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Introduction 

 

Syed Jaffar Ahmed 

 

Coming out on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the Revolt of 

1857, this special issue of Pakistan Perspectives is dedicated to the 

analysis of that historic event which, though, resulted in the subjection of 

India to the colonial rule yet also demonstrated it’s people’s resolve to 

resist to the best of their ability the foreign yoke. 1857 also marked the 

culmination of the East India Company’s policy of the gradual 

annexation of India, which had started one hundred years ago, in 1757, 

when the battle of Plassey was fought and was lost by the Indians. It was 

quite unusual in the annals of history that a country was colonised 

through a venture of a trading organisation, the East India Company, 

which, quite curiously established its own army on the pretext of 

securing trade routes and ensuring uninterrupted flow of trade. Once it 

completed its territorial occupation, the subcontinent was handed over to 

the British.  

 But while 1857 marked the end of the Mughal rule and the 

beginning of colonialism, it also symbolised the resistance of the people 

and their urge to liberate themselves from foreign occupation. The 

rebellion of 1857 began with the events of 10 May when three regiments 

of the Bengal Army stationed in Meerut revolted against the court-

martial and 10 years imprisonment sentence of their 85 colleagues a day 

earlier. The sepoys were court-martialed for refusing to use the greased 

cartridges to be bitten before loading. About the cartridges it was 

believed that their covering was made of fat obtained from cows and 

pigs. Both Hindu and Muslim soldiers had reason to resent the use of 

cartridges on the pretext of their respective faiths.1 But as the later events 

proved, the incident of cartridges came just as an excuse to torch an 

already volatile situation; during the course of the revolt in subsequent 

days, the revolting soldiers freely used the cartridges against the British. 

                                                 
1  See Ghulam Rasool Meher, Atthara So Sattawan kay Mujahid (Lahore: 

Shaikh Ghulam Ali and Sons, 1982). 
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As to what in fact were the actual causes of the revolt which within days 

spread far and wide, to this we shall return.   

 Here, it is significant to see the extent of the revolt which was 

described as a mutiny by the British but was designated as the War of 

Independence in the nationalist political discourse. It is interesting to 

note that for the first time the events were described as a national 

revolution or revolt by no one else but the English liberal statesmen and 

politicians opposed to the mishandling of the Indian situation by the 

government and the highhandedness of the East India Company. On 27 

July 1857, only two months after the outbreak of the violent incidents in 

India, Benjamin Disraeli, a leading opposition spokesman, contented 

while analysing the situation in India before the House of Commons, that 

the war was not a military mutiny, but the symptom of deep discontent 

among the whole population. Criticising the policies of Viscount 

Palmerston’s government, he enquired: ‘Is it a military mutiny, or is it a 

national revolt? … The measures which may be adequate in the case of 

military mutiny will not be adequate to cope with a national revolt’.2 

 What made the upheaval of 1857 a full-fledged revolt against the 

British was the fact that it drew into it a vast region of northern India, 

including Delhi, Awadh, Rohailkhund, Bundhailkhund, and Agra, and a 

vast region of Bihar.3 These regions together made a territory bigger than 

that of France, Austria and Prussia put together.4 Not just that, the 

regions of the Punjab, Sindh and the Frontier where apparently the 

British were in good control, the revolt had reached even the far off 

districts. Therefore, Maulana Ghulam Rasool Meher cites numerous 

incidents of rebellion and British atrocities in Lahore, Gujranwala, 

Sialkot, Multan, and Peshawar.5 Traces of such events could be found 

even in  Karachi.  

The extent of the revolt can also be gauged by the fact that 

almost all regiments of the British regular army and 10 of the 18 

irregular regiments were affected by it. According to a source, of the 74 

                                                 
2  Benjamin Disraeli, ‘Military Mutiny or National Revolt?’, in Ainslie T. 

Embree (ed.), 1857 in India Mutiny or War of Independence? (Boston: D.C. 

