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Abstract: This study has been undertaken to investigate the portrayal of India in Arthur Conan Doyle's
Sherlock Holmes stories, exploring both the positive and negative aspects of his depiction. The research
problem addresses the impact of colonialism on the portrayal of India, examining how Doyle's narratives
mirror the prevailing colonial mindset of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Utilizing a post-colonial
theoretical framework, the study delves into the Orientalist tendencies present in Doyle's work, focusing on
the exotic and enigmatic mystique associated with India. The methodology involves a qualitative analysis of
Doyle's stories, with a focus on the positive portrayal of India as an alluring and fascinating land, as well as
the negative elements that perpetuate Western stereotypes and colonial perspectives. The study also examines
the implications of Doyle's portrayal, highlighting the reinforcement of imperialist ideologies and the impact
of colonial power dynamics on the depiction of Indian characters. The findings reveal a complex and nuanced
representation of India in the Sherlock Holmes stories, reflecting a blend of fascination, fear, stereotype,
dismissal, and control within the Eurocentric colonial narrative. The implications of this research extend to a
better understanding of the historical nuances of British-Indian relations and the perpetuation of harmful
colonial ideologies.

Index terms - Colonialism, culture, India, orientalism, Sherlock Holmes, stereotypes.

INTRODUCTION

Detective fiction as a genre has indubitably held a significant place in English literature. Its importance lies
in the ability to encapsulate society's complexities within thrilling narratives that aren't merely shrouded in
mystery but also offer incisive social critiques. Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes series considerably
magnifies the importance of detective fiction. Arthur Conan Doyle, the legendary author of the Sherlock
Holmes series, is renowned for his ability to transport readers to various corners of the world through his vivid
storytelling. In the grandiose city of 19th century London, where these stories unfold, one encounters a
fascinating narrative spectrum spanning from ordinary British country life to the exotic realms of eastern
nations, including India. Among the diverse locations featured in his stories, India emerges as a significant
backdrop, providing a rich tapestry of exoticism and cultural exploration. In skillfully bringing India to life in
his stories, Doyle meticulously weaves the threads of British colonial lore, painting an 'otherness' tightly
interwoven with predominant stereotypes and prejudices of his time. Arthur Conan Doyle's iconic detective,
Sherlock Holmes, is known for his remarkable deductive abilities and captivating crime-solving adventures.
However, amidst the thrilling mysteries lies an intriguing portrayal of India, a country deeply intertwined with
the British Empire during the Victorian era, often incorporating colonial locales and characters.
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India's Exotic Allure: The Positive Portrayal

Conan Doyle's depiction of India often encompasses its enchanting landscapes, vibrant culture, and mystical
elements. The author captivates readers by transporting them to a land that is both alluring and awe-inspiring.
Albeit Arthur Conan Doyle never travelled to India, the depiction of the colony in his works was fraught with
both positive and negative connotations. In various narratives featuring Sherlock Holmes, Conan Doyle often
paints India as an enchanting land, captivating readers with its mystical charm. He often sets his stories against
the backdrop of bustling Indian cities like Kolkata or Bombay. Therefore it is crucial to begin by
acknowledging the positive aspects of Doyle's portrayal of India within the Holmes stories.

e Consider Doyle's ‘“The Sign of Four’(1890), where India is depicted as an exotic and fascinating land
full of potential for adventure and discovery. Doyle's 'The Sign of the Four', unfolds the tale of a
treasure misappropriated during India's uprising of 1857. The uncanny journey undergone by Major
John Sholto and Captain Morstan signifies the fear-ridden Victorian depiction of India; aberrant and
menacing. The vivid descriptions of the Thugs, an infamous Indian religious sect, create an atmosphere
of suspense and intrigue. Through this, Conan Doyle successfully engages his audience with the
mysteries and allure of a foreign land. Here Holmes's client, Miss Morstan, recounts her father's
adventures in India. Doyle meticulously describes the Indian landscape, its mesmerizing temples,
bustling markets, and the architectural wonders of the Taj Mahal. Such attention to detail enhances
the story's setting, providing readers with a vivid sense of India's beauty and grandeur. He skillfully
captures the richness of Indian culture, showcasing vibrant colors, and the aromatic scent of spices.
Through vivid descriptions, readers are transported to a captivating world that heightens the allure of
Holmes' investigations. In this when Holmes and Watson explore Thaddeus Sholto's residence, the
opulence of the Indian furniture and decorations creates an atmosphere of intrigue and enchantment.

