
ISHTIAQ HUSAIN QURESHI 

THE CAUSES OF THE WAR OF 
INDEPENDENCE 

The failure of the Jihad Movement led by Sayyid Ahmad Shahid resulted 
in great frustration among the Muslims. The tragedy of Balakot blasted all hopes 
of winning for the Muslims a really independent state which could act as a 
nucleus for building up Muslim strength. The reformist activities connected with 
the movement were carried on by some of the survivors and their adherents, but 
it was recognized that they could not achieve the results for which the Jihad 
Movement was organized. It could not be expected that the Muslims would 
easily reconcile themselves to defeat. A people which still cherished the memory 
of having so successfully sustained a brilliant and benevolent empire found it 
hard to believe that there was no avenue left of rev iving it. The symbol of their 
past glory still maintained an impoverished and impotent court in the marble 
palaces of Shahjahanabad; his condition engendered pity for him and wrath 
against the British. There were men of spirit who had not lost all hope, but they 
were either desperate or ignorant of the odds against which they would have to 
contend.' Their hopes and sentiments were, however, shared by the mass of the 
Muslim people, whose faith was their fortification. The average Muslim never 
lost the hope that he might again witness the rule of his own people. The Muslim masses have been surprisingly empire-conscious in the subcontinent. When the war was over, the British instinctively blamed the Muslims. thinking that they were responsible, being implacable enemies of foreign rule: the part played by \the Hindus was considered to have been merely “a temporary aberration.” 
| It is true that the Muslims were not entirely responsible for organizing \the great Mutiny of the sepoys, nor were they the sole spreaders of discontent 

| against British rule; but the rising was in greater accord with their sentiments, land they threw themselves into it with great enthusiasm.’ Later historians are ) surprised by the fact that British vengeance was so vehemently directed against 

Vide the description of the activities of the leaders of the Jihad Movement. Hunter, W. W.. Indian Musalmans, pp. 22-23; also Kaye and Malleson History of the Indian Mutiny, 1V, 379 Thompson and Garratt, Rise and Fulfilment of British Rule in India (London, 1934), p. 443; also Cambridge History of British Empire, V. 169. 
Ball, Charles, The History of the Indian Mutiny, I, 92-97: Cambridge History of the British Empire, V, 169. 
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the Muslims. When they look at the events, they find little reason to justify the 

opinion so widely held by the British during and immediately after the rising that 

the Muslims were mainly to blame for the insurrection.’ The British reaction was, 

however, instinctive. They had always looked upon the Muslims with suspicion, 

The légacy of the Crusades has still not been buried; there is in the Western mind 

a bias against Islam which is born of centuries of gross misrepresentation. In 

those days when religious animosity was much deeper, the hatred of Islam and of 

the Muslims was much stronger and expressed itself in the policies of the State. It 

must, however, be realised that the Muslim sentiment against the British was 

strong. Partly it was the reaction against British hostility itself; but it was also 

based upon political consciousness and a natural resentment against a race which 

had deprived them of but all the blessings of political power.” The British could 

not but have sensed this in many a subtle way. The treatment meted out by them 

to the Muslims, so that even the burden of political subjection was unevenly 

distributed between the Muslims and the Hindus, must have made the British 

conscious of a burning feeling of discontent among the Muslims. Whatever might 

be the part played by the Muslims or the ‘rebellion’ the British, in view of their 

previous policies, had expected the Muslims to play a leading role in an 

insurrection against them. They were not far wrong. If the Muslims did not play a 

greater part, it was not because of any affection for the British, nor because of 

cowardice or unwillingness to make sacrifices, which is true only of a few 

calculating princes and their pro-British ministers, British policy had kept the 

number of Muslim sepoys purposely lower than that of the Hindus, so that the 

number of Muslims bearing arms was smaller and they were also in a minority in 

the areas where the Mutiny prospered. The Muslims were judged by the British, 

not so much by their comparative performance as by their sentiment and effort. 

The political humiliation of the Muslims would have been quite 

sufficient a cause for them to rebel. As has been related elsewhere, no effort was 

made by the British to win their sympathy or to conciliate them; on the contrary 

gross discrimination against them was the cornerstone of the administrative 

policy of the East India Company. To add insult to this injury, their history was 

made the target of attack. The British exalted the pacific qualities of ‘the mild 

Hindu’ as a foil to set off the ‘fierce fanaticism of the warlike Mahomedan.’ This 

was not an exclusively Indian phenomenon, everywhere from Morocco to the 

Philippine Islands, wherever the Muslims resisted the aggression of the Christian 

West, they were called either mad or fanatic. Of course similar qualities in the 

aggressor were ‘a passionate devotion to values or ideals.’ In India such 

propaganda was not only a natural expression of deep sea
ted prejudice but also of 

calculated policy. The Hindu was to be frightened to an extent that he would 

consider British rule the only safeguard against ‘Muslim tyranny,’ and as such 

the greatest boon of the gods. One has only to read the introduction of Elliot and 

4 Thompson and Garratt. op. cit., p. 443. 

Savarkar, V.D., The Indian War of Independence, 1857 (London, 1909), pp. 51-52. 
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Dowson’s History of India as told by its own Historians to catch a glimpse of 
British motives for misrepresenting Muslim history in India: a careful perusal of 
its pages will further show how clever editing, by omitting such Passages as 
could possibly have thrown some favourable light upon the achievements of the 
Muslims and concentrating upon descriptions of war and occasional lapses, has 
achieved a high standard in suppressio veri. 

This distortion was not practised by professional historians alone. \\ hen 
the ‘Mutiny’ developed, the first thought in the mind of the British officers in 
India was to play off the Hindus against the Muslims. When the spies Warned the 
authorities at Lucknow that a rising was likely, Sir Henry Lawrence summoned a 
darbar attended by the sepoys where, in addition to distributing rewards and 
robes of honour, he dilated upon the inequities of Muslim rule and said that only 
the British could save the Hindus from such injustice.” Similar attempts were 
made by others. Aitchison regretfully remarks that these efforts failed.” A proud 
people resents nothing so much as the distortion of its history. It was intolerable 
that after having destroyed the Muslim Empire, the British should heap ignominy 
upon its memory. A fitting answer to British calumnies was that when the people 
did rise, they could think only of the aged and powerless Bahadur Shah. the 
decrepit symbol of a dead Empire, as the rallying point of their effort. They did 
not, until much later, when the poison of propaganda sank deeper into the people. 
——————— 

6 
Vide Elliot, Sir Henry, M.K.C.B., and Dowson, John, M.R.A.S.. The Histon of India as told by its own Historians, (London, 1867), pp. xxii and xxiii, Elliot's original preface, which was published with the Bibliographical Index to the Mohammedan India in 1849 

He says about his work: “They will make our native subjects more sensible of the immense advantages accruing to them under the mildness and equity of our rule. If instruction were sought for from them, we should be spared the rash declarations respecting Muhammadan India, which are frequently made by persons not otherwise ignorant. Characters now renowned only for the splendour of their achievements, and a succession of victories, would, when we withdraw the veil of flattery and divest them of rhetorical flourishes, be set forth in a truer light, and probably be held up to the execration of mankind We should no longer hear bombastic Babus, enjoying under our government the highest degree of personal liberty, and many more political privileges than were ever conceded to a conquered nation, ran about patriotism, and the degradation of their Present position. If they would dive into any of the volumes mentioned herein, it would take these young Brutuses and Phocions a very short time to learn, that in the days of that dark period for whose return they sigh, even the bare utterance of their ridiculous fantasies would have been attended, not with silence and contempt, but with the severe discipline of molten lead or empalement.” 

