
CHAPTER - III 

THE FIRST WAR OF INDEPENDENCE 1857 AND THE MUSLIMS 

No survey of the 19th century would be complete without 

an assessment of the final catastrophe of the First War 

of Indepe~dence. Socio-political and economic causes 

created dissatisfact~on and discontent in the country 

and also created a_ formidable condition. The Indian princes 

were humiliated and .their territories were- annexed and 

the situation was horrified. The conditions of nobles 

residing in_ different parts of the country were still 

more pitiable. As a· matter of fact, men and women of 

royal family were left without means of subsistence after 

the annexation of Oudh. The starving nobles, in many 

cases, had . to sell their ornaments and utensils to get 

-rid of starvation. 'The Usurpation by the English had 

sunk them into the uttermost depth of humiliation and 

there was no one to listen to their despairing . 1 
cr~es. 

It was also observed that some of the high and respectable 

families had to visit the streets to beg under cover 

of the darkness of the night. 2 

A class of well-educated Indians with revolutionary 

ideas provoked the people to extrica~ their new masters. 

·Rumours, propaganda and exaggerated stories of the Persian 

war were freely circulated and it was said that the persians 

were making great preparation to conquer India. 
3 

These 

exaggerated stories excited great sensation which was 
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further strengthened by the prophecy that the English 
' 

rule would disappear after a hundred years of the battle 

of Plassey. 4 The topic of discussion throughout the day 

and night in the Mughal pa;J.ace ·was the early arrival of 

the Persians. Hasan Askari, a Mohanimadan priest who lived 

near the Royal palace, had also prophesied and convinced 

the king that it had been divinely revealed to him that 

the dominion· of the King of Persia would extend to Delhi 

and he would bestow the crown upon the Mughal King. Thus 

prayers were performed for the arrival of Persians .and 

the extrication or Oust. of the British with ·a great rejoi

cing in the.palace.s 

These fancy talks took a solid form and the imprint 

which these propaganda had created in the public mind 

were strengthened by the sight of the declaration pasted 

at the main gate qf Jama Masjid, ·Delhi. The proclamation 

called the · Musalmans to, join the a,rmy sent by the Shah · 

of Persia to restore the Mughals. No one knew who was 

Mohammad Sadiq but his name was attached to it. The Greased 

Cartridges incident further added panic to this ·terrible 

situation. The furious Indian cavalry of Meerut made 

their way to Delhi shouting 1 Bahadur Shah Ki Jai 1 
• 

6 The 

rumours turned into fact and led to actual revolution. 

and ·every European found in the way was cut down, their 

houses and property were put to fire and looted. 7 

Later after the occupation of Delhi by the British, 

they turned to take revenge the wrong done to them. 
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massacre and almost every 

8 groups was hanged. The 

Ghazis, 

English 

commander Officer, says Trevelyan, sent his cavalry with· 

orders to take signed vengeance on the peasants. The 

regiment surrounded the village, set the roofs on fire, 

looted the dwellings of what cloth and grains they contained 

stripped the women of their bungles and anklets, and 

put all the males to the edge of sword. This was only 

one among many like deeds ••• 9 

In addition to these, Muslims sewn up in pig-skin, 

smeared with pork fat, were burnt alive. Hindus were 

defiled by cow's meat being forced down their throats. 10 

No life in .the city was safe and men who were seen 

were taken for rebels and shot. "The slaughter of innocent, 

helpless women and children was revenged in a manner. 

that no one ever anticipated". 11 

Ultimately, Bahadur Shah was captured and sent 

to Rangoon and the East India company was abolished, 

India came directly under the British crown Queen Victoria 

being later proclaimed Empress of India. 

The First War of Independence;-1i'as7 was not a revolt 

of one community, it was a revolt joined by Hindus and 

Muslims alike. They wanted the restoration of the Mughals 

and independence of the country from the British. But 

for historical and ideological reasons, the Muslims were 
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much more anti-British than the Hindus. For this reason, . 

Muslims became the special target of the British after 

the revolt of 1857, because they felt that they were 

their· "Real enemies and their most dangerous rivals 1112 • 

The sufferings of the Mu.slims were trem~ndous. 13 In fact, 

after the first War of Independence, 1857, the whole 

structure of the Muslims society 

Cultur-al and Educational changed. 

