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 THEME 11: REBELS AND THE RAJ:--The Revolt of 185 and its Representations. 

                           

 Pattern of Rebellion: – People from different walks of life plunged into the revolt – due to 

their hatred against the oppressive policies of the British  

 Major centers of the Revolt – Lucknow, Kanpur, Bareilly, Meerut, & Arrah (Bihar). 

 Major Leaders – Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi, Nana Saheb, Kunwar Singh, Bakt Khan, 

Begum Hazrat Mahal, Tantya Tope. 

 Awadh revolt – direct annexation policy of Dalhousie – 1856. Hatred provoked – 

dispossessed talukdars of Awadh, Injustice done to Nawab Wajid Ali Shah of Awadh 

embittered the people. 

 Revolt of the sepoys:- 

1. Policy of social superiority of British:- 

2. Interference in religious matters – greased cartridges issue. 

 Repression of the Revolt of 1857 – North India was brought under a strict law to prolonged 

attack of British – one from Calcutta to North India, another from Punjab to recover Delhi 

while 27,000 Muslims were hanged. 

 Image of the Revolt – Pictorial images produced by British & Indians – posters and cartoons. 

 The performance of terror:- 

1. Rebels executed were visualized as national martyrs. 

2. Inspiration to nationalists’ celebration as the first war of Independence – leaders depicted 

as heroic figures. 

1. Pattern Of The Rebellion:-- 

 How the mutinies began? 

1. The sepoys began their action with a signal, firing of the evening gun or the sounding of 

the bulge. 

2. They seized the bell of the arms and plundered the treasury. 

3. They attacked the government buildings – the jail, treasury, telephone office, record 

room, bungalows –burning all records. 

4. Everything and everybody connected with the white men became targets. 

5. In major towns like Kanpur, Lucknow, and Bareilly, moneylenders and the rich became 

the targets of the rebels. 



2. Leaders and followers: 

1. To fight the British, leadership and organization were required, and for this, they turned 

towards the Mughal ruler Bahadur Shah who agreed to be the nominal leader of the 

rebellion. 

2. In Kanpur, the sepoys and the people of the town agreed to support Nana Sahib. 

3. In Jhansi, the Rani was forced to assume the leadership of the uprising. 

4. Kunwar Singh, a local Zamindar in Arrah in Bihar, too took the leadership. 

5. Many local leaders emerged, urging peasants, zamindars, and tribals to revolt Eg – Shah 

Mal mobilized the villagers of pargana Barout in Uttar Pradesh; Gonooa, a tribal 

cultivator of Singhbhum in Chotanagpur, became a rebel leader of the Kol tribals of that 

region. 

3. Rumors and prophecies:- 

1. There was a rumor that the British government had hatched a big conspiracy to destroy 

the caste and religion of the Hindus and Muslim. 

2. Another rumor spread that the British had mixed the bone dust of cows and pigs into the 

flour that was sold in the market. The sepoys and the common people refused to touch 

the atta. 

3. Indians feared and suspected that the British wanted to convert them to Christianity. It 

was further aggravated with rapid spread of Christian missionaries and their activities. 

4. The sepoys feared about bullets being coated with the fats of cows and pigs, and biting 

those bullets would corrupt their caste and religion. 

5. There was also a prophecy in the air that British rule would come to an end on the 

centenary of Battle of Plassey on 23rd June, 1857. So, these rumors and prophecies 

provided important psychological reasons to revolt against the British rule. 

6. In the preceding years of 1857, many things were introduced by British which were new 

to Indian society and they believed to be aimed at reforming Indian society like 

introduction of Western education, Western ideas & educational institutions. 

7. British passed new laws banning the Sati system and to allow widow remarriage. In 

1850s, British annexed states like Awadh, Jhansi and Satara by refusing adoption and on 

the basis of misgovernment. 

8.  New land laws and revenue settlements were made which ruined rural economy. 

Example- Permanent Settlement, Mahalwari & Ryotwari settlements. 

4. Why did the people believe in the rumors? 

1. The British adopted policies that aimed at reforming Indian society by introducing 

Western education, Western ideas, and Western institutions. 

2. With the cooperation of some sections of Indian society, they set up English medium 

schools, colleges, and universities which taught Western sciences and the liberal arts. 

3. The British established laws to abolish customs like Sati (1629) and to permit the 

remarriage of Hindu widows. 

