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Persian in Imperial Contexts

Education in Persian, long the predominant language of
empire in South Asia, became a powerful and disputed subject
within early British imperialism. From the mid-eighteenth
century onward, as Indian regional kingdoms gave way before
British military and political aggressions, official educational
policies and personnel reflected this shifting balance of
power. Asian scholar-administrators in India and Britain
taught British officials Persian as well as the cultural and ad-
ministrative forms conveyed by that language. By the early
nineteenth century, however, competing British cultural asser-
tions of Orientalism and Anglicization allied to largely dis-
place and degrade Indian professors of Persian. Still, an Ira-
nian educator, Mirza Muhammed Ibrahim (c. 1800-1857),
ventured to Britain in 1826 and earned a permanent appoint-
ment at the East India Company's College at Haileybury,
where he remained until 1844. Thus, even in the heart of the
British Empire, Asian professors of Persian could hold
prominent, albeit contested, positions.

For centuries, Iranian scholar-officials had emigrated to
India where their expertise in Persianate culture and admini-
stration secured them honored service within the Mughal
Empire.! Networks of learned masters and madrasas taught
generations of young Indian men Persian language and lit-
erature in addition to Islamic values and sciences. Further,
educational institutions like Farangi Mahall and Delhi College
developed innovative and integrated curricula for moderniz-
ing Persian-speaking Indian elites.? Such educational systems
received the support of many Muslim rulers across India.

From their initial entry into India, British officers and of-
ficials immediately recognized the need to gain control over
the Persian language as a tool rather than as a value system.
As Cohn explains:

The British realized that in seventeenth-century India,

Persian was the crucial language for them to learn. They

approached Persian as a kind of functional language, a

pragmatic vehicle of communication with Indian offi-

cials and rulers through which, in a denotative fashion,
they could express their requests, queries, and thoughts,
and through which they could get things done. To use

Persian well required highly specialized forms of knowl-

edge....?

The East India Company thus wanted to make British mas-
tery of Persian a means for British power, but it did not want
its officials to accept the culture inherent in established Persi-
anate educational traditions.

For their part, Iranian and Persianized Indian scholars
sought to teach both their high cultural values and also their
techniques and technologies of rule to incoming British offi-
cials and military officers. They did so not only in India, but

also occasionally by traveling to Britain. Inherent in their ef-
forts lay their conviction that Britons who accepted their val-
ues would better understand and appreciate Asians. As British
military conquests established and then rapidly expanded their
colonial presence from the mid-eighteenth century onward,
therefore, an asymmetrical cultural conflict developed over
Persian education between the incumbent—but gradually
being displaced—Asian administrative elites and incoming
colonizing Britons.

In India, British military and political assertions following
the 1757 battle of Plassey enabled them to frame the terms of
the debate over Persian education and its forms of rule as
“Orientalist” versus “Anglicist.”* Orientalist policies stressed
Persian education, but also increasingly demanded British
control over that education. Over time in India, Asian teach
ers gradually lost out against Britons for control over colonial
state-sponsored Persian educational institutions. The Calcutta
Madrasa (for Persian and Arabic) and the Sanskrit College in
Benares, which the British colonial government established in
1781 and 1792 respectively, allowed relatively central roles for
Asian teachers. Yet, Fort William College, which it established
in 1800, made Asian teachers subordinates of British profes-
sors; indeed, some became hired servants of their British pu-
pils.

Further, Anglicized policies degraded both Indian teach
ers and Persianate forms of knowledge in favor of Anglo-
phone Westernized ones. Over the decades leading up to the
1830s, Anglicist policies largely came to predominate. In In-
dia, the Anglicist “triumph” was matked by Macaulay's fa-
mous 1835 “Minute on Education” and the replacement in
1837 of Persian by English as the official language of British
rule.

In Britain as well during this period, British Orientalists
subordinated Asian teachers institutionally, even as the advo
cates of Anglicist policies largely came to predominate cultur-
ally. There too, the conflict was marked by the official rejec-
tion of Indians as teachers of Persian and other Asian
languages, and the consolidation of that education in British
hands. The study and teaching of Asian languages and cul-
tures persisted in British institutions of higher education,
thus, largely as Orientalism. An Iranian like Mirza Muhammed
Ibrahim could stand to the side in terms of British colonial-
ism in India, although it proved harder for him to do so with
respect to British imperialist assertions in Iran.

