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Self-Reflective piece for Dissertation: The Indian Rebellion of 1857

I first began to consider this subject as a possibility for my dissertation after reading a book review of Misrah’s Epic history “War of civilisations 1857” in a newspaper article in the Guardian of 24 August 2007.[footnoteRef:1]  A keen student of history generally, empire and the collapse and fall of empire, including our own, has long been a particular interest of mine. As I read the review I began to realise it was a subject that I had dipped into before and had some opinions and views on and more particularly that I was fairly certain they were not shared by Misrah himself. I found myself keen to know more and felt that if I wanted to reject the views I was reading about, it was important to be able to do so from a perspective of genuine research and not merely my own, potentially biased opinion. I began to think about and discuss with friends some of the ideas raised, and, in particular, the post-colonial theory of subalternism, which I had already read about as a concept and developed an interest in.  As my interest continued the idea that I might pursue it more formally as the subject for my dissertation began crystallise. [1:  Randeep, Ramesh, Guardian, India's secret history: 'A holocaust, one where millions disappeared...' Guardian 24th, August 2007, www.theguardian.com, accessed 16th September, 2017] 


At first, I had thought the dissertation might take the form of a kind of book review in its own right - a critique of the views put forth by Misrah via reference to accessible primary source material. Clearly, I needed the book! However, when the book arrived and I ripped open the packaging and began to read, my mother was summoned to the room by my near constant outbursts of fury. It wasn't just that I disagreed with him but that the evidence he put forward was more or less non-existent. Clearly this would need to be more than a book review, if only for the sake of my own temper and sanity. Now I had to the think more clearly about the approach that I might take but it didn’t alter the fact that the subject felt like the right one for me. 

I decided that a focus on the historiography of the rebellion and of post-colonialist theory itself, was likely to be key to my foray into this subject and began to look for material and places where I could find the evidence that in my view Misrah’s book so clearly lacked.

Over summer I was considering where I might find useful sources and evidence for understanding the position that existed at the time, both the attitudes and beliefs in Britain and on the ground in India, as well as between and amongst the disparate groups in India. One of the first ports of call which I considered was the Imperial War Museum. Rather than leaping on a train and going to London though, I tried researching on their web sites first and I also called their information desk. I realised quite quickly that my period of interest actually predates the setting up of the Imperial War Museum, which is very centered around the two World Wars of the last century, but furthermore, it’s focal point is artefacts rather than written or documented history, and so would be of limited use for my work, even if they had any material dating from the 1857 conflict. This seemed to be a dead end and I have not pursued further.

I moved on from this to thinking about the British Library because this now seemed the most obvious place to find written documentation, and in this case the best course of action did in fact seem to be to actually visit. We arranged a family day out as my parents also had business in town. It took longer than I expected to gain access to the Library archives, but once I had completed the registration process and had been shown how to use the system, it rapidly became clear that there was indeed some material of interest including, for instance, primary reports from colonial administrators as well as newspaper articles and periodicals e.g. the Spectator and Illustrated London Weekly News from both India and Britain at the time. However, I had little opportunity to read very much, or pursue individual articles, as it was already late in the day and the library was closing.  I was though able to identify and record some titles of articles that I felt would be of future interest and I am hoping to follow this up further during the Christmas break.

After my trip to the British library, I spent some time trying to get to grips with some of the more easily accessed secondary material available and I quickly discovered that one of the major problems in looking at this question is that there is a severe disconnect between modern British secondary sources, Colonial British documentation of the period and such modern Indian scholarship that I have been able to gain access to.  Many of the Indian sources I have looked at appear to be pursuing an extreme nationalist agenda in a manner contrary to that found in the British academic journals and sources, which appear to have less of an agenda and on the face of it are reasonably objective. I suggest this because it is certainly not the case that they only portray the British position in a good light. On the other hand, many of the Indian sources I have found, like Misrah himself, could not uncharitably be described as peddling fantasy and anti-British conspiracy theories completely without evidence. As a result, I find myself inclined to rely more on British scholarship than I had originally hoped. Although I had always realised that I would be somewhat reliant on such British sources and material, due to the language barriers inherent in accessing original Indian material, I have not completely given up hope of finding less problematic Indian sources, however. 

I am considering writing to, or calling the Indian High Commission to ask if  they  can point me to other sources and whether they themselves have any contemporary archives which might be available for public research purposes. I am also looking at gaining clearance to access the RMA Sandhurst library, which I have been able to confirm does have contemporary material from the time as well as the DSTL (Defence, Science and Technology Laboratory library) which was drawn to my attention by my father, who is a consultant to DSTL and was using their library for other purposes and was surprised to find material which may be of relevance in this field.