Heath and Company, 1963), pp.4-5. 
3  At the time of the hight of the revolt, about one lac square mile of Indian 

territory was under the control of the rebels. See, for details, Hiran 

Mukherjee, ‘1857 and our Struggle for Freedom’, New Age (1857 Centerary 

Special), Vol.VI, No.8, August 1957, p.7. 
4  P.C. Joshi, ‘Hamari Tareekh Main1857’, in P.C. Joshi (ed.), Inqilab Atthara 

So Sattawan (New Delhi: Qaumi Concil Barai Farogh-e-Urdu  Zuban, 

1983), p.183. 
5  See: Ghulam Rasool Meher, op.cit. 
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infantry regiments, 63 totally deserted and took up arms against the 

British.  

The significance of the revolt did not rest on the area to which it 

had spread, but it was its high intensity which made it more important. 

Moreover, the rebel forces and the different states and their rulers who 

joined them, tried with sufficient success to build a united front and put 

their act together. In the past Indian states had fought the British 

separately, thus while Bengal, Karnataka, the Punjab and Sindh were 

annexed by the British, no other state had come to their rescue. At times, 

British annexation of a state was supported by another state. Though, in 

the great revolt of 1857, certain states stood behind British, yet those 

who took to arms against foreign rule forged unity for the first time. This 

too gives the revolt a wider national character. 

Of great importance was the fact that religious differences were 

not allowed to cause a break in the Indian ranks. The months of revolt 

saw unique solidarity among religious groups, particularly Muslims and 

Hindus. Muslim commanders led forces with majority Hindu soldiers, 

cow slaughter was prohibited by Muslim rebel leaders in the areas under 

their control, Muslim ulema issued religious decrees binding the 

Muslims to respect the faiths of other groups, and Hindu chiefs enlisted 

support of Muslim soldiers and public.  

Beginning from Meerut, the revolt spread like fire as if it was 

being awaited in other regions. Just a day after the Meerut incident, 

Delhi was captured by the sepoys who declared Bahadur Shah Zafar their 

emperor. The Mughal king had virtually lost control of all of India and 

was confined to the fort of Delhi. Beyond the fort, his authority did not 

extend even to the city of Delhi. He at best was a symbol of Indian rule, 

a position which was upheld by the British too, who had allowed him to 

survive in the fort for as long as he followed British authority. By getting 

access to the king, and by winning him over to their side, the rebels 

secured this important symbol. In the rest of the month of May, the 

uprising spread to Aligarh, Ferozpur, Etawah, Mathura, Lucknow, 

Bareilly, and Shahjahanpur. In the first week of June, Moradabad, 

Badaun, Azamgarh, Sitapur, Banaras, Kanpur, and Jhansi saw the 

uprising. A rebel leader, Nana Sahib laid siege to Kanpur on 6 June. On 

7-8 June, the fort of Jhansi was captured and Rani Lakshmi Bai was 

restored to power. Between 9 and 13 June, the revolt occurred in 

Daryabad, Fatehpur, Nowganj, Gwalior, and Fatehgarh. Towards the end 

of the month, Kanpur fell to Nana Sahib. The month of July saw revolt 

and popular uprising in Indore and the siege of Lucknow Residency by 

the rebels. In the same month, the rebels also started suffering defeats, as 

Nana Sahib’s troops had to retreat in Fatehgarh and Kanpur.  
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In August, another rebellion constellation under Tatiya Tope was 

defeated at Bithor. In the middle of August the command of the English 

Army was given to Sir Colin Cambell. The month of September brought 

further defeat to the rebels as on 14 September, Kashmiri Gate was 

blown up and on 19, Lahori Gate was secured by the British. By 20 

September, British troops were able to recapture Delhi. At this stage, 

Bahadur Shah Zafar was advised by General Bakht Khan to leave Delhi 

and join the resistance forces fighting in other states but he preferred to 

take refuge in Humayun’s tomb. Apparently, he had lost hope and was 

now waiting for his fate. He was arrested and was taken to Rangoon. He 

died and was buried there. The princesses were arrested and were 

murdered by Major Hodson. In October, Lucknow was reclaimed by the 

British. In other parts, certain commanders were still keeping up the 

fight. In October, Tatiya Tope dislodged the British from Kanpur but he 

was defeated by Cambell’s forces in December. In March 1858, 

Lucknow was brought under complete British control. In April, the 

British forces attacked Jhansi and captured the fort; Rani Lakshmi Bai 

had to flee. Another rebel commander, Kanwar Singh who had defeated 

the British at Azamgarh, and Jagdishpur, was killed on 26 April. In May, 

the British defeated another rebel leader Bahadur Khan at Bareilly and 

laid siege to Shahjahanpur held by Maulvi Ahmadullah Shah. In June, 

Rani of Jhansi was killed while fighting in Gwalior. Tatiya Tope, who 

had been fighting all along and had reassembled his forces after every 

retreat, was also finally captured and was hanged. Thus, within few 

months of the beginning of the revolt, it was put down despite 

courageous fight by the rebels in various part of the country.  