The rise to cultural hegemony of British Orientalism and
Anglicization, both in India and in Britain, has been well
chronicled.> Yet, some scholars have just begun to analyze the
complex roles that Asians played in reshaping and teaching
Persianate forms of knowledge, in Asia and in the West.® This
article analyzes the career of Mirza Muhammed Ibrahim.
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During his nearly two decades on the faculty at the East India
Company’s college at Haileybury, he taught Persian to thou-
sands of young British officials who were being trained to
rule over India. He also took a prominent and empowered
position within British society. After his retirement to Iran in
1844, he taught English and Western knowledge generally to
the Qajar royal family for a dozen years. He remained inter-
mediary between Iranian and British cultures there as well. In
the context of early British imperialism, his career and those
of Indian professors of Persian thus reveal multiple contesta-
tions over Persian education in the metropole as well as in
Asia.

Persian Teaching by Indians in Britain

From the late eighteenth century onward, British coloni-
alism in India attracted a growing number of Indian scholars
of Persian to Britain. There, they offered what they presented
as accurate and authentic Persian language and cultural train-
ing directly to Britons. They explicitly contrasted their expert
teaching with the derivative training then current at the hands
of inexpert British “false teachers” who were outrageously
charging up to a guinea and a half for each ninety-minute
lesson.” Yet, such academies of Persian language run by Brit-
ons in Britain continued.?

Nevertheless, as long as British officials in India relied on
Persian language diplomacy and administration, Asian teach
ers also found willing pupils. For example, in 1777, “Monshee
Mahomet Saeced” from Bengal, advertised in London news-
papers for British pupils to whom he could teach “Persian
and Arabick” languages, for a fee.” In 1799, Mirza Abu Talib
Khan (1752-1806) went to Britain in part to establish a British
government-sponsored Persian-language department at Ox-
ford or in London. After long deliberations, in 1802 the Brit-
ish government offered him the directorship of such a de-
partment, with an annual salary £600 (plus expenses).l¥
Instead, Abu Talib chose to return to India, but other Asians
would make this journey in the decades that followed.

Even as the British Government considered Abu Talib's
proposal, the East India Company was developing plans for
founding and controlling its own educational institutions to
equip its British military officers and civil officials with the
necessary Persian linguistic skills to rule India. Reflecting its
internal divisions about Orientalist versus Anglicist policies,
different branches of the Fast India Company created sepa-
rate and competing educational institutions in India and Brit-
ain respectively. In Calcutta, Governor-General Wellesley es-
tablished Fort William College in 1800, where recently arrived
British officials would study Persian, Hindustani, and other
Indian languages and cultures.!! Here, however, the top fac-
ulty were British Orientalists, while Indians only assisted
them. British students hired these Indian scholars demean-
ingly by the hour as tutors: “the teacher-taught relation with
which the Indian teachers were familiar did not exist in the
College of Fort William. It was a new relationship, that of
Sahibs and Munshis, that of European officers and their ser-
vants.”’!? Thus, while concentrating on Asian language teach
ing, this institution gave authority to Britons.

On their part, the East India Company's directors in
London (especially Charles Grant, an Evangelical Christian)
asserted an alternative Anglicist model of education for newly
nominated British officials. They believed that what these

students needed above all was moral training in British and
Christian values that were fully available only in Britain.!> So
that these students should not be—or at least not appear to
be—ignorant of Indian languages on their arrival in India,
they should simultaneously study Asian languages (Persian,
Hindustani, Arabic, Bengali, and/or Sanskrit). The directors
therefore created two colleges in Britain: Haileybury in 1806
for civil servants and Addiscombe in 1809 for military cadets
(north and south of London respectively). Each had a dozen
or so permanent faculty at any one time. The directors simul-
taneously ordered Fort William College, which had proven
quite expensive, reduced in size and cost, with most of its
language training shifted to Britain. In 1830, Fort William
College was largely closed except for use as an examination
center.

Indian Faculty Members at the East India Company’s Colleges

The staffing of the Asian language departments of these
two colleges in Britain proved problematic and was contested.
British Orientalists, mostly veterans of the East India Com-
pany's service in India, argued that they had the moral right to
be handsomely employed to teach Asian languages.'* Yet,
even they recognized that for these languages, only Asian
teachers could provide “that idiomatical accuracy (which
never can be attained by any foreigner) so essential to such
works.”?> In consequence, Haileybury and Addiscombe ac-
cepted the superior linguistic accomplishments of Asians by
appointing, over the years, four Indians and then one Iranian
to their faculty.

