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Abstract

The years between 1890 and 1914 saw several prominent studies from statesmen-
administrators comparing British India with the Roman empire. These were not the
self-congratulatory comparisons of earlier decades, but serious comparative studies
aimed at learning practical lessons from Rome’s successes and failures. To gain a clearer
picture of the significance of these analogies and how they were used, the Indian Civil
Service (ICS) examination papers from the same period are analysed. It is argued that,
following a move in 1892 to make the ICS a fully graduate service, the Civil Service
commissioners showed a sustained interest in asking candidates to compare India
(and the wider British empire) with the empires of Rome and Greece. Rome was
considered particularly relevant for the directly ruled parts of the empire, with a
focus on provincial administration and frontier defence, while Athens was preferred
for questions of colonial federation. In the final section, the spread of subjects and
weighting of marks within the examination are considered. It is argued that a series
of changes post-1892 were designed to favour candidates who had studied Classics at
university enabling them to obtain a higher proportion of the overall marks than
those specializing in other subjects.

Historians have frequently remarked on the tendency of the British, between
1890 and 1914, when the British empire was at its apogee, to compare them-
selves, especially their dominion in India, with the Roman empire.1 This is
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the time when imperial rhetoric was at its highest, when Lord Cromer, among
many others, could remark that the empire was ‘the main title which makes us
great’,2 and when India in particular was considered the most ‘cherished jewel
in the crown of the queen-empress’.3

While the Roman empire had been a common reference point throughout
the nineteenth century for many aspects of British cultural life, from art
and architecture to political theory,4 between 1900 and 1914, no less than
three major works comparing the Roman empire with British India were
published, all written by eminent statesmen-administrators who enjoyed posi-
tions at the epicentre of empire, Lord James Bryce who was secretary of the
Colonial Service, Evelyn Baring, earl of Cromer, who had been governor of
Egypt for twenty years, and Sir Charles Lucas who came first in the ICS
Open Competition of 1877, and became a leading civil servant.5 All three wri-
ters admit that in comparing Britain’s Indian dominion with the Roman
empire they were taking part in a larger intellectual trend.6

Interest in the comparison was by no means confined to the reflections of
practical men of empire. Leading scholars and teachers at Britain’s universities
showed no less enthusiasm. Oxford, in particular, took a close personal interest
in British India. Its leading Honours degree course of Classical Moderations and
Greats7 provided nearly half of the successful candidates for the ICS entrance
examination, known as the Open Competition, between 1892, when the max-
imum age limit was raised to twenty-three to allow graduates to enter, and
1914.8 Moreover, ancient history, and Roman history in particular, was enjoy-
ing a period of unparalleled activity and influence at this time, and profes-
sional Roman historians such as J. L. Strachan-Davidson, master of Balliol
College between 1907 and 1916, were heavily involved with the practical busi-
ness of recruiting the future rulers of India. Oxford’s close connection with the
ICS stretched back to the early 1850s when Benjamin Jowett, then tutor and
fellow of Balliol, played a leading role in reforming not only the Greats system
at Oxford but also the examinations for entry to both the home and Indian
Civil Services.

The business of governing India had made the study of the Roman imperial
experience relevant as never before, with Roman provincial administration
becoming an important subject. Not only were a significant number of
books published which dealt at length with the internal organization of the
Roman empire, most notably, W. T. Arnold’s Studies of Roman imperialism.

2 Evelyn Baring, first earl of Cromer, Political and literary essays (London, 1913).
3 Thomas R. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj (Cambridge, 1995), p. 65.
4 Majeed, ‘Comparativism and references to Rome’; Butler, Britain and its empire in the shadow of

Rome; and Kumar, ‘Greece and Rome in the British empire’.
5 James Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire and the British empire in India’, in Studies in history

and jurisprudence (New York, NY, 1901); Evelyn Baring, first earl of Cromer, Ancient and modern
imperialism (London, 1910); and Sir Charles P. Lucas, Greater Rome and Greater Britain (Oxford, 1912).

6 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 1; Cromer, Imperialism, p. 2.
7 The final examination for the Oxford Classics degree course was known as ‘Greats’.
8 Oswyn Murray, ‘Ancient history 1872–1914’, in M. G. Brock and M. C. Curthoys, eds., The history

of Oxford University, VII (Oxford, 1984), p. 346.
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Also in this period, Roman imperial history became formally established in the
Oxford Greats course in 1903 with the introduction of a new period from
Caesar’s dictatorship to Trajan.9 As Edward Fiddes concluded in his introduc-
tion to Arnold’s book, what made Roman imperial history so fascinating and
influential in this period was the fact that in the study of the Roman empire,
‘the English historian is irresistibly reminded of the British Empire, and espe-
cially of its great Indian dependency’.10

Given the undoubted popularity of the comparison during this period, it is
worth investigating in more detail how and for what purposes the Roman ana-
logy was used, not only in relation to Britain’s rule in India but the rest of the
empire as well. How important was Rome compared with other examples of
empire, both ancient and modern? What themes and questions were consid-
ered most relevant when Rome’s imperial experience was discussed? While
the published works of imperial administrators such as Bryce, Lucas, and
Cromer are a useful indicator, a close reading of the ICS examination papers
themselves, following the raising of the age limit in 1892, offers a unique per-
spective into the thinking of the Civil Service commissioners who were respon-
sible for appointing some of the most powerful officials in the British empire.
The choice of subjects set, the weighting of the marks, and particularly the
examination questions can tell us a lot about what they were looking for in
the future rulers of British India, what intellectual and moral training they
considered most appropriate.

The themes addressed in this article raise wider questions about the use of
the past in the context of empire, which will be of interest not only to histor-
ians of British India but to historians of empire in general. We already know
that Rome and Greece were used in fairly loose and general comparisons
with the British empire throughout the nineteenth century to underscore
Britain’s sense of itself as superior to both other European nations and to
those it sought to rule over. In this article, we see the British claim an affinity
with Rome in order to mark themselves off from their colonized subjects in
India. Moreover, we see this tendency increasing at a time when tensions
with imperial rivals and fears about the stability and longevity of the British
empire reached new heights.11 Historians of British India will be particularly
interested in the way in which we see this demarcating function of Classics
increasingly institutionalized within the specific context of the ICS examina-
tions. In the period after 1892, the marks available for classical studies were
consistently and, I argue, deliberately increased with a view to privileging fur-
ther the upper-class British candidates who had studied Classics at Oxford and
Cambridge, in the face of a growing challenge from Indian candidates wanting
to enter the service.

A focus on the ways in which classical analogies were used by the British to
justify their rule over the Indian subcontinent can tell us something about how

9 Murray, ‘Ancient history’, pp. 347–8.
10 William Thomas Arnold, Studies of Roman imperialism (Manchester, 1906), p. 5.
11 Sally Ledger, ‘In darkest England: the terror of degeneration in fin-de-siècle Britain’, Literature

and History, 4 (1995), pp. 71–86.
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knowledge, more broadly, has been (and continues to be) marshalled to legit-
imize and entrench unequal power relations. These insights become especially
relevant in light of contemporary debates about the role of academic subjects,
in particular, history, in justifying and propagating notions of racial inequality
in schools and universities amid widespread and growing calls to ‘decolonise
the curriculum’.12

In this article, however, we see another, more specific, use of classical ana-
logy. In addition to broad comparisons between Britain and the ancient world,
designed to enhance Britain’s own imperial identity, and to distance itself from
those it sought to rule over, we see Classics used as an intellectual lens or
‘filter’,13 an empirical tool with which to think about, contextualize, and ultim-
ately address the particular challenges the British faced in trying to govern
India and the wider empire. It is this strategic instrumentalization of the sub-
stance of a traditional classical education, the ‘intellectual furniture’14 of the
British elite, with a view to addressing the practical problems of empire,
which is brought to light in this article. As well as historians of empire and
of the British empire in particular, this should also be of interest to those
working in the history of ideas and the history of education.

