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Indian Railroad Station, 1866  British India built the largest network of railroads in Asia. People 
of every social class traveled by train.
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In 1782 Tipu Sultan inherited the throne of the state 
of Mysore (my-SORE), which his father had made the 
most powerful state in south India. The ambitious 

and talented new ruler distrusted the territorial ambi-
tions of Great Britain’s East India Company. In 1785, 
before the company could invade Mysore, Tipu Sultan 
launched his own attack. He then sent an embassy 
to France in 1788, seeking an alliance against Britain. 
Tipu’s struggle with the East India Company went badly. 
A military defeat in 1792 forced him to surrender most 
of his coastal lands. Despite the loose alliance with 
France, he was unable to stop further British advances. 
Tipu lost his life in 1799 while defending his capital against a British assault. Mysore 
was divided between the British and their Indian allies.

As these events illustrate, local leaders and European powers all tried to expand 
their influence in South Asia and Africa between 1750 and 1870. Midway through 
that period, it was by no means clear who would gain the upper hand. Britain and 
France were as likely to fight each other as they were to fight an Asian or African 
state. In 1800 the two nations were engaged in their third major war for overseas 
supremacy since 1750.

By 1870, Britain had gained a decisive advantage. The new British Empire 
included the subcontinent of India, settler colonies in Australia and New Zealand, 
and a growing network of trading outposts. By 1870 Britain had completed the cam-
paign to replace the overseas slave trade from Africa with “legitimate” trade and 
had spearheaded new Asian and South Pacific labor migrations into a new string of 
tropical colonies.

 ■ How did different African leaders and peoples 
interact with each other, and how did European 
nations’ relationship to African peoples change 
during this period?

 ■ How did Britain secure its hold on India, and 
what colonial policies led to the beginnings of 
Indian nationalism?

 ■ What role did the abolition of slavery and the 
continued growth of British overseas trade play 
in the immigration to the Caribbean and else-
where of peoples from Africa, India, and Asia?

Africa, India, and the New 
British Empire, 1750–1870

CHANGES AND EXCHANGES IN AFRICA
In the century before 1870 Africa underwent dynamic political changes and a great expan-
sion of foreign trade. Indigenous African leaders and Middle Eastern and European imperi-
alists built powerful new states and expanded old ones. As the slave trade died under British 
pressure, trade in other goods grew sharply. In return Africans imported large quantities of 
machine-made textiles and firearms. These complex changes are best understood by look-
ing at African regions separately.
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Zulu in Battle Dress, 1838  Elaborate costumes helped 
impress opponents with the Zulus’ strength. Shown here 
are long-handled spears and thick leather shields.

Zulu A people of modern 
South Africa whom King 
Shaka united in 1818.

New African States
Internal forces produced clusters of new states in two parts of sub-Saharan Africa between 1750 
and 1870. In southern Africa a powerful Zulu kingdom arose. In inland West Africa Islamic 
reformers created the Sokoto (SOH-kuh-toh) Caliphate and companion states (see Map 25.1).

For many centuries the Nguni (ng-GOO-nee) peoples had farmed and raised cattle in the 
fertile coast-lands of southeastern Africa. When a serious drought hit the region at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, an upstart military genius named Shaka (r. 1818–1828) created 
the Zulu kingdom in 1818. Strict military drill and close-combat tactics featuring ox-hide shields 
and lethal stabbing spears made the Zulu the most powerful and most feared fighters in south-
ern Africa.

Shaka expanded his kingdom by raiding his African neighbors, seizing their cattle, and cap-
turing their women and children. Breakaway military bands spread this system of warfare and 
state building inland to the high plateau country as far north as Lake Victoria. As the power and 
population of these new kingdoms increased, so too did the number of displaced and demoral-
ized refugees around them.

To protect themselves from the Zulu, some neighboring Africans created their own states. 
The Swazi kingdom consolidated north of the Zulu, and the kingdom of Lesotho (luh-SOO-too) 
grew by attracting refugees to strongholds in southern Africa’s highest mountains. Both Lesotho 
and Swaziland survive as independent states to this day.

Although Shaka ruled for little more than a decade, he succeeded in creating a new national 
identity as well as a new kingdom. He grouped all the young people in his domains by age into 
regiments. Regiment members lived together and immersed themselves in Zulu lore and cus-
toms, including fighting methods. A British trader named Henry Francis Fynn expressed his 
“astonishment at the order and discipline” he found everywhere in the Zulu kingdom. He wit-
nessed public festivals of loyalty to Shaka at which regiments of young men and women num-
bering in the tens of thousands danced around the king for hours. Parades showed off the king’s 
enormous herds of cattle, a Zulu measure of wealth.

Meanwhile, Islamic reform movements were creating 
another cluster of powerful states in the savannas of West 
Africa. Islam had been a force in the politics and cities of 
this region for centuries, but it had made slow progress 
among rural people, and most Muslim rulers had found 
it prudent to tolerate the older religious practices of their 
subjects. In the 1770s, however, Muslim scholars began 
preaching the need to reform Islamic practices. They con-
demned the accommodations Muslim rulers had made 
with older traditions and called for a forcible conquest of 
rural “pagans.” Their jihad (holy war) added new lands 
where governments enforced Islamic laws and promoted 
the religion’s spread.

The largest of the new Muslim reform movements 
occurred in the Hausa (HOW-suh) states (in northern 
Nigeria) under the leadership of Usuman dan Fodio (OO-
soo-mahn dahn FOH-dee-oh) (1745–1817). He charged 
that the Hausa kings, despite their official profession of 
Islam, were “undoubtedly unbelievers . . . because they 
practice polytheistic rituals and turn people away from the 
path of God.” Distressed by the lapses of the king of Gobir, 
Usuman issued a call in 1804 for a jihad to overthrow him. 

 Shaka Zulu

AP* Exam Tip  Nation-
alism in Africa is an impor-
tant point for the course.
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Muslims unhappy with their social or religious position spread the movement to other Hausa 
states. The successful armies united the conquered Hausa states and neighboring areas under 
a caliph (sultan) who ruled from the city of Sokoto. The Sokoto Caliphate (1809–1906) was the 
largest state in West Africa since the sixteenth century.

These new Muslim states became centers of Islamic learning and reform. Schools for training 
boys in Quranic subjects spread rapidly, and the great library at Sokoto attracted many scholars. 
Officials permitted non-Muslims within the empire to follow their religions in exchange for pay-
ing a special tax, but they suppressed dances and ceremonies associated with traditional reli-
gions. During the jihads, many who resisted the expansion of Muslim rule were killed, enslaved, 
or forced to convert.

Sokoto’s leaders sold many captives into the trans-Saharan slave trade, which carried ten 
thousand slaves a year, mostly women and children, across the desert to North Africa and the 
Middle East. Slavery also increased greatly within the Sokoto Caliphate and other new Muslim 
states. It is estimated that by 1865 there were more slaves in the Sokoto Caliphate than in any 
remaining slave-holding state in the Americas.1 Most of the slaves raised food, making possible 
the seclusion of free women in their homes in accordance with reformed Muslim practice.

Modernization in Egypt and Ethiopia
While new states were arising elsewhere, in northeastern Africa the ancient states of Egypt and 
Ethiopia were undergoing growth and modernization. Napoleon’s invading army had withdrawn 
from Egypt by 1801, but the shock of this display of European strength and Egyptian weakness 

Sokoto Caliphate

Muhammad Ali

Empire Africa India

1750

1763 End of Seven Years War

1769–1778 Captain James Cook explores 
New Zealand and eastern Australia

1795 End of Dutch East India Company 1795 Britain takes Cape Colony

1798 Napoleon invades Egypt

1756 Black Hole of Calcutta
1765 East India Company (EIC) rule of 
Bengal begins

1796 Britain annexes Ceylon

1799 EIC defeats Mysore
1800

1807 Britain outlaws slave trade

1834 Britain frees slaves in its colonies

1805 Muhammad Ali seizes Egypt
1808 Britain takes over Sierra Leone
1809 Sokoto Caliphate founded
1818 Shaka founds Zulu kingdom
1821 Foundation of Liberia

1831–1847 Algerians resist French 
takeover

1836–1839 Afrikaners’ Great Trek
1840 Omani sultan moves capital to 
Zanzibar

1818 EIC creates Bombay Presidency

1826 EIC annexes Assam and northern 
Burma

1828 Brahmo Samaj founded
1834 Indentured labor migrations begin

1850

1867 End of Atlantic slave trade

1877 Queen Victoria becomes Empress 
of India

1869 Jaja founds Opobo

1857–1858 Sepoy Rebellion leads to end 
of EIC rule and Mughal rule

Sokoto Caliphate A large 
Muslim state founded in 
1809 in what is now northern 
Nigeria.

modernization The pro-
cess of reforming political, 
military, economic, social, 
and cultural traditions in 
imitation of the early suc-
cess of Western societies, 
often with regard for accom-
modating local traditions in 
non-Western societies.
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was long-lasting. The successor to Napoleon’s rule was Muhammad Ali (see Chapter 24), who 
ruled Egypt from 1805 to 1849 and who began the reforms that created modern Egypt. In the 
1830s Muhammad Ali headed the strongest state in the Islamic world and the first to employ 
Western methods and technology. The technical expertise of the West was combined with 
Islamic religious and cultural traditions. For example, the Egyptian printing industry, begun to 
provide Arabic translations of technical manuals, turned out critical editions of Islamic classics 
and promoted a revival of Arabic writing and literature.

By the end of Muhammad Ali’s reign in 1849, the population had nearly doubled; trade with 
Europe had expanded by almost 600 percent; and a new class of educated Egyptians had begun 
to replace the old ruling aristocracy. Egyptians were replacing many of the foreign experts, 
and the fledgling program of industrialization was providing the country with its own textiles, 
paper, weapons, and military uniforms. The demands on peasant families for labor and military 
service, however, were acutely disruptive.

