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“This extensive and populous country…retains its peculiar manners which have 

stamped the people as a peculiar race from the earliest periods of history.”1  So writes 

Samuel Goodrich in 1845, using the pseudonym Peter Parley, under the heading 

“Hindostan” in his schoolbook Manners and Customs of the Principal Nations of The 

Globe.   For, Goodrich, and for the children reading his grade school book, India was 

quite different from America.  As common schools began to grow in the middle third of 

the nineteenth century, writers like Goodrich believed that children in America needed to 

have a global view.  School book author S. Augustus Mitchell wrote in his 1840 

geography book, “There is perhaps no subject of greater interest, or of more real value in 

education, than geography.”2  For Mitchell, and other nineteenth century educators, 

Geography meant more than maps. “It treats, also, of the manners and customs, the moral 

habits and qualities, the social combinations, and the institutions of the various 

communities and races of men.”3  Soon other types of schoolbooks began to take account 

of “manners and customs.”  Histories and readers joined geographies in presenting 

students examples of how different human beings in the world behaved and thought—a 

common school anthropology of sorts. 

 But geography books set the standard for how the differences between human 

beings would be understood.  Geography schoolbooks presented students with a 

systematized approach to difference that allowed them to understand who they were and 

who they were not.  Geography books categorized people along racial lines first.  For 



example, in his 1844 A System of Modern Geography, Mitchell describes the human race 

as “differing greatly from each other in colour, form, and features.”4  These physical 

differences constructed race.  The major divisions on the racial hierarchy were European, 

Asiatic, American (as in American Indian), Malay, and African.  Each race corresponded 

with a color and a geographic area. These various races could then be plotted along a 

hierarchy of “states of society” or “conditions of man.”  From the bottom up these stages 

were: savage, half-civilized, civilized and enlightened. Finally, schoolbooks offered 

students a system for understanding religious difference.  On the most basic level, 

schoolbooks divided religions into two categories: “true and false.”5 Beyond these first 

two, schoolbooks divided religion into four other categories:  Christianity,—which they 

subdivided into Protestant, Greek, and Catholic—Islam (“Mahomedan”), Jewish, and 

“Pagan or Heathen.” 6  Human beings were different from each other in a myriad of 

ways, but race, religion, and society held the central importance in nineteenth century 

schoolbooks.  Furthermore, the convergence of all these major books around these three 

categories points to their central role in American culture at the time.  American children 

needed to learn they were white, Christian, and Enlightened before they encountered 

other cultures in the pages of schoolbooks.  When they encountered India, they could 

identify “Hindoos” as brown, half-civilized, pagan and inferior to themselves in all three 

categories. 

As cultural products for children’s education, schoolbooks had to balance 

educational, moral, and civic aims in order to inculcate American values and produce 

children that would make good American citizens.  Education historian John Nietz 

identified four major aims for schoolbooks: acquisition of knowledge, interest and 



entertainment, development of nationalism or world mindedness, and the connection of 

cause and effect relationships.7  While Nietz had geography books in mind, I argue that 

these aims be expanded to include histories, readers and other texts that offered a broad 

and global view of human activity.  In short, the schoolbooks tried to produce educated 

American citizens.  

 Far away places, such as India, were crucial to fulfilling these educational aims.  

Because India was a British colony, American schoolbook authors had access to a largess 

of English imperial knowledge of the country.  American missionaries also provided even 

more information about India and Hindu religions. By the middle third of the century, 

India held a special place in the American imagination and in American schoolbooks.  

India, as represented in colonial discourse, stood as a stark contrast to American values.  

So, in schoolbooks, India served as a foil against which authors could identify what 

counted as American.  Authors created American-ness through the difference of Indian-

ness. Children learned more about America by learning more about “Hindostan.” 