The first Indian to join the East India Company's col-
leges, Sheth Ghulam Hyder (1776-1823, born in Bihar), had
ventured independently to London, seeking employment
teaching Persian. Hearing of newly opening Haileybury Col-
lege, he applied directly in 1806 “as Persian Writing Master.”’16
To demonstrate his abilities, he enclosed with his unsolicited
application a sample of his handwriting, using some Persian
verses as his text. Although the college deemed his English
barely adequate for the position, he was appointed within
days. Ghulam Hyder took up his appointment at an annual
salary of £200, equivalent to British junior faculty there. This
was also within, but towatrd the top of, the scale paid to zun-
shis working at Fort William College (£36 to £240 annually, far
less than the £1,800 to £3,200 paid British professors of
Hindustani, Persian, or Arabic there).!” Ghulam Hyder served
under Captain Charles Stewart, just appointed Professor of
Persian Language at £500 annually, in what was called “the
Muhammadan Division” (which included Persian, Hindustani,
and Arabic)—as opposed to the “Hindoo Division” (Sanskrit
and Bengali), which remained exclusively in British hands.!8

In his pedagogy, Ghulam Hyder served much as a munshi
would in Fort William College (or as a “native drill-master”
would at an American or European university in the twenty-
first century). Under his direction, the students at Haileybury
copied “select passages” in Persian characters, which had been
“engraved upon several copper plates of the same size, so
that they may be used separately, or bound up together.”? He
also drilled and corrected them on their pronunciation. His
salary eventually rose over his seventeen-year career to £350
(plus £50 house rent allowance). Despite openings in the fac-
ulty, however, he was never promoted, but rather found
Europeans appointed above him.
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Even before Ghulam Hyder joined the faculty, however,
the East India Company's directors had been seeking to re-
cruit language teachers directly from India. First, the directors
had sent an invitation in May 1806 to Abu Talib, proposing
that he return to England and take up his plan as he had ad-
vanced it a few years earlier.? Unfortunately, Abu Talib died
in December 18006, a few days before the message could reach
him.?! Next, the East India Company's directors entrusted
Fort William College to recruit (at the lowest possible salaries
acceptable, they insisted) one Persian and one Hindustani
munshi; they simultaneously ordered Fort William College to
cut back drastically on its own staff and costs in deference to
the new college in England.

Even with these cutbacks to the Indian staff at Fort Wil-
liam College, attracting a learned man to leave his family and
teach in England proved difficult. Abu Talib's autobiography,
and therefore his proposed salary and plans for a department
under his control, were known to his peers in India.?> After
much effort, Fort William College finally found two qualified
men, Maulvi Mir Abdul Ali (d. 1812) and Maulvi Mirza Khalil,
willing to accept these appointments, but only by offering
exactly the same substantial annual salary that Abu Talib had
proposed for himself: £600 (plus expenses including free pas-
sage to and from England). This was more than double the
highest salary paid a munshi at Fort William College. Indeed,
the salary offered to each of these two appointees exceeded
by £100, or twenty percent, the annual salary of the highest
paid British Professors at Haileybury (including Thomas
Malthus and their Professor, Stewart).?

Maulvi Mir Abdul Ali of Varanasi, had already worked at
Fort William College as a munshi in the Persian Department
since about 1801, but he was qualified to teach Hindustani as
well.2* Maulvi Mirza Khalil of Lucknow, was qualified to teach
those two languages as well as Arabic. These two men came
separately to England in 1807 and 1808 respectively, each
attended by a Muslim personal servant.?

On their arrival, they received appointments as assistant
professors, higher in status than “Writing Master” Ghulam
Hyder (at three times his salary). These two Indian faculty
taught the rudiments of Persian, Hindustani, and Arabic to
hundreds of students each year.?¢ They, along with the British
professors, read out, glossed, and parsed selections in these
languages to the students, who would memorize their words,
as well as occasionally translate easy passages into and out of
English. Thus, Abdul Ali and Mirza Khalil were comparable
to the highest British faculty at the College, rather than mwun-
shis, in duties and in salary, if not in rank or administrative
responsibilities.

While these three men socialized with each other, they
also entered deeply (albeit to different degrees) into the col-
lege and into local British society. They apparently accepted in
part British models for teaching their languages at the college.
These Indian teachers used pedagogical methods and texts
established by their British supervisors, although their respec-
tive attitudes toward punctuality and discipline sometimes
differed. These Indian faculty lived in the local society as
middle class professionals. Gholam Haydar and Abdul Ali
soon converted to Anglican Christianity, married British
women, and had children. To support their social status as
professionals, however, they overspent their salaries and went
deeply into debt. When they died (Abul Ali after only five

years in Britain, Gholam Haydar after seventeen years there),
they were buried in their parish churchyards. Their widows
and children became destitute and had to appeal repeatedly to
the East India Company for pensions. Overall, the social po-
sition in Britain of these Indian teachers and their personal
relations with Britons there contrast strikingly with those
available to men of their class as zunshis in colonized India.