Ali’s grandson Ismail (is-MAH-eel) (r. 1863–1879) placed even more emphasis on western-
izing Egypt. “My country is no longer in Africa,” Ismail declared, “it is in Europe.”2 His efforts 
increased the number of European advisers in Egypt, as well as Egypt’s debts to French and Brit-
ish banks. In the first decade of his reign, revenues increased thirtyfold and exports doubled 
(largely because of a huge increase in cotton exports during the American Civil War). By 1870 
Egypt had a network of new irrigation canals, 800 miles (1,300 kilometers) of railroads, a modern 
postal service, and the dazzling new capital city of Cairo. When the market for Egyptian cotton 
collapsed after the American Civil War, however, Egypt’s debts to British and French investors 
led to the country’s partial occupation.

State building and reform were also under way in Ethiopia, whose rulers had been Christian 
for fifteen hundred years. Beginning in the 1840s, Ethiopian rulers purchased modern weapons 
from European sources and created strong armies loyal to the ruler. Emperor Téwodros (tay-
WOH-druhs) II (r. 1833–1868) also encouraged the manufacture of weapons locally. With the 
aid of Protestant missionaries his craftsmen even constructed a giant cannon capable of firing a 
half-ton shell. However, his efforts to coerce more technical aid by holding some British officials 
captive backfired when the British invaded instead. As the British forces advanced, Téwodros 

Ismail

Ethiopia

Muhammad Ali Leader 
of Egyptian moderniza-
tion in the early nineteenth 
century. He ruled Egypt as 
an Ottoman governor but 
had imperial ambitions. His 
descendants ruled Egypt 
until overthrown in 1952.

Téwodros’s Mighty Cannon  Like other modernizers in the nineteenth century, Emperor Téwodros of Ethiopia sought to reform 
his military forces. In 1861 he forced resident European missionaries and craftsmen to build guns and cannon, including this 
7-ton behemoth. It took five hundred men to haul it across Ethiopia’s hilly terrain.

Fr
om

 H
or

m
uz

d 
Ra

ss
am

, N
ar

ra
tiv

e 
of

 th
e 

Br
iti

sh
 M

iss
io

n 
to

 T
he

od
or

e,
 K

in
g 

of
 A

by
ss

in
ia

, I
I, 

Lo
nd

on
 1

86
9,

 J
oh

n 
M

ur
ra

y

      Copyright 2011 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). 
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



committed suicide to avoid being taken prisoner. Satisfied that their honor was avenged, the 
British withdrew. Under Téwodros and his successor Yohannes (yoh-HAHN-nehs) IV (r. 1872–
1889), most highland regions were brought back under imperial rule. The only large part of 
ancient Ethiopia that remained outside Emperor Yohannes’s rule was the Shoa kingdom, ruled 
by King Menelik (MEN-uh-lik) from 1865.

European Penetration
France’s conquest of Algeria anticipated the general European “scramble” for Africa after 1870. 
Long an exporter of grain and olive oil to France, Algeria had even supplied Napoleon with grain 
for his 1798 invasion of Egypt. The failure of French governments to repay this debt led to many 
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MAP 25.1  Africa in the Nineteenth Century Expanding trade drew much of Africa into global networks, but foreign colonies 
in 1870 were largely confined to Algeria and southern Africa. Growing trade, Islamic reform movements, and other internal 
forces created important new states throughout the continent.

© Cengage Learning

 Interactive Map

      Copyright 2011 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). 
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



718  CHAPTER 25 Africa, India, and the New British Empire, 1750–1870

disputes between Algeria and France and eventually to a severing of diplomatic relations in 1827. 
Three years later an unpopular French government, hoping to stir French nationalism with an 
easy overseas victory, attacked Algeria.

The French government was soon overthrown, but the war in Algeria dragged on for eighteen 
years. The attack by an alien Christian power united the Algerians behind ‘Abd al-Qadir (AHB-
dahl-KAH-deer), a gifted and resourceful Muslim holy man. To achieve victory, the French built 
up an army of over 100,000 that broke Algerian resistance by destroying farm animals and crops 
and massacring villagers by the tens of thousands. After ‘Abd al-Qadir was captured and exiled 
in 1847, the resistance movement fragmented, but the French occupiers faced resistance in the 
mountains for another thirty years. European settlers, who rushed in to take possession of Alge-
ria’s rich coastlands, numbered 130,000 by 1871.

Meanwhile, small expeditions of adventurous explorers, using their own funds or financed 
by private geographical societies, were seeking to uncover the mysteries of inner Africa. Besides 
discovering the course of Africa’s rivers, they wished to assess the continent’s mineral wealth or 
convert Africans to Christianity.

Many of them were concerned with tracing the course of Africa’s great rivers. Explorers 
learned that the Niger River flowed from west to east and that the small streams entering the 
Gulf of Guinea were in fact the Niger Delta.

The north-flowing Nile similarly attracted explorers bent on finding its headwaters. In 1770 
Lake Tana in Ethiopia was established as a major source, and in 1861–1862 Lake Victoria was 
found to be the other main source.

The Scottish missionary doctor David Livingstone (1813–1873) explored southern and cen-
tral Africa. His primary goal was to scout out locations for Christian missions, but he also traced 
the course of the Zambezi River between 1853 and 1856, naming its greatest waterfall for the 
British Queen Victoria. In 1871, while tracing the course of the upper Congo River, he encoun-
tered the journalist Henry Morton Stanley (1841–1904) on a publicity-motivated search for the 
“lost” missionary doctor. Stanley’s large expeditions fought their way across the continent, but 
Livingstone’s modest expeditions, which posed no threat to anyone, regularly received warm 
hospitality.

Abolition and Legitimate Trade
No sooner was the mouth of the Niger River discovered than eager entrepreneurs began to send 
expeditions up the river to assess its potential for trade. The value of trade between West Africa 
and the West more than doubled between the 1730s and the 1780s, then doubled again by 1870.3 
Before about 1825 the slave trade accounted for most of that increase, but thereafter African 
exports of vegetable oils, gold, ivory, and other goods drove overseas trade to new heights.

The successful slave revolt in Saint Domingue in the 1790s (see Chapter 21) ended slavery 
in the largest plantation colony in the West Indies. Elsewhere in the Americas slave revolts were 
brutally repressed. As news of the slave revolts and their repression spread, humanitarians and 
religious reformers called for an end to the trade. Support for abolition of the trade was found 
even among Americans wanting to preserve slavery. In 1807 both Great Britain and the United 
States made importing slaves from Africa illegal for their citizens. Most other Western countries 
followed suit by 1850, but few enforced abolition with the vigor of the British.

Once the world’s greatest slave traders, the British became the most aggressive abolition-
ists. Britain sent a naval patrol to enforce the ban along the African coast and negotiated trea-
ties allowing the patrol to search other nations’ vessels suspected of carrying slaves. Although 
British patrols captured 1,635 slave ships and liberated over 160,000 enslaved Africans, the trade 
proved difficult to stop. Cuba and Brazil continued to import huge numbers of slaves, which 
drove prices up and persuaded some African rulers and merchants to continue to sell slaves and 
to help foreign slavers evade the British patrols. Because the slave trade moved to other parts of 
Africa, the transatlantic slave trade did not end until 1867.

In exchange for slaves, Africans purchased cloth, metals, and other goods. To continue those 
imports, Africans expanded their “legitimate” trade (exports other than slaves). They revived 
old exports or developed new ones as the Atlantic slave trade was shut down. The most success-
ful of the new exports from West Africa was palm oil, used by British manufacturers for soap, 

Explorers

Slave Trade

Palm Oil

“legitimate” trade Exports 
from Africa in the nineteenth 
century that did not include 
the newly outlawed slave 
trade.

AP* Exam Tip  Under-
stand the effects of slavery 
in various parts of the 
world and be prepared to 
discuss the end of the slave 
trade in Africa.
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recaptives Africans rescued 
by Britain’s Royal Navy from 
the illegal slave trade of 
the nineteenth century and 
restored to free status.

candles, and lubricants. Though still a major source of slaves 
until the mid-1830s, the trading states of the Niger Delta 
emerged as the premier exporters of palm oil. Coastal African 
traders bought the palm oil at inland markets and delivered it 
to European ships at the coast.

The dramatic increase in palm-oil exports—from a few 
hundred tons at the beginning of the century to tens of thou-
sands of tons by midcentury—altered the social structure of 
the coastal trading communities. Coastal traders used their 
wealth to buy slaves to paddle the giant dugout canoes that 
transported palm oil from inland markets along the narrow 
delta creeks to the trading ports. Niger Delta slavery could 
be as harsh and brutal as slavery on New World plantations, 
but it offered some slaves a chance to gain wealth and power. 
Male slaves who supervised canoe fleets were well compen-
sated, and a few even became wealthy enough to take over 
the leadership of coastal “canoe houses” (companies). The 
most famous, known as “Jaja” (ca. 1821–1891), rose from canoe 
slave to become the head of a major canoe house. In 1869, to 
escape discrimination by free-born Africans, he founded the 
new port of Opobo, which he ruled as king. In the 1870s Jaja of 
Opobo was the greatest palm-oil trader in the Niger Delta.

Another effect of the suppression of the slave trade was 
the spread of Western cultural influences in West Africa. To serve as a base for their anti-slave-
trade naval squadron, the British had taken over the small colony of Sierra Leone (see-AIR-uh 
lee-OWN) in 1808. Over the next several years, 130,000 men, women, and children taken from 
“captured” vessels were liberated in Sierra Leone. Christian missionaries helped settle these 
recaptives in and around Freetown, the capital. Mission churches and schools made many con-
verts among such men and women.

Sierra Leone’s schools also produced a number of distinguished graduates. Samuel Adjai 
Crowther (1808–1891), freed from a slave ship in 1821, became the first Anglican bishop in West 
Africa in 1864, administering a pioneering diocese along the lower Niger River. James Africanus 
Horton (1835–1882), the son of slaves liberated in Sierra Leone, became a doctor and the author 
of many studies of West Africa.