Also, Kaye and Malleson, op. cit., Ill, 361-62, which Says, “It is a custom among us odisse quern laeseris to take a native tuler’s kingdom and then to revile the deposed ruler or he would be succeeded. 
Savarkar, op. cit., pp. 198-99. 
Aitchison, Sir C. V., Lord Lawrence (London, 1905), p. 81. 
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consider the Muslim Empire as the embodiment of injustice and cruelty. The 

Hindus fell victims to the propaganda only when memories had been dimmed by 

time and history text-books written by British authors had fully conditioned the 

minds. The adopted son of the last Peshwa, Nana Sahib, and Rani of Jhansi and 

other Maratha leaders accepted the Emperor as their sovereign.” The Muslims 

could not but be deeply offended at British attempts to defame their past, of 

which they were justly proud. 
' 

The people. Hindus and Muslims alike, were exasperated at the racial 

hauteur of the British. Later the native population was accustomed to slights, but 

at this time, when pride was still not dead, it was intolerable.'° It is true that some 

social relations existed between some of the leading nobility and British officers, 

but the contacts were inadequate and limited. There was growing a sense of 

superiority which did not always express itself in a subtle manner. In some ways 

a certain amount of exclusiveness was inevitable, because the social customs of 

the British were so different: yet, this did not justify the general attitude of 

superciliousness which was affected by the ruling race. The Muslims, who 

themselves had always been remarkably free from any feelings of racial y 

superiority, were sorely offended at having been treated as inferiors by the 1 

rulers.'' The more galling aspect of this attitude of contempt for the ‘natives,”; 

which became a term of abuse in course of time, because of the manner in which © 

it was used was that they were not considered even to be civilized. i 

This attitude of the British was reflected in the contempt in which Hindu | 

and Muslim cultures were alike held. Macaulay, in his notorious minute on the 

introduction of English as the medium of education said as early as 2 February, 

1835, that a single English book was better than an entire collection of oriental 

books. The sheer arrogance of this remark can be judged by the fact that 

Macaulay was by no means an oriental scholar. Even when scholars like Sir 

Henry Elliot acquired Islamic learning it was to defame and abuse. This cultural 

arrogance had to be borne by men who were not inferior in education. Sleeman 

speaks of them in the following terms: “Perhaps there are few communities in the 

world among whom education is more generally diffused than among 

Mohammadans in India. He who holds an office worth twenty rupees a month 

commonly gives his son an education equal to that of a prime minister.”"” At 

another place he remarks, “The best of us Europeans feel our deficiencies | 

conversation with Mohammadans of high rank and education, when we are called 

9 Savarkar, op. cif., pp. 193-96; also Asoka Mehta, 1857, The Great Rebellion, Bombay, 1946, 

p. 40. 

© Khan, Sir Syed Ahmad, Risalah Asbab-i-baghawat-i-Hind, edited by Dr. Mahmud Husai 

Karachi, 1955, p. 34. Sir Syed bitterly remarks, “They seem to think that there is not a single 

gentleman in the whole of India”; Cambridge History of the British Empire, V, 170. 

Sir Syed, op. cit. p. 34. Even in the ishtihar issued by the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal {0 

soothe the feelings of the people regarding the missionary activities of some persons, ; 

Indians are referred to as “uncivilized, because of their ignorance and lack of knowledge 

Ibid, p. 52. 

2 Sjeeman, Sir William H., Rambles and Recollections, p: 523. 
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upon to talk subjects beyond the everyday occurrences of life. He is very capable 
of talking upon all subjects of philosophy, literature, science and arts. and very 

| much inclined to do so and of understanding the nature of improvements that 
) have been made in them in modern times.”'' Such people could not have borne 
| without indignation the slights offered to their Knowledge and culture. It should 
| be remembered that the Muslims of the subcontinent had des eloped standards in 
| polite behaviour which would be difficult’ to surpass; even acrimonious 
| correspondence between enemies was carried on in the most inoffensive and 
| polite language. As a result, they were inclined to exaggerate the meaning of the 
' mildest innuendo or insinuation. When they were contronted with downright and 
openly expressed insults, they were exasperated. The deep seated inferiority 
complex was a later phenomenon: they had yet not lost their pride in their past or 
their own culture or sense of values. They associated the cultural arrogance of the 
British with their own political subjection. 

This political humiliation was to be complete. The masses were still 
under the opiate of the impression that their Emperor was the sovereign.|' It 
should be remembered that the myth of the East India Company ruling under the 
authority of the Mughul Emperor had been assiduously cultivated in’ the 
beginning; it had been only gradually permitted to grow weaker as the British 
power increased, until it was no longer considered necessary to keep up the 
pretence. Bahadur Shah had been permitted to maintain a shabby court but now 
he was informed that, after his death, his successor would have to vacate the 
palaces in the Red Fort of Delhi and move to Mehrauli, a suburb. This, of course, 
meant that the Mughul dynasty would lose even the nominal historical vestige of 
its Imperial past. Already to decrease the prestige of the family, the rulers of 
Oudh had been encouraged to adopt the title of “king? to show that they were no 
longer even legally subordinate to Delhi. The next step had been to refer to the 
Mughul as ‘king.’'* When all this had been put into effect, and seemed that no 
curtailment in the Emperor's dignity and official position was likely to create 
public resentment, it was decided to remove the Imperial family from Delhi." 
\ | The loss of political power and subjection to a foreign Government had 

Ibid., p. 339. 
Sir Syed op. cit., p. 6. 
Lord Amherst, in 1827, changed the style of letters addressed to the Emperor. In the new formula, used in addressing the Emperor, his superiority was recognized but all references to his suzerainty or to the vassalage or allegiance of the East India Company to the Mughul throne were excluded, Selections from the Panjab Records, |, 343 sqq.: the coinage issued by the Company had borne the name of the reigning Emperor up to 1778; between 1778 and 1853, all the coins minted between the years 1778 and 1835, bore the name of Shah ‘Alam giving the nineteenth year of his reign as the fictitious date of the minting. Afterwards the coins bore, along with the name of the East India Company, the image and superscription of the British monarch. The ruler of Oudh had been encouraged to assume the title of *king’ with the specific purpose of creating dissensions between ‘two leaders of the Muslim community’. Cambridge History of the. British Empire, \V, 575-606. The act was unpopular, /bid. Cambridge History of the British Empire, 1V, 607. 
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increased the feelings of sympathy and respect for the Imperial dynasty among 

the masses. This is borne out by the fact that when the insurrection started, those 

who rebelled instinctively, thought of uniting under the banner of the aged 

Emperor. It was the Mughul throne alone which could rally the rebels against 

British authority without any distinction of religion or racial origin. There can be 

no greater proof of the popularity of the Mughul dynasty. The Mughul Empire 

had stood in the popular mind for good and benevolent government. People still 

remembered the peace and prosperity of the day of the great Mughuls, when 

under the solicitous care of a well organized and enlightened government they 

had lived their lives with ease and enjoyed the fruits of their industry. The 

attempts of historians with ulterior motives had still not dimmed for them the 

memory of a better past, which seemed even more attractive in contrast to the 

anarchy which had followed the collapse of the Empire and the economic 

hardships brought by the British methods of trade and mistakes in administration. 

This feeling of political frustration was aggravated by the annexation of 

Oudh. The character of the last monarch of Oudh has been painted in very dark 

colours. It is true that towards the end, Wajid ‘Ali Shah lost all interest in 

government and was not able to put the gdministration into shape; but it was 

widely known that his faineancy was the result of despair. He had started well, 

but British interference and designs did not permit him to achieve any results 7 

from his efficiency and he came to look upon all effort as waste of time. His 

removal and the annexation of Oudh proved extremely unpopular. A number of 

other political and economic causes mingled with the feeling of losing yet © 

another territory to a foreign power, but the force of this feeling should not be 

underrated. Nothing else can explain the popular animosity towards the Britishers 

shown by the people of Oudh during the ‘Mutiny.’ 

