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Abstract

The artificial language of Esperanto would achieve remarkable success in early twentieth-
century Europe. Its popularity there is not surprising: though designed as a universal lan-
guage, Esperanto was essentially European in its grammar and lexicon. But this Europeanness
– or, more precisely, this near-Europeanness – also spoke to communities living further afield.
In India before the First World War, groups regarded as Europeanized by most Indians but
as Indian by most Europeans found Esperanto a literal language with which to articulate
their social location. As an ‘Esperantist’, there was no contradiction between being Indian
and participating in European society, and to claim the label offered a shorthand that oth-
ers (whatever their relationship to the movement) could readily grasp. This article considers
these dynamics against the backdrop of a visit to India by the Irish Esperantist John Pollen, an
event that sheds light on both the innerworkings of the Indianmovement and the importance
that non-Indian Esperantists assigned to it. The popularity of Esperanto would eventually
decline in India with the First World War, but until it did, the movement – indexical of Europe
yet resonant in India – would promise a transnational community to which many in India felt
they could aspire and belong.

On 21 February 1907, an ocean-liner carrying pilgrims from the Hijaz docked in
Bombay. Since the city had long been a central node in Hajj networks, such an arrival
would typically have gone unnoticed.1 But flying from the mast of the SS Shah Noor
was a strange pennant that prompted speculation as far away as Allahabad, where
the newspaper The Pioneer mused about the meaning of ‘a green flag of goodly pro-
portions’ that bore a white square inlaid with a green star.2 Unknown even in the
ports in Bombay, which had grown accustomed to naval insignia of all kinds, the
peculiar ensign led some to wonder whether the ship had flouted nautical con-

1Passengers included some 900 pilgrims, of whom twenty-one apparently ‘died of natural causes, dur-
ing the voyage’. For details of the ship’s arrival, see ‘Shipping intelligence’, Times of India (henceforth TOI),
22 Feb. 1907. Originally registered as the Coromandel, shewas rechristened the ShahNoor after the Bombay-
based Shah Steam Navigation Company of India, Ltd acquired her for use in the pilgrimage industry in
1906. She would be sold for scrap a fewmonths after Pollen’s arrival. ‘Ship fact sheet: Coromandel (1885)’,
P & O Heritage, doc. no. 0147–1885/0728.

2Pioneer, 1 Mar. 1907, as cited in ‘A noted Esperantist at Bombay’, British Esperantist, 3 (1907), p. 68.
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2 Andrew Halladay

ventions in hoisting it. The resolution of this ‘mystery’ (as The Pioneer excitedly
characterized the episode) immediately exposed peculiarities of its own.3 It emerged
that the ensign was not associated with any of the ship’s high-profile pilgrims,
including the nawabs of Radhanpur and Bahawalpur,4 but instead with an Irishman,
one Lt. Colonel John Pollen, who had remained in the port city of Jeddah as his com-
panions visited nearby Mecca. Telling tall tales about a universal language and the
destiny of humankind, he had probably become something of a curiosity among
the captains of the port, who banded together to elect him honorary admiral of
the Jeddah fleet. As the nominal commander of some forty ships, Pollen had thus
secured the right to choose an ensign for his next voyage. He selected a design that
belonged to no one nation but instead to a language that could, he insisted, pro-
mote understanding across all nations (Figure 1). This ‘language of hope’, Pollen
explained to audiences in India, was appropriately called Esperanto, or One Who
Hopes.5

Pollen, who had recently completed a distinguished career in the Indian Civil
Service and now returned to India as a private citizen,6 did not introduce the
Esperanto movement to India, where interest had been incubating among select
groups for some time. His flamboyant arrival nevertheless marks the moment that
a sizeable number of its residents, both Indian and British, became acquainted with
Esperanto’s intriguing premise: that a constructed language, designed to be easy to
learn, could be mastered within weeks. The ensuing rise of Esperanto in India has
received scant scholarly attention,7 in sharp contradistinction to the several stud-
ies addressing its contemporaneous popularity in Europe and other geographies.8

This imbalance is excusable, to an extent, since Esperanto in India would enjoy less
widespread and more fleeting popularity than it would elsewhere. Even so, India’s
brush with the language reveals much about the broader movement and still more
about Indian society at the zenith of British rule. The latter consideration propels

3For a colourful – and perhaps not entirely reliable – account of the voyage, see ‘British Esperanto
Association (Incorporated)’, British Esperantist, 3 (1907), p. 131.

4The reference to Radhanpur appears in ‘A new flag’, TOI, 23 Feb. 1907; for the reference to Bahawalpur
(where it is spelled ‘Bhawalpur’) and subsequent details in the paragraph, see ‘A noted Esperantist at
Bombay’.

5For Pollen’s explanation of the meaning of ‘Esperanto’, see ‘On Esperanto’, TOI, 27 Mar. 1907.
6P. Marchant, ‘John Pollen’, Slavonic Review, 5 (1923), pp. 425–7, at p. 427.
7Probal Dasgupta, himself an Indian Esperantist, has addressed the question of Esperanto in India

from a linguistic perspective in ‘The athletics of English in India’, in Rajendra Singh, ed., Trends in

linguistics: annual review of South Asian languages and linguistics (Berlin, 2007), pp. 73–86. There has
also been a measure of public-facing interest in the topic, such as Padmaparna Ghosh and Samanth
Subramanian, ‘The young Indian who found fame in Europe in 20th century for speaking Esperanto:
the story of Lakshmiswar Sinha’, Scroll.in, 20 May 2018, https://scroll.in/magazine/878455/podcast-
the-young-indian-who-found-fame-in-europe-in-20th-century-for-speaking-esperanto (accessed 9
June 2024).

8Book-length studies on the history of Esperanto include Roberto Garvía, Esperanto and its rivals: the

struggle for an international language (Philadelphia, PA, 2015); and Peter G. Forster, The Esperanto movement

(TheHague, 1982), both ofwhich trace the development of Esperanto in Europe aswell as its later develop-
ment there. Christer Kiselman similarly attends to the European political and linguistic context in which
Esperanto emerged in Kiselman, ‘Esperanto: its origins and early history’, in Andrzej Pelczar, ed., Prace
Komisji Spraw Europejskich PAU (Cracow, 2008), II, pp. 39–56.
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The Historical Journal 3

Figure 1. Postcard depicting a caricature of John Pollen in ‘Oriental’ dress against a fanciful Indian backdrop,captioned
in Esperanto and signed by the artist Jean Robert. Published by Sino A. Farges, Esperanto Office, 36 Victor Hugo St,
Lyon, n.d., c. 1910s. (Author’s collection.)

this study, which uses the Esperanto movement to interrogate broad relationships
between language and class in India as well as more specific relationships between
Indian Esperantists and the wider Esperanto movement that courted them and that
they courted in turn.
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4 Andrew Halladay

Probal Dasgupta has helpfully noted that modern Esperanto represents not just
a language but a culture that transcends a grammar or lexicon.9 The argument I
develop here is not dissimilar insofar as it maintains that the Indians who gravitated
to the early movement sought something beyond the language itself. But whereas
Dasgupta refers to a discursive literary and intellectual tradition that has gestated
within Esperanto communities for a century or more, the nascent movement that
Indians encountered in the early twentieth century was far more malleable. They
could use it in service of their needs, and what they needed most was an interna-
tional community amid international precarity. The appeal of Esperanto in India
thus had comparatively little to do with the relative simplicity of its grammar: it
derived from its promise to anchor Indian learners or would-be learners to the
subcontinent and the wider world in equal measure.

This versatility would resonate mostly strongly with Parsis and Theosophists,
two frequently intersecting socio-religious groups that had deep roots in India but
strong ties to other regions. It also explains the passion of Pollen himself, whose
Irish background and Indian connections left him vulnerable to and alienated by
shifting nationalist and imperialist forces.10 Though Pollen – who dominates our
available sources – should not eclipse more archivally elusive Indian Esperantists,
nor should he be side-lined when many both within and beyond India accepted him
as the face of the Indian Esperanto movement. My compromise is to write this study
around him rather than about him (to tweak a distinction from Dipesh Chakrabarty)
and to ask why a European figurehead should resonate so strongly.11 The answer,
I suggest, accords with what I believe resonated with Esperanto itself: its perceived
Europeanness or, more precisely, its perceived near-Europeanness. Ostensibly global
but bound both linguistically and institutionally to Europe, Esperanto emerged as
an internationalist symbol with which certain Indian groups – regarded by most
Indians as Europeanized and by most Europeans as Indian – could maintain and
proclaim both parts of their identity. Esperanto, in short, was a language that was
as much metaphorical as literal: it was a conceptual space in which and through
which Indians could negotiate socio-cultural divisions and locate a community, and
ultimately themselves, within an evolving empire and world.

I
Indians were not wrong to sense a European quality in Esperanto. Conceived as a
language for all humanity, Esperanto was from its creation in 1887 intimately con-
nected to trends in European society and political thought. Humphrey Tonkin and
others have tied its emergence to the antisemitism experienced by its inventor,
L. L. Zamenhof, who believed that a shared language could foster understanding

9Probal Dasgupta, ‘Toward a dialogue between the sociolinguistic sciences and Esperanto culture’, in
Humphrey Tonkin, ed., Esperanto, interlinguistics, and planned language (Lanham, MD, 1997), pp. 139–70.

10According to Pollen’s friend F. P. Marchant, Pollen ‘from his relations with Protestant and Roman
Catholic families described himself as a “central Irishman”, who knew and understood all sides, from the
Ulster loyalist to the extreme Sinn Fein partisan’. Marchant, ‘John Pollen’, p. 427.

