Gandhi challenged forces in society that he could not control and therefore constituted 
the biggest obstacle in the way towards Home Rule. She was of the opinion that Home 
Rule had been politically within reach after the War, provided the Indian leaders had 
acted wisely and responsibly.243    
   Gandhi’s ideological starting points are criticized as being too Western. His appeal to 
boycotts of the state institutions, of elections, refraining from titles granted by the 
colonial power as well as spending time every day to weave one’s clothes was 
questioned. In the long run, Gandhi’s politics would lead to an economic catastrophe 
for the country.244 Earlier, Besant had successfully used an emphatically political 
symbolism with emotion as a weapon, but here she adopted political realism and failed 
                                            
239 Besant A., ’The Ravening Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing,’ The Theosophist, April 1925. Reprinted in Annie Besant – Builder of the 
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240 See Gandhi 1996, p. 361 f. 
241 New India, March 1916. 
242 The attempt to save the califate when the Ottoman Empire collapsed after the War. The work was led from the Muslim 
side by the brothers Muhammad and Shaukat Ali who also facilitated Gandhi’s address to the AIML as well as discussions 
with the Muslim uleman. 
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to see the strong symbolism in Gandhi’s appeals. She refers to the influence from 
Thoreau and Tolstoy as well as Gandhi’s emphatic admiration for Jesus’s words in the 
Sermont on the Mount. She writes that Count Tolstoy “was content to spread his 
gospel within a limited circle of like-minded people.” She goes on writing that Gandhi 
“is no politician, but a vague, dreaming mystic out of touch with human nature.”245 An 
article published in 1920 in The Theosophist argues that Gandhi’s mass mobilization 
and non-violent methods lead inevitably to violence and division. Gandhi is said to live 
in his own world of dreams, quite different from the world in which the rest of us live 
in: 

He is dangerous, well-meaning man as he is, because his imaginary human 
beings whom he arranges so nicely are not human beings who live in our world, 
and do not dance to his piping, as he expects them to do. […] It all means 
alienation, hatred increasing between the two Nations in whose union lies the 
hope of the world.246 

Besant as she appears here is far from the idealism that she recommended herself to 
the students at the CHC or during the years 1914-1917 when she was herself on the 
political front. She attacks directly what she calls the neo-nationalists in The Citizen. She 
sees a dividing line in the question of whether the British yoke is so heavy that it should 
be broken through a revolution. “The Congress nationalists before 1918,” by whom 
she means Tilak’s group, “did not question the aim of a free nation but wanted to 
reach it through reforms. The criminal actions in Punjab cannot be tolerated and 
neither can the martial laws.” But, she goes on, “shall these crimes throw the entire 
India into a revolution?” She adds, somewhat contradictorily that “I say ‘would have 
justified revolution,’ but must add ‘if possible and beneficial.’ As things are, revolution 
would mean anarchy, and would result in a new foreign ruler infinitely worse than the 
old. […] India is weak, because divided; helpless, because unarmed.”247 
   In this situation, Besant was not alone among the earlier leadership to question 
Gandhi’s politic. The Hindu orthodox Malaviya opposed the demand to close down 
public education and questioned the cooperation with the Muslims in the Khilafat 
movement. Malaviya had been for a number of years active in Hindu Mahasabha.248 
When Gandhi introduced Satyagraha, his political method, even the earlier radicals 
Tilak and Bipin Chandra Pal opposed it. Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s criticism of Non-
Cooperation Movement partly coincides with Besant’s. His opinions were summarized in a 
letter of 30 October 1920 to Gandhi after Gandhi offered him a leading position in the 
movement: 
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248 Richard Gordon, ’The Hindu Mahasabha and the Indian National Congress, 1915 to 1926.’ Modern Asian Studies, 9, 1975, 
p. 145-203. 



 
 
 

275 

 
I thank you for your kind suggestion offering me ‘to take my share in the new life 
that has opened up before the country.’ If by ‘new life’ you mean your methods 
and your programme, I am afraid I cannot accept them; for I am fully 
convinced that it must lead to disaster. But the actual new life that has opened 
up before the country is that we are faced with a Government that pays no heed 
to the grievances, feelings and sentiments of the people; that our own 
countrymen are divided; the Moderate Party is still going wrong; that your 
methods have already caused split and division in almost every institution that 
you have approached hitherto, and in the public life of the country not only 
amongst Hindus and Muslims but between Hindus and Hindus and Hindus and 
Muslims and Muslims and even between fathers and sons; people generally are 
desperate all over the country and your extreme programme has for the moment 
struck the imagination mostly of the inexperienced youth and the ignorant and 
the illiterate. All this means complete disorganization and chaos.249   

   Jinnah does not blame Gandhi, but the Government, yet points out that the only 
reasonable way in a difficult situation is for all nationalists to unite behind the demand 
for a responsible government. Jinnah goes on arguing that such a politics cannot “be 
dictated by one person, but must be supported by all prominent nationalist leaders in 
the country.” Jinnah concludes the letter by writing that such a unity is possible and 
that he is prepared to work for it.250 
   A change of political course in the case of Besant becomes clearer and clearer during 
these years. Her views of Montagu’s and Chelmsford’s actions are more and more 
positive. They are praised as pioneers – those who dared to take the step and break 
with the earlier dictatorial colonial government.251 Now she was worried about the 
Russian Revolution, which she had welcomed, in the presidential address. She writes: 
“Tolstoy’s teaching which is so fascinating to read had the effect in Russia the 
Bolshevism spread when an anarchist situation developed.”252 She warns in The 
Theosophist in 1920 that something similar may happen in India in connection with 
the Non-Cooperation Movement when the relationships that maintain society collapse. 
Here there is a spiritual explanation as the political situation is described as a struggle 
between the good and bad forces in the world. “Now the evil forces are on the 
offensive.”253 In the subsequent number of The Theosophist she urges all theosophists 
to commit themselves to an ordered and progressive politics and oppose the 
threatening anarchy: 
                                            
249 The quotation is from A.G. Noorani, Assessing Jinnah, Frontline Volume 22 – Issue 17, August 13-26, 2005. 
250 Noorani 2005.  
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…for The Society is democratic in its constitution – and can only call from the 
Watch-Tower, and warn all who are intuitive of the peril we stand. If India, the 
Mother, fails, then the Bolshevism triumphs for the time […] But I believe that 
she will not fail, that she will recognize her Dharma and take her place in the 
World-Order.254 

Political	  isolation	  
Despite the setbacks in the INC in 1918, Besant and her closes circle managed to 
preserve a certain influence in Southern India, above all in the Madras area. Gandhi 
had also asked her support to lead the campaign against the Rowlatt Act in Southern 
India but without any success. On the contrary, as Owen points out, she opposed 
Gandhi and tried in addition to hinder particular theosophists to support him, which 
turned out to be counter-productive.255 In Bombay with its by far most important 
Home Rule section with more than 2 600 members, the young skilled political leaders 
Jamnadas Dwarkadas and Shankarlal Banker, both theosophists, opted to support 
Gandhi’s campaign with all that this presupposed in terms of political resources. 
According to Owen, the same development is to be noted in other parts of India, in the 
North, North-West and West where earlier Home rule networks were activated and 
worked on under Gandhi’s leadership. The propaganda methods are the same that 
Besant used, pamphlets in vernaculars, meetings and political schooling with texts by, 
among others, Gandhi but also Thoreau. Owen points out the significance of the 
Home Rule movement from the mobilization point of view. Those areas/regions that 
had a weak position during the Home Rule period, for example Bengal and Punjab, 
were not among the active ones during Gandhi’s opening campaigns for satyagraha.256  
   The impression of Besant as an abandoned leader from the political point of view is 
underlined in Sri Prakasa’s biography of his father Bhagawan Das, president of the 
Indian Theosophical Society. Prakasa describes his father as basically an apolitical person 
that became active political in All India Home Rule League during Besant’s internment in 
1917. He is among the most active persons who protested in Benares. Das was also 
active in the aid collections for the victims of Amritsar and chose to support Gandhi 
when the Non-Cooperation Movement was proclaimed. This is valid for Prakasa also 
– both were in touch with Gandhi and with the leadership of the Congress. When All 
India Congress Committee needed premises in 1920 and Malaviya refused to allow the 
use of BHU buildings, the Theosophical Society’s premises were placed at the disposal 
of the Congress. At the meeting the participants decided to call an extra congress in 
Calcutta in September the same year. Tilak had been proposed as the chairman but he 
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died in London and was replaced by Lala Lajpat Raj. The congress in Calcuatta 
decided to boycott the approaching elections in December. Prakasa describes the 
mixed feelings many experienced as they refrained from more or less obvious seats that 
would go to persons who opposed the line of the Congress.257 Two years later, when 
the view of boycotting elections was about to change, Prakasa decided to run for 
Congress-Khilafat-Swaraj Party (later known as Swaraj Party) and was elected. The 
Congress in Delhi, appointed Motilal Nehru and C.R. Das, as members of the 
leadership of the party, in the absence of Gandhi, to represent the Congress in selected 
constituencies.258  
   Prakasa avoids openly entering a polemic with Besant’s criticism of Gandhi. But it 
appears that practically on every issue he and Bhagawan Das supported Gandhi. They 
supported the boycott of imported textiles, the family (read the wife) made their own 
clothes (charka). Thereafter, Bhagawan Das wore a khadi for the rest of his life. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, he supported also the boycott of the official 
educational institutions and their replacement by national schools and colleges.259 In 
1929, when Gandhi’s movement for Swaraj intensified, they took part in the campaign 
to increase the number of members in the Congress to ten million as well as the 
collection in Tilak’s name of as many rupees. Towards the end of the year Bhagawan 
Das was arrested for taking part in the protests before the visit of the heir to the British 
throne, the Prince of Wales. However, he was released early, after two months. 
Prakasa writes that his father showed his solidarity with other imprisoned leaders by 
not accepting the release and living isolated from his family as a protest at Kashi 
Vidyapith during the rest of the time was sentenced for.260  
   Bhagawan Das admired Gandhi’s moral attitude, his sense of sacrifice and his strong 
faith in the cause. It appears in Prakasa’s account, however, that Bhagawan Das was 
wondering about a couple of issues in Gandhi’s politics. He was critical of Gandhi’s 
attitude in the Khilafat movement, trying to create political unity between Hindus and 
Muslims in India from the perspective of a religious problem in other countries. He 
also questioned Gandhi’s political line more generally for its lack of predictability. 
According to Bhagawan Das, a political leader needed a long-term plan for his work, 
which he considered that Gandhi lacked.261 