e Additionally, the author showcases Indian characters who possess intelligence, resourcefulness, and
wisdom worthy of Holmes' admiration. In ‘The Adventure of the Speckled Band’(1892), the character
Dr. Roylott has been given a role of a villain of Indian descent. He challenges Holmes's deductive
skills, further dismantling racial stereotypes prevalent during the Victorian era. Such positive
portrayals empower Indian characters as equals, dispelling colonial prejudices and promoting cultural
diversity.

e The Indian servants in "The Adventure of the Crooked Man' (1893) are represented as fiercely loyal to
their British masters, an attribute that was highly valued by the British colonial establishment. The
Indian characters are often rendered with a certain degree of authenticity that opposes generalised
exoticism (Reitz). When scrutinizing the dialogues, Holmes refers to India in "The Adventure of the
Crooked Man', where he asks Watson, "Did this gentleman ever an officer in the Indian army," (Doyle)
implying the significance of India as a place of noteworthy occurrences. Indeed, in Doyle's stories,
India often serves as an iconic space to unearth crimes or hidden histories. The spectre of the Indian
Mutiny of 1857 re-emerges, forming the backdrop of the crime, thereby furthering the narrative of the
chaotic East'.

Doyle's portrayal of Indians is an essential subject to scrutinise through post-colonial lenses. The manner in
which the British-centric narrative uses India, a colonial rendition of the 'Oriental East', reflects and reinforces
the Imperial ideology of dominance (Said). This portrayal aligns with Said's theory of the ‘Orient' in which
the East is presented as exotic and mystical to the European eye. The indigenous characters are painted with
broad strokes of stereotypical features, aptly signifying the colonial perception of the 'mystic' and ‘dangerous’
natives. However, a more nuanced perspective suggests the positive representation serves only to reinforce
the colonial narrative. By portraying India as a place of adventure and rich in resources, Doyle silently justifies
Britain's imperial agenda and the lucrative exploitation of the Indian subcontinent. Through his protagonist,
Sherlock Holmes, Doyle frequently emphasizes the importance of knowledge about different cultures and
customs. This is evident when Holmes showcases his profound understanding of Indian practices such as
yoga, meditation, and even the concept of reincarnation, indicating an appreciation for the depth of Indian
philosophy.
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Negative Portrayal of India: the Flaws

However, alongside the positive aspects, Conan Doyle's portrayal of India also incorporates negative
elements. One of the primary criticisms levied against his depiction is the reinforcement of Western
stereotypes and orientalist perspectives. Orientalism refers to the tendency to essentialize and exoticize non-
Western cultures, perpetuating Western dominance and superiority. Critics argue that Conan Doyle's portrayal
of India often falls into this trap, perpetuating certain misconceptions and reinforcing imperialistic ideologies.
Despite the positive elements, Conan Doyle's portrayal of India is not without its flaws. The colonial context
in which these stories were written instills certain biases that can be observed in the author's treatment of both
the Indian characters and Indian society. There are instances where they were depicted as savages, uncivilised
and dangerous individuals.

