
© 2017 JETIR October 2017, Volume 4, Issue 10                                                      www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162) 

 

JETIR1710163 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org 41 
 

WOODS DESPATCH: THE MAGNA CARTA 

OF INDIAN EDUCATION 

Ashutosh Ranjan 

Research Scholar 

Department of History 

Magadh University, Bodh Gaya, India 

 

Abstract:  East India Company had to take orders from the British Parliament after every 20 years and in each order, something 

was written about the education in India. Therefore, when time for the order of 1853 came, the directors of the company decided 

to lay down a definite policy in regard to educational matters of India. A parliamentary committee was appointed to survey the 

educational progress in India. This committee deeply studied Indian education till 1853 and after considering all aspects, they 

gave its suggestions on Indian education. Based on the suggestions of the committee, the company announced its new education 

policy in 1854. At that time Sir Charles Wood was the head of the 'Board of Control'. That is why the company published a new 

charter 'Wood's Despatch' in his name. This was a very long document consisting of 100 paragraphs in which the role of company 

towards Indian education was explained. After this manifesto, there was immense progress in Indian education. This research 

paper is a historical review which consists of all the aspects of the Despatch, 1854. The paper deals with the needs of educational 

changes, challenges, merits, and demerits of Woods Despatch including the development in primary, secondary and higher 

education which sets milestone for future education of India. 
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Introduction 

 

The education in modern India started to come out from the shadow in the late 18th and in the beginning of 19th century when 

some ironic decisions were taken by the East India Company (EIC). After acquiring the Diwani powers and the political grip over 

Bengal, the EIC wanted to prove that they could control the affairs of the government much better than the Nawab. Hence, they 

paid attention to education to show that they were really interested in public welfare and later in 18 th century towards this end, a 

college was started each at Calcutta (Kolkata), Madras (Chennai) and Benares (Varanasi). Charles Grant, who was an ordinary 

officer of the company and later regarded as the father of modern education in India, played an important role to limelight the 

Indian education. His essay entitled ‘Observation’, contained a description of the conditions of the Indian people in which he 

pointed out the deplorable affairs in the educational field. The description given in this essay influenced the British Parliament to 

ease the further path. Grant has observed that ‘light must be brought through education in India. Then the people will learn to 

behave rightly. So far, they have not been told about the right things. So, education should be given to them for understanding 

things from the right perspective’. 

 

In 1813, the charter was published which revolutionized the enlightened opinion of India. The charter provisioned that the 

company should spend at least one lakh rupees per year on education which had a good impact on the Indian people. Educational 

institutions were opened by many enlightened Indian groups to protect their civilization and culture. The charter made a vast 

room to expand the education in the country before the next charter was published in 1833. In these 20 years, both modern and 

indigenous system of education was expanded. In 1834, Lord Macaulay came in India during the Oriental and Occidental 

controversy. As per the charter of 1833, he was appointed law member of the governor general’s council. In 1835, Macaulay put 

the ‘Minutes’ on education in which he supported western education through English medium in India.  

 

The Magna Carta of Indian Education, ‘Woods Despatch’ of 1854 was the first policy statement of the British government and 

the company on education. It was the result of the parliamentary investigation that preceded the renewal of charter 1853. A 

parliamentary committee was appointed to survey the educational progress in India. The committee studied the issue thoroughly. 

It heard the ideas of the persons like Traivelian Pairy Marshaman, Wilson, Halide, Cameron, the Duff, etc. who had thorough 

knowledge of Indian education. The committee reported that the question of Indian education would not be ignored any longer 

and its development will not be in any case harmful to British Empire. The suggestions of the committee were favorably 

considered by the board of Directors. As Charles Wood was the chairman of the board of control, so the declaration was known as 

‘Wood’s Educational Despatch’ though it was written by John Stuart.  

 

The recommendations of the Despatch are highlighted in the following heads: 

Acceptance of Educational Responsibility: For the first time the Despatch clearly accepted the responsibility of British 

government for education in India. 

The Aim of Education: The aim of education was to raise intellectual fitness and moral character of the learner. 

