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Abstract 

This study investigates the trajectories of formation and change in Indian children’s literature during 

British colonial rule. Archival materials and contemporaneous texts indicate that colonial educational 

policy, missionary interventions, and broader imperial imperatives not only structured emerging literary 

forms for young readers but also catalysed modes of creative dissent within juvenile writing. 
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Introduction 

The institutionalisation of Western educational frameworks under British rule catalysed a pronounced 

anglicisation of India’s literary sphere, altering both the reading habits of children and the broader 

trajectories of literary formation (Viswanathan 47–52). Missionary pedagogic interventions, aligned with 

the ideological imperatives of empire, further entrenched colonial epistemologies within texts produced 

for young readers (Chakrabarti 113–18). While evidence of colonial influence before 1857 remains 

limited, the period following the uprising witnessed a marked shift in juvenile literature, which 

increasingly emphasized discipline, militarized values, and behavioural adaptability as defining norms of 

childhood. (Seth 89–94). Bengali authors, however, reconfigured these imposed literary and ideological 

structures by drawing on indigenous narrative resources, simultaneously appropriating and critically 

reframing colonial motifs (Chatterjee 76–82). The proliferation of children’s periodicals and magazines 

subsequently emerged as a vital cultural arena, enabling the dissemination of nationalist sentiment and 

cultivating among young audiences an evolving consciousness of cultural identity and political resistance 

(Nayar 134–40). 

 

1. Colonial Education and the Anglicisation of Literary Culture  in India 

The enactment of the English Education Act of 1835—drafted in the wake of Lord Macaulay’s 

authoritative Minute—constituted a decisive epistemological rupture in the development of Indian 

education under British rule (Macaulay 237–251). Macaulay’s recommendations explicitly elevated 

English to the status of the preferred medium of instruction while systematically diminishing the 

intellectual authority of vernacular and classical Indian traditions that had historically grounded 

indigenous pedagogical systems. Scholars argue that this reorientation enabled the emergence of an 

English-language juvenile literary sphere that reproduced the ideological and cultural logic of the colonial 
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state (Ghosh 2023). Within this transformed literary landscape, British narrative models, ethical 

frameworks, and pedagogical values came to dominate children’s publishing in India, thereby naturalizing 

imperial sensibilities and reshaping indigenous literary production. 

This educational transformation was not an organic evolution but a deliberate project of colonial 

Anglicisation. Macaulay articulated this hierarchy with striking clarity when he asserted that “a single 

shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia,” a statement 

that became a foundational ideological justification for colonial educational policy (Macaulay). His views 

directly shaped the English Education Act of 1835, which withdrew institutional support for traditional 

centres of Sanskrit and Persian learning and redirected state funding toward English-medium instruction 

(“English Education Act of 1835”). The overarching objective of these measures was to reconstruct India’s 

intellectual foundations in accordance with Western epistemic norms (Viswanathan 47–52). 

Colonial educational reforms gained further institutional reinforcement with Sir Charles Wood’s 1854 

Despatch—often described as the “Magna Carta” of modern Indian education—which consolidated 

English as the principal language of higher education, authorized the establishment of universities in 

Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras, and introduced a bureaucratically rationalized system of instruction 

designed to meet the administrative requirements of empire (“Wood’s Despatch”). Although vernacular 

languages were permitted at the primary level, English became indispensable for governance, professional 

advancement, and elite sociocultural mobility, reinforcing linguistic hierarchies within colonial society 

(Metcalf 95–98; Viswanathan 53–56). 

A central aim of these policies was the creation of a class of intermediaries who would sustain colonial 

governance from within. Macaulay’s vision was to produce subjects who were “Indian in blood and colour, 

but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (“Minute on Indian Education”). This 

emergent Anglicised elite came to occupy key positions in the colonial bureaucracy and later in nationalist 

politics; however, scholars argue that its formation simultaneously entrenched linguistic and social 

hierarchies by privileging English-educated groups over vernacular-speaking populations (Viswanathan 

75–78; Metcalf 112–15). 

