British Attitudes Toward Muslims After the 1857
War of Independence

Introduction

After the War of Independence in 1857, British attitudes toward Muslims underwent a dramatic
change. The revolt had shaken British confidence and created deep suspicion toward certain
Indian communities. Because the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, was declared leader
of the rebels, the British held Muslims mainly responsible for the uprising. They believed that
Muslim rulers, soldiers, and scholars had inspired the revolt to restore Muslim rule in India. As a
result, the British administration adopted a hostile and punitive approach toward Muslims,
especially in Delhi and other northern regions. Thousands were executed, and their homes were
destroyed. Muslims lost their traditional influence in administration and education. Over time,
this attitude of revenge and mistrust led to the social, political, and economic decline of the
Muslim community. However, in later years, the British realized the importance of Muslim
cooperation for the stability of their empire and changed their policy.

Early British Hostility

Immediately after the war, the British considered Muslims to be the chief conspirators behind the
rebellion. They believed that the revolt was not just a mutiny but a planned attempt to restore
Muslim dominance in India. Consequently, the British punished Muslims more harshly than
Hindus. The Mughal royal family was exiled, and their properties were confiscated. Muslim
scholars and leaders such as Maulana Ahmadullah Shah and others were executed or imprisoned.
Many mosques and madrasas were closed because the British suspected them of spreading
rebellion. Land owned by Muslim nobles was taken away, and many families were left destitute.
Muslims in cities like Delhi, Lucknow, and Agra suffered heavy losses. British officials excluded
Muslims from administrative jobs and denied them education in new schools. This policy of
revenge and exclusion led to widespread poverty, fear, and hopelessness among Muslims. The
community that had once ruled India fell into deep decline under British hostility.

Social and Educational Backwardness

As a result of British mistrust and their own hesitation, Muslims lagged behind in education and
progress during the early British period. Many Muslim families avoided English schools because
they saw Western education as a threat to their religion and traditions. Meanwhile, Hindus
adopted modern education and began to occupy most government jobs. This created a large
educational gap between the two communities. The old system of religious education in
madrasas continued, but it did not prepare students for modern professions. As a result, Muslim
youth faced unemployment and social backwardness. Poverty increased as landowners lost
estates and businesses declined. Muslim scholars (ulema) often advised people to stay away from
British institutions, fearing moral and cultural corruption. However, this isolation only made the



community weaker. By the 1870s, the Muslim population had become one of the poorest and
least educated groups in British India, struggling to recover from the losses of 1857.

Change in British Policy

In the later part of the nineteenth century, the British government realized that keeping Muslims
isolated could create more unrest. They needed Muslim support to balance Hindu dominance and
maintain political control. Therefore, British officials like Lord Mayo and Lord Lytton began to
adopt a friendlier approach toward Muslims. Educational grants were extended to Muslim
schools, and efforts were made to include Muslims in civil services. A key turning point came
with the efforts of Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, who urged Muslims to adopt modern education and
rebuild relations with the British. He founded the Aligarh Movement and later established the
Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College (which became Aligarh Muslim University). This
institution trained a new generation of educated Muslims who could work in administration and
public service. As a result, relations between Muslims and the British gradually improved. The
British began to view Muslims not as rebels but as potential allies in maintaining imperial order.

Long-Term Impact

The changing British attitude had far-reaching consequences for the Muslim community.
Although the early years after 1857 brought suffering and discrimination, the later reforms
opened new opportunities for progress. Under Sir Syed’s leadership, Muslims began to recover
socially and intellectually. The growth of modern education created an educated middle class that
started participating in public life. Politically, Muslims began organizing themselves to safeguard
their interests. The British government also introduced reforms that recognized Muslims as a
separate community — such as the 1909 Morley-Minto Reforms, which granted separate
electorates for Muslims. This policy was partly based on British strategy but also reflected the
new political awareness among Muslims. Over time, Muslims developed a strong sense of
identity and purpose. This awareness later led to the creation of organizations like the All India
Muslim League in 1906 and eventually contributed to the Pakistan Movement in the twentieth
century.



