Britain’s 200 year Control over India

British economic interest in India
began in the 1600s, when the
British East India Company set up
trading posts at Bombay, Madras,
and Calcutta. At first, India’s
ruling dynasty kept European
traders under control. By 1707,
however, the Indian Empire was
collapsing and began breaking in
smaller locally controlled states. In
1757, Englishman Robert Clive led
the East India Company troops in a
decisive victory over Indian forces
at the Battle of Plassey. From that

time on the East India Company
was the leading power in India.

Lipton Tea grown in India for the British to sell throughout
the rest of their empire. Picture taken circa 1890

At first, the British treasured India more for its potential than its actual profit. The
Industrial Revolution had turned Britain into the world’s workshop, and India was a
major supplier of raw materials for that workshop. Its 300 million people were also a
large potential market for British made goods. It wasn’t surprising, then, India was
considered Britain’s “Jewel in the Crown,” as the most valuable of all the colonies.

India became increasingly valuable to the British after they established a railroad network
there. Railroads transported raw products from the interior to the ports and manufactured
goods back again. Most of the raw materials were agricultural products produced on
plantations. Plantation crops included tea, indigo, coffee, and cotton. Another crop from
Indian was opium that British harvested, shipped to China and exchanged it for tea.

India both benefited from and was harmed by British colonialism. On the negative side,
the British held much of the political and economic power. They forced the people to
abandon their way of life to grow what the British considered “cash crops.” The emphasis
on cash crops resulted in a loss of self-sufficiency for many villagers. The conversion to
cash crops reduced food production, causing famines in the late 1800s. On the positive
side, the laying of the world’s third largest railroad network was a major British
achievement. When completed, the railroads enabled India to develop a modern economy
and brought unity to the connected regions. Along with the railroads, a modern road
network, telephone and telegraph lines, dams, bridges, and irrigation canals enabled India
to modernize. Sanitation and public health improved. Schools and colleges were founded,
and literacy increased.