11Dipesh Chakrabarty, in The calling of history (Chicago, IL, 2015), p. 33, writes: ‘This is why, even though
this is not biographer’s account of the historian Sir Jadunath Sarkar, and is definitely not a book about
historiography, Sarkar is central to my enterprise. The book is certainly written around him.’
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across communities and nations.12 The concept was nothing particularly new in
Europe, since French and, increasingly, English were already widely spoken among
the educated elite. But both languages were unsatisfactory for Zamenhof since
they privileged the already-hegemonic nations in which they were natively spoken.
Instead, a neutral language – one shorn of political associations – was necessary to
ensure a balance of power and prevent the erosion of local languages and cultures.
This was again not a proposition unique to Zamenhof. Others had already (and per-
haps somewhat fancifully) considered reviving Latin, which had for centuries served
as Europe’s lingua franca and was still widely taught in its classrooms.13

Even the idea of an artificial language had gained some traction in Europe before
Zamenhof developed Esperanto, most notably through the efforts of the German
priest Johann Martin Schleyer, whose creation, Volapük, gained prominent and
enthusiastic followers at conventions held over the 1880s.14 But Esperanto was dif-
ferent from Volapük in critical respects, and its fortunes would be different, too.
Whereas the latter emerged from a Catholic worldview (Schleyer attributed his
inspiration to a vision), Esperanto was not tied – or at least not directly – to any one
community or conviction. To be sure, Zamenhof ’s Jewishness would, as Ulrich Lins
has explored, often be erroneously applied to the language he created, fostering a
supposed link between it and European Jewry that JosephGoebbels and otherswould
later exploit.15 Ostensible connections with communismwould prove no less intran-
sigent.16 But for its supporters at any rate, Esperanto knew no communal, national,
or even ideological boundaries.

A still more important difference from Volapük lay in the structure of the
language itself. For Zamenhof, rejecting French and English as an international lan-
guage was necessary to destabilize cultural and geopolitical hegemonies, but it was
also an opportunity. Learning French or English (or certainly Latin) required years
of study; a language that could be learned quickly and easily would, by contrast, be
immediately available to all. Here, Volapük had come up short: although its gram-
mar is more regular than in most European languages, its fourfold case system and
heavy agglutination recall themore challenging aspects of Schleyer’s nativeGerman.
In creating Esperanto, Zamenhof sought to avoid such complexities by minimizing
inflection for person, case, and grammatical gender and anchoring the grammar

12Humphrey Tonkin, ‘Esperanto studies: an overview’, in Ian M. Richmond, ed., Aspects of internation-
alism: language & culture (Lanham, MD, 1993), p. 11. Tonkin in turn cites N. Z. Maimon, La kaŝita vivo de

Zamenhof (Tokyo, 1978); and David L. Gold, ‘N. Z. Maimon’s La kaŝita vivo de Zamenhof ’, in Michel Duc
Goninaz, ed., Studoj pri la internacia lingvo (Ghent, 1987), pp. 40–57.

13Prominent examples of late nineteenth-century Latin revivalism include the newspaper Alaudae,
published in L’Aquila by Karl Heinrich Ulrichs beginning in 1889, and the magazine Vox Urbis: de litteris

et bonis artibus commentarius, the latter edited by Aristide Leonori in Rome beginning in 1898.
14See Garvía, Esperanto and its rivals, pp. 21–58. For an excellent summary of the history of other syn-

thetic languages during this period, together with their grammars, vocabularies, and rationales, refer
to Louis Couturat and Léopold Leau, Historie de la langue universelle (Paris, 1903); and idem and idem, Les
langues internationales (Paris, 1908). I am grateful to the second reviewer for bringing these sources to my
attention.

15See Ulrich Lins, Die gefährliche Sprache: Die Verfolgung der Esperantisten unter Hitler und Stalin (Gerlingen,
2010), esp. pp. 84–111; for the specific case of Goebbels, see pp. 107–8.

16Ibid., esp. pp. 185–215. For Marx and Engels’s sceptical view of an international language, see
pp. 186–7.
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around sixteen simple rules.17 Morphologically, too, Esperanto would contain a lim-
ited number of roots that could generate a full lexicon through the predictable
application of affixes. The result was far simpler than Volapük but nevertheless
shared with it a fundamental reliance on European languages. This is especially pro-
nounced in the lexicon, which contains mostly Latin and Germanic elements with a
smattering of Slavic and Greek.18

This heavy indebtedness to European source languages was a direct consequence
of Zamenhof ’s belief that prospective learners could absorb the language more
quickly if they did not need to acquire vocabulary from scratch. The assumption
that these individuals would already know European languages further underscores
the Eurocentric slant of the project, and indeed, Esperanto was in its earliest years
largely a European phenomenon: initially restricted to Eastern Europe (Zamenhof
wrote his firstwork on Esperanto in Russian), interest in the language soon extended
to Western Europe, gaining visibility at the Exposition Universelle of 1900 in Paris
and culminating in the first World Esperanto Congress in northern France in 1905.
Esperantowould thereafter thrive inWestern Europe, a region that would host eight
of the nine Congresses that met before the First World War.19

But despite the European dimensions of Esperanto both as a language and as
a movement, early Esperantists were not limited to Europe. Esperanto societies
would soon emerge in Latin America andNorth Africa,20 but especially notable is the
case of Japan. One of the country’s earliest Esperantist journals, Japana Esperantisto,
reported that committed Japanese learners with no prior knowledge of a European
language could acquire Esperanto in a single month – a claim that was picked up
by and celebrated by British Esperantists immediately prior to Pollen’s voyage to
India.21 Although the European flavour of Esperanto surely appealed to Meiji-era
Occidentalism, clear political linkages are hard to draw between early proponents
of the movement in Japan. Ian Rapley notes that their number included an ardent
Russophile, a nationalist historian, and an anarchist, leading him to conclude that
interest in Esperanto was not linked to any one movement but rather to the coun-
try’s prominence following the Russo-Japanese War (1904–5).22 Japan’s victory had
shocked most international observers, making Esperanto an ostensibly easy means
for Japanese thinkers to speak to the world – whatever it was they wished to say –
now that they had its attention.

17Esperanto does, however, use an -n suffix to mark the accusative case.
18For more on the supposed complexities of Volapük and proposals for its simplification, see Couturat

and Leau, Historie de la langue universelle, esp. pp. 143–52. Couturat and Leau are useful, too, for the distinc-
tion they draw between a priori and a posteriori languages, the former not directly reliant on knowledge of
existing languages and the latter built upon it. I thank the second anonymous reviewer for bringing this
framework to my attention.

19The one exception was the 1910 Congress in Washington, DC. A tenth Congress had been planned for
Paris in 1914 but was cancelled due to the First World War.

20For these early societies, see Marjorie Boulton, Zamenhof, creator of Esperanto (London, 1960), p. 60.
21L. de Beaufront, ‘Ĉu Esperanto aŭ la angla lingvo? Esperanto or English?’, British Esperantist, 3 (1907),

p. 15.
22Ian Rapley, ‘Talking to the world: Esperanto and popular nationalism in pre-war Japan’, Japan Society

Proceedings, 152 (2015), pp. 76–89.
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II
The two factors influencing the popularity of Esperanto in Japan – interest in Europe
and an enhanced role on the global stage – have clear analogues in India. But these
parallel cases ultimately diverge, enabling us to locate the appeal of Esperanto in
India with some precision. Indian intellectual engagements with Europe before the
First World War tended to flow back to Britain owing to the realities of colonial rule.
In the political realm, similarly, widespread calls for complete independence (Purna
Swaraj) were still some years off, and even vehement nationalists usually sought to
define or redefine India’s political status within the structure of the British empire.
The prospect of dialogue with France, Germany, or Russia that drove many Japanese
toward Esperanto simply did not apply to most Indians, for whom dialogue with
Britain, their geopolitical gatekeeper, was of paramount importance. Better to invest
in English, surely, than in a language few in Britain knew or even knew about.

It is therefore unsurprising that early Esperantists in India came from communi-
ties that were not particularly interested in learning English – either because they
sought to challenge its hegemony or because they were already proficient in it. An
example from the former (and rarer) is the Bombay-based French teacher Louis
Peltier, whose embrace of Esperanto in 1903 positions him as the movement’s first
documented supporter in the subcontinent.23 I will speculate as to the reasons for
his interest later on, but for now we might wonder whether he saw Esperanto as a
middle ground in the battle between English and French for global influence, espe-
cially since we know from the work of Samuel Berthet that British authorities often
regarded Peltier and other French instructors with suspicion.24

What is clear is that by 1905 themovementwas beginning to garner real attention
in India. Not all of it was good: an article in an Indian newspaper, reproduced from
The Times, argues that Esperanto visually resembles ‘a peculiar form of Rumanian’
and grammatically constitutes ‘a most annoying language’.25 But others took to the
movement with gusto, including I. B. Banerjea and T. Adinarayana Chettiar, who
(based in Calcutta and Salem, respectively) are the earliest Indian Esperantists on
record.26 Esperanto groups would emerge that same year in Bombay and Udupi, the
latter in theMysore regionwhere the earlymovement saw impressive growth.27 This
was especially true for the mining district of the Kolar Gold Fields, where the first

23Ivan Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio de Esperanto, ed. Ivan Ŝirjaev, Lajos Kökény, and Vilmos Bleier (Budapest,
1933), p. 212.