I

It is helpful to begin at the point where the comparison was made most force-
fully: with the three major comparative works which were all published
between 1900 and 1914. At first glance, these essays all highlight Rome’s
imperial achievement and recommend it as an instructive example for the
British to learn from in their government of India. Sir Charles Lucas, for
example, describes Rome as ‘incomparably the greatest Empire of the ancient
world’,15 and Lord Cromer echoes his judgement, wondering at the diverse
ways in which the Romans ‘left their own abiding mark on the destinies of
mankind’.16 At the start of his essay, Bryce too dwells at some length on
Rome’s unparalleled ability to win the loyalty of its subjects and ‘make out
of the mass of races and kingdoms that had existed before the Macedonian
conquest, a single people who were at once a Nation and a World Nation’.17

However, in terms of how the Roman example might be instructive for
Britain in the government of its own empire, all three essays develop a
nuanced approach. While all outline intriguing similarities between the two
dominions in terms of size, population, and the direct manner of government,
and claim that of all other possible comparisons Rome is the most apt, all three

12 Marlon Moncrieffe, Decolonising the history curriculum: Euro-centrism and primary schooling
(Basingstoke, 2020); Kerry Pimblott, ‘Decolonising the university: the origins and meaning of a
movement’, Political Quarterly, 91 (2020), pp. 210–16.

13 Rama Sundari Mantena, ‘Imperial ideology and uses of Rome in discourses of Britain’s Indian
empire’, in Bradley, ed., Classics and imperialism, p. 60.

14 Jennifer Ingleheart, Masculine plural: queer classics, sex, and education (Oxford, 2018), p. 50.
15 Lucas, Greater Rome, p. 140.
16 Cromer, Imperialism, pp. 72–3.
17 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 3.
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writers are equally aware of some quite fundamental differences between con-
ditions in the Roman empire and British India.

In particular, they point to the much more serious barriers of colour and
religion which the British faced in their Indian empire.18 For the most part,
there was no colour bar in the Roman empire. Although there was substantial
contact with peoples of a different colour (most notably black Africans), the
Romans, they argue, possessed no philosophy which discriminated against peo-
ple on this basis.19 Before Constantine’s acceptance of Christianity, moreover,
Rome’s religion was non-exclusive and did not seek to impose Roman gods and
rituals on Rome’s subjects, who were, with the notable exception of the Jews,
also non-exclusive in their religions. Rather, a process of fusion was allowed to
develop in which aspects of Roman religion were incorporated into the reli-
gious life of the provinces and vice versa. The late Victorians, by contrast, pos-
sessed highly developed pseudo-scientific theories of racial inequality, and
while there was no overwhelming desire to convert the population of India,
the British were not about to accept the religious beliefs of Hindus, Sikhs,
and Muslims, as the Romans had those of their subjects. All three writers
are forced to conclude that Roman-style cultural fusion could never take
place, no matter how desirable it might seem as a way of retaining loyalty
in the British empire.20

In addition, as Lord Cromer writes, there was a fundamental inconsistency
in the motivations of the British which had never troubled the Romans:

To the question Quo vadis? only a Briton would be puzzled to give a def-
inite answer, for he is in truth always straining to attain two ideals, which
are apt to be mutually destructive – the ideal of good government, which
connotes the continuance of his own supremacy, and the ideal of self-
government, which connotes the whole or partial abdication of his
supreme position.21

Lucas22 and Bryce also recognize this paradox within the ideology of the
British empire, the latter calling it ‘patent, but inevitable’.23 The Roman
empire, in comparison, they notice, was never troubled with the ideals of
national self-determination and self-government. Neither the central nor
provincial governments possessed any representative institutions, and the
goal was merely to rule and rule well. Half of the British empire, by contrast,
consisted of the overtly titled self-governing dominions,24 which did indeed
possess representative institutions similar to those of Britain itself. This com-
pared uneasily with the reality of authoritarian rule in India. Even there, the

18 Ibid., pp. 58–70; Cromer, Imperialism, pp. 73–119; Lucas, Greater Rome, pp. 91–111, 162–3.
19 L. A. Thompson, Romans and blacks (London, 1989).
20 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, pp. 58–9; Cromer, Imperialism, p. 88; Lucas, Greater Rome,

p. 162.
21 Cromer, Imperialism, p. 118.
22 Lucas, Greater Rome, pp. 171–2.
23 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 31.
24 Most notably, Canada, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand.
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ideal of self-government was always in the background. Indeed, Cromer argued
that ‘the great imperial problem of the future [would be] to what extent some
350 millions of British subjects…aliens to us in race, religion, language…and
customs, [were] to govern themselves, or…to be governed by us’. ‘Rome’, he
admitted, ‘never had to face such an issue as this.’25

Yet the recognition of these important differences does not invalidate the
comparison. What is striking about all three essays is the distinctly dispassion-
ate tone in which they were written. In the words of a contemporary reviewer,
they were attempting to conduct a ‘scientific inquiry into the problems of
Imperialism’.26 What they were seeking in the comparison with Rome was
not a model to follow, but a context, which would allow them to see the pro-
blems of their own empire more clearly, and perhaps even, on occasion, sug-
gest possible courses of action, either to take, or to avoid. As Bryce writes in his
opening pages, although ‘the conditions [in the two dominions] are in many
respects different, yet there is in the parallel enough to make it instructive
for the present, and possibly significant for the future’.27

A recognition of difference, even fundamental difference, does not invali-
date the fact that in the task of contextualizing the problems faced by the
British in their government of India, all three writers still considered the
Roman empire the most appropriate comparison to make. The many other
examples of empire provided by ancient and modern history28 were rejected
as bearing little significant resemblance to British India. ‘When we wish to
examine the methods and the results of British rule in India by the light of
any other dominion exercised under conditions even remotely similar’, writes
Bryce, ‘it is to the Roman Empire of the centuries between Augustus and
Honorius that we must go.’29 ‘Here surely’, appeals Cromer, ‘if it be true that
history is philosophy teaching by example, some useful lessons are to be
learnt.’30

Furthermore, this desire to contextualize and thereby to understand better
modern imperial problems seem also to have motivated the efforts of several
leading historians at this time who dwelt at length on the Roman empire and
the intricacies of its provincial administration. As Bryce points out in the pref-
ace to his Studies in history and jurisprudence, the study of the Roman empire in
his day no longer aimed simply to be ‘stimulative’. In the face of the modern
problems of Indian government, it sought also to be ‘practically helpful’.31 The
Oxford ancient historian, Edward Fiddes, for one, echoed Bryce’s sentiments on
the potential value of Roman history for the better understanding of the pro-
blems of modern empire: ‘The Roman Empire’, he declared,

25 Cromer, Imperialism, pp. 18–19.
26 ‘Problems of empire’, review of Lucas’s Greater Rome and Greater Britain, Times Literary

Supplement, 16 Jan. 1913.
27 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 4.
28 The Spanish, French, Russian, German, and Italian empires, and even the Mughal empire in

India, are all considered in the three essays.
29 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 7.
30 Cromer, Imperialism, p. 14.
31 Bryce, Studies in history and jurisprudence, p. vii.
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was the first great imperial experiment which rose above the methods of
brute force…[and] made a genuine effort to unite Liberty and Empire, and
though she failed, she offers, if not political lessons which it is always
hard to deduce correctly, at least a highly interesting analogy to similar
modern experiments.32

Moreover, there was an important belief in Britain in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries that an education in Roman imperial problems pro-
vided an excellent training for the rulers of British India. Augustin Filon,
Arnold’s French friend, believed that Roman history was ‘the best school’ for
such men.33 Indeed, the study of Roman history at Oxford, had assumed,
since its emergence in the 1880s under the aegis of Henry Francis Pelham,
Camden Professor of Ancient History,34 an increasingly pragmatic and utilitar-
ian approach. The teaching of undergraduates was considered much more
important than research.35

The handbook, the epigraphical collection, and the historical commentary
came to replace the great works of history, both narrative and theoretical,
as the hallmark of Oxford scholarship.36 In a memoir of her brother,
W. T. Arnold, Mary Ward remarks that he had been asked to compile a
‘Student’s’ Roman empire, covering the period from the battle of Actium to
the reign of Marcus Aurelius, one of a series of such ‘Student’s’ manuals
or handbooks which were in production at the time.37 Given that graduates
of the Oxford Greats course provided nearly half of the successful candidates
for the ICS Open Competition between 1892 and 1914, this emphasis on under-
graduate teaching rather than academic research is understandable.