The other assistant professor, Mirza Khalil, in contrast,
remained an orthodox Shi’ite Muslim. He insisted on dining
on halal food, apart from his British colleagues and students.
He evidently never married in England. In 1819, after eleven
years of employment at the college, he was forced to resign
suddenly in the middle of the term, after what he called an
“unfortunate event,” the details of which were suppressed by
college authorities.?” After negotiations with the directors,
Mirza Khalil agreed to a pension of £360 annually, plus ex-
penses for his proposed two or three-year journey via the
Islamic holy lands back to India (although he appears to have
stayed on in Britain until 1826).28

The Asian language training imparted to Haileybury stu-
dents by these three men and by their British supervisors
tended to be limited. Until 1814, the students did not even
need to take a test in these languages, which mitigated against
their treating their language training very seriously. Thereafter,
the required test administered by an outside visitor apparently
helped draw the students' attention to those languages. This
test required students to “write the character in a fair and
legible hand, thorough acquaintance with terms of grammar
[and] reading, translating, and parsing an easy passage.”? Still,
while some students individually sought out and learned much
from their instructors, Asian language training in general
tended to be a relatively less emphasized and valued subject.®

With the death of two Indian faculty members and the
resignation of the third, Haileybury College authorities de-
cided that the linguistic advantages of having a “native
speaker” teach British students was outweighed by the dis-
ruptive effect these Muslim Indian men had on the student's
moral education. As Stewart put it in 1816: “such is the preju-
dice of Young Men against the Tuition of a Native of India,
that only the few steady ones derive any benefit from his
Lectures.” Further, Stewart asserted (without providing any
evidence) that Indians were incapable of attending class
regularly themselves: “it is a very disagreeable part of my duty
to enforce due attendance on [Mirza Khalil] and the Persian
Writing Master [Ghulam Hyder].”?! There is some evidence
that the presence of these Indian faculty members and their
friends also caused tension among Britons living near the
college.®

These patterns proved similar at Addiscombe Military
Seminary. Mir Hasan Ali of Lucknow, a scholar and former
administrator for the East India Company and the ruler of
Awadh, had come on his own to England in 1809 seeking
employment as a teacher of Persian, Arabic, Hindustani,
and/or Bengali. He applied fitst for an appointment to Hai-
leybury, but with the three Indian faculty discussed above
already in place, no positions were available. Then he turned
to the newly opened Addiscombe College, where in 1810 he
accepted appointment on the faculty (paid £400 annually) as
Assistant to the Professor of Oriental Literature, John Shake
spear.3* His duties were “teaching the Cadets to write, and the
propet pronunciation of the Hindostanni and Persian Lan-
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guages,” its pronunciation being something Shakespear had
little knowledge about?> He also taught cadets orthography in
Persio-Arabic and Devanagari characters. On occasion, col-
lege authorities referred to him by his official title, “Assistant
to the Professor of Oriental Languages,” yet elsewhere, in-
cluding in the same document, he had the more “native” title
of “the Persian Moonshee,” like Ghulam Hyder.¢ He and the
Indian faculty at Haileybury met occasionally, forming some-
thing of a support group; he attended Ghulam Hyder's Lon-
don wedding, for example.’

At Addiscombe, Mir Hasan Ali sought advancement for
himself and his students through writing learning aids, using
his status as a “native speaker” to try to assert the superiority
of his pedagogy over that of Britons. For example, he com-
pleted in 1812 his 150 page Grammar of the Hindoostanie Lan-
guage. Yet the college authorities turned to British Orientalists
to assess his work. These Britons dismissed it as “a Literary
curiosity,” not worth publishing3

Mir Hasan Ali suffered throughout his six-year career
from the lack of recognition. His pupils paid little attention to
his language training. The East India Company failed to pro-
mote him. The British climate had debilitating effects on his
health. He finally resigned in 1816, receiving an annual pen-
sion from the East India Company of £120 plus a one-time
gift of £205 for his voyage home.® Just before his departure,
he married a pious Englishwoman, Biddy Tims, in March
1817; they went back to India together.40

After Mir Hasan Ali's departure from Addiscombe, the
headmaster assured the directors that he need not be replaced
by another Indian.*! College authorities wrote with little re-
spect for the moral fiber of Indians generally: “The Natives
however are but of little consequence... for whatever may be
their Abilities, the Listlessness and Indifference, peculiar to
the Asiatick Character, render them incapable of making the
Exertions necessary in a Teacher for maintaining due order
and authority in the Class and conquering the tedium of
teaching the dull and reluctant Pupil, as well as the clever and
willing.”#? Thus, Addiscombe, like Haileybury, discounted the
more extensive linguistic knowledge of Indian faculty mem-
bers due to their allegedly inferior moral and physical charac-
ter. After that, the limited teaching of Asian languages at Ad-
discombe was carried out by notoriously incompetent British
faculty, some with no experience in Asia or, apparently, much
command over Asian languages.*?

