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The East India Company and the Politics
of Knowledge

The East India Company is remembered as the world’s most powerful,
not to say notorious, corporation. But for many of its advocates from
the 1770s to the 1850s, it was also the world’s most enlightened one.
Joshua Ehrlich reveals that a commitment to knowledge was integral
to the Company’s ideology. He shows how the Company cited this
commitment in defense of its increasingly fraught union of commer-
cial and political power. He moves beyond studies of orientalism,
colonial knowledge, and information with a new approach: the his-
tory of ideas of knowledge. He recovers a world of debate among the
Company’s officials and interlocutors, Indian and European, on the
political uses of knowledge. Not only were these historical actors
highly articulate on the subject but their ideas continue to resonate in
the present. Knowledge was a fixture in the politics of the Company —
just as it seems to be becoming a fixture in today’s politics.

JOSHUA EHRLICH is Assistant Professor at the University of Macau.
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In the summer of 2013, I encountered the following statement in
a prospectus for the London Literary Lyceum penned in 1783 by

Jacques-Pierre Brissot:

Commerce may be rendered subservient to the promotion of
Science, and the same ship that carries the East-India Company’s
orders to Calcutta, may likewise carry the new instruments or the
new work, and may bring back the Indian book for the Student of

Gottingen, or the professor of oriental Languages at Paris.!

These words intrigued me. Why, at a time when the East India
Company was conquering and ruling vast swathes of India, did the
expatriate philosophe Brissot describe it in stubbornly mercantile
terms? Why, at a time when its actions were drawing criticism from
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benefactor? I soon discovered that Brissot’s rhetoric was scarcely
original: Advocates of the Company had employed it for some years
and would do so for many more. To explain this rhetoric, I would
need to revisit the Company’s ideology, its political-commercial
constitution, and its engagements with knowledge.
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! Jacques-Pierre Brissot, London Literary Lyceum; or, an Assembly and Correspondence
Established at London [London, 1783], p. 9.
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Note on the Text

Outside of direct quotations, Persian and other non-English names
and terms have generally been rendered according to modern schol-
arly convention. But certain contemporary renderings have been pre-
served: The decision has been made to sacrifice some consistency
for the sake of ease of reference. In lieu of a glossary, definitions of

non-English words are provided throughout the text.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009367950
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36795-0 — The East India Company and the Politics of Knowledge

Joshua Ehrlich
Frontmatter
More Information

Abbreviations

Al
BL
DMW

GCPI
GIED

HC Deb

HL Deb

JRAS

LWJ

MAS
MWH

NAI
NLS
PCFW

PP
TNA

Asiatic Journal

British Library

Marquess Wellesley, The Despatches, Minutes, and
Correspondence, of the Marquess Wellesley, K. G.,
During His Administration in India, ed. [Robert]
Montgomery Martin, 5 vols. (London, 1836-7)

General Committee of Public Instruction

Lynn Zastoupil and Martin Moir, eds., The Great Indian
Education Debate: Documents Relating to the Orientalist-
Anglicist Controversy, 1781-1843 (Richmond, UK, 1999)
House of Commons Debate, in Parliamentary Debates
from the Year 1803 (London, 1803-) unless otherwise
stated

House of Lords Debate, in Parliamentary Debates from
the Year 1803 (London, 1803-) unless otherwise stated
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and
Ireland

Sir William Jones, The Letters of Sir William Jones, ed.
Garland Cannon, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1970)

Modern Asian Studies

G. R. Gleig, Memoirs of the Life of The Right Hon.
Warren Hastings, 3 vols. (London, 1841)

National Archives of India

National Library of Scotland

Proceedings of the College of Fort William, National
Archives of India, Home Miscellaneous

Parliamentary Papers

The National Archives (UK)

X1

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009367950
www.cambridge.org