The expansion of English-language education, however, came at the cost of long-established indigenous 

systems of learning. Traditional institutions, long sustained through local patronage networks, gradually 

declined, and scholars observe that colonial educational policy effectively “downgraded Indian 

languages,” thereby weakening a previously robust, community-supported educational infrastructure (Jain 

112–15). Such disruptions not only restricted access to learning but also generated enduring patterns of 

cultural marginalization and linguistic fragmentation. 

Yet Indian responses to these reforms were neither monolithic nor passively compliant. Reformers such 

as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and Sir Syed Ahmed Khan sought to assimilate 

selective elements of Western education while actively preserving indigenous intellectual and linguistic 

traditions. Roy’s establishment of Hindu College, Vidyasagar’s transformative influence on Bengali 

pedagogy and literary culture, and Sir Syed’s Aligarh Movement articulated alternative models of 

modernity that resisted wholesale cultural displacement by foregrounding vernacular languages and 

indigenous epistemologies (Roy; Vidyasagar; Sir Syed Ahmed Khan). 

Collectively, colonial interventions—from Macaulay’s Minute on Indian Education and the English 

Education Act to Wood’s Despatch—left a lasting imprint on Indian intellectual life. These policies 

consolidated English as the dominant medium of education, marginalized indigenous knowledge systems, 

and produced an Anglicised elite while transforming the landscape of Indian literature, including writing 
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for children (Macaulay; “English Education Act of 1835”; “Wood’s Despatch”). At the same time, Indian 

educational reformers sought to negotiate a middle path, balancing adaptation to colonial structures with 

efforts to preserve cultural autonomy (Roy; Vidyasagar; Sir Syed Ahmed Khan). The legacies of these 

complex and contested histories remain powerfully evident in contemporary debates over educational 

reform, language politics, and cultural identity in India (Viswanathan; Metcalf). 

 

2. Role of Missionaries in Shaping Imperial Thought in India 

Missionary enterprises in colonial India were instrumental in disseminating and entrenching imperial 

ideologies, particularly through their influence on education and children’s literature. While religious 

conversion remained a central aim, missionaries also played a significant role in formalizing English-

language instruction and circulating moral narratives that supported the British “civilizing mission” 

(Chakrabarti 45). Early children’s books functioned as ideological instruments through which Christian 

ethics, assumptions of British cultural superiority, and notions of imperial obligation were imparted to 

both colonial and metropolitan audiences (Nayar 112). Mary Martha Sherwood’s The History of Little 

Henry and His Bearer (1814) exemplifies this tendency by presenting conversion as both spiritual 

salvation and a confirmation of British cultural dominance, with English framed as the medium through 

which moral and religious enlightenment was achieved (Sherwood 22). As Supriya Goswami argues, such 

texts frequently employed child protagonists as exemplary figures, encouraging young readers to 

internalize imperial hierarchies, moral responsibility, and colonial authority (Goswami 87). 

Missionary influence extended beyond explicitly religious narratives into the wider educational sphere. 

Missionaries established schools, prepared primers and catechisms, and produced instructional materials 

designed to inculcate Christian morality while standardizing literacy practices (Chakrabarti 52). These 

texts were particularly effective in early education, as they integrated elementary reading lessons with 

moral instruction and routines of discipline such as memorization, recitation, and prayer (Nayar 118). 

Scholars have observed that works like Sherwood’s gained prominence in classrooms precisely because 

they fused language acquisition with codes of conduct aligned with colonial expectations (Hockliffe 35). 

This pedagogical activity was closely connected to imperial policy-making. During the early nineteenth 

century, missionaries participated actively in educational debates and supported initiatives that culminated 

in legislative measures such as the Charter Act and Wood’s Despatch of 1854 (Chakrabarti 60). Wood’s 

Despatch accelerated Anglicisation by endorsing English as the principal medium of instruction at higher 

levels of education, while restricting vernacular languages largely to primary schooling (Nayar 125). 

Historians note that this convergence of missionary educational practices and state policy facilitated the 

emergence of an English-educated intermediary class capable of operating within the administrative and 

ideological structures of the colonial state (Basu 42). Consequently, proficiency in English became a 

marker of social status, professional mobility, and access to colonial power (Raman 88). 