Other Western cultural influences came from people of African birth or descent return-
ing to their ancestral homeland. In 1821, free black Americans founded a settlement that grew 
into the Republic of Liberia, a place of liberty at a time when slavery was legal and flourishing 
in the United States. After their emancipation in 1865 other African Americans moved to Libe-
ria. Emma White, a literate black woman from Kentucky, moved from Liberia to Opobo in 1875, 
where King Jaja employed her to write his commercial correspondence and run a school for his 
children. Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912), born in the West Indies and proud of his West Afri-
can parentage, emigrated to Liberia in 1851 and became a professor of Greek, Latin, and Arabic 
at the fledgling Liberia College. Free blacks from Brazil and Cuba chartered ships to return to 
their West African homelands, bringing Roman Catholicism, architectural motifs, and clothing 
fashions from the New World. Although the number of Africans exposed to Western culture in 
1870 was still small, their influence grew rapidly.

Recaptives
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Secondary Empires in Eastern Africa
When British patrols hampered the slave trade in West Africa, slavers moved to eastern Africa. 
There the Atlantic slave trade joined an existing trade in slaves to the Islamic world that also was 
expanding. Two-thirds of the 1.2 million slaves exported from eastern Africa in the nineteenth 
century went to markets in North Africa and the Middle East; the other third went to plantations 
in the Americas and to European-controlled Indian Ocean islands.

Slavery also became more prominent within eastern Africa itself. Between 1800 and 1873 
Arab and Swahili (swah-HEE-lee) owners of clove plantations along the coast purchased some 
700,000 slaves to do the hard work of harvesting this spice. The plantations were on Zanzibar 
Island and in neighboring territories belonging to the Sultanate of Oman, an Arabian kingdom 
on the Persian Gulf that had been expanding its control over the East African coast since 1698. 
The sultan had even moved his court to Zanzibar in 1840 to take advantage of the burgeoning 
trade in cloves. Zanzibar also was an important center of slaves and ivory. Most of the ivory was 
shipped to India, where much of it was carved into decorative objects for European markets.

Ivory caravans came to the coast from hundreds of miles inland under the direction of Afri-
can and Arab merchants. Some of these merchants brought large personal empires under their 
control by using capital they borrowed from Indian bankers and modern firearms they bought 
from Europeans and Americans. The largest of these personal empires, along the upper Congo 
River, was created by Tippu Tip (ca. 1830–1905), a trader from Zanzibar. Livingstone, Stanley, 
and other explorers who received Tippu Tip’s gracious hospitality in the remote center of the 

continent praised their host’s intelligence and 
refinement. On an 1876 visit, Stanley recorded in 
his journal that Tippu Tip was “a remarkable man,” 
a “picture of energy and strength” with “a fine intel-
ligent face: almost courtier-like in his manner.”

Tippu Tip also composed a detailed memoir 
of his adventures in the heart of Africa, written in 
the Swahili language of the coast. In it he mocked 
innocent African villagers for believing that his 
gunshots were thunder. Modern rifles not only 
felled countless elephants for their ivory tusks but 
also inflicted widespread devastation and misery 
on the people of this isolated area.

Europeans supplied the weapons and were 
major consumers of ivory and cloves. For this rea-
son histories refer to the states carved out of east-
ern Africa by the sultans of Oman, Tippu Tip, and 
others as “secondary empires,” in contrast to the 
empire that Britain was establishing directly. At 
the same time, British officials pressured the sul-
tan of Oman into halting the Indian Ocean slave 
trade from Zanzibar in 1857 and ending the import 
of slaves into Zanzibar in 1873.

Zanzibar

Tippu Tip

SECTION REVIEW

 ● Shaka established a powerful Zulu kingdom in the south.

 ● Usuman dan Fodio conquered the former Hausa states in the 
west and formed the Sokoto Caliphate.

 ● In Egypt Muhammad Ali combined Western expertise with 
Islamic traditions; his grandson Ismail developed the country’s 
infrastructure.

 ● Under Emperor Téwodros and his successor, Ethiopia grew 
stronger by purchasing and manufacturing modern weapons.

 ● When France invaded Algeria in 1830, Algerians united behind 
the Muslim cleric ‘Abd al-Qadir, but were defeated.

 ● Commercial ties between Europe and Africa grew enormously.

 ● No country enforced the abolition of slavery more effectively 
than Britain. British antislavery naval operations settled freed 
captives in Sierra Leone.

 ● The slave trade exploited the market for slaves in North Africa 
and the Middle East.

INDIA UNDER BRITISH RULE
The people of South Asia felt the impact of European commercial, cultural, and colonial expan-
sion more immediately and profoundly than did the people of Africa. While Europeans were 
laying claim to only small parts of Africa between 1750 and 1870, nearly all of India (with three 
times the population of all of Africa) came under British rule. During the 250 years after the 
founding of the East India Company in 1600, British interests commandeered the colonies and 
trade of the Dutch, fought off French and Indian challenges, and picked up the pieces of the 
decaying Mughal (MOO-guhl) Empire. By 1763 the French were stymied; in 1795 the Dutch East 
India Company was dissolved; and in 1858 the last Mughal emperor was dethroned, leaving the 
vast subcontinent in British hands.
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Company Men
As Mughal power weakened, Iranian armies defeated the Mughal forces in 1739, sacked Delhi, 
and returned home with vast amounts of booty. Indian states also took advantage of Mughal 
weakness to assert their independence. By midcentury, the Maratha (muh-RAH-tuh) Confed-
eration, a coalition of states in central India, controlled more land than the Mughals did (see 
Map 25.2). Also ruling their own powerful states were the nawabs (NAH-wab), a term used for 
Muslim princes who were deputies of the Mughal emperor, though in name only.

British, Dutch, and French companies were also eager to expand their profitable trade into 
India in the eighteenth century. Such far-flung European trading companies were speculative 
and risky ventures in 1750. Their success depended on ambitious young “company men,” who 
used hard bargaining, and hard fighting when necessary, to persuade Indian rulers to allow 
them to establish trading posts at strategic points along the coast. To protect their fortified ware-
houses from attack, they trained Indian troops known as sepoys (SEE-poy). In divided India 
these private armies came to hold the balance of power.

In 1691 Great Britain’s East India Company (EIC) had convinced the nawab of the large state 
of Bengal in northeast India to let the company establish a fortified outpost at the fishing port of 
Calcutta. A new nawab, pressing claims for additional tribute from the prospering port, overran 
the fort in 1756 and imprisoned a group of EIC men in a cell so small that many died of suffoca-
tion. To avenge their deaths in this “Black Hole of Calcutta,” a large EIC force from Madras, led by 
Robert Clive, overthrew the nawab. The weak Mughal emperor was persuaded to acknowledge 
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nawab A Muslim prince 
allied to British India; techni-
cally, a semi-autonomous 
deputy of the Mughal 
emperor.

sepoy A soldier in South 
Asia, especially in the ser-
vice of the British.

 Interactive Map
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the East India Company’s right to rule Bengal in 1765. The EIC profited from the tax revenues of 
Bengal as well as from trade. Calcutta grew into a city of 250,000 by 1788.

In southern India, Clive had used EIC forces from Madras to secure victory for the British 
Indian candidate for nawab of Arcot during the Seven Years War (1756–1763), thereby gaining 
an advantage over French traders who had supported the loser. The defeat of Tipu Sultan of 
Mysore at the end of the century secured south India for the company and prevented a French 
resurgence.

Along with Calcutta and Madras, the third major center of British power in India was Bom-
bay. There, in 1818, the East India Company annexed large territories to form the core of what 
was called the “Bombay Presidency.” Some states were taken over completely, as Bengal had 
been, but very many others remained in the hands of local princes who accepted the political 
control of the company.

Raj and Rebellion, 1818–1857
In 1818 the East India Company controlled an empire with more people than in all of western 
Europe and with fifty times the population of the colonies the British had lost in North America. 
One goal of the British raj (reign) was to remake India on a British model through administrative 
and social reform, economic development, and the introduction of new technology. Yet the com-
pany men—like the Mughals before them—had to temper their interference with Indian social 
and religious customs lest they provoke rebellion or lose the support of their Indian princely 
allies.

The EIC’s main goal was to create a powerful and efficient system of government, backed 
by military power. It also gave free rein to Christian missionaries eager to convert and uplift 
India’s masses. Few converts were made, but the missionaries kept up steady pressure for social 
reforms.

Another key British policy was to substitute private property for India’s complex and over-
lapping patterns of landholding. In Bengal this reform worked to the advantage of large land-
owners, but in Mysore the peasantry gained. Private ownership made it easier for the state to 
collect the taxes that were needed to pay for administration, the army, and economic reform.

Such policies of “westernization, Anglicization, and modernization,” as they have been 
called, were only one side of British rule. The other side was the bolstering of “traditions”—both 
real and newly invented. In the name of tradition the Indian princes who ruled nearly half of 
British India were frequently endowed by their British overlords with greater power and splen-
dor and longer tenure than their predecessors had ever had. Likewise, Hindu and Muslim holy 
men were able to expand their “traditional” power over property and people far beyond what had 
been the case in earlier times. At the same time, princes, holy men, and other Indians frequently 
used claims of tradition to resist British rule as well as to turn it to their advantage. The British 
rulers themselves invented many “traditions”—including elaborate parades and displays—half 
borrowed from European royal pomp, half from Mughal ceremonies.

The British and Indian elites worked sometimes in close partnership, sometimes in opposi-
tion, but always at the expense of the ordinary people of India. Women of every status, members 
of subordinate Hindu castes, the “untouchables” and “tribals” outside the caste system, and the 
poor experienced few benefits from the British reforms and much new oppression from the taxes 
and “traditions” that exalted their superiors’ status.

The transformation of British India’s economy was also doubled-edged. On the one hand, 
British raj created many new jobs as a result of the growth of trade and expanded crop produc-
tion, such as opium in Bengal, largely for export to China (see Chapter 24); coffee in Ceylon; and 
tea in Assam in northeastern India. On the other hand, competition from cheap cotton goods 
produced in Britain’s industrial mills drove many Indians out of the handicraft textile industry. 
In the eighteenth century India had been the world’s greatest exporter of cotton textiles; in the 
nineteenth century India increasingly shipped raw cotton fiber to Britain.