Not only was the rebellion crushed down with the maximum 

might commanded by the British, but after quelling it, a wave of brutal 

atrocities was unleashed. The whole populations of certain places were 

wiped out, villages were targeted, and houses were burnt. Not only the 

rebel leaders, but ordinary people were also hanged from trees. The royal 

ladies were specially subjected to worst humiliation, a good account of 

which has been given by Khawaja Hasan Nizami in his Begmaat Kay 

Aansoo.6 Renowned Urdu poet, Mirza Ghalib’s letters also give the sad 

description of Delhi’s Shahar Aashob (tumult of the city). 

To know how the events of May 1857 transformed a mutiny into 

a full-fledged revolt, one needs to look into the economic and political 

manipulations carried out by the East India Company and to understand 

                                                 
6  Khawaja Hasan Nizami, Begmat Kay Aansoo (Multan: Beacon Books, 

2007); also see, Raqimuddaula Syed Zaheeruddin Zaheer Dehlvi, 1857 Kay 

Chashm-e-deed Halaat (Lahore: Makki Dar-ul-Kutub, 2002). 



Introduction                 9 

 
the repercussions of its policies for the Indian society. The Company was 

first given its charter to do trade with India in 1600. In the next 150 

years, it gradually consolidated itself in India. In the 17th century, it was 

successful in establishing trading depots in different parts of the country. 

For example, it established its centre at Surat in 1612 and in Madras in 

1632. In 1669, Bombay was leased to the Company. This was followed 

by the establishment of its economic enterprise in Fort William, Calcutta, 

in 1696.  

Apart from establishing its trading centres, it also started taking 

interest in, and interfering with, the matters of different states, which 

remained contesting the central Mughal rule, claiming their autonomy, 

and were often also pitted against each other. Moreover, on the pretext of 

securing the trade routes, the East India Company established its own 

army, whose soldiers were recruited mostly from India. The Company’s 

success in the Battle of Plassey, established its control over an Indian 

territory which was used for its future advancements. Soon after 

acquiring control of Bengal, the Company made far reaching changes in 

the economic system disturbing the basis of traditional agricultural and 

indigenous industrial system. The weakening of the Mughal centre in the 

later part of the 17th century and in the first half of the 18th century 

signified that socially and economically the traditional system of 

production had come under strain and needed to be reformed in a natural 

process. According to Rajni Palme Dutt, the internal wars in India 

symbolised the break-up of the old order which would have paved the 

way for the emergence of a new order built around the advancing 

merchant, shipping, and manufacturing interests  in Indian society. But 

before the capitalist relations could consolidate, the British capitalist 

class, backed by ‘superior technical and military equipment and socio-

political cohesion thwarted this normal course of evolution’, and forcibly 

superimposed itself on the old Indian society.7  

From the annexation of Bengal till the end of 18th century, the 

Company remained occupied with accruing maximum gains from Indian 

economy. The establishment of its administrative authority over a 

significant territory that Bengal was, enabled the British to secure 

maximum goods against minimum payment. The English merchant came 

to dictate the terms of trade to the individual producer, weavers and 

peasants. The merchants often forcibly took goods and commodities 

from the peasants for, at times, only a fourth part of their value. The 

Company did not leave a distinction between trade and plunder. No 

better authentication of this can be cited than the statement of a member 

                                                 
7  R. Palme Dutt, India Today (Lahore: Book Traders, 1979), p.98. 
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of British Parliament, Sir George Cornewall Lewis, who declared on the 

floor in 1858, ‘no civilised Government ever existed on the face of this 

earth which was more corrupt, more perfidious, and more rapacious, than 

the Government of the East India Company from 1765 to 1784.’8 The 

practice of plunder got regularised with the granting of Diwani, civil 

administration of Bengal, to the Company in 1765. The administration of 

revenue enabled it to commit endless plunder through manipulation, a 

fact acknowledged in the debates of the House of Commons. 