                                            
257 Prakasa 1970, p. 80 ff. 
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India	  Bill	  –	  a	  last	  attempt	  to	  recover	  the	  initiative	  
When Gandhi decided to call off Non-Cooperation Movement in 1922, after the 
events in the village Chauri Chara and after he received a prison sentence, Besant tried 
to recover the initiative by gathering the Indian politicians in order to draft a 
constitution. The source of inspiration was the Irish Free States Bill that was accepted 
by all parties except Sinn Fein and that was adopted by Parliament the same year. 
During the following two years The Indian National Convention worked with the 
supported of liberal and moderate politicians. Besant was part of the group as general 
secretary and the proposal that was worked out carried her characteristic style. The 
proposal contained a catalogue of rights that would guarantee individual freedom, 
freedom of expression and press freedom as well as equality between men and women. 
Similarly to Besant’s earlier ideas, the proposal recommended various levels from the 
village via district and region to a national government with overall responsibility for 
all issues with two exceptions: defence and foreign policy. Like the Irish Bill, these 
areas would be subordinated directly to the Crown. Suffrage was to be universal but 
was linked to requirements of literacy, as in earlier proposals, which caused difficulties 
concerning representation.262 As Annie Taylor observes, Besant must have been aware 
that only a minority of India’s population was literate and that even with massive 
education initiatives illiteracy would be considerable during the foreseeable future.263  
   Besant’s hopes of success increased when Ramsey MacDonald became Prime 
Minister in the first Labour Government in January 1924. One of his first measures 
was to send a letter to India with the message that violence would not be accepted 
which Besant understood as a sign that constitutional changes were to be expected. 
MacDonald’s list of ministers also gave her hope. Several government members were 
persons with whom she had collaborated in the Fabian Society and kept in touch with 
during the Home Rule movement. A group of Labour politicians led by the 
theosophist George Lansbury worked for her in Parliament, making preparations so 
that the Commonwealth of India Bill could become reality. When MacDonald’s 
government fell after only nine months and was replaced by a Conservative one, the 
chance of success diminished. Now the hopes were that one could anyway get Labour 
support in Parliament.264 
   In India Besant failed to expand the support within the country outside the original 
circle of moderate leaders. Leading politicians within the Congress like Gandhi, 
Motilal Nehru, C.R. Das and Jinnah did not support the proposal. This appears in the 
draft to answer Besant’s appeal for help that Gandhi writes on C.R. Das’s behalf.265 
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Gandhi writes in more detail about his basic view of the proposal in a commentary of 
18 July 1925: 
 

… There is the Bill taken to England by that tireless servant of India, Dr Besant. 
It is signed by many eminent Indians. And if some others have not signed it, it is 
because they will not be satisfied with it, but they know that nothing but the 
waste-paper basket is its destiny. It has not been signed because those who have 
refrained do not wish to be party to the insult of the nation which its summary 
rejection will imply. […] The fact is that there is no sincere ring about the 
offer.266 

   The proposal concerning the India Bill was dismissed already at the Labour Party’s 
congress; according to Taylor, an important reason appears to have been the 
insufficient representativity among the signatories from the Indian side. It was now up 
to the inner group within Labour led by George Lansbury to assume the task to 
present the proposal as a private bill in Parliament but without success this time 
either.267 Thus, Besant’s proposal for a constitution reached the end of the road. 
   Several more times, Besant participates in public political events but mainly on old 
merits. She is presented as a celebrity after more than five decades in the public sphere. 
Her famous rhetorical talent is not quite the same and her memory fails her more and 
more often. However, she never ceased to dream of India as an independent part of 
the British Commonwealth – the latter being a concept that it is claimed she had 
coined. During the nationwide protests organized during the visit in India in 1928 of 
the Simon Commission, Besant was among the demonstrators. The commission was 
met by black flags since no Indian had been allowed to be part of the groups that 
would discuss India’s future. Her pen could still be sharp as when she commented Lala 
Lajpat Raj’s death after being maltreated by the police and the military during a 
demonstration against the commission in Punjab. 
 

… How the whole world would ring with British indignation if Mr Baldwin or 
Mr Majumdar were killed in this way. But it is only an Indian, dear to millions, 
honoured by millions, and in millions of hearts his killing leads to further 
bitterness against the foreign rule.268 

   Besant’s criticism of Gandhi continued in New India during the 1920s but because of 
decrease circulation reached fewer and fewer readers. Criticism of Gandhi’s politics is 
repeated as well in The Theosophist. Extracts from these articles by Besant up to 1930 
were collected in a volume published in 1942 under the title Annie Besant – Builder of 
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New India – Her Fundamental Principles of Nation Building. None of the criticism of Gandhi 
is to be found in the newly edited texts by Besant. 

The	  hopes	  of	  a	  new	  world	  teacher	  come	  to	  nothing	  
How did the theosophical movement develop when the world was once more open 
after the war? After concentrating on political work during the war, Besant considered 
that it was important once more to lead the theosophical movement. Formally, the 
power of Besant’s position was intact. She was still President of the Theosophical 
Society and in the Esoteric Section. At the same time, there was growing criticism on 
several fronts, and the criticism against Krishnamurti who had lived far from Besant 
and Leadbeater in Europe continued as well. Moreover, there emerged a “Back-to-
Blavatsky movement” within theosophy. Among others, B.P. Wadia become convinced 
during a trades-union tour in Europe and USA that, irregularities may have occurred 
after Blavatsky’s death when the Society split. Blavatsky’s heritage had been bungled 
and replaced by what was called neo-theosophy.269 
   During the war, the question of Krishnamurti’s future role was not considered, but 
became once more part of Besant’s message during the 1920s. Along with the political 
dream that India should become independent during her lifetime, she worked so that 
Krishnamurti would step forth as the new world teacher. Leadbeater, who had been in 
Australia during the war and was now bishop in The Liberal Catholic Church, still had 
a big influence on her. The occult speculations suggested now that, according to 
Blavatsky’s predictions, a new sixth root race would emerge in USA. A piece of 
property had been purchased in Ojai in California to lodge the leadership of the new 
civilization. 
   The problem was Krishnamurti who had been struck by a difficult personal crisis 
when his brother Nityanda died of tuberculosis in 1925. Like Besant, he had believed 
in the masters’ reassurance that his brother would be spared and his doubts about his 
role increased. He was also increasingly put off by the artificial life he led, by the rituals 
he had to endure and the high expectations people had of him. According to Mary 
Lutyens, Krishnamurti felt also that, Annie Besant was taken advantage of her 
theosophical entourage. The break up occurred in August 1929, after the world was 
prepared by press releases that the time has come for Krishnamurti to step forth in the 
public arena and take his place. Instead, Krishnamurti announced that he dissolved 
the Order of the Star that had been created round him. He explained that he saw truth 
“as a pathless land.”270 Truth cannot be organized and neither can an organization 
lead a subdued population on any particular way. He stated that “You may create 
other organizations and elect someone else […] my only wish is that human beings 
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should be unconditionally free.”271 Krishnamurti dissociated himself from occultism as 
a way to progress. 
   Krishnamurti dissociation extinguished Besant’s hopes that she had had for twenty 
years. In contrast to George Arundale, she did distance herself from Krishnamurti. She 
let him know that she had done everything that she could for him. She had dissolved 
the Esoteric Section, the centre and symbol of her own power since he was her only 
authority. The theosophical movement experienced now yet another crisis. Once 
more, members were leaving – a quarter left the Society during the following year.272  
   Annie Besant entered now the last phase of her life spent in isolation in Adyar. She 
visited England a last time in 1930. She died on 20 September 1933 and was cremated 
according to the Hindu custom outside Adyar by the Indian Ocean. Later, her earlier 
colleague Bhagawan Das spread some of her ashes in the Ganges outside Benares.273      
 