India in Schoolbooks  

 “I shall now tell you of a people, who may be regarded as the most interesting of 

all the inhabitants of Asia, I mean the Hindoos…the Hindoos, in personal appearance, in 

disposition, in character, and in religion, are a distinct and peculiar nation.” wrote Samuel 

Goodrich in The Tales of Peter Parley About Asia (1845).8  Children would find the 

Hindus interesting because they were so different from Americans—so “peculiar.”  As 

Goodrich pointed out, they looked different, lived differently, and believed in a different 

religion.  The categories of difference outlined in the geography books determined the 

material authors included about India in histories, readers, and other schoolbooks.  



Schoolbooks converged upon three themes in their descriptions of India: children and 

women, Hindu religious practice and belief, and the British presence in India.  The 

discussion of these themes in each text was grounded in the categories of difference 

outlined in the geography texts. 

 Because they were written for children, schoolbooks often tried to include 

information about Indian children in their stories and articles about India.  For example, 

Salem Town included a dialogue between a Scottish missionary and an Indian youth 

entitled “The Theory of Rain” in his Progressive Third Reader (1857).9  The dialogue 

recounted Dr. Duff and a character named “Hindoo” discussing where rain comes from.  

Hindoo claimed that it comes from the trunk of Indra’s elephant because his guru told 

him the shastras say so.  Dr. Duff then uses various examples such as a pot of boiling 

water with the lid on it to explain how vapor rises and creates rain in clouds.  The boy 

exclaims, “Ah, our Shastra must be false!  Our Shastra must be either not from God, or 

God must have written lies!”  Hindoo is on the path toward becoming Christian. 

 “The Theory of Rain” plays upon all three categories of difference.  Hindoo is a 

brown, pagan, half-civilized child.  From the American child’s perspective, he was 

ignorant of science and held to a superstitious understanding of natural phenomenon.  But 

by the end, some of the difference between the American child and the character of 

Hindoo are erased.  First of all, both are children—an immediate touchstone.  Second, Dr. 

Duff teaches both Hindoo and the reader.  By the end both the reader and Hindoo have a 

scientific explanation for rain.  They have the Enlightened understanding of it.  Finally, 

when Hindoo rejects the shastras and his guru he comes closer to a Christian.  The 

introduction to the dialogue explains “how the principles of science are made the means 



of convincing the heathen of the falsity of their religious systems, and the truth of 

Christianity.”10  Dr. Duff reveals the truth of Christianity to Hindoo and reinforces it 

upon the reader.  So, “The Theory of Rain” begins by putting Hindoo in different 

categories than the reader and then simultaneously brought Hindoo closer to Enlightened 

(read—rational and scientific) Christian identity and reinforces the reader’s own 

Enlightened Christian identity.  Indian difference was highlighted then sublated while 

American values were reinforced. 

 While “Theory of Rain” offered students a happy ending, some stories of children 

in India would have probably horrified readers.  Schoolbooks could not get over a 

perceived violence in Indian religion, a violence taken out on women and children. 

In Mitchell’s geography, he describes Hindu religion thus: “The people worship images, 

and, under the blind influence of superstition, drown their children in the rivers.”11  

Roswell C. Smith wrote, “Their religion is of the most degrading kind [it] even prompts 

widows to burn themselves on the funeral pile of their husbands.”12  Even the normally 

bright and jovial Peter Parley series includes in its The World and Its Inhabitants (1856) 

“the females of the two higher castes are required to burn themselves on the dead bodies 

of their husbands.”13  Beyond the obvious religious difference emphasized in these 

examples, the treatment of women and children also signaled a social difference.  Images 

of widows immolating themselves fulfilled the half-civilized expectations already set out 

in the texts.  For the authors, Enlightened societies like America treated their women with 

respect and equality and protected their children.  On another level, these stories of 

infanticide and widow immolation struck close to home.  A child could immediately 

wonder if they would be killed had they been born in India.  Reading that a child is 



drowned to appease the gods conjures up identification between the child reading and the 

child drowning.  Secondly, women were key figures in the lives of nineteenth century 

children.  In a period where the cult of domesticity was taking hold, women took care of 

children.  The image of women being forced onto death fires would have profoundly 

horrified children—it would have signaled the end of their support structure.  Because 

India was already constructed as a land of half-civilized pagans according to the systems 

of difference it was expected that one would find violence against women and children in 

the name of religion—and schoolbook authors made sure they included it in their texts. 