The feeling in Oudh was in keeping with the feeling in several other 

parts of the subcontinent, where the doctrine of lapse enunciated by Lord 

Dalhousie produced similar results. The Hindu religious law not only permits but 

makes it almost obligatory for a Hindu to adopt a son if he has no male offspring; 

it is necessary for the comfort of the soul of the dead that the son should set fire 

to the funeral pyre for cremation. If there is no son, an adopted son can perform: 

the ceremony with equal efficacy; consequently the Hindu law recognizes an 

adopted son to possess the same rights as a real son does. It was, therefore, 

customary in all Hindu dynasties for an adopted son to succeed the ruler at his 

death. The doctrine of lapse laid it down that the adoption of an heir would not be 

recognized and that in case a ruler died without issue, his State would be annexed 

to the British territories. It so happened that just at that time there were several 

rulers who came under the mischief of this law. The main sufferers, who took an 

important part in the ‘rebellion’ were Dhondu Pant, better known as Nana Sahib 

who was the adopted son of the last Peshwa, and the Rani of Jhansi, Lakshm! 

17 

18 
Savarkar, op. cit., pp. 38-39, 

Ball, op. cit., Il, p. 572. 
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Bai, whose adopted child was deprived of the right to succeed to the throne. The 
numerous annexations made by Dalhousie gave the Impression that the British 
were determined to wipe out the traces of Indian rule in the entire subcontinent 
The East India Company had under-estimated the strength of popular sentiment 
in favour of the native rulers. It was a sop to the pride of the people that rulers of 
their own race still ruled certain parts of the land. The removal of these dynasties 
was, therefore, resented by the people. It was not only sentiment which looked 
with disfavour upon the annexation of the native states. | hey were the only areas 
still left in the subcontinent, where native talent could find an outlet, because the 
British had closed all higher posts to the sons of the soil. The annexation of a 
state meant wholesale unemployment in the higher rungs of the service.!” This 
was very serious if we remember that no Indian could rise to a post higher than 
one carrying a salary of five hundred rupees a month, and posts carrying even 
that much salary also were very few.’ The army maintained by the state was 
disbanded, only a minority being absorbed in the British native forces. and that too in the capacity of sepoys or, at best as minor non-commissioned officers.”! The talented and the better qualified found this intolerable. No consideration was shown, to the feelings of those who had seen better days. Sometimes even the members of the ruling family were treated shabbily: for instance, the palace of the King of Oudh, Wajid ‘Ali Shah, was taken away from his family.”” 

The East India Company had shown extreme indifferences towards the susceptibilities of the people in annexing territories or abolishing dynasties. They had not realized that the shadows of history may have a great meaning for a people which has so lately been deprived of political power. The Mughul Emperor, the Peshwa, the Raja of Satara—all were symbols of a historic past to many. It has been already mentioned what the Mughul throne signified to the entire subcontinent; Satara reminded the Marathas of the rise of their power; the Peshwas symbolized for them the days of their might. Symbols become dearer when the substance has departed; sentiment is offended when it finds that even ‘he shadow of a past glory will not be tolerated by the foreigners. The people felt ‘hey wanted to destroy the power for their humiliation. They were also moved by vity. The stories of the plunder of the palace of the Bhonsla, whose dynasty had Jome to an end under the doctrine of lapse, while the ranis were still there, and e sale of the booty at ridiculous Prices in the bazar was an unwise act and added ‘p the prevalent bitterness. The stories regarding the plight of the King of Oudh “vere related in every cottage in Oudh and the rest of Northern India and brought i ars to the eyes of the listeners.24 
Economic conditions had deteriorated. The Company’s rule had brought 

Sir Syed, op. cit., p. 29. 
Proclamation of a Mughul Prince, quoted in Asoka Mehta, op. cit., p. 29. Ibid, the salary of a non-commissioned officer was rupees sixty to seventy a month. Cambridge History of the British Empire, 1V, 168. 
Savarkar, op. cit., pp. 20-21. 
Ibid., quoting. A Hindu of Bengal, p. 7. 
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in its wake grave maladjustments. The upper rungs of the services were closed to 

the people. The Mughuls, and before them the Sultans, had encouraged migrants 

from other lands to come and seek employment under them, but their number 

was small and they, by no means, monopolized the higher grades of the services. 

An absolutely foreign cadre of services was a new phenomenon in the 

subcontinent, and had obvious economic and social consequences. The foreigners 

who came in search of a career in Muslim times settled down in their new land 

and made it their home. Their descendants were soon absorbed into the local 

Muslim population. Those who came were anxious to identify themselves with 

their new environment. Whatever they earned in their new country was not lost to 

it because it was spent in-it. The Britishers, who were employed in this 

subcontinent, monopolized all the higher posts to the exclusion of the natives. 

They had no intention of settling down in the land of their employment. The 

money spent upon them was a double loss to the local economy, because it 

deprived the local population of employment and what was earned by the 

Britishers was entirely spent in the country, a good proportion of it was kept 

aside as savings, which was naturally transferred to Great Britain on retirement 

or even before. In the beginning of the rule of the Company these savings were 

fabulous and created a class of British ‘nabobs’ whose wealth became the despair 

of the British political reformers and had to be limited in its evil influence. Later ; 

the means of growing rich quickly by dishonest means were curbed, but the drain 

continued. With the decrease in the number of native ruling dynasties, the same | 

means of collecting spoils were no longer available. Even through legitimate. 

channels the amount of savings was not insignificant. The Government of India 

paid to its European servants pensions in Great Britain. All this was the penalty 

which the population of the subcontinent had to pay for the luxury of supporting 

a foreign Government, and the people were by no means convinced that they 

were not capable of ruling themselves. That conviction had to come after many 

more years of British education and exclusion from positions of responsibility- 

The end of the Mughul Empire had meant unemployment not only to 

those who were engaged in the armed forces or in the administration. The 

Mughul State was a culture State’ and patronized art and culture by giving 

stipends and salaries to artists and men of merit. The British in India did not 

much appreciate the softer graces of life which the Mughuls had so assiduously 

cultivated. The music of the subcontinent meant nothing to them: nor could the 

agents of a commercial company be expected to be the patrons of an exotic art, 

Though the classical Mughul school of miniature painting had declined, yet 4 

number of local branches of that school had grown up which showed some 

vigour and still could produce pleasing pictures. Poets and men of letters were nO 

longer encouraged by the Government; the little interest shown in oriental 

learning was not able to survive Macaulay’s assault upon its claim for 

encouragement. The two institutions at Calcutta, still maintained by the British, 

were not only totally inadequate for keeping the torch of oriental learning alive I 

such a vast area, but they were also no substitute for the patronage extended Ss 
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the Mughul Court. The courts of the native rulers maintained, in accordance with 
their tastes and resources, a tradition of this patronage, but they also were limited 

by the exigencies of living in troubled times and, at that time. shrinking 
) resources. However, the policy of large-scale annexation wiped out many centres 
) of such patronage. For the Muslims, in particular, the situation had become 
| intolerable. In the whole of the northern area, only the court of Oudh was lett 
| with sufficient resources to maintain some artists and literati Many whose names 
are enshrined in the history of Urdu literature had migrated to Oudh. Lucktow 
attracting them from Delhi, because of the extremely shrunken resources of the 

later Mughuls.** Now even Oudh was gone, and was left no haven of refuge for 
the Muslim men of talent north of the Narbada. In addition. the British had 
diverted the funds of several Muslim endowments to purposes other than those 
for which they were meant, and Islamic education suffered. bringing hunger and 
poverty to Muslim scholars.”° 

To make matters worse, trade and industry had suffered even more under 
the government of the East India Company.” It is a sad history of cupidity 
defeating its own purpose. The rapacity of the agents and employees of the 
Company ruined the famous industry of Dacca muslin. This material was valued 
ll over the world for its gossamer thinness. Tradition has it that once the Mughul 
smpress, Nur Jahan, appeared in a dress made of the material before Jahangir. 
vho objected to its transparency. She defended herself by saying that she had 
'sed seven folds of the material. Though, because of lack of patronage and 
‘ompetition with machinery, the industry has died, there are still some master 
pinners and weavers left who can create a superbly transparent and fine 
aaterial, though, of course, compared to some pieces still preserved by a few old 
amilies, the present work is almost shabby and much too coarse. The British 
gents demanded impossible quantities at unreasonable prices and within too 
hort periods, which the craftsmen found beyond their capacity to supply. They 
/ere treated so inhumanly that they found relief by cutting off their thumbs to 
hake them incapable of spinning, rather than have to slave beyond the limit of } 

The most famous of these was the great Urdu poet Mir, whose pathetic lines about the decline of Delhi, which he recited on the occasion of his first public appearance in. Lucknow, are so famous: — 

WE ean hy Haan v 
ERATE & SEA 

Beha eta hb 

£ Bin 2 215 Foutz 

bFupl ei Hsu 

L£weryty Lp aA 
Hunter gives a fairly good picture in his Indian Musalmans. 
Sir Syed, op. cit., pp. 28-29. 
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endurance for meagre wages.” The pressure upon all craftsmen was so great that 

there was no inclination to learn or teach a trade. To put local industry at a 

further disadvantage, more and more restrictions were placed upon the import of 

commodities from the subcontinent by the authorities in Great Britain and then in 

other European countries. 