24Samuel Berthet, Cultural dynamics and strategies of the Indian élite (1870–1947): Indo-French relations during

the Raj (Delhi, 2006), p. 101.
25‘The London Esperanto Club: an enthusiastic body’ (reproduced from The Times), TOI, 8 Feb. 1905.
26The identity of I. B. Banerjea is elusive, though Chettiar we know wrote ‘Esperants [sic], – what can

it do for India’, East and West, 4 (1905) – one of the first writings about the language intended for circu-
lation in India. The citation here is taken from Luzac’s Oriental List, 16 (1905), p. 224, which may account
for the typographical error. Additional information on Chettiar from this period appears in John Pollen,
‘Esperanto’, letter to the editor, TOI, 23 Oct. 1905; and in Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio, p. 212. A lawyer by training,
Chettiar later worked for such causes as the establishment of co-operative societies. For more on these
activities, see his ‘Presidential address at III. Cuddapah Dt. Co-operative Conference’, Madras Bulletin of

Co-operation, 17 (1925), pp. 342–9.
27Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio, p. 212.
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Indian Esperanto journal, La Pioniro (The Pioneer), went to press in 1906.28 Scattered
references to the journal and the Kolar Gold Fields Esperanto Club that produced
it allow us to sketch out the priorities of early Esperantists in India. One such ref-
erence appears in The Times of India, which, speculating as to why a mining district
should take to an experimental language with such zeal, maintains that it is only
logical that ‘an important industrial centre’ like the Kolar Gold Fields would seek
‘a means of bringing technical, commercial, and scientific men of all countries into
touch with one another’.29 The assessment is substantiated by statements from the
Club itself, suggesting that the presumed benefits of Esperanto were not for those
actually labouring in themines. Its value instead lay squarely with the elite,30 in this
case with engineers who sought to engage with the international scientific commu-
nity in which they saw themselves as participants.31 The priorities of the Kolar Gold
Fields Club anticipate those of the Esperantists who would follow. Unlike Peltier,
whose connection to Esperanto presumably owed to teaching French in an anglo-
phonepolitical domain, Esperantists of theKolar Gold Fieldsmaintained that English
– and, indeed, Britain itself – worked in tandemwith Esperanto rather than in oppo-
sition to it. We see evidence for this British connection in its motto, taken from
Milton and translated into Esperanto, and especially in its policy that only those
whowere alreadymembers of the London-based British EsperantoAssociation could
be ‘real members’ of the Kolar Gold Fields Esperanto Club, all others being ‘only
“group members”’ (nur ‘Grupanoj’).32 Not surprisingly, therefore, the names of mem-
bers who have come down to us – R. F. Vaughan, C. E. Jeffrey, Graham White, etc. –
suggest a composition that was overwhelmingly, and perhaps exclusively, British or
Anglo-Indian.33

Things were not much different at the opposite end of the country, where in
July 1906 another Esperanto organization was formed in Calcutta that comprised
mostly local British or Anglo-Indian individuals.34 Although it was far from the first
such organization in India, its very name, the Esperanto Society of India, suggests

28Cited in Georg Davidov-Saratov, Bibliografio. 1. Katalogo de la biblioteko (1888–1911) (Wolfenbüttel, 1911),
p. 45. See also Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio, p. 212. A comment from Bipasha Bhattacharyya has led me to correct
a mischaracterization of the journal made in an earlier draft.

29‘Esperanto in India: its progress’, TOI, 27 June 1906.
30TheEsperantomovementwould favour the elite elsewhere aswell, such asGarvía illustrateswith data

from Europe and the United States illustrating how students and the educated were disproportionately
represented in 1927. See Garvía, Esperanto and its rivals, pp. 95–101.

31Aware that technical vocabulary in Esperanto did not yet meet the needs of their industry, the Kolar
Gold Fields Esperanto Club made it a top priority ‘to prepare a dictionary of technical mining words and
phrases’. ‘La klubanoj fervore deziras korespondadi kun sinjoroj, Esperantistoj, okupataj pri lamina indus-
trio ĉie por prepari vortaron de teknikajminlaboraj vortoj kai frazoj.’ ‘Hindujo’, British Esperantist, 2 (1906),
p. 112.

32The motto, ‘La paco havas siajn proprajn venkojn’, is adapted from the phrase ‘Peace hath her vic-
tories / No less renowned than War.’ See ‘To the Lord General Cromwell, on the proposals of certain
ministers at the Committee for the Propagation of the Gospel’, in The complete poems of John Milton written

in English (New York, NY, 1909), p. 85. For more on the quotation and the policies of group membership,
see ‘Hindujo’, British Esperantist, 2 (1906), p. 77.

33For Vaughan, see ‘Agada Komitato, B. E. A.’, British Esperantist, 2 (1906), p. 83. ForWhite and Jeffrey, see
‘New members, B. E. A.’, ibid., p. 85.

34For more on the establishment of this organization, see Civil & Military Gazette, 15 July 1906; and
‘Esperanto in India: a meeting in Calcutta’,Madras Weekly Mail, 19 July 1906.
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that it saw itself as uniting or even subsuming all others. These all-India preten-
sions were apparently recognized by the Second World Esperanto Congress, which
invited two Societymembers, C. S. Middlemiss and G. E. Pilgrim, to Geneva in August
1906 as the first representatives to the Congress from India.35 In most practical
respects, however, the society in Calcutta paralleled rather than superseded the one
in the Kolar Gold Fields. Calcutta Esperantists’ answer to La Pioniro was La Stelo de
l’Oriento (The Star of the East), which the Society aggressively distributed to English-
language newspapers in the summer of 1907. The Englishman mercilessly mocked
the gesture, writing dryly that ‘we have not yet progressed in the acquirement of
that “universal language”, and we are therefore unable to appreciate its “simplic-
ity of expression”’.36 The Civil & Military Gazette similarly drew attention to a policy
whereby those interested in Esperanto would need to pay the Esperanto Society
before receiving promotional literature.37

Emerging in parallel with these British- and Anglo-Indian-dominated groups
were examples of strong Indian participation in the movement. Though we have lit-
tle information about the organizations then arising in places like Agra and Punjab,38

we do know that by 1907 an Anglo-Gujarati-Esperanto paper appeared in Surat and
that Indians held all major leadership positions in an Esperanto group in nearby
Jetpur.39 This expansion of Esperanto in India explains the sense of optimism among
Esperantists in 1906 and 1907 despite the bad press. What was more, the press
was now not altogether bad. The Madras Weekly Mail noted ‘[a] large number of
Esperantists…scattered all over India’,40 a point predictably echoed by The British
Esperantist, which, citing La Stelo de l’Oriento, declared (in Esperanto) that ‘our cause
is progressing in India’.41 Though its tone was breathless, The British Esperantist was
right that Esperanto was on the rise, so much so that at least one Christian mis-
sionary attempted to ride the tailwinds of its popularity and introduce the language
into a school curriculum in 1906, presumably eyeing its learners as receptive to her
ownmessage of global salvation.42While this example likely introduced the language
to less-privileged groups, there is on the whole little evidence that the movement
tended to include, or even to target, non-elite Indians. Among the first members of

35‘Hindujo’, British Esperantist, 2 (1906), p. 100; and ‘Advantages of Esperanto: necessity for international
language’, Courier, 9 Aug. 1907.

36‘The week’, Englishman, 4 July 1907.
37‘News and notes’, Civil & Military Gazette, 2 July 1907.
38Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio, p. 212.
39Sd. Vajsurwala and Narbheram K. Kothari are listed as president and secretary, respectively, of the

Jetpur organization (the Kathiawad Society) in ‘Alilanda Kroniko’, British Esperantist, 3 (1907), p. 143.
For annual reports from the Kathiawad Society from 1906 and 1907, see citations in Davidov-Saratov,
Bibliografio. 1, p. 53. The publication in Surat was called Apakshapat and was edited by Dinsha Pestonji
Ghadiali; see Confidential proceedings of the Government of Bombay in the judicial department for the month

of May 1911 (Bombay, 1911), Home Department, Political, Part B, July No. 13, National Archives of India
(henceforth NAI) identifier: PR_000003001279, p. 260.

40‘Esperanto in India’,Madras Weekly Mail, 17 May 1906.
41‘[N]ia afero progresadas en Hindujo.’ ‘Alilanda Kroniko’, p. 143.
42A certain ‘s-ino I. Franclin’ would introduce Esperanto lessons in Damoh in 1906. Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio,

p. 212. Ŝirjaev is probably referring to Josepha Franklin of the Foreign Christian Missionary Society in
India mentioned in John T. Brown, Churches of Christ: a historical, biographical, and pictorial history of churches
of Christ (Louisville, KY, 1904), p. 190.
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the Esperanto Society of India, we are told, were ‘government officials, militarymen,
police officers, engineers, and educated Indians’,43 and Esperanto organizations in
India during this time differ only in the proportions allotted to these respective
groups. These organizations were thus akin to many other clubs, institutions, and
media and entertainment places that were dominated by whites but nominally open
to Indians of certain backgrounds. As in these other spaces, knowledge of English
also appears to have served as a means of social gatekeeping – although in this case
somewhat ironically given the tenets of the movement.

That much of this information comes to us from and is celebrated in British
Esperantist literature reveals how Esperantists in the metropole now felt compelled
to demonstrate that their movement had found success not just in India but also
among Indians. In describing one organization in Travancore, for instance, The
British Esperantist writes that ‘only one of the members is European’ and excitedly
adds that ‘soon we hope to be able to announce more details’.44 This attempt to
underscore Indian involvement must be located within a broader defensive cam-
paign to represent Indians as participants in the British empire, a need that arose
amidst increasing nationalist collaboration in India, epitomized by the Swadeshi
movement and the public airing of frustrations with many British policies. Though
such efforts would surely (and correctly) strike the modern reader as tokenistic and
paternalistic, they were consistent with some British Esperantists’ tendency to see
the British empire as an advocate for rather than an opponent of its vision of global
amity. The belief that imperial structures could be utilized to forward Esperanto
returns us to the moment that did more than any other to popularize the Indian
movement during this time: John Pollen’s dramatic arrival in Bombay.

III
Pollen had arrived in a land in which he was in no sense a stranger. Records from
his three-decade career in the Indian Civil Service detail his many posts, his rich
knowledge of Indian history and languages, and his numerous Indian associates.45 A
family album depicting that time – generously shared with me by his descendants
Sarah Almirall and William Tang – meticulously illustrates these connections, but
it exposes, too, how much of his life in the Indian Civil Service had unfolded inde-
pendently of Indian society (Figures 2–4). There is strong evidence to suppose that
these divisions, deeply entrenchedwithin the logic of imperialism, frustrated Pollen,
whomsources represent as trying to drawnearer to Indian interlocuters inways that
would often challenge social expectations. (His predecessor in one of his posts, for
instance, writes that ‘Indians found some difficulty in fathoming what was going on

43‘Esperanto in India: its progress’.
44‘Nur unu el la anoj estas Eŭropano…Pli poste ni esperas povi sciigi pluajn detalojn.’ ‘Aliandaj Sciigoj’,

British Esperantist, 3 (1907), p. 69.
45Manyof Pollen’s postswere inwestern India, specifically in Sindh, Bombay, and theKhandesh, andhis

more prominent positions included commissioner of customs, president of the Civil and Military Exam
Board, and acting under-secretary to the Government of Bombay. For a general sketch of Pollen’s Civil
Service career, seeWho was who, II: 1916–1928 (London, 1947), p. 844.
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Figure 2. John Pollen (rear, second from right) attending the Fancy Dress Ball in Karachi, 13 October 1885. (Image
from a family album of Sarah Almirall andWilliamTang, descendants of John Pollen.)