Summary 
 

This chapter has examined the work of the theosophical movement in the public 
political sphere. The chapter has followed the political developments from the 
campaign Wake Up India A Plea for Social Reform, which meant a break with the political 
passivity created by the Krishnamurti affair that split the theosophists. The campaign 
challenged the caste system and the orthodox purification rules in its appeal to reform 
a destructive social practice. Here was an appeal to national unity across the religious 
boundaries. The campaign was justified by the demands of a new independent India as 
an equal partner within the British Empire.  
   Besant defined herself politically as a socialist and referred to her earlier experience 
from the radical movements in Great Britain. Thus, she used her reputation as 
politician in Great Britain. This occurred through a highly deliberate symbolical use of 
language when naming newspapers and other periodicals. In this way, the struggle for 
increased independence and democratic freedom and rights in India was linked 
deliberately to Enlightenments ideas, while the contrast between the democratic Great 
Britain and the actions of its colonial government in India was emphasized. 
   Similarly, as earlier at the CHC, there was much emphasis on developing a modern 
historiography. The Muslim heritage was included in the national narrative as a 
central component in Indian history and culture. The agreement between the INC and 
the AIML, although much debated, offered a certain hope of possibilities for continued 
political cooperation. Other groups were also included within a wide political platform 
for Home Rule after the war. 
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   Together with Besant’s role in the attempt to unite the Congress and the Lucknow 
Pact, the political mobilization during the war was the most important contribution. 
The Home Rule movement that she initiated and ran together with Tilak expanded 
the political work to new groups outside the old political elite. A contributing factor 
was Besant’s controversial decision to activate the local theosophical lodges in All India 
Home Rule League. By means of this decision, the political work acquired an 
organized national range that contributed to the development of a political network 
outside the Congress. New India and The Commonweal, issued by the Theosophical 
Publishing House, were central in the political propaganda. Both were edited from a 
politically broad perspective with a clear ambition to unite the religious and political 
blocs behind the demand for Home Rule after the war. This effort is apparent in the 
choice of contents and of contributors. Within a short period of time, they reached 
circulation figures that placed them among the biggest opposition publications in the 
country. 
   Both Besant and her theosophical collaborators understood to politicize and at the 
same time skilfully to criticize restrictions regarding the freedom of expression and of 
the press by maintaining themselves a fine balance and sometimes overstepping the 
existing restrictions. Some examples are the campaign before and after the internment 
of Besant, Arundale and Wadia and its mobilizing effect it had both in India and 
abroad. 
   The political training that occurred within the framework for the local political work 
had a long-term significance: organized political discussions, various group activities as 
well as the production and mass circulation of political pamphlets. The result was a 
group of leaders with experience of political work that played an important role when 
the national struggle expanded during Gandhi’s leadership. Owen has pointed out that 
the expansion of the political life by the anti-Brahmin opposition’s criticism of the 
Brahmin domination of the Home Rule movement was also important for the 
subsequent development. 
   The political initiative was lost after the war. There were several political reasons but 
the decisive one was Besant’s option to distance herself from the radicalization of the 
national movement. The political base was lost when the Home Rule movement, 
which had been organized along the local theosophical lodges, chose to support 
Gandhi. When in addition Besant chose combat with the INC on the election boycott 
and worked instead for The Liberal Party it meant that she left the mainstream in Indian 
politics. Her refusal to support Swaraj Party after the cessation of the election boycott in 
1924 contributed also to the marginalization of the Theosophical Society in Indian 
politics. The mouthpieces New India and The Commonweal were also affected by the 
reduced political support, losing circulation. Thus, the basic organization for political 
mobilization and the practical possibility to reach out by means of political 
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propaganda were considerably reduced. Besides, many theosophists, above all the 
young ones, chose to oppose the leadership and went on under Gandhi’s leadership. 
   Earlier, it has been pointed out how when occultism is publicly displayed it affects 
the trustworthiness of the theosophical movement. The political propaganda texts of 
the Home Rule, such as speeches, pamphlets, newspaper and magazine articles in New 
India and The Commonweal are of a secular character, as my survey shows. The texts 
have still a nationalist historical character and are connected, as earlier, to an idealized 
Indo-European historiography. But even this is toned down in comparison with the 
earlier phase. The religiously based nationalist arguments are almost completely 
absent.      
   After the war when the world opens up again, the question of Krishnamurti’s status 
as world teacher returns. So does the idea of a new civilization that would emerge in 
the USA, which had earlier been predicted by Blavatsky. This time also the occult 
predictions prove to be a catastrophe for the theosophical movements. 
   Reading Annie Besant’s texts meant for different types of readership raises questions 
about how the occult theosophical and the secular political thought styles seem to 
proceed in separate areas. Here there is an intrinsic issue of trustworthiness. What is 
relevant in this context is Fleck’s discussion of how frequently contradictory thought 
styles are part of the same person and are activated depending on the context the 
person finds herself in.274 
   Despite the fact that occult elements were absent from the political work during the 
Home Rule movement, occultism amounted anyway to a possible problem for 
theosophy. One such example is the report of the security services from the political 
meeting in Allahabad where the question is discussed. Due to this reason, several 
political leaders were quite doubtful about any cooperation. Tilak expresses several 
times difficulties related to the spiritual masters in a political context.275 Even Gandhi 
who emphatically sought spiritual guidance for his own political work clearly opposed 
occultism in his otherwise positive view of “the message of theosophy of universal 
brotherhood and tolerance.”276 Gandhi considered occultism in theosophy as the most 
                                            
274 Cf. Fleck who points out that, as a social phenomenon, the intellectual homogeneousness based on an appropriate style is 
more emphatic than the logical thinking when it comes to the individual. The individual’s logically contradictory elements do 
not develop into psychological contradictions since they are kept separate. An individual may therefore have several thought 
styles at the same time. Certain connections regard questions of faith, others questions of knowledge, even of this cannot be 
justified logically. Fleck argues that usually an individual has two thought styles that are far from one another, since they can 
be preserved intact. On the other hand, it is not easy to have closely related thought styles since they cannot be kept apart in 
the same way. The struggle between them can only be unproductive or result in a new thought style in the border area. See 
the Introduction of this study, p. xx. 
275 Taylor quotes Tilak: ”Though I admire her eloquence, learning, and unfailing energy for work, I cannot bear for a 
moment the supremacy which she claims for her opinions in matters political under the guise she is inspired by the Great 
Souls. […] Congress recognizes no Mahatma to rule over it except the Mahatma of majority.” Taylor 1992, p. 314. 
276 Gandhi clarified his relationship to occultism and theosophy in a correction of an interview in the Messenger of America, the 
official organ of the American Philosophical Society. In the article it is claimed that Gandhi has stated that he does not sympathize 
with the theosophical movement, but that he was still a theosophist. Gandhi argues that this is precisely the opposite of what 
he had said, since he had never been member of the Theosophical Society, but has always felt sympathy for their message of 
universal brotherhood and tolerance. What the critics say of Madam Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott or Dr Besant, their 



 
 
 

284 

important expression of its political elitism and as an obstacle in the way of political 
mass mobilization.277 
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                        
contribution to humanity is going to be highly valued. Then Gandhi discusses occultism, the secret side of theosophy, with 
which he cannot agree. “I long for belonging to the masses. Any secrete is an obstacle in the way of real democracy.” He 
concludes the letter by stating diplomatically that there are two sides to any question and the same concerns occultism, and 
adds that Hinduism is not free from occultism, but that he is not attracted by it. The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, vol. 36, 
July, 1926 - 10 November 1926.    
277 Gandhi, Collected Works, vol. 36, 1926. 
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Chapter 6 