Even the beneficial economic changes introduced under British rule were disruptive, and 
local rebellions were common. During the first half of the nineteenth century, British rulers 
readily handled these isolated uprisings, but they were more concerned about the continuing 
loyalty of Indian sepoys in the East India Company’s army. The EIC employed 200,000 sepoys 

British Rule

Sepoy Rebellion

British raj The rule over 
much of South Asia between 
1765 and 1947 by the East 
India Company and then by a 
British government.

AP* Exam Tip  Be sure 
to understand the expan-
sion of European colonial-
ism and imperialism into all 
regions of the world.
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in 1857, along with 38,000 British troops. Armed with modern rifles and disciplined in fighting 
methods, the sepoys had a potential for successful rebellion that other groups lacked.

In fact, discontent was growing among Indian soldiers. In the early decades of EIC rule, most 
sepoys came from Bengal, one of the first states the company had annexed. The Bengali sepoys 
resented the active recruitment of other ethnic groups into the army after 1848, such as Sikhs 
(seek) from Punjab and Gurkhas from Nepal. In addition, many high-caste Hindus objected 
to a new law in 1856 requiring new recruits to be available for service overseas in the growing 
Indian Ocean empire, for their religion prohibited ocean travel. Finally, the replacement of the 
standard military musket by the far more accurate Enfield rifle in 1857 also caused problems. 
Soldiers were ordered to use their teeth to tear open the ammunition cartridges, which were 
greased with animal fat. Hindus were offended by this order if the fat came from cattle, which 
they considered sacred. Muslims were offended if the fat came from pigs, which they considered 
unclean.

Although the cartridge-opening procedure was quickly changed, the initial discontent grew 
into rebellion by Hindu sepoys in May 1857. British troubles mushroomed when Muslim sepoys, 
peasants, and discontented elites joined in. The rebels asserted old traditions to challenge Brit-
ish authority: sepoy officers in Delhi proclaimed their loyalty to the Mughal emperor; others 
rallied behind the Maratha leader Nana Sahib. The rebellion was put down by March 1858, but it 
shook this empire to its core.

Historians have attached different names and meanings to the events of 1857 and 1858. Con-
centrating on the fact that the uprising was an unlawful action by soldiers, nineteenth-century 
British historians labeled it the “Sepoy Rebellion” or “Mutiny.” Seeing in these events the begin-
nings of the later movement for independence, some modern Indian historians have termed it 
the “Revolution of 1857.” In reality, it was much more than a simple mutiny, because it involved 
more than soldiers, but it was not yet a nationalist revolution, for the rebels had little sense of a 
common Indian national identity.

Political Reform and Industrial Impact
The events of 1857–1858 marked a turning point in the history of modern India. In their wake 
Indians gained a new centralized government, entered a period of rapid economic growth, and 
began to develop a new national consciousness.

In 1858 Britain eliminated the last traces of Mughal and Company rule. In their place, a new 
secretary of state for India in London oversaw Indian policy, and a new governor-general in Delhi 
acted as the British monarch’s viceroy. In November 1858 Queen Victoria guaranteed all Indians 
equal protection of the law and the freedom to practice their religions and social customs, but 
she also assured Indian princes that so long as they were loyal to the queen British India would 
respect their control of territories and “their rights, dignity and honour.”4

British rule continued to emphasize both tradition and reform after 1857. At the top, the Brit-
ish viceroys lived in enormous palaces amid hundreds of servants and gaudy displays of luxury 
meant to convince Indians that the British viceroys were legitimate successors to the Mughal 
emperors. They treated the quasi-independent Indian princes with elaborate ceremonial cour-
tesy and maintained them in splendor. When Queen Victoria was proclaimed “Empress of India” 
in 1877 and periodically thereafter, the viceroys put on great pageants known as durbars. At the 
durbar in Delhi in 1902–1903 to celebrate the coronation of King Edward VII, Viceroy Lord Cur-
zon honored himself with a 101-gun salute and a parade of 34,000 troops in front of 50 princes 
and 173,000 visitors (see Diversity and Dominance: Ceremonials of Imperial Domination).

Meanwhile, a powerful and efficient bureaucracy controlled India. Members of the elite 
Indian Civil Service (ICS) held the senior administrative and judicial posts. Numbering only a 
thousand at the end of the nineteenth century, these men visited the villages in their districts, 
heard lawsuits and complaints, and passed judgments.

Recruitment into the ICS was by open examinations. In theory any British subject could 
take these exams; since they were given in England, however, in practice the system worked to 
exclude Indians. In 1870 only one Indian was a member of the ICS. Subsequent reforms led to 
fifty-seven Indian appointments by 1887, but there the process stalled. Working under the ICS 
were thousands of lesser Indian officials.

Durbars

Indian Civil Service

Sepoy Rebellion The revolt 
of Indian soldiers in 1857 
against certain practices 
that violated religious cus-
toms; also known as the 
Sepoy Mutiny.

durbar An elaborate display 
of political power and wealth 
in British India in the nine-
teenth century, ostensibly in 
imitation of the pageantry of 
the Mughal Empire.

Indian Civil Service The 
elite professional class of 
officials who administered 
the government of British 
India. Originally composed 
exclusively of well-educated 
British men, it gradually 
added qualified Indians.
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This letter to Queen Victoria from Edward Robert Bulwer- Lytton, 
Earl of Lytton and viceroy of India, describes the elaborate dur-
bar that the government of India staged in 1876 in anticipation 
of her being named “Empress of India.” It highlights the effects 
these ceremonies had on the Indian princes who governed many 
parts of India as agents (“feudatories”) of the British or as inde-
pendent rulers.

British India’s power rested on the threat of military force, 
but the letter points up how much it also depended on cultivat-
ing the allegiance of powerful Indian rulers. For their part, as 
the letter suggests, such rulers were impressed with such displays 
of majesty and organization and found much to be gained from 
granting the British their support.

The day before yesterday (December 23), I arrived, with Lady 
Lytton and all my staff at Delhi. . . . I was received at the [rail-
road] station by all the native chiefs and princes, and, . . . after 
shaking hands . . . , I immediately mounted my elephant, 
accompanied by Lady Lytton, our two little girls following 
us on another elephant. The procession through Delhi to the 
camp . . . lasted upwards of three hours. . . . The streets were 
lined for many miles with troops; those of the native princes 
being brigaded with those of your Majesty. The crowd along 
the way, behind the troops, was dense, and apparently enthu-
siastic; the windows, walls, and housetops being thronged 
with natives, who salaamed, and Europeans, who cheered as 
we passed along. . . .

My reception by the native princes at the station was most 
cordial. The Maharaja of Jeypore informed Sir John Strachey 
that India had never seen such a gathering as this, in which 
not only all the great native princes (many of whom have never 
met before), but also chiefs and envoys from Khelat, Burmah, 
Siam, and the remotest parts of the East, are assembled to do 
homage to your Majesty. . . .

On Tuesday (December 26) from 10 a.m. till past 7 p.m., I 
was, without a moment’s intermission, occupied in receiving 
visits from native chiefs, and bestowing on those entitled to 
them the banners, medals, and other honours given by your 

Majesty. The durbar, which lasted all day and long after dark, 
was most successful. . . . Your Majesty’s portrait, which was 
placed over the Viceregal throne in the great durbar tent, was 
thought by all to be an excellent likeness of your Majesty. The 
native chiefs examined it with special interest.

On Wednesday, the 27th, I received visits from native chiefs, 
as before, from 10 a.m. til 1 p.m., and from 1:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m., 
was passed in returning visits. I forgot to mention that on Tues-
day and Wednesday evenings I gave great State dinners to the 
Governors of Bombay and Madras. Every subsequent evening 
of my stay at Delhi was similarly occupied by state banquets 
and receptions [for officials, foreign dignitaries, and] many 
distinguished natives. After dinner on Thursday, I held a levee 
[reception], which lasted till one o’clock at night, and is said to 
have been attended by 2,500 persons—the largest, I believe, 
ever held by any Viceroy or Governor-General in India. . . .

The satisfactory and cordial assurances received from [the 
ruler of] Kashmir are, perhaps, less important, because his 
loyalty was previously assumed. But your Majesty will, per-
haps, allow me to mention, in connection with the name of 
this prince, one little circumstance which appears to me very 
illustrative of the effect which the assemblage has had on him 
and others. In the first interviews which took place months 
ago between myself and Kashmir, which resulted in my secur-
ing his assent to the appointment of a British officer at Gilgit, 
I noticed that, though perfectly courteous, he was extremely 
mistrustful of the British Government and myself. He seemed 
to think that every word I had said to him must have a hidden 
meaning against which he was bound to be on his guard. Dur-
ing our negotiations he carefully kept all his councillors round 
him, and he referred to them before answering any question I 
put to him, and, although he finally agreed to my proposals, 
he did so with obvious reluctance and suspicion, after taking 
a night to think them over. On the day following the Imperial 
assemblage, I had another private interview with Kashmir for 
the settlement of some further details. His whole manner and 
language on this last occasion were strikingly different. [He 
said:] “I am now convinced that you mean nothing that is not 

DIVERSITY + DOMINANCE

Ceremonials of Imperial Domination

The reason qualified Indians were denied entry into the upper administration of their coun-
try was the racist contempt most British officials felt for the people they ruled. When he became 
commander-in-chief of the Indian army in 1892, Lord Kitchener declared:

It is this consciousness of the inherent superiority of the European which had won for us 
India. However well educated and clever a native may be, and however brave he may have 
proved himself, I believe that no rank we can bestow on him would cause him to be consid-
ered an equal of the British officer.5

After 1857 the government invested millions of pounds sterling in harbors, cities, irrigation 
canals, and other public works. Forests were felled to make way for tea plantations. Indian farm-
ers were persuaded to grow cotton and jute for export. Engineers built great irrigation systems 
to alleviate the famines that periodically decimated whole provinces. As a result, India’s trade 
expanded rapidly.
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for the good of me and mine. Our interests are identical with 
those of the empire. Give me your orders and they shall be 
obeyed.”