British Termination of Indian Faculty

When, over the subsequent years, increases in numbers
of students at both Addiscombe and Haileybury led their
administrations to make new appointments in their oriental
language departments, they exclusively appointed Europeans
to these posts—with only one exception (as we will see be-
low). They did so as a result of both Anglicist and Orientalist
cultural assertions. In 1821, when the Addiscombe authorities
sought an assistant for Shakespear, they recommended “an
European who has been habituated to application and la-
bour..., as the habits and general health of an Indian (in this
country) are not suited to the labours of the [military] Semi-
nary.””# They therefore barred all Indians from that faculty.

Similarly, in 1826, Haileybury authorities likewise argued
strongly against any more appointments of Indian faculty.
They laid out four main objections, each revealing the Anglo-

centric racism that was developing in mid-nineteenth-century
Britain.¥ These attitudes correlated pseudoscientific Darwin-
ian social theory with British imperial expansion in India.
College authorities asserted four objections to Indian faculty:
“Ist [sic] the difference in religion, dress, customs, and man-
ners, which has a tendency to lessen that respect on the part
of the pupil towards his teachers which is indispensable to the
former's improvement.”4

Second, they argued Indian faculty had proved incapable
of mastering English: “The total ignorance of the English
language on the part of the Native Indian and Persian teach
ers, which deprives them of the power of being useful to
beginners (which all the Students necessarily are) in the study
of Persian and Hindostanee.” This implied that no Indian
would ever be capable of learning English fluently, which they
considered a sine qua non for all teachers.

Third, Indian Muslims living in British society had
proved deviant: “The too frequently observed irregularity, or
rather immorality, of conduct in Mussulmans residing in this
Country, which may be productive of the greatest inconven-
ience, if not the most injurious effects as to the discipline of
the College.” They did not explicitly add that these Indian
professors' British wives and families, by their very existence,
had openly displayed to their students what we would term
“interracial” sexuality between Indian males and British fe-
males. This was a time when such relations were virtually for-
bidden in colonized India and starting to become highly
charged in Britain.

Fourth, these authorities argued that Asian faculty natu-
rally lacked the financial discipline that would have kept them
from pestering the East India Company for increased income
and saved their British widows from indigence:

The inconvenience and embarrassment to which the

Court of Directors are subjected, by the experienced dis-

content, and constantly recurring demands of Individu-

als of this class, arising from their habitual improvi-
dence, and more especially by the pretensions of the
family, which, in the event of death will generally be left
in a destitute condition, or dependents upon the bounty
of the Company.
In short, college authorities came to believe that all Indians
had proven themselves unable to live up to the cultural stan-
dards required of a faculty member at Addiscombe or Hai-
leybury and that their superior linguistic knowledge should be
dispensed with, rather than risk the Anglo-centric moral edu-
cation of their students.
Haileybury's Iranian Faculty Member

Following anti-Indian policies for several years, British
Professors at Haileybury futilely attempted to sustain the
Asian language programs on their own. By 1826, however,
they conceded that the “attachment of some learned Asiatics
to the College is not only conductive to the credit and re-
spectability of the institution, but also essential to the accom-
plishment of one of its declared objects, the attainment of a
high degree of proficiency in a few of the languages of the
East.”¥ As evidence, they acknowledged the clear contrast
“both of pronunciation and classical attainment between the
earlier Students [of Asian languages] at the College, and those
of a more recent period.” A compromise solution to their
dilemma came in the form of Mirza Muhammed Ibrahim, an
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Iranian, therefore a native Persian speaker, but without many
of the negative associations then current in British minds
about Indians.