The shipbuilding industry is an instance. As the area had large forests 

conveniently situated near the sea, the Arab traders had established, through their 

ing shipbuilding industry. Coming from arid land themselves { 

lors, they had all their ships built in India. They had almost the» 

monopoly before the advent of the Portuguese of the entire trade in the Indian 

Ocean, and therefore the Indian shipbuilding industry flourished. The European 

traders also found that the Indian ships were better and cheaper; therefore, though 

the trade passed from the hands of the Muslims into the control of the Europeans, 

the Indian shipbuilding industry did not suffer materially. Great Britain, however, 

prohibited the carriage of any cargo by Indian ships into its harbours. As by now |} 

the British had almost the monopoly as carriers of India’s sea-borne trade, the ® 

industry languished and then perished. The cumulative effect of all these factors | 

was that the industries and the crafts in the subcontinent suffered, and brought 

economic distress and unemployment.” 
“ 

Trade did not fare any better. In the days of the Mughuls, there were,’ 

several merchant princes whose working capital was bigger than the capital of | 

contemporary Bank of England. The fact that the East India Company remained a 

3, meant that private Indian traders had to compete © 
commercial concern until 1833, 

with the Government under conditions dictated by the more powerful competitor 

derate, the fact remains that up to 
itself. Even if the Company had been consi 

1773 its servants were permitted to carry on trade in their own interest, Mir 

Qasim had to fight a war on this issue and was defeated and removed from the 

throne without being able to give any redress to his subjects. By the time of the 

“Mutiny” the Indian merchants had almost been ruined. The British, even during 

the ‘Mutiny,’ maintained the monopoly of various items of trade. Indigo and 

cloth were the more paying items. Of course the British were the main carriers of 

sea-borne trade.” : 

The Company had perfected the art of manipulating the currency to its 

advantage. Before the advent of the British power in the subcontinent, the 

economy of the subcontinent was based upon currency of intrinsic value. The 

price of a coin was based upon the value of the specie in it. The Muslim rulers 

were responsible for linking the economy firmly to silver and gold. The 

patronage, a thriv 

and being great sal 

28 Dutt, R.C., Economic History of India, pp. 26-27. Also Bolt, Consideration on Indian Affaits 

pp. 191-94. 
; 

2° Even the distant United States of America felt the impact of the competition of the textill 

industry of India. In 1916-17, the cotton manufacturers of Massachussetts, Connecticut, ane 

Pennsylvania petitioned for protection against the low priced goods from England and India 

m Bograt and Kemmerer, Economic History of the American People, p. 391. 

Proclamation of the Mughal Prince, p. 29 
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proportion between the prices of gold and silver was fairly constant in those days 
and fluctuations were few and far between. The production of commodities was 
kept up at a high level. The Indian Muslim Empire was almost self-sufficient in 
all the main articles which it needed. Steps were always taken to start 
manufacturing or producing any article of foreign origin as soon as it was felt 
that it would be needed in sufficiently large quantities. The result was that the 
subcontinent was a great importer of bullion and precious stones. Lhicre bein no 
lack of bullion for the needs of the currency, sudden shortages of currency Were 
almost unknown. There were periods when the currency was debased, but a ful! 
in its value always corrected the proportion ever, there is no record of a Shortave 
of currency. Sultans maintained a very high standard of purity in their coinage 
and were surpassed only by the Great Mughuls in this respect. With the coming 
into power of the East India Company, all this changed. Their wars ot conquest 
consumed large sums of money; their servants took enormous bribes: the trade 
suffered to such a large extent that an intrinsic currency and sufficient quantities 
of bullion to support it became impossible. A grave shortage of currency began to 
develop and by 1825 it plunged the subcontinent into an acute depression. In 
1835, India was based exclusively on a silver currency, gold being ruled out. Lo 
add to these difficulties, there developed a world shortage of silver, its production 
not being able to keep pace with the growing needs of the world. The shortage of 
currency did not come to an end until 1854, when the situation became little 
easier.” 

The economic capacity of the people to withstand such depression had 
been gravely undermined by maladministration. The vast majority of the 
population was by now agriculturist. The avenues of employment becoming 
more and more clogged as the result of the policies of the East India Company 
and trade and industry suffering serious setbacks, it was but natural that 
agriculture should become the mainstay of the people for earning a livelihood. 

Even if all were well with agriculture, the loss of alternative sources of 
| employment would have serious repercussions on it. The demand for land would 
| increase naturally, in course of time, to split the holdings into uneconomic 
fragments. There was no large-scale development of land during this period, 
capable of absorbing those who were being forced into becoming peasants. In the 
beginning the pressure would be absorbed by the forest land lying in close 

"| Proximity to the villages which had hitherto served important economic needs. 
~ |The shortage of fuel and timber, hitherto available almost for the labour of 
‘\cutting and carrying it, would begin to be felt and encourage the undesirable 
is! habits of burning excellent manure like dung as fuel. The villager had free 

building material for his cottage in straw and timber: these supplies would begin 
to dry up creating grave hardship. All those contingencies did not arise all of a 
sudden; but they gradually built up a pattern which eventually became such an 
unhappy characteristic of the country life of the subcontinent. 

ig 

Professor Thomas in Economic History Review, 1936. 
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However, owing to the mistakes made by the East India Company the 

peasant was already in economic distress when these additional factors began to 

oppress him further. The British did not follow an enlightened agrarian policy. 

They misunderstood the system of the Mughul agrarian administration, and 

imposed a system based upon gravely mistaken notions. European travellers had 

looked for a feudal system under the Mughuls, which did not exist; their criticism 

of several features of Mughul administration is based upon their ideas of 

feudalism. When Lord Cornwallis created the Permanent Settlement of Bengal, 

he was trying to create a class with a vested interest in the permanency of the 

British rule, but he was also acting in accordance with his British prejudices. He 

thought it preposterous that there should be no class of permanent landlords in 

Bengal. The old collectors of revenue were exalted into landlords, but the 

assessment was so heavy that class also had to be dispossessed, because it could 

not pay the revenue which was demanded. The newly created estates were 

auctioned and unscrupulous speculators purchased them. The Mughuls, except in 

areas where tributary chiefs ruled had direct dealings with the peasants, who 

were recognized as the owners of their holdings. The State demand was a portion 

of the produce, paid either in kind or in cash depending upon the price of the 

commodity concerned. The collector was paid by the State for his services. All 

this was changed. The older landlords created by Lord Cornwallis could have 

some regard for the well being of the peasant: but the new ones, who had 

purchased the estates with the knowledge that the revenue demand was high, — 

would drive the cultivator to the extreme of his misery. The Permanent 

Settlement had given them the fullest authority to do so because no protection 

was given to the cultivator against the extortions of the landlord. Whatever might 

have been the intention, the Permanent Settlement acted as an engine of 

oppression, in which the landlord was the agent of the Government to squeeze 

the peasant to pay the Government its inordinate demands in revenue. The 

prosperity of the landlords, once again without any benefit to the peasant and 

with severe loss to the State, is a much later development; this happened only 

when prices began to rise in response to world tendencies. 