I have already mentioned to your Majesty that one of the 
sons of Kashmir acted as my page at the assemblage. I can truly 
affirm that all the native princes, great and small, with whom I 
was previously acquainted vied with each other in doing honor 
to the occasion, and I sincerely believe that this great gather-
ing has also enabled me to establish the most cordial and con-
fidential personal relations with a great many others whom I 
then met for the first time.

. . . If the vast number of persons collected together at Delhi, 
and all almost entirely under canvas, be fairly taken into con-
sideration—a number alluding the highest executive officers 
of your Majesty’s administration from every part of India, each 
with his own personal staff; all the members of my own Coun-
cil, with their wives and families, who were entertained as the 
Viceroy’s personal guests; all the representatives of the Press, 
native and European; upwards of 15,000 British troops, besides 
about 450 native princes and nobles, each with a following of 
from 2 to 500 attendants; the foreign ambassadors with their 
suites; the foreign consuls; a large number of the rudest and 
most unmanageable transfrontier chieftains with their horses 
and camels, Etc.; and then an incalculably large concourse of 
private persons attracted by curiosity from every corner of the 
country—I say if all this be fairly remembered, no candid per-
son will, I think, deny that to bring together, lodge, and feed so 
vast a crowd without a single case of sickness, or a single acci-
dent due to defective arrangements, without a moment’s con-
fusion or an hour’s failure in the provision of supplies, and then 
to have sent them all away satisfied and loud in their expres-
sions of gratitude for the munificent hospitality with which 
they had been entertained (at an expenditure of public money 
scrupulously moderate), was an achievement highly creditable 
to all concerned in carrying it out. Sir Dinkur Rao (Sindiah’s 
great Minister) said to one of my colleagues: “If any man would 
understand why it is that the English are, and must necessarily 
remain, the masters of India, he need only go up to the Flag-
staff Tower, and look down upon this marvellous camp. Let 
him notice the method, the order, the cleanliness, the disci-
pline, the perfection of its whole organisation, and he will rec-
ognise in it at once the epitome of every title to command and 

govern which one race can possess over others.” This anecdote 
reminds me of another which may perhaps please your Maj-
esty. [The ruler of] Holkar said to me when I took leave of him: 
“India has been till now a vast heap of stones, some of them 
big, some of them small. Now the house is built, and from roof 
to basement each stone of it is in the right place.”

The Khan of Khelat and his wild Sirdars were, I think, the 
chief objects of curiosity and interest to our Europeans. . . . On 
the Khan himself and all his Sirdars, the assemblage seems 
to have made an impression more profound even than I had 
anticipated. Less than a year ago they were all at war with each 
other, but they have left Delhi with mutual embraces, and a 
very salutary conviction that the Power they witnessed there 
is resolved that they shall henceforth keep the peace and not 
disturb its frontiers with their squabbles. The Khan asked to 
have a banner given to him. It was explained to His Highness 
that banners were only given to your Majesty’s feudatories, 
and that he, being an independent prince, could not receive 
one without compromising his independence. He replied: 
“But I am a feudatory of the Empress, a feudatory quite as loyal 
and obedient as any other. I don’t want to be an independent 
prince, and I do want to have my banner like all the rest. Pray 
let me have it.”

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What is significant about the fact that Lord Lytton and his 

family arrived in Delhi by train and then chose to move 
through the city on elephants?

2. What impression did the viceroy intend to create in the 
minds of the Indian dignitaries by assembling so many of 
them together and bestowing banners, medals, and honors 
on them?

3. What might account for some Indians’ remarkable changes 
of attitude toward the viceroy and the empire? How dif-
ferently might a member of the Indian middle class or an 
unemployed weaver have reacted?

Source: Lady Betty Balfour, The History of Lord Lytton’s Indian Administration, 
1876 to 1880 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1899), 116–125.

Most of the exports were agricultural commodities: cotton fiber, opium, tea, silk, and sugar. 
In return India imported manufactured goods from Britain, including machine-made cotton 
textiles that undercut Indian hand-loom weavers. Some women found jobs at very low pay on 
plantations or in the growing cities, where prostitution flourished. Others struggled to hold fam-
ilies together or ran away from abusive husbands. Everywhere in India poverty remained the 
norm.

The Indian government also promoted the introduction of new technologies into India. Ear-
lier in the century there were steamboats on the rivers and a massive program of canal building 
for irrigation. Beginning in the 1840s a railroad boom gave India its first national transportation 
network, followed by telegraph lines, and by 1870 India had the fifth largest rail network in the 
world. Originally designed to serve British commerce, the railroads were owned by British com-
panies, constructed with British rails and equipment, and paid dividends to British investors. 
Ninety-nine percent of the railroad employees were Indians, but Europeans occupied all the top 

Railroads
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positions—“like a thin film of oil on top of a glass of water, resting upon but hardly mixing with 
[those] below,” as one official report put it.

Although some Indians opposed the railroads at first because the trains mixed people of 
different castes, faiths, and sexes, the Indian people took to rail travel with great enthusiasm. 
Indians rode trains on business, on pilgrimage, and in search of work. In 1870 over 18 million 
passengers traveled along the network’s 4,775 miles (7,685 kilometers) of track, and more than 
half a million messages were sent up and down the 14,000 miles (22,500 kilometers) of telegraph 
wires.

But the freer movement of Indian pilgrims and the flood of poor Indians into the cities also 
promoted the spread of cholera (KAHL-uhr-uh), a disease transmitted through water contami-
nated by human feces. Cholera deaths rose rapidly during the nineteenth century, and eventu-
ally the disease spread to Europe. In many Indian minds kala mari (“the black death”) was a 
divine punishment for failing to prevent the British takeover. This chastisement also fell heavily 
on British residents, who died in large numbers. In 1867 officials demonstrated the close con-
nection between cholera and pilgrims who bathed in and drank from sacred pools and rivers. 
The installation of a new sewerage system (1865) and a filtered water supply (1869) in Calcutta 
dramatically reduced cholera deaths there. Similar measures in Bombay and Madras also led 
to great reductions, but most Indians lived in small villages where famine and lack of sanitation 
kept cholera deaths high.

Indian Nationalism
Both the successes and the failures of British India stimulated the development of Indian 
nationalism. After the failure of the rebellion of 1857 to overthrow British rule, some Indians 
argued that the only way for Indians to regain control of their destiny was to reduce their coun-
try’s social and ethnic divisions and promote Pan-Indian nationalism.

Individuals such as Rammohun Roy (1772–1833) had promoted development along these 
lines a generation earlier. A Western-educated Bengali from a Brahmin family, Roy was a suc-

Rammohun Roy

Delhi Durbar, January 1, 1903  The parade of Indian princes on ornately decorated elephants and accompanied by retainers 
fostered their sense of belonging to the vast empire of India that British rule had created.
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Indian National Congress A 
movement and political party 
founded in 1885 to demand 
greater Indian participation 
in government. Its member-
ship was middle class, and 
its demands were modest 
until World War I. Led after 
1920 by Mohandas K. Gan-
dhi, it appealed increasingly 
to the poor, and it organized 
mass protests demand-
ing self-government and 
independence.
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Rammohun Roy  This portrait of the Indian reformer emphasizes 
his scholarly accomplishments and India’s traditional architecture 
and natural beauty.
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SECTION REVIEW

 ● Between 1757 and 1857, Britain gained nearly complete control of India.

 ● With its armies of sepoys, the British East India Company was able to secure 
control of Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay.

 ● The British instituted a powerful colonial government and skillfully exploited 
native traditions and local rulers. The power given to Indians who governed on 
their behalf increased, while the life of the masses deteriorated.

 ● The Sepoy Rebellion of 1857–1858 prompted a wave of reforms. Great sums of 
money were invested in harbors, canals, trains, and telegraph lines, but profits 
remained in colonial hands.

 ● In response to modernization, Indian nationalism arose in the increasingly 
educated middle class.

cessful administrator for the East India Company and a student of 
comparative religion. His Brahmo Samaj (BRAH-moh suh-MAHJ) 
(Divine Society), founded in 1828, attracted Indians who sought 
to reconcile the values of the West with the religious traditions of 
India. They advocated reforming some Hindu customs, such as the 
caste system and child marriage, and urged a return to the founding 
principles of the Upanishads, ancient sacred writings of Hinduism. 
They also backed British efforts to ban practices they found repug-
nant. Widow burning (sati [suh-TEE]) was outlawed in 1829 and 
slavery in 1843. Reformers sought to correct other abuses of women: 
prohibitions against widows remarrying were revoked in 1856, and 
female infanticide was made a crime in 1870.

Although Brahmo Samaj remained influential after the rebel-
lion of 1857, many Indian intellectuals turned to Western secular 
values and nationalism as the way to reclaim India. In this process 
the spread of Western education played an important role, a process 
aided by European and American missionaries. Roy had studied 
both Indian and Western subjects and helped found the Hindu Col-
lege in Calcutta in 1816. Other Western-curriculum schools quickly 
followed, including Bethune College in Calcutta, the first secular 
school for Indian women, in 1849. India’s three universities were 
established in 1857. In 1870 there were over 24,000 elementary and 
secondary schools, whose graduates articulated a new Pan-Indian 
nationalism that transcended regional and religious differences.

Many of the new nationalists came from the Indian middle 
class, which had prospered from the increase of trade and manufacturing. Educated people were 
angered by the obstacles that British rules and prejudices put in the way of their advancement. 
Hoping to increase their influence and improve their employment opportunities in the Indian 
government, they convened the first Indian National Congress in 1885. The members sought a 
larger role for Indians in the Civil Service. They also called for reductions in military expendi-
tures, which consumed 40 percent of the government’s budget, so that more could be spent on 
alleviating the poverty of the Indian masses. But although the Indian National Congress pro-
moted unity among the country’s many religions and social groups, most early members were 
upper-caste Western-educated Hindus and Parsis. Until it attracted the support of the masses, it 
could not hope to challenge British rule.

