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Chapter 21 – Section 3

British Rule in India


Female Speaker: More than half a century after the British relinquished power in India, there is little agreement about the nature and affect of British rule in the subcontinent.  How should we assess the British Raj?

Narrator: The British arrived here as traders. They opened up new markets and founded the East India Company, with an army to protect their interests. The British provided banking expertise and stabilized the local currencies. They also offered security and access to an expanding system of world trade. From their original bases in Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay there followed a century of British expansion which prevented the subcontinent from falling into anarchy. The British reformer Thomas Macaulay codified Indian law. He also introduced English into the education system, which would give Indians access to western thought, science, and technology. The widespread introduction by the British of new methods of printing helped establish a free press.

There were of course dark sides. For some Indians westernization came too fast. In 1857, everything the British were trying to do in India was jeopardized by a mutiny in the army, angry at the pace of the reforms.

This is the former British Residency in Lucknow, scene of one of the greatest sieges in the history of the empire. From June to November 1857, the mutineers besieged 700 British soldiers, as well as loyal sepoys and 450 civilians. More than 400 defenders died during the constant artillery bombardment.

Narrator: Many people feel that Britain is to blame for the partition of India more than half a century ago, but the criticism goes much further. There were calls for the queen to apologize for two centuries of British colonial rule.
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