Idealizing India – A Summary 
 

The aim of this study is to contribute to deeper knowledge of the theosophical 
movement’s political ambitions and work within the growing nationalist movement in 
India between 1897 and 1930. 
   The enquiry takes place against the background of the research about the 
Theosophical Society having earlier been characterized by polarization and rigid 
standpoints. The interest that the movement has attracted for its role during the Indian 
movement for independence has since the 1980s diminished considerably in historical 
research. A question that I have asked myself after the enquiry is: can the theosophists’ 
place in the history of Indian independence movement still be defended? 
   The important element of the study has been to try and understand how a 
movement with a small membership that emerged in the West during a certain period 
has been able to acquire political influence in India. I have chosen to approach the 
question from an introductory historical background of theosophy and its intellectual 
and movement development in order subsequently to examine three partly 
overlapping areas. First, there is an examination of theosophy’s initial establishment 
and its relationship to other political and religious movements after the arrival in India 
up to the beginning of the 1890s. Second, there is an examination of the theosophists’ 
work in the education field at the turn of the century. Third, there is an examination of 
their work in the public political arena during the First World War as well as the 
period after the end of the war when the theosophical movement was politically 
marginalized. There is also a discussion here of the connection between these arenas. 
   The study is based on different kinds of textual sources: chiefly material of the 
movement for different addressee as well as archive material, personal letters and 
biographical material. Since the enquiry stretches over more than half a century I have 
also introduced brief historical summaries. 
   Various theoretical perspectives have been used, depending on the context. As a 
comprehensive hermeneutical framework for the movement’s development and work I 
have used Ludwik Fleck’s theory about thought collectives and thought styles. Within a 
thought collective there develops a certain collective knowledge and a certain culture 
that form a thought style. The thought style contains scientific ideas, views of reality, 
norms, values and ideology, which results in a selective perception of what problems 
are interesting and which judgments are adequate. In some thought collectives, the 
thought style develops into an unshakeable fact which is particular usual in religious 
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thought collectives. Others are more open and flexible in relationship to the 
surrounding society. Fleck argues further that thought collectives contains different 
circles: the esoteric inner circle and the exoteric one whose members and sympathizers 
are at the periphery. At the same time, and this is important, individuals are part of 
various thought collectives that need not be in agreement with one another. 
   The first chapter outlines the theosophical thought style with an emphasis on the 
Eastern influences. Theosophy developed under the influence of the contemporary 
dominating ideas about evolution and the account of the development of the human 
races and of the nations. The discovery of the language similarities between the Indo-
European languages in the beginning of the nineteenth century facilitated speculations 
and far-reaching interpretations of the significance of the common origin. 
   The Indo-European theory was a pattern-creating narrative in the national 
historiography towards the end of the nineteenth-century. Here one encounters again 
the classical golden age that glorifies the origins, decline that explains today’s situation 
but which in itself carries the seeds of awakening that would restore and form the 
future. The nationalist movement in India also used the cultural political potential 
contained in the Indo-European historiography. The common origin of the colonized 
Indian and the colonizing British became part of the argument against the actions of 
the British colonial power in India. 
   In order to explain the early achievements of the Theosophical Society in India I 
have highlighted, as earlier scholars, the ongoing disparagement of the Indian culture 
by the British colonial power during the nineteenth century. Along the theory of 
decline of the Indo-European historiography, there was also a historiography based on 
rational and liberal foundations, which did not consider that the Indian culture had its 
own development potential. Hinduism was regarded as primitive in relationship to the 
monotheistic religions and the Indian languages were considered too undeveloped to 
be used in scientific contexts. Politically, the British regarded the Indians as unable to 
handle their own future. Through this ongoing disparagement the existing power 
constellation was justified and the need for the British presence during the foreseeable 
future was underlined.  
   The religious characteristic of Indian nationalism is central in order to understand 
the successes of theosophy. My starting point here is Amartya Sen’s concept “the 
dialectics of the colonized consciousness.” The prominent position of religion can be 
seen against the background of the uneven power relationship that emerges when an 
enforced colonial rule is allowed to dominate life and historiography. 
   Kenneth W. Jones describes the theosophists as a reverse acculturative movement in 
relationship to other reform movements. In the West, the theosophists were critical 
towards the modern society’s rational materialism and found themselves in a clear 
opposition to the pre-modern society’s foundation – the Christian Church. In India 
they sought another social ideal and articulated their own narrative and purpose in 
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terms of giving back to colonized India its pride of its spiritual past. As the singled out 
opponents, the others, there were the British, often colonial administrators residing in 
India, and the Christian mission, both described as ignorant of the culture in which 
they worked. 
   Regarding the moving border between criticism of civilization and of culture, 
theosophy tends towards the latter. Presumably, there are elements of pastoral idyll in 
the theosophists’ accounts of India and the Vedic village. But neither Olcott nor Besant 
dissociated themselves from modernization, it was the conditions in which it was 
undertaken that were questioned. Gandhi’s dissociation from modernity was 
considerably more radical than Besant’s, both in politics and education. However, 
what they both wanted was an alternative modernity with a different ethos, which was 
defined as an encounter between East and West. As the intellectual historian Inga 
Sanner has shown, theosophy shared similar ideas with other morally utopian 
movement in the West, as she calls them. 
   The scientific claim was prominent in the theosophists’ message. A recurring 
argument claims that the young modern science in the West is about to confirm the 
earlier discoveries in the Vedic culture. 
   The reverse acculturative starting point does not mean a general distancing from 
Western models in politics. Here my opinions differ from Jones. The theosophists, and 
above all Annie Besant, often linked their message to the nineteenth-century nationalist 
movements in Europe, to the ongoing Irish struggle for independence but also to her 
own experience of different movements in Great Britain; movements and person 
known to the Western-educated Indians who theosophists mainly appealed to. Here 
there was a common meeting space. The need for a similar national development in 
India in the long run was obviously part of the message. 