Children’s literature occupied a particularly influential position within this process of cultural formation. 

Scholars of imperial culture have demonstrated that colonial children’s books functioned as vehicles for 

moral instruction and ideological conditioning, drawing upon sentimental plots, evangelical themes, and 

tropes associated with the civilizing mission (Brantlinger 53). Goswami notes that pre-1857 children’s 

narratives often emphasized captivity and conversion, whereas texts produced after the Rebellion 

increasingly foregrounded discipline, adaptability, and loyalty to empire—reflecting shifts in imperial 

priorities (Goswami 95). These evolving literary patterns reveal how children’s literature contributed to 

sustaining colonial authority by shaping youthful imaginations and social expectations (Chakrabarti 67). 
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Missionary publishing networks operated transnationally, circulating texts not only within Indian schools 

but also among readers in Britain. Missionary reports, children’s tracts, and periodicals were widely 

distributed to cultivate public sympathy, attract financial support, and frame colonialism as a benevolent 

and moral enterprise (“Cambridge Assets” 12). British children encountering these narratives were 

encouraged to perceive missionary work as a humanitarian duty, producing a reciprocal flow of imperial 

ideology between colony and metropole (Brantlinger 60). 

Indian engagement with missionary literature, however, was far from passive. Writers, educators, and 

printers across the subcontinent appropriated and reworked the genre of children’s literature to address 

local concerns. By the late nineteenth century, figures such as Upendrakishore Ray and Sukumar Ray 

contributed to a vibrant Bengali children’s literary culture that transformed missionary models into 

humorous, imaginative, and culturally grounded texts (Chakrabarti 75). Periodicals such as Balsakha and 

other children’s magazines fostered national awareness, social reform, and indigenous values, 

demonstrating how colonial literary forms could be creatively redirected for pedagogical and anti-colonial 

purposes (Routledge 102). These developments underscore the negotiated nature of cultural exchange in 

colonial India, where missionary literature influenced educational practices even as Indian authors 

reshaped and resisted its ideological premises (Goswami 110). 

Missionary education and print culture thus functioned as key mechanisms for transmitting imperial values 

in colonial India. Through schools, textbooks, and children’s literature, missionaries normalized English-

language instruction and Christian moral frameworks, particularly among children—an audience viewed 

as essential to the continuity of colonial ideology (Chakrabarti 82; Nayar 130). At the same time, 

children’s literature became a contested cultural space. Indian reformers and writers appropriated these 

genres to articulate alternative narratives grounded in local identity and emerging national aspirations 

(Goswami 115; Routledge 108). Any assessment of missionary influence must therefore acknowledge 

both its formative impact and the creative agency of those who reinterpreted and challenged it (Brantlinger 

68). 

 

3. Shifts in Narrative Post-1857: Martial Virtues and Adaptability 

The uprising of 1857 constituted a decisive rupture in the cultural and ideological self-understanding of 

the British Empire, prompting a marked reorientation in the thematic concerns of children’s literature 

(Metcalf 98; Brantlinger 71). Prior to the rebellion, juvenile texts largely foregrounded evangelical 

values—conversion, moral discipline, and spiritual salvation—reflecting the missionary impulse that 

underpinned early colonial pedagogy (Goswami 92). In the aftermath of 1857, however, children’s 

narratives increasingly privileged qualities such as fortitude, courage, and empirical competence, 

attributes deemed essential for maintaining imperial authority in a context of political instability 

(Chakrabarti 84). Writers such as Rudyard Kipling and Sara Jeannette Duncan produced works that 

reimagined colonial youth as disciplined, adaptable, and capable of confronting the demands of imperial 

life, thereby mirroring broader shifts within British political culture and administrative thought (Kipling; 

Duncan). 

