
MOHAMMED AHSEN CHAUDHRI 

THE IMPACT OF THE “REVOLT” OF 
1857 ON BRITISH COLONIAL POLICY 

The great revolution of 1857, miscalled “the Indian Mutiny” was an 
important episode in the history of the British rule in India. It was in the words of 
an Indian historian, “the first and direct challenge” to the British rule in India on an 
extensive scale.' As it not only inspired the general national movement for the 
freedom of India from the British yoke which started half a century later,” but it 
also had a tremendous impact on the British colonial policy in India. The British 
public opinion was terribly shocked by the “revolt”. As a result the people 
demanded the abolition of the Company's rule and the subjection of the Indian 
Empire to the direct supervision of the Crown. The East India Company had 
established by a Charter granted by the British Government in 1600; after 1773 it 
was renewed every twenty years, in 1793, 1813, 1833 and 1853. Everytime the 
British Parliament had increased its controlling power over the Company. 

Whenever the Company, annexed a State or deposed a prince, or 
committed a wrong of any magnitude, it got the previous approval of the British 
Government.’ However, after the “revolt”, it was convenient to throw the blame 
for everything on the East India Company. Lord Dalhousie’s policy of annexing 

| the princely states by force or by fraud, for instance, was well known in England, 
_ and it was described by the English writers as the policy of “magnificent 

| conquest”. This policy, more than anything else, was responsible for precipitating 
Indian resentment.’ Commenting on it an American journal quoted the following 
extract from an English paper: 

“Not only did Lord Dalhousie seize upon the territories of Indian princes, but he could not keep his hands off the shawls and trinkets of their women. His subordinate instruments were permitted to carry out the annexation in a spirit of paltry plunder, and with a vulgar brutality that would have disgraced a sheriff's officer.° 

R.C. Majumdar, The Sepoy Mutiny and the Revolt of 1857, Calcutta, 1957, p. 278. See also Risalah Asbab Baghwat-i-Hmd by Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (in Urdu), Karachi. Ibid. 
B.G. Gokhale, The Making of the Indian Nation, Bombay, 1958, p. 131. “The Rebellion in India”, North American Review (Boston), April 1858, p. 515. “The Rebellion in India”, p. 508, North American Review (Boston), April 1858. p. 515. Ibid., pp. 508-509. 
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A great Muslim reformer, Sayyid Ahmad Khan, in his Essays on the 
Causes of the Indian Revolt, written in Urdu and published immediately after the 
“revolt”, points out that such actions as auction, sale of zamindari land, heavy uM 
assessment of lands and abolition of proprietary rights, and the interference with | 
the customs and religion of the people had caused unrest in India, which produced iy 
the great upheavel.’ } 

It is not within the scope of this paper to examine the causes of the 
“revolt”, but a brief reference to them is essential in order to understand and 
apparise the changes that were brought about in the British colonial policy after 
1858. The great upheavel had convinced the British that everything was not going 
well in India and that the Company’s policies were a magnificent failure. John 
Bright, speaking in the Parliament on June 24, 1858, charged that “the 
Government of India had not been a good Government; that grave errors—if not 
grievous crimes—have been committed in that country.”* To this he added: 

“Throughout almost all the presidencies, and throughout those 
presidencies most of which had been longest under British rule, the cultivators of 
the soil, the great body of the population of India, are in a condition of great | 
impoverishment, of great dejection, and of great suffering... The taxes of India are — 
more onerous and oppressive than the taxes of any other country in the world.” 

The speech of Mr. Bright and many others who participated in the debate — 
gave the impression that India was too vast to be governed by a trading Company. 
Soon the demand for the abolition of the Company gained momentum. The | 
influential Economist in its issue of November 28, 1857 wrote: 

“This charge is at once inevitable and most desirable for the efficient and 
reponsible management of our Indian affairs... The present system has been long 
becoming less and less of a reality. The Court of Directors are elected by a wholly 
irresponsible body of men who are little or not at all directly interested in the 
efficient Government of India. The best and ablest servants of India have always 
been naturally reluctant to undergo the humiliation of a canvass for a seat at the 
Board. The fault of political error and weakness has never been traceable to any 
one distinct centre. Her Majesty’s Government have been negatively responsible 
for every error that has been made, and yet directly and positively responsible for 
very little.”"” , 