Political, Economic, 

In the Firs_t War of Independence, 1857, those who heavily 

suffered and. killea were Muslims. The Bazar of Delhi,. 

roads and streets were filled with dead bodies, thousand 

of scholars were skilled,· shot dead, burnt alive, beaten 

and hanged on the tree. They were punished and detained 

in the Andaman Island. Three thousands Muslims were impri

soned in Andaman in 1857. In the Ambala Case of 1857, 

190 Muslims scholars were hunged. In 1861, 3 lakhs copies 

of the holy scripture were burnt. Islamic Madrasahs were 

closed and destroyed. 14 

Once Ghalib wrote to his friend Mir Mehdi about 

Delhi 11 The city has turned into a desert, Urdu Bazar 

is gone, what to say of Urdu, Delhi is no more a city, 

it is a camp, The fort, the town, the hazar and the canals, 

all are gone Brother, what do you ask and what should 

I 't Th h' f 1 . ' 1 . ' h 1 ' 15 
wr~ e. e ~story o De h~ ~s rep ete w~t revo ut~on. 

The leading Muslim families were upr~oted, many 

lost their lands and property and darkness decended on 
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the community. The Hindus were permitted to re-turn to 

Delhi within a few months after the re-occupation of 

Delhi, but the ·Muslim population was not allowed to come 

back till 1859.15 

w.w. Hunter remarks· : "A hundred and seventy years 

ago it was almost impossible for a well born Musalman, 

in Bengal to become poor; at present it is almost impossible 

for him to continue rich"':17 

British followed the policy of retaliation against 

the Muslims and bringing an end t·o their political power. 

Mohammad Noman states . . "The British people had decided· 

that for the expansion of new power and its continuance 

the only course was to crush the Musalmans. It ·was evident 
-

that the Muslim Power had be.come weak and showed' no signs 

of reviva1: 18 ' 

Nafiz Ahmad adds "They (Muslims) had been merci-

lessly persecuted for their involvement in the revolt 

and they, were .the main . object· of distrust and suspicion· 

in the Government circles. All avenues of Government 

services were closed to them and all opportunities to 

make life dignified and happy were denied to them by 

· · nl9 A p · the discriminatry policies of the Government. ers1.an 

Daily20 of Calcutta indicates that the Government was 

unwilling to employ Muslims. It said : 

"All sorts of employil1ent, great and small, are 

being gradually snatched away from the Mohammadans and 
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bestowed o men of other races. Th~ Government is bound 

to look upon all classes of its subjects with an equal 

eye, yet the time has now come when it publicly singles 

out the Mohammadans in its Gazette for exclusion from 

official posts. Recently, when several vacancies occured 

in the .office of the Sundarbans Commissioner, that official 

in advertising them in the Government Gazette stated. 

that the appointments would be given· to none but Hindus. 

In short, the Mohammadans have now sunk so . low that even 

when qu~lified for Government Notifications, nobody takes 

any notice of their helpless condition, and the higher 

authorities do not design to acknowledge thier 
. ... 21 

ex1.stence. . 

·nealing with the condition· of the Muslim land owning 

classes of the Eastern Bengal, Hunter wrote : 

"At Mm;:-hsidabad a Mohammadan Court still plays 

its force of mimic state, and in every District the decen-

dants of some line of princes·· sullenly and proudly eats 

his heart out among roofless palaces a'nd weed-choked 

tanks. Of such families I have personally known several. 

Their houses swarm with grown-up sons and daughters, 

with grand children and. nephews and nices, and not one 

of the hungry crow has a chance of doing anything for 

himself in life. They ·drag on a listless existence in 

patched up verandas or leaky out houses, sinking deeper 

and. deeper' into a hopless abyss of debt, till the neigh-

bouring Hindu money-lender fixes a quarrel on them, and 

then in a. moment a host of mortgages foreclose, and the 
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ancient Musalman family is suddenly swallowed up ~nd 

disappears for ever: 22 

The· devastating· result was that by 1870 Muslims 

families in Bengal had either dis-appeared from the earth 

or were submerged beneath the new strata of society which 
-

the new policy of the Government had developed. Assessing 

the conditions of Muslims, Hunter remarks : 

11 If any statesman wishes- to make a sensation in 

the House of Commons, he has only to .truly narrate the 

23 
history of these Moharnrnadan families of Benga1 11

• 

Moreover, Hunter similarly surveyed the Professions 

of law and Medicine,· which revealed ·an equa'lly depressing 

position and ·wrote that 11 In- ·one extensive Department 

the other ·day it was discovered that there was not a 

single employee who could read the Musalman dialect and, 

in fact, there is now scarcely a Government Office in 

Calcutta in which a Moharnrnadan can hope . for any post 

above the rank of. porter, messenger, filler or ink-pots 

and mender of pens.n 24 

In fact, Muslims were deliberately excluded from 

Government ·services and· such partial treatment compelled 

the Muslims of Orissa to make a petition to the Cornrni-

ssioner, E.W. Molony. The petition stated : 
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As loyal subjects of Her Most Gracious Majesty 

the Queen, we have, we believe, an equal claim to all 

appointments in the administration of the country. Truly 

speaking, the Orissa Mohammadans have levelled down and 

down with no hope ot rising again. Born of noble parentage, 

poor by profession and destitute of partons, we find 

ourselves in the position of a fish out of water... The. 