The prospect of practising real provincial government imbued the study
of Roman provincial administration with a modern relevance. Indeed, it is
the view of Oswyn Murray that ‘the best available education for a modern pro-
consul at the time was…close analysis of Pliny’s Correspondence with Trajan’38

published for the purpose by E. G. Hardy in 1889. However, while the contem-
porary scholarly and reflective literature may reveal much about the popular-
ity of the comparison with Rome, and, moreover, indicate the reasons behind
its invocation, if we want to discover how important the analogy was as part of
the education of the rulers of British India between 1890 and 1914, the most
important source material to consult is the ICS Open Competition examination
papers themselves. After all, their content dictated, to a very large extent, the
education of candidates for the powerful Indian bureaucracy. A close analysis
of examination questions reveals much about the ways in which the Civil
Service commissioners expected candidates to think about British India and
its government. First, it is important to note that just as Roman history

32 Arnold, Studies of Roman imperialism, p. 5.
33 Ibid., p. cxxiii.
34 F. Haverfield’s introduction to H. F. Pelham’s Essays (Oxford, 1911), p. xvi.
35 Murray, ‘Ancient history’, pp. 339–40.
36 Ibid., p. 342.
37 Arnold, Studies of Roman imperialism, p. xxvii.
38 Murray, ‘Ancient history’, p. 348.
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reached a new level of influence in British academic circles during this period,
so it did within the context of the ICS Open Competition. From 1892, Roman
History appeared for the first time as a separate subject for examination
and, moreover, there was a pronounced interest in the practical workings of
the Roman empire. In 1894, for instance, candidates were asked to ‘Illustrate
and explain the action of the Romans in dealing with problems of local govern-
ment over the East and Western portions of the Empire respectively.’39

Significantly, for ICS candidates, the challenges surrounding the establish-
ment of an effective imperial civil service within the Roman empire were a
recurrent theme. In the 1911 Roman History paper, candidates were asked,
‘What were the chief hindrances in the formation of a regular civil service
under the Republic, and what were the chief steps taken by Emperors to rem-
edy the defect?’40

Between 1892 and 1914, not a year went by without at least one question
being set on provincial administration in the Roman History section. This
focus on the peculiarities of local government and its challenges was particu-
larly appropriate for the examination of prospective ICS men, for a major part
of their time as district officers in India would be spent dealing with local pro-
blems in their own particular area of the subcontinent. In the 1893 examin-
ation, candidates were asked explicitly, ‘What lessons with regard to the
principles which should be observed in the government of British India may
be learned from the history of the Roman dominions under the Republic
and the Empire?’41 And again, in the Roman History section of the 1912 exam-
ination, the question was posed, ‘How far is there any parallel in the problems
of frontier defence between the Roman and the British Empires?’42 When ICS
officials were on leave, they would often discuss the lessons of Roman provin-
cial policy for Indian frontier policy with W. T. Arnold.43

The ICS was responsible for the smooth running of British government in
India and had been transferred to the direct control of the British crown
(from the East India Company) following the Indian Rebellion of 1857, which
had graphically demonstrated the challenges of maintaining control of the
subcontinent. Given this history, it is not surprising that the commissioners
should have been keen to get ICS candidates to think about how an imperial
power should seek to maintain loyalty within its dominions. Indeed, the exam-
ination questions in the Roman History section reveal a persistent interest in
the rebellions which took place in the Roman empire, especially in the grie-
vances which lay behind them. In 1911, for example, candidates were
asked to estimate the degree to which the Pictish chief Calgacus was justified
in making his famous denouncement of Roman imperialism: ‘ubi solitudinem
faciunt pacem appellant’ (where they create a barren wilderness, they call it

39 A full set of ICS Open Competition examination papers (OCEP), including the names of candi-
dates, tables of marks, and associated statistical data from 1856 to 1948 can be found in the India
Office Records at the British Library (IOR V/7/178-250). OCEP, 1894.

40 OCEP, 1911.
41 OCEP, 1893.
42 OCEP, 1912.
43 Arnold, Studies of Roman imperialism, p. lxxix.
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peace).44 It was thus quite acceptable, desirable even, for a candidate to criti-
cize Roman policy if the evidence called for it. More than anything else, the
commissioners wanted future members of the ICS to be flexible enough in
their thinking to adapt to whatever situations they might face in India, rather
than being constrained by a particular way of thinking about empire and its
problems.

II

While it is clear that the study of Roman imperial history was considered a use-
ful intellectual tool in the education of the rulers of British India, precisely
how important a tool was it thought to be? At a time when Political Science
was held to be the ‘playground of analogies’,45 were other comparisons invoked
which were similarly designed to stimulate thinking on imperial matters and
prepare successful ICS candidates for the realities of governing an empire? And
if so, what was the relative importance of the Roman comparison?

The year 1892, in which Roman History appeared for the first time in the ICS
Open Competition as a separate paper, witnessed a revival of interest in
ancient history in general, rather than in Roman history specifically. Greek
History, too, made its debut as a separate paper. Moreover, the Civil Service
commissioners showed as strong an interest in the organization and govern-
ment of the empires of the ancient Greek world as they did in those of the
Roman empire. In particular, there were questions set almost every year
between 1892 and 1914 on the Athenian empire of the fifth century BC.46 In
1904, for example, candidates taking the Greek History paper were asked,
‘What is known as to the organisation of the Athenian Empire and from
what sources is our information derived?’47 The same issues which were
focused on by the commissioners in relation to Rome: the nature of internal
ties, the grievances of subjects, and the action taken to tackle these grievances,
were stressed in those questions dealing with the Athenian empire. In 1896,
candidates were invited to analyse ‘the Athenian Empire, with respect to its
internal organisation, and the nature of the ties which united the different
members’.48 However, we must be careful when interpreting this evidence.
At first sight, it may appear that Rome was but one of at least two examples
of ancient empires which the commissioners felt it useful for candidates to
consider in their preparation for careers as Indian civil servants. Yet, here,
we should remember that Bryce, Lucas, and Cromer exercised caution when
choosing which empire was most suitable for comparison with British India.
Indeed, they rejected all except Rome as being too different to provide a
worthwhile comparison with conditions in the Raj. The commissioners,
though, were not concerned solely to encourage candidates to think about
India apart from the rest of the British empire. Without doubt, India, with

44 OCEP, 1911.
45 OCEP, 1910.
46 OCEP, 1893, 1895, 1896, 1898, 1899, 1902, 1903, 1904, 1909, 1910, 1914.
47 OCEP, 1904.
48 OCEP, 1896.
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its huge population, cultural and religious diversity, and the direct manner of
its government constituted a very distinct part of the empire, fundamentally
different from its other parts, in particular the self-governing colonies.
Moreover, the ICS was a unique body within the empire possessing unparal-
leled power and influence. Yet, for all this, the Raj was not outside the empire,
but an integral part of it. Thus, while Bryce, Lucas, and Cromer were very much
aware of India’s uniqueness within the empire, they never sought to discon-
nect it from the larger whole. Lucas, for one, did not view the inconsistencies
and fundamental differences in conditions between different parts of the
empire as a problem. He called it ‘a unity of contradictions, absolutely impos-
sible on paper, but working very comfortably in fact’.49