As Supriya Goswami observes, this transformation signaled an ideological recalibration in which children 

were no longer constructed merely as recipients of moral instruction but as future participants in the 

imperial enterprise. Juvenile literature began to cultivate practical aptitude alongside ethical formation, 

recasting young protagonists as active agents who could enact and sustain colonial power through 

competence and resilience rather than passive piety (Goswami 104). 
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Scholars further note that the violence and uncertainty unleashed by the 1857 rebellion compelled British 

institutions and cultural producers to reassess how empire should be represented to domestic audiences 

(Metcalf 101). Children’s literature, in dialogue with political discourse and popular print culture, became 

a key site for promoting values capable of legitimizing imperial rule under threat (Brantlinger 74). 

Narratives increasingly emphasized emotional self-control, observational acuity, and endurance in 

unfamiliar environments, reinforcing the ideal of an imperial subject defined by material expertise as much 

as moral resolve (Brantlinger 76; Metcalf 103). 

Kipling’s fiction exemplifies this revised ideological orientation. Texts such as Kim and selected stories 

from The Jungle Book portray youthful protagonists who succeed through strategic intelligence, intimate 

knowledge of local conditions, and decisive action in precarious situations (Kipling 142–45). Critics argue 

that such narratives function pedagogically, training readers to internalize the dispositions associated with 

imperial administration—discipline, adaptability, and readiness to confront danger (Sullivan 63; Said 

121). Duncan’s work similarly foregrounds adaptability and cross-cultural negotiation, and critics position 

her among those authors who redirected children’s literature away from sentimental moralism toward 

narratives emphasizing pragmatic survival and cultural fluency (Bivona 89). 

These literary developments corresponded with post-1857 administrative reforms, which increasingly 

stressed the importance of producing officials and soldiers equipped with nuanced understandings of 

Indian society (Metcalf 109). Juvenile narratives that valorized empirical knowledge and local awareness 

thus complemented evolving imperial strategies, fostering metropolitan support for a model of governance 

grounded in expertise rather than evangelism alone (Metcalf 112). 

At the same time, these shifts were not uncontested. Indian writers and publishers appropriated Anglo-

Indian juvenile forms and reworked them to advance reformist and nationalist agendas (Chakrabarti 91 ). 

Children’s periodicals, textbooks, and story collections in Indian languages adapted the conventions of 

imperial storytelling to promote alternative values, including collective identity, social reform, and 

resistance to colonial authority (Nayar 137). Such interventions reveal that children’s literature functioned 

not as a unidirectional instrument of empire but as a contested cultural arena in which imperial meanings 

were continually negotiated and challenged (Chakrabarti 93; Nayar 140). 

Overall, the post-1857 decades witnessed a decisive move away from conversion-centred narratives 

toward stories celebrating martial discipline, psychological resilience, and cultural adaptability 

(Brantlinger; Goswami). While these themes aligned closely with the reconfiguration of British rule in 

India and contributed to shaping young readers as future supporters of empire (Metcalf; Chakrabarti), they 

also generated spaces for reinterpretation and resistance, ensuring that children’s literature in colonial  

India remained dynamic, politically charged, and ideologically unstable (Nayar; Goswami). 

 

4. Bengali Responses to Colonial Children’s Literature: Local Appropriation and Narrative 

Subversion 

In late-colonial Bengal, the rise of children’s literature emerged at the intersection of colonial literary 

influence and an indigenous impulse to assert cultural self-determination under imperial rule. With the 

expansion of English education, Bengali authors selectively adopted European juvenile forms while 

reshaping them through local idioms, humour, and cultural knowledge. As Supriya Goswami argues, 

writers such as Upendrakishore Ray Chowdhury and Sukumar Ray employed fantasy, satire, and nonsense 

not as escapist aesthetics but as strategic literary devices that subtly unsettled colonial assumptions of 

intellectual hierarchy and dependence (Goswami 45). Their works appropriated imported genres while 
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resisting the epistemic authority embedded in colonial pedagogy. Similarly, Debasree Ghosh contends 

that Bengali children’s texts should be understood not as imitative derivatives but as creative 

reconfigurations that generated new literary identities grounded in regional sensibilities and vernacular 

modernity (Ghosh 102). 