The imposition of landlordism upon the peasants of the North-Westem 

Province (the western part of modern Utter Pardesh) was no less an injustice to 

the peasant; it was mitigated by the fact that it was not based upon a permanent 

settlement of revenue. The strain upon the peasants was sO severe that it led to 

many agrarian revolts. The British historians who try to defend Lord Dalhousie’s 

large-scale annexations say that he was actuated by the desire to remove the 

oppressors of the people; by removing these vestiges of mediaevalism he was: 

bringing the country towards more enlightened and beneficent rule. This 

argument would have been convincing if the condition of the people in the 

territories which have enjoyed British rule longer had been happier, and a new 

landlordism had not been imposed upon them.” 

32 Sir Syed, op. cit.. pp. 22-23; Thompson and Garrett, op. cit. p. 444. 
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The landlords also were not happy. Oudh had been the land of large landlords for a long time. Indeed some of the families were able to trace their origin to the ancient days of Gurjara-Pratihare rule. When the Rajputs had established a Hindu version of feudalism. The Muslim rulers were anxious to gain the loyalty of such chieftains, and therefore they had left them in Possession of their ancient rights, insisting only that they would not maltreat the peasants This was achieved by fixing the level of the demand Upon agricultural produce and the perquisites which the chieftains could legitimately demand. With th. weakening of the administrative machinery, the faluqadars, as they came to bh called, became more assertive and the limits laid by the State could, in some cases, be violated, but on the whole, the force of tradition kept their demands within proper limits. When the British took over Oudh, they arbitrarily deprived several families of their possessions.’’ There seems to have been litthke method or consistency in the measures adopted. At the time of the annexation, the talugadars had 25,543 villages in their estates: of these 13,640 paying a revenue of Rs. 35,06,519 were left in their Possession; 11,903 villages paying a revenue of Rs. 32,08,319 were handed over to others. The confiscation was not spread evenly; some of the faluqadars lost their all. As the annexation had been made peacefully, these men were not punished for any defensive war or resistance: nor was this confiscation for the benefit of the cultivators, because these villages were given to others, thus creating new estates. It was the new landlord who became the oppressor of the cultivator: when the rebellion broke out, the new ly created landlords were all turned out and the older talugadars were reinstated in their places by the peasants. The assessment under the new rulers was so high that even what was left had to be sold by conscientious landlords to pay the revenue, because they could not put unjust and unbearable pressure upon the Peasants; many estates changed hands and went into the possession of unscrupulous moneylenders who had no compunction in robbing the cultivator of his last morsel. The estates in the province of Agra did not fare better. The Raja of Mainpuri was deprived of 116 out of his 158 villages; another raja of 138, out | of 216 villages which he had possessed. The doctrine of lapse was extended in \the case of some landlords as well. Besides the landlord and the tenant alike were being squeezed of their last coin. In the district of Panipat, for instance, 136 horsemen were kept to collect the revenue: in the same area twenty sufficed to do the normal duties of police.** 
It was only the landlord who was the target of a large-scale policy of onfiscation. The Muslim rulers had given rent-free lands to religious men, ~ |scholars, men of talent and, more often for religious Purposes, like the upkeep of "Mosques and temples. These lands had been in possession of the families of the ‘)erantees for generations and sometimes formed the sole means of a livelihood, articularly after the shrinking of the means of employment on account of the 

Thompson and Garrett, op. cit., p. 444, Sir Syed, op. cit., p, 23. Asoka Mehta, op. cit., pp. 15-16. 
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establishment of the British rule. A harsh and searching inquiry was carried out 

into the titles of the holders, and documentary proofs were demanded, which had 

in most cases, perished in a climate so well known for the quick destruction of 

paper by parasites. Many families were thus reduced to beggary. Their discontent 

can well be imagined. Most of the sufferers were Muslims.*> British had shown 

unbridled missionary zeal for converting the people to Christianity, forgetting 

their duties as rulers of a non-Christian population. It was widely believed in 

Great Britain that destiny had placed the Government of India in the hands of the 

British to establish ‘the rule of Christ’ in that land. Mr. Mangles, the Chairman of 

the Board of Directors of the East India Company, said in the House of 

Commons in 1857 “Providence has entrusted the extensive empire of Hindustan 

to England in order that the banner of Christ should wave triumphant from one 

end of India to the other. Everyone must exert all his strength that there may be 

no dilatoriness on any account in continuing in the country the grand work of 

making all India Christian.” No one could object to private missionaries 

carrying on the work of trying to proselytize people into a faith which they 

considered to be true; but when proselytization becomes a pl
ank in the policy of 

the State, it is a different matter. Several British policies were framed with that 

end in view. Macaulay in advocating the introduction of Western education was 

by no means oblivious to its missionary purpose. “It is my firm belief,” he wrote 

in a letter to his mother on 12 October, 1836, “that if our plan of education is 

followed up, there would not be a single idolator in Bengal thirty years hence.” 

Naturally with the support of the State, the hopes of the missionaries 

were high. Reverend Kennedy wrote at the time, “Whatever misfortunes come on 

us, as long as our Empire in India continues, so long let us not forget that our 

chief work is the propagation of Christianity in the land. Until Hindustan from 

Cape Comorin to the Himalayas, embraces the religion of Christ and until it 

condemns the Hindu and the Muslim religions, our efforts must continue 

persistently. For this work, we must make all the efforts we can and use all the 

power and all the authority in our hands; and continuous and unceasing efforts 

must be kept on until India becomes a magnificent nation, the bulwark cf 

Christianity in the East.”*® The British Government in the subcontinent was never 

a secular Government in the strict sense of the word. Even after the proclamation 

made by Queen Victoria, the Government continued to be a Christian 

Government; it had an ecclesiastical department; the Church of England in India 

was an established Church and its priests were on the pay-roll of the 

Government. The Government found several ways of helping the missionary 

institutions, and generally they received preferential treatment in many a subtle 

manner. These actions of the Government did not irk the people, and even the 

more extremist politicians did not make them a political issue. Why was it, 

_ 

Sir Syed, op. cit., p. 28. 

Savarkar, op. cit., p- 45- 

Savarkar, op. cit., p. 47. 

Thompson and Garrett, op. cit., P- 319. 
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therefore, that the missionary zeal of the East India pompany created: such 
misgivings in the public mind? 

The reason is to be found in the utter disregard for the feelings of the 
people. When the authorities in Great Britain thought that their foremost duty 
Was to propagate their religion, the average official in India showed much vreater 
zeal for the cause than was good either for the Government or the Missionary 
effort itself. It became a common practice for European civil and military officers 
to go to Hindu and Muslim religious gathering and make speeches denouncing 
the religions, to honour which the meeting had been held. These gentlemen wl 
went uninvited, utilized their official position not only to propagate their views 
but also to insult other faiths, because their language was unrestrained. The 
preaching of many a missionary in the streets was even more tactless.” The 
exasperation of a proud but politically helpless people can be imagined 

The arrogance and utter lack of respect for other faiths expresses itself in 
all contemporary polemical Christian literature: even more forcefully it) was 
demonstrated by the savage punishments given to the ‘mutineers’ and other 
‘rebels." The Hindus were made to swallow beef and smeared with the fat of 
cows before execution: Muslims were sewn alive in the skins of pigs.” Those 
who inflicted these punishments were the people who had governed the land ‘just 
before the ‘rebellion’ and were expected by their employers and countrymen to 
win the subcontinent for the Prince of Peace! The murders committed by the 
‘rebels’ were no excuse for these barbarities: a mutinous crowd or army seldom 
behaves in a disciplined manner; the duties of a civilized Government are quite 
different from surpassing mutineers in savagery: besides. this was not a question 
of retaliation, because even in their wildest moments the ‘mutineers’ did not 
insult Christianity. More ofter before a massacre. they permitted their victims to 
read the Bible and to pray."' The ‘rebels’ did commit several misdeeds, but 
sacrilege or insult to any religion was not one of them. The British reactions in 
the religious field were dictated solely by the contempt in which they held not 
only the religions of those whose destinies they had come to rule but also their | religious feelings and susceptibilities. 