In the 18th century, British economy witnessed a major 

transformation from mercantilism to industrial capitalism. It was the 

massive flow of wealth from India to England that provided the necessary 

accumulation of capital needed for England’s advancement towards 

industrial revolution.9 

In contrast, the economic conditions in India degenerated. The 

loot and plunder at the hand of foreign power sent a vast population into 

acute poverty and unemployment. In 1770, the conditions in Bengal were 

further aggravated by the famine in which an estimated ten million 

people died. Despite this devastation, the land revenue collected through 

the famine showed an increase, thanks to the cruel methods adopted by 

the Company.10 

As the East India Company’s campaign of annexation moved 

from Bengal to other regions, the process of exploitation also extended, 

so that by the middle of the 19th century a large part of India was 

subjected to it. The Company’s policies of plunder almost ruined Indian 

economy. Its traditional system of land settlement was done away with, 

the local industry and craft was spoiled, and the trading class lost its 

independent existence. This plunder of India affected all local classes in 

varying degrees with the result that the seeds of deep-rooted social 

discontent had been sowed.  

Though, Bengal was the first to fall prey to the British policies, 

in certain cases the exploitation in other regions was worse and more 

acute than it was in Bengal.  For instance, unlike the Permanent 

Settlement of Bengal and Bihar, the Mahalwari system introduced in 

northern India involved revenue collection on a constantly increasing 

rate. ‘In the first half of the nineteenth century, the revenue increased in 

real terms (i.e. when adjusted to prices) by nearly as much as 70 

percent’, observes Irfan Habib. Moreover, the arbitrary and harsh means 

employed to extract revenues, resulted in forced alienation of land by 

                                                 
8  Quoted in ibid., p.103. 
9  Ibid., p.109. 
10  Ibid., p.107. 
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both landowners and peasants. According to Habib, it is, therefore, not 

surprising that the 1857 revolt was started by the sepoys of the Bengal 

Army whose ‘recruitment zone was largely confined to the limits of the 

present day UP together with Haryana and western Bihar’. They came 

from the agrarian classes which had suffered immensely due to the 

British exploitative policies.11 This explains why a military mutiny did 

not confine to the military and soon enlisted popular support particularly 

of the agricultural classes, landowners and peasants alike. Also, the 

nature of the conflict between the local and the foreign interests helped 

forge unity among the followers of different religions. By binding 

Muslims and Hindus in the same regiment, the British had planned to 

prevent bonds of affinity among the sepoys, but the issue of greased 

cartridges undid it as both Muslims and Hindus took it against their 

respective faiths. Once the revolt extended to the rural areas, British 

control crumbled in the villages and small towns and the local authority 

passed to local zamindars and peasants. 

What had added to this widespread discontent was the feeling in 

the cities and in the administrative departments governed by the British 

that the locals were not allowed promotions above a particular post. Sir 

Syed Ahmad Khan wrote while discussing the causes of the Indian 

revolt, that ‘the Indians, especially the Muslims, were aggrieved because 

they had held important posts in the past, but now they were being 

progressively deprived of their importance and influence.’12 

The failure of the 1857 revolt was as inevitable as its 

beginning.13 The revolt symbolised the contest between two systems. 

One was represented by most advanced and astute colonial power which 

was materially powerful, had the best weapons and was highly 

organized. It had also created for itself reliable sources of information 

and espionage as is amply proved by the publication of the reports and 

                                                 
11  Renowned historian, Eric Stokes, presents 1857 revolt as primarily a 

peasants’ revolt. He emphasizes that the East India Company had totally 

plundered the agrarian economy and had made all agrarian clauses, 

particularly, the peasants, its enemy. See his, The Peasant Armed: The 

Indian Rebellion of 1857 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986). 
12  Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, Asbab Baghawat-e-Hind (Lahore: Sang-e-Meel 

Publications, 1997). 
13  A lot has been written on the causes of the failure of the Revolt of 1857. 