This literary experimentation unfolded within a dynamic print culture shaped by the Bengal Renaissance, 

missionary education, shifting reading practices, and the rapid growth of vernacular publishing. Although 

British primers and didactic narratives entered Indian classrooms, Bengali writers did not merely 

reproduce these models. Instead, they transformed them into stories, illustrated books, poetry, and 

children’s periodicals that preserved cultural memory while articulating indigenous ethical and social 

values. In this sense, children’s literature functioned simultaneously as a site of pleasure and as a medium 

for cultural affirmation, critique, and self-fashioning within the constraints of colonial rule (Goswami). 

Recent scholarship emphasizes the hybrid yet autonomous nature of this corpus. Goswami’s Colonial 

India in Children’s Literature demonstrates how Bengali authors constructed counter-narratives that 

instilled cultural confidence among young readers by reshaping British literary forms to address local 

concerns and aspirations (Goswami 45). Texts such as Tuntunir Boi and Abol Tabol exemplify this 

process, adapting genres ranging from primers to nonsense verse to speak to Bengali social realities. 

Studies of the Bengali nonsense tradition further show how Sukumar Ray reworked the stylistic legacies 

of Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear to create a distinctive idiom that combined playful absurdity with 

oblique social and bureaucratic critique (Sen 78). 

Upendrakishore Ray Chowdhury’s contributions illustrate how literary innovation was closely linked to 

technological appropriation. Through his publishing house, U. Ray & Sons, he pioneered advances in 

block printing and book design that enabled vernacular children’s books to rival imported English 

publications in visual sophistication. This material excellence challenged the cultural prestige of English 

texts and asserted the legitimacy of a locally grounded modernity. Ray’s retellings of the Ramayana and 

Mahabharata, along with his animal stories and educational picture books, fused the structural clarity of 

colonial primers with indigenous narrative traditions, making literacy both modern and culturally resonant 

(Ghosh 102). 

Subversion within these texts frequently operated through indirection. Sukumar Ray’s Abol Tabol (1923), 

while ostensibly a collection of playful nonsense verse, contains layered meanings accessible to readers 

attuned to the political and social contradictions of colonial Bengal. Absurd figures, exaggerated 

bureaucratic procedures, and illogical systems function as satirical representations that evade overt 

censorship by appearing innocuous. Such oblique critique became a defining feature of vernacular 

children’s literature, where humour and ambiguity provided a sanctioned space for dissent (Chakrabarti 

59). 

Children’s periodicals further consolidated this cultural project. Sandesh, founded in 1913 by 

Upendrakishore and later edited by Sukumar Ray, published fiction, poetry, puzzles, and illustrations that 

cultivated ethical reflection, literary enjoyment, and a shared sense of belonging to a modern Bengali 

cultural world. Circulating widely within middle-class households, the magazine helped shape a 

generation of young readers who could imagine themselves not merely as colonial subjects but as 

participants in a vibrant vernacular public sphere (Goswami 52). 

By the early twentieth century, the adaptive strategies evident in Bengali children’s literature increasingly 

intersected with emerging nationalist consciousness. Although many texts did not explicitly challenge 

imperial authority, their emphasis on cultural pride, historical continuity, and imaginative freedom 
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contributed to a gradual reorientation from colonial participation toward claims of cultural autonomy and 

citizenship articulated in Indian terms (Nayar 87). 

Overall, children’s literature in late-colonial Bengal demonstrates how the literary instruments of empire 

could be transformed into vehicles for vernacular expression, subtle resistance, and the reconfiguration of 

identity. Through narrative experimentation, material innovation, and the strategic use of humour and 

fantasy, figures such as Upendrakishore Ray Chowdhury and Sukumar Ray redefined the juvenile genre 

as a space in which Western forms were neither uncritically embraced nor rejected but creatively reworked 

to articulate distinctive modes of Indian modernity (Goswami 49; Ghosh 105). 

 

5. Vernacular Children’s Magazines and Early Nationalist Thought 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, children’s periodicals in India became an influential cultural 

vehicle for disseminating nationalist ideals and cultivating political consciousness among young readers. 

Journals such as Balsakha, established in 1917, assumed particular significance in Hindi-speaking regions 

by combining moral instruction with an emergent rhetoric of anti-colonial self-awareness. Scholars note 

that these magazines increasingly conceptualized children’s literature as an instrument of national self-

fashioning, encouraging values aligned with resistance to British authority and the broader goals of the 

freedom movement (Mukherjee 34). 