Course of Study: Charles Wood recognized the usefulness of Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian, and recommended them as subjects 

of study in regular institutions. Like Macaulay, he also recognized the usefulness of Western knowledge for Indians. 
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Medium of Instruction: The Despatch pointed out that due to dearth of course books in Indian languages, the medium of 

education should be English. But this should be used by those people who have proper knowledge of English and are able to 

understand the European knowledge through this language. 

Department of Public Instruction: The Despatch recommended that a department of public 

instruction should be set up in all the provinces. Its highest official should be designated as 

the director of public instruction. He should be assisted by deputy educational director, 

inspectors, and deputy inspectors of schools. 

Establishment of Universities: The Despatch suggested for the setting up of the 

universities at Calcutta, Bombay and Madras and if necessary, at other places too. 

Establishment of Regular Institutions: The Despatch emphasized establishment of 

the graded institutions.  

Extension of Public Education: As ‘Filtration Theory’ failed; Wood emphasized 

useful education for the public. As the public itself was unable to get such an 

education, so an increase in the number of primary, middle, and high schools 

was emphasized. To co-ordinate education at these various levels, it was 

suggested to implement scholarships and other schemes. 

Grant-in-aid system: Wood’s Despatch suggested a grant-in-aid system 

for the institutions which fulfilled certain qualifications. He also 

suggested that the rules and regulations for Grant-in-aid should be 

framed on the lines practiced in England. 

Training of Teachers: Despatch expressed the desire of opening schools in every province of India. But the teacher training 

institutions were in England, so they advocated to open teachers training institutions in India so that teaching work may be 

conducted properly and efficiently. 

Education of Women: Despatch threw light on women education and praised the persons engaged in this pious work. It 

suggested for its further encouragement through Grant-in-aid and other measures. It also approved the declaration of Governor 

general that government should favorably assist the female education in India. It said, ‘the importance of female education in 

India cannot be over-rated. We cannot repair from repressing cordial sympathy with the efforts which are being made in this 

direction.’ 

Muslim Education: About Muslim education, Wood said that Muslims are too backward in education. He suggested that they 

should be encouraged to gain more education and efforts should be made in this direction. 

Vocational Education: The Despatch paid attention to vocational education. It suggested that schools and colleges should be set 

up at suitable places for vocational education so that people may get such education. 

Encouragement to the Oriental Education: The Despatch supported western education through English medium for the 

Indians. However, it recommended for the development of Indian literature. It suggested that the books of western literature and 

science should be translated into these languages. Also, original books should be written, and the writers should be rewarded and 

encouraged. 

 

Employment: About employment Wood laid down basically two principles i.e. while selecting the candidates for government 

services their academic qualifications should be considered well and academically, highly qualified persons should be preferred 

than the other for government services. 

The recommendations of the Magna Carta of Indian education clearly indicated the upcoming reforms in the Indian education 

after 1854. After thoroughly studying the Despatch, the scholars and historians found merits as well as demerits in the 

recommendations of Woods Despatch which are highlighted in the below heads: 

 

Merits 

 

Decision of Educational Policy: Due to the Wood’s Despatch, British parliament for the first time decided the educational policy 

in India and give it a legal form. Before that, the directors of the EIC had not decided the policy about the Indian education. 

Aim: Wood’s Despatch clearly laid down the aim of education in India. 

Government Responsibility: Through this dispatch, it was recognized to be the duty and responsibility of the British government 

to educate the common people of India. 

Rejection of Downward Filtration Theory: Wood’s Despatch rejected the downward filtration theory. It was considered totally 

useless for Indian education. The Despatch took active steps to encourage public education. 

Scheme of Education: This dispatch, for the first time, puts up a scheme of education from primary standard to university level. 

It gave practical suggestions based on the lines functioning in England. 

Literature and Culture: The Despatch recognized the importance and value of Indian literature and culture. 

Indigenous Language: The Despatch recommended Indian languages and literature for inclusion during study. Unlike Lord 

Macaulay it appreciated Indian literature and arranged to get books written in Indian languages. 

Translation: The dispatch laid stress on the translation of books of western knowledge into Indian languages. It recommended 

encouragement to the authors for this purpose. 