The commissioners shared this view. They sought not merely to educate
their civil servants in the practical problems of administration, but also to
encourage them to think about the wider issues of empire. Questions were
regularly asked in the Political Science and Political Economy papers which
encouraged candidates to consider the empire as a whole. In 1898, for example,
the question was asked ‘What economic advantages does the United Kingdom
derive from its colonies and dependencies?’50 Even though successful candi-
dates would likely spend all their working lives in India, the commissioners
expected them to take an interest in, and be able to analyse in some detail,
the internal relations of all parts of the British empire. Thus, questions were
regularly set which dealt with Britain’s relations with its self-governing col-
onies. In 1901, for example, candidates were asked ‘How far does the present
connexion between England and her Colonies seem to you permanent and
what dangers threaten that connexion?’ As part of the same question, they
were even asked to ‘suggest safeguards’ designed to hold the empire
together.51

Moreover, for these questions dealing with the wider empire outside India,
particularly those concerning the relationship between Britain and its self-
governing dominions, the Roman empire, was not at all helpful. In the
words of Cromer: ‘no close or instructive analogy can be established between
Rome in its relations with the provincials and Great Britain in its relations with
the self-governing colonies’.52 None of the provinces of the Roman empire had
possessed any measure of self-government. The ICS examiners recognized this
too, asking candidates in the English Law paper of 1910 to examine the
statement:

The modern and multi-cellular British state – often called an Empire – …
does not suggest, and, were we serious in our talk of sovereignty, would
hardly tolerate, a theory, that is simple enough and insular enough, and
yet withal, imperially Roman enough, to deny an essentially State-like

49 Lucas, Greater Rome, pp. 171–2.
50 OCEP, 1898.
51 OCEP, 1901.
52 Cromer, Imperialism, p. 17.

602 Heather Ellis

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000092 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000092


character to those ‘self-governing’ colonies, communities, common-
wealths, which are welded into a larger sovereign whole.53

Here, the Roman model was explicitly rejected in relation to the self-governing
colonies. More appropriate analogies were needed, and were found by the com-
missioners, above all, in the ancient Greek world, particularly in the example
of the Athenian empire or Delian League of the fifth century BC.

Although far from being a perfect analogy, conditions in the Athenian
empire at least offered significantly more points of similarity, when compared
with Britain’s relations with its self-governing colonies. Indeed, to many, the
loose links between the Greek city-state and its overseas settlements, which
possessed a large degree of self-government, offered an attractive and poten-
tially instructive parallel to the relationship between Britain and what Lucas
termed its ‘sphere of settlement’. ‘There was’, he wrote,

something resembling it in Greek history, in the famous confederacy of
Delos, which started as a League of Sea States of kindred blood and origin,
with a predominant partner in Athens, the league being formed for com-
mon defence purposes, and the partners contributing some in money, and
some in ships, while the executive control was left in the hands of Athens
as the predominant partner.54

E. A. Freeman, Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford from 1884 to 1892,
for one, interpreted the destiny of that portion of the empire which consisted
of Britain and the self-governing colonies very much in the light of the confed-
erate Athenian empire, and hoped that it would increasingly become a similar
‘unity of scattered kinsfolk’.55

The Civil Service commissioners picked up on the analogy too. Considerable
interest was shown in asking ICS candidates to analyse the nature of Greek colon-
ization, which Lucas, among others, had declared most suitable for comparison
with the British in the self-governing colonies.56 Hardly a year went by without
candidates being asked to: ‘Estimate the importance of the tie between a colony
and its metropolis as a factor in Greek politics.’57 Above all, the commissioners
were interested in getting candidates to think about and, more specifically, to
assess the merits and demerits of the Greek principle of imperial federation,
most famously displayed in the relations between Athens and its various
subject-allies.58 In 1904, for instance, candidates sitting the Greek History paper
were asked ‘What is meant by Federation? How far were its principles realised in
the various unions of the Greek states in the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.?’59

53 OCEP, 1910
54 Lucas, Greater Rome, p. 152.
55 R. Symonds, Oxford and empire (London, 1986), p. 48.
56 Lucas, Greater Rome, p. 22.
57 OCEP, 1895.
58 Questions about ‘federation’ appeared in 1904, 1907, 1908, 1909, 1910, 1911, 1912, 1913, and

1914.
59 OCEP, 1904.
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The reasons behind this interest in Greek federal unions become clear when we
notice that a parallel interest was shown by the commissioners in the principle
of federation in the Political Science section of the examination.

Thus, in 1907, candidates were asked to ‘Explain and illustrate, either from
ancient or modern examples, three of the peculiar weaknesses of federalism.’60

This question is a good example of how knowledge of the ancient world, gained
in classical studies at university, could be of use to candidates outside the clas-
sical sections of the ICS examination. In Britain, from the 1880s onwards, the
idea of an Imperial Federation of the British empire became increasingly influ-
ential. There was an Imperial Federation League, which had Lord Bryce as the
chairman of its Oxford branch. Whilst the idea of an Imperial Federation had
first been viewed only as an option for the peoples of Britain and the self-
governing colonies,61 it was clear that India and the other directly governed
dependencies must somehow be included if the empire was to remain a viable
single entity. Indeed, the question of what exactly the position of India and the
other directly governed parts of the empire should be in such a federation
became one of the most hotly debated political questions of the day. It is
this debate which is reflected in ICS examination questions like those quoted
above. Indeed, in 1904, the connection was made explicit, when candidates
were asked to ‘Examine the conditions necessary to the successful working
of a Federal government, and estimate the special difficulties that would pre-
sent themselves in the case of a proposed Federation of the British Empire.’62

Thus, it seems clear that leading British statesmen-administrators and the
Civil Service commissioners were intrigued with the potential lessons which
might be learnt from political comparisons, but were not interested in forcing
similarities. As Lord Cromer put it in a 1910 speech to the Oxford branch of
the Classical Association, ‘Whilst it would be unwise to neglect the teaching
of history, it is essential to steer clear of what is perhaps even a greater
danger – namely that of being ensnared by the pitfall of false analogies.’63

This attitude is equally evident in the questions of the ICS examination papers
themselves. In 1913, the commissioners invited candidates to consider and
illustrate the statement: ‘It has been said that similarity in customs, laws
and procedure, even in particulars, is only a guide to inquiry – that it is not
proof of dependence or of a common origin’ and then to ‘briefly indicate pre-
cautions to be observed in the study of comparative politics’.64

The focus of the commissioners’ attention, when it came to analogies for
thinking about the governing of British India and the empire more widely,
was clearly on ancient empires. We have seen this not only in the Ancient
History papers but also, and perhaps more tellingly, in the Political Science,
Political Economy, and English Law papers. It would be wrong, however, to
say that the commissioners showed no interest in asking candidates about

60 OCEP, 1907.
61 Symonds, Oxford and empire, pp. 69–70.
62 OCEP, 1904.
63 ‘Lord Cromer on imperialism’, Times, 7 May 1910, 13, col. c.
64 OCEP, 1913.
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more modern empires. The main difference to note here, though, is that such
questions were exclusively confined to General Modern History papers and did
not cross over into broader Political Science, Political Economy, and English
Law papers. There were, on occasion, in the General Modern History paper,
questions asking for comparisons among all of Europe’s colonial powers. In
1905, candidates were asked ‘What were the chief relations of the different
Powers of Europe with India in the latter half of the seventeenth century?’65

France, in particular, comes up quite frequently in questions about the
British in India. Some are straightforward comparisons asking about methods
of government which suggest that the commissioners saw enough similarity
between the French and British empires in South-East Asia to make the com-
parison instructive. In 1914, in the General Modern History paper, candidates
were asked to ‘Compare the treatment of their Asiatic possessions by England
and France during the portion of the eighteenth century which is included in
your period.’66 Likewise, in 1898, candidates were asked to compare Wellington
and Napoleon as empire builders in India: ‘Lord Wellesley revived and pro-
claimed the Imperial principle of political supremacy. All his views and mea-
sures pointed towards the reconstruction of another empire in India.
Compare and contrast Lord Wellesley with his great contemporary Napoleon
Bonaparte.’67

