
The British Empire 



Facts and dates 

�  The British Empire was the biggest empire in the 
history of the world. Large areas of North 
America, Australia, Africa and Asia were part 
of it. Britain’s colonisation began in the late 16th 
century in the American continent. 

�  In the 17th century sugar and tobacco plantations 
were developed in the Caribbean and North America. 
The African slave trade provided cheap labour for 
those plantations.  





�  In the 18th century, although Britain lost its 13 
American colonies fo l lowing the War of 
Independence in 1783, it developed large Australian 
settlements. 



�  During the Victorian Age (the reign of Queen 
Victoria, 1819-1901) a quarter of the world belonged 
to the British Empire. People said that “the sun never 
sets on the British Empire”, because it was always 
day time in one of the British colonies. 



“The sun never sets on the British Empire” 



� At the beginning of the 20th century many British 
colonies demanded their political and economic 
independence, bringing the attention of the world 
to the oppression and injustice of the British 
occupation. Some countries left the Empire 
peacefully  but, for others, years of conflict with 
Britain began. 

 
� By the late 1960s, the majority of the British 

territories were independent. 

The fight for independence 



�  The Empire helped to make Britain rich. The British 
controlled all the trade with its colonies. They imported 
precious materials like fabrics, tea, spices, gold and 
gemstones, so that they could make them into 
manufactured goods to be sold. 

�  Conditions for the local people in the colonies weren’t good. 
They worked long hours and they didn’t earn a lot of 
money. Local people rarely participated in the political 
decisions of their countries. For this reason, there were 
often rebellions in the colonies against the British and 
many people died in oppression.  

 

Pros and cons 



�  Despite its negative aspects (above all, slavery, exploitation 
of people and environment…) , the colonization 
brought elements of modernization, education, 
transport, communication that changed the countries 
of the empire. 

�  Many people left Britain and went to live in the colonies. They 
took their religon, language and social structures with them. 
In this way, English became a global language. 

�  But the Empire also changed Britain. Many people from the 
colonies came to live in Britain. Today there are large Indian, 
African, Carribbean communities in the UK. As a result, 
Britain is a multicultural society.  



The Commonwealth of Nations 

�  The Commonwealth of Nations, generally known 
simply as the Commonwealth, is a political and 
cultural association of 54 member states, nearly all of 
which used to be territories of the British Empire. 

�  The current Commonwealth of Nations was formally 
constituted by the London Declaration in 1949, and 
it established the member states as "free and equal”. 

�  The Head of the Commonwealth is currently Queen 
Elizabeth II. 