Department of Public Instruction: Wood suggested for setting up a department of public instruction in each province with a 

director of public instruction, a deputy director, inspector, and deputy inspectors so that educational institutions could be properly 

inspected, and standards could be maintained. The Despatch also attracted the attention of the government towards the 

improvement of native educational institutions. 

Indian Languages: Wood recognized Indian languages as the media of education along with English. 

Universities: The Despatch ordered to establish universities at Calcutta, Madras and Bombay and, if necessary, at other places 

also. 

High School and Colleges: The Despatch suggested for increasing the number of high schools and colleges. 

UNIVERSITIES

COLLEGES

HIGH SCHOOLS

MIDDLE SCHOOLS

PRIMARY SCHOOLS
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Providing Employment: The Despatch paid attention to solving the problem of unemployment by encouraging vocational 

education. 

Women Education: The Despatch recognized the need for development of women education as the duty and responsibility of the 

government. 

Grant-in-aid: The Despatch suggested that the grant-in-aid system as functioning in England should apply to various educational 

institutions in India as well. 

Scholarships: The Despatch provided for the facility of scholarships to the poor and meritorious students to enable them to gain 

education. 

Meritorious Teachers: To encourage general people towards the education system the Despatch suggested preference to highly 

educated persons in Government services. 

Better Pay Scales: The dispatch recommended better pay scales to the teachers to attract many efficient people to the teaching 

profession. 

 

Demerits 

 

Nominations: All the members of senate of the universities were to be nominated by the government. Hence sometimes the 

persons ignorant about educational problems became members of the senate. 

Government Control: This Despatch puts education under the direct control of the Government. This government control ended 

the traditional free teaching work in this country.  

Foreign Model: The Despatch adopted the model of London university in Indian universities. Thus, the ancient Indian university 

system was neglected. 

Education for Bread Earning: Education has a very vast aim, but its preference of higher education is in government services, 

as laid down by the Despatch, limited the aim of education and it became only the means of bread earning. 

Blow to old Institutions: According to the Despatch, the people educated on western lines and languages were to be given 

priority in services. Therefore, the old educational institutions began to lose their existence. 

Westernization: Wood’s Despatch concentrated the attention of the people on western knowledge. Hence Indian literature and 

knowledge was neglected. A time came when people educated on western lines began to think that everything indigenous was 

bad, while anything western was good. Improvement of Indian languages was planned by filling them with translations of the 

western books. 

Neglect of Indian Religions: Indian education gave prominent place to Indian religion. The western education system gave 

prominence to Christianity. Thus, Indian religions were neglected by educated people. They were very much influenced by 

western religions. 

Neglect of Spiritualism: The neglect of religion caused educated Indians forget the Indian spiritualism and disciplined way of 

life. 

Denigration of Indian Languages: Though Wood had recognized the usefulness of Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian, etc. but the aim 

of education was declared as the extension and development of western knowledge, science, and literature. Thus, the value of 

Indian languages was brought down indirectly. 

Lack of Flexibility: According to this Despatch, an education department was set up in each province and education went under 

the direct control of the government. The institutions were only to obey the departmental order. So, they lost their own inspiration 

resulting in the lack of flexibility in the educational system. 

Neglect of Orientalism: The Despatch resulted in the neglect of native education system by the people. It was left without any 

attraction. 

Subservience: Education was proposed not in the interest of Indians, but to create faithfulness towards British Government. Its 

aim was to make Indians loyal to the British Government. 

Mercenary Aim: Educational institutions were established to prepare people fit for government services. Therefore, the aim of 

education was livelihood only. 

Lack of Support to Indigenous Institutions: The government was spending the major portion of money allotted for education in 

the development and extension of English schools. The indigenous educational institutions had to suffer a step-motherly treatment 

from the government as well as from the higher classes of the society. Poor people were unable to support them due to the lack of 

resources. The grant-in-aid was given to those institutions where the public could be at 50 per cent of the expenditure. Therefore, 

it was also not very helpful for oriental education. 

Foreign Medium: As the medium of instruction was English, so the students were bound to study English to understand other 

subjects like History, Geography, Mathematics, etc. Thus, they had to spend a larger period studying. Still, most of the students 

could not gain the success that they might have gained through the media of Indian languages. 