The	  relationship	  to	  other	  reform	  movements	  
Due to its Western background and its international connections, the theosophical 
movement could work from a different perspective than the Indian reform movements. 
The theosophists’ official attitude towards other movements was emphatically eclectic. 
My enquiry, which at this stage covers mainly the period before the turn of the century 
provides a somewhat different image. It points to changes of opinions in time as well as 
clear positions with conspicuous elements of internal rivalry. 
   Initially, it was Arya Samaj that introduced the theosophists to the Indian context. 
There are several traces of the theosophical doctrine in these first years of 
collaboration: the central position of the Vedic texts, the view of their scientific nature, 
the criticism of the orthodox rituals, questioning the popular cults and the criticism of 
the decline of the caste system. Both movements stress the nationalist basic narrative, 
underlining Kali Yuga. The criticism of the Christian mission united these movements 
as well. The social criticism of both movements had its starting point in the Vedic 
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culture. After the break in 1882, Arya Samaj was declared sectarian as far as its view of 
other religious orientations was concerned. 
   Olcott’s and Blavatsky’s criticism of Brahmo Samaj was more emphatic, which may 
seem surprising considering their more tolerant view of other religions. The big 
stumbling block was Brahmo Samaj’s dissociation from the reincarnation doctrine, 
which was central in the theosophical thought style. The theosophical view of 
Hinduism as a national religion was disturbed by Brahmo Samaj’s positive view of 
Jesus as a person and of the Christian ethics in an Indian context. Olcott describes 
Brahmo Samaj as a Unitarian movement without national connections and which, 
unlike Arya Samaj, lacked a national agenda, which was also explained to be the 
reason for the movement’s tenuous link with the Indian people. The Theosophical 
Society did not support Brahmo Samaj’s or Prarthana Samaj’s critical attitude in social 
questions either. Here the Society shared the fears of the Congress and of Arya Samaj 
to mix with activists who demanded from the colonial power legislation concerning the 
family sphere. 
   The theosophists’ clearest competing relationship was with Ram Krishna Math and 
Mission. The fact that both movements worked in the same areas with a similar 
message contributed to a mutual distrust. Annie Besant’s joining the Society’s 
leadership in 1893 strengthened the position of the Hinduism in the organization, 
which occurred parallel with Vivekananda’s presence in the West. An earlier puritan 
attitude towards the various rites in Hinduism changed under the influence of Arya 
Samaj into an acceptance of the popular cults that reminded of Vivekananda’s. Besant 
was criticized within the Society because she took part in the important festival Khumb 
Mela in Allahabad.  
   It is noteworthy that Islam receives only scant attention from the theosophists during 
the initial phase. The Muslim period in Indian history is mentioned on the whole as a 
dark period. A changed attitude becomes clear at the turn of the century when the 
image of Islam’s contribution to the Indian culture is presented in positive terms. This 
tendency is reinforced during the latter part of the period examined here. 
   I argue that one conclusion is that from the initially subordinate position adopted by 
theosophy there was a clearer effort to reach a meta-position in relationship to other 
movements and religious orientations. The movement’s international connections 
offered the theosophists a unique possibility in relationship to other movements to 
spread their message about India and Indian religions, which they performed 
successfully. Their reliability was strengthened by the fact that as internationally known 
and Western-educated persons, they preferred to work among Indians with India as 
their international headquarters. 
   The Theosophical Society was not a social reform movement in the sense that they 
chiefly wanted to change social behavior and structures. Jones, basing his opinion on 
Bruce Campbell’s research, refers to the fact that the Theosophical Society on the 
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whole was loyal to the religious establishment. Their officially cautious outlook 
regarding social issues and refusal to take a stand confirm this loyalty. There was 
criticism both of Blavatsky and Besant but both dismiss Western solutions of social 
problems. The good examples are within one’s own tradition. There was also an 
emphatic unwillingness as foreigners to criticize the Indian situation. 
   Only in the autumn of 1913 an initiative was taken through the appeal A Social Plea 
for India to debate the socially controversial issues in a more radical manner. The 
reason was the changes need, considering India’s future role as an independent nation 
within the Empire. This time also the starting point was clearly that of Indian culture 
with certain reservations. Basically, there was the conviction that religion and morality 
presuppose one another and that there was the risk that the moral compass could be 
lost if the solution to the problem was sought outside one’s own culture.  
   The theosophists’ restrictive attitude towards social issues provoked criticism in 
society. The critics named the theosophists’ different agendas in the East and in the 
West. There were questions why radical and independent women like Blavatsky and 
Besant who challenged the bourgeois morality in the West failed to act on issues like 
divorce and child marriage in India. 
   My conclusion is that the main issue for the theosophists’ during the initial phase was 
the defence of the local culture and religion. The criticism of the British colonial power 
and of the mission concentrated to a large extent on this question. And it was round 
this issue that the Society mobilized and developed its network. There were here active 
persons in the orthodox Bharat Dharma Mahamdala, but also liberal and secular ones 
like Gopal Krishna Gokhale and Motilal Nehru. Bipin Chandra Pal’s remark that the 
theosophists managed to gather both heterodox and orthodox groups and persons 
seems to be correct. The span of those who were attracted by theosophy shows that the 
eclectic theosophical strategy was initially successful. 
   I also show that a similar strategy was developed at the same time in the Indian 
National Congress, also involving many active theosophists. In the same way, one tried 
to create the most comprehensive unity, this time on a secular platform, in order to 
avoid confrontations abut political, religious and socially sensitive questions. However, 
I do not find any evidence to support Besant’s statement that the Theosophical Society 
had the key role in the foundation of the INC in 1885. 
   The one-sided emphasis on Hinduism and Buddhism provoked criticism and 
contributed to tensions within the Society. Beginning with the mid-1890s, there is a 
change of the movement’s regulations after internal criticism, mainly from theosophists 
in the West, which in the long run proved significant for the theosophists’ strategy in 
India as well. The statutes replaced the particular stress on the Vedic religions with the 
study of the history of religions. All world religions are declared to contain in various 
ways fragments of the original religion. The approach developed by Olcott in Ceylon 
during the 1880s as support for the religions oppressed by the British colonial power is 



 
 
 

290 

also tested in the case of other religious communities. The method presupposes support 
for religious teaching, production of catechisms and support of the national religious 
leaders. 

The	  education	  issue	  
The field of the theosophists’ public aspirations in India was above all that of 
education. A comprehensive education activity in schools as well as in higher 
education was developed. Teachers and headmasters were clearly over-represented in 
the Society’s membership. Here too one can see clear changes in the theosophical 
attitude. During the initial period there was encouragement of the re-establishment of 
local Sanskrit schools in order to support the local hard-pressed religion. Contacts 
within the higher education were developed with the Sanskrit College in Benares. 
   The education institution that I have chosen to follow, Central Hindu College 
(CHC), corresponds to the next phase in the theosophists’ education strategy whose 
aim was to develop a modern, national education with denominational teaching in 
one’s own religious tradition. Here was an originally theosophical idea to offer a 
common education to youths of different religious background but with a separate 
teaching of religion. The idea failed because of lack of interest, apart from the Hindus. 
   CHC, founded by Bhagawan Das and Annie Besant, was in many ways a new 
creation. In order to establish its independence, teaching was undertaken without state 
financial support. Indian children and youths would have the right to their own 
religion, language and history, just like those in the West, but at the same time learn 
about the technical and scientific advances in the West. Theosophy found pedagogical 
models above all in the progressive pedagogy in the West, e.g. Rousseau, Fröbel, 
Montessori and Dewey. The ideas of the theosophical though style that modern 
science confirms earlier Indian knowledge becomes clear in this case. Modern 
pedagogy is described as agreeing with the emerging psychological scientific advances 
and with an older Indian pedagogical tradition, but also with the simple village school 
pedagogy related to the temple or the mosque. These two are contrasted with the 
colonial education’s atomistic teaching forms as well as with the decline that the local 
educations system has undergone. Even when it comes to the significance of the social 
heritage which began to be noticed in the West, there is an emphasis on a parallel with 
the significance of the karma for the development of the child and how this insight 
influences the structure of the teaching. 
   Writing a textbook of Hinduism that won widespread recognition was a remarkable 
success for the CHC. The difficulty was to create a common canon within the nuanced 
Hindu tradition, which besides a good survey demanded also a will to compromise and 
to avoid contemporary controversies. As Leah Renold had remarked, this 
reductionism that popularized the religious texts meant a departure from orthodoxy. 
The success was a result of a wide geographic and intellectual representation in the 
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committee that approved the books. The theosophists’ role in this work was toned 
down in order to avoid the accusations of pursuing one’s own interest. 
   How did the national element in the denomination textbooks look like? India’s 
history is woven together in the account of the Vedic original country Aryavarta. 
Hinduism, Sanatana Dharma, is described as the primordial religion of the world that 
the pupils should feel proud of. Other religions are emphasized in positive terms for 
their respective contributions to India’s development. Buddha, the founder of Sikhism 
Guru Nanak and the representative of the Jain tradition are described as important 
reformers. The Muslim period in Indian history is also presented in a more favourable 
light. Akbar’s ruling period is praised for its liberal and tolerant attitude towards other 
religions. The image that the textbooks attempt to convey about Indian culture is its 
ability to accept other faith systems, an idea that grows increasingly stronger later on. 
Neither is Christianity described any longer in the same negative tone as during the 
1880s and the beginning of the 1890s. 
   The political education at the CHC was a new element that irritated the authorities 
and the security service. The declared motive was to educate and prepare a national 
leadership that in India’s interest would negotiate as an equal part in the British 
Empire. During the course of education the pupil would study, practice rhetoric and 
debate, but not practice politics through political manifestations. CHC had difficulties 
in preserving this state of things when the struggle against the division of Bengal 
mobilized both students and teachers. 
   The Indian nation is presented without communal features in the attempt to develop 
a national identity. The lecture The Indian Nation describes India as a “nation in the 
process of becoming” from a territorially civic perspective. Starting from a varied 
religious background, a common identity would be formed. A common history would 
be written where historical injustices would fade away and leave room for a history 
with positive heroes from different traditions. It was considered that a national merging 
of identities was perfectly possible in India.  
   After almost a decade of achievements, the network round which CHC was formed 
proved fragile. Criticism came from various quarters: the orthodox accused the CHC 
that the Brahmin sole right to teach religion, varnashrama, was disregarded and that the 
CHC worked according to a theosophical agenda. The textbook of Sanatana Dharma, 
which was a great national success, was criticized as too theosophical. Plans were 
presented to replace the CHC with an orthodox Hindu university, which would 
include Sanskrit College. The local authorities questioned the CHC as too political, while 
the radical nationalists questioned its passivity in the struggle for Swadeshi. Besant was 
described in the periodical Modern Review as a British imperialist who showed her true 
face.                        
   In addition, there were serious internal conflicts caused by the launching by the 
separate esoteric section of Krishnamurti. Here an example is given of how the 
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separate esoteric circle ends up on a collision course with the exoteric activity with 
serious consequences for the movement. The staff members at the CHC were split and 
the Indian section of the Theosophical Society broke with the international Society. 
Bhagawan Das, the new president of the Indian section who dissociated himself from 
any kind of occultism, saw in the new cult an attempt to create a new religion. 
According to Das, this contradicted the basic theosophical principles. 
   When the negotiations for a new Hindu university started, CHC’s negotiating 
position was weakened. The principle of economic independence was lost. The 
orthodox won a victory when the Brahmins were given the sole right to teach Sanskrit 
and Hinduism. Bhagawan Das was the loser in both these questions of principle. As a 
vasya neither did he have access to the theological faculty. After about a year, Das left 
the BHU’s Board. The German historian Jürgen Lütt sees in Bhagawan Das’s 
subsequent actions the emergence of the independent university Vidyapiths with 
Gandhi as main inspirer. BHU was never involved in the same way in Gandhi’s 
grassroots movement, which the British historian Leah Renold has shown in her study 
of the BHU. 
   Should then the CHC be seen as a failure? The choice of perspective is of course 
decisive. As Nita Kumar has pointed out, the CHC’s independence was to some extent 
an illusion in the sense that its activity was regulated in the same way as any other 
education institution. Apart from what could be actually achieved, I argue that its 
value lay in the demand for changes that basically questioned the colonial education 
ideology. Besides, CHC challenged the orthodox by questioning the Brahmins’ sole 
right to teaching religion.  
   I consider Kumar’s claim that CHC as a nationalistic construction lacked support 
from the local milieu as empirically weakly supported. Some leading pandits in Benares 
protested, while others collaborated on the CHC’s Board. The recruitment of students 
was on a national scale but, according to information in the Central Hindu College 
Magazine, the students from Benares seem to have been in a majority. The local 
maharaja who was also an important contributor of funds donated the land. The 
founder Bhagawan Das was strongly connected with the local community. Kumar’s 
objection is reasonable if the preservation of a traditional society is the starting point 
for the criticism. What ultimately decides the relevance of the criticism is, in other 
words, the view of what is reasonable in a national project under colonial rule. 

