Lecture 3                               British Imperialism (India)

Introduction 

      Imperialism is usually defined as taking over by force of a weak nation by a stronger one. British imperialism in India can be a good example to illustrate how the British; looking for raw materials to their expanding industries and markets for their goods, came to subdue a whole nation for many decades. Pretending to safeguard their economic investments in India, The East India Company was allowed to fortify its holdings and opened up a new page of the history of Britain with imperialism. 

The East India Company 

      Britain entered India in the 17th century through the East India Company, which was a private commercial company controlled by the British government. Its role was to export Indian products and to sell them in Britain. A century later, that is in the 18th century, the company received the Indian Emperor who gave it the great privilege of having the right to negotiate directly with the Indian producers without having to pay custom duties and in exchange the Indian government received annual payment. Following this privilege, Indians were slowly losing the control of the country. 

      From the 17th century to the 19th century, the company had great economic privileges in Indian. It bought the Indian cotton products, clothes, spices, perfumes at very low prices, then, it exported them to England, which finally re-exported these Indian products to the rest of the world at high prices. India was satisfied because she was encouraged to produce more, she earned money and could avoid to her people hunger and unemployment. The company came to control many Indian regions and ports from where it could easily trade with powerful people. 

      In two centuries, the company came to have also political privileges in India; for example in the regions where they settled, they allied themselves with the powerful princes, groups or families. They often controlled the Indian administration through bribery, and they often interfered in local problems. The British in Indian were allowed by the Indians to have soldiers in order to protect their prosperity especially as France, a rival of England often tried to enter and obtain commercial privileges. So the British workers of the company were like settlers who have captured a territory. They started as traders settling around ports, then they slowly expanded inside India interfering in political life and acting as protectors. 

      In the 17th century the English adopted a very prudent policy in India. They never intervened in the cultural and religious customs of the Indians. They were capable of controlling India economically because the Indians were divided among themselves in religion and politics, and because some of them collaborated with the British. If they forget their differences and combined against them, then, it would have then been the end of the British rule But in the second half of the 19th century (that is after 1850, the period of Victorian prosperity in England), a new aggressive policy was adopted by the British in Indian. They wanted to change everything in Indian; manners, customs, the religion of the people. .For example, they encouraged the education of Hindu and Muslim women (this went against the Indian tradition); they also encouraged mission schools in which the missionaries preached more against Buddhism and Islam than for Christianity. 

      Other changes introduced by the British created a sense of displacement and anger among the Indians. For example, free trade ruined the Indian artisans, that is, by the introduction of British articles into India, the British threw the Indian cotton cloth markers, the carpenters and shoemakers out of work. Most Indian artisans became beggars. It is clear that the arrogant behaviour of England in Indian (economically and culturally) created feelings of resentment and discontent among all the classes of the Indian population. That is why they took part in the revolt. 

      The revolt failed because the British were superior militarily, and half of the Indian soldiers took the side of the British and not the Indians, and also because the educated classes remained loyal to the British exactly as the Indian businessmen who benefited from the commercial activities with England. Finally the revolt failed because the Sikh (an Indian minority) betrayed. They allowed the British to cross their region the Punjab and attack the most important place of the revolt, and political centre of the country; Delhi. A year later 1858, with the failure of the revolt, India became a colony under the direct control of England. 
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