Current thinking for the way forward for the dissertation:  

Due to the lack of easily accessible primary material and inspired by the chronic lack of engagement between modern Indian and British sources, my plan now is to focus my dissertation on the historiographical approaches to this topic. These appear to result from the different political motivations of the disparate groups that have addressed this period and the events which both led up to the rebellion and were purported to have taken place during it. 

In the Guardian article, it becomes clear that Misrah’s view is that the Rebellion of 1857 is indeed the first pan-national war of Indian independence. He argues that the rebellion was far from being a relatively isolated event contained within the northwest of the sub-continent; instead he describes the event “as a pan-Indian thing” and the guardian article states that there were outbreaks of anti-British violence in the southern Tamil Nadu area, near the Himalayas and as far east as Burma or modern Myanmar.[footnoteRef:2] In contrast to this I have found a much earlier reference from 1963 written by Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, which states that in his opinion ‘the so called first national war of independence was not the first, nor was it national, nor indeed was it a war of independence.’[footnoteRef:3] This shines a light on thoughts that I had about the nature of the event. Clearly, there were outbreaks of hostility, but it seems by no means clear that a unified motivation for the rebels existed, or indeed whether the conflict can merely be simplified down to the Indians against the British. To clarify it was, at least in some cases, whether the Indians were looking for national independence or whether in fact their grievance was something quite different. Much of the material I have looked at elsewhere suggests that there were many disparate groups whose grievances took a much more tangible and specific form. For example, there were clearly instances of fighting against land ownership reform, in defence of their various different religious freedoms and as a reaction against various social reforms that the British Governor General, Lord Dalhousie, was dogmatically seeking to impose upon them.[footnoteRef:4] At least part of the problem here appears to have been that Dalhousie failed to understand that many of these issues were somewhat central to their religious conviction and thus to seek to change them by decree in the context of perceived social reform, admittedly removing what may have been regarded by some as barbaric practices, was simply unacceptable in the context of fervent religious belief. It seems that this very different perspective on the same issues is a major influence on the radically different treatment that contemporaneous reports from the sub-continent and Great Britain receive. It is entirely feasible that those in India, whether Indian or British would have had a much greater appreciation of the depth of feeling and the nature of the beliefs and the relevance of certain practices, such as self-immolation etc. of widowed wives and, separately, the nature of inheritance and land division than those in the Great Britain who may have read reports of these practices more against a background of modern Christianity. [2:  Randeep, Ramesh, Guardian, India's secret history: 'A holocaust, one where millions disappeared...' Guardian 24th, August 2007, www.theguardian.com, accessed 16th September, 2017]  [3:  Majumdar, Ramesh Chandra, The Sepoy Mutiny and the revolt of 1857 (Calcutta: K. L. Mukhopadhyay, 1963)]  [4:  Peers, Douglas M. (2006). India under colonial rule: 1700-1885. Pearson Education. ISBN 978-0-582-31738-3. Retrieved 31 August 2017. Carroll, Lucy (2008). "Law, Custom, and Statutory Social Reform: The Hindu Widows' Remarriage Act of 1856".,] 


Looking at the subject with fresh eyes then will entail clearly identifying what constitutes a “War of Independence” this might be taken to imply a concerted objective to change the state of government; it will entail looking objectively at the subject of ethnicity and whether there could reasonably be said to be a “pan-Indian” identity at the time in question, which was sufficiently strong and motivational and that was directly responsible for galvanizing forces across the length and breadth of the sub-continent to act in concert towards a predetermined end.  India is incredibly ethnically and religiously diverse, whereas the concept of a national war of independence implies that these issues of ethnicity and religion were subsumed into a unifying pan-Indian national identity. It may also entail looking at the concept of nationalism itself and whether our western or European interpretation of Nationalism is even relevant with regards to the geography and demography of the Indian subcontinent, where has been argued that the divisions and cultures seem on the face of it to be based much less on ethnicity race and geographic partition and more along lines of religion and fundamental cultural beliefs.[footnoteRef:5] I have yet to find any evidence to support the view that these diverse ethnicities were likely to share a common view of national identity. Indeed, it seems more likely that a war of independence would have been likely to spark inter-ethnic rivalries. In fact, perhaps this is a separate line of enquiry since it is possible that this could explain some of the events and reports of internecine conflict between rebellious Indians and the general populous at the time, which is analogous to the Pakistan indian Bangladesh conflsit that has plagued the Indian sub-continent in the period following Independence and partition. [5:  Liaquat Ali Khan
] 
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 Ultimately, I don’t underestimate the difficulty of finding documentary evidence of the right quality, i.e. with at least a degree of objectivity and somewhat independent. However, overall the challenge may be to achieve a position which is sufficiently rational, well-argued and evidenced that it is widely compelling rather than simply stacking up on one side or the other more in the style of an article of faith which is where Misrah himself seems to have come from.	Comment by LAF: 
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