The opposition to the Company’s rule had become so strong that the 
British Parliament at last proceeded to transfer the responsibility for the 
Government of India from the Company to the Crown. This transfer, however, did 
not take place without an eloquent protest from the directors of the Company. John 
Stuart Mill, on behalf of the Company, drew up a petition and duly presented it to 
the Government. Its contents were a denial of the charges of mis-government and 

See Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, Risalah Asbab Bughawat-i-Hind, Karachi. 
Parliamentry Debates, N.S., Vol. CLI, Col 331. 
Parliamentary Debates, N.S., Vol. CLI, Col. 335. 
The Economist (London), November 28, 1857, p. 1318. 
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responsibility for the “mutiny”."' In Parliament Colonel Sykes presented: the 
Company’s case, Like many others, his arguments did not carry conviction with 
the majority. '’ As a matter of fact the revolt had so shaken the British 
administration in India that its reorganization could not be left to the ¢ ompany 
The Parliament, therefore, proceeded to the task of accomplishing the transter 

The act for the better Government of India was carried through the 
Parliament on July 8 and received the royal assent on August 2, [SSS However. it 
must be pointed out that the first India Bill was introduced by Palmerston, but he 
was turned out on the “conspiracy to murder Bill”. A few weeks later Disracli 
urged by Ellenborough, put forward a new scheme, but it was not ace epted by thi 
Parliament. Finally, Lord John Russell's suggestion that the House should proceed 
by resolutions was accepted. Fourteen resolutions were accordingly laid betore the 
Parliament. They formed the basis of an Act which regulated the Government ot 
India from London for sixty-two years." 

The India Act of 1858, also known as the Act for the better Government of 
India, was the first direct consequence of the revolt. The British Government. took 
over the control from the Company. In other words, India was to be governed by 
and in the name of the Queen of England. The place of the Board of Control and 
Court of Directors was taken by a Secretary of State, who was to be assisted by a 
council of fifteen members. Eight members of the Secretary's council were to be 
appointed by the Crown and the remaining seven were to be elected by the 
directors of the East India Company.'* The salary of the Secretary of State and the 
cost of his office were to be paid from the revenues of India.!° 

The Secretary of State was to be the head of the Indian administration 
located in England. He was responsible to and represented the supreme power of 
Parliament. Every year, he presented Indian accounts to the Parliament, the 
debates over which became an occasion for reviewing Indian affairs.'° The office 
of the Secretary of State gained further importance because, as Sir Ibert put it, “the 
patronage of the more important appointments in India was vested either in the 
crown or in the Secretary of State in Council.”"” So far as other appointments were 
concerned, they were to be made through the Civil Service Commission and by 
competitive examination. All natural born subjects were eligible for taking this 
examination, which was held under rules to be made by the Secretary of State in 
Council with the assistance of the Civil Service Commission. "* 

Another change brought about by the India Act was that all the naval and 
military forces of the Company, numbering 240,000 officers and men, were 

Cecil Putnam Cross, The Development of Self-Government in India, Chicago, p. 18. 12 : Ibid., p. 19. 
Cecil Putnam Cross, The Development of Self-Government in India, Chicago, 1922, pp. 18-19. i The Cambridge History of the British Empire, New York, 1932, Vol. 5. p. 208. 

* Ibid. 
‘6 Sir Courtenay Ilbert, The Government of India, Oxford, 1916, p. 96. 
i. Sir Courtenay IIbert, The Government of India, Oxford, 1916, p. 96. 

Ibid. 
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transferred to the Crown. The Indian navy was abolished and the defence of India 

against serious attack by sea was undertaken by the Royal navy."” 

The change effected by the Government of India Act, 1858, was formally | 

announced by the Queen’s Proclamation of Ist November which “has long been 

referred to as India’s Magna Carta.””’ In this proclamation, the Queen stated; “We 

hold ourselves bound to the natives of our Indian territories by the same 

obligations of duty which bind us to all other subjects, and those obligations by the 

blessing of Almighty God we shall faithfully and conscientiously fulfill”?! It was 

also clearly stated that no attempt would be made to interfere with the religion ¢ 

the Queen’s Indian subjects. It should be noted that one of the causes. of the revuu 

was the fear among the people of India that the British Government would convert 

them to Christianity. Sayyid Ahmad Khan described this fear in these words: 

“During the general famine of 1837, numbers of orphans were converted to 

Christianity and this fact was considered throughout the North-Western provinces | 

as convincing proof of the intention of the Government to reduce the country to 

poverty, and thus make its people Christians.” The Queen, therefore, by _ 

promising religious freedom, tried to set the Indian fears at rest. 

