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The Influence of the Sepoy Mutiny on
British Literature & The White Man’s

The paper explores how the 1857 Sepoy Mutiny that
marked the beginning of the Indian Independence
Movement shifted the British psyche, as demonstrated by
marked trends in post-Mutiny literature. Given how the
Sepoys still were able to strike fear into the heart of the
Empire, despite being unsuccessful in their immediate
goals, authors such as Wilkie Collins and Henry Kingsley
produced new works that questioned Britain’s colonial
rule over India. Yet, their cohort’s seemingly progressive
gestures in favor of the Indian people were anything but
post-colonial, still operating within colonial mindsets.
By analyzing the Collins’ The Moonstone and Kingsley’s
Stretton, 1 argue that post-Mutiny literature reinforced
paternalist attitudes towards India, specifically the “White
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Introduction

in the Imperial core.

When the mass movement for global decolonization
reached the borders of British-controlled India, the
British Empire’s days were limited. The 1857 Sepoy
Mutiny, although unsuccessful, marked the begin-
ning of the Indian Independence Movement, striking
fear in the Empire located 7,000 kilometers away.
Furthermore, it is believed that following the Sepoy
Mutiny, there was an increased public support of the
Independence Movement, particularly in the British
literary world. However, upon closer examination of
the core texts of Mutiny fiction it is revealed that the
authors were only more critical of their own army’s
corruption, rather than recognizing their own com-
plicity in colonizing India as literary agents working

The Sepoy Mutiny

Popularly deemed as “The Jewel [of] the British
Crown,”(Aparajita Mukhopadhyay, 2023), India was
crucial to the British Empire in providing profitable
goods, such as silk, spices, opium. Not only could
the British capitalize on the abundant land, but also
the huge Indian workforce that could easily provide
cheap and exploitable labor. Such labor was utilized
to produce precious commodities at a lower cost,
ultimately making India the economic powerhouse
of the British colonies. Thus, the British Empire was
able to become and flourish as a superpower through
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colonizing India.

Problems began to emerge in India under the leadership of
the East India Company (EIC), who governed the colony
from the 18" century to the mid-19" century. The Compa-
ny devoted its effort fully to maximizing the profit while
oppressing Indian peasants, soldiers, and workers. For ex-
ample, workers were forced to toil in harsh environments
while being offered low and unlivable wages; Sepoys sol-
diers would be the first ones deployed in wars before the
actual British army. Their unrestrained greed and cruelty
caused dissatisfaction to build among the Indian people,
leading to the 1857 Sepoy Mutiny.

The Sepoys were Hindu Indian soldiers that were con-
trolled by Britain. According to Hindu tradition, it is strict-
ly prohibited to come into contact with any cow products,
such as the animal fat that their rifle cartridges were
equipped with, as their culture sees that animal as sacred.
When the Sepoys suspected the British Empire was using
animal fat on the cartridge without their knowledge, they
decided to rebel. The Sepoys launched violent attacks on
the British army first, shooting British officers and march-
ing onto Delhi. Following the event, about 6,000 British
soldiers 800,000 Indians were killed. After the Mutiny, the
British government realized that the EIC could not handle
India well, eventually deciding to downgrade it from its
role as governors.

The Sepoy Mutiny, although ultimately failing and ending
in 1859, effectively kicked off the beginning of the Indian
Independence Movement and traumatized the psyche of
the British Empire. As the rebellion ended, the British
Empire realized that the Sepoy Mutiny was not just a one-
time military uprising caused by the animal fat in cartridg-
es, but rather the beginning of a long and concerted effort
for Indian independence. This slow and steady determina-
tion scared them and as a result, the Empire started paying
more attention to Indian movements, overestimating the
influence of events.

For example, in India, there was a group called Sadhus
who traveled between Hindu sites with bodies covered in
ash. Although their purpose for traveling was strictly re-
ligious, the British Empire assumed that the Sadhus were
actually spreading information and uprising against them.
As a result, the British Empire conducted an investigation
on them in 1893 to squash any potential rebellion. The in-
quiry was proved to be useless in the end, as Kim Wagner,
a professional British Empire historian, stated: “The Brit-
ish were not starved of information—the problem was,
ironically, that in many ways they 'knew' too much and
their understanding of local movements and politics was
overdetermined by the trauma of 1857”( Wagner, 2013).
This quote shows the long-term effect of Sepoy Mutiny
that the British Empire was afraid that it could lead to

more social and cultural resistance of Indians, so that they
were trying their best to secure the situation and prevent
future rebellions. The Sepoy rebellion, regardless of its
failure, threatened British reign and its internal sense of
security and stability, forcing the British Empire to adjust
its strategies.

Post-Mutiny Literature: Shifts in the
British Psyche

Shortly after the Sepoy Mutiny, there were a few notable
changes in British literature that reflected people’s opin-
ion on India’s independence movement. The Moonstone
was a detective novel written by Wilkie Collins in 1868,
only eleven years after the Mutiny. The book depicted a
story of the diamond being stolen and how the thief was
found. Originally, the diamond was stolen from a Hindu
temple that was guarded by three Brahmin priests, only to
be later stolen by a British officer who then gifted it to his
unknowing niece as a birthday gift. After the neice’s birth-
day party, three Indian jugglers were hired for entertain-
ment and the diamond was stolen again. The family hired
an investigator to look into the case, and after a year of
no leads, it finally was revealed that two cousins were im-
plicated at the incident, one of which was Godfrey Able-
white. But before the diamond could be tracked down,
Ablewhite was murdered by the three Indian jugglers,
who were actually the Brahmin priests and returned the
diamond back to its rightful home in the Hindu temple.