The	  political	  arena	  
The fifth chapter of the study examines the theosophists’ work in the public political 
arena in the period between 1913 and approximately 1930. What contributed to the 
political achievements during the Home Rule movement? Is it possible to distinguish a 
political line in questions that concerns India’s way to independence are two questions 
that are dealt with in detail in this chapter. The second part discusses which internal 
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and external factors determined the marginalization of theosophy in politics. The 
chapter deals also with the extent to which Besant’s actions reflect the theosophical 
movement. 
   During the autumn of 1913, Besant succeeded in turning the negative spiral that the 
theosophical movement had fallen into after the Krishnamurti conflict. The attacks 
came above all from the orthodox circles. Besant’s answer was a series of political 
initiatives that would affect the political debate during the subsequent years. Besant 
renewed the connection with her political past by statements in the press that she was 
still a socialist. She started by the campaign Wake Up India – A Plea for Social Reform. It is 
argued that the caste system has no role to play any longer, child marriage is 
condemned and the orthodox interdiction to travel overseas is declared as obsolete. It 
is argued that the aim is mobilization for an independent India within the British 
Empire. 
   Besides the social reforms, there is a discussion of the need for political reforms from 
the local to the national level. The ambition was to achieve a national synthesis 
between the modern and the traditional. A British parliamentarian model with 
universal suffrage is dismissed. Instead, a system with five levels with different voting 
and elective requirements is suggested. The lowest level, the village, would establish 
again its own self-rule, the village council, panchyat, which is described in Rigveda. 
Cooperative ideas, which Besant advocated would be used in order to re-establish the 
village community. The methods of political mobilization were modern such as study 
groups, lecture series, political meetings as well as the mass circulation of pamphlets in 
various vernaculars. The newly launched weekly The Commonweal invited to open 
debate.  
   Besant took the political initiative when the First World War broke out in August 
1914. Unlike most political leaders in the INC and the AIML she did not view the war 
as a reason to adjust to the situation. “England’s need if India’s opportunity,” shows 
her rhetorical propagandistic ability to concentrate her message in short sentences. 
The newspaper New India was purchased and the first number came out on 14 July, 
the day of the fall of Bastille, which shows her ability to use political symbols. 
   Politically she placed herself in the middle section of the Congress, between 
nationalists (Extremists) and the moderate group. Her attempt to reconcile the split 
Congress encountered opposition but the question was introduced in earnest on the 
agenda. Her way in the INC went via the presidency of the All India Congress 
Committee for the United Provinces with active support from the Muslim groups. Her 
neutrality concerning issues that caused political and religious conflicts probably 
favoured her. Prominent Hindu orthodox politicians, among them Malaviya, voted 
against her.  
   Besant’s most significant initiative politically was starting the Home Rule movement 
together with Bal Gangadhar Tilak. As Owen has shown, its significance lay above all 
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in the expansion of the political work to new groups outside the political elite. A 
contributing factor was Besant’s controversial decision to activate the local 
theosophical lodges in All India Home Rule League. Thus, she abandoned the 
principle of political neutrality propagated earlier and written in the Society’s 
regulations. 
   The propaganda and organization work for the AIHRL was conducted from the 
Theosophical Publishing House in Adyar via New India and the weekly The Commonweal, 
both with high circulation figures. The political work acquired thus a national range 
with the exception of Bengal and Punjab where the theosophists’ presence was weak. 
Hugh Owen has referred to the diffusion effect by showing that the number of non-
theosophists that joined the AIHRL was considerably higher than that of the members 
of the Society. At the same time, it is known that there was an internal opposition, even 
within the theosophical leadership, against the political effects that the decision 
presupposed. 
   The Lucknow Pact of 1916 between INC and All India Moslem League was 
considered by Besant as a symbolic milestone in the relationship between Muslims and 
Hindus. The leaders who promoted the Pact included, apart from Besant, Motilal 
Nehru, Tilak and Jinnah. The agreement can be interpreted in the sense that the 
earlier nationalism with religious dimensions during the Swadeshi was toned down. At 
the same time, there were certain questions of principle in the agreement concerning 
the INC. The extent to which the negotiators were representative was questioned 
immediately. Clashes occurred when the wronged groups manifested their 
dissatisfaction.  
   The political line in New India towards the British was two tracked during the war. 
On the one hand, it defended the just cause of the British war effort, while on the other 
it opposed the British politics in India. The rhetorical question was how a democratic 
Great Britain could accept a dictatorial regime in India. How could it contribute to or 
accept the arrest of political opponents without trial and seriously restrict the freedom 
of assembly and of expression. In parallel, the theosophical leadership tried to mobilize 
critical voices in Great Britain and support for the opposition in the British Parliament 
against the policy implemented in India. The security service had for several years 
watched the theosophical movement. This activity increased drastically during the 
Home Rule. Measures such as travelling bans, censorship and fines were tried without 
any other effect but an increased political activity all over the country. During the 
spring of 1917, New India intensified its criticism of the martial laws and the demand for 
India’s independence was presented in extreme terms: Home Rule or India would be 
forced to choose the North American way to independence. The intensified criticism 
resulted in the internment of the three theosophical leaders Arundale, Besant and 
Wadia.      
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   The political propaganda gain regarding the interment was above all in the fact that 
the British displayed their flaws before the entire world. As Peter Robb has shown, the 
security service had difficulties in openly defining the opposition as subversive. The 
release after thre months’ internment led to the election of Besant as President of the 
Congress. 
   In her speech before the Congress, A Case for India, the Home Rule movement is 
described as the achievement of the Enlightenment project in the tradition of the 
American and the French Revolutions. Besant’s speech shows at the same time a 
divided vision concerning India’s future – a dilemma that was also that of theosophy. 
On the one hand, India is presented as a future, modern, industrial nation whose 
companies would successfully compete with others on the world market, on the other 
hand the preservation of the organically developed society throughout the centuries. 
The speech expresses thus the ambivalent outlook concerning modernity that 
characterizes theosophy. The references in the speech to the Indian woman’s 
awakening are accompanied by warnings concerning Western influences. The Vedic 
village is described in idealizing pastoral terms. Two worlds hard to reconcile would be 
able to meet – two different thought styles – one with the starting point in the 
Enlightenment heritage which dominated Besant’s political agenda in the public 
political arena, the other with a partly opposite agenda, looking for alternatives to the 
development in the West.  
   There was also a third vision, even that constituting a political limitation – the vision 
of a reunification of the Indo-European peoples – the spiritual India and the 
industrially successful Great Britain in the leadership of the British Commonwealth. 