Besides, the proclamation gave promise of the employment of Indians in | 

the Government service by the following, stipulation: “And that it is our further — 

will that, so far as may be, our subjects, of whatever race or creed, be freely and 

impartially admitted to offices in our service, the duties of which they may be | 

qualified, by their education, ability, and integrity, duly to discharge”.” 

The sentiments expressed through the public proclamation were noble and | 

they appeared to be inspired by the desire to regulate the relations between the 

ruler and the ruled, between Englishmen and Indians. Unfortunately, however, 

these sentiments were never sincerely carried out; in many parts of India there was 

an uneasy feeling after the revolt. The people were not sure how the victors would 

treat them. And the victors were not sure whether they should trust the Indians. 

The weekly Economist appeared to be speaking for the British Government when 

it wrote: 

“We cannot rule by bayonets alone, if once the masses of people become 

permanently disaffected towards us, no amount of military expenditure would 

enable us to hold the present Indian Empire...the mutiny produced the instant 

disruption of Civil Government, anarchy and confusion. And this was the 

consequence of that wide interval between us and the people which prevents them 

from understanding our character and the nature of our policy....How, then, to 

bridge over the terrible chasm, is the great problem of the British Government to 

solve.” 

Sir William Hunter, 4 Brief History of the Indian People, Oxford, 1907, p. 223. 

\ Sir C.Y. Chintamani, /ndian Politics Since the Mutiny, Allahabad, 1939, p. 17. 

Ibid., p. 18. 
Quoted by R.C. Majumdar, The Sepoy Mutiny and the Revolt of 1857, pp. 258-259. 

Cf. Chintamani, /ndian Politic Since the Mutiny, p. 18. 

The Economist, London, December II, 1858, p. 1373. 
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This sort of realization led to many more changes in the British policy in 
India. For instance, instead of confining educational facilities to the higher classes, 
a system of instruction adaptable to the masses of the people was created. The idea 
underlying this change was not only to educate the masses but to create anew class 
which should be closely tied with the British. Such a class eventually came into 
being, and it consisted of the Indian members of the services. usually in 
subordinate positions. The policy before the revolution was not to employ the 
Indians except when it could not be helped. The experience had demonstrated. as 
Nehru observed, that “Indians employed were so dependent on the British 
administration and rule that they could be relied upon and treated as agent of that 
tule.” Thus the process of Indianization of the administration in its subordinate 
ranks turned out to be an useful method of strengthening the British rule. In the 
words of Nehru again, “it created a civil army and garrison ev erywhere, which was 
more important ever than the military army of occupation.””” 

Thus the new education policy helped to strengthen the British hold on the 
country, which had been reconquered after a desparate struggle. If Britain had any 
intention of relinquishing control over India, she might have pursued a different 
policy. There was no doubt among the Company’s Governors that India would 
sooner or later be free to govern herself. As Lord Hastings said in 1818: “A time 
not very remote will arrive, when England will, on sound principles of policy, wish 
to relinquish the domination which she has gradually assumed over this country.” 
Also Macaulay, in 1833, had declared on behalf of the British Government that 
when Indians would be able to govern themselves like Englishmen through 
representative institutions that would be “the proudest day in English history.~”* 
Many other distinguished Englishmen of that period had made statements to this 
effect. However, after the revolution, the British rulers no longer spoke of 
relinquishing control over India. On the other hand, they began to use all sorts of 
means to consolidate their rule. The Indians, particularly the Muslim aristocracy, 
were distrusted because of the role they had played in the revolution which failed. 
\And, moreover, the British rulers found it fruitful to create fissiparous tendencies 
jand divisions among the Indian people. According to Professor Phillips “in 

