How did Britain make India part of its Empire?

Whenever we study empires in history, we often find ourselves looking at trade. The buying and selling of goods can bring great wealth to an empire, and being able to control these goods (and who can buy them) gives countries and empires a lot of power. 

Britain began trading with India in the 1600s, travelling via ships around the Cape of Africa and up into South Asia. The British East India Company were a trading company that made a lot of money buying and selling goods in India; however, many other European powers, such as the Portuguese, were also trading in the area, and over time they became interested in gaining land there too. 

Britain wanted to expand its empire to India so it had greater access to and control over the goods, such as silk, that India was producing. The led to the Battle of Plassey in 1757, where soldiers from the British East India Company fought against a far larger army of the Nawab* of Bengal and his French allies. The British were victorious and seized the land and money of Bengal. 

The British East India Company began to expand their control over areas of eastern India, but while they were making lots of money, many Indians were starving as they could not afford to pay the expensive taxes** the British had introduced. The British also made a lot of changes to the culture and religion, encouraging the locals to convert to Christianity. This led all to the Indian Rebellion in 1857. After a year of fighting, the Indian rebels surrendered on June 20th, 1858, officially ending the Mughal Empire.

After the victory of the British East India Company, the rule of India was transferred to the British Crown in 1858 – this became known as the British Raj. The British Raj ruled over almost all of present-day India, Pakistan and Bangladesh from 1858-1947.

This meant that Britain now had control over all of India’s goods and resources and controlled all trade in the country. They also made lots of changes to India's government and society, introducing lots of Western ideas, though some were not welcome!

During World War I (1914-18) and World War II (1939-45), millions of Indians fought for the British Empire against Germany and its allies. During this time, more and more Indians wanted freedom from the British Empire, and key figures such as Mohandas Gandhi gained a lot of support in their fight for independence. By the end of the war, the Indian independence movement had gained a lot of support, and after a lot of fighting within India in 1946, the British decided to withdraw from India by 1948 and India became independent on August 15th 1947.



Nawab* = ruler, a governor of land under the Mughal empire 
Taxes** = money paid to the government or ruling power