 Beyond the treatment of women and children, schoolbooks emphasized a violent 

theme in Hindu religious practice and belief.  Much of this material was as horrifying as 

the drowning children and burning women.  Goodrich describes how their religion taught 

the Hindus to “allow themselves to be buried alive in the earth, tear their bodies with 

hooks, cut their flesh with knives, and other things like these” in order to gain favor with 

their gods.14  In another text, Goodrich attributes wrestling and “the performances of the 

cockpit, where they exhibit spiders, bugs and quails, trained in fighting” to Hindu 

religion.  Goodrich then goes on to give a lengthy description of the “Thuggees,” which 

he identified as “an extensive and organized fraternity of murderers, which has spread 

itself over the whole country...”15  The Thuggees were more than just criminals, though; 

they were another form of religious violence.  Goodrich describes an extensive ritual 

system and system of “gooroos” that regulated and maintained a religious form of 

robbery.  Goodrich then ends the chapter by highlighting the violence he believed to be 

inherent in Hindu religion:  “The same religious feeling which leads the Thugs to believe 

that they are performing laudable action in murdering travelers who are thrown in their 



way, while the auspices are favorable, causes them to be regarded without horror by the 

other Hindoos.  They are supposed to be only doing their duty in that state of life to 

which God has called them.”16  For schoolbook authors, Hindu religion not only excused 

violence, but required it.  Violence served as more evidence for the degraded and pagan 

nature of Hindu religion—further solidifying their place at the bottom of the religion 

hierarchy and further distancing them from the Christian child-reader. 

Besides its violence, schoolbooks writers emphasized polytheistic and 

“idolatrous” themes in Hindu religion—two themes that proved the falsity and moral 

degradation of Indian religion.  Goodrich argued that “The Hindoos have a great many 

idols, and worship a great many different gods…They have a great many temples, and 

spend a great deal of time in the various services of religion…The tendency of their 

devotion is not to make them virtuous.”17  Goodrich tied idolatry and polytheism to moral 

degradation.   In other places, however, Goodrich deemphasized the idols and focused 

more on the Hindu pantheon.  In Lights and Shadows of Asiatic History (1844) he wrote, 

“Of the host of Hindoo divinities, Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva are the most exalted.  Other 

nations have generally bestowed upon one deity all power in heaven and earth; but the 

Hindoos have divided the creation and government of the universe among these three.”18  

Similarly, in The World and Its Inhabitants, he outlines the same three gods and then 

commented, “these three persons are, however, but one God, and form the Timourti, or 

Hindoo Trinity.”19  In these latter examples, Goodrich emphasized the existence of a 

trinity analogous to that of Christianity.  But he immediately dispelled any ideas that 

India may be on the right religious track.  “In India on the contrary, we behold only the 

vast allegoric image which represents majesty by enormous statue…providence by 



innumerable eyes, and ubiquity by innumerable bodies…the Hindoo seemed inspired 

with a sacred horror of bringing the actions of his deities within the range of human 

credibility…their fictions scorned the least approximation to truth.”20  Goodrich warned 

students no to take the similarity between the three Hindu gods and the Christian Trinity 

as evidence of any real similarity between the two.  Christianity was true, Hindu religion 

was false.  American children were Christians and they were different from people of 

India.   