III

Having considered the importance of Roman history and the Roman compari-
son in the training of Indian civil servants to think constructively about the
practical problems of imperial government, we now turn to the other equally,
if not more important, side of their preparation for an imperial career: their
moral education. It was not enough that Indian civil servants should be able
to think practically about imperial problems; it was even more important
that they be the right sort of men. Many commentators in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries expressed the view that the British held India
primarily by the force of moral example. In the words of Brigadier-General
John Jacob:

We [the British]…are a morally superior race, governed by higher
motives…possessing higher attributes than the Asiatics. The more the
natives of India are able to understand us, and the more we improve
their capacity for so understanding, the firmer will become our power…
Let us establish our rule by setting them a high example, by making
them feel the value of truth and honesty, and by raising their moral
and intellectual powers.68

65 OCEP, 1905.
66 OCEP, 1914.
67 OCEP, 1898.
68 F. G. Hutchins, The illusion of permanence (Princeton, NJ, 1967), p. 26.
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Sir Charles Lucas, for one, shared this view. He argued that the distinctive fea-
tures of the British character, which he saw above all as honesty and the
instinct of fair play, contributed much to Britain’s task of ruling the Raj. He
wrote that Britain’s success in holding India had been ‘mainly due to the com-
bination of the strong hand with honesty and justice’. Britain had, he argued,
‘given [the Indians] from without what they had never received from within,
security for life and property, justice between man and man, immunity from
extortion, law instead of caprice’.69 Bryce too believed that in India the
British had triumphed by force of character, and that it was primarily through
their display of duty and moral courage that they continued to hold it.70 As
R. R. W. Lingen, a senior civil servant of the time, explained: ‘the first and car-
dinal quality’ desirable in an Indian civil servant was ‘a deep self-sacrificing
sense of duty; not a conventional one, satisfied by doing and avoiding certain
prescribed or proscribed things, but such as is only satisfied when it has done
its best, whether the sacrifice demanded thereby be that of ease, personal feel-
ing, or private opinion.’71 A high premium was therefore placed on finding men
with the right moral training and qualities of ‘character’. But how important
was the example provided by the Roman proconsul considered to be in this
task? As we have seen, Edward Fiddes, for one, credited the Roman empire
with being ‘the first great imperial experiment which rose above the methods
of brute force…[and] made a genuine effort to unite Liberty and Empire’.72

At the start of his essay, Bryce too maintains that the Romans set them-
selves a ‘high ideal of the duties of a ruler’, which included the ‘responsibility
for securing the welfare and the contentment of the provinces’.73 However,
this does not seem to have been a view that was shared by most contempor-
aries. Indeed, Bryce is criticized in The Times review of his essay for ‘not recog-
nising sufficiently…the fact that a higher standard of duties has been
promulgated and in the main observed by our rulers [in India] than was
ever enunciated with much effect at Rome’.74 The main problem with the
Roman comparison here is that although the Romans may well have aspired
to high standards in the government of their empire, they were generally
seen to have failed in meeting them. Although Cromer credits Rome with at
least a few ‘traces of the existence of a humanitarian policy’, visible in actions
such as the Emperor Claudius’s suppression of the perceived cruelties of
Druidical worship, he is forced to conclude that ‘Roman imperial policy…if
judged by such modern standards as we are wont to apply, stands con-
demned.’75 Even Bryce, when he considers Roman morality in more depth,
argues that the experience of governing a large empire had a deleterious effect
upon Roman morals: ‘It was the influence upon [Rome] of the conditions which

69 Lucas, Greater Rome, p. 162.
70 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, pp. 54–7.
71 Clive Dewey, ‘The education of a ruling caste: the ICS in the era of competitive examination’,

English Historical Review, 88 (1973), p. 268.
72 Arnold, Studies of Roman imperialism, p. 5.
73 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 25.
74 ‘Review of Mr. Bryce’s Studies in history and jurisprudence’, Times, 10 Dec. 1901, 7, col. a.
75 Cromer, Imperialism, pp. 49–50.
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attached to her rule in the provinces that did most to destroy…the old simple
and upright character of the Roman people.’76

On many occasions, Bryce, Lucas, and Cromer emphasize what they perceive
as the higher moral standards and more enlightened intentions of the British.
Bryce argues that much of the Roman empire had been conquered because the
Romans ‘enjoyed fighting for its own sake’ and ‘were content with slight pre-
texts for it’. By contrast, he argues, ‘The English went to India as traders…with
no intention of fighting anybody.’77 At one point, Lucas stresses even more
clearly the difference in intentions. He argues that ‘the ultimate aim’ of the
Romans in the provinces was to ‘secure and maintain their tenure’, and that
any beneficial ‘development’ which took place was a mere ‘by-product’ of
that aim. The British, he stresses, were interested in holding India as much
for the ‘benefit of India and the Indians’ as for themselves.78 Indeed, in the
later nineteenth century, moral comparisons with the Roman empire were
invariably drawn only to demonstrate the extent to which Britain had sur-
passed its ancient predecessor. People saw the British empire as democratic,
driven by the high ideals of Christianity, and, as such, to have considerably
improved upon the achievements of Rome.

The evidence of ICS examination papers reveals a similar picture. Nowhere
is Rome held up as an example of moral imperial rule worthy of emulation by
the British. Rather, questions often focused on rebellion and discontent within
the empire and included the charge that the so-called pax Romana was a mere
by-word for desolation.79 Yet, an analysis of the Moral Philosophy and Political
Science sections of the examination papers does reveal at least one persistent
trend: a profound interest in the moral and ethical qualities highlighted in the
philosophy of Plato. For example, in 1896, candidates were asked to ‘Discuss
Plato’s views on the nature of virtue and the qualities held to be virtuous.’80

In particular, commissioners wanted candidates to consider the relevance of
the Platonic virtues to the practice of government in the modern world. Thus,
in 1900, candidates were invited to ‘Consider how far Plato’s views of (a) the
individual’s duty to the State, (b) the State’s duty to the individual, are applic-
able to modern life.’81 Undoubtedly, the Platonic virtues of temperance, justice,
courage, and wisdom were well suited to the needs of imperial administration.
The commissioners were specifically interested in getting candidates to con-
sider in detail the moral education which Plato prescribed for his ideal rulers,
outlined in his Republic. In 1901, for example, candidates were invited to
‘Discuss the Platonic education as the ideal education for producing (a) a
statesman, and (b) philosopher, and (c) a man of fully developed moral char-
acter.’82 Plato argued that the prime moral quality desirable was a sense of
selflessness and a total dedication to the welfare of those they ruled. They

76 Bryce, ‘The ancient Roman empire’, p. 70.
77 Ibid., p. 9.
78 Lucas, Greater Rome, p. 60.
79 OCEP, 1911.
80 For example, OCEP, 1896.
81 OCEP, 1900.
82 OCEP, 1901.
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must, he wrote, ‘[n]either consider [n]or enjoin what is in [their] own interests,
but always what is for the interest of [their] subjects’.83 Here, surely, was an
inspiring example to set before the prospective ICS men whose most important
quality was expected to be a ‘deep self-sacrificing sense of duty’.84 Philip
Mason makes the connection explicit in his semi-official history of the ICS,
when he deliberately likens India’s civil servants to Plato’s ideal rulers.85

Above all, Plato was interpreted by the late Victorians as arguing that
government should rest in the hands of men who have received a broad
and liberal education, rather than in those of technical experts. We see
this view expressed across British society at the time, not just in the ICS
but in the home civil service as well as in the public schools and univer-
sities.86 In Plato’s prescriptions for the education of his specially trained
Guardians, set down in the Republic, to quote R. M. Ogilvie, ‘the man who
has been taught to rule merges into the broadly educated man’.87 In his
own words, Plato’s ideal rulers would have been brought up ‘from their
youth’ to ‘imitate only those characters which are suitable to their profes-
sion – the courageous, temperate, holy, free’.88 The Guardians were to be
devoted students of art, music, gymnastics, and, above all, philosophy. For,
in Plato’s view, any ruler ignorant of the pedagogic insights of philosophy,
who has never contemplated the beauty of the world, and the intricacies
of human nature, nor wrestled with the eternal problems of existence, is fun-
damentally ‘uncivilised…like a wild beast, all violence and fierceness, and
knows no other way of dealing…he lives in all ignorance and evil conditions,
and has no sense of propriety and grace’.89 Given the sustained interest in
the Platonic ideals of higher education on the part of the commissioners
in this period, it is hardly surprising that they desired their own candidates
to have experienced a broadly based education. Indeed, the 1893 ICS exam-
ination syllabus declares that ‘the object of the Competition should be to
secure for the ICS officers who have received the best, the most liberal, the
most finished education’ available.90