Mirza Ibrahim had left Iran, reportedly due to personal
conflicts with Shi'ite mullahs there.*® Before he left Iran, a
missionary, Reverend Wolfe, had promised him a teaching
appointment at a proposed Christian religious college in
England. But Wolfe's colleagues had failed to raise the neces-
sary funds, leaving Mirza Ibrahim stranded in London. He
then went to Sir Gore Ousely (the former British ambassador
to Iran), impressing him with his morals, his knowledge of
Asian languages, and his suitability for the Haileybury fac-
ulty.®

While the Haileybury administration appreciated Mirza
Ibrahim’s superior knowledge of Arabic and the Persian of
Iran, he still presented two significant problems:

1st [sic] his total ignorance of [Hindustani] the great

colloquial language, and indeed of all the other languages

of India, and 2nd [sic] what may at first sight appear a

most unreasonable objection, that his own native lan-

guage, the Persian, which he must be supposed to write
and to speak with the utmost purity and correctness, is
nevertheless by no means either the written or colloquial

Persian of men of business or even of education and

science in India, and is further unquestionably different,

both in idiom and pronunciation, from that at present
taught in the College; so that the students, alternately en-
gaged with their English and Persian instructors, might
receive lessons from each counteracting the efforts of
the other and thus in the end be deprived of any perma-
nent advantage from either... the apparent improvement
in Persian pronunciation which might be derived from
the labors of a Native Persian in the College, would
probably fail to render the English Students more intelli-
gible by the Natives of India on his first arrival in that

Country, than he may become under his present [British]

Instructors.>
Nevertheless, given the alternative of no “native speakers” on
the faculty, they concluded that he would be better than
nothing, and his Persian was “unquestionably superior ... to
the Person formerly employed in the College (a Native of
Bengal) [Mirza Khalil].” Further, they continued, Haileybury's
students did not require much Persian training anyway: “all
that can be expected during the short term of residence at the
College is merely an elementary knowledge....”

To recommend Mirza Ibrahim personally, he had begun
to anglicize himself. He “has adopted the European Costume
for the avowed purpose of acquiring knowledge, and render-
ing himself useful in this Country without attracting public
observation which might interfere with those objects”! He
“has commenced and made some progress in the study of the
English language.” Further, “he would not object to [eating
in] Commons with the English Professors and Teachers, an
objection which was always made by the Mussulman Natives
of India, and attended probably with inconvenience and ad-
ditional expense.” Finally, he appeared a “young man of
agreeable manners, correct demeanor, and studious habits.”
Thus, the college offered and he accepted a probationary ap-
pointment (at £200, the same as a recently appointed English
assistant professor at the college) as Assistant to the Professor

of Arabic and Persian, Reverend H. G. Keene. Mirza Ibraham
proved so successful that he was tenured and promoted eatly,
receiving a permanent appointment in the Oriental Depart-
ment at £400, plus house rental allowance of £50, per an-
num.>

Mirza Ibrahim established himself as the kind of Asian
faculty member that the college sought. He soon learned to
speak English without an accent. His deportment and dress
was that of a Briton, with only his “physiognomy” to separate
him from his colleagues in appearance.>® He also exerted the
right degree of control over his unruly students through “an
iron will and a vindictive temper, qualified by much latent
good nature.” The actual content of his teaching “had no
particular merit.” A former student recalled:

He would simply hear us translate the portion of the

text appointed to be prepared for the day, and would

launch out into a torrent of angry invectives if any-
one—especially any pupil to whom he had taken a dis-
like—made bad mistakes. Then, after listening to and
correcting our wiva voce translations, he would proceed to
translate the passage which had to be prepared for the
next day's lecture, and his utterance would be so rapid
that only the best men could follow him.>*

This, however, did not diminish his standing because the col-

lege expected little language skill from its graduates.

As did the British faculty, Mirza Ibrahim wrote books
that demonstrated his expertise in Persian, established his
authority as an author of learning aids, and also enhanced his
income though the sale of these required texts to his students.
He began by assisting the work of other faculty at Haileybury:
marking the vowel-points in a collection of Persian fables
designed as a teaching aid.>> Subsequently, he himself wrote a
Persian grammar (later translated into German). He co-
translated liturgies, Anglican Common Prayers, and sections
of the Christian Bible into Persian.’” The Court of Directors
demonstrated their trust in his confidentiality and linguistic
expertise by commissioning him to translate diplomatic
documents between Persian and English, to and from Indian
and Iranian political emissaries.”® He also met and socialized
with visiting Indian and Iranian dignitaries, including mem-
bers of the Qajar royal family, who came to Eng-
land—making introductions, translating as needed, and repre-
senting their interests.

In his autobiographical writings, Mirza Ibrahim repre-
sented himself as a humble “foreigner, who is under the ne-
cessity of addressing the natives of a country in their own
language, [and] must throw himself upon their candid and
indulgent criticism.”® He explained that he had arrived in
Britain without knowledge of English but had studied the
works of “English Orientalists” in order to learn from them,
in particular “that unrivalled Persian Scholar, and enlightened
Patron of Persian Literature, [the late] Neil Benjamin Edmon-
stone, Esq.” Nevertheless, he declared that he had unique
skills to offer. Just as he, a “native of Persia” had difficulty
with English idioms, so too even British Orientalists would
miss Persian's “colloguial phraseology and idiom, its peculiar turns of
expression, and its various refinements and niceties of diction” (his
emphasis).