Figure 3. John Pollen (second row, fifth from right) with troops in India, unknown location, c. 1885. (Image from a
family album of Sarah Almirall andWilliamTang, descendants of John Pollen.)

in what was clearly a very shrewd head, behind that benevolent smile.’46) It is tempt-
ing, then, to see his post-retirement return to India as an attempt to renegotiate, if by
no means eradicate, these divisions, a task that for him now seemed possible owing
to his connections from the Service and the promise of Esperanto.

Pollen had publicly articulated a special relationship between India and
Esperanto about a year before he hoisted the green and white ensign on the Shah
Noor. After attending a lecture on Indian linguistics in London, hehadmused to those
present that Esperanto would become a global language within twelve years and
would offer immense benefits to the people of India. His remarks had been immedi-
ately eviscerated by George Birdwood, an Anglo-Indian academic and administrator,
who expressed that ‘Esperanto was most cumbrous and inefficient…[,] a jargon of
insanity.’47 Such raw intensity reflected Birdwood’s belief that Esperantists aimed to

46Evan Maconochie, Life in the Indian Civil Service (London, 1926), p. 54.
47‘East and West’, TOI, 31 Mar. 1906. The quotation is taken from paraphrases of Birdwood’s remarks.
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Figure 4. John Pollen (front centre) with companions during his India years, c. 1885. (Image from a family album of
Sarah Almirall andWilliamTang, descendants of John Pollen.)

replace all languages, thereby stripping humanity of its linguistic richness. Pollen
remained sanguine: ‘I have always welcomed attacks on “Esperanto” because I know
it can withstand attack’,48 he would later say.

Countering the misconception that Esperanto should or even could supplant
Indian languages would prove central to the message Pollen took to India. He laid
out his arguments during a breakneck lecture tour that took him to schools, colleges,
societies, and YMCAs. Pollen supplemented his lectures with letters to the editors of
The Times of India and The Bombay Chronicle inwhich he laid out his ideas, decrying the
‘profound ignorance [that] prevails’ regarding Esperanto’s purpose and emphasizing
that, far from replacing Indian languages, it would promote their study and ensure
their protection.49 The logic, he explained, was that the streamlined experience of
learning Esperanto could safeguard them from the degradation they would sustain
as lingua francas. Illustrating the second point through racially charged examples
that overlooked European maladroitness with foreign languages, he suggested that
the Japanese were liable to destroy English and lamented the ‘Pidgin-English which
the Chinese and the Hottentots have produced’. Esperanto, by contrast, was a shared
domain that was ‘ready – nay willing – to be experimented upon’.50 In representing

48John Pollen, ‘Sir George Birdwood and Esperanto’, TOI, 15 Jan. 1908.
49Idem, ‘A world language’, letter to the editor, TOI, 24 Mar. 1908. See also idem, ‘Esperanto’, Bombay

Chronicle, 18 Apr. 1907.
50Idem, ‘English in danger: Esperanto to the rescue’, letter to the editor, TOI, 26 Apr. 1907. Pollen

elsewhere emphasizes that the people of Japan had taken to Esperanto with ‘characteristic commer-
cial foresight’; see ‘Esperanto in Bombay’, TOI, 18 Feb. 1908. Pollen’s insistence that experimenting upon
Esperanto could preserve English parallels the attitude of his contemporary, the Polish-born British nov-
elist Joseph Conrad, toward English – which Conrad represents as a kind of international language – and
his native Polish: ‘I hold our beautiful Polish literature in too high esteem to introduce to it my poor
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Esperanto as the protector of both English and Indian languages, Pollen champi-
oned Esperanto as a meeting point for colonizer and colonized: a domain accessible
to both and detrimental to neither.51 The claim recalls what Guilherme Fians has,
albeit in a very different context, identified as Esperanto’s capacity to be neither
hegemonic nor counter-hegemonic but instead to offer a ‘linguistic alternative’ that
sidesteps both poles.52

But Pollen’s argument for Esperanto was not simply an argument for protect-
ing other languages. Esperanto, he insisted, had a special relationship to India that
hinged for him on two points, the first being that Esperanto was derived from the
‘best of Aryan languages’,53 an idea that grew out of his insistence that the language
was ‘really “reformed Aryan” and as such ought to commend itself to Indians’.54

Whether deliberately or inadvertently, these remarksmuddle two senses of theword
‘Aryan’. One is a now-outmoded designation for the entire Indo-European language
family, whose Western branches, as we saw, Zamenhof mined for Esperanto’s lexi-
con and whose Eastern ones (which include most languages of Iran and northern
India) he largely ignored. But ‘Aryan’ could also refermore specifically to the Eastern
branch, now known as Indo-Aryan, instilling Pollen’s remarks with the false impres-
sion that Esperanto included Indic elements. Even if we give Pollen the benefit of the
doubt and assume that he meant the more capacious sense of the word, we might
ask why the ‘best of Aryan [i.e. Indo-European] languages’ should include several
languages from Europe and none from India.55

The second link Pollen drew between India and Esperanto revolved around the
linguistic history of the subcontinent. He insisted that many Indians had already
demonstrated their receptiveness to a common language through their use of
Hindustani, a north Indian vernacular that was for him a regional forerunner to
what Esperanto promised on a global scale: it had not, or so he claimed, supplanted
local languages but rather enabled disparate groups to speak to one another.56

Pollen, intimately familiar with India as he was, must have known that knowledge

writing. But for the English my abilities are adequate and give me my daily bread.’ See Jerzy Illg, “‘Polish
soul living in darkness”: letters from Joseph Conrad-Korzeniowski toWicenty Lutoslawski’, Conradiana, 14
(1982), p. 4.

51Pollen’s framework recalls Partha Chatterjee’s influential argument about the ‘spiritual’ and ‘mate-
rial’ domains of Indian middle-class culture during late colonial rule. According to Chatterjee, this
community agreed to engage with the colonizer in its ‘material’ (i.e. public) domain in order to safeguard
its ‘spiritual’ (i.e. domestic) counterpart. Religious and family life could thus be kept at a distance from the
colonizer even as realms like education and law were reformed. The concept appears across Chatterjee’s
work, notably The nation and its fragments: colonial and postcolonial histories (Princeton, NJ, 1994). In iden-
tifying Esperanto as space that could, like Chatterjee’s material domain, allow for engagement with the
British without effacing Indian culture, Pollen appears to gesture toward this anxiety.

52I thank the second reviewer for raising this point. Fians, conceiving of hegemony in a Gramscian
sense, describes Esperanto as it operated for a Tunisian Esperantist living in Paris in the 2010s. Guilherme
Fians, Esperanto revolutionaries and geeks: language politics, digital media and the making of an international

community (London, 2021), esp. p. 222.
53‘On Esperanto’.
54Pollen, ‘Esperanto’.
55Although this privileging of European elements contradicted Pollen’s claims about the Indianness of

Esperanto, it presumably heightened its appeal among some Indian groups.
56‘The Esperanto Congress’,Weekly News, 16 Aug. 1907.
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of Hindustani was limited beyond northern India; it was a regional lingua franca and
not a national one. That he made no attempt to highlight Esperanto’s potential to
do what Hindustani had not and ensure national communication underscores that
its value for him lay in connecting Indians not with one another but with the world.

After all, it was only by connectingwith theworld through Esperanto that Indians
could – or so Pollen insinuated during his tour – participate in global modernity. He
would in later years make the point explicitly: ‘There is no reason why Esperanto
should not prove to the civilized world what Urdu proved to “the warring world of
Hindustan”.’57 The linguistic parallel (if not its civilizational undertones) resonated
in northern India, even among individuals with no apparent interest in Pollen’s
broader message. Notably, in a speech delivered in Allahabad days before Pollen and
the Shah Noor docked in Bombay, the political activist Muhammad Ali Jauhar charac-
terized IndianMuslims’ use of Urdu as ‘a long established Esperanto handed down to
them by their ancestors’.58 The fact that he used the word ‘Esperanto’ at all suggests
that the movement’s message had become newsworthy enough that Jauhar could
trust his audience to get the reference; that he did so to refer to a shared language
suggests that the particulars of that message were actually getting through.59

Pollen’s belief in an Esperanto–Hindustani connection was shared by many
British Esperantists in the metropole, notably by the Scottish shipping magnate
Knight Watson and a certain ‘Yorkshire Esperantist’, the latter characterizing
Zamenhof ’s creation as ‘an imitation of the experiment so successfully made by the
conqueror Akbar when he wielded the camp jargon of his polyglot armies into the
Hindustani of our own day’.60 Such statements reveal a blueprint for the Esperanto
movementmore than a history of the Hindustani language: the point was that just as
the Yorkshire Esperantist’s (decidedly ahistorical) Akbar had promoted Hindustani
in the sixteenth century, so too would someone of influence need to champion
Esperanto in the twentieth. The goal of winning over such powerful individuals was
surely one of the reasons Pollen visited spaces frequented by elite Indians, many of
whom he knew from his years in the Indian Civil Service,61 including the nawabs of

57John Pollen to Sir Robert Baden-Powell, Llangammarch Wells, 20 July 1917, in Esperanto, 1917–37, Lord
Baden Powell papers, Brigham Young University. Similarly, in 1913, Pollen would describe Esperanto as
‘the only living, going concern, in the shape of an International Language, save and except its forerunner
“Urdu” now known as “Hindustani.”’ John Pollen, ‘Is Esperanto a failure?’ letter to the editor, TOI, 29 Nov.
1913.