e For example, in ‘The Sign of the Four’, a stolen treasure from India forms the center of the narrative.
Here, India is depicted as a land full of riches to be claimed by the British colonizers. The character
of Tonga, a servant of the villainous Jonathan Small, is depicted as savage and cunning. Conan Doyle
introduces Tonga as the Andaman Islander, and a bloodthirsty character. These characterizations,
though reflective of the era's prevailing attitudes, perpetuate harmful colonial stereotypes and
contribute to the cultural appropriation of India. Tonga speaks volumes about Doyle's perception of
native Indians. He is shown as a connected soul with violence and brutality. This colonial framework
reduces Indians to a negative stereotype, thereby legitimising colonial domination, echoing the
findings of Appadurai who observed a tendency in Western literature to demonise non-Western
societies. The Indian characters in his stories such as Tonga in "'The Sign of Four' and Jonathan Small
are often represented as villains, thereby perpetuating the stereotype of the 'native' as dangerous. The
author manifests an unflattering, uncivilised, and chaotic portrait of the country: "faces with twisted
lips and staring eyes... driven to and fro as a hunted beast” (Doyle). This illustration may possibly be
a reflection of Doyle's unconscious bias, steeped in a habitual imperialist perspective, prompting a
dramatised perspective that deems the ‘colonised’ to be essentially inferior.

e Similarly, other stories like ‘The Adventure of the Crooked Man’ portrays India as a turbulent and
threatening environment, further perpetuating the notion of superiority over the Indian populace. Here,
"a savage creature...a lad of fourteen... cornered and set up a hoarse, savage scream of fear." (Doyle).
In this narrative, Doyle portrays the Indian characters as bizarre and hostile, displaying lack of colonial
etiquette and thus bolstering the colonial stereotype of the ‘uncivilized native'.

On that note, some critics have argued that Doyle was simplistic in his outlook, overseeing the cultural depth
and diversity that India held. This monochromatic view tainted his writings and inadvertently propagated the
superiority of the British Empire in the guise of popular entertainment.This negative portrayal working in
tandem with the romantic depiction of India shapes a biased perspective that strengthens the colonial narrative.

Moreover, Conan Doyle often portrays the Indian characters as either servants or villainous figures
perpetuating a cycle of prejudice. This representation exemplifies the orientalist tendency to depict non-
Western individuals as uncivilized, violent, and dangerous. One significant issue is the exoticization and
stereotyping of Indian culture, often distilled into mysticism and supernaturalism. While these elements
contribute to the distinctive atmosphere of the stories, they tend to reinforce the notion of the "exotic other,"
perpetuating Orientalist stereotypes prevalent during the colonial era. The depiction of India in the Sherlock
Holmes stories is an interesting mix of Orientalist stereotypes and a nuanced understanding of Indian culture.
However, Doyle portrays an image of India as being synonymous with crime and dishonesty. Such portrayals
limit the complexity of Indian characters and perpetuate harmful stereotypes. Central to understanding Doyle's
negative depiction of India is the gaze through which the Empire viewed its colonies. This perspective is often
referred to as 'Orientalism' a versatile instrument for imperialist narrative (Said). The Eastern world was
shown as a wild place needing the civilising influence of the West, thus underlining the supposed necessity
of colonialisation.
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Impact of Colonialism’s Lingering Shadow