penniless and parsimonious condition which were are reduced 

to, consequent on the failure of our former Government 

Services has thrown us into such an everlasting despondency, 

that we speak from the very core of our hearts, that 

we would travel into the remotest corner of the earth, 

ascend the snowy peaks of the Himalayas, wonder forlorn 

regions of Siberia, could we be convinced that by so 

travelling we would be blessed with a Government appointment 

of Ten Shillings a week. 25 Throwing light on this aspect, 

Anil Seal says, "Until · 1851 in Calcutta there were more 

Muslim pleader than Hindu and Christian pleaders combined, 

between 1852 and 1868, however not one of the pleaders 

admitted to the rolls of the High Court in Calcutta was 

a Muslim." 26 

Lord Lytton, Governor General of India (1876 to 

1880), wrote to the Secretary of State, Lord Salisbury 

how Muslims were to be excluded from public services 

. I d' 27 1.n n 1a. 

The Muslims had to confront many hardships with 

the Educational poll.cy of the Bri t1sh. It was responsible 
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for -~the increase of unemployments and closing of other 

avenues for the Muslim. The system of education introduced 

by the British Raj emphasized "European History, Western 

Philosophy and Natural Sciences, using the Epglish Language 

as the only medium of instruction. 28 Arabic and Parsian 

were no longer taught in the schools and the. curriculam 

was so designed that its acceptance was impossible, as 

the Muslims considered it irreligious to learn English. 

The Muslims vehemently opposed the new system of education 

and thought it below their dignity to study English and 

if· any orie studied it he was not thought to be a gentle

man.29 This can easily be judged by the following incident. 

"One day a Rampur Pathan got a telegram in English 

having recovered . from the first shock of surprise, he 

and his family found that there was not a single man 

who could let him .know its contents. At last somebody 

happened to rememb~r that some of the boys of his family 

had been sent away to learn English and mentioned this 

to the worried · recipient. of the Telegraphic message. 

The moment he offered this solution, the Pathan not believ

ing it burst out ••• Astaghfirullah (God forgive) what 

do you say·? My dear man, they are gentlemen". 30 

Maulana Abul Kalam Azad had to face much difficulty 

iii learning English even in the first decade of the twent

ieth century.. In his book "India Wins Freedom", he describes · 

.. his own position and says "This was a period of great 
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was deeply imbued in religiotis traditions ••• and the 

family did not like the least deviatiqn from orthodox 

ways. I could not reconcile myself with the prevailing 

customs and beliefs and my heart was full of a new sense 

of revolt". 31 

In fa·ct, the new educational policy replaced the 

old educational system. The British Jurisprudence replaced 

the Islamic Law and the Qurani system, the European system 

of medicine was put in practice in place of Tabib, Hakim 

and Jarrah, -secularism repla~ed theoracy_, while English 

replaced Persian and so on.32 

According to Mohammad Numan, "The educational policy 

of the Company adversely affected the Muslims, not only 

by indirectly increasing the number of illiterates among 

them but also by closing the doors of employments upon 

th 11·33 
em. . 

In fact, in the process of struggle they lost every-_ 

thing; they lost land because of the land settlement 

of the British; they lost. jobs because of the change 

in the administration; they lost the previlege of their 

language, literature and culture. 

In the field of economic, the British policy impove"r-

ished the Muslims heretoo, 11 The Company's policy of crushing 
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Indian Indueitries affected Muslims more adversely than 

the other comrimni ties because most of the artisans and 

weavers were Muslims. n
34 Besides this "Muslims has suffered 

much more than the other two communities at the hands 

of the Company. In Bengal, for· instance, the Permanent 

Settlement of 1793 had disposed Muslim landlords of their 

land. n35 and "the early nineteenth century ruined Bengal 

Muslims complete." 36 

Further, the British rulers introduced the system 

of Private property, New Land Revenue system and commercia-

lisation of Agriculture. The system of private property 

fragmented the Indian agriculture land and the production 

declined. The New land Revenue system helped them in 

exploiting the Indian farmers and the people. As they 

required raw-materials for their industries, they destroyed 

the Pre-British Indian Agriculture system and converted 

it to their own benefit. 37 

They also destroyed the Indian industries by adopting 

the various measures. The Indian shipping industry was 

adversely affected by the decision of the Court of Directors 

to use only British ships and prohibited Indian ships 

. 38 
for the purpose of Trade. 