In the model dialogues he wrote for students to memo-
rize, he set up his British pupils and himself as social equals:
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The parties chiefly conversing are supposed to be an
English Gentleman, who has acquired a competent
knowledge of the language of Persia, and is travelling in
that country for improvement; and a native Persian
friend, who has also resided long enough in England to
be able to converse with facility in English. The former
occasionally makes mistakes, which the latter corrects.5!
In these practice dialogues, Mirza Ibrahim made mild mock
ery of some British customs. He ended his grammar with a
balanced discussion about the relative merits and truth of
Christianity versus Islam.

Indeed, Mirza Ibrahim was remembered fondly in Hert-
ford for his openness to Christianity: “the translation of
Isaiah into Persian, made by the Mirza for one of the religious
societies, was the most faithful and spirited version of any
portion of Scripture to be found in a modern language.”®
Yet, his colleagues also admired him for remaining true to his
own Shi’ite religious faith, without letting it interfere with or
constrain his social intercourse with Britons.

Mirza Ibrahim's social relationships with the surrounding
British community were apparently unsatisfactory until he
established himself as an independent householder. The ini-
tial housing arrangement that the college made for him had
him living in Professor Stewart's (his supervisor's) home and
dining in the college commons.%3 He soon rejected these, in-
stead renting an independent house on Hertford Heath:
“Rose Cottage.”* Here, he installed trained singing nightin-
gales (which he said reminded him of Isfahan). He also took
an English mistress, with whom he had a son.® In local soci-
ety, he was remembered as “a perfect Englishman in manners,
language, and feeling,”% He nearly became an early victim of
modernity, however, when a steam locomotive bolted his
horse, and the speeding train missed crushing him by inches.%”
As a valued member of the faculty, the college paid for at
least one trip to a German spa for the sake of his health.6

After eighteen years on the faculty, he retired in 1844 on
the grounds of weakened health—although he lived for a
dozen years longer. For his work, he received a gift of £700
plus a pension of £350 per annum. Prominent Britons gave
him letters of introduction to important British officials in
Bombay, where he apparently visited on his voyage home.®
He had married a European woman (reportedly Dutch) and
brought her and his son to Iran with him.”

After Mirza Ibrahim's retirement, no further Asians were
appointed to Haileybury. Indeed, college authorities com-
plained, “too much time and attention are devoted to oriental
[language] Study.””" Thus, at both Haileybury and Addis-
combe, British Orientalist scholars retained exclusive control
over these Asian languages, even as British Anglicist policies
reduced interest in teaching them.

The issue was not a lack of Asians available for the Fast
India Company's colleges. In 1851, for example, Syed Ab-
doollah (the “Persian, Oordoo, Hindee, and English Transla-
tor to the Board of Administration for the Affairs of the
Punjab”) ventured to London on leave from his government
post in India and applied to teach these languages at Hailey-
bury or Addiscombe.”> He framed his argument:

The importance of the acquisition of the languages of

the East has been dwelt upon by successive [Company]

Chairmen in their excellent and instructive addresses to

the students of the Colleges and it has occurred to me
that perhaps the assistance of a Native of the Country
who has made philology his peculiar study would not be
unacceptable to the students.”
Neither Haileybury nor Addiscombe, however, showed any
interest in his appointment.

Instead, Syed Abdoollah taught these languages privately
and at colleges in the London area: at Hanwell College and
also at Grove, Blackheath.” In March 1858, Syed Abdoollah
submitted to the Court of Directors a pamphlet arguing for
the establishment of an “Oriental College” in London, quite
similatr to Abu Talib's plan more than a half century eatlier.
Unlike their earlier positive, if belated response to Abu Talib,
the British authorities in the mid-nineteenth century did no
more than acknowledge receipt of Syed Aboolah's sugges-
tion.” Instead, however, Syed Abdoollah applied for and re-
ceived a position as Professor of Hindustani at University
College, London, where he remained from 1859 until 18606,
one of eight Asian faculty there during the late nineteenth
century.’ Nevertheless, the overwhelming forces of Euro-
pean Orientalism and Anglicization, and of British imperial-
ism generally, sought to erase the authority of Asians to teach
Persian and other Asian languages in Britain.