Examination Centered Education: This system of education destroyed the system of self-study and meditation. The main aim 

of the students was to pass the examination. They did not care to study the whole course and depended on selected reading 

examination assumed a very important place and so the whole study became examination minded. 

 

At the time of Wood’s Despatch, primary education in the country was in very bad shape due to the reason that the company’s 

attention was primarily diverted towards university education. So, primary education remained neglected. Wood’s Despatch urged 

to give adequate attention to primary education and suggested certain reforms. It made the company responsible for primary 

education. Even then the situation could not improve, because the rules of the grant-in-aid system were impracticable. Most of the 

primary schools were not able to fulfill the condition of arranging for at least 50 per cent of the expenditure. So, they could not 

benefit from the grant-in-aid system. Therefore, institutions of higher learning received the major portion of the grant and primary 

education continued to be neglected. 

 

But secondary education was in a better position than primary education during this period. Many people in the country were 

attracted towards western literature and sciences. Hence there was a favorable atmosphere for the development of secondary 
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education. The government also adopted the policy of encouraging and helping English schools. Hence good progress was 

achieved in secondary education during this period. Wood’s Despatch had encouraged secondary schools, because the cause of 

the recommendations of the Despatch was that education departments were established in various provinces and Government 

schools were opened. Private enterprises working for promotion of secondary education were also given Government grants. 

Before 1854 Despatch, a demand was raised for establishment of universities in India in 1845. Dr. F. J. Mouat, the then secretary 

of the education committee of Bengal had raised his voice for a university at Calcutta in October 1845. After some time, the same 

type of demand was raised in Madaras also. Again in 1852, Mr. C.H. Cameron, an ex-president of education committee of Bengal 

raised his voice in the British parliament for opening universities at Agra and in the three presidencies of Bengal, Madras and 

Bombay when the question of renewal of the Charter of EIC was being considered. Though these efforts failed, but they 

convinced the British government that the opening of universities in India should not be delayed. It was at this time that Wood’s 

Despatch was realized in which establishment of universities had been recommended. By 1857 the necessary rules and 

regulations for the universities were framed and the universities in the three presidencies came into existence. Thus, the 

establishment of universities was the result of Wood’s Despatch. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Wood’s Despatch had a mixed reception in India. The European administrators in India welcomed it whole-heartedly and termed 

it as the ‘Magna Charta of the Indian Education’; but many others were quick enough to point out the inherent weaknesses in the 

scheme proposed by Sir Charles. Sir Charles Wood’s recommendations were largely instrumental in determining the methods and 

machinery for the new educational system in India. The Despatch laid out, in precise terms, the objectives of the new educational 

policy, discussed the necessity of the use of English as a medium of instruction and suggested new schemes such as the 

establishment of the Education Department. Also, by way of endorsing the demand of the Bombay association, the Despatch 

recommended incorporation of universities, modeled on the London University, mainly to hold examinations and confer degrees. 

The large expenditure involved in implementing the establishment of universities or the starting of schools was to be met by a 

grant-in-aid by the state provided the main initiative and funding came from the Indians. The Despatch also emphasized the 

training of teachers, something on the lines of earlier normal schools, and the spread of female education, it expected that a higher 

number of such educated Indians would find employment in the various services of the company. 

According to H. R. James – ‘The dispatch of 1854 is a climax in the History of Indian Education… what goes before leads up to it 

– what follows flows from it’.  

Similarly, Lord Dalhousie’s stated in his minute that ‘a scheme of education far wider and more comprehensive than the local or 

supreme government could have even ventured to suggest’. 

Thus, the ultimate purpose of the Despatch was just another well-guarded attempt to impose western knowledge and learning and 

English language on the Indian people. However, the Despatch was an important historical document in as much as it began a 

new era in Indian education by streaming it on a definite track. As a result of this Despatch, three new universities were opened in 

the country and the grant-in-aid system was introduced in all the provinces. These two features had a salutary effect on the 

existing conditions. Many other provisions of the Despatch could not be implemented because of the Revolt of 1857 which put 

the British empire in the country in danger. 
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