The Indian paper industry also got setback during 

this period due· to the policy of the British rulers to 

purchase only British made paper for use in India.
39 

Further the flux of cheap British machines overthrowned 
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the handcraft system fo India and thus was the fundamental 

cause of decline of village artisan industry.40 

Thus almost every Indian industry after industry 

collapsed during the period because of a series of measures 

adopted by the British government to suit their own eco

nomy.41 

Further, the British occupation of India had an 

adverse effect on its trade and c_ornrnence in so far as 

they related to foreign. countries. In 1492 a new route 

from we·stern Europe . to the Far East was found through 

the Cape of Good", Hope ·and the monopoly of trade which 

the Arabs enjoyed from_ the Medi teranian · Sea to the· China 

Sea was broken for all time. Many Indian merchants were 

Muslims and they suffered serious losses when the Indian 

Ocean and its trade were dominated by the English, Dutch 

French and Potugese sailors and merchants. 42 

Noman has rightly said, "Economi-c exploitation 

of the country, political repression, missionary propaganda 

and the educational policy of the English were all calcula

ted to crush the power and undermine the influence and 

prestige of the Musalmans in India."43 

Moreover 1 the British wanted the total ~upression 

of Wahabis 1 and they became the main concern of the Govern-

ment. The Wahabis made preparation of ·war against the 

Sikhs who interfered with Islamic practices. The Government 
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knew their activities, but they deliberately ignorned 

their ~lans and preparation because they themselves wanted 

-the destruction of the Sikhs. When the Magistrates and 

Commissioners informed the Government ·about the large 

incalculable Store of War material collected· by the Muja

hids, 44 the Government did not interfere , with them, and 

William ~rasser, Commissioner of Delhi, gave a decree 

for the Mujahids regarding their money misappropriated 

by a Mahajan of Delhi. They money was realised and sent 

.to the Frontier. 45 But now their activities were keenly 

.·watched • 

. When Syed Ahmad of Brailey was martyred in 1831 

at Balakot, his followers established their headquarters 

at Si ttana in the Swat Valley in ·the Frontier, · from where 

the Mujahidins continued their fight, when ·the British 

annexed the Punjab, they did not curtail their activities 

and their followers were suspected of preaching sedition 

in different parts of the country against the British. 

Muhamad Jafar Jhaneshwari was being one of the 

· Wahabis was convicted of assisting the Wahabis at the 

Frontier and tried in Ambala. Ultimately he was sent 

to Andamans. Many of the Wahabis were arrested during 

this period. There was possibly no well-to-do Musalim 

or Namazi Moulvis from Peshawar to Bengal who was not 

harrassed by the police. They charged either money from 

them or got them convicted under false witness.
46 



- 72 -

The. assassination. of Justice Norman of the Calcutta 

High _ Cou~t, during the course of a Wahabi trial, in the 

precinets of the High Court by a Wahabi, and the murder 

of the Viceroy, Lord Mayo in the Andamans by a · Wahabi 

Prisioner, She Ali, made the situation worst and therefore 

the Government became more vindiction for the Muslims. 47 

From the above facts it can safely be said that 

the Muslims of -the period before and _after the First 

War of Independence were a wretched creatures.' While 

they . were humiliated and their property were - snatched 

from them. The doors of services were closed to them. 

The facilities for their better lives had departed from 

them. 

On the other hand, the condition of other community 

was altogether different. Though the Hindu and Muslim 

unitedly had £ought to oust the Britishers during the 

Revolt, the British authorities held the Muslim mainly 

responsible for the revolt. 

Moreover, the Hindus had gladly embraced western 

education, Persian or English made no difference to them 

as both weie foreign languages to them. They e~sily received 

English_ education and ,the Government encouraged them. 

They were given special treatment and confidence that 

they had interviews with high officials. The 
( 

very day 

-the officials arrived. 48 It was at this 'critical juncture 
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of Muslim history, the non-Muslims , became economically 

and politically strong under the long patronage of the 
( 

British. While the Muslims went to the ·lowest ebb of 

misery. The very moment Sir Syed Ahmad Khan appeared 

as a saviousrs of the community. 
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