Apart from P.C. Joshi’s path-breaking article cited above, also see for a 

good analysis of the causes: Hira Lal Gupta, ‘Why the Great Revolt Failed’, 

in Ainslie T. Embree (ed.), op.cit., pp.69-72. 



12                           Pakistan Perspectives 

 

letters of the informers who were in its pay.14 On the other hand, there 

was a backward society without effective political authority that could 

have symbolised its unity. India had lost its political glory and power that 

it had once amassed during the Sultanate and Mughal periods.  

The rebels of 1857 sought to create unity and political authority 

but neither was this possible nor were these rebels in a position to 

perform this task at such a later stage. It should also not be forgotten that 

1857 was not the beginning of British designs in India; it was in fact the 

culmination of its annexation process started a century ago. In these one 

hundred years, it had made best use of Indian contradictions. It struck 

deals with rulers of hundreds of autonomous states, deployed its forces 

there, and appointed its residents to oversee the affairs of these states.  

Therefore, by 1857, Britain was already in control of almost all 

of India and for it the challenge of 1857 meant how to reassure this 

control which was threatened by rebellions. It is interesting that the 

British heavily relied on the support of the loyal states and their rulers 

and recruited soldiers from there in order to quell the rebellion in other 

states. So it is not surprising why so many states did not support the 

rebellion; what is surprising is how, despite such strong control, several 

states took to the path of revolt.  

Another factor that went against the rebels was the lack of 

coordination and their being not under a strong and effective central 

command. Moreover, they were fighting either with traditional weapons 

or the ones they had taken away with them while deserting their 

regiments. These were not sufficient to sustain a fight for long. The 

places seized by the rebels posed another set of problems, for example it 

was difficult to maintain law and order and to ensure the supply of 

essential goods, with the result that chaos prevailed in most of such 

places.  

The revolt of 1857 had to fail given the details given above. It, 

however, registered the instinct of defiance of the people of the 

subcontinent. This instinct survived even after the fall of Delhi; in the 

decades that followed it translated into political movements with 

different shades which together helped remove the colonial yoke, ninety 

years after 1857.    

Unfortunately, the 150th anniversary of the revolt of 1857 does 

not seem to have evoked much interest in our academic circles 

particularly in the universities even though it would have been a good 

                                                 
14  See: Salim Qureshi and Syed Aashoor Kazmi (eds.), Is Ghar ko Aag Lag 

Gai: Ghaddaron kay Khutoot (New Delhi: Anjuman Taraqqi-e-Urdu, Hind, 

1993). 
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opportunity to look back and revisit one of the most momentous phases 

of our history. Revisiting the past becomes useful as with the passage of 

time new tools of historical analysis are developed and new 

methodological principles enable a researcher to address those aspects of 

history which had remained unnoticed or undiscovered till then. The 

spirit of critical enquiry enables us to realise new perspectives about the 

past events, and to reinterpret them in the light of new historical findings. 

Unfortunately, the academic scene in our country at present does 

not provide much room to rejoice. The culture of research in our 

universities appear quite poor if compared with some of the best 

universities and other centres of higher learning across the world. This is 

perhaps not the proper place to delve into the reasons behind this state of 

affairs. Suffice it to say that if we do not see much academic activity 

with respect to the anniversary of 1857, it should be understood in the 

overall background of the unfortunate and pitiable environment that 

prevails in our academic institutions at present. Of all the universities in 

the country, only two or three have held conferences on 1857. Some 

private publishers have printed new editions of old books but there is 

hardly any new university publication on the subject. It is commendable 

that this vacuum has been filled by the Urdu research journal, Tareekh, 

which in collaboration with the Pakistan Study Centre, University of 

Karachi, and Lahore School of Arts, held two conferences on 1857. The 

journal has devoted its three consecutive issues to the 1857 revolt, which 

together have published more than 70 articles. These include both new 

articles as well as the old ones, selected from a vast literature and 

translated for the Urdu readers. The conference organized by the Lahore 

School of Arts and Tareekh was held at Alhamra, Lahore, and was 

appended with a cultural programme in which the events of 1857 were 

portrayed through different mediums of art.  

What one missed the most during all these months was some 

original research on the subject which we need quite desperately as a 

nation. It is high time that we revisit our history to free ourselves from 

the myths as well as the obsessions that have been cultivated upon. 