58‘The Muhammadan programme’, Indian Daily Telegraph, 24 Feb. 1907, as cited in Proceedings, February

1918, No. 29 and K.-W., Appendix A–6, Political-Deposit, Home Department, Government of India, 1918, NAI
identifier: PR_000002999939. The lecturewas given on 16 Feb. 1907. Heidi Goes shows how thiswider sense
of Esperanto also appeared in Indonesia, where the De Sumatra Post in 1909 described Malay as a ‘kind of
Esperanto’. Heidi Goes, ‘The Esperanto movement in the Dutch East Indies and Indonesia’, Wacana, 16
(2015), pp. 441–69, at p. 443.

59The word appears in a paraphrase of his speech, raising the possibility that it was not used by Jauhar
himself; even so, its appearance at this time – even in an editorial paraphrase – is notable. It seems that
this extended sense of ‘Esperanto’ to describe Hindustani would enjoy currency in India for some time.
Consider ‘Hindustani in the army’, TOI, 19 Nov. 1913, in which we read that ‘the British soldier in India
picks up a curious working Esperanto with the natives with whom he comes in contact’.

60For more on Knight Watson’s remarks, see ‘Esperanto’, Bedfordshire Mercury, 31 July 1908. For ‘A
Yorkshire Esperantist’, see ‘The Esperanto Conference’, Yorkshire Post, 9 Aug. 1907.

61Pollen’s relationship with several Indian princes appears to have been intimate. According to Harry,
his son, Pollen had come from India to Britain to attend the coronation of Edward VII ‘with 25 Rajahs and
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Radhanpur and Bahawalpur whomwe saw accompany him on the Shah Noor. Among
his other acquaintances was Ranjitsinhji (r. 1907–33) – the maharaja of Nawanagar
and the so-called father of Indian cricket –whomPollen congratulated (in Esperanto,
naturally) upon his accession to the throne.62 Whether these particular individu-
als warmed to Esperanto is unclear, though we know that royals from Palanpur and
Dharwar made generous donations to the cause and that Pollen would – on behalf of
the aforementioned World Esperanto Congress at Cambridge – ebulliently thank Sir
Muhammad Rasul Khanji Babi, the nawab of Junagadh (r. 1892–1911), for his ‘kind
telegram of good wishes’.63

The prominence that the Esperanto Congress afforded to Khanji’s telegram
demonstrates how Esperantists identified socially prominent Indians as important
for the movement in Europe no less than in India, a point that Pollen himself rein-
forced through the illuminated images he presented to the Congress purporting to
show Indian maharajas enraptured by his mission.64 This was a savvy promotion
strategy: if Esperanto was to be regarded as a noteworthy international language, it
needed noteworthy international supporters, and the figure of the Indian maharaja
– so celebrated in the Orientalist discourse of the time – was guaranteed to garner
public interest. This was especially sowhen themedia were already primed to repre-
sent the Esperanto Congress as an exotic spectacle, with one journalist emphasizing
how a ‘Turk and a number of Indians in national costume add considerably to the
effect of this new kind of circus’.65

Whether it was more to secure their influence at home or to utilize their nov-
elty abroad, the emphasis Pollen placed on elite Indians was at the expense of other
groups, who do not appear to have taken to Esperanto in any greater numbers than
they did before his arrival. This is not to say that he did not extend overtures to less
privileged communities. A year after returning from India (which he left with con-
spicuously little pageantry), Pollen outlined a plan bywhich lascars – a class of South
and Southeast Asian labourers who sought work in the global shipping industry –
could learn Esperanto at a local charity during their stays in London.66 It is unclear
whether the opportunity appealed tomany lascars, though one imagines that few in
this community, one of London’s most indigent, would have identified the language

their staff…They only meant to stay a fortnight but, as the coronation was posponed [sic], they stayed
over two months.’ See John Patrick Craw, ‘Dr John Pollen – linguist and much loved benefactor’, Craw and

Adams Family History, https://johnpatrickcraw.wordpress.com/2015/04/14/dr-john-pollen-linguist-and-
much-loved-benefactor/ (accessed 9 June 2024). Evan Maconochie similarly writes: ‘He loved receiving
the Rewa Kantha Princes with all the state at his command.’ Maconochie, Life in the Indian Civil Service,
p. 54.

62‘His Highness the Jam’, TOI, 12 Mar. 1907. For a history of Ranjitsinhji’s celebrity and legacy, see
Ashis Nandy, The Tao of cricket: on games of destiny and destiny of games (Delhi, 2000), esp. pp. 55–73; for
Ranjitsinhji’s own views on the sport, see his The Jubilee book of cricket (London, 1897).

63We read that ‘His Highness the Diwan of Palanpur has generously converted his guarantee of £100
towards the Esperanto Congress Fund into a donation of Rs. 1,000’, and that ‘Mr. Burorji Manekji Patel, of
Dharwar, has kindly contributed Rs. 200 to the Esperanto Association Propaganda.’ ‘Esperanto Congress:
generous donations’, TOI, 17 Jan. 1908. For Khanji’s message to the World Esperanto Congress, see
‘Destruction of rats’, TOI, 21 Sept. 1907.

64‘Lecture by Colonel Pollen’,Weekly News, 16 Aug. 1907.
65‘La Tria Kongreso: Esperantists in Cambridge’, Saffron Walden Weekly News, 16 Aug. 1907.
66‘Lascars in London’, TOI, 4 Jan. 1909.
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as a logical means of advancement. Pollen would later make a similarly unlikely pro-
posal in 1915, when he identified Esperanto as a means by which Scottish prisoners
could seek to improve their abject living conditions.67 Neither scheme appears to
have been implemented or, at any rate, successful.

As this cycling from India to the Indian diaspora to Scottish prisoners demon-
strates, Pollen after his return to Britain would gradually, though never wholly,
distance himself from India, the region where he had spent his career and later
returned (in his words) ‘as a poor pilgrim, a pensioner’.68 Though his obsessions
seem to have floated rather freely during this time, theywould soon coalesce around
another region of long-standing personal interest: Russia. The story of Esperanto in
Russia is very different from the one under consideration here and has in any case
been the subject of some important scholarship.69 Even so, understanding Pollen’s
attraction to the country as an Esperantist helps us isolate what he had hoped to
achieve in India. Pollen’s affections for the two countries were tightly intertwined:
indeed, his fascinationwithRussiawas in full force some twoyears beforeheboarded
the Shah Noor, when he visited the country and witnessed the events of Red Sunday
in 1905.70 The interlocking nature of his interests is perhaps best summarized by his
friend and fellow Slavophile Francis Petherick Marchant, who recalled how Pollen
‘used to say he worked at Russian grammar in middle age, when riding a camel in
India’.71 The Russian empire unquestionably held a certain cachet for Pollen, since it
was there that the Esperanto movement was born. But while his new passion prob-
ably owed something to reverence – and certainly a great deal to inquisitiveness –
it also recalled the factors that had persuaded him to champion Esperanto in India.
Pollen’s arguments about the role of Hindustani in India could be easily transposed
onto that of Russian in the Russian empire, and the international marginalization
that Russia had sustained despite its large population and cultural prominence
invites obvious parallels with the subcontinent.72 And here, too, the broader struc-
tures of empire offered readymade means through which the Esperanto movement
could be disseminated and its networks strengthened.

IV
Though details from Pollen’s biography can help to connect the disparate nodes of
his eccentric career, his visit to India – bookended by his ostentatious arrival and his
largely unnoticed departure – feels fleeting. And fleeting though it may have been,
the intensemedia scrutiny it engendered brings an otherwise hazy local Esperantist

67‘Esperanto’, TOI, 24 Nov. 1915.
68‘On Esperanto’.
69See, especially, Brigid O’Keeffe, Esperanto and languages of internationalism in revolutionary Russia

(London, 2021); and Lins, Die gefährliche Sprache.
70Marchant, ‘John Pollen’, p. 426. Evan Maconochie suggests that his interest in Russian predated that

of Esperanto. Referring to the autumn of 1893, he writes that, ‘He had always some absorbing interest
of the moment. At that time it was Russia and the Russian language, later it was Esperanto, of whose
mysteries he was one of the High Priests.’ Maconochie, Life in the Indian Civil Service, p. 54.

71Marchant, ‘John Pollen’, p. 426.
72For similarities Pollen himself identified between Russia and India, see J. Pollen, ‘The Russian soldier’,

Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 63 (1915), pp. 815–16.
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movement into sharper focus. Records of his talks reveal that some who attended,
like a certain Miss Engineer,73 were already committed Esperantists and apparently
spoke the language fluently. Similarly, advertisements that correlate with his arrival
reveal that Esperanto dictionaries and a textbook were already available in India,74

and a flurry of additionalmarketing over his visit suggests that suchmaterials would
only proliferate.75

Pollen himself makes clear that he did not bring these texts to or even arrange
for their publication in the subcontinent; they were instead products of local pub-
lishers, especially D. B. Taraporevala & Sons (in Bombay) and Thacker, Spink & Co.
(in Calcutta),76 to whom Pollen would refer individuals seeking Esperantist litera-
ture.77 The cost of introductory texts was relatively cheap: seven annas for a book
called First lessons in Esperanto at a timewhen a daily newspaper cost four annas and a
play or novel cost eight.78 More advancedmaterials weremore expensive: A student’s
complete text book in Esperanto was priced at one rupee, five annas (or three times
that of First lessons), and a two-volume bilingual dictionary fetched two rupees, ten
annas (or six times First lessons). This sharp price increase suggests that committed
Esperantists were expected to offset the affordability of materials aimed at attract-
ing the broader reading public – and specifically the English-reading public – to the
movement. Pollen, for his part, had aimed at widening Esperanto’s reach across the
demographic, a charge that took him to organizations like the Prarthana Samaj (a
Bombay-based Hindu reform organization) and the YMCA and YWCA.79 Since these
organizations convened lectures on wide-ranging topics, their granting a platform
to Pollen should not imply their acceptance of his message. And yet Pollen surely
reasoned that these venues – each tied to imperial and even global networks –might
show cautious interest in Esperanto’s promise to foster and fortify transregional
connections.

