
Great Britain in Jamaica 

Jamaica was captured by an English naval force under Sir William Penn in 1655. The island was 

formally transferred to England in 1670 under the provisions of the Treaty of Madrid. During the final decades 

of the 17th century, growing numbers of English immigrants arrived; the sugar, cacao, and other agricultural 

and forest industries were rapidly expanded; and the consequent demand for plantation labor led to large-scale 

importation of black slaves. Jamaica soon became one of the principal slave-trading centers in the world. In 

1692 an earthquake destroyed Port Royal, the chief Jamaican slave market, and Kingston was established 

nearby shortly thereafter. By parliamentary legislation passed in 1833, slavery was abolished on August 1, 

1834. The act made available $30 million as compensation to the owners of the nearly 310,000 liberated slaves. 

Large numbers of the freed blacks abandoned the plantations following emancipation and took 

possession of unoccupied lands in the interior, gravely disrupting the economy. Labor shortages, bankrupt 

plantations, and declining trade resulted in a protracted economic crisis. Oppressive taxation, discriminatory 

acts by the courts, and land-exclusion measures ultimately caused widespread unrest among the blacks. In 1865 

an insurrection occurred at Port Morant. Imposing martial law, the government speedily quelled the uprising 

and inflicted brutal reprisals. Jamaica was made a crown colony, thus losing the large degree of self-government 

it had enjoyed since the late 17th century. Representative government was partly restored in 1884. 

 Creation of the Two-Party System 

During the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, growing bananas for export to 

the United States became very important, but the resulting economic recovery did not provide enough jobs to 

employ Jamaica’s rapidly growing population. Thousands of Jamaicans left the country to seek employment 

elsewhere. However, the economic boom and the possibility of finding jobs abroad ended with the world 

depression in the 1930s, and many migrant Jamaicans returned to the island. The resulting increase in the 

Jamaican labor force combined with the depression to create great hardships, culminating in an outbreak of riots 

in 1938.  

That same year saw the beginnings of Jamaica’s two-party system. Norman Manley, a lawyer, founded 

the moderately leftist People’s National Party (PNP). His cousin Alexander Bustamante, a businessman with 

considerable political flair and personal popularity, formed the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union, and it 

served as the basis for the moderately conservative Jamaican Labor Party (JLP), which he founded in 1943.  

Britain responded to the riots of 1938 by allocating funds for economic development and gradually extending 

self-government to the Jamaican people. A new constitution in 1944 provided for election of members of the 

House of Representatives. In the 1950s bauxite mining and tourism became major industries, but high 

unemployment continued.  

Great Britain in India 

In 1773 the British Parliament passed the Regulating Act, the first of a series of acts that gave British 

governors greater control over the English East India Company. Under the Regulating Act the company was 

still permitted to continue handling all trading matters and to have its own troops, but its activity was now 

supervised by parliament. The act also established the post of governor-general of India and made the holder of 

the office directly responsible to the British government. Warren Hastings became the first governor-general of 

India in 1774. 

The British proceeded to make major changes in the administration of their realm. The three 

presidencies (administrative districts)—Bengal, Bombay, and Madras—adopted different systems of fixing 

responsibility for the payment of land taxes. In Bengal, the local landed gentry accepted responsibility for a 

fixed amount of taxes in return for ownership of large estates. Under this arrangement the British did not share 

in the gains of any potential improvements in agricultural productivity. By contrast, in Madras and Bombay, 



peasant cultivators paid annual taxes directly to the government. The tax rate could be adjusted at fixed 

intervals, so in this case the British could reap the benefits of agricultural expansion. A civil service system was 

developed that admitted British officers through a merit examination, trained them in an administrative college, 

and paid them handsomely to reduce corruption. Meanwhile, the development of the textile industry in Britain 

forced a transformation of India’s economy: India had to produce raw cotton for export and buy manufactured 

goods—including cloth—from England, while the cottage industries that produced textiles in India were ruined. 

 
At the same time British attitudes about Indian culture changed. Until about 1800 the East India 

Company traders adapted themselves to the country, donning Indian dress, learning Sanskrit, and sometimes 

taking Indian mistresses. As British rule strengthened, and as an influential evangelical Christian movement 

emerged in the early 19th century, India’s customs were judged more harshly. Missionaries, who had been kept 

out by the company for fear they would upset Indians and thus disrupt commerce, were now brought in. Laws 

were passed to abolish Indian customs such as suttee (the immolation of a widow on her husband’s funeral 

pyre). The 18th-century company officers, such as Sir William Jones, a scholar of Sanskrit who discovered the 

relationship of Indo-European languages, were replaced by British subjects who felt Indian thought and 

literature was of virtually no value. In 1835 English was enforced as the language of government. 