As Walden argues, “Collins utilized the theft of the moon-
stone as a vehicle to emphasize the arrogance and often
negligent nature of British imperial rule”’(Walden, 2011).
Although the event was not explicitly mentioned within
the story, there were factual depiections of life in India
under the EIC’s control. One particular quote stands out:
“[the soldiers] loaded themselves with gold and jewels. It
was in the court outside the treasury that my cousin and I
met, to enforce the laws of discipline on our own soldiers”
(Walden, 2011).

Furthermore, it was “‘emancipated’ in its ‘serious treat-
ment of Hindu faith’ and of Brahmins at a time when ‘the
very word “Indian,” conjured up grim visions in most
Victorian minds’”(Free, 2006). Given that Victorian liter-
ature rarely mentioned British officers being corrupt and
arrogant or depictured, let alone Indians being civilized
and advanced, Collins’ novel marked a distinct departure
from the literary works that proceeded it.

Another novel of the same time period, Stretton, written
by Henry Kingsley, expressed a similar point of view,
though focusing more on the atrocities done by both the
British Imperialists and Indian Sepoys. Through the lens-



es of three young British men, the violence of the British
empire was vividly demonstrated throughout the book.
As adults, they were involved with the Sepoy Mutiny,
and recalled the brutal atrocities they had witnessed upon
their return to Britain after their crown’s victory. In a de-
bate between the main characters on what would be the
ideal punishment for the rebel Sepoys, one British soldier,
Claverhouse, remarked, “we have no authority [to decide
their fate]. India was not conquered by authority, was it”
(Walden, 2011) ? Here, Kingsley is careful to use Claver-
house’s unique authoritative position within the empire to
cast doubt on Britain’s presence in India.

From Collins’ metaphorical moonstone to Kingsley’s per-
spective from a British army insider, both post-Mutiny au-
thors had the same message: that the real enemies during
the Sepoy Mutiny were the cruel British authorities, not
the uprising Indian Sepoys.

The White Man’s Burden

Still, British post-Mutiny authors limited their commen-
tary to merely criticising the poor conduct of British sol-
diers and officers. Although Collins and Kinsley daringly
challenged the noble reputation of the Empire’s frontlin-
ers, it is questionable whether they fully advocated for
the Sepoy’s grander cause of Indian independence or used
them as a means to paint themselves as ‘progressive’ colo-
nizers.

For example, Collins spends a significant part of The
Moonstone focusing on the bad characteristics of the Brit-
ish officers and soldiers rather than depicting how socially
advanced the Indians were. Given that the story’s major
conflict stemmed from the greed of British soldiers, it
can be deduced that Collins sought to mainly criticize the
British soldiers, perhaps out of compatriot shame or moral
disgust. Authors such as Collins sought to relieve them-
selves of colonial guilt,

chalking up immoral behaviors to “strivings after good.”(-
Satia, 2022). The young Punjabi-American historian Satia
Priya details “how the British managed their conscience
despite the overwhelming evidence of brutality [they]
perpetrated” (Satia, 2022), in her book Time's Monster:
History, Conscience and Britains Empire. On an ideolog-
ical level, this looked like pursuing a liberal imperialism
that “was a kind of earnestly deliberate hypocrisy” (Satia,
2022). Such liberal thinking also manifested in John Wil-
liam Kaye’s, a British military historian, response to the
Sepoy Mutiny: “Because we were too English the great
crisis arose, but it was only because we were English that,
when it arose, it did not utterly overwhelm us.” When
asked by the interviewer whether or not Kaye made the
statement without any self awareness, Priya responded

Dean&Francis

ALBERT ZHOU

that it was precisely this type of public attitude, held by
everyone from officials to authors, towards historical
wrongdoing that allowed the British to produce a “kind of
moral martyrdom undertaken for the sake of history” (Sa-
tia, 2022).

Such attitudes were common during the time Collins de-
veloped the novel’s manuscript. For a long time, India was
believed by the Western world as unable to self-govern
itself, and thus needed another entity to step in and guide
it. Rudyard Kipling, a British author born in India, stated,
“Law and order is what they want and we are there to give
it to them and we give it [to] them straight.” As illustrated
in the quote, the British Empire believed that they were
helping India by colonizing them by delivering them law-
fulness and peace. In fact, these paternalistic ideas, also
known as the “White Man’s Burden” were echoed in a
large part of post-Mutiny literature.

Conclusion

As Scottish author, John Wilson once, famously wrote:
“The sun never sets on the British Empire”(Strout, 1933).
But as India became completely irrelevant to the British
Empire, the British lost its last chance to survive as the
Empire whose “sun never sets”. An increasing number of
colonized countries began to gain their independence, fur-
ther weakening the British power. At the end, it shrank to
one tenth of its original extent, and became known as the
United Kingdom. Just as the Mongol Empire, which once
stretched from the far eastern part of Asia to Europe, and
fell because of conflicts after Genghis Khan’s death, its
counterpart in Europe, the British Empire, ended similarly
to the Mongol Empire. Would the history of the British
Empire change, if they had kept control of India? Nobody
knows.
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