Indian National Congress

AP* Exam Tip  It is 
important to be able to 
compare Pan-Africanism 
and the Indian National 
Congress.
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BRITAIN’S EASTERN EMPIRE
In 1750 Britain’s empire was centered on slave-based plantation and settler colonies in the 
Americas. A century later its main focus was on commerce and colonies in the East. Several dis-
tinct changes facilitated the expansion and transformation of Britain’s overseas empire. A string 
of military victories pushed aside rivals for overseas trade and colonies; new policies favored 
free trade over mercantilism; and changes in shipbuilding techniques increased the speed and 
volume of maritime commerce. Linked to these changes were new European settlements in 
southern Africa, Australia, and New Zealand and the growth of a new long-distance trade in 
indentured labor.

Colonies and Commerce
At the end of the eighteenth century, France was still a serious rival for dominion in the Indian 
Ocean. However, defeats in the wars of the French Revolution (see Chapter 21) ended Napoleon’s 
dream of restoring French dominance overseas. The wars also dismantled much of the Nether-
lands’ Indian Ocean empire. When French armies occupied the Netherlands, the Dutch ruler, who 
had fled to Britain in January 1795, authorized the British to take over Dutch possessions overseas 
in order to keep them out of French hands. During 1795 and 1796 British forces quickly occupied 
the Cape Colony at the southern tip of Africa, the strategic Dutch port of Malacca on the strait 
between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea, and the island of Ceylon (see Map 25.3).

Then the British occupied Dutch Guiana (ghee-AH-nuh) and Trinidad in the southern 
Caribbean. In 1811 they even seized the island of Java, the center of the Netherlands’ East Indian 
empire. British forces also seized the French islands of Mauritius (moh-RIHS-uhs) and Réunion 
in the Indian Ocean. At the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1814, Britain returned Java to the 
Dutch and Réunion to the French but kept the Cape Colony, British Guiana (once part of Dutch 
Guiana), Trinidad, Ceylon, Malacca, and Mauritius.

The Cape Colony was valuable because of Cape Town’s strategic importance as a supply sta-
tion for ships making the long voyages between Britain and India. With the port city came some 
twenty thousand descendants of Dutch and French settlers who occupied farms and ranches in 
its hinterland. Despite their European origins, these people thought of themselves as permanent 
residents of Africa and were beginning to refer to themselves as “Afrikaners” (af-rih-KAHN-uhr). 
British governors prohibited any expansion of the white settler frontier because such expansion 
invariably led to wars with indigenous Africans. This decision, along with the imposition of laws 
protecting African rights within Cape Colony (including the emancipation of slaves in 1834), 
alienated many Afrikaners.

Between 1836 and 1839 parties of Afrikaners embarked on a “Great Trek,” leaving British-
ruled Cape Colony for the fertile high veld (plateau) to the north that two decades of Zulu wars 
had depopulated. The Great Trek laid the foundation of three new settler colonies in southern 
Africa: the Afrikaners’ Orange Free State and Transvaal on the high veld and the British colony 
of Natal on the Indian Ocean coast. Although firearms enabled the settlers to win some impor-
tant battles against the Zulu and other Africans, they were still a tiny minority surrounded by 
the populous and powerful independent African kingdoms that had grown up at the beginning 
of the century.

Meanwhile, another strategic British outpost was being established in Southeast Asia. One 
prong of the advance was led by Thomas Stamford Raffles, who had governed Java from 1811 to 
1814. After Java’s return to the Dutch, Raffles helped establish a new free port at Singapore in 1824, 
on the site of a small Malay fishing village with a superb harbor. By attracting British merchants 
and Chinese businessmen and laborers, Singapore soon became the center of trade and shipping 
between the Indian Ocean and China. Along with Malacca and other possessions on the strait, 
Singapore formed the “Straits Settlements,” which British India administered until 1867.

Further British expansion came more quickly in neighboring Burma. Burma had emerged 
as a powerful kingdom by 1750. In 1785 Burma tried to annex neighboring territories of Siam 
(now Thailand) to the east, but a coalition of Thai leaders thwarted Burmese advances by 1802. 
Burma next attacked Assam to the west, but this provoked a war with British India. After a two-
year war, India annexed Assam in 1826 and occupied two coastal provinces of northern Burma. 
As the rice and timber trade from these provinces grew important, the occupation became per-
manent, and in 1852 British India annexed the rest of coastal Burma.

Afrikaners

Singapore

Burma
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Imperial Policies and Shipping
Through such piecemeal acquisitions, by 1870 Britain had added several dozen colonies to the 
twenty-six colonies it had in 1792. The underlying goal of most British imperial expansion dur-
ing these decades was trade rather than territory. Most of the new colonies were meant to serve 
as ports in the growing network of shipping that encircled the globe or as centers of production 
and distribution for those networks.

This new commercial expansion was closely tied to the needs of Britain’s growing industrial 
economy and reflected a new philosophy of overseas trade. Rather than rebuilding the closed 
mercantilist network of trade with its colonies, Britain sought to trade freely with all parts of the 
world. Free trade was also a wise policy in light of the independence of so many former colonies 
in the Americas (see Chapter 23).

Whether colonized or not, more and more lands were being drawn into the commercial 
networks created by British expansion and industrialization. Uncolonized parts of West Africa 
became major exporters to Britain of vegetable oils and forest products, while areas of eastern 
Africa free of European control exported ivory that ended up as piano keys and decorations in 
the homes of the middle and upper classes. From the far corners of the world came coffee, cocoa, 
tea, and sugar for the tables of Western consumers, and indigo dyes and cotton fibers for the 
expanding textile factories.

In return, the factories of the industrialized nations supplied manufactured goods at very 
attractive prices. By the mid-nineteenth century a major part of their textile production was 
destined for overseas markets. Sales of cotton cloth to Africa increased 950 percent from the 
1820s to the 1860s. British trade to India grew 350 percent between 1841 and 1870, while India’s 
exports increased 400 percent. Trade with other regions also expanded rapidly. In most cases 

Free Trade

Great Trek  Aided by African servants, 
the ox-drawn wagons of the Afrikaners 
struggled over the Drakensberg Moun-
tains to the high plains in an effort to 
escape British control.
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such trade benefited both sides, but there is no question that the industrial nations were the 
dominant partners.

A second impetus to global commercial expansion was the technological revolution in the 
construction of oceangoing ships under way in the nineteenth century. The middle decades of 
the century were the golden age of the sailing ship. Using iron to fasten timbers together per-
mitted shipbuilders to construct much larger vessels. Merchant ships in the eighteenth century 
rarely exceeded 300 tons, but after 1850 clipper ships of 2,000 tons were commonplace in the 
British merchant fleet. Huge canvas sails made the streamlined clippers faster than earlier ves-
sels. Ships from the East Indies or India had taken six months to reach Europe in the seventeenth 
century; after 1850 the new ships could complete the voyage in half that time.

This increase in size and speed lowered shipping costs and further stimulated maritime 
trade. The tonnage of British merchant shipping quadrupled between 1778 and 1860. Clippers 
intended for eastern service generally were built of teak and other tropical hardwoods from new 
British colonies in South and Southeast Asia.

Colonization of Australia and New Zealand
In the once-remote South Pacific, British settlers displaced the indigenous populations of Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, just as they had done in North America. Portuguese mariners had 
sighted Australia in the early seventeenth century, but it was too remote to be of much interest to 
Europeans. However, after the English captain James Cook explored New Zealand and the east-
ern coast of Australia between 1769 and 1778, expanding shipping networks brought in growing 
numbers of visitors and settlers.

At the time of Cook’s visits, Australia was the home of about 650,000 hunting-and-gathering 
people, whose Melanesian (mel-uh-NEE-zhuhn) ancestors had settled there some forty thou-
sand years earlier. New Zealand was inhabited by about 250,000 Maori (MOW-ree [ow as in 
cow]), who practiced hunting, fishing, and simple forms of agriculture, which their Polynesian 
ancestors had introduced around 1200. Because of their long isolation from the rest of humanity, 
the populations of Australia and New Zealand were as vulnerable as the Amerindians had been 
to unfamiliar diseases introduced by new overseas contacts. By the 1890s, only 93,000 aborigi-
nal Australians and 42,000 Maori survived, and British settler populations outnumbered and 
dominated the indigenous peoples.

The first permanent British settlers in Australia were 736 convicts, of whom 188 were women, 
sent into exile in 1788. Over the next few decades, Australian penal colonies grew slowly and had 
only slight contact with the indigenous population, whom the British called “Aborigines.” How-
ever, the discovery of gold in 1851 brought a flood of free European settlers (and some Chinese) 
and hastened the end of the penal colonies. When the gold rush subsided, government subsidies 
enabled tens of thousands of British settlers to settle “down under.” Though it still took more 
than three months to reach Australia from Britain, by 1860 Australia had a million immigrants, 
and the settler population doubled during the next fifteen years.

British settlers were drawn more slowly to New Zealand. Some of the first were tempo-
rary residents along the coast who slaughtered seals and exported pelts to Western countries 
to be made into men’s felt hats. A single ship in 1806 took away sixty thousand sealskins. By 
the early 1820s overhunting had nearly exterminated the seal population. Special ships also 
hunted sperm whales extensively near New Zealand for their oil, used for lubrication, soap, and 
lamps; ambergris (AM-ber-grees), an ingredient in perfume; and bone, used in women’s corsets 
(see Environment and Technology: Whaling). A brief gold rush and faster ships and subsidized 
passages attracted more British immigrants after 1860. The colony especially courted women 
immigrants to offset the preponderance of single men. By the early 1880s this most distant fron-
tier of the British Empire had a settler population of 500,000. Britain encouraged the settlers in 
Australia and New Zealand to become self-governing, following the 1867 model that had formed 
the Dominion of Canada out of the diverse and thinly settled colonies of British North America. 
Britain’s policies toward its settler colonies in Canada and the South Pacific reflected a desire to 
avoid the conflicts that had led to the American Revolution. By gradually turning over governing 
power to the colonies’ inhabitants, Britain accomplished three things. It satisfied the settlers’ 
desire for greater control over their own territories; it muted demands for independence; and it 
made the colonial governments responsible for most of their own expenses. Indigenous peoples 
were outvoted by the settlers or excluded from voting.

