
The British Imperialism in India (Part II) 

 

I. The Sepoy Mutiny 

 

By 1850, the British controlled most of the Indian subcontinent. However, there were 

many pockets of discontent. Many Indians believed that in addition to controlling their land, the 

British were trying to convert them to Christianity. The Indian people also resented the constant 

racism that the British expressed toward them. 

 Indians Rebel : As economic problems increased for Indians, so did their feelings of  
resentment and nationalism. In 1857, gossip spread among the sepoys, the Indian soldiers, that the 

cartridges of their new Enfield rifles were greased with beef and pork fat. To use the cartridges, 

soldiers had to bite off the ends. Both Hindus, who consider the cow sacred, and Muslims, who do 

not eat pork, were outraged by the news. 

A garrison commander was shocked when 85 of the 90 sepoys refused to accept the 

cartridges. The British handled the crisis badly. The soldiers who had disobeyed were jailed. The 

next day, on May 10, 1857, the sepoys rebelled. They marched to Delhi, where they were joined by 

Indian soldiers stationed there. They captured the city of Delhi. From Delhi, the rebellion spread to 

northern and central India. 

Some historians have called this outbreak the Sepoy Mutiny. The uprising spread over 

much of northern India. Fierce fighting took place. Both British and sepoys tried to slaughter each 

other’s armies. The East India Company took more than a year to regain control of the country. The 

British government sent troops to help them. 
The Indians could not unite against the British due to weak leadership and serious splits 

between Hindus and Muslims. Hindus did not want the Muslim Mughal Empire restored. Indeed, 

many Hindus preferred British rule to Muslim rule. Most of the princes and maharajahs who had 

made alliances with the East India Company did not take part in the rebellion. The Sikhs, a religious 

group that had been hostile to the Mughals, also remained loyal to the British. Indeed, from then 

on, the bearded and turbaned Sikhs became the mainstay of Britain’s army in India. 
 

 Turning Point :  The mutiny marked a turning point in Indian history. As a result of the 
mutiny, in 1858 the British government took direct command of India. The part of India that was 

under direct British rule was called the Raj. The term Raj referred to British rule over India from 

1757 until 1947. A cabinet  minister in London directed  policy, and a British governor-general in 

India carried out the government’s orders. After 1877, this official held the title of viceroy. 
To reward the many princes who had remained loyal to Britain, the British promised to 

respect all treaties the East India Company had made with them. They also promised that the Indian 

states that were still free would remain independent. Unofficially, however, Britain won greater and 

greater control of those states. 

The Sepoy Mutiny fueled the racist attitudes of the British. The British attitude is 

illustrated in the following quote by Lord Kitchener, British commander in chief of the army in 

India: 

 

It is this consciousness of the inherent superiority of the European which has won for us 

India. However well educated and clever a native may be, and however brave he may prove 

himself, I believe that no rank we can bestow on him would cause him to be considered an 

equal of the British officer. 

- Lord Kitchener, quoted in K. M. Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance 
 

The mutiny increased distrust between the British and the Indians. A political pamphlet 

suggested that both Hindus and Muslims “are being ruined under the tyranny and oppression of the 

. . . treacherous English.” 

 



II. Nationalism Sufraces in India. 

In the early 1800s, some Indians began demanding more modernization and a greater 

role in governing themselves. Ram Mohun Roy, a modern-thinking, welleducated Indian, began a 

campaign to move India away from traditional practices and ideas. Sometimes called the “Father of  

Modern India,” Ram Mohun Roy saw an arranged child marriages and the rigid caste separation as 

parts of religious life that needed to be changed. He believed that if the practices were not changed, 

India would continue to be controlled by outsiders. Roy’s writings inspired other Indian reformers 

to call for adoption of Western ways. Roy also founded a social reform movement that worked for 

change in India. 

Besides modernization and Westernization, nationalist feelings started to surface in 

India. Indians hated a system that made them second-class citizens in their own country. They were 

barred from top posts in the Indian Civil Service. Those who managed to get middle-level jobs were 

paid less than Europeans. A British engineer on the East India Railway, for example, made nearly 

20 times as much money as an Indian engineer. 

 Nationalist Groups Form : This growing nationalism led to the founding of two nationalist  
groups, the Indian National Congress in 1885 and the Muslim League in 1906. At first, such groups 

concentrated on specific concerns for Indians. By the early 1900s, however, they were calling for 

self-government.  

The nationalists were further inflamed in 1905 by the partition of Bengal. The province 

was too large for administrative purposes, so the British divided it into a Hindu section and a Muslim 

section. As a result, acts of terrorism broke out. In 1911, yielding to pressure, the British took back 

the order and divided the province in a different way. 

Conflict over the control of India continued to develop between the Indians and the 

British in the following years. Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, the same struggles for control of land 

took place between local groups and the major European powers that dominated them. 

 

III. Impact of Colonialism. 

 

India both benefited from and was harmed by British colonialism. On the negative side, 

the British held much of the political and economic power. The British restricted Indian-owned 

industries such as cotton textiles. The emphasis on cash crops resulted in a loss of self-sufficiency 

for many villagers. The conversion to cash crops reduced food production, causing famines in the 

late 1800s. The British officially adopted a hands-off policy regarding Indian religious and social 

customs. Even so, the increased presence of missionaries and the racist attitude of most British 

officials threatened traditional Indian life. 

On the positive side, the laying of the world’s third largest railroad network was a major 

British achievement. When completed, the railroads enabled India to develop a modern economy 

and brought unity to the connected regions. Along with the railroads, a modern road network, 

telephone and telegraph lines, dams, bridges, and irrigation canals enabled India to modernize. 

Sanitation and public health improved. Schools and colleges were founded, and literacy increased. 

Also, British troops cleared central India of bandits and put an end to local warfare among 

competing local rulers. 

 

 