4. The British introduced their own system of administration, their own laws and their own 

methods of land settlements and land revenue collection. 



5. AWADH IN REVOLT:- 
 

“A cherry that will drop into our mouth one day” 

1. In 1851, Governor General Lord Dalhousie described the kingdom of Awadh as “a 

cherry that will drop into our mouth one day” and five years later it was annexed to the 

British Empire. 

2. The Subsidiary Alliance had been imposed on the kingdom of Awadh. 

3. The terms of this alliance the Nawab had to disband his military force & employ British  

troops within his kingdom.  

4. Deprived of his armed forces, kingdom he acted in accordance with the advice of the 

British. The Nawab became increasingly dependent on the British to maintain law and 

order within his kingdom. 

5. He could no longer assert control over the rebellious chief and talukdars. 

6. The fertile soil of Awadh was good for growing indigo & cotton and its ideal location 

would provide good market in Upper India. 

7. By the early 1850s, the British had already taken over major areas of India-Maratha 

lands, Raichur Doab (Karnataka), the Carnatic (Madras Presidency), the Punjab & 

Bengal. 

8. The takeover of Awadh would complete the process of territorial annexation that began 

with Bengal almost a century earlier i.e. Battle of Plassey. 

 The Life Was Gone Out Of The Body: 

 Nawab Wajid Ali Shah was dethroned and exiled to Calcutta on the ground of 

misgovernance of his kingdom. 

 The British government assumed that the Nawab was unpopular but he was so widely loved 

by his subjects that they moaned his departure for several years while some even followed 

him to Calcutta. 

 Many classes of people lost their livelihood- musicians, dancers, poets, artisans cooks 

retainers, administrative officials and so on. 

 Firangis Raj And The End Of A World:- 

 Summary Settlement (1856) –By this, the Talukdars lost their authority; their forts destroyed 

and troops disarmed. 

 British officials over-assessed the revenue & forced the peasants to pay very high rent.   

 In pre-British times, most talukdars were oppressors but many were generous father figures 

who adopted flexible methods of revenue collection. 

 Many talukdars were loyal to the Nawab of Awadh and they joined Begum Hazrat Mahal in 

Awadh to fight the British. 

 Majority of the Sepoys in the Bengal Army were from the villages of Awadh & eastern UP. 

They shared their experiences of ill-treatment by their British superiors, especially the 

cartridge episode.  

 When the sepoys defied their superiors, the villagers and the ordinary people joined them in 

the acts of rebellion. 



 Timeline: 
 

Time Line 

1801 Subsidiary Alliance introduced by Wellesley in Awadh 

1856 Nawab Wajid Ali Shah deposed; Awadh annexed 

1856-57 Summary revenue settlements introduced in Awadh by the British 

1857, 10 May Mutiny starts in Meerut 

11-12 May Delhi garrisons revolts; Bahadur shah accepts nominal leadership 

20-27 May Sepoys mutiny in Aligarh, Etawah, Mainpuri, Etah 

30 May Rising in Lucknow 

May-June Mutiny turns into a general revolts of the people 

30 June British suffer defeat in the battle of Chinhat 

25 Sept British forces under Havelock and Outram entre the Residency in Lucknow 

July Shah mal Killed in battle 

1858 June Rani Jhani killed in battle 

QUESTION BANK: 

           1 Mark Questions: 

1. Who was assigned the responsibility of leading the Revolt of 1857? 

2. Who was designated as a Resident? 

3. Why did sepoys arrive at the gate of Red Fort in 1857? 

4. Name a tribal leader of the Kol tribals of the region. 

5. Why were the British interested in acquiring the territory of Awadh? 

3 Marks Questions:- 

1. Explain how mutinies were organized in India in 1857. 

2. Critically examine Lord Dalhousie’s policy of annexation of Awadh. 

3. Rumors circulate only when they resonate with the deep fears and suspicions of the 

people. How far was this statement true in the context of the Revolt of 1857? 

4. The relationship of the sepoys with the superior white officers underwent a significant 

change in the years preceding the uprising of 1857. Support the statement with 

examples. 

5. The dispossession of talukdars meant the breakdown of an entire social order. 

Critically examine the statement. 

   8 Marks Questions:- 

1. With the help of specific examples examine the nature of Indian leadership that 

emerged against the British during the Revolt of 1857. 

2. Rumors and prophecies played a part in moving people to action. Explain. 
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