Pollen also targeted two groups withmembers known to be Esperantists: Bombay
Parsis (such asMiss Engineer) and the Theosophical Society.80 The first a historically
Zoroastrian community prominent in business and the other amystical society fasci-
nated byWestern occultism and Indian religions, both groups had strong knowledge
of English and deep ties to Western organizations, and, indeed, the Theosophists

73‘The week’s calendar’, TOI, 3 May 1907.
74‘Classified ad’, TOI, 27 Feb. 1907.
75‘Esperanto in India’, TOI, 4May 1907, lists three Esperanto books, a dictionary, textbook, and ‘business

letters’; ‘Esperanto literature’, TOI, 22 May 1907, reveals that there were still further materials by the end
of the month.

76‘Esperanto in Bombay’.
77By stating in Hyderabad that Esperanto literature was available ‘at a small price in Bombay’, Pollen

insinuates that such materials were not available in Hyderabad or presumably any nearer than Bombay.
‘Secunderabad notes’, TOI, 4 Mar. 1908. Some instructional material was apparently translated from
French; see ‘Interesting books’, TOI, 20 Jan. 1908.

78‘Esperanto! Esperanto!’, TOI, 13 Aug. 1907. The same paper sold for four annas and advertises novels
and plays for eight.

79For the Prarthana Samaj, see ‘The week’s calendar’; for examples of his YMCA and YWCA visits, see
‘Lecture on “Esperanto”’, TOI, 16 Jan. 1908; and ‘Karachi’, The YoungWomen of India and Ceylon, 10 (1908), p.
58.

80In Bombay, for instance, he visited the Theosophical Society, the New Parsi High School, and the
Byramji Jijibhai College of Commerce. ‘Esperanto in Bombay’; ‘Ads’; and ‘The week’s calendar’.
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included many Westerners among their ranks. The Parsis’ and Theosophists’ long-
standing interest in Esperanto is intriguing when we note that the French teacher
Louis Peltier (whom we encountered as the first documented Esperantist in India)
interacted extensively with both.81 Asmany Parsis were themselves Theosophists, it
is unclear who pushed whom toward Esperanto, or whether, as seems likely, interest
in the movement derives not from any one group but instead from their dynamic
interactions. (We might wonder, further, whether Peltier is unambiguously India’s
first Esperantist or whether his affinity for the movement emerged from a broader
dialogue in which he was only one participant.)

Whatever their contributions to the origin of Esperanto in India, theTheosophists
and Parsis would, after Pollen’s departure, herald its future. For Theosophists, the
embrace of the language would occur gradually but play out at the institutional
level: though the Theosophist journal Sons of India stated in 1909 that it would ‘[f]or
present…suspend judgement’ on Esperanto,82 it at the same time commissioned an
article on the topic from Jehangir N. Unwalla. The Society would later seem to
lean into the movement, arranging for an Esperanto translation in 1913 of At the
feet of the master, a foundational Theosophist text attributed to the teenage mystic
Jiddu Krishnamurti.83 One imagines that the language of Esperanto, theoretically
available to all but actually known by few, might have appealed to an organization
that regarded itself as at once universal and esoteric. At the same time, Unwalla,
who was also a Parsi, pointed to a more mundane motivation. He claimed that for
Theosophists ‘a common yet simple medium of intercommunication is an unavoid-
able necessity. That medium is Esperanto as has been proved without the shadow of
a doubt by its success and adoption by persons of all classes in the whole of Europe
educated and partly educated.’84

The importance that Unwalla attached to Europe, both as an example that India
might emulate and as a cultural domain to which Esperanto was intrinsically tied,
differs from the emphasis he had laid earlier on ‘the utility of Esperanto among
the hundreds of peoples living in India with their various dialects and languages’.85

While by no means mutually exclusive, these two claims establish an unwavering
allegiance to Esperanto as the throughline of his evolving rhetoric and echo Pollen’s
emphasis on the global rather than local benefits of Esperanto. Indeed, Unwalla’s

81According to the Report of the director of public instruction in the Bombay Presidency (Educational
Department, Bombay Presidency, 1907–8), p. 7, Parsis constituted most French-language learners at
Peltier’s institution, and we know that Peltier was writing articles in The Theosophic Gleaner from a
summary of publications in L’Espérantiste, 104 (1906), p. 232.

82Sons of India, 12 (1909), p. 138.
83Proceedings, June, 1917, no. 62 (Simla: Government of India: Home Department, 1917), NAI identifier:

PR_000003004300, p. 26. Associated organizations like theOrder of the GoldenAge, a Theosophical British-
based animal-rights organization, similarly took to Esperanto, choosing it in 1912 as the second language
(after the original English) to publish the manifesto of its president, Sidney Beard, ‘Ten reasons why the
use of flesh-food should be abandoned by all humane, cultured, philanthropic and religious persons’ (K.W.

S. of Poll. A Proceedings, January 1912, Nos. 124–126, HomeDepartment 1912), NAI identifier: PR_000003001692,
esp. p. 68.

84J. N. Unwalla, ‘The Theosophical Esperanto League’, Theosophy in India, 9 (1912), p. 216.
85‘En Benares (Hindujo) paroladis Prof. J. N. Unwalla en la Lloyd Memorial Library Hall. Li speciale

montris la utilecon de Esperanto inter la centoj da popoloj loĝantaj en Hindujo kun iliaj diversaj dialektoj
kaj lingvoj.’ ‘Movado Esperantista’, Lingvo Internacia: Centra Organo de la Esperantistoj, 14 (1909), p. 29.
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commitment to Esperanto would outlive his commitment to the Theosophical
Society, with which he would part ways, possibly amid acrimony, in 1913.86 By this
time, he had already begun to advocate for Esperanto on its own terms. Developing
a modest Esperanto programme at Central Hindu College, where he served as an
English professor, Unwalla was in 1914 educating ‘about fifty or sixty students’ in
the language,87 seemingly addressing a concern, earlier articulated by Pollen, that
Esperanto would only enter school curricula once it was entrenched in universi-
ties.88 One of his students would write an article touting the merits of Esperanto
for the leading Hindi journal Sarasvatī, reflecting – at least according to Esperantist
sources – the interests of the journal’s editor, theHindi literary giantMahavir Prasad
Dwivedi.89

Paralleling Unwalla’s activities are those of his fellow Parsi and colleague at
Central Hindu College, Irach J. S. Taraporewala (not directly related to the D. B.
Taraporevala above).90 A comparative linguist, Taraporewala recalled attending the
International Congress of Orientalists in Athens in 1912, and his reflections merit
quoting at some length:

I never felt the necessity of such a dear language as our Esperanto so power-
fully as in Athens during the Congress. Officially five languages were allowed –
English, German, French, Italian and Greek. The three opening speeches of the
Congress were in Greek, but only very few of the members could understand
them.During only one sitting, in a discussion regarding one subject, therewere
used four languages. The chief speech was in Italian; a German Professor crit-
icised it in German; the chief speaker answered in French; and the president
summed up the whole discussion in English. Only a few members were capa-
ble of understanding well all the four, and the majority could understand only
one. Further comments are useless.91

Taraporewala downplays that he had himself added to the multilingual melee,
delivering, as related by Unwalla, ‘his “maiden speech” in Esperanto before a dis-
tinguished assembly of one thousand delegates’.92 If his aim was really ensuring

86A general report of the Theosophical Society states upon the resignation of Unwalla and his colleague
that: ‘We are deeply grateful to them for their great services to the cause of Theosophy in India, and,
however much we may feel sorry for the step they have decided to take, we feel bound to recognise their
devotion to the main cause, apart from any objections they may have to particular methods and to a
particular person or persons.’ General report of the thirty-eighth anniversary & convention of the Theosophical

Society (Madras, 1914), p. 29.
87‘Nia eminenta amiko estas Profesoro de angla lingvo, sed li ankaŭ instruas, jam de kelkaj jaroj,

Esperanton kaj nun havas ĉirkaŭ kvindek aŭ sesdek lernantojn por nia lingvo en tiu kolegio.’ ‘Esperanto
en Hindujo’, British Esperantist, 10 (1914), p. 49.

88‘Esperanto in Bombay’.
89‘La redaktoro de la bonekonata kaj alte ŝatata ĵurnalo, Sarasvati, estas la tre eminenta kaj alte ŝatata

ĵurnalisto, Mahano Prasad Dvivedi, kies fervora akcepto de Esperanto estas nur unu el la multaj signoj de
lia vastema larĝspiriteco, en landego de jarmila konservatismo.’ ‘Esperanto En Hindujo’.

90For a useful summary of Taraporewala’s impressive career, see ‘In memoriam: Irach Jehangir Sorabji
Taraporewala’, Indian Linguistics, 17, Taraporewala Memorial Volume (1957), pp. 1–3.

91As quoted in J. N. Unwalla, ‘Professor Taraporewalla’, Central Hindu CollegeMagazine, 1 Mar. 1913, p. 82.
92Ibid.
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‘understanding’, it is curious that he should deliver his remarks in a language less
widely understood than the other five. But literal comprehension was of course
not really his aim. Unwalla tells us further that Taraporewala spoke ‘dressed in
his Parsi uniform, and as the only Indian there present he was welcomed and
cheered enthusiastically by all’.93 Unwalla emphasizes this point, illustrating how
Esperanto enabled Indians from a particular social location to present themselves
in the global spotlight. Taraporewala’s choice of Esperanto, like his choice of dress,
marked him as different from his audience even as it challenged their expecta-
tions of Indianness. There would, after all, have been a measure of intelligibility in
his words, the vast majority of which would have been recognizable to European
linguists in meaning if not in form. The result recalls Homi Bhabha’s idea of
mimicry (‘almost the same, but not quite’) and specifically his notion of ‘not quite/not
white’.94 Rosie Thomas has fruitfully extended the ‘not quite/not white’ concept
to racial liminality in early Indian film, particularly to non-Indian actresses play-
ing Indian roles in performances she interprets as simultaneously recognizable and
inscrutable.95 Taraporewala’s performance appears similar: had he delivered his
remarks in English or Gujarati (the languages most associated with Bombay Parsis),
he would have gravitated toward either the European or the Indian pole and thereby
disrupted the balance. Esperanto allowed him to maintain, even as it allowed him to
challenge, both extremes.