Doyle's India, engrossed in British fantasy, reinforces the stereotypical, dramatised view of an Exotic East
docile, dangerous, and distant. While this essay does not deliberate on whether Doyle consciously contributed
to colonial discourse, it does, however, underscore the need for cognizance of inherent prejudice in literary
appraisal. Immersed in the Victorian ethos, Doyle's Sherlock Holmes stories offer an interesting exploration
into the colonial subconscious and its impact on literature. Holmes' world is a relic of its time, a time when
the globe was ideologically fragmented, and 'the other' was viewed through a lens of oriental romanticism and
prejudice. While taking nothing away from the literary brilliance of the stories, this skewed representation
should be received with a discerning compass of context and critique. During the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, when Doyle was writing, Britain was at the height of its colonial power. These power dynamics
seeped into literature and shaped the portrayal of colonies such as India. It is important to recognize that
Doyle's portrayal is a reflection of the colonial mindset prevalent during his time and understand the broader
context in which he was writing. The influence of colonialism in shaping Conan Doyle's portrayals of India
cannot be overlooked. During the British Raj, India was seen as a subject colony, and British writers often
portrayed it as an exotic land meant to be conquered and tamed. These ideological underpinnings are evident
in Conan Doyle's stories, particularly in their treatment of Indian characters as exotic and subservient figures.
In his works, India is often depicted as a land of savage natives, violence, and lawlessness. One significant
issue that arises in Doyle's depiction of India is the perpetuation of colonial stereotypes. Britain's colonial rule
over India and its consequential power dynamics cast a shadow over his stories, often leading to a
condescending portrayal of the Indian characters. They are frequently depicted as subservient or exoticized
figures, overshadowed by the superior intellect and analytical abilities of Holmes and his companion, Dr.
Watson. This reflects the prevailing racist and imperialist ideologies of the time, perpetuating harmful
stereotypes and reinforcing the superior status of the British Empire. As a part of the Empire, India's
exploration in Doyle's stories is a reflection of British colonial attitudes of superiority and domination.

e Characters like Thaddeus and Bartholomew Sholto, in "The Sign of the Four', represent orthodox
Victorian impressions of deceased colonials who have returned from India, marked indelibly by their
Eastern encounters. Even the seemingly harmless Dr Watson, in his curiosity, perpetuates the
dichotomy of the civilised 'West' and the unruly 'East' (Gruesser).

e An emblematic illustration of this colonial view is found in ‘The Adventure of the Speckled
Band’(1892). The character of Dr. Roylott, an Anglo-Indian villain with a dark past in colonial India,
exemplifies Doyle's reinforcement of negative stereotypes. By associating criminality and brutality
with India, Conan Doyle perpetuates the demonization of Indian characters, further marginalizing the
country as a whole.

e To illustrate this impact, let us examine the character of John Garrideb from "The Adventure of the
Three Garridebs." Garrideb, an Indian man, is portrayed as devious and cunning, ultimately being
exposed as a fraud and a criminal. This reinforces the orientalist idea that Indian characters are
inherently untrustworthy, subtly perpetuating racial biases. Additionally, Indian characters are often
silenced and relegated to supporting roles, with their voices and identities marginalized in the
narrative. These depictions can be attributed, in part, to the prevailing attitudes of the time.

Moreover, Conan Doyle does not limit himself to merely superficial depictions of India. Instead, he delves
into the complexity of Indian society, often tackling issues related to colonialism. He portrays the diverse cast
of characters from different social backgrounds, shedding light on the intricacies of India's social fabric.

e Forinstance, in "The Adventure of the Devil's Foot", the story revolves around the tragic consequences
of colonial exploitation, as Holmes uncovers a devastating secret linked to a British-led expedition in
India.
Investigating Sherlock Holmes stories reveals an intricate yet problematic relationship between Victorian
England and colonial India. Though the narrative structure often employs India as a source of chaos and
mystery, it nevertheless offers essential insights into the historical nuances of British-Indian relations.
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Theoretical Overview: The Exotic and Enigmatic Mystique

The canonical work of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the Sherlock Holmes stories imbued with elements of crime
and mystery, have journeyed through criticism domains from diverse perspectives. However, an intriguing
facet that remains minimally explored is the postcolonial representation of India. Upon closer examination, it
can be discerned that Doyle's literature was significantly influenced by postcolonial theory, a notion that
substantially crafted the image of India through British lenses.