Clipper Ships

Australia

New Zealand

clipper ship Large, fast, 
streamlined sailing vessel, 
often American built, of the 
mid-to-late nineteenth cen-
tury rigged with vast canvas 
sails hung from tall masts.
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North American patterns also shaped the indigenous peoples’ fate. Aborigines lacked the 
rights of Australian citizens. The requirement that voters had to be able to read and write Eng-
lish kept Maori from voting in early New Zealand elections, but four seats in the lower house of 
the legislature were reserved for Maori from 1867 on.

New Labor Migrations
Between 1834 and 1870 many thousands of Indians, Chinese, and Africans went overseas to 
work, especially on sugar plantations. In the half-century after 1870, tens of thousands of Asians 
and Pacific islanders made similar voyages.

In part these migrations were linked to the end of slavery. After their emancipation in British 
colonies in 1834, many slaves left the plantations. To compete with sugar plantations in Cuba, 
Brazil, and the French Caribbean that were still using slave labor, British colonies had to recruit 
new laborers.

India’s impoverished people seemed one obvious alternative. After planters on Mauritius 
successfully introduced Indian laborers, the Indian labor trade moved to the British Caribbean 
in 1838. In 1841 the British government also allowed Caribbean planters to recruit Africans 
whom British patrols had rescued from slave ships and liberated in Sierra Leone and elsewhere. 
By 1870 nearly 40,000 Africans had settled in British colonies, along with over a half-million 
Indians and over 18,000 Chinese. After the French and Dutch abolished slavery in 1848, their 
colonies also recruited new laborers from Asia and Africa.

Slavery was not abolished in Cuba until 1886, but the rising cost of slaves led the burgeoning 
sugar plantations to recruit 138,000 new laborers from China between 1847 and 1873. Inden-
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ENVIRONMENT + TECHNOLOGY

Whaling
The rapid expansion of whaling aptly illustrates the growing 
power of technology over nature in this period. Many contem-
poraries, like many people today, were sickened by the killing 
of the planet’s largest living mammals. American novelist Her-
man Melville captured the conflicting sentiments in his epic 
whaling story, Moby Dick (1851). One of his characters enthu-
siastically explains why the grisly and dangerous business 
existed:

But, though the world scorns us as whale hunters, yet 
does it unwittingly pay us the profoundest homage; 
yea, an all abounding adoration! for almost all the 
tapers, lamps, and candles that burn around the globe, 
burn, as before so many shrines, to our glory!

Melville’s character overstates the degree to which whale 
oil dominated illumination and does not mention its many 
other industrial uses. Neither does he describe the commercial 
importance of whalebone (baleen). For a time its use in corsets 

allowed fashionable women to achieve the hourglass shape 
that fashion dictated. Whalebone’s use for umbrella stays, car-
riage springs, fishing rods, suitcase frames, combs, brushes, 
and many other items made it the plastic of its day.

New manufacturing technologies went hand in hand with 
new hunting technologies. The revolution in ship design 
enabled whalers from Europe and North America to extend the 
hunt into the southern oceans off New Zealand. By the nine-
teenth century whaling ships were armed with guns that shot 
a steel harpoon armed with vicious barbs deep into the whale. 
In the 1840s explosive charges on harpoon heads ensured the 
whale’s immediate death. Yet, as this engraving of an expe-
dition off New Zealand shows, flinging small harpoons from 
rowboats in the open sea continued to be part of the danger-
ous work.

Another century of extensive hunting devastated many 
whale species before international agreements finally limited 
the killing of these giant sea creatures.

tured labor recruits also became the mainstay of new sugar plantations in places that had never 
known slave labor. After 1850 American planters in Hawaii recruited labor from China and 
Japan; British planters in Natal recruited from India; and those in Queensland (in northeastern 
Australia) relied on laborers from neighboring South Pacific islands.

Larger, faster ships made transporting laborers halfway around the world affordable, though 
voyages from Asia to the Caribbean still took an average of three months. Despite close regula-
tion and supervision of shipboard conditions, the crowded accommodations encouraged the 
spread of cholera and other contagious diseases that took many migrants’ lives.

All of these laborers served under contracts of indenture, which bound them to work for 
a specified period (usually from five to seven years) in return for free passage to their over-
seas destination. They were paid a small salary and were provided with housing, clothing, and 
medical care. Indian indentured laborers also received the right to a free passage home if they Indenture

South Pacific Whaling  One boat was swamped, but the hunters killed the huge whale.
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contract of indenture A 
voluntary agreement bind-
ing a person to work for a 
specified period of years in 
return for free passage to an 
overseas destination. Before 
1800 most indentured ser-
vants were Europeans; after 
1800 most indentured labor-
ers were Asians.
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worked a second five-year contract. British 
Caribbean colonies required forty women 
to be recruited for every hundred men as a 
way to promote family life. So many Indians 
chose to stay in Mauritius, Trinidad, British 
Guiana, and Fiji that they constituted a third 
or more of the total population of these colo-
nies by the early twentieth century.

The indentured labor trade reflected the 
unequal commercial and industrial power 
of the West, but it was not an entirely one-
sided creation. The men and women who 
signed indentured contracts were trying to 
improve their lives by emigrating, and many 
succeeded. Whether for good or ill, more and 
more of the world’s peoples saw their lives 
being influenced by the existence of West-
ern colonies, Western ships, and Western 
markets.

SECTION REVIEW

 ● By 1850 the British Empire was no longer focused on slave-based 
colonies in the Americas but on commercial networks and colonies in 
the East.

 ● Fast and large clipper ships facilitated the expansion of the British 
merchant fleet.

 ● The British took control of the Cape Colony in southern Africa, Cey-
lon, and the port of Malacca. Singapore soon became the center of 
trade between the Indian Ocean and China.

 ● After 1778, growing numbers of settlers to Australia and New Zea-
land displaced the native Australian and Maori peoples. New and 
devastating diseases killed over 80 percent of native New Zealanders 
and Australians.

 ● After Britain, France, and the Netherlands abolished slavery, thou-
sands of Indians, Chinese, Africans, and Pacific islanders immigrated 
to British colonies under contracts of indenture.

CONCLUSION
What is the global significance of these complex political and economic changes in southern 
Asia, Africa, and the South Pacific? One perspective stresses the continuing exploitation of Afri-
can, Asian, and Pacific peoples by more powerful Europeans. In this view, the emergence of 
Britain as a dominant power continues the European expansion that the Portuguese, the Span-
ish, and the Dutch pioneered. Likewise, Britain’s control over South and Southeast Asia and over 
Australia and New Zealand can be seen as a continuation of the conquest and colonization of 
the Americas.

From another perspective what was most important about this period was not the political 
and military strength of the Europeans but their growing domination of the world’s commerce, 
especially long-distance ocean shipping. Like other Europeans, the British were drawn to Africa 
and southern Asia by a desire to obtain new materials. However, Britain’s commercial expan-
sion in the nineteenth century was also the product of Easterners’ demand for industrial manu-
factures. The growing exchanges could be mutually beneficial. African and Asian consumers 
found industrially produced goods far cheaper and sometimes better than the handicrafts they 
replaced. Industrialization also created new markets for African and Asian goods, as in the case 
of the vegetable-oil trade in West Africa or cotton in Egypt and India. There were also negative 
impacts, as in the case of the weavers of India and the damage to species of seals and whales.

Europeans’ military and commercial strength did not reduce Africa, Asia, and the Pacific to 
mere appendages of Europe. While the balance of power shifted in the Europeans’ favor between 
1750 and 1870, other cultures were still vibrant and local initiatives often dominant. Islamic 
reform movements and the rise of the Zulu nation had greater significance for their respective 
regions of Africa than did Western forces. Despite European power, Southeast Asians were still 
largely in control of their own destinies. Even in India, most people’s lives and beliefs showed 
continuity with the past.

Asians and Africans were not powerless in dealing with European expansion. The Indian 
princes who extracted concessions from the British in return for their cooperation and the Indi-
ans who rebelled against the raj both forced the system to accommodate their needs. Some Asians 
and Africans were also beginning to use European education, technology, and methods to trans-
form their own societies. Leaders in Egypt, India, and other lands were learning to challenge the 
power of the West on its own terms. In 1870 no one could say how long and how difficult that 
learning process would be, but Africans and Asians would continue to shape their own futures.
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  5. Though the participants in the Sepoy Rebellion lacked 
a common identity, some modern Indian historians say 
that the rebellion

(A) was a nascent nationalist rebellion against British 
rule.

(B) began when the durbar was banned by the British.
(C) began when the British began to limit Hindu prac-

tices such as sati.
(D) began when the British banned Indians from serv-

ing in the Indian Civil Service.

  6. Which of the following was true of the Indian 
National Congress?

(A) It was controlled by the Muslim minority in India.
(B) It was made up mainly of upper-caste Western-

educated Hindus and Parsis.
(C) It was funded by the British as a way to control 

Indian nationalism.
(D) It was composed mainly of Indian civil servants.

  7. The Cape Colony in South Africa was important to the 
British because

(A) it was their only major trade port in sub-Saharan 
Africa.

(B) it was a strategic supply station for ships traveling 
between Great Britain and India.

(C) Great Britain gained control of the slave trade in 
this part of Africa.

(D) it had already developed basic industry under the 
Dutch.

  8. By the mid-nineteenth century, Great Britain sought 
free trade instead of mercantilist practices because

(A) it feared competition with other nations such as the 
United States and France.

(B) it already held plentiful supplies of gold and silver.
(C) its naval forces could protect British merchant 

ships on the seas.
(D) of the commercial needs of Great Britain’s growing 

industrial economy at home.

  1. Which of the following was true of sub-Saharan Africa 
in the early nineteenth century?

(A) Only areas already under European control experi-
enced any real industrial development.