 
Under the leadership of Governor-General James Andrew Broun Ramsay, 10th earl of Dalhousie, the 

empire continued to expand. After two wars with the Sikhs, the Sikh state of Punjab was added in 1849. 

Governor-General Dalhousie also annexed Sātāra, Jaipur, Sambalpur, Jhānsi, and Nāgpur on the death of their 

native rulers, taking advantage of a British doctrine that declared Britain’s right to govern any Indian state 

where there was no natural heir to the throne. The absorption of Oudh, long under Britain’s indirect control, was 

the last major piece added to the company’s possessions; it was annexed in 1856. Dalhousie’s tenure was also 

marked by various improvements and reforms: the construction of railroads, bridges, roads, and irrigation 

systems; the establishment of telegraph and postal services; and restrictions on slave trading and other ancient 

practices. These innovations and reforms, however, aroused little enthusiasm among Indian people, many of 

whom regarded the modernization of their country with both fear and mistrust.  

The Sepoy Rebellion, with its unanticipated fury and extent, left the British feeling insecure. In August 

1858 the British Parliament abolished the English East India Company and transferred the company’s 

responsibilities to the British crown. This launched a period of direct rule in India, ending the fiction of 

company rule as an agent of the Mughal emperor (who was tried for treason and exiled to Burma). In November 

1858, in her proclamation to the “Princes, Chiefs, and Peoples of India,” Queen Victoria pledged to preserve the 

rule of Indian princes in return for loyalty to the crown. More than 560 such enclaves, taking in one-fourth of 

India’s area and one-fifth of its people, were preserved until Indian independence in 1947. In 1876, at the urging 

of British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli, Queen Victoria took the title of Empress of India.  

Among the reforms introduced after the adoption of direct rule was a reorganization of the 

administrative system. A secretary of state, aided by a council, began to control Indian affairs from London. A 

viceroy (a governor who acts in the name of the British crown) implemented London’s policies from Calcutta. 

An executive and a legislative council provided advice and assistance. Provincial governors made up the next 

level of authority, and below them were district officials.  

 
The army was also reorganized after the imposition of direct rule. The ratio of British to Indian soldiers 

was reduced, and recruitment policies were reshaped to favor Sikhs and other “martial races” who had been 

loyal during the Sepoy Rebellion. Castes and groups that had been disloyal were carefully screened out.  

Although the system of revenue collection remained largely unchanged, landowners who remained loyal 

during the mutiny were rewarded with titles and grants of large amounts of land, much of it confiscated from 

those who rebelled. Later, during agitations for Indian independence, the British were able to rely on many 

landowners for support. 

With the imposition of direct rule, the economy of India became even more closely linked than before 

with that of Britain. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 reduced the sailing time between Britain and India 



from about three months to only three weeks, enabling London to exercise tight control over all aspects of 

Indian trade. Railroads, roads, and communications were developed to bring raw materials, especially cotton, to 

ports for shipment to England, and manufactured goods from England for sale in an expanding Indian market. 

Development schemes, such as massive irrigation projects in the Punjab, were also intended to serve the 

purpose of enriching England. Indian entrepreneurs were not encouraged to develop their own industries.  

 
Although some industrialization took place during this period, its benefits did not reach the majority of 

the Indian population. During the 1850s, mechanized jute industries were developed in Bengal and cotton 

textiles in western India, mainly by British firms. Although these industries expanded rapidly from 1880 to 

1914, and although an Indian iron-and-steel industry was developed in the early 20th century, India remained 

essentially an agrarian economy. By 1914 industry accounted for less than 5 percent of national income, and 

less than 1 percent of India’s workforce was employed in factories. A succession of severe famines occurred at 

this time despite the general improvement of agricultural production, the expansion of the railways, and the 

development of administrative procedures designed to tackle such crises. With only small advances in public 

health, death rates remained high and life expectancy low.  