Bengali children’s periodicals similarly reflected the aspirations of the colonial middle class, which sought 

to construct an “ideal child” capable of embodying civic virtue, discipline, and future national citizenship. 

Rather than serving purely recreational functions, these magazines articulated social norms related to class 

position, gender roles, and modern identity within a rapidly transforming colonial society (Chatterjee 57). 

In doing so, they positioned childhood as a crucial site for negotiating the cultural meanings of nationalism 

and modernity. 

The expansion of children’s magazines coincided with the growth of vernacular print culture and the 

consolidation of nationalist thought. As colonial educational institutions attempted to normalize imperial 

values, Indian writers and publishers increasingly turned to indigenous-language periodicals as parallel 

spaces for ideological expression. From the late nineteenth century onward, publications such as Balak, 

Sandesh, Mookerjee’s Magazine for Boys, and Balak Bandhu proliferated, offering stories, poems, 

historical sketches, and moral essays that subtly integrated patriotic sentiment while remaining within the 

constraints of colonial censorship (Mukherjee 38). Narratives centred on figures such as Shivaji, Tipu 

Sultan, and Rani Lakshmibai mobilized familiar cultural symbols of courage and resistance, embedding 

nationalist ideals within accessible historical and mythic frameworks. 

These periodicals also performed an explicitly pedagogical role, blending instruction in modern subjects—

such as science, geography, and ethics—with an emphasis on collective identity and civic responsibility. 

In aligning themselves with the intellectual and cultural objectives of the Swadeshi movement, children’s 

magazines sought to strengthen indigenous traditions while promoting educational advancement. The 

cultivation of a juvenile reading public thus formed part of a broader nationalist strategy, reinforcing 

political messages circulating in the public sphere and enabling children to imagine themselves as future 

agents of an independent nation (Goswami 52). 

Gendered assumptions further shaped the content and address of these publications. While many 

magazines were oriented primarily toward boys, others—such as Shishu and Kamal—targeted girls 

through narratives emphasizing moral virtue, domestic responsibility, and women’s participation in 

historical struggles. Such representations positioned female readers as custodians of cultural continuity 
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and transmitters of national values within the family, reflecting a nationalist ideology that invested women 

with symbolic responsibility for preserving cultural integrity (Sarkar 76). 

Despite sustained colonial surveillance, children’s periodicals frequently succeeded in circulating 

oppositional ideas through indirect literary strategies. Editors and writers employed allegory, metaphor, 

historical analogy, and playful narrative forms to evade censorship while sustaining an undercurrent of 

critique. The apparent innocence of children’s writing rendered it less susceptible to direct repression, 

allowing these magazines to participate meaningfully in ideological contestation under colonial rule 

(Mukherjee 41). 

Taken together, children’s periodicals in late-colonial India occupied a central place in the cultural 

infrastructure of nationalism. By integrating entertainment, education, and political symbolism, they 

fostered civic imagination among young readers and contributed to the long-term cultivation of nationalist 

consciousness. These texts demonstrate that literature for children functioned not merely as diversion but 

as a powerful medium of ideological formation, capable of shaping political subjectivity across 

generations (Goswami 55). 

 

Conclusion 

Colonial governance in India functioned not solely through administrative authority and economic 

extraction but also through the systematic reordering of knowledge systems and cultural perception. 

Juvenile literature emerged as one of the most effective instruments in this epistemic project, serving as a 

formative medium through which colonial values were introduced to young Indian readers. The policy 

framework inaugurated by Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Minute on Education (1835) sought to displace 

indigenous epistemologies with Western literary and intellectual traditions, positioning children’s 

textbooks, primers, and moral tales at the centre of this cultural intervention (Macaulay 12). The legacies 

of these early colonial educational texts persist well beyond independence, shaping language hierarchies, 

curricular priorities, and publishing practices within contemporary Indian education. 