Thepassionate case that Taraporewalamade for Esperanto is all themore remark-
able for defying a by then perceptible erosion in the language’s popularity in India,
where the promise of Esperanto that so many had confidently predicted was sim-
ply not coming to pass. The Theosophical Society’s enhanced commitment to the
language notwithstanding, public advertisements for Esperanto materials had been
on the decline since Pollen’s visit and had all but evaporated by 1911 or 1912.96 The
Athens conference would also prove at odds with larger political currents about to
engulf Europe: indeed, not two years after these scholars locked horns on academic
minutiae, they would find themselves divided by matters of significantly higher
stakes.

V
The First World War, when it came, would put to the test the logic and relevance of
almost all global organizations and ideas. Having already lost its footing, Esperanto –

93Ibid.
94Homi Bhabha varies the typographical emphasis of the phrase ‘almost the same, but not quite’

throughout his ‘Of mimicry and man: the ambivalence of colonial discourse’, October, 28, Discipleship:
A Special Issue on Psychoanalysis (1984), pp. 125–33; the version here appears on p. 127. The expression
is itself a reworking of Samuel Weber’s ‘almost nothing, but not quite’ in ‘The sideshow, or: remarks on a
canny moment’,MLN, 88 (1973), p. 1112.

95Thomas is writing specifically about Fearless Nadia (Mary Ann Evans), a Hindi film actor, who –
since audiences knew that she was born in Australia and raised in India – successfully circumvented on-
screen expectations for the Indian female roles she played. Rosie Thomas, Bombay before Bollywood: film

city fantasies (Albany, NY, 2013), pp. 92–126, esp. p. 119.
96Such advertisements include Margaret’s Esperanto Manual (‘Business, education and reference’, TOI,

26 Oct. 1911); J. C. O’Connor, Traveller’s Esperanto (‘Business, education and reference’, TOI, 2 Apr. 1912);
and Bernard Long, The Passing of Babel (‘Utility of Esperanto’, TOI, 2 Mar. 1911).
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a movement with hope enshrined in its very name – seemed potentially out of place
in a world now facing destruction on an unprecedented scale. Pollen, for one, was
not deterred. Delivering an impassioned speech at an emergency meeting of the
British Esperanto Association in September 1914, he attempted to turn the narra-
tive of recent events on its head by insisting that the violence merely confirmed
the inanity of the current global order. Had the warring parties known Esperanto,
he explained, then they could have understood one another and prevented Europe
from becoming ‘lashed into blood’.97 But even amid the bleakness of war, he insisted
that learning the universal language could facilitate British troops’ communication
with their allies. French Marines, he claimed, had shown a penchant for the lan-
guage, and Russia and Japan had respectively birthed the movement and taken to it
with enthusiasm.

Though India does not appear in his remarks, his remarks did appear in India,98

making their way into a Times of India piece when no major British newspaper both-
ered to publish them.99 This speaksmore to Pollen’s enduring celebrity in India than
it does to any enduring commitment to Esperanto among Indians. In the wake of the
war, we read – again in The Times of India – of Esperanto’s ‘untimely grave’, and in a
1922 review of a new Esperanto dictionary we findmore bitingly still that: ‘It argues
a courage, or a faith, greater than we believed to exist, to publish at the present time
an English–Esperanto dictionary…That is all we can say. If there are any Esperantists
left, they know where to turn for a dictionary.’100 Even Taraporewala, who on the
eve of the war had vociferously defended Esperanto against a European professor’s
charge that it ‘was all folly and nonsense, and that Esperanto was artificial and
ought to die away’,101 had changed his tune. In a kind of post-mortem of the move-
ment included in his Elements of the science of language, Taraporewala describes how
Zamenhof had of necessity prohibited the abrogation of Esperanto’s core grammat-
ical rules, since to do otherwise would be to welcome divisions that could threaten
themovement’s raison d’être. At the same time, he writes, ‘this very prohibition was
the “seed of death” for Esperanto. It, as it were, made the skeleton of the language
rigid and fossilized; and if the skeleton does not grow and develop with the needs of
the body, death must inevitably ensue.’102

It did not help that the organization that had sustained Esperanto in India was
itself neither growing nor developing. Another Times of India book review, this one
discussing a new history of the Theosophical Society, draws a parallel between
the Society and Esperanto, characterizing each as ‘an intellectual hybrid’ that was,

97‘Esperanto and the War’, TOI, 8 Sept. 1914.
98Pollen refers directly to India in the context of the war, arguing in a letter to The Daily Mail

in September 1914 that Indian soldiers would loyally fight the enemies of the British empire. The
information appears in ‘Comrades in arms’, India, 4 Sept. 1914.

99The British Newspaper Archive contains no clear reference to these statements.
100For the first remark, see Nemo, ‘A reformed alphabet: spelling and phonetics’, TOI, 22 May 1919; for

the second, see ‘Esperanto. English–Esperanto Dictionary’, TOI, 26 Apr. 1922.
101The quotation is a paraphrase. As cited in Unwalla, ‘Professor Taraporewalla’, p. 82.
102Irach Jehangir Sorabji Taraporewala, Elements of the science of language (Calcutta, 1956), p. 532. He

clarifies that the problem is not unique to Esperanto but endemic to all artificial languages: ‘When in a
living growing organism there is rigidity anywhere, disintegration is the inevitable result. And the rigidity
in some features at least, must be at the root of all artificial languages.’ Ibid., pp. 532–3.
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owing to its artificiality, doomed to die.103 Death also came in a more literal sense
when Zamenhof himself passed away in 1917, robbing the movement of its figure-
head. Pollen and Unwalla were now also showing their age: even before the war,
in 1912, Pollen had noted that he was ‘the oldest Esperantist in the room’, and The
British Esperantist affectionately remarked the same year that ‘Mr. Unwalla, though
no longer young in body, is still young at heart, and cheerful and eager for our
cause.’104 Although new generations of Esperantists were arising in Europe and even
galvanizing movements in places like China,105 no obvious leader had emerged in
India, where language activists increasingly offered nationalist solutions to what
Esperantists insisted were international problems.

This injection of nationalism into language politics played out on a global scale: a
consensus emerged across national borders that facilitating communication (a key
goal of the Esperanto project) was best achieved by reforming national languages,
especially through the simplification or substitution of scripts and the bridging of
written standards and vernacular forms.106 In India, this trendwould bring the long-
simmering Hindi–Urdu controversy to a boil, as Hindustani – the lingua francamuch
fetishized by Esperantists – increasingly bifurcated into the polarized registers of
Hindi (written in Devanagari, associated with Hindus, and Sanskritic in vocabu-
lary) and Urdu (written in Nastaliq, associated with Muslims, and Perso-Arabic in
vocabulary).

As the ostensibly common language of Hindustani proved uncommonly divisive,
Esperanto did manage to present itself, albeit briefly, as a dark horse candidate for
the Indian lingua franca. This was effectively an audition for the role that Unwalla
had briefly envisioned for it a decade earlier, but here, as before, Esperanto faced
tough competition. Some maintained that the Sanskritized register of Hindustani
offered the most politically salient representation of India’s identity, while others
advocated for more neutral forms or even for a continued role for English (its colo-
nial associations notwithstanding).107 A conversation following a lecture at the East

103‘Theosophy’, TOI, 3 June 1925.
104For the remark by Pollen, see ‘Scottish Esperantists at Montrose’, Montrose, Arbroath, and Brechin

Review, 14 June 1912. For that about Unwalla, see ‘Esperanto en Hindujo’, p. 49. ‘S-ro Unwalla, kvankam
jam ne juna laŭ korpo, estas ĉiam ankoraŭ juna kore, kaj gaja kaj fervora por nia afero.’

105For a summary of the history of Esperanto in China, see Gerald Chan, ‘China and the Esperantomove-
ment’, Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, 15 (1986), pp. 1–18, esp. pp. 3–5. Esperanto enjoyed particular
robustness during the Republican period, during which it was closely associated with prominent anar-
chists like the educationalist Cai Yuanpei (蔡元培) and the writer Ba Jin (巴金), the latter writing several
pieces in the language. For more on the connection between Esperanto and Chinese anarchism, see Arif
Dirlik, ‘The new culture movement revisited: anarchism and the idea of social revolution in new culture
thinking’, Modern China, 11 (1985), pp. 251–300, esp. pp. 268–72; for Ba Jin’s contributions to Esperanto,
see Geoffrey Sutton, ‘Bā Jīn’, Concise encyclopedia of the original language of Esperanto, 1887–2007 (New York,
NY, 2008), pp. 180–2.

106For one perspective on a proposed English spelling reform, see Nemo, ‘A reformed alphabet’. Other
notable examples of script reform include the Turkish alphabet reform in 1928 and the simplification of
Chinese characters, a process begun in earnest in the 1950s. In the Soviet Union, too, Arabic scripts were
initially abolished in favour of Latin (on the Turkish model) before the promulgation of Cyrillic under
Stalin. For a very useful history of this last case, see Lenore A. Grenoble, Language policy in the Soviet Union

(New York, NY, 2003), esp. pp. 35–56 and 137–60.
107For one example of a defence of English, see SyamacharanGanguli, ‘Esperanto versus English interna-

tionalized’,Modern Review, 26 (1919), a passage fromwhich appears in the next section. The ‘more neutral’
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India Association in London in 1920 illustrates the multiplicity of positions among
the Anglicized middle class. Most audience members agreed that the supremacy of
English among the Indian elite was regrettable, prompting C. B. Rama Rao to pro-
pose a regulatory committee promoting Hindustani and Krishna Govinda Gupta to
float a resolution proscribing the use of English among Indian officials.108 Only two
attendees, a certain Lady Katharine Stuart and a Professor Bickerton, advocated
Esperanto, after which The Englishman tells us that the speaker showed impressive
restraint by not ‘falling upon this suggestion and tearing it to bits’.