In the great famine of 1837, orphans were handed over to Christian _ | missionaries to be brought up as Christians." Throughout the British rule in the ) | subcontinent unclaimed babies and foundlings were handed over to the Christian 
' | missions, but no one minded it, because this was done discreetly and the religion 

of the children so handed over was not known to the orphanage and homes run by the followers of other religions. In large-scale disasters or when the religion of | the parents was known, the religious communities claimed these children; but in 
the great famine of 1837 when the desire to convert the entire subcontinent was /}great, children without any discrimination were entrusted to the missionaries to 

Sir Syed, op. cit., p. 14. 
Russell. My Diary in India, p. 43. 
Kaye and Malleson, op. cit., IL 263. 
Sir Syed, op. cit,, p. 13. 
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be brought up as Christians. This was looked upon an example of the schemes of 

the Government. 

Teachers in the new educational institutions run by the Government were 

not slow in following the lead of the civil servants. The recent growth of 

knowledge in the field of physical sciences was used to subvert the beliefs of the 

pupils. New astronomical discoveries were used to prove that Hindu religious 

beliefs were wrong because Hindu astrology, with which Hindu astronomy was 

closely related, could be proved to be erroneous. Some conversions were made 

and people were growingly convinced that the new educational system was 

primarily designed to convert the people. 

The policy of the Government was openly to bribe its servants with 

promotions to convert them to Christianity. In the army this reached scandalous 

proportions.” Many British officers had entered the military service in India for 

the explicit purpose of converting the sepoys. They worked as missionaries 

themselves whenever they were free; for the rest of the time they invited and 

encouraged professional missionaries. These officers were no more subtle or 

courteous than were their civilian counterparts, nor did missionaries show any 

more regard for the religious feelings of the sepoys or their petty Indian 

officers—the higher posts were not open tg the Indians—than they showed for 

the susceptibilities of the crowd in the bazar. Here, of course, any protest would 

affect the sepoy’s career. “Unrestrained filthy abuse was heaped” on the names 

of those religious personalities who were considered holy and sacred by the 

sepoys.* Even measures from which the Government could take some credit 

were misrepresented in the first instance, by the missionaries. The construction 

of the railways was heralded by them openly as a step in the direction of the 

breaking down of caste and, therefore, of the destruction of the Hindu religion; 

steamships, similarly, were depicted as a potent means of destroying Hinduism. 

Even if the Government officials had been discreet, it would have been difficult 

for the populace to distinguish the statements of one set of Britishers from those 

of others; but when the government officers and the missionaries worked in such 

unison, it was impossible not to think that the missionaries were speaking on 

behalf of the Government.’* Lord Canning is reported to have been particularly 

partial to the missionaries. 

The legislative measures of the Government were similarly taken to be 

dictated by missionary consideration. More open to this attack was the law that 

all the rights of the converts to inherit or share property would remain intact." 

According to the Hindu and Muslim Law, a person who changes his religion 

cannot inherit property from his relations who belong to his previous religion. 

The new measure was obviously meant to encourage conversion. Another 

measure dictated by humanitarian considerations was looked upon with 

Asoka Mehta, op. cit., p. 13, quoting ‘A Hindu of Bengal,’ Causes of Indian Revolt. 

Savarkar, op. cit,, pp. 45-52. 

Sir Syecl. op. cit., p. 14. 

“Religious Disabilities Act, 1850”. 
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suspicion; this was the law to abolish sav, the Hindu custom of a widow burning 
herself with the dead body of her husband as an act of conjugal prety. A measure 
of social reform — an act to permit the marriage of widows — was also disliked | 
These were looked upon as measures to subvert the Hindu religion. The 
Government failed to realize that social reform is not a matter of law as much as 
of public conscience, which must be aroused before legislation, Here the public 
conscience was insulted by the missionaries who Interpreted these laws as so 
many triumphs of Christian principles against the spirit of Hinduism and its 
moral code. 

Whether the suspicions of the people were absolutely unjustified 
regarding the motives behind these laws is difficult to determine, because of the 
professions of the agents and of policy-makers of the Government that they did 
want to convert people to Christianity; it is, however, quite clear that if the 
intention was to reform and not to hurt, the missionaries should have been curbed 
in their statements regarding these measures. The Government had no means of 
knowing the feelings of the people. The legislatures had no native members. [he 
British had overrated the timidity of the populace. There are many statements by 
British officials on record which show that the hatred for the Government was 
not unknown to them: yet they went on annoying the people in one way after 
another. The success of bringing under their possession such large territories and 
the fact that they had been able to act upon their policies unhampered by any 
serious opposition had turned their heads: they were confident that their power 
was so absolute that they could thrust almost any ideas on the people. Even 
national legislatures have to walk warily in the matter of social reform: here we 
have an instance of a foreign Government legislating in social matters without 
consulting the people in any manner whatsoever. In Hinduism, the social 
organization and social modes are all important, because Hinduism is not based 
upon a credo; on the other hand it is a way of life regulated by hoary customs and codes. It was an endeavour to change Hinduism itself, or, as some people 
thought, to demolish it, when social legislation of this nature was undertaken. 
| Besides every religious community resents an interference by outsiders. Reform 
/can come only from within. These measures also expose the fallacy of thinking that the legislatures would be better instruments in the hands of the rulers if no natives were included in them. 

that they consider the war to be a mere military mutiny. There is overwhelming » \evidence to the contrary. Several British historians have reached the same » ‘conclusion: that the war was a war of ‘all the native race’ in the affected areas » \against the foreign power which had established its rule in their land. ‘It was not ‘jalone the sepoy who rose in revolt—it was by no means a merely military {mutiny.” ‘It became the rebellion of a whole people incited to outrage.’ Several 

The abolition of sati took place in 1829; Widow’s Remarriage Act was enacted in 1856. 
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contemporary British writers have recorded the fact that the British and their 

Government were hated intensely by the people.* Those who did not join the 

rebels were not motivated by the love of the British, but by cool and calculated 

belief that the rebels were not likely to win. Among these were some selfish 

persons who put patriotism in a lower category than self-interest, there were 

other like Sir Syed Ahmad Khan who were convinced that the war was suicidal 

and would bring even greater misery in its wake. The same causes prevented the 

rebellion from spreading to many areas, but the British rule was no more popular 

in those areas than it was in the areas which did rebel. The Mughul Emperor’s 

manifesto bears that out, as do the various statements and manifestoes issued by 

other leaders. The Emperor appealed to the people in these words: “O, you sons 

of Hindustan, if we made up our mind, we can destroy the enemy in no time. We 

will destroy the enemy and will release from terror our religion and our country, 

which are dearer to us than life itself.”” There is no talk of petty grievances; the 

main appeal is to patriotism and religion, which in India at that time was a 

synonym for all that the faith and ideals of the people connoted. The Emperor 

even offered to abdicate if a confederacy of Indian rulers would undertake the 

prosecution of the war. On 29 September, 1857, a Mughul prince in his 

manifesto, stated: ‘It is well. known to all that, in this age, the people of 

Hindustan, both Hindus and Muslims, are being ruined, under the tyranny and 

oppression of the infidel and treacherous English.””” This manifesto then 

proceeds to enumerate the various hardships under which the people were 

suffering and promises relief if the rebel arms were victorious. These manifestoes 

find no need to convince the people that British rule had been tyrannical, or that 

the country should Be liberated; these facts are taken for granted. The emphasis is 

upon the feasibility of turning out the foreigner. It is obvious that the only doubt 

in the minds of the people and their leaders was whether the rebellion could 

succeed. The same gospel was preached from the pulpit of many a mosque and 

many a Hindu religious meeting. The people rose simultaneously with the sepoys 

in many places; the countryside was ablaze in most of the affected areas; the 

rebel armies could move without elaborate commissariat, being supported by the 

people; the British armies had to extract such cooperation from the people as they 

could by force or paying handsomely.”! In Oudh, Rohilkhand and various other 

areas, the peasants fought along with their land-lords and other leaders. Surely 

these are not the characteristics of a mutiny of mercenaries. All sections of those 

who revolted, without any distinction of religion, forgetting the struggles 

between the Marathas and the Muslims, acknowledged as the head and symbol of 

their supreme effort to free their homeland from the shame of foreign rule the 

48 Ball. op. cit., 1, 644; Durand, Life of Sir Alfred Lyall, p. 69; Cambridge History of the British 

Empire, V, 179. 