Postcolonial theory, generally a sphere of literary, cultural and discourse analysis, is a tool employed to
scrutinize multiculturalism's power, unveiling numerous modes colonialism influenced colonised nations. It
brings to light the ways Western Museum cultures fashioned their subjects to subvert intellectual hegemony
(Bill, Griffiths, and Tiffin). Indeed a paradigm is evident in Sherlock Holmes's narratives involving India or
Indian characters. These stories are imbued with a colonial perspective, reflecting a Eurocentric world-view
where India is the mysterious, the 'other." For example, in "The Sign of Four', the treasured Agra pearls in the
novella symbolize the Western perception of India as merely a source of riches to plunder. Doyle's
postcolonial impression further emerges with the portrayal of Indian characters in these narratives. The
character of Tonga in 'The Sign of the Four' is depicted as a primitive, and of a murderous instinct. Such
characterisation depicts India's indigenous peoples as inferior ‘others', mirroring British colonial hegemonic
beliefs about the purported benefit of civilizing the colonised 'other".

However, through a postcolonial lens, these characteristics can be examined as a manifestation of colonial
anxiety. Scholars such as Spivak (1988) argued that such discourses were instruments to suppress colonised
nations' voices, enabling the hegemonic discourse of colonial rule. Coming across a relevant quote by Edward
Said, “Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the struggle over
geography” (Said), one recognises its pertinence in the context of Doyle's stories. India becomes
synonymously linked with mystery, danger, and exoticism, endowing geographic prejudices with potency
through the power of narrative. Therefore the interplay between postcolonial theory and Doyle's Sherlock
Holmes narratives opens up a new avenue of understanding the social fabric of the time. Learning about the
past through literature, even detective stories, invariably teaches us about our present.

The western literary portrayal of the 'other' ignites discourse on power asymmetry, manifesting through our
understanding of postcolonial theory, thereby providing a prism to view literature and society's historicity
reflected within itself. Doyle's complex depiction of India reflects the very nature of the colonial experience:
a complex admixture of fascination, fear, and desire for control. His narratives shed light on the colonial
discourse of the time, which saw the 'native’ as both alluring and threatening. This not only reflects the wider
societal attitudes of the time but also reinforces the imperialistic framework within which these tales were
created. Through the character of Dr. Watson, Holmes's loyal companion, Conan Doyle provides a lens
through which British readers perceive India's foreignness, reinforcing the idea of the British as conquerors
and arbiters of justice. Additionally, colonial attitudes served to reinforce the imperialist narrative of British
supremacy. Conan Doyle's portrayal of Indian characters as either sinister or subservient perpetuates these
harmful ideologies.

Conan Doyle's writings often reflect the prevailing colonial mindset of the time, where the British were seen
as the superior rulers and the Indian population was considered exotic and inferior. The power dynamics
inherent in colonialism inevitably seep into Conan Doyle's portrayal of India, as demonstrated in the
aforementioned Orientalist tendencies. Instances of cultural appropriation and misrepresentation can be seen
throughout Conan Doyle's portrayal, reflecting the unequal power dynamics inherent in colonial rule. The
author's lens, tainted by the imperialist gaze, fails to recognize the richness and complexity of Indian culture,
reducing it to exotic spectacle.

In deconstructing these stories, the theoretical umbrella of post-colonial critiques becomes immensely
valuable. Given the theoretical outlook, colonialism significantly informed Doyle's representation of India.
Postcolonial theory as explained by Loomba considers how the West, through literature, often depicted
colonised cultures in binaries: civilised barbarian, rational irrational. Doyle's narratives firmly sit within these
binaries, his work serving as a prism of colonial perspectives. It expounds upon the persistent themes of
‘othering' the colonised, exoticising the Eastern realm, and reinforcing imperial supremacy, all present in
Doyle's depiction of India. Conan Doyle in his stories evokes an atmosphere of exoticism and enigma. He
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masterfully weaves captivating tales set in the backdrop of imperial India, drawing readers into a world of
opulence, intrigue, and cultural diversity. Be it the opulent residences of the British Raj, such as Agra Fort in
‘The Sign of Four’, or the sacred rituals of the Thugee cult in ‘The Adventure of the Crooked Man’, the
descriptions evoke a sense of fascination for a realm far removed from the ordinary. In some instances, Conan
Doyle presents a nuanced perspective on India, showcasing an understanding and empathy towards its people
and their struggles. In ‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle’, the detective's attentive investigation leads him
to an Indian man, the honorable Peterson, who is wrongfully accused. Conan Doyle seems to challenge racial
prejudices through the storyline, humanizing the character and challenging stereotypical assumptions often
associated with Indian individuals during that period.