However risible their idea may have seemed to some, Lady Katharine and
Professor Bickerton were not alone. In the autumn of 1921, the League of Nations
weighed a resolution promoting the teaching of Esperanto that was signed by thir-
teen delegates,109 including Khengarji III, the maharaja of Kutch, further attesting
to the appeal of the language among Indian royalty (including, as we have seen, the
former nawab of nearby Junagadh). Unfortunately for Khengarji, his enthusiasmwas
not shared by the Government of India; to the contrary, the Bombay Chamber of
Commerce stated that it was – as paraphrased by The Times of India – ‘strongly of
opinion [sic] that no steps should be taken by Government to teach Esperanto in
schools in India until it was in common use in other parts of the world and, further,
until the Indian budget showed a surplus which was not required for defence, san-
itation and ordinary vernacular and English education’.110 That surplus, the reader
could reasonably conclude, was unlikely to appear soon, if ever.

VI
By contrasting ‘ordinary’ education, defence, and sanitation with Esperanto, the
Bombay Chamber of Commerce located the latter firmly outside the bounds of the
essential. It was a luxury and, as such, something for which interested individu-
als should not expect state support. Declaring Esperanto a frivolity was an affront
to a movement that promised nothing less than global communication at a time
of global possibility. But if the Chamber had uncharitably translated the ideals of
the movement, it had accurately captured how many in India now saw the study of

forms includedUrdu but also Devanagari-based registers thatmore closely reflected the spoken language.
Alok Rai has helpfully plotted a continuum along two poles: the artificial and Sanskritized ‘Hindi’ on the
one hand and the organic and vernacular Hindi (without quotes) on the other. See Rai, Hindi nationalism
(Hyderabad, 2001).

108‘The use of English’, Englishman, 12 Feb. 1920.
109‘Foster common language’, New York Times, 16 Oct. 1921. A similar proposal had been raised during

the previous assembly, the League’s first; see Report of the delegates of India to the First Session of the Assembly

of the League of Nations (n.p. and n.d., probably Delhi: Superintendent Government Printing, 1921), p. 21.
For details about the more substantial movement during the Second Assembly in 1921, including some
of its advocates (Japan, China, and Persia) and opponents (Brazil, Norway, and Sweden), see Report of the

delegates of India to the Second Session of the Assembly of the League of Nations (Delhi, 1922), pp. 48 and 69;
and Report of the delegates of India to the Third Session of the Assembly of the League of Nations (Delhi, 1923),
pp. 28–9. Similar hope for Esperanto emerged from the League’s International Labour Office in Geneva
the following year, during which it emerged that among the 8,567 letters received in the office during a
six-month period, sixteen had been in Esperanto – a number that surpassed letters submitted in much
more widely spoken languages like Portuguese, Japanese, and Russian. ‘International Labour Office: 8,567
letters in 19 languages’, TOI, 9 Aug. 1922.

110‘Bombay engagements’, TOI, 9 Sept. 1922.
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Esperanto as an elite pastime rather than a viable policy. The cause seemednothing if
not impractical, especially since thosemost invested in themovement could already
claim some access to the international, and specifically the imperial, connections it
dangled.111

What now appeared as a fundamental contradiction in the Indian Esperanto
movement had of course once been one of the main factors behind its appeal.
Though there is little indication that Indians’ interest in the language was a mere
hobby or their belief in its potential as an international language a mere flight of
fancy, these convictions had stood alongside Esperanto’s perceived ability to desig-
nate for its speakers (or potential speakers) a place in an international social sphere
in which they were already participants. Parsis, Theosophists, and even Pollen could
all attest to this conundrum, since each was located personally, professionally, or
even spiritually within the subcontinent while participating in networks that led to
Europe and usually to Britain. But whether in Europe or the subcontinent, each also
existed in a liminal state for which both the cause and the structure of Esperanto –
European but global, familiar but foreign – proved resonant. English may have held
the keys to themetropole, but it also threatened to turn the lock on Indian elements
that many wished to retain and that Esperanto seemed to preserve. Esperantists’
various interpretations of the link between Esperanto and India illustrate this ten-
sion, as Pollen (a non-Indian) articulated the language’s essential Aryan-ness even
as Indian elites embraced its near-Europeanness. Esperanto, then, offered a ready-
made illustration of the transregional entanglements in which groups like the Parsis
and Theosophists were enmeshed, equipping them not so much with a community
that could encompass the globe – as per their stated objectives – but with a means
to mark their location within it.

But as non-cooperation reshaped Indians’ relations with the world and with one
another after the First World War, the Esperanto movement struggled to keep pace.
In this respect, interestingly, Esperanto’s fate in India would diverge from elsewhere
in Asia. Not only would the movement come into its own in places like Indonesia
during the interwar years,112 but it would also see remarkable adoption where it
had long enjoyed a foothold, notably in Japan, where a cause long associated (as
in India) with the privileged elite was forced to accommodate a new generation
of Esperantists keen to tie the language to socialism and other causes.113 In China,
many Esperantists’ passionate commitment to anarchism similarly gave the lan-
guage a new and enduring relevance.114 But in India, the Esperantomovement failed
to engagewith trends thatmight have sustained it –most critically ascendant Indian
nationalism – and so saw its imperial and European links, once an advantage, emerge

111The participation of such individuals probably contributed (perhaps unwittingly) to the sense that
the movement was a gentlemanly pursuit, thereby keeping non-elite groups further away. For more on
the broader relationships between internationalism and imperialism raised in this point, please see the
appropriately titledMiguel Bandeira Jerónimo and José PedroMonteiro, eds., Internationalism, imperialism,

and the formation of the contemporary world: the pasts of the present (Cham, 2018).
112See especially Goes, ‘The Esperanto movement’, esp. pp. 446–9.
113See Rapley, ‘Talking to the world’, esp. pp. 84–8.
114For the connection between Chinese Esperantists and anarchism, see n. 105.
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as a vulnerability. In 1919, the linguist Syamacharan Ganguli pulled no punches in
exposing the Eurocentrism of the project and the language:

English grammar is simple enough, but it is less simple than that of Esperanto,
which is however less simple in certain respects than that of the Asiatic lan-
guages, Persian, Hindustani, and Bengali, which Dr. Zamenhof apparently had
no knowledge of. These three languages have no distinction of he, she and it, as
Esperanto, like English, has. Nor has Bengali, like English and Esperanto, a dis-
tinction of number in verbs. Esperanto is thus not as simple in its grammatical
structure as it is possible for a language to be.115

But in a turn anticipated by Taraporewala’s experience in Athens, Esperanto main-
tained relevance for some Indians living outside the subcontinent and especially
outside the empire where – as in China, Japan, and Indonesia under Dutch rule – the
hegemonic language was not a major European language like English or French.116

Most notable is the Tagore disciple-turned-Swedophile Lakshmiswar Sinha, who
would become among the first Indians to produce a sizeable body of work in the
language. Living in Sweden, Sinha was less concerned about promoting Esperanto
among Indians than in using it to educate non-Indians about his homeland, pro-
ducing texts on the life of the Maratha warrior-king Shivaji (d. 1680) and folklore
from his native Bengal.117 These works demand attention that exceeds the scope
of the present study; what matters here is that they give the lie to an assertion
found in Enciklopedio de Esperanto – a kind of Esperantist retrospective of the early
movement published in 1933 – in which the entry’s author, the Russian Esperantist
Ivan Ŝirjaev, equates the Indian movement with Pollen, during whose life, he writes,
‘[t]hemovement grew ceaselessly…, but everything halted after his death in 1923’.118

Ŝirjaevnot onlyminimizes Sinha (whomhementions peripherally) but also obscures
figures like Unwalla, whose activities in India we have seen predate Pollen’s, and
Taraporewala,whowas among thefirst to represent the Indian face of themovement
in Europe. We have seen, too, that far from ‘gr[owing] ceaselessly’ during Pollen’s
life, the Indian Esperantomovement had in fact floundered for about a decade before
his death.

Though it plays fast and loose with the facts, Ŝirjaev’s characterization never-
theless reinforces the widespread sense that Pollen embodied India’s encounter
with Esperanto. I have to a cautious extent endorsed this view in this article,
which has maintained that Pollen’s visit – though it was by no means synonymous
with Esperanto in India – illustrates the near-European appeal of the language and
exposes, albeit inadvertently, the key role of Indianswithin themovement. In amore

115Ganguli, ‘Esperanto versus English internationalized’, p. 520. The Hindustani example is here some-
what misleading since gender, though not exposed in the pronoun itself, is typically revealed in the
gender of corresponding participles. Ganguli endorses English as an international language in the essay,
a position by no means inconsistent with trends in Indian nationalism at the time.

116I am grateful to the first reviewer for raising this point with regard to non-Indian contexts.
117‘Sinha Lakśmiswar’, in Enciklopedio, p. 492.
118‘La movado kreskis senhalte dum vivis ĝia inspiranto J. Pollen, sed post lia morto en 1923 haltis ĉio.’

Ŝirjaev, Enciklopedio, p. 212.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X24000852 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X24000852


26 Andrew Halladay

tragic way, too, the circumstances of Pollen’s death evoke the fraying connection
between India and Esperanto. Embodying the language to which he had remained
steadfastly committed, Pollenwentmissing in June 1923, his ‘strange disappearance’
prompting aminor sensation in The Times of India, which joked, darkly, that hemight
have been murdered for speaking to a stranger in Esperanto.119 A month later, his
body was finally found ‘on the shore of Solway Firth’,120 a hundred kilometres from
where he had last been sighted sporting an Esperanto lapel pin on the Isle of Man.121

Even in death, then, Pollen serves as an apt if macabre metonym for the Esperanto
project in India: adrift between two shores, his body asserted belonging and sought
recognition even as it was carried away, and lost, amid powerful, shifting currents.
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