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Introduction
The policies and advances of missionaries among the native Christians, and the progress in higher 

education in Travancore were well evident in a letter written in January 1822 by ‘the Cotayam trio’- 
Benjamin Bailey, Joseph Fenn, and Henry Bake. Addressed to Colonel Newall, the Resident of 
Travancore and Cochin. On first sight, the letter had a number of purposes to be served, but the most 
important purpose was to report the conditions of the Syrian Christians of Travancore to the Resident 
of Travancore. The context of the letter is based on the presence of the Syrian Christian Community 
in the region, and claims about their superior position is evident throughout the document. The letter 
claims that Syrian Christians existed in Travancore much before the commencement of the Malayalam 
Calendar in AD 825. One may note that such attempts are aimed at establishing the antiquity and 
thereby sanctity of the community. As well, the letter is also imagined to be a historical document to attest 
the dominant position of the Syrian Christians.  Interestingly, the letter accused the Syrian Christians 
of intermixing themselves with the native population and of being subject to moral depreciation.  Such 
claims and anxieties demonstrate that the missionaries were interested to receive support from colonial 
authorities. Though we cannot establish the responses of colonial administration to missionary 
arguments, one may not wrong to argue that the personal choice of the British administrators went 
hand in hand with missionary interests.    

The One in the Other
Similarly, the letter also serves as a statistical data about the condition of Syrian Christians in the region. 

This paper is a theoretical analysis of a letter written by the missionaries of Travancore 
to the British Resident in 1822, which explained the condition of Christianity in the region 
and the progress of education as well as the policies adopted for educational and religious 
transmission. It is a pertinent document to analyze the early modernity in the region and of 
how modern educational policies had its genesis in colonial-missionary backdrop. While the 
letter is concerned about the success of Christian missions in upbringing a generation with civic 
policies in central Travancore, the concern for Christianity is also evident in the document. 
Such reporting represents the connections between colonial administrators and missionaries, 
and shows the larger interconnections of power, religion and civic policy.
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A Critical reading of the text demonstrates that missionaries were deeply worried about the ‘deplorable 
condition’ of the Syrian Christians. The document claims that the influence of the Travancore rulers, 
the Catholic Church, and others over the ages left the Syrian community in deplorable state of affairs.  
The letter exaggerates about the social position of Syrian Christians and argue that they belong to a 
‘superior position’, and that ‘the duplicity and deceit, for which the natives of India are so proverbial, 
is not a feature of their character. On the contrary, they may be said to possess, in no small degree, the 
opposite virtues of honesty and plain dealing, accompanied with a peculiar simplicity of manner, which 
distinguishes them in the eyes of the stranger, from the other inhabitants of the country’. we may note 
that while all positive virtues of the Syrian community have been assigned to Christian values, the onus 
of negative characters is placed on heathenism.   

The Data Resource
As noted, the letter served also as a statistical data, and enumerates the presence of eighty-eight 

Syrian churches in the Travancore and Cochin regions. The document asserts that of the eighty-
eight churches, fifty-five were independent of any form of Catholic involvement. The letter places the 
number of native priests or Kathanars as 144. They estimated the presence of Syrian Christians in the 
region to be around thirteen-thousand. The majority of them were found to be poor and supporting 
life with menial jobs.  There were also farmers and merchants among them and also some owned land, 
amounting to a maximum of five thousand rupees. It is asserted that the churches were very poor and 
needed the support of the government for their furtherance.  The CMS missionaries accordingly were 
seeking a convergence of methods and actions for the prospects and progress of the religion in the 
region. They presented before the Resident a point of reference, with the policies being given validation 
by the Syrian Metropolitan and, the placement of the role of the missionary being its sophistication 
and implementation. Such detailed enumeration and collection of data indicates towards a systematic 
plan of action in the future. As we have noted, this anxieties about the social position of Christianity 
continued to influence the debates on higher education in Kerala. Similarly, the process of enumeration 
and systematic plan of action demonstrates that civic policy formation in Travancore has its roots in 
power-relations, and knowledge production. We noted that the missionaries developed a systematic 
plan of action for Travancore, hoping that they would soon dominate the sociolect-educational sphere. 
Such long-term policies required the imposition of new value systems vis-a-vis civic policies.

The Plan of  Action
 The letter suggests that the missionaries have adopted a plan of action to create a sense of civic policy 

for their adherents, and they are as follows; 
¾¾ The education of the youth
¾¾ Circulation of Scriptures in Syriac and vernacular languages together with other works of religious 

and general nature.
¾¾ The special schemes for educating the priests
¾¾ The progress of the church

Based on such schemes of civic policies, the letter shows, missionaries started working to achieve 
their agenda. One of the first steps in this direction was the collection of the Scriptures for translating 
them into vernacular languages.  The missionaries realized that teaching the scriptures would enable 
the adherents to follow the path of Christianity with firm foots. Therefore, teaching theology occupied 
central position in the missionary imagination. For missionaries, their adherents must learn knowledge 
about the scriptures to be active in the system and to defend themselves against any ideological aberrations. 
What enabled a layman to be part of the missionary system was his or her ideological commitments, and 
a position in the circle of knowledge-production. 
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Conclusion
This indicates that missionary education and its insistence on civic policy was an encompassing 

system of micro power-relations. The above letter suggests that missionaries-imposed power on their 
adherents, and in return expected knowledge, decency and commitments to theology. This encircling 
system of power relations acted as a panoptical model of surveillance in which each adherent had to 
prove his or her ability to be part of the system. (Foucault, 1977: 198-201) The basic quality for being 
part of the system was the ability to develop individual civic policy, and to become part of the Christian 
civic policy.
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