Colonial schooling played a decisive role in constructing the ideal juvenile subject. Macaulay’s 

educational vision explicitly aimed to produce intermediaries who would mediate between rulers and the 

ruled—subjects “Indian in blood and colour” yet English in intellectual and moral orientation (Macaulay 

14). Missionary presses such as the Serampore Mission Press and the Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge reinforced this agenda by circulating children’s literature that fused Christian ethics, 

elementary science, and Victorian disciplinary norms (Seth 45). These texts imagined children primarily 

as receptive subjects whose task was to internalize Western rationality and moral order, a pedagogical 

structure that, as Gauri Viswanathan argues, helped naturalize colonial authority within the educational 

sphere (Viswanathan 31). 

To sustain this ideological project, colonial children’s literature relied heavily on moral didacticism. 

Narratives emphasized obedience, loyalty, industriousness, and submission as desirable traits, aligning 

ethical formation with imperial governance. At the same time, indigenous narrative traditions—including 

stories drawn from the Panchatantra and Jataka corpus—were frequently rewritten in simplified or 

distorted forms that stripped them of their philosophical depth and cultural specificity, reshaping them to 

conform to Western moral frameworks (Raman 67). Indian customs and belief systems were often 

represented as irrational or antiquated, contrasted against the supposed universality and progressiveness 

of Western modernity—a representational strategy extensively examined in Chakrabarti’s work on 

colonial education and literature (Chakrabarti 22). 
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By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Indian writers and educators began actively contesting 

this colonial literary regime. A nationalist children’s literature gradually emerged, seeking to reclaim 

childhood as a site of cultural continuity and intellectual autonomy. Figures such as Ishwar Chandra 

Vidyasagar produced Bengali primers that emphasized linguistic clarity while remaining rooted in local 

culture. Rabindranath Tagore’s Sahaj Path (1905) further challenged colonial pedagogical rigidity by 

foregrounding creativity, imagination, and experiential learning in place of rote moralization (Chatterjee 

40). Children’s magazines such as Balak and Kishore circulated stories that nurtured historical awareness, 

ethical reflection, and patriotic sentiment. As a result, children’s literature became a contested cultural 

field in which imperial narratives of loyalty and discipline coexisted with nationalist efforts to cultivate 

collective identity and resistance. 

The structural imprint of colonial education did not disappear with political independence. English 

retained its privileged status as a medium of instruction and a marker of social mobility, while Eurocentric 

knowledge systems continued to dominate textbooks and curricular frameworks. Didactic narrative forms 

also persisted in children’s publishing. At the same time, post-independence initiatives such as the 

National Book Trust and the Children’s Book Trust sought to promote original Indian writing for young 

readers. Popular ventures like the Amar Chitra Katha series, launched in 1967, reintroduced historical and 

mythological figures into juvenile reading culture, contributing to a broader project of cultural recovery 

(Nayar 88). Despite these developments, entrenched hierarchies privileging English-language texts over 

regional, tribal, and oral traditions remain largely intact. 

In the contemporary context, globalization has intensified many of these inherited asymmetries. The rapid 

expansion of English-language children’s publishing often reproduces colonial-era dynamics of prestige 

and access. Current debates on decolonizing education therefore stress the importance of children’s 

literature that foregrounds regional languages and amplifies Dalit, Adivasi, and other marginalized voices 

as part of a more inclusive literary ecosystem (Sunder Rajan 56). Indian children’s literature today thus 

occupies a liminal position, shaped by the enduring pedagogical legacy of colonialism while 

simultaneously engaging in innovative efforts to imagine more plural and equitable futures. 

Overall, colonial children’s literature in India functioned as a powerful ideological apparatus that 

embedded Eurocentric worldviews within educational and cultural life. Although postcolonial India has 

made significant strides toward reclaiming literary space and redefining childhood in national and regional 

terms, many foundational structures of colonial education—particularly linguistic hierarchies—remain 

operative. The trajectory from empire to education reveals an ongoing negotiation between inherited 

epistemic frameworks and contemporary attempts to reconfigure children’s literature as a site of cultural 

plurality, historical consciousness, and imaginative freedom (Viswanathan 35; Nayar 90). 
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