Pakistan Perspectives cannot fill the wide gap left by the inertia of our 

academia; at best what we have been able to do or what we could do was 

to persuade writers and researchers to write new articles for a special 

issue of the journal. We are obliged to these scholars who accepted our 

request and submitted their original articles which, following the practice 

adopted by the journal, were peer reviewed both from within the country 

and abroad. These articles are now presented in this issue.  

Since all the articles in this issue carry their abstracts, there is no 

need for this writer to introduce them in detail. However, a brief 
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reference may not be out of order. The first article by Professor Sharif al 

Mujahid critically looks into the brutal policy that the British had 

unleashed during and after the revolt. This has been done on the basis of 

authentic historical sources. The author has proved that the bloodbath 

that occurred at that time was not accidental or a result of spontaneous 

reaction or instigated by the violent situation. In fact, as the author 

suggests, the bloody treatment meted out by the British was the result of 

a planned strategy, whereby the rebellion was quelled with force in order 

overpower the opposite force at all cost. This tells a lot about the so-

called civilisational project of the British who had all along claimed that 

they had come to India to civilise a society that was living in the dark 

ages.  

Tariq Rehman approaches the incidents of 1857 through 

contemporary Urdu writings. He comes to the conclusion that one finds 

two different discourses in Urdu literature of the time, each discussing 

the events of 1857 in its own way. The first set of writings comprises 

those which were written by the rebels or were sympathetic to them. The 

other discourse was represented in the writings of those who could be 

designated as the loyalists. The author projects these two discourses to 

the subsequent decades and informs how the two paved the way for 

future radical and nationalist writings.  

In her paper on the textbooks taught in the schools in Pakistan, 

Rubina Saigol analyses how the events of 1857 were reconstructed by 

the state, non-state, private, and British textbook historians. She 

highlights the fact that most of the books, particularly those which were 

written and printed under official supervision, carried a communal tone 

and presented the events in a prejudiced manner. The books published by 

the British authors and publishers also keep in view the fact that they are 

supposed to follow the outline of courses as prescribed by the 

government, yet their books keep a softer tone and do not indulge in a 

noticeable communal language. The author, however, also holds that 

many British books fail in hiding an imperial impulse while adopting a 

particular language and vocabulary.  

Mubarak Ali looks at 1857 from the point of view of 

historiography and discusses how different historians approached the 

events of 1857 from their respective points of view having different 

political purposes before them. What he attempts to suggest may not be 

refuted easily. Similar seems to be the objective of Huma Ghaffar’s 

article who writes in detail about the British, Indian and Pakistani 

historians’ treatment of the revolt.  

Ashfaq Saleem Mirza looks back into the nature of the colonial 

power itself and discusses the material supremacy of the British which 
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could not be matched by the Indians at that juncture of history. He thinks 

that the Indians had to lose given their socioeconomic backwardness, 

even though those who resisted the British should be respected for their 

anti-colonial sentiments, which galvanised their spirits and motivated 

them to take to arms and launch a historical resistance.  

Seemi Naghmana Tahir looks into another important area and 

discusses the role of public opinion as it made itself known, towards the 

events of 1857. Though the paper is based on predominantly secondary 

sources, it has some new arguments and it brings to limelight extant 

areas on which future historians can do new and meaningful research. 

The paper by Sultan-e-Rome takes us to the North West Frontier 

of British India which was in the forefront against the British imperial 

designs. The tribes of Frontier gave quite difficult time to the British as a 

result of which it became a permanent British goal to evolve a distinct 

policy to control the Frontier tribes. The author, in his article, tries to 

analyse one major event that is the uprising of 1897. 

Towards the end of this special issue we have selected exderpts 

from P.J.O. Tailor’s famous book, What Really Happened During the 

Mutiny? This section will give to readers a detailed account of those 

fateful days when India fell victim to the British colonial designs. 

It is hoped that these articles will be read with interest and the 

young people, including the students of history and the new researchers, 

will certainly find something of interest in this volume. If this modest 

attempt succeeds in inciting some interest in our younger people for 

history and for critical enquiry of their past, we would believe that our 

effort did not go in vain. 
 