Caste also stood out as a central theme in descriptions of India and schoolbooks 

always emphasized caste’s connection with religion.  The chapter titled “Religion of the 

Hindoos” in The Tales of Peter Parley About Asia begins, “The religion of the Hindoos is 

very curious.  By this, the people are divided into four classes or castes.”21  In his more 

advanced text, Lights and Shadows of Asiatic History, Goodrich writes, “The plan of 

society and government…is established by divine prescription,” before he explains in the 

next paragraph, “The first feature which strikes us, in the organization of society among 

the Hindoos, is the division of the people into four classes, or castes.”22  The Brahmin 

priests, soldiers, merchants, and laborers made up the four castes, as explained in these 

books.  Once again, caste fit into the overall understanding of India as a half-civilized 

land.  Enlightened countries were marked by their equality and democracy that offered 

freedom and opportunity to everyone.  On the other side, the rigid class-driven caste 

system described in schoolbooks fulfilled the description of half-civilized society.  The 

half-civilized caste society was then tied to the pagan religion of Hindus, further drawing 

on the systems of difference to identify what Indian society meant for readers.  The 

presentation of caste also reinforced the value of Christianity, democracy and equality in 



America.  Children were taught that false religion (read pagan “Hindooism”) led to 

unequal and unenlightened society (read caste) and that conversely, American 

Christianity and American democracy were intimately connected and mutually 

supportive.  

 The British colonization of India made all of the religious and social knowledge 

of the country available to textbook writers.  The British imperial project created a wealth 

of knowledge about India that drifted into the hands of schoolbook compilers and these 

authors made sure to include the British in their descriptions of contemporary India and 

Indian history. 

 For example, the model letter entitled “From an English Bishop in India to a 

Friend in England” appeared in The Parlour Letter Writer (1845).  The letter offered 

students and families a model for how one should communicate while traveling in a 

colonized country.  The letter states, “I am sure there is no ground whatever for the 

assertion, that the people are become less innocent or prosperous under British 

administration.”  It then goes on to claim that in Bengal “the English government is 

popular.”23  The model is clear—when touring an imperial colony be sure to compliment 

the empire on its beneficence and defend its control.  

Missionary work gave schoolbook authors another explanation for British control 

of India. “The Theory of Rain,” analyzed above, offers a similar example.  The imperial 

British control allowed the Scottish missionary to come to India, which in turn allowed 

Hindoo to see the falsity of his religion and the truth of Christianity.  Goodrich implies a 

similar argument in The Tales of Peter Parley About Asia, when he writes: “One thing is 

certain, our religion is the best gift which God has imparted to man, and the diffusion of 



it among ignorant nations, is one of the highest and noblest enterprises, to which a man 

can devote himself.”  He follows this call to missions with: “I have told you that the 

British have large possessions in Hindoostan.”24  The implication is that missionary work 

is possible in India because the British have large possessions there.  In both cases 

religious difference, Christianity vs. Paganism, provided the rationale for imperial 

control.  Authors presented the expansion of the British empire as a positive and 

beneficial growth of Christianity among the Pagans.  Empire allowed for the eventual 

erasure of religious difference and the growth of Christianity. 

The treatment of Indian women and children, the violence, idolatry, and 

pantheism of Indian religion, and the benefits of British power in India were the 

convergent and central themes in the representations histories, writers, and readers 

constructed about India.  As authors approached India through the grids of difference 

outlined in the geography texts, they decided that these themes constructed the 

knowledge of India important for American students to learn.  These themes at once 

distanced India as a foreign other different from American children along racial, 

religious, and social categories and reinforced the importance of Christianity, whiteness, 

and American social values. 

Schoolbooks, India, and Educating a Citizenry 

Antebellum common schools tried to educate American children and prepare 

them to be good American citizens.  Educators emphasized virtue and knowledge as key 

components of the citizenry of the new republic.  To that end, geography books gave 

students systems for gaining knowledge about other parts of the world.  Through 

categories of difference built around race, religion, and society these schoolbooks tried to 



help students understand who they were and who other people were.  The next step was 

to flesh out these categories with examples and authors did so in histories, readers, and 

even letter-writers.  By presenting students with the horrors and immorality of India and 

the benefits of British control, schoolbooks reinforced the importance and value of 

Christianity, democracy, “civilized” society, and white imperial control.  By teaching 

about Hindu Indian difference, these schoolbooks reinforced Christian American 

traditions and attempted to educate the next generation of American citizens. 
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