This was generally felt to be provided by a thoroughgoing classical educa-
tion, in particular, the Oxford Greats course, which, as we have already
noted, provided nearly half of the successful ICS candidates between 1892
and 1914. Referring to the potential for success in the ICS Open Competition
of the various candidates, J. L. Strachan-Davidson, then master of Balliol,
wrote in a 1907 letter to Sir Arthur Godley, the permanent under-secretary
of state between 1883 and 1909: ‘The Mathematical or Natural Science
man has nothing to compare with the general training of the Classical

83 Plato, Republic, 3. 342e (trans. B. Jowett).
84 Dewey, ‘The education of a ruling caste’, p. 268.
85 P. Mason, The men who ruled India, II: The Guardians (London, 1963).
86 Heather Ellis, ‘Efficiency and counter-revolution: connecting university and civil service

reform in the 1850s’, History of Education, 42 (2013), pp. 23–44.
87 R. M. Ogilvie, Latin and Greek (London, 1964), p. 109.
88 Plato, Republic, 10. 395c–d (trans. Jowett).
89 Ibid., 13. 411d–e (trans. Jowett).
90 ICS exam syllabus 1893, Balliol College Archives, Strachan-Davidson papers, IV/B/2/iv.
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scholar.’91 Similarly, when questioned by the 1913 Royal Commission on Public
Services in India astowhethermen intended for the ICS should studyanthropology
and economics at Oxford as part of a specialized Honours School of Indian Studies,
he replied that ‘if a man had a good education he would have learnt how to learn
these things later’.92 By a ‘good education’, he clearly meant Greats.

The Honours School of Classical Moderations and Greats seemed, in many
ways, to offer an education for civil servants very much along Platonic lines.
Primacy of place was given to the study of philosophy, in which the works
of Plato, and of his pupil Aristotle, reigned supreme. Thus, students would
meet Plato’s plans for the education of the Guardians first-hand and could
not fail to appreciate the similarities between them and their own philosophic
education. There was, at Oxford in particular, a strong sense that it was the
duty of the University to provide suitably qualified servants for the state.
Strachan-Davidson, for one, was proud of the fact that Oxford, and its Greats
course, provided the ICS with its ‘best recruiting ground’.93 Likewise, several
Greats tutors94 who supported Strachan-Davidson in his efforts to keep the
ICS as a graduate service, declared to Lord Crewe, the secretary of state for
India from 1910 to 1914, in a letter dated 7 March 1911, ‘Those who sign
this letter have always laboured that Oxford should give of its best to the ser-
vice of the country.’95 It is the opinion of Philip Mason that in our period the
men of the ICS ‘were chosen and trained on Plato’s principles as Guardians who
would rule in the light of their own vision of the Good and the Beautiful’.96 And
the Oxford Greats course, with its broad approach and its particular emphasis
on philosophy certainly went some way to bringing these principles to life.

However, as the British were aware, no model was perfect. In some ways, the
ideal of the Platonic Guardians was as limited in value for the moral education
of ICS men as the Roman analogy was for the purposes of learning lessons in
the practical business of empire. ‘The first main task’ of a Guardian, writes
Philip Mason, ‘was to preserve order, to keep chaos at bay’.97 Plato’s
Guardians were at bottom despots, selfless and dedicated maybe, but still des-
pots. They were a class apart, separated from the rest of society, chosen and
educated specifically for the task of ruling, a task which could be given to
no one else. While the lifestyle and ethos of Indian civil servants, with their
elite sobriquet of ‘the heaven-born’ and their tendency to live apart, not
only from the Indian population, but also from other Britons in India,98

91 J. L. Strachan-Davidson to Sir Arthur Godley, 11 Nov. 1907, Oxford, Balliol College Archives,
Strachan-Davidson papers, IV/B/1.

92 Symonds, Oxford and empire, p. 34.
93 J. L. Strachan-Davidson to Sir Stanley Leathes, 9 Dec. 1911, Oxford, Balliol College Archives,

Strachan-Davidson papers, IV/B/3.
94 T. B. Strong, E. J. Trevelyan, and T. H. Warren.
95 J. L. Strachan-Davidson to Lord Crewe, 7 Mar. 1911, Balliol College Archives,
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96 Mason, The Guardians, p. 15.
97 Ibid., p. 19.
98 See, for example, C. Allan, Plain tales from the Raj: images of British India in the twentieth century
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may, in some ways, have resembled those of the Guardians, few ICS men appear
to have seen their rule as permanent. Indeed, the ideals of trusteeship and
eventual self-government for India were still held by many Britons in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Lord Cromer, for one, called
self-government ‘unquestionably the most salient and generally accepted of
our principles’, and stated his belief that, albeit in a carefully planned way,
it ‘must manifestly constitute the corner-stone of the new edifice’ of India
which the British were in the process of helping to construct.99

The commissioners were not unaware of these limitations. As with their
treatment of the Roman analogy, they encouraged candidates to think critic-
ally about the questions set. Thus, while a clear interest was shown in
Plato’s recommendations for the education of his Guardians, in particular
their value as a form of moral training for contemporary statesmen, nowhere
were they propounded as constituting the best system. Rather, challenging
questions were asked which demanded close and critical analysis of the thinker
and his ideas. In 1904, the question was posed ‘Why were philosophers to rule
in Plato’s Republic? Has the rule of philosophers been successful so far as tried
in practice? Refer to examples. What is the true function of philosophers in the
Modern State, and what is the real and necessary relation of philosophers to
the government?’100 Nor were Plato’s ideas always considered in isolation.
Frequently, candidates were asked to compare them with other moral and eth-
ical systems which included both ancient and modern examples. In 1914, can-
didates were invited to ‘Discuss the relation of Plato’s Moral Utopia to that of
Herbert Spencer.’101 British commentators in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries may have been deeply influenced in their choice of analo-
gies by the Classics, but they were by no means limited to them alone. They
were quite capable of looking outside their editions of Caesar, Plato, and
Thucydides for analogies. Indeed, in 1895, ICS candidates were deliberately
asked to confront the contention that on many occasions ‘the conclusions of
ancient thinkers seem inapplicable to modern societies’.102

IV

Clearly, the Civil Service commissioners in our period showed a significant
interest in ancient analogies, in using them to encourage candidates to think
constructively about both the practical and moral issues of empire. What
remains to be seen is to what extent there existed a tangible bias in the formal
structure of the ICS Open Competition, in the papers set, and in the weighting
of marks towards Classical subjects such as ancient history and philosophy
from which these analogies were gleaned. The formal structure of the Open
Competition underwent substantial reworking in 1892, and to a lesser extent,
at two further points in our period: 1906 and 1911. Does an investigation of

99 Cromer, Imperialism, pp. 120–1.
100 OCEP, 1904.
101 OCEP, 1914.
102 OCEP, 1895.
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these changes reveal a deliberate attempt to structure the examination in
favour of Classics,103 to the detriment of other subject areas?

