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The Big Picture 

During the nineteenth century, the British Empire continued to grow. At its greatest extent in 1922, the 
British Empire encompassed a quarter of the world's landmass and one fifth of the population. It became 
known as ‘the empire on which the sun never sets’. Having begun its life as a trading empire, the British 
Empire increasingly sought to have political power over its territories. This caused two of the great crises 
of the British Empire: the Indian Mutiny in 1857 and the Boer War in 1899.   

Enquiry question 

How was the British Empire ruled? 
How did the British Empire spread? 
What caused the Indian Mutiny?  
What changes took place during the British Raj period? 
When did the Scramble for Africa start and why? 
Why is the Boer War seen as one of the most shameful episodes in the history of the British Empire by many? 
What are the positives and negatives of the British Empire? 

 

Key Vocabulary  

empire a number of individual nations that are all controlled by the government or ruler of one 

particular country. 

country a nation with its own government, occupying a particular territory. 

colony a country or area under the full or partial political control of another country. 

continent a very large area of land, such as Africa or Asia, that consists of several countries. 

trade the activity of buying, selling, or exchanging goods or services between people, firms, or 

countries. 

missionary a Christian who has been sent to a foreign country to teach people about Christianity. 

mutiny a refusal by people, usually soldiers or sailors, to continue obeying a person in authority. 

sepoy (formerly) an Indian soldier in the service of the British 

Boers the descendants of the Dutch people (farmers) who went to live in South Africa 

 

Key Places 

 Britain 

 India 

 Africa – Cape Colony, The 

Suez Canal, The Victoria 

Falls, Orange Free State, 

Transvaal 

 Holland/The Netherlands 

 

 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/individual
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/nation
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/ruler
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/christian
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/send
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/foreign
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/teach
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/christianity
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/refusal
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/sailor
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/continue
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/obey
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/indian
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/soldier
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/service
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/go
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/live


Key People  

The East India Company A trading company formed in 1600 to develop commerce. In the 18th century it took 
administrative control of Bengal and other areas of India, and held it until the British 
Raj took over in 1858 in the wake of the Indian Mutiny. 

The British Raj The British Raj was the rule by the British Crown on the Indian subcontinent from 
1858 to 1947. The rule is also called Crown rule in India, or direct rule in India. 

David Livingstone One of the most famous individuals of the Victorian period was David Livingstone, an 
explorer who mapped out much of the African continent 

Cecil Rhodes One of the most important figures in the growth of the British Empire 

Niall Ferguson Defender of the British Empire 
 

 

Key Dates & Events  

The Indian Mutiny  
After the Battle of Plassey in 1757, British power 
spread through India. The Mughal Empire, which had 
previously ruled the Indian subcontinent, was fading, 
and in its place the British Empire rose. Officially, this 
power was exercised by the British East India 
Company, and they became far more than just a 
company. They amassed political and legal power in 
India, and started to impose western ideas and 
customs upon the Indian people. In 1857, Indian 
soldiers in the British army rebelled against an 
insensitivity towards their religious customs, and this 
mutiny turned into a nationwide rebellion against 
British rule.   

 

The British Raj  
By 1857, the British had put down the Indian 
Mutiny. However, the experience made them 
realise that they had to change the way in which 
India was ruled. Therefore, the East India Company 
was disbanded, and in its place India was ruled by 
a viceroy. In 1876, Queen Victoria was made 
Empress of India. This new system was known as 
the ’British Raj’, and it tried to be more considerate 
to the Indian people. The British empire promoted, 
and celebrated Indian culture, and Indians were 
given the chance to gain promotion in the British 
army and Indian government. Money was also 
invested in India’s infrastructure.      

  

The Scramble for Africa  
Starting around 1870, European powers such as 
the Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, Belgium and 
Germany all colonised large parts of Africa. They 
saw the continent as a large, untapped source of 
trade and profit, and this process was known as 
the ‘Scramble for Africa’. Britain focused on the 
North-East of the continent, where the very 
profitable Suez Canal ran through Egypt, and also 
the south of the continent around South Africa. 
One of the most famous characters of the Victorian 
period was a Scot named Dr Livingstone, who 
mapped out much of the continent, and tried to 
locate the source of the Nile.  

The Boer War 
The Boer War, 1899, is seen by many as one of the 
most shameful episodes in the history of the 
British Empire. Bordering on the border of the 
British Empire were two independent states called 
Transvaal and the Orange Free State, populated by 
farmers descended from Dutch farmers (known as 
‘Boers’). When gold and diamond mines were 
found in these states, the British launched a war 
against the Boers, trying to expand their power. 
The British were ruthless in defeating the Boers, 
destroying their livestock, farms and crops, and 
imprisoning Boers and black Africans in 
concentration camps. The war caused a public 
outcry. 

  

Remembering the British Empire  
The legacy of the British Empire remains the subject of ongoing debates. Some believe that it was 
motivated by greed, and oppressed foreign populations to make Britain wealthier. Others argue that the 
British Empire spread technology and civilisation across the world, and helped other countries advance 
into the modern age. Perhaps the most well-known current defender of Empire is Niall Ferguson, who argues 
that developing countries benefited from British rule. Coming to an opinion on this debate is a question of 
weighing up the many atrocities of the British Empire with the benefits which it also bought.  