Mirza Ibrahim in the Qajar Capital

After Mirza Ibrahim returned to Tehran, he faced con-
flicting expectations from Iranians and the British. The Qajar
royal family expected Mirza Ibrahim to provide them with
English language training and also British knowledge, both in
terms of Western science and also through insights into Brit-
ish political and diplomatic plans. The ruler, Mohammad Shah
(r. 1834-48), demonstrated his trust in several ways. In 1840,
he appointed Mirza Ibrahim as tutor to the Heir Apparent,
Nasir al-Din Mirza, giving that prince insights based on years
of experience in British society.”” Mirza Ibrahim also had
charge of supervising the food served to Mohammad Shah,
even during that monarch's final illness. When Nasit al-Din
Shah (r. 1848-96) succeeded to the throne, he established the
Dar al Fonun in 1851 as a Westernizing institution of higher
education.”

At the same time, the British expected Mirza Ibrahim to
be loyal to them, which included passing on confidential in-
formation from the Qajar court. The British Ambassador,
Justin Sheil, claimed to have

procured his appointment as tutor to the Persian Prince

Royal in hope of enabling His Royal Highness to acquire

the elements of European knowledge, and of serving

myself by the information which a person occupying a

post so near the Heir Apparent would be able to sup-

ply.”
The British, after all, were paying his pension and giving him
diplomatic protection.

Mirza Ibrahim could fully satisfy neither of these con-
flicting expectations. He evidently passed on no confidential
information to the British, for which they berated him. The
Qajar imperial family apparently expressed their disapproval
and distrust of his loyalties by withholding his salary. When
Mirza Ibrahim appealed to the British Ambassador for sup-
port in obtaining his pay from the Qajars, that Ambassador
declined to intervene, as a way to punish Mirza Ibrahim be-
cause he never provided “the slightest intelligence of any
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value or rendered [the British] any other service.” The British
also resented that Mirza Ibrahim still considered himself a
gentleman equal socially to themselves, deriding Mirza Ibra-
him's “complete want of tact, and to his overweening and
repulsive vanity.” Nevertheless, the British continued his pen-
sion until his death in 1857 and then, following some bureau-
cratic obstacles, granted his widow a life pension of £100
annually.8” Further, they reportedly employed his son, John, as
second scribe in the British legation in 1854.81

Conclusion

The careers and curricula of these Asian professors il-
lustrate the complexity of their roles within British imperial
constructions of Persian knowledge and the growing effects
of Orientalism and Anglicization. On one hand, these Asian
faculty held positions of authority in British colleges and so-
ciety. Continuing faculty, expetts in Petsian, Arabic, and/or
Hindustani languages and literatures, they taught about their
own Asian cultures. They also wrote and translated texts on
“oriental” subjects, generating grammars and other teaching
aids. Their positions within these educational institutions
placed them above their British pupils, not as hired servants
like #unshis in India, but as faculty with titular and pedagogic
authority over them. They also stood as the first direct experi-
ence of Asia and Asians for most of their British students.
Four took FEuropean wives or mistresses, women who ac-
cepted the Asian husband's name, demonstrating how their
male gender and professional class standing overcame their
difference by “race” in British metropolitan society at the
time.

Their social and professional status in Britain thus con-
trasted sharply with the menial roles assigned to their col-
leagues by British authorities in India, including by their own
former students. Persian language teachers in India often sank
to the status of mere servants. British colonial officials “fem-
inized” Indian men of their teachers' social class, and tried to
enforce firm racial barriers against Indian men's social and
sexual intercourse with Furopean women there.8? Thus, the
students' experiences with individual Asian faculty members
on a daily basis in England did not always accord with the
increasingly colonial British conception of Indians in India.

Nevertheless, both colleges placed these Asian faculty
under the administrative authority of Britons. Their Oriental-
ist employers appropriated and gradually marginalized their
expertise for education in Persian. Persian language training
became a tool of British imperialism in India. Two Indian
faculty resigned prematurely after frustrating careers, and two
others died. College policy rejected employing Indians as fac-
ulty members thereafter.

Further, the British shift to Anglicist policies meant that
Persian and other Asian languages were not highly valued by
their students and institutions. British society expected the
Asian professors living among them to adopt Anglican Chris-
tianity, British-style clothing and diet, the English language,
and Western modes of pedagogy. Only Mirza Ibrahim, an
Iranian faculty member who anglicized himself, seems to have
retained an honored position in British society until his grace-
ful retirement. His appointment had proved a way to obtain
some access to Persian and its intricacies without empowering
Indian faculty. Yet, he faced conflicting pressures back in Iran
between his British and Qajar patrons. The careers of these

Asian professors reveal patterns over control of Persian edu-
cation in Britain within the context of British imperialism in
Asia.
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