Savarkar, op. cit., p. 8. : 

a Proclamation of a Mughul Prince, p. 26. 

Ball. op. cit., Il, 572- Kaye and Malleson, V, 207; Cambridge History of the British Empire, 

V, 179. 
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aged Mughul Emperor, which is simultaneously a great tribute to the memory of 
the tolerant and benevolent Empire which the rebels sought to revive and their 
desire to achieve political independence. There had mutinies before against the 
British but this was different; this was a national rising, the effort of a people to 

| free itself from foreign rule, in short, a war of independence 
Nevertheless, as has been mentioned before, the sepoys played an 

important role, because without their participation, a war of these dimensions 
would have been impossible. There could have been a rising of the Princes. there 
could have been a rising of the mob; the former were difficult, because the 
Princes were too calculating and lacked the impetuous courage of the warrior, 
and in many instances the British had seen to it that the rulers would be advised 
by ministers chosen by the Paramount Power and not by men appointed by the 
Princes themselves; the latter would have been suppressed much more easily 
The sepoys were the backbone of rebellion. It is, therefore, necessary to analyze 
the reasons of their dissatisfaction. The most important factor was that they were 
not foreign mercenaries serving in a land not their own; they shared the joys and 
sorrows of the people among whom they were born and bred and in the midst of 
whom they lived. It may legitimately be asked that if they had any patriotic 
feeling, why did they fight on so many battlefields against their own people and 
help the British in building up the empire which they now wanted to destroy, 

The answer lies embedded in the tangled history of the subcontinent 
during Muslim rule as well as during the days of the anarchy which followed the 
collapse of the central authority after the death of Alamgir. From the earliest time 
the Muslims had recruited Hindu soldiers, who fought their battles and won new 
dominions for them. As they had often to fight against their own co-religionists, a 
new ideal of loyalty had to be built up, which was based mainly upon the 
influence of the Emperor or the officer under whom the soldier served. This 
loyalty, however, was occasionally strained when the soldier had to fight against 
an enemy whose cause might appeal to the soldier. The Muslim monarchs, 
therefore, were careful to employ their non-Muslim soldiers in a way which 
would not create too great a conflict in their minds. They also made a habit of 
cherishing and nurturing their Hindu soldiers. There were two honourable 
loyalties, a loyalty to the Empire and another to the chief of one’s clan or 
hereditary chief. Whenever there was a clash, the loyalty to the clan or the 
hereditary chief almost invariably won. Against the rest of the world the loyalty 
to the Empire had the sway. As the Empire paid the salary, loyalty to it came to 
be called loyalty to one’s salt. During the days of the anarchy when the Empire 
was no longer in a position to pay and trade and industry began to shrink, those 
who had earned their livelihood as soldiers in Imperial service had to seek 
employment elsewhere. The fighting chieftains, in search of building up States, 
needed these soldiers. They took service under anyone who paid them well, and 
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served him so long as he was in a position to disburse the salaries.”* Even then 

the soldiers did not light-heartedly leave one employer for another. The new } 

condition built up a new code of honour. The legal myth of the Empire and the 4 

lip loyalty of the contending power to the Empire kept the soldiers confused. \ 

They thought that in fighting for one chief against another they were doing 

nothing unpatriotic. They were not fighting against their country, because was | 

the Emperor still not the ruler? This confusion was real and was found in many 

quarters which ought to have known better; if the professional soldier also had 

fallen a prey to it, there was nothing strange. The British kept up the pretence so 

long as it suited them, and when those who had been beguiled by such fictions 

woke up, it was too late. The, sepoys were no exception. They had come to have 

qualms of conscience much earlier than this war. The Muslim soldiers were not § 

too happy in fighting against the Afghans. They now looked upon the remnants 

of Muslim power with affection and had little enthusiasm in demolishing them. 

Gone were the days of Arcot, when the sepoys demonstrated their loyalty by 

subsisting upon the water in which the rice had been boiled and giving the rice to § 

their English comrades. The realization had now come that they had demolished |) 

their own freedom and had subjected themselves to foreign rule. After the 

‘rebellion,’ economic cause, forced many?men still to seek employment in the : 

British Indian Army; but now the British were wiser and they kept their Indian | 

soldiers isolated from political influences. They also became more considerate in. | 

their treatment of these soldiers. Besides, the effectiveness of the sepoys as } 

instruments of rebellion had been considerably reduced. The proportion of the 

British soldiers had been increased and the more important arms were no longer 

entrusted to the Indians. The Indian politicians, also, began to evolve other | 

techniques of fighting for freedom; the development of new kinds of arms made 

it impossible in their opinion to wrest power by open rebellion. 

In 1857, however, such an effort still seemed feasible. On the one hand 

the sepoys had lost enthusiasm for fighting for the British; on the other, the 

British began to neglect them. The very fact that the sepoys had been so 

successful an instrument in the hands of the British had made them suspicious of 

the Indian soldier.*’ The sepoys were irked by the suspicion with which they 

were treated, and however justified might have been the precautions against 

possible rebellion, they were not flattered by them. The British were no longer 

competing against other employers of soldiers; they now had a virtual monopoly 

of employment. They, therefore, thought that they need no longer give the added 

facilities to the sepoys to which they had been accustomed. Many of their 

privileges were cut down. They had been free from certain tolls; they were 

permitted to use the official post for communicating with their relations and 

families; when on active service they were entitled to an extra allowance called 

bhatta: all these facilities and concessions were cancelled or reduced effectively. 

33 Sir Syed, op. cit,, pp. 27-28. 

Holme, T. Rice, 4 History of the Indian Mutiny, p. 49. $4 
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There was little scope for promotion. The highest that a sepoy could rise was to 

become a subedar in the infantry or a riva/dar in the cavalry. As such his salary 

was less than the salary of a newly recruited British private.) The Indian had still 

not cultivated the necessary inferiority complex to be reconciled to this kind of 

) discrimination.” The arrogance of the British officers at this time was intolerable 
{ They abused and insulted the sepoys in the most filthy language. The sepoys 

resented this treatment and burnt with indignation” The Indian troops were 
increasingly required to fight in non-Indian territories. Phis was especially tard 

| for the Hindus who lost their caste by crossing the sea or by voing to lands wher 
they could not observe the tabooes of their caste. The reluctance of the sepoys to 
go abroad, demonstrated unmistakably so that they had even to be fired upon, 
was not taken into consideration: on the contrary, the Governor-General enacted 
the General Service Enlistment Act of 1856, which laid down that no one enlisted 
under it could refuse to go anywhere he was required for service. The sepoys 
understood the implications of this law. The Indian Army was no longer meant 
only for the wars in the subcontinent: it was now to fight for the expansion of the 
British Empire anywhere in the world. This meant much more fighting abroad 
than at home, because the sepoys were aware of the fact that hardly any power 
was left in the subcontinent which could challenge the might of the British, and 
they did not relish the prospect of having to fight in all the parts of the world. It 
should be remembered that for many sepoys, fighting was a hereditary 
profession; any worsening of conditions of service did not affect them alone but. 
as they reckoned, their entire generations. Formerly under the Mughuls or the 
smaller States which succeeded the Empire. a man could make a humble 
beginning, but his ability could raise him to the highest posts. Under the British 
the prospects of promotion had completely disappeared. The British way of 
rewarding was peculiar. If a subedar or risaldar—men of petty ranks and low 
salaries but the highest among Indian soldier employed by the British — showed 
greater aptitude or rendered meritorious service, he was retired before the normal 
period of service on full salary.** This policy, the sepoys suspected, was based 
lupon mistrust and to prevent anyone from becoming too efficient a soldier. 

| Under such circumstances, how could they hope for any betterment of their 
circumstances or the circumstances of their children. 

