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Research Project: Mutiny at the Margins - the 
Indian Mutiny / Uprising of 1857 

•  A 450k two-year project, funded by the 
UK Arts & Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC) providing revisionist 
perspectives on the Indian Uprising of 
1857  to coincide with 150th anniversary 
– www.csas.ed.ac.uk/mutiny 

•  Discreet, but interlocking research 
strands, concentrating on the involvement 
of socially marginal groups and marginal 
histories often written out of traditional 
'elite' historiography of 1857 

•  My contribution - adivasi insurgency + 
post 1857 migration 



Commemorating Historical 
Events 

"   Memorialising and Commemoration subject to three 
pressures  
  Desire of historians to ascertain ‘the truth’ 

  Sentimental recollections / popular perceptions 

  Current political exigencies – which might obliterate 
either or both of the above 

"   1857 is unusual in that British recollections and Indian 
popular perceptions are diametrically opposed 

"   Contention of this paper is that PRESENT political 
exigencies have tended to unusually dominate the re-
telling of this crucial aspect of modern Indian history 



The Nature of 1857 
"   A brutal conflict marked by atrocities on all sides 

"   Crucial to the ending of British indirect rule of 
overseas territories in Asia and Africa through trading 
corporations 

"   Marked the end of the East India Company and of the 
Timurid dynasty of Bahadur Shah II 

"   Brought India under the direct control of the British 
government 

"   “A war against barbarism and feudalism” (in history of 
the victors):  subsequently central to the myth of the 
civilising and modernising purpose of the British 
empire 



Commemorating the 100th Anniversary – 1957 
What the PRO files reveal… 

"   British (and Indian) anxieties about Brits still remaining in 
India and statues, memorials – Nehru declares them ‘a part 
of India’s history’ * 

"   Predominant anxiety about Anglo-Indian relations in the 
wake of 1956 Suez Crisis 

"   Attempts by British High Commission and HC Malcolm 
Macdonald to influence the Indian government: Indian 
celebratory committee ‘deliberately packed with old ICS 
officers’ so as to avoid anti-British sentiment * 

"   Willingness of Congress government to discourage militant 
displays of anti-British nationalism: Sri Prakasa (Bombay 
Governor) even declares that Robert Clive should be 
celebrated as a hero of both nations 



Surendranath Sen's Eighteen fifty-seven  

"   In January 1955, the Government had decided to 
sponsor a new history of the Mutiny and had 
entrusted this task to Dr Surendranath Sen  

"   Asked to report, India Office librarian Stanley 
Sutton describes Sen as ‘a good scholar’ whose 
book would be ‘a dispassionate account which… 
will be neither tendentious nor crudely anti-
British’ 



The ‘Sepoy Mutiny’ 

"   Need for a separate anniversary questioned (eg by 
Morarji Desai) until leading role taken by Jan 
Sangh and Communist Party in demonstrations in 
north India * 

"   Little commemorative activity in Pakistan although 
Burma embassy succeeds in causing offence 

"   Successful manipulation of the British Press 
-  Lord Hailey of the Royal Institute of International 

Affairs, Chatham House contacts W.J. Haley of the 
The Times to discuss the preferred line to be taken 

-  Included ‘the desirability of using in any public 
statements that there might be the term “Sepoy 
Mutiny” rather than “Indian Mutiny” ’ 



The Outcome 
"   Regimental commemorations in UK 

discouraged 

"   British interpretations of 1857 as a ‘sepoy 
mutiny’ predominate 

"   Indian PM Nehru emphasises ‘unity’ of 
mutineers:  1857 yoked to project of post-
partition national reconstruction * 

"   The Guardian: article by Percival Spear, editorial 
comments -‘The GOI has been humane and 
constructive in trying to prevent the 
commemorations… from waking old 
bitterness’ 



2007-08: The 150th Anniversary 
"   Activities once again organised to coincide with the 

mutiny of the Meerut regiments on 10th May 1857 

"   In UK: resonance lost and anniversary largely 
unnoticed. ‘Mutiny at the Margins’ project with 
emphasis on shared histories a rare exception 

"   In INDIA: a march from Meerut to Delhi was 
organised by Indian National Congress 

"   Indian Council of Historical Research funded to 
organise numerous regional conferences and events 

"   Individual State Governments make their own patriotic 
efforts: multiple exhibitions and publications result 



A Government-sponsored 
march by 30,000 young 
people covered the 50 

miles (80km) from Meerut 
to Delhi: aimed to 

highlight how Muslims 
fought alongside military 

units that were 85 per cent 
Hindu 

 
 



Performers in Delhi on May 11th mark the 
anniversary 



British represented by giant 
floating ghoul 



Carnival atmosphere contrasts with the 
brutality of actual events 





Picturesque ‘peoples’ from all over India 
encouraged to participate 





PM Manmohan Singh (r) calls the revolt "a 
shining example of our national unity” 



Manmohan Singh 

"   “The fight for freedom united people from 
different religions and speaking different 
languages,” said Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh. “Hindus and Muslims stood together 
shoulder to shoulder. We cannot forget the 
Hindu-Muslim unity that 1857 represented 
and held out as an example for subsequent 
generations.” 

"   - similar message to 1957… 



Fissures in the national 
narrative 

"   The Sangh Parivar and Communist Party took a 
lead once more in organising many local events 

"   Results sometimes fortuitously productive: eg 
publications and exhibition by M.P. archives 
department 

"   Treachery of Bahadur Shah emphasised in some 
accounts – that of the Rani of Jhansi entirely 
overlooked 

"   Anti-British demonstrations organised by BJP in in 
response to a tour led by the British Association of 
Cemeteries in South Asia (BACSA) 



Entrance to the Lucknow Residency ‘Memorial’ 



The Residency & graveyard entrance 



"    BACSA team visited 
Meerut (Black Flags), Agra, 
Ghaziabad and Red Fort on 
Sept. 20th 2007. On Sept. 
24-25th they visited 
Lucknow 

"   Team included Sir Mark 
Havelock, whose great- great 
grandfather Major-General 
Sir Henry Havelock led the 
first relief of The Residency 
and who died Nov. 29th 
soon after the siege was 
lifted  

  Statue of Havelock alongside that of Gen 
Charles James Napier in Trafalgar Square 



BJP-led demonstrations in Lucknow: 
call for shaurya divas (bravery day) 



Conclusion 
"   Where is the History of 1857 ?? 

"   What is left out of contemporary understanding of 
India’s past? (Eg. Bahadur Shah, nature of dalit, Sikh, 
and adivasi participation) 

"   Is the edited re-telling of the past most appropriate for 
building a nation for the future? 

"   What does the memorialising of 1857 imply about 
contemporary British understanding of Britain’s 
imperial past and present role in the world? 