- Bengal, for example, in 1871 of the 773 Indians occupying responsible 
Government posts, the Muslims, despite their total numerical equality in the 
» province with Hindus, held only 92 as compared with the Hindus, 681. Yet little 
» more than a century before the Muslims, as the intellectual and political power in 
(India, had held the monopoly of such appointments.””” 
F; Evidently the great revolt brought about an important change in the 
‘technique of British rule. Essentially, the change was the creation of an educated 
© class closely linked with the British, and a policy of balancing different interests or 

> Jawahar Lal Nehru, The Discovery of India, Calcutta, 955, p. 346. iS ibid, p. 347. 
a Quoted by C.H. Philips, /ndia, London, 1948, p. 92. 
t Ibid., p. 92. 

Ibid., p.91. 
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elements. 
The same kind of technique was applied on matters concerning the 

reorganization of the Indian army. For instance, tribal and communal loyalties ‘ 

were encouraged and various groups within the army were organised in such a way 

that they could not express national sentiments. They were generally isolated from 4 

the people and even ordinary newspapers were not allowed to reach them.” | 

Besides, the number of English troops were increased to 60,000 and the Indian 

soldiers reduced to 140,000. Most important weapons of warfare were kept in the 

hands of the English.”! 
Moreover, to facilitate the mobilization of the army, the means of 

communication were rapidly improved. New roads and railways were constructed 

in order to link the far and remote corners of the sub-continent. By 1865, the’ 

telegraph routes between important cities of India were opened. 

The growth of the system of communications had profound economic 

consequences. The new communications provided greater access to the interior 

and thus facilitated the sale of English manufactured goods, such as 

Lancashire-made cotton cloth and engineering equipments for railways and 

bridges. At the same time Indian raw materials, such as cotton, food grains could” 

be easily brought to the ports to be shipped to England in exchange for 

manufactured goods. Thus India, in the words of Freda Utley, became “for the: 

British Empire a source of enormous profit; an area comprising one-fifth of the: 

world’s population, administered mainly with a view to extracting the utmost | 

possible amount of profit for Britain. True, the necessity of not killing the goose 

that lays the golden egg is recognised as it was not recognised in the days of the 

East India Company.” 
However, despite the new economic changes, the Indian masses slipped 

deep into misery and poverty. They were taxed beyond the possibility of paying. 

Although great portion of India’s wealth came from the land, nothing was done to 

improve the condition of peasants or to improve their methods of cultivation. The 

basis of India’s trade with Britain was the exchange of raw material for 

manufactured goods. Therefore, only an increase in agricultural productivity could 

improve the condition of masses. But Britain wanted to do nothing which would 

curtail the power of big land-owners and princes, who were the basic vested 

interests. The general attitude of the British Government on this matter was 

expressed by an English weekly in these words: “We must avoid the mistake of 

discouraging the growth of a landed aristocracy—an element in society so 

obviously valued by the people themselves and so great a source of strength to the 

Government.” Lord Lytton, the Viceroy of India, in a letter addressed to Disraeli 

in 1877 also pointed out: 
“{ am convinced that the fundamental political mistake of able and 

Nehru, op. cit., p. 348. 
Lester Hutchinson, The Empire of the Nabobs, London, 1937, p. 146. 

~ — [bid., p. 160. . 
The Economist, London, December II, 1853, p. 1373. 
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experienced Indian officials is the belief that we can hold India securely by what 
they call good Government, that is to say, by improving the condition of the ryot, 
strictly administering justice, spending immense sums on irrigation works etc 
Politically speaking, the Indian peasantry is an inert mass. If it ever moves at all it 
will move in obedience, not to its British benefactors, but to its native chiefs and 
princes, however, tyrannical they may be....They are a powerful aristocracy 
To....utilise the Indian aristocracy is, lam convinced, the most important problem 
before us.” 

In fact most of the Indian princes had not taken part in the great revolt. On 
the other hand they had given active support to the British in suppressing. it 
Acknowledging the role of princely states in 1857, Lord Canning had observed 
that they served as “break waters in the storm which would have swept over us in 
one great wave.”’* Lord Elphinston also acknowledged the role of the princes 
when he said: “Where should we have been if Scindia, the Nizam and the Sikh 
chiefs etc., had been annexed, the subordinate agencies abolished, the whole army 
thrown into one and the revenue system brought in to one mould?’ The policy of 
the Company, as it has already been pointed out, was that of intervention and 
annexation, which began with Auckland and was carried to the extreme by Lord 
Dalhousie. The latter’s governorship in India was marked by the annexation of the 
Punjab, Oudh and Nagpur as well as those states to which his famous “policy of 
lapse”’’ was applied. The policy of lapse had made India a cauldron of discontent 
which boiled over in the great revolt. 