The assumption of direct British rule in 1858 made Indians British subjects and promised in principle 

that Indians could participate in their own governance. Few reforms addressed this issue, however. Although 

local government councils had been elected even before 1857, it wasn’t until the Indian Councils Act of 1861 

that Indians were permitted, by appointment, to participate in the Executive Council, the highest council of the 

land. Indian representation on local and provincial bodies gradually expanded under British rule, although never 

to the point of complete control. The higher civil service had theoretically been opened to Indians in 1833, and 

the Queen’s Proclamation of 1858 confirmed this point again. Nevertheless, candidates for the service had to go 

to England to compete in the examination, which emphasized classical European subjects. Those few who 

managed to overcome these initial obstacles and join the service encountered discrimination that prevented 

them from advancing 

The Sepoy Rebellion and its aftermath increased political awareness among the Indian people of the 

abuses of British rule. This growing consciousness found its strongest voice among an English-educated 

intelligentsia that grew up in India’s major cities during the last three decades of the 19th century. These men 

were journalists, lawyers, and teachers from India’s elite. Most had attended universities founded in 1857 by the 

British in Bombay (now Mumbai), Calcutta, and Madras (now Chennai). Studying the political theorists of 

Western democracy and capitalism such as John Stuart Mill convinced many that they were being denied the 

full rights and responsibilities of British citizenship.  

Dissatisfaction with British rule took organized political form in 1885, when these men, with the support 

of sympathetic Englishmen, formed the Indian National Congress. Resolutions at the first session called for 

increased Indian participation on provincial legislative councils and improved access for Indians to employment 

in the Indian Civil Service. Initially the organization adopted a moderate approach to reform. For its first 20 

years, the Congress served as a forum for debate on questions of British policy toward India, as well as a 

platform to push for economic and social changes. Central to a newly developed Indian identity was the 

argument, articulated by three-time Congress president Dadabhai Naoroji, that Great Britain was draining India 

of its wealth by means of unfair trade regulations. The Congress also took issue with the restraint on the 

development of native Indian industry and the use of Indian taxes to pay the high salaries and pensions of the 

British who ruled over India by “right” of conquest.  

At the same time, a Hindu social reform movement that had begun 50 years earlier contributed ideas 

about the injustice of caste and gender discrimination. Reformers lobbied for laws to permit, for example, the 

remarriage of Hindu women widowed before puberty. In western India, one reformer, journalist Bal Gangadhar 

Tilak, impatient with the slow pace of the nationalist movement, attempted to mobilize a larger audience by 

drawing on Hindu religious symbolism and Maratha history to spark patriotic fervor. A similar thread of 

nationalism appeared in Bengal. By 1905 extreme nationalists had arisen to challenge the more moderate 

members of Congress, whose petitioning of the British government had had little success.  



George Nathaniel Curzon, who was viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905, presided over the affairs of 

British India at its peak, and he worked to weaken nationalist opposition to British rule. In 1905 he partitioned 

the administratively unwieldy province of Bengal into East Bengal and Assam (with a Muslim majority) and 

Bengal, Bihār, and Orissa (with a Hindu majority). This measure sparked a set of developments in the 

nationalist movement that were to transform India’s future. The Hindu elite of Bengal, many of whom were 

landlords collecting rent from Muslim peasants of East Bengal, were roused to protest not just in the press and 

at public meetings, but with direct action. Some pushed a boycott and swadeshi (literally “own-country,” but 

meaning here “buy Indian”) campaign against British goods, especially textiles. Others joined small terrorist 

groups that succeeded in assassinating some British officials. This movement echoed in other parts of India as 

well. By 1908 imports had fallen off significantly, and sales of local goods enjoyed a five-year boom that gave 

real impetus to the development of native industries.  

In the first half of the 20th century, Mohandas K. Gandhi was one of the leaders of India’s struggle to 

gain independence from Britain. To achieve this goal, he advocated a policy of nonviolent noncooperation with 

Britain’s systems and laws. In 1922 the British government arrested Gandhi for his role in the civil disobedience 

that was sweeping India. Gandhi pleaded guilty in Ahmadābād on March 23 but stated that his acts against the 

unjust legal authority were the highest duty of a citizen.  

The campaign of nonviolent civil resistance organized by Indian nationalist leader Mahatma Gandhi 

against British rule in India led to the country’s independence in 1947. Born Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi 

and later called Mahatma (Sanskrit for “great soul”), Gandhi studied law in London, England. As a lawyer and 

later as a political activist, he effectively fought discrimination with the principles of truth, nonviolence, and 

courage, which he derived in part from the teachings of Hinduism. 