Political	  isolation	  
Besant’s period as President was not successful – the political initiative was lost. Several 
contributing factors are obvious: doubt regarding the political options and lack of 
sensitivity amounting to an unwillingness to accept that others could take over the 
burden of political leadership. Her earlier anti-British rhetoric did not appear 
trustworthy when she recommended negotiations with Montagu-Chelmsford or 
expressed understanding for the police intervention during a demonstration that 
turned violent in Delhi against the Rowlatt Act. 
   The decisive strategic mistake was to remain outside the Home Rule when it was 
radicalized under Gandhi’s leadership. Thus, her political base was lost. When, in 
addition, she chose to leave the Congress in favour of a politics based on political 
parties she left the main stream in Indian politics. Diminishing circulation figures and 
increasing economic problems affected the political mouthpieces New India and The 
Commonweal. The launching of the India Bill in the British Parliament became also a 
failure since there was no support from the other Indian politicians. 
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   When after the war, she resumed the contact with the occultly oriented Leadbeater 
and actively propagated for Krishnamurti as the new world teacher and for the new 
civilization emerging on American soil, all this meant that her political reliability was 
questioned. The risk of mixing the messages was obvious. The story of the conflict 
within the CHC repeated itself now – a basically successful secular politics is replaced 
by prophecies resting on an occult foundation. 
   How should one understand the reasons of the changed political attitude – from a 
political radicalization during the war to actively opposing a continued expanding of 
the political movement? Several contributing factors appear in her criticism of Gandhi 
after 1919: she viewed the Montagu-Chelmsford’s reform proposal as negotiable. She 
did not accept either that the Amritsar massacre would block the possibilities for 
political negotiations with the British. She dismissed the thought of break with Great 
Britain. Moreover, she was critical of Gandhi for identifying India’s struggle for 
independence with the pan-Islamic Khilafat Movement for a non-national purpose. She 
was worried about the Russian Revolution’s course. A contributing factor was that the 
theosophists were forced to flee the country after the Revolution and that the Society 
was banned in Soviet Union. Besant was afraid of a similar development in India as a 
result of Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement.    
   From her criticism of Gandhi it appears also that she had another view of 
democracy. Gandhi was criticized for overestimating the possibilities of the great 
masses to handle complex political realities. According to Besant, the responsibility 
belongs to the people’s leader. I argue that here is a consensus between Besant’s earlier 
attitude in the Fabian Society during the nineteenth century and theosophy, both 
stressing the trained intelligence in politics. The same elitist attitude is to be found in 
the proposal for a new constitution, the India Bill. 
   It is not possible either to disregard that her relationship to the twenty-year old 
younger Gandhi was tense – she characterized him already in connection with the 
inauguration of the BHU as an “idealist without the ability to see the realities of 
politics.” The criticism of Gandhi seems to have had support in the leadership at 
Adyar after Besant’s political activity ceased. A third of the book Dr Annie Besant – the 
Empirebuilder of 1942 deals with warnings against Gandhi’s politics during the years 
1919-1930. Most of the articles had been published earlier in New India or in The 
Theosophist.  
   My study argues that the leadership in Adyar became politically isolated even among 
members and sympathizers. Many opted to join the Non-Cooperation Movement, 
despite advice to the contrary, while many appear even to have broken completely 
with theosophy. These were many young people who received their basic education 
during the Home Rule movement such as B.P. Wadia, the brothers Dwarkadas, 
Shankarlal Banker, Sri Prakasa and Krishna Menon, to mention only a few. All were 
involved in various ways in the subsequent independence movement. It appears 
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important to enquire further how their continued relationship to the Theosophical 
Society looked like, which role the national Society adopted as well as what happened 
at the local and regional level. 

Occultism	  and	  political	  credibility	  
Occultism has dominated much that has been written about the Theosophical Society. 
Initially, the occult knowledge was regarded in theosophy as a kind of knowledge not 
yet confirmed by science. Later, it became a growing problem, which was accentuated 
by the theosophical leadership’s reluctance to reconsideration. Occultism was however 
toned down in the externally oriented activity after the mahatma scandal when the 
Esoteric section was founded and, later, after the exoteric part of the movement was 
opened for all who supported the aim of a universal brotherhood. Despite this 
distinction, occultism recurred in various contexts and contributed to the theosophy’s 
insufficient reliability. 
   My outlook has been to deal with occultism when it obviously influenced the public 
activity. The main rule during the period studied here was to keep the two sections 
separate. One general conclusion is that when occultism became visible in politics or in 
other secular activity, a confidence issue has emerged not only between theosophists 
and non-theosophists, but to an equally considerable extent within the theosophical 
movement. This was the case in the mahatma scandal when, among others, A.O. 
Hume asked that the Society should dissociate itself from occultism. The same 
occurred during the cult regarding Krishnamurti twice, before and after the war. 
   Despite the absence of occult elements in the political work during the Home Rule, 
occultism was viewed here also as a possible problem. There was an emphatic 
suspicion towards occultism among the political leaders that cooperated with Besant. 
At the same time, one should not exaggerate its significance. Despite everything, Annie 
Besant’s position in the Congress was strong during these years. 
   Herman de Tollenaere belongs to the scholars who argue that occultism is politically 
relevant and has influenced politics in a conservative direction. Other scholars have 
disregarded the occultism in external circumstances, while yet another group has 
considered theosophy, including occultism, as mainly progressive. My own conclusion 
is that when occultism was allowed to interfere in the public work its message was elitist 
and hindered the democratic development. In Flecks’s terms, the thought styles 
differed between the esoteric and the exoteric activity. The Esoteric section displays 
clearly sectarian features with a prophetic message and a dogmatic attitude towards the 
doctrine as it developed during the nineteenth century. The exoteric section however 
was more emphatically eclectic with the starting point in all religions’ common origin 
and the aim of universal brotherhood. 
   Apart from the fact that occultism undermined credibility, my conclusion is that as a 
phenomenon it provoked fascination in the West, despite or perhaps because the 
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tradition of bodhisattvas and adepts that exists in the Eastern religions. Here I share 
Farquhar’s view that it therefore is less interesting as mobilizing factor in an Indian 
context. 

To	  conclude	  
The aim of the study has been to contribute to a deeper knowledge of the theosophical 
movement’s political ambitions and work within the growing nationalist movement in 
India. The outlook has been theosophy’s secularized background in the West, its 
criticism of the established Church as well as of the modern materialist society. An 
additional starting point has been its fascination before Indian culture and religion, 
which the theosophists shared with many contemporaries. They looked for a scientific 
foundation in the Indo-European theory’s speculations about the primordial religion – 
a common past for the various world religions. They linked their doctrine, narrative 
and task to this historiography.  
   The theosophists established themselves in India with a utopian outlook but with the 
modern people’s experiences, a country that socially, culturally and politically was 
dominated by the British colonial power. The platform of the theosophical work in 
India developed in the tension between the theosophists’ admiration for Indian culture 
and the British colonial disparagement. Initially, there was cooperation with both the 
orthodox and the heterodox groups. The theosophists were particularly successful with 
the Western-educated elite, those who according to Bipin Chandra Pal “lived in a 
painfully moral conflict between faith and life style.” 
   The theosophical arrival coincides with a reaction among the members of India’s 
educated elite against Western influence. Questions that risked splitting the national 
movement were avoided. For a long time, the theosophical leadership adopted a 
cautious and mediating attitude in socially and politically sensitive issues as compared 
to the national opinion. In the foreground there was the defence of the local religions, 
initially Hinduism and Buddhism, later adding other religions in the national 
community. 
   Their work in the Indian education deserves to be highlighted. The theosophists 
challenged the colonial education mainly concerning the view of the contents, but also 
concerning the pedagogical ideas. Denominational religious teaching was introduced, 
but even the secularly oriented subjects were given a national dimension based on a 
deliberate pedagogical idea. The theosophists challenged also the orthodox by 
introducing the principle that religious teaching could be undertaken without 
observing the caste privileges, varnashrama. The conflict with the orthodox meant that 
the theosophists could outline their profile more clearly in social questions. 
   The image of India to whose establishment the theosophists contributed is a country 
enriched by other cultures and religions during thousands of years. Islam is no 
exception here. The threat comes instead from the Western materialism. During the 
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period covered by my study one can note a clear change. The decline in the national 
narrative that the theosophists express in the initial phase is increasingly replaced by an 
inclusive attitude towards other religions. However, Hinduism still constitutes the norm 
as the oldest among the world’s religions. But the influence from other religions is 
described as enriching and as necessary reform movements throughout India’s history. 
   It is from this point of view of the Indian nation and of the place of religions in it that 
the view of the Indian national project is developed. I don’t find evidence for Thapar’s 
assumption that the theosophical leaders through their view of Hinduism indirectly 
contributed to the development of Hindutva.1 Beginning with the years round the turn 
of the century and during the rest of the period covered by my study, I consider the 
theosophical outlook in the Indian national question as inclusive. This appears in the 
attempts to write a modern Indian history published in textbooks and periodicals. In 
an educational context the Muslim Aligarh College is described as a sister education 
institution. The Lucknow Pact is another example even if the wisdom of this initiative 
is questioned. 
   The theosophical leadership’s elitist view of society appears problematic. This view is 
based on an interpretation of the karma doctrine that is difficult to reconcile with a 
developed view of democracy. Even if the caste system was considered to be a 
distortion of the original ideas and therefore ought to be done away with, there is still 
left the basic attitude that human beings and even nations are linked to the 
development potential that their karma allows. The elitism that can be derived from 
this view is reflected also in the proposal of a new constitution and in the conflict with 
Gandhi. I argue that this elitism was the most important reason that the international 
Theosophical Society was marginalized in Indian politics during the 1920s.  
   The historians of each epoch choose their starting points and write their 
contemporary questions through history. My survey of previous scholarly research 
speaks for itself. The Theosophical Society’s work in India round the turn of the 
century 1900 is on its way out of the historical surveys. Only fragments, often critical, 
remain such as theosophy supported indiscriminately Brahmanism and orthodoxy and 
that it contributed to the conflicts between Muslims and Hindus. In later surveys the 
traces are gone. Although critical in many respects, my image is different. 