The realm of Sherlock Holmes thus becomes a literary site where the Victorian impression of India takes
shape and form. The society portrayed a blend of fascination, fear, stereotype, dismissal and control all
essential traits of the Eurocentric colonial narrative. Doyle, despite possibly unintentionally, contributed
heavily to these popular British perceptions of India which were consumed and spread among his vast
readership. From a postcolonial perspective, Doyle's representation of India in his stories can be seen as a
classic example of orientalism, a concept put forth by Edward Said. However, Doyle also seems to challenge
these stereotypes by portraying positive aspects of Indian culture and people. Thus, one could argue that in
Doyle's stories, India exists both as a site of colonial fantasy and anxiety. The analysis of Sherlock Holmes
stories, hence, reveals problematic colonial ideologies and racial bias.

Conclusion

In a nutshell, the sub-genre of detective fiction, particularly Sherlock Holmes stories, provides a richly
textured canvas depicting India's portrayal during British colonial rule. Simultaneously, it underlines the
critical importance of detective fiction in literature for its ability to mirror contemporary societal anxieties,
historical narratives, and crucial aspects of cultural representation. Arthur Conan Doyle's incorporation of
India into the Sherlock Holmes stories reveals both positive and negative aspects of his portrayal. Though the
author emphasizes the country's cultural richness and intelligence of its characters, he is not exempt from the
biases inherent in the colonial context. By examining the depiction of India in Conan Doyle's stories, readers
gain valuable insights into the impact of colonialism on literature and how it perpetuated stereotypes. As
responsible readers, we must acknowledge the cultural appropriation and biases within these narratives, using
them as opportunities for critical analysis and reflection. Through a nuanced understanding of the portrayal
of India in Sherlock Holmes stories, we can appreciate the compelling narrative elements while recognizing
the need for more diverse and authentic representations in literature. While he beautifully captures the allure
and mystery of the Indian subcontinent, his work also falls into certain Orientalist tropes that perpetuate
harmful stereotypes. Understanding his representations within the theoretical framework of colonialism
allows us to comprehend the complex interplay between literature, the historical context, and sociopolitical
power dynamics. As readers, we must approach these stories with a critical eye, appreciating the artistic merits
while acknowledging and questioning the underlying assumptions that underpin their creation.

Arthur Conan Doyle's portrayal of India in the Sherlock Holmes stories is a reflection of the time period and
the prevailing ideologies of British colonialism. While India is presented as an enchanting and captivating
land, the negative impacts of racial stereotypes and cultural appropriation are evident. It is crucial to recognize
and challenge these portrayals, promoting a more nuanced understanding of India's history and culture. On
the positive side, he showcases an appreciation for Indian culture, traditions, and spirituality, providing
readers with a rich and diverse depiction of the country. However, the negative impacts cannot be ignored, as
this portrayal often perpetuates colonial stereotypes and reinforces racial biases. By critically examining these
depictions, we gain a deeper understanding of how colonialism influenced the writing of this iconic author
and the impact of such portrayals on our perceptions of India. While showcasing the allure of imperial India,
the narratives also subtly perpetuate the oppressive power dynamics inherent in British colonial rule. While
these tales brought an alien world to the doorsteps of Britain, they also contributed to the shaping of a
Eurocentric narrative of the East that enhanced and justified the colonial endeavour. Regardless of the
opposing depictions, the underlying colonial tone remains constant, underscoring the overarching reach and
impact of the British Empire. This duality constitutes a critical part of the appeal and intrigue of Sherlock
Holmes' world, and it continues to capture the imagination of readers today.
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