
The British empire in the nineteenth century  

 

The British empire was the dominant world power of the nineteenth century, its reach extending from 

Calcutta to Cape Town, from Montreal to Melbourne. As such, the British empire played a crucial 

part in shaping the world as we know it today. Through empire, distant corners of the globe were 

united in sometimes unprecedented ways, resulting in intensifying flows of commodities, labour, and 

ideas.  A wide range of people, from merchants, migrants, and missionaries to sailors, soldiers, and 

slaves, all found themselves swept up in the currents of these largescale historical developments. At 

the same time, empire was also a theatre of war and resistance, as European powers competed for 

land, resources, and profits while local communities adapted to and defied economic penetration, 

political encroachment, and evangelisation. Many of these conflicts continue to resonate into the 

present day.  

This course will focus on five key junctures in the history of the British empire, which will not only 

bring the historical breadth and diversity of the empire to life, but will also help us to reflect on 

empire’s modern-day legacies. Over five classes, we will delve into the history of war, rebellion, 

politics, trade, exploration, religion, and science, all while thinking about how empire and ideas about 

empire changed over the course of a very eventful century. Each class will begin with a brief lecture 

introducing the topic, followed by debate and discussion with the aid of primary source material 

provided during class. By engaging with nineteenth-century texts and images, from journal entries to 

cartoons and caricatures, it will be possible to step into the historian’s shoes and gain a fleeting 

glimpse of a transformative period in world history.  

Class themes — 

1. Introduction: An overview of the British empire and ideas of empire in Britain  

2. The Age of Revolution, 1780-1830 

3. Britain’s invasion of Afghanistan, 1839-42  

4. The Indian Rebellion, 1857 

5. The Partition of Africa  

Introductory reading — 

C.A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian: The British Empire and the World 1780-1830 (1989) 

John Darwin, Unfinished Empire: The Global Expansion of Britain (2012)  



P.J. Marshall, The Cambridge Illustrated History of the British Empire (2001) 

Simon C. Smith, British Imperialism 1750-1970 (Cambridge University Press, 1998) 

Piers Brendon, The Decline and Fall of the British Empire (Vintage, 2008)  

 

More detailed reading — 

David Armitage and Sanjay Subrahmanyam (eds.), The Age of Revolutions in Global Context, c. 

1760-1840 (2010) 

Gregory Freemont-Barnes, The Anglo-Afghan Wars 1839-1919 (2009) 

Biswamoy Pati (ed.), The 1857 Rebellion (2010) 

M.E. Chamberlain, The Scramble for Africa (1974)  

Thomas Packenham, The Scramble for Africa (1992)  

Extra reading material will be provided in classes.  
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