
THE IMPACT OF EMPIRE 
1815-1914

1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE 
BRITISH EMPIRE (1600-1814)







‘we seem, as it were, to have conquered half the world in a fit of 
absence of mind’ – John Robert Seeley, 1883

‘I would annex the stars if I could’ – Cecil Rhodes

‘You know, when I was a girl, the idea that the British Empire could 
ever end was absolutely inconceivable. And it just disappeared, 
like all the other empires.’ – Doris Lessing









TELL ME ABOUT 
THE EMPIRE…

What do you already know about the 
British Empire?

What would you like to discover on our 
course?



DEFINITIONS AND SCOPE

Why Britain?

A small, wealthy and mostly Protestant northern European island, politically a 
union of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland after 1707…

Why empire?

Little direct control. Better called a ‘world system’ (Darwin), loosely held 
together by trade, common values and a powerful navy

Why 19th century?

Overseas possessions since 17th c, but huge expansion between 1840-1920 





COURSE STRUCTURE

1. Introducing the Empire

2. Slavery

3. Consumption and Capital

4. India

5. Dickensian London

6. Sherlock Holmes and The Sign of the Four

7. Africa

8. Art against empire

9. End of empire



CLASS OUTLINE

1. Five ingredients

2. Atlantic: the first empire

3. India and Pacific: the second empire





FIVE 
INGREDIENTS 
FOR AN EMPIRE

1. Power in Europe

2. Technology

3. Control of India

4. Settler colonies

5. Capital









Lord Cornwallis receiving Tipu Sultan’s sons as 

hostages, 1793







FIVE INGREDIENTS FOR AN EMPIRE

1. Power in Europe

2. Technology

3. Control of India

4. Settler colonies

5. Capital

Which do you think might be most important?



BRITAIN'S FIRST EMPIRE:
AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN







WHAT IS MEANT BY THE ‘FIRST BRITISH EMPIRE’?

John Dee: ‘British Empire’ (1578, Elizabeth I)

First: based on trade and focused on the Atlantic and Caribbean, 
from 1600-1780s. Piracy, European rivalry, religious exiles, slavery.

Second: based on territory with a now global scope and ambition, 
more authoritarian, from 1780s. 

Focused particularly on India and settler colonies like Australia, New 
Zealand, South Africa, Newfoundland and Canada







WHY EUROPE?

Over the 16th- 17th century, European 
powers began to ‘discover’ the world…

Spain, Portugal, and later France, England 
and the Dutch Republic chartered new trade 
routes, invaded North and South America, 
establishing colonies and slave plantations

European powers aided by advances in 
technology (shipping, guns, manufactures)

Also by ambitions of wealth – gold, silver, 
spices – and political dominance over rivals



THE EARLY 
EUROPEAN 

EMPIRES

Spain and Portugal both Catholic. With 
papal support they conquer and wipe out 
much of the population of Latin and Central 
America, and introduce slavery to the region

States at war like the Netherlands, England 
and later France are forced to find new 
trade routes – the East Indies

All 3 also involved in establishing small 
plantations in North America…









BRITAIN’S AMERICAN EMPIRE

Different motivations for settlement in North America

Religion: New England (Puritans); Maryland for Catholics; Pennsylvania

New colonies late 17thc: Carolina 1663, New York 1664, New Jersey 
1665, Pennsylvania 1681, Delaware 1682, Georgia 1732

West Indies (St Kitts, Nevis, Antigua, Barbados, Jamaica)

1700, England’s population 5m; colonies: 500,000





AN EMPIRE OF TRADE

Imperial expansion based on mercantilism

French minister Colbert to Louis XIV ‘Trade is the cause of 
a perpetual combat in war and in peace between the 
nations of Europe’.

Tonnage of British owned ships doubles from 323k in 
1702 to 608k in 1775

West Indies: silver, cotton, tobacco and sugar via slavery

East Indies: tea, coffee, spices, porcelain and ceramics







TRADING COMPANIES IMPORTANT COMPONENT OF MERCANTILE EMPIRES

Dutch East India Company 1602

France 1664: Company of West Indies and East Indies (separate)

Britain: Hudson Bay Company 1670; 1672 Royal African 
Company; East India Company 1600 but united company 1709

Mercantile interest linked to domestically powerful men: 27 
directors of Bank of England sat in Parliament 1715-54. 

Company men able to exert pressure on foreign policy



RISE AND FALL OF BRITISH AMERICA

Demographic/economic boom from mid-17th century

Thirteen colonies’ largely autonomous

Victory in Seven Years’ War (1756-63) costly: new 
lands and war costs = higher revenues needed

The war had also armed 20k Americans…

American war of independence (1775-83) with 
opposition at home

Gains in India (1757), Gibraltar, East Indies and 
defence of Canada = new priorities…



BRITAIN’S SECOND EMPIRE: 
INDIA AND THE PACIFIC



1805



TIMELINE FOR THE SECOND EMPIRE

1757 – Battle of Plassey – East India Company take Bengal

1788 – Eastern Australia annexed

1792-1815: Napeolonic Wars. Britain and coalitions eventually 
victorious = decline of Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese & French empires

Protecting India: Ceylon (1795), Malta (1800), Mauritius (1810), 
Cape Colony (1806), expulsion of French from India (1818)

1820s – collapse of Spanish empire in Latin America



COOK’S THREE VOYAGES





ADAM SMITH

‘not an empire, but the project 
of an empire; not a gold 
mine, but the project of a 
gold mine’

‘accommodate her future 
views and designs to the real 
mediocrity of her 
circumstances’

- Wealth of Nations, 1776



SITUATION IN 
1814

Rule over 65 million

Exploration of the Pacific

Military dominance in Europe

Abolition of slavery (1807)

Economic depression, weariness 
with war

… = Pax Britannica?





TOMORROW: BRITISH MUSEUM
MEET ME OUTSIDE THE LONDON CENTRE 

ENTRANCE AT 2.30PM

We will explore the museum 

as a site of imperialism and 

question how Britain 

represented and understood 

itself in the world



Impressions of Empire Journal 1 
(10%) – write a 300 word account 
of your impressions and 
understanding of one image or 
material object related to the British 
Empire, either featured in the first 
class or on the field trip to the British 
Museum.

Due: Mon 23rd September 