The year 1892 witnessed major changes to the ICS’s recruitment policy. The
maximum age limit for sitting the Open Competition was raised significantly
from nineteen to twenty-three, thus opening the ICS to university graduates.
Moreover, a major change took place regarding the choice of papers included
in the examination. The number of papers dealing with the ancient world, with
its thought and civilization, increased dramatically. In addition to papers on
the Greek and Latin languages and Logic, new papers were set in Moral
Philosophy, Roman Law, and most importantly, Greek and Roman History,
which also appeared for the first time in the ICS syllabus as separate papers.
The subject areas of Mathematics, English, and Natural Science were enlarged
too, but on nowhere near the scale of Classics: Mathematics was separated into
two sections: standard and advanced level, English, into Literature and
Composition, and Natural Science was sub-divided into seven smaller sec-
tions.104 However, candidates were limited to taking only three of these. In
addition, completely new subject areas were introduced by the commissioners.
Papers in English History and General Modern History were set for the first
time, as well as in Political Science and English Law.

As we might expect, these developments were accompanied by a substantial
readjustment in the allocation of marks (see Table 1). The introduction of four
completely new subject areas in 1892 (Political Science, English Law, English
History, and General Modern History), and the allocation to them collectively
of some 15.6 per cent of the total marks available necessitated cutbacks else-
where. The greatest casualty was Modern Languages, previously the most valu-
able subject area after Classics, worth 19.7 per cent of the total available marks.
After 1892, it was worth only 7.9 per cent, a loss of nearly 12 per cent. English,
too, suffered a loss of importance, going down from 12.7 per cent before 1892
to just 7.9 per cent afterwards. Mathematics did not lose any value but stayed
virtually unchanged. It accounted for 14.2 per cent of the total available marks
after 1892, compared with 14.1 per cent before.

The treatment of Classics, however, was somewhat different. Not only, as
already noted, were the number of its component papers increased signifi-
cantly. Its overall proportion of marks was raised also. In total, after the
changes of 1892, Classics was worth 3,600 marks, some 28.3 per cent of the
total 12,700 available. This may only be a small increase of 4.4 per cent, but
it is significant when it is compared with the corresponding changes in the
marks allocated to the other main subject areas. Indeed, out of what may be
called the four major subject areas in the ICS Open Competition: Classics,
Mathematics, Modern Languages, and English (each of which accounted for
more than 15 per cent of the individual overall scores of the top twenty

103 For the purposes of this article, ‘Classics’ groups together several individual papers in the
Open Competition. Before 1892, these papers were: Greek Literature, Latin Literature, and Logic,
and after 1892, included also Greek History, Roman History, Moral Philosophy, and Roman Law.

104 Elementary Chemistry and Physics; Higher Chemistry; Higher Physics; Geology; Botany;
Zoology; Animal Physiology.
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candidates each year between 1880 and 1891), only Classics saw any real
increase. The others either remained the same or were reduced in value.
Moreover, a consideration of the examination results themselves reveals the
gain made by Classics after 1892 to be even greater than the changes in the
allocation of marks might suggest. Although, between 1892 and 1905, marks
achieved in Classics made up, on average, only 3.2 per cent more of the indi-
vidual overall scores of the top twenty candidates each year than in the decade
prior to the changes (see Table 2), far more important is the fact that the Open
Competition results tables also reveal a concomitant fall-off in the importance
of marks earned in the other major subject areas.

Between 1880 and 1891, marks earned in Mathematics, for example, had
constituted, on average, 22.5 per cent of the individual overall scores of the
top twenty candidates each year. Between 1892 and 1905, however, it made
up just 8.1 per cent, a loss of some 14.4 per cent. The most dramatic loss of
importance in the scores of individual candidates, however, was suffered by
Modern Languages. Between 1880 and 1891, it had, on average, accounted
for 19.3 per cent of the individual overall scores of the top twenty candidates
each year. Between 1892 and 1905, it made up just 4.7 per cent, a loss of some
14.6 per cent. The importance of English remained virtually unchanged. After
1892, then, the majority of the top twenty candidates each year specialized pri-
marily in Classics rather than in the other major subject areas of Mathematics
and Modern Languages.

Table 1. Weighting of different subject areas as a percentage of overall marks 1880–91 and

1892–1905

Subject area

Percentage of total 7,100

marks available 1880–91

Percentage of the total 12,700

marks available 1892–1905

Classics 23.9 28.3

Modern Languages 19.7 7.9

Mathematics 14.1 14.2

English 12.7 7.9

Natural Science 11.3 14.2

Sanskrit 7 3.9

Arabic 7 3.9

Political Economy 4 3.9

Political Science N/A 3.9

English History N/A 3.9

General Modern History N/A 3.9

English Law N/A 3.9

Source: A database compiled by the author deriving from the ICS Open Competition examination papers.
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After 1892, there were no more innovations regarding the actual choice of
papers set for examination, but what further changes there were to the formal
structure of the Open Competition only served to increase further the domin-
ance of Classics. In 1906, at the urging of Strachan-Davidson, in particular, a
maximum limit was introduced regarding the number of marks which candi-
dates could score.105 Henceforward, candidates could no longer offer as
many papers as they wanted, but only as many, which, when combined carried
no more than 6,000 marks.

This measure was accompanied by a further readjustment to the allocation
of marks. Arguing that since the changes of 1892 and the transformation of the
ICS into a graduate service, Oxford Greats men had constituted the Service’s
‘best recruiting ground’, Strachan-Davidson and his supporters urged the
Civil Service commissioners to weight the marks even more heavily in favour
of Classics. Despite the distinct classical bias already apparent in the changes of
1892, Strachan-Davidson argued that Greats men still had to go outside their
degree subjects in order to prepare for the ICS Open Competition, and that
this additional instruction, usually to be had with the notorious ‘crammer’,106

Table 2. Importance of different subject areas in the individual overall scores of the top twenty ICS

candidates each year 1880–91 and 1892–1905

Subject area

Average percentage of the

individual overall scores of

the top twenty candidates

each year 1880–91

Average percentage of the

individual overall scores of

the top twenty candidates

each year 1892–1905

Classics 36.2 39.4

Mathematics 22.5 8.1

Modern Languages 19.3 4.7

English 17 16.5

Political Economy 2.8 5.2

Natural Science 2.3 5.6

Sanskrit 0.1 0.5

Arabic 0 0

Political Science N/A 7.3

English History N/A 4.8

General Modern History N/A 5.9

English Law N/A 2

Source: See Table 1.

105 J. L. Strachan-Davidson to Sir Arthur Godley, 11 Nov. 1907, Balliol College Archives,
Strachan-Davidson papers, IV/B/1.

106 ‘Crammers’ were educational institutions outside the universities which provided short and
intensive courses in subjects needed for external examinations like the ICS Open Competition.
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posed a serious threat to a candidate’s potential for success in his university
Honours degree.107

Consequently, as Table 3 shows, the number of marks available for Classics
was raised to 4,500, which made up no less than 75 per cent of the 6,000 marks
needed. Bearing in mind that on average the top mark scored by candidates
between 1906 and 1910 was just 3,672 marks, and also the fact that no paper
was compulsory, Greats men would no longer have had any need to go outside
their university subjects of Greek and Latin, Ancient History, and Philosophy to
be successful in the ICS Open Competition.

Furthermore, no other subject area had its number of marks raised so much,
that, taken alone, it could enable a candidate to achieve the very highest
scores. After 1906, the numbers of marks available for Mathematics and
Natural Science were both raised to 2,400. Thus, a Cambridge Mathematics
or Natural Science man would have been able to account for just 40 per
cent of the 6,000 marks required with his university subject alone. Nor
would he have been able to achieve the average top score of 3,672 marks with-
out taking papers in additional subject areas. Worse still, a graduate of Modern
Languages would have been able to account for only 30 per cent of the 6,000
marks with his university subject alone and would not even have been able to
achieve 50 per cent of the average highest mark with it.

Table 3. Weighting of different subject areas as a percentage of overall marks 1906–10 and 1911–14

Subject area

Percentage of the 6,000

marks required 1906–10

Percentage of the 6,000

marks required 1911–14

Classics 75 81.7

Mathematics 40 40

Natural Science 40 40

Modern Languages 30 30

English 18.3 18.3

English History 13.3 13.3

Political Economy 10 10

Sanskrit 10 10

Arabic 10 10

Political Science 8.3 8.3

General Modern History 8.3 8.3

English Law 8.3 8.3

Source: See Table 1.