1 The vision of Hindutva was articulated in the 1920s and refers to the Aryan origin, which is regarded as the origin of all 
other Indo-European languages. According to this vision, the home of Aryan civilization is India, which later spread 
Westwards. All Indians belong to the Aryan race united by the blood from their Vedic ancestors. Despite foreign invasions 
(mainly Muslim), the sense of race based on religion, language, territory and culture has not died out. Those who do not 
belong to the Hindu nation may live as foreigners if they do not accept to become naturalized in the Hindu tradition. Thapar 
R. Theory of the Aryan race, from Invoking the past, ed. Daud Ali, p. 20 f. 
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I would argue that the theosophist’s participation in the national mobilisation, not 
least their disrespectful critique of the British colonial politics, their networking skills 
and defence of the free speech and freedom of the press, calls for further attention. 
The Theosophical Society, albeit eccentric, deserves a place as one of the few bridge 
builders between the East and West.
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Glossary of Indian terms 
 
This glossary of Indian terms is only intended as an aid for the reader. These short definitions 
do not claim to be complete.  
 
Anna – coin worth about one sixteenth of 1 rupee  
Aacharya– a learned or person with wisdom 
Aashram – a retreat/hermitage, home of holy men and their students where usually 
knowledge is propagated. 
Ashrama, asrama– The four stages of life according to Hindu Tradition divided into 25 
years of each stage for knowledge, worldliness, detachment and salvation respectively. 
Arya-varta– land (abode) of the Aryans, one among the five names of India 
Ayurveda – classical system of Indian medicine literally means the science of health and 
longevity.   
 
Bakr-ID – one of the pious festivals of Muslims where a sacrificial goat or sheep would be 
surrendered in the service of ‘Allah’  
BandeMateram– Sanskrit word literally means ‘bowing before the venerable motherland. It is 
one of the most influential slogans of the Indian National Movement. 
Baniyas– one among the four Varnas of the Hindu caste system (usually denoting a Vaishya 
caste) merchants, shopkeepers;  
Bhadralok– elitist upper caste Highbrow people of colonial Bengal, sometimes even used 
pejoratively.  
Brahma – one among the three deity of Hindu theistic philosophy with creation of the 
universe as the main task assign to him. 
Brahmacharya– one among the four Ashrama (asrama) of celibacy, soul searching and 
knowledge seeking.  
Brahmin – the top varna in the Hindu caste order with knowledge dissemination and norms 
regulation as the primary assignment; believed to be the originated from the mouth of 
Brahma.   
 
Dasa– a Sanskrit word literally means devotee of the god who has surrender oneself 
completely.    
Devashan– seat of the god, usually a small pedestal where the statue of god is placed.   
Dharma – ethics, duty, morality not used as a synonymous of the word- religion.  
Durbar – the royal court where decisions pertaining to state are taken. 
 
Hartal– general strike 
Hindutva – Hindu way of life; quintessence of being Hindu.  
 
Jaati – jaati (loosely translated as caste) is different from varna. Its like different subset of 
varna system with ascribed notions, characteristics and myth attached with that.  
 
Jnana–  the wisdom gained through experience and revealed knowledge. It’s an achieved 
truth finally meant for salvation from the life cycle.  
 
Kali Yuga – division of the concept of time according to ancient Hindu tradition,: the 4th Age 
in which we now live; the time of degeneration when Mankind falls into ruin. 
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Kama – literally means unbounded desire and passion. 
Kama-Loka– the world of kama 
Karma – one of the core philosophies of Hindu tradition where cause consequence theory is 
applied. It is believed that we are bound to encounter the consequences of our action either 
good or bad.  
Kundalini– coiled cyclical energy pockets in the body, which is a source of higher 
consciousness, according to Hindu knowledge.   
 
Madrasa – Muslim learning center for children with temporal and spiritual knowledge. 
Mahatma – the “Great Soul”  
Maya – is a Sanskrit word for the philosophy of Hindus literally means that this world is an 
act of illusion. Unreal manifestation.  
Maulvi– religious and temporal preacher in the Islamic theology. 
Mleccas– usually used in the Sanskrit text for impure and beef eating non- Hindu sects  
Moksha – salvation; liberation from the cycle of birth 
 
Pandit– a scholarly and versatile person in any form of knowledge and art.  
Pachnsheel– a Buddhist term usually meant for five notions of primary and fundamental 
virtues. 
Pathsala– village school 
Panchyat, panchayat– council of rural justice – the traditional way of settle disputes in 
rural India. 
Pralaya– the end of the world 
Pujari– a temple priest 
Purdaah– it is a veil, a piece of cloth for the protection of dignity and privacy of the women. 
Puranas– Sanskrit texts from the ancient India with different incarnation of gods and 
goddesses with various mythical, literary and ethics based stories.  
 
Rishi – one who has achieved and experienced ultimate knowledge and goes beyond the 
Karma cycle, according to Hindu belief system. 
 
Sanskrit – Most ancient classical language of India and the liturgical language of Hinduism, 
literally means virtuous and civilised.  
Sastras, shastras– Sanskrit word that means "precept, rules, manual, compendium, book 
or treatise" in a general sense 
Sati – a pejorative Hindu practice whereby a widow immolates herself on the funeral pyre of 
her husband: now abolished by law 

Satyagraha –Sanskrit and Hindi: (“holding onto truth”) concept introduced in the early 20th 
century by Mahatma Gandhi 
Sanyasin– ascetic, the last and fourth stage in the ideal life of an individual  
Shuddhi– clean holy unblemished soul; word for reconversion to Hinduism 
Smriti– Ancient Hindu texts remembered and retained through memory. Post-Vaidik 
literature like Ramayana and Mahabharata. 
Sruti– Ancient texts retained through continuous listening and recitation. Vaidik literatures 
are preserved through this practice and process.  
Sudra– The last Varna in the four layered pyramidical varna system according to Hindu 
mythology; a pejorative term used for ex-untouchables. 
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Swadeshi, swadhesi– Indigenous and self dependent, a potent tool and movement for the 
reclamation of the self during national movement of India 
 
Ulama– learned Islamic theologician  
   
Vaishya, vasya– one among the four Varnas of the Hindu caste system like merchants, 
shopkeepers; 
Varna – A holistic concept denoting four-way division of Hindu social order based on the 
birth and psycho-cognitive orientation of the human being namely Brahmin, Kshatriya, 
Vaishya and Sudras; originated from the mouth, arms, thighs and feet of the Brahma 
respectively. 
Varnasrama dharma – Social order and regulating norms based on the Varna System 
with regimented compartmentalization and pre-conceived notions.  
Varnavibhaga– compartmentalization of Verna system with ascribed role for each. 
Vedas – Believed to be the most ancient scriptures according to Hindu tradition. Totally four 
in number and containing sacred original knowledge revealed through the supreme being.  
Vedanta – Literally means the final culmination of Vedas. It is considered most exquisite and 
refined essence of vaidik knowledge with deep philosophical underpinnings. Also called 
Upnishads.  
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