
Key Terms

Empire A group of countries, people or land ruled by one single 
country referred to as the “mother” country.

Colony A country/area under the political control of another 
country/Empire and occupied by settlers from that 
country.

‘White Man’s 
Burden’

A racist belief held by white colonizers that they a duty to 
impose Western civilization on the black inhabitants of 
European colonies and manage the affairs of non-white 
people whom they believed to be less developed.

Interpretation A view or attempt to judge/explain the past (written at a 
later date). Different historians will have different 
interpretations of the past.

Imperialism A policy of extending a country's power and influence 
through colonization, use of military force, or other means.

Imperialism of 
Free Trade

Through imperialism, European powers were able to 
establish new markets and to gain access to cheap labour 
and raw materials.

Native People Original inhabitants of a place. Aboriginal = natives of 
Australia 

Settler Colonialism Settler colonialism is a form of colonialism that seeks to 
replace and dominate the original population of the 
colonized territory with a new society of settlers backed by 
an Empire.  

The British ‘Raj’ The period of British rule in India after 1857. From the 
Hindi word for reign.

Y8 HT3 The British Empire

L1 – Development of the British Empire

The British Empire, at its largest, covered 13 million miles or 22% of the world. It controlled over 450 
million people or 1/5 of the world’s population. It began in the 16th Century, with British forces 
establishing trading posts oversees and grew all the way through to the 20th Century. Reasons for it’s 
growth include: 1 Politically, it made Britain a very powerful country and allowed the spread of their 
influence across the world. 2 The population of the empire could provide thousands of men for the 
British army 3 Economically, the rich natural resources available in Africa, Asia and the Pacific earned 
the country a lot of money as goods were imported and exported. 4 The British government became 
rich by taxing the profits of the British traders. 5 Britain wanted to spread its language, laws, religion 
and culture to other countries as they believed they were superior. 

L2 – Colonisation of Australia 

In 1768 James Cook was the first British person to discover the coast of 
Australia, claiming Botany Bay for the British Empire. It did not matter that the 
land was already inhabited by aboriginal people. The aboriginal people were 
seen as savages and inferior to the white European settlers. When they tried to 
resist British colonisation, they faced terrible violence. Australia was used as a 
penal colony. Criminals would be shipped to Australia, where they would be 
used as a workforce. They built roads, buildings, houses, shops etc. It also gave 
people an opportunity to escape poverty and gain wealth in Australia. It was 
also an important naval base, helping Britain control the seas. The British 
colony was a success and many settlers wanted to remain in Australia as 
citizens. In 1851 large amounts of gold were found in an Australian river. This 
sparked a mass movement of people to Australia: the population of Melbourne 
reached 123,000 by 1854.

L3 – India the ‘Crown Jewel’

India was regarded as the ‘Jewel in the Crown of the British Empire’. Originally, 
the East India Company (a trading company set up under Elizabeth I) controlled 
large parts of India. They traded spices, indigo and gold, bringing huge amounts 
of wealth to England. Robert Clive seized Bengal for the company, raiding it’s 
treasury and increasing the wealth of the East India Co. Indians were tired of 
being mistreated by the British, who felt they did not care about Indian 
tradition or culture. 4000 sepoys revolted, killing British soldiers (alongside 
women and children). It took the East India Company months to regain control. 
The British revenge was ruthless, killing thousands of Indians as well as 
horrifically executing the leaders of the rebellion. When order was restored, 
the British government took over control of India, making it part of the British 
Empire. This signalled the start of the British Raj in India.

L5 – The Scramble for Africa

English traders had been involved with the slave trade since 16th century. By 
the mid-1800’s European countries began competing for African land. A large 
empire meant international power and recognition. Africa had huge supplies of 
gold and precious stones like diamonds. Europeans began to exploit Africa for 
this and other resources for their trade and industry e.g. palm oil and rubber for 
industrial factories/manufactured goods. In 1854 The Times named this hunt for 
African territories the “Scramble for Africa”. In 1885, the European powers came 
together at the Berlin Conference. Here, Africa was carved up and distributed to 
the different European countries. The diplomats knew very little about the 
continent of Africa; it’s size, it’s history, it’s culture. But their aim to was to carve 
the territory in a way that suited all the European powers. There was not a 
single representative from Africa present at these talks. Britain controlled 32% 
of Africa.

L4 – What Impact did the British Raj have on India and other colonies?

Positive Negative

- Clean water and sanitation: 
Britain improved these important
services in the Colonies which 
meant people were generally
healthier. 
- Many former Colonies continue 
to use the democratic
system of Parliament introduced 
by Britain. This is arguably a force 
for good in the world.
- Britain left its system of law in 
the countries it colonised. 

- Many people in the colonies 
were killed when they rebelled 
against British rule.
- Economies in the Colonies were 
wrecked because of Britain’s
hold over transport and raw 
materials. Britain became rich
and powerful at the expense of its 
colonies.
- Native people such as the 
Aborigines of Australia had their
land taken by The British. 80% of 
the Aboriginal population
were wiped out in 150 years.


