
‘Let Every Mother Teach Her Son the Story of 

this Name with Pride!’: 

Interpreting the ‘First War of Indian 

Independence’ in Mangal Pandey



Mangal Pande (2005) 
aka Mangal Pandey: 
The Rising, The Ballad 
of Mangal Pandey

How would you 
describe the film’s 
genre?



• Film released 2005; starring Aamir Khan 
– one of Bollywood’s biggest box office 
stars (plus producer of films such as 
Lagaan, 2001) 



Bollywood Masala Film

• Mix of genres and elements – e.g. historical epic and musical and 
romance



Bollywood Masala Film

• Mix of genres and elements – e.g. historical epic and musical and 
romance and cricket!



Aamir Khan Megastardom



Aamir Khan Megastardom



Aamir Khan Megastardom



•Who was the titular Mangal Pandey?

•What are the main  historical events are 
depicted in the film?

•Who are the film’s main antagonists? Who rules 
colonial India in the film?



Mangal Pandey (c.1828–1857)
34th Bengal Native Infantry



‘Indian 
Mutiny’ 
(1857–
1858)

• Rebellion began 
on 10 May 1857 
at garrison town 
of Meerut; 
mutinying sepoys
then marched on 
Delhi

• Prefigured by 
rebellion led by 
Mangal Pandey 
(1827–1857) at 
Barrackpore, 
Calcutta, on 29 
March



Edward 
Armitage,
Retribution 
(1858)

Indian 
Mutiny 
(1857–1858)
- British 
Memory



Major 
General Sir 
Henry 
Havelock 
(1795–1857)
Statue, 

Trafalgar 
Square, 
London; 
Illustrated 
London News 
tribute to 
Havelock 
(1858)

Havelock 
as 
Imperial 
Hero



Consequences

Government of India Act 1858 – dissolution of East India Company:

• Company territories, properties and other assets in India ceded to 
Queen Victoria, governed in her name 

• Secretary of State for India received the powers and duties of the 
Company's Court of Directors. 

• Crown was empowered to appoint a Governor-General and the 
Governors of the Presidencies (later Provinces)

• An Indian Civil Service was to be created under the control of the 
Secretary of State



Punch, 
April, 15 April 1876

Queen Victoria Crowned Empress of 
India, 1876



British East India Company

• est. 1600; abolished 1874

• Royal Charter – following example of Dutch

East India Companies and Portuguese Casa da

Índia

• Chartered as ‘Governor and Company of

Merchants of London trading into the East

Indies’

• Monopoly on Britain’s East Asian trade in

commodities such as cotton, silk, indigo dye,

salt, spices, saltpetre, tea and opium

• China monopoly ended 1813

• India monopoly ended 1833 with Government of

India Act

• ‘Company rule’ era; commenced in 1757, after

the Battle of Plassey

• Effectively the ruler/administrator of British

Indian territories until 1858



•What does Mangal Pandey tell us about the 
organisation of colonial society in India in 1857?

•What other colonial conflicts are mentioned in the 
film, and how do they relate to its plot and themes?



Francis Hayman, Lord 
Clive meeting with 
Mir Jafar after the 
Battle of Palashi
(c. 1760)

Battle of 

Plassey, 

1757

• Part of 7 Years War

• EI Company defeated 

Nawab of Bengal and 

French allies 

• Consolidated the 

Company's presence 

in Bengal – start of 

‘100-year rule’ 

referred to in Mangal
Pandey



Joshua Reynolds, George Clive and his Family with an 

Indian Maid (1765); Charles Clive, Robert Clive (1764)

Robert 

Clive, 

‘Clive 

of 

India’ 

(1725–

1774)



Clive as 

Imperial 

Hero



Clive Museum,

Powis Castle,

Powys (near Welshpool)



Crimean War (1853–1856)

THE GREAT GAME
also First Anglo-Afghan War (1839–1842), Second Anglo-

Afghan War (1878–1880)
Punch cartoons, November 30 1878, December 13 1911 

The Charge of the 
Light Brigade, Thomas 
Jones Barker (1877)





First Opium War (1839–1842), 

Second Opium War (1856–1860) 

• Conflict between 
British and Chinese 
empires

• British desire to open 
a reluctant China to 
trade – and to access 
Chinese tea

• Britain sold opium to 
Chinese civilians; 
opposed by Chinese 
imperial authorities

• ‘Gunboat diplomacy’ 
used to enforce 
British will

Opium Wars



•Amongst which sections of colonial society did the 
1857 revolt begin, according to the film?

•What were some of the key issues which motivated 
the revolt, according to the film?



Indian Armies
• Armies of the three ‘Presidencies’ of India: Bengal Army (at Fort 

William), the Madras Army (at Fort St. George) and the Bombay Army. 