Another blow to the sepoys was the annexation of Oudh. The Bengal 
rmy had about sixty per cent of its strength recruited from Oudh. The end of the 
ingdom of Oudh naturally resulted in the disbandment of its army; in this way 

‘pighty thousand men were rendered idle.’ These men had their relations in the 
‘Bengal Army. In the subcontinent of India and Pakistan, particularly in those 

ays, the ties of the family were so strong that a man would share his last morsel 

Asoka Mehta, op.cit., p. 12. quoting Frederick John Shore. 
Campbell, G., Memoirs of My Indian Career, |, 85. 
Asoka Mehta, op. cit., p. 12. quoting Frederick John Shore. 
Jacquiemont, V., Letters from India, p. 23. 
Thompson and Garratt, op. cit., p. 444. 
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with an unemployed close relation. Thus the sepoys were deeply affected, 

because they now had to support their poor relations. Besides another area where 

their children could have looked forward to advancement in life had disappeared. 

It can also be assumed that in addition to these economic considerations they 

were attached to the ruling house by ties of emotional affection; indeed 

contemporary accounts do record the fact that the fate of the last king of Oudh 

excited considerable sympathy even outside his dominions. The tenacity with 

which the peasants and landlords of Oudh fought the British during the war 

shows that they were not devoid of patriotic resentment at the dethronement of 

their monarch. On such occasions small shortcomings are forgotten and even 

weaknesses are idealized: in case of Wajid Ali Shah it was widely known that the 

administrative shortcomings were not entirely of his making.” It was at this time 

that the match stick was applied to the powder keg. 

The story of the greased cartridges is too well known to be repeated in 

detail. The army was given new ammunition. These cartridges were heavily 

coated with grease, and what was worse, it was necessary to bite away the end of 

the outer packing before loading it into the rifle. These cartridges would have 

excited suspicion anyhow, because the average Hindu is exceedingly reluctant to 

put anything into his mouth which looks like animal meat or fat. It so happened 

that these cartridges were greased in the subcontinent itself, and news leaked out 

that the fat of cows and pigs was being used. As is well known, the cow is sacred 

to the Hindus; nothing could be more sacrilegious to an average Hindu than to 

have to put its flesh or fat into his mouth. Pork in any form is considered to be 

unclean by a Muslim, and the idea that he should have to put that fat of pig into 

his mouth was most revolting to the Muslim. When the troops protested, so great 

was the contempt for the religious feelings of the people among the officers that 

they threatened the sepoys with disciplinary action if they did not use the 

cartridges. It was only when the situation became very serious that the 

Government came out with a declaration that the grease used was not the fat of 

cows or of pigs. This was even a greater mistake, because it was a false statement 

and was known to be false to the sepoys.”' It proved to be the last straw on the 

camel’s back. The sepoy could not swallow such an insult to their feelings. The 

order to withdraw the objectionable cartridges was issued too late to mollify 

them. 

The British had come to rely upon the Indian troops beyond the limits 

imposed by ordinary prudence. In 1857 there were more than two hundred and 

thirty-two thousand native troops compared to less than forty-six thousand 

British soldiers. The distribution was even worse. The majority of the native 

troops were stationed in the Presidency of Bengal. The European troops were 

concentrated mostly in the Panjab and Burma. The greater part of British manned 

artillery was also in the Panjab. The British troops in the Bengal Presidency were 

60 Savarkar, op. cit, p. 7. quoting “A Hindu of Bengal.” 

Kaye and Malleson, op. cit., 1, 381: Roberts, Forty-one Years in India. 61 
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spread thinly, Many strategic and important stations were garrisoned by the 
native troops; most of the treasuries and arsenals were in the hands of the 
natives.” Such a policy of trust would have been justified only if the Government 
had done everything in its power to keep the sepoys happy and contented: on the 
contrary the interests of the native soldiers were ignored and all that could have 
added to their exasperation was not left undone. It was perhaps not realized that 
the sepoys were fully conscious of their power. The precautions which the 
Government did adopt were clumsy and childish; for instance, the device of 
retiring persons before the expiration of the normal term of service as a reward 
for good service only got rid of the good and tried soldier and insulted him tor his 
loyalty. It seems to have been taken for granted that the sepoys were a class apart 
from the populace and that the discontent so rampant among the people would 
not touch them. They also seem to have been considered bereft of a sense of 
dignity, self-respect, religious feelings and patriotism 

Some of the British historians have mentioned the fact that the sepoys 
had no scruples in using the same cartridges against the British as they had 
refused to use for them and have deduced from this that the objection against the 
greased cartridges was merely an excuse.” This view is based upon a faulty 
assessment of the religious prejudices of the sepoys. They did use the hated 
cartridges against the British, but they could compromise with their conscience 
for self-defence and for a patriotic reason. Besides they were now fighting to 
save the very religion which they believed the British had wanted to destroy and 
which would be destroyed totally if they permitted a single abomination to 
prevent their fighting for its very existence. The sepoys knew the difference 
between a great cause and a subsidiary matter. It also shows how strongly they 
had come to dislike the foreign domination. 

Many British writers have given some other causes of this war. They 
could have been ignored but for the reason that they have formed the common 
stock of many a writer of popular history and are still held to be correct in certain 

| quarters. It is said that the Indians, steeped in ignorance and superstition, 
| believed that the British built railways were chains to bind the land and that the 
| telegraph wires were strings spread for the same purpose. Several other fantastic 
| statements of the same nature are made, which are all meant to show that the 
people had no real cause for dissatisfaction except their own folly and barbarian 
beliefs.” Some of the very ignorant villagers might have believed such tales; they 

"| were not the planners of the war. A few ‘rebel leaders’ did put forward the 
| argument that the improved means of communications which made the transport 
"| of the troops easier and the transmission of news simpler and quicker were meant 

° The comparative strength of the Indian and British troops was: British troops including 
invalids and non-combatants 45,522: Indian troops 232, 224, Thompson and Garratt. op. cir, 
p. 442. 
Savarkar, op. cit, p. 85, footnote. 
€.g., Thompson and Garratt, op. cit., p. 442; Cambridge History of the British Empire, V, p 
69. 
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to strengthen the British hold upon the subcontinent and were not primarily 

conceived for serving the public. The sepoys were not unaware of the military 

importance of the railways and the telegraph lines. It was a part of their strategy 

to isolate the various British garrisons and to reduce their mobility. It may be 

asked in what other sense could the chains be laid upon the land. To read any 

other meaning in these statements is not only to render them meaningless but also 

to insult the intelligence of men like Mawlawi Ahmadullah Shah and the 

sophisticated ‘Azim-ullah Khan. It was not superstition or rank ignorance, or for 

that matter any trivial grievances which resulted in the holocaust of 1857; it was 

nothing short of a burning indignation at the loss of liberty and the opportunities 

which liberty connotes; it was a desperate attempt of a subjugated people to 

shake off the shackles which sought to keep it in bondage. 

(in: A History of the Freedom Movement. Vol. Il (1831-1905). Pt. I, Karachi 

1960, pp. 230-269) 
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