107 J. L. Strachan-Davidson to Sir Arthur Godley, 11 Nov. 1907, Balliol College Archives,
Strachan-Davidson papers, IV/B/1.
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Moreover, an analysis of the examination results for the years following the
changes of 1906 reveals that the importance of marks gained from Classics in
the individual overall scores of the top twenty candidates each year continued
to rise (see Table 4). Once more, it may only have been a small increase:
between 1906 and 1910, on average, marks gained from Classics made up
some 42.6 per cent of the individual overall scores of the top twenty candidates
each year, compared with 39.4 per cent between 1892 and 1905. But it should
be remembered that in both the officially orchestrated weighting of the marks,
and in the actual examination results themselves, Classics was now, and had in
effect been, since the changes of 1892, the dominant subject area in the ICS
Open Competition. Before 1892, as we have seen, a total of four subject
areas were each able to command on average over 15 per cent of the individual
overall scores of the top twenty candidates each year.108 After 1892, only
Classics and English continued to do so. Mathematics and Modern Languages
were out of the running. English was the one subject area taken by all candi-
dates from 1880 until 1914, and its average importance in the results of the top
twenty candidates each year fluctuated only slightly during the entire period.
And yet, after the further changes of 1906, an analysis of the results tables
reveals that even English lost importance so that it accounted for less than

Table 4. Importance of different subject areas in the individual overall scores of the top twenty ICS

candidates each year 1906–10 and 1911–14

Subject area

Average percentage of the

individual overall scores of

the top twenty candidates

each year 1906–10

Average percentage of the

individual overall scores of

the top twenty candidates

each year 1911–14

Classics 42.6 45.8

English 13.7 12.4

Mathematics 9.9 11.3

Natural Science 7.5 5.8

Political Science 6.2 4.9

English History 6 5.1

Political Economy 5.2 4.4

Modern Languages 3.8 5.3

General Modern History 3.3 3.8

English Law 1.9 1.2

Sanskrit 0 0

Arabic 0 0

Source: See Table 1.

108 Classics, Mathematics, Modern Languages, and English.
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15 per cent of the individual overall scores of the top twenty candidates each
year. After 1906, Classics stood alone and unchallenged.

The changes of 1911, which were to be the final readjustments to the formal
structure of the ICS Open Competition in our period, only made things easier
still for Classics graduates sitting the examination. This time, it was only the
number of marks allotted to Classics which was altered. And once more it
was increased (see Table 3). Classics was now worth some 4,900 marks or
81.7 per cent of the required total of 6,000 marks, and there was a further
rise in the importance of Classics as a proportion of the overall scores of
the top twenty candidates, to 45.8 per cent (see Table 4).

Clearly then, from the time of the changes introduced in 1892, through the
further alterations of 1906 and 1911, Classics was consistently favoured by the
Civil Service commissioners at the expense of other subject areas. Indeed,
Classics emerged as the only dominant subject area, both in the weighting
of the marks and in the actual results of candidates.

V

There is no doubt that the tendency to compare the British and Roman
empires in the period between 1890 and 1914 was a significant one. Nor was
it restricted to broad comparisons designed merely to underscore Britain’s
identity as an imperial power in relation to its European rivals and the peoples
over which it ruled. The comparison was made, not only by leading
statesmen-administrators such as Bryce, Lucas, and Cromer, and historians
like W. T. Arnold; with the introduction of the Roman History paper into the
ICS Open Competition in 1892, it penetrated to the very heart of official think-
ing about the administration of British India. Candidates were expected to
know in detail about the Roman empire and its practical problems. On occa-
sion, candidates were explicitly asked to compare the two empires. It was
believed that there was enough in the comparison with Rome to make it poten-
tially valuable as a mine of information about imperial government and its
enduring problems. Greek imperial analogies and ideas about empire were con-
sidered equally important, particularly for thinking about relations between
Britain and the self-governing colonies. More interest was expressed in the
moral training of Plato’s Guardians than of Roman proconsuls, whose general
standard of morality was held by many in Britain, including Bryce, Lucas, and
Cromer, to have been of a considerably lower standard than that of the British
imperialists of their own day. Clearly, what the commissioners were looking
for in ICS candidates was a well-rounded classical training. They wanted
men with a wide and varied knowledge of other civilizations which provided
potentially valuable comparisons and analogies to the problems of contempor-
ary empire.

While there is no doubt that this favouring of Classics worked to exclude
those who had not enjoyed the benefits of an elite classical education, includ-
ing, of course, many of the Indian candidates wanting to join the ICS, it was the
particular value of the Classics as a field of reference, as a ‘playground of ana-
logies’, which the commissioners sought to harness in the innovative changes
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of 1892. After the introduction of Greek and Roman History as separate papers
in this year, neither was favoured over the other. The same number of marks
was allotted to each. Indeed, if anything was particularly favoured in 1892,
when the entry age was raised and the ICS was made a graduate service, it
was the Oxford Greats course. The huge expansion of the classical part of
the ICS syllabus in this year appears to have been deliberately designed to
include the staple subjects of the Oxford Classical course: ancient history
and moral philosophy.

By contrast, the changes would not have been greatly welcomed by students
of Cambridge’s Classical Tripos. In comparison with Oxford, Cambridge placed
little emphasis on ancient history and philosophy. Its three-year degree was
based far more on language and literature than Oxford’s four-year course
which packed linguistic and literary study into the first year, leaving the
remaining three years for the detailed study of ancient history and thought.
Ancient history and philosophy were the great storehouses of classical thought
and knowledge containing centuries of practical imperial experience and
reflections about the purpose and morality of empire which were precisely
what the commissioners were interested in getting their candidates to think
about.

We also considered the idea that, with its emphasis on the study of philoso-
phy, Greats may have been seen as offering a modern version of Plato’s ideal
moral education for his Guardians. There is no doubt that Greats was valued
for the type of man it was supposed to produce – a shrewd and independent
thinker. In an Address to the Congress of the Universities of the Empire in
1912, Sir Stanley Leathes, who was First Civil Service commissioner from
1910 to 1927, and also a frequent correspondent of Strachan-Davidson, made
the point clear. He argued that the combination of classical languages and his-
tory found in the Greats course was the ideal education for administrators in
the empire as it taught young men how to think for themselves, and, more-
over, that it taught them about human nature, a deep knowledge of which
he considered the essential qualification for all forms of public service.109

Yet, it must be remembered that this special interest in Greats on the part
of the Civil Service commissioners is a phenomenon with identifiable chrono-
logical boundaries. The Ancient History and Moral Philosophy papers, and with
them the many questions we have considered dealing with aspects of ancient
imperial experience, both practical and moral, were introduced at a specific
point in time: 1892. As tempting as it might be to assume that classical imper-
ial analogies were always influential in the formulation of British policy in
India, this was not the case. It is true that from the earliest days of British
expansion in the subcontinent comparisons were made between British activ-
ities and those of ancient imperialists, particularly the Romans.110 However,
until the late nineteenth century these were somewhat vague and unspecific.
Ancient history did not come into its own as an academic discipline until the

109 Symonds, Oxford and empire, pp. 191–2.
110 For example, in J. Mill, The history of British India (London, 1817); G. Cornewall Lewis, The gov-

ernment of dependencies (New York, NY, 1841).
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1880s. Moreover, the comparisons that were made were not the result of an
overtly utilitarian desire to improve the government of India. They were in
many cases the largely disinterested reflections of men educated from early
childhood in classical literature. After 1892, there was a different pragmatic
tone involved in the drawing of classical comparisons, which is perhaps
most clearly displayed in the works of Bryce, Lucas, and Cromer. What
comes across in their essays is a desire to find new and better ways to govern
India. As Cromer put it, ‘the foundations on which the British imperial policy
of the future is to be based…are still in the process of being laid’.111
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