1830 
image 
showing 
Madras 
army 
uniforms  

1. Madras Horse 
Artillery. 2. 
Madras Light 
Cavalry. 3. 
Madras Rifle 
Corps. 4. 
Madras 
Pioneers. 5. 
Madras Native 
Infantry. 6. Foot 
Artillery. From 
Left to Right



Painting showing a Sowar (Sepoy), 6th Madras 
Light Cavalry, anonymous (c. 1845)

‘An Officer of a Sepoy Regiment with His Syce and 
a Drummer,’ George Carter (1786)

Two sepoy offficers and a private Seapoy, Frederic 
Shoberl (1820s)

Sepoys

Sepoy is derived from the Persian word 
sepāhī meaning "infantry soldier" in the 
Mughal Empire



Rajputs, Illustrated London News, 1876

Sepoys

• Initially 

recruited 

from high-

status 

Hindu 

castes in 

Bengal –

Brahmins, 

Bhuamirs

and 

Rajputs



Enfield Rifle





Sepoys

Tensions:

• Expectations soldiers wear hats, trim beards

• Fears of forced Christianisation  

• Worries about loss of status

Native 
recruits 
being 
initiated as 
sepoys, 
Illustrated 
London 
News, 
1857



1834 General Order – admits other ethnic 
groups besides Hindus and Muslims into 
Indian armies 

15th Ludhiana 
Sikhs

Gurkha 
soldiers 
during the 
Anglo-
Nepalese 
War, 
1815.



Precedents: Vellore Sepoy Mutiny 1806

Fateh Hyder Ali – second son of Tipu
Sultan, leader of Kingdom of Mysore in 
Third Anglo-Mysore War (1790–92)



‘Kala Pani’
(‘Black Water’)

- taboo against the sea in Indian 
culture created resistance to sepoys

being stationed overseas  



‘Kala Pani’ (‘Black Water’) – nickname given 
to Cellular Jail in Adaman Islands 

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883–1966)

Andaman Cellular Jail, Port Blair





Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, The Indian War of 

Independence of 1857 (Bombay: Sethani

Kampani, 1909), pp. 85–89

• What does Savarkar identify as some of the key 

causes and impulses which inspired the 1857 

rebellion? And how do they compare and 

contrast with British colonial interpretations?

• According to Savarkar, what happened at 

Barrackpore in 1857 and why is it significant?

• According to Savarkar who was Mangal Pandey, 

and why was he significant? What does he tell 

the reader about his background?



Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, The 

Indian War of Independence of 

1857 (Bombay: Sethani

Kampani, 1909), pp. 85–89

• How does Savarkar’s

interpretation compare and 

contrast with the films

portrayal of Mangal Pandey 

and the events of 1857 more 

generally?



Assigned reading: Rochona Majumdar and Dipesh Chakrabarty. 
‘Mangal Pandey: Film and History,’ Economic and Political 
Weekly, 12 May 2007, pp. 1771–1778.

ROCHONA MAJUMDAR, lecturer at 
University of Chicago – teaches 
courses on Bollywood and Indian 
cinema

DIPESH CHAKRABARTY,  history 
professor also at Chicago; known for 
his Provincializing Europe

• Both associated with Subaltern 
Studies and postcolonialism



Postcolonial Histories: Subaltern Studies

• Subaltern Studies: Writings on South Asian History and Society = an
academic journal est. by historian Ranajit Guha (b. India, 1923) in 1982.
Published by Oxford University Press, New Delhi, ran for ten editions up to
2000

• Journal’s initial themes accorded to Guha’s scholarly interests – as
articulated in his books A Rule of Property for Bengal (1963) and
Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (1983)

• Practiced in ‘history from below’

Ranajit Guha



Defining ‘the Subaltern’ 

• In English, the phrase ‘subaltern’ originated in reference to peasants or
vassals during Medieval period

• Came to denote lower ranks of military – esp. soldiers of peasant origins

• Books written from the ‘subaltern’ perspective became a literary
subgenre in 19th century – novels, memoirs and histories of low-ranking
militia who served in colonial campaigns (inc. in India and WWI)

• Use by Guha derived from the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1891–
1937) to designate any class of people (but especially peasants and
workers) subject to the hegemony of another more powerful class



Subaltern Studies in Practice: Ranajit Guha on Historiography

Ranajit Guha, ‘On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial 
India’ Subaltern Studies I (1982)

Guha decries two forms of historiography:

• COLONIAL ELITSIM

but also

• BOURGEOIS NATIONALISM



Rochona Majumdar and Dipesh Chakrabarty, 
‘Mangal Pandey: Film and History’

Section headed ‘Travesty of History?’ pp. 1774–1775

• What points do Majumdar and Chakrabarty make about Savarkar’s
interpretations of Mangal Pandey and how do they relate to the character’s 
portrayal in the film?

• What are some of the historiographical issues and debates surrounding the 
‘real’ Mangel Pandey and his onscreen portrayal?

• What historical ‘inaccuracies’ or elements of historical interpretation of the 
events of 1857 do they draw attention to more generally?



Rochona Majumdar and Dipesh Chakrabarty, 
‘Mangal Pandey: Film and History’

Section headed ‘Media, Memory and the Politics of the People?’ pp. 1775–1777

• What do Majumdar and Chakrabarty say about public and critical responses to 
Mangal Pandey in India? Are these typical or untypical of the reception of other 
historical films made in India, and if so how?

• What insights do Majumdar and Chakrabarty suggest Mangal Pandey might 
offer with respect to political and social issues in 21st-century India?

• How do they relate Mangal Pandey to debates about the status of ‘the people’ 
in contemporary Indian politics and in Indian historiography?