(B) Competition among African tribes had led to the 
beginning of national identity among some African 
groups.

(C) European colonial powers still practiced slavery in 
Africa and sold slaves to the Ottoman Empire.

(D) Famine and drought had forced most Africans to 
move into coastal cities.

  2. In West Africa, cultural influences from the Americas 
were added to traditional African cultures by

(A) slavers who were smuggling slaves into the United 
States.

(B) Catholic priests from Brazil and former Spanish 
colonies.

(C) free blacks who returned to their West African 
homelands.

(D) mercenary soldiers brought in by colonial powers.

  3. To protect their warehouses from attack from Europe-
ans or native states, trading companies in India

(A) paid local rulers to protect them from harm.
(B) never kept large amounts of trade goods in the 

warehouses.
(C) employed retired soldiers from their own countries.
(D) used Indian sepoy soldiers..

  4. The main policy of British rule in India was to

(A) use India as a base from which to expand into Asia 
and the Pacific region.

(B) create a powerful and efficient system of 
government.

(C) develop a large tax base to lower taxes on the Brit-
ish citizens at home.

(D) convert India to a Christian land.
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10. Like the United States, by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury Australia had

(A) settled nearly all of the continent.
(B) begun to develop heavy industry.
(C) segregated the majority of its indigenous people 

onto reservations.
(D) abolished slavery, but not indentured servitude.

  9. Great Britain’s colony in Australia grew slowly until 
1851, when

(A) the government in London exiled large numbers of 
Irish to the colony as prisoners.

(B) the demand for meat in Great Britain made cattle 
ranching in Australia profitable.

(C) the settlers discovered large aquifers that would 
provide ample quantities of water for farming.

(D) the discovery of gold brought thousands of Europe-
ans to the colony as free settlers.
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which is the happiness of man, will enjoy a progress 
no less sure than that of the physical sciences. . . . 
In meditating on the nature of the moral sciences 
[what we now call the social sciences], one cannot 
help seeing that, as they are based like the physical 
sciences on the observation of fact, they must follow 
the method, acquire a language equally exact and 
precise, attaining the same degree of certainty.1

As confidence in this new “science” grew, the term previ-
ously used to describe the collection of numbers about soci-
ety, political arithmetic, was abandoned by governments 
and practitioners in favor of statistics, a term that clearly 
suggests its close ties to the “state.” In the nineteenth cen-
tury the new objectives set out by Condorcet and others led 
to both the formal university training of statisticians and 
the creation of government statistical services.

The ambitions of governments in this new era were 
great. Nation-states self-consciously sought to transform 
society, sponsoring economic development, education, and 
improvements in health and welfare. They depended on sta-
tistics to measure the effectiveness of their policies and, as 
a result, were interested in nearly everything. They counted 
taverns, urban buildings, births and deaths, and arrests 
and convictions. They also counted their populations with 
a thoroughness never before seen. As statistical reporting 
became more uniform across Europe and the Americas, 
governments could measure not only their own progress 
but also that of their neighbors and rivals.

The revolutionary governments of France modernized 
the census practices of the overthrown monarchy. They 
spent much more money, hired many more census takers, 
and devoted much more energy to training the staff that 
designed censuses and analyzed results. Great Britain set 
up an official census in 1801, but it established a special 
administrative structure only in the 1830s. In the Western 
Hemisphere nearly every independent nation provided for 
“scientific” censuses. In the United States the federal consti-
tution required that a census be taken every ten years. Latin 
American nations, often torn by civil war in the nineteenth 
century, took censuses less regularly, but even the poorest 
nations took censuses when they could. It was as if the cen-
sus itself confirmed the existence of the government, dem-
onstrating its modernity and seriousness.

Until recently, historians who relied on these documents 
in their research on economic performance, issues of race 
and ethnicity, family life, and fertility and mortality asked 

Between the American Revolution and the last decades 
of the nineteenth century, Europe and the Americas 
were transformed. The ancient power of kings and the 

authority of religion were eclipsed by muscular new ways 
of organizing political, economic, and intellectual life. The 
Western world was vastly different in 1870 than it had been 
a century earlier. One of the less heralded but enduringly 
significant changes was the huge expansion of government 
statistical services.

The rise of the nation-state was associated with the 
development of modern bureaucratic departments that 
depended on reliable statistics to measure the nation’s 
achievements and discover its failures. The nation-state, 
whether democratic or not, mobilized resources on a previ-
ously unimaginable scale. Modern states were more power-
ful and wealthier, and they were also more ambitious and 
more intrusive. The growth of their power can be seen in 
the modernization of militaries, the commitment to inter-
nal improvements such as railroads, and the growth in state 
revenues. In recent years historians have begun to examine 
a less visible but equally important manifestation of grow-
ing state power: census taking.

Governments and religious authorities have counted 
people since early times. Our best estimates of the Amer-
indian population of the Western Hemisphere in 1500 rest 
almost entirely on what were little more than missionaries’ 
guesses about the numbers of people they baptized. Span-
ish and Portuguese kings were eager to count native popu-
lations, since “indios” (adult male Amerindians) were sub-
ject to special labor obligations and tribute payments. So, 
from the mid-sixteenth century onward, imperial officials 
conducted regular censuses of Amerindians, adapting prac-
tices already in place in Europe.

The effort to measure and categorize populations was 
transformed in the last decades of the eighteenth century 
when the nature of European governments began to change. 
The Enlightenment belief that the scientific method could 
be applied to human society proved to be attractive both 
to political radicals, like the French Revolutionaries, and to 
reforming monarchs like Maria Theresa of Austria. Enlight-
enment philosophers had argued that a science of govern-
ment could remove the inefficiencies and irrationalities that 
had long subverted the human potential for prosperity and 
happiness. The French intellectual Condorcet wrote in 1782:

Those sciences, created almost in our own days, the 
object of which is man himself, the direct goal of 

STATE POWER, THE CENSUS, 
AND THE QUESTION OF IDENTITY

ISSUES IN WORLD HISTORY
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such as exclusion from military careers or from universities. 
In parts of Spanish America language was used as a proxy 
for race. Those who spoke Spanish were citizens in the full 
sense, even if they were indistinguishable from Amerindi-
ans in appearance. Those who spoke indigenous languages 
were “indios” and therefore subject to special taxes and 
labor obligations and effectively denied the right to vote.

Beyond providing a justification for continuing discrimi-
nation, census categories compressed and distorted the 
complexity and variety of human society to fit the precon-
ceptions of bureaucrats and politicians. Large percentages 
of the residents of Mexico, Peru, and Bolivia, among other 
parts of the Americas, were descended from both Europeans 
and Amerindians and, in the Caribbean region, from Euro-
peans and Africans. Census categories never adequately 
captured the complexities of these biological and cultural 
mixtures. We now know that the poor were often identi-
fied as “indios” or “blacks” and the better-off were often 
called something else, “Americanos,” “criollos” (creoles), or 
even whites. Since this process flattened and streamlined 
the complexities of identity, censuses on their own are not 
reliable guides to the distribution of ethnicity and race in a 
population.

In Europe the issue of nationality proved similarly per-
plexing for census takers and similarly dangerous to those 
identified as minorities. Linguistic and ethnic minorities 
had always lived among the politically dominant majori-
ties: Jewish and Polish minorities in areas controlled by 
German speakers, German speakers among the French, and 
Serbo-Croatian speakers among Hungarians, for example. 
The frontiers between these minority populations and their 
neighbors were always porous. Sexual unions and mar-
riages were common, and two or more generations of a fam-
ily often lived together in the same household, with the elder 
members speaking one language and the younger members 
another. Who was what? In a very real sense, nationality, 
like race in the Americas, was ultimately fixed by the cen-
sus process, where the nation-state forced a limited array 
of politically utilitarian categories onto the rich diversity of 
ethnicity and culture.

few questions about the politics of census design. What could 
be more objective than rows of numbers? But the advocates 
of statistics who managed census taking were uninhibited 
in advertising the usefulness of reliable numbers to the gov-
ernments that employed them. At the 1860 International 
Statistical Congress held in London one speaker said, “I 
think the true meaning to be attached to ‘statistics’ is not 
every collection of figures, but figures collected with the 
sole purpose of applying the principles deduced from them 
to questions of importance to the state.”2 The desire to be 
useful meant that statistics could not be fully objective.

Subjectivity was an unavoidable problem with cen-
suses. Censuses identified citizens and foreign residents by 
place of residence, sex, age, and family relationships within 
households as well as profession and literacy. These deter-
minations were sometimes subjective. Modern scholars 
have demonstrated that census takers also often under-
counted the poor and those living in rural areas.

Because census takers, as agents of nation-states, were 
determined to be useful, they were necessarily concerned 
with issues of nationality and, in the Americas, with race 
because these characteristics commonly determined politi-
cal rights and citizenship. The assessment and record-
ing of nationality and race would prove to be among the 
most politically problematic objectives of the new social 
sciences.

Nationality had not been a central question for tradi-
tional monarchies. For the emerging nation-state, however, 
nationality was central. A nation’s strength was assumed to 
depend in large measure on the growth of its population, a 
standard that, once articulated, suggested that the growth 
of minority populations was dangerous. Who was French? 
Who was Austrian or Hungarian? European statisticians 
relied on both language of use and mother tongue as proxies 
for nationality, the first term being flexible enough to rec-
ognize the assimilation of minorities, the second suggest-
ing a more permanent identity based on a person’s origi-
nal language. Both terms forced bilingual populations to 
simplify their more complex identities. Ethnic minorities, 
once identified, were sometimes subject to discrimination 

NOTES
1. Quoted in James C. Scott, Seeing like a State. How Cer-

tain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 91.

2. This discussion relies heavily on Eliza Johnson (now 
Ablovatski), “Counting and Categorizing: The Hungar-

ian Gypsy Census of 1893” (M.A. Thesis, Columbia Uni-
versity, 1996), especially Chapter III. She quotes from 
the Proceedings of the Sixth International Statistical 
Congress Held in London, 1860, 379.
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