In November 1857, when the British Government took stock of the 
situation in India, it was recognised that Lord Dalhousie’s policies of annexation 
were harmful. In the proclamation, which after several re-draftings at the Queen's 
wish, was issued in the name of the Queen, it was declared: 

“We desire no extension of our present territorial possessions; and while 
we will permit no aggression upon our dominions or our rights to be attempted 
with impunity, we shall sanction no encroachment on those of others. We shall 
respect the rights, dignity and honour of native princes as our own: and we desire 

| that they as well as our own subjects should enjoy the prosperity and that social 
advancement which can only be secured by internal peace and good 

_| Government.” 
Thus the British Government tried to make it clear to the people that it had 

‘)no intention of making fresh extensions of territory in India. It was already 
|| provided in the Indian Act that “all treaties made by the Company, shall be binding 
| upon Her Majesty.””’ It meant that the States were recognised as separate entities. 
(t Nevertheless, the proclamation of the Crown and the last clause of India 
+ |Act were not considered enough to set at rest the fears of the Indian princes. So in 

Quoted in The British Crown and The Indian States, London, p. 75. 
i Quoted by V.P. Menon, The Integration of the Indian States, New Y ork. 1956, p: 9. 

Ibid. 
The policy of lapse was that a state, after the death of its ruler who was without a legal heir, was 
considered a part of British India. 
Quoted by V.P. Menon, The Integration of the Indian States, op.cit., p. 9. 
Ibid. 
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1861, Lord Canning issued Sanads (Letters of Recognition) to about one-hundred! 

and forty of the more important States giving the princes the right to adopt thei 
successors in accordance to their law and custom in the event of the failure o; 

direct or natural heir.*’ The successors of the princes, however, were to be’ 

approved by the Government of India which was to be regarded as the paramount 
power. British residents were appointed to the courts of the princes in order to 
supervise the administration of the States. 

Many princes still remained somewhat discontented because they} 
considered that “the right of adoption already belonged to them, according to the 
law of their state, as an attribute of their sovereignty” and “that the Sanads were a 
mere recognition of all inherent rights.”*' Nevertheless, the granting of sanads by 
Lord Canning to some extent relieved the feeling of insecurity among the princes, 
and no more was heard of annexatian. 

The British Government remained benevolently disposed towards the’ 

Indian princes. In 1876, when Queen Victoria assumed the title of the Empress o 
India, Disraeli said during a debate in the Parliament that the addition of the title 
‘Empress of India’ did not affect the right, dignity and honour of the Indian princes 
as guaranteed in the Proclamation of 1858."" The British Government knew that in 
order to continue to rule India, the support of the rulers of 562 old princely States. 
was as essential as the support of civil segvants who were economically dependent 
on the Government. In 1858, however, the British did not foresee the rise of a 
middle class, whose emergence was made possible by the rapid development of 
the means of communication which stimulated the growth of commerce and 
industry. Besides, the opportunity to study in English universities had made it 
possible for the Indians of the middle class to become acquainted with the ideas of 

European nationalism as well as of English liberalism and socialism. As time 

passed on the contacts of the people of India with the outside world increased and 
they became more and more conscious of their economic backwardness. 

Moreover, the people of India became affected by the ideas the British “had 

nurtured and propagated, from their own Magna Carta to the poetry of Milton and 

Shelley, from Lord Byron’s support of the Greek independence movement in 1820 

to the sympathy of British poets for Kossuth and Mazzini, from the economic 

theories of Bentham to those of Twney and Laski.”** How could those who 

administered Britain in 1858 be aware of the fact that their policies would set into 

motion a train of ideas and events which would eventually lead the people of the 

sub-continent on the road to independence. 

(in: Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society, Vol. X1, pt. 111 (July 1963), pp: 

208-219). 
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___ tbid., p. 57. 
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