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The Indian Mutiny of 1857 was a rebellion against British rule by a large 

part of the Bengal army in India. It is also called the Sepoy Revolt 

because Indian troops in the British-controlled army were called sepoys. 

The mutiny, which was confined to the north, was the most serious threat 

to British rule in India in the 19th century.  

Only in the army were Indians well organized, and the pretext for the 

outbreak was military. Cartridges for the soldiers' new Enfield rifles 

were lubricated with grease. To load the rifle the sepoys had to bite off 

the ends of the cartridges. The sepoys believed that the lubricant was a 

mixture of pig and cow lard, a religious insult to both Muslims and 

Hindus: Muslims are forbidden to eat pork, and the cow is sacred to 

Hindus. In April 1857 the sepoys at Meerut refused the cartridges and 

were punished with long prison terms. Their comrades were infuriated and, on May 10, they shot 

their officers, released the prisoners, and marched to Delhi, where there were no European 

troops. There a local sepoy garrison joined the revolt. The soldiers restored the former Mughal 

emperor, Bahadur Shah II, to power.  

The underlying causes of the revolt lay in a deep resentment against a wide array of British 

policies. In the army and in government, Indians of high caste were kept in subordinate positions 

regardless of their abilities. Western technology, medicine, educational methods, and religion 

had been introduced into India, and they were viewed as attacks upon the ancient traditions of 

India. The British abolished the Hindu practice of widow burning, suppressed infanticide, 

allowed widows to remarry, and permitted converts to Christianity to inherit property. An 

enlistment act in 1856 made it an obligation for all sepoys to serve overseas if required. Hindus 

and Muslims alike believed that the British were undermining the whole social and religious 

order of India. The blatant British disregard of Indian sensibilities, combined with a thinly 

disguised racism, reinforced this conviction.  

British military forces in India had been depleted by the Crimean War, but British 

reinforcements were quickly sent after the Sepoy Revolt began. The rebels had few capable 

leaders, and they failed to marshall general support among the people. The British recaptured 

Delhi in the summer of 1857. The city of Lucknow was recovered on March 21, 1858, and 

Gwalior was retaken on June 20. Peace was officially declared on July 8. Nevertheless, brutal 

reprisals went on for months afterward.  

After the rebellion the British reorganized the army, giving it a two-to-one ratio of native to 

British troops, instead of the previous five-to-one. (The British kept control of the officer corps.) 

Government structure was also reorganized, and Indians were given membership on the 

Legislative Council by 1861. The East India Company was abolished, and its administration was 
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transferred to the government in London (see East India Company). 
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