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HOMEWORK: Using specific facts from the documents below and/or your class notes, write a one-page 
response to the question on a sheet of loose leaf paper. Make sure you take a clear position. 
 

WAS BRITISH IMPERIALISM IN INDIA HELPFUL OR HARMFUL TO THE INDIAN PEOPLE? 

 
Overview:   
 

History can often be thought of as a tale told by the person who recorded it. For example, the rebellion of 
1857 was called the “Sepoy Mutiny” by the British. However, it is known to Indian people as the “First War of 
Indian Independence.” The word “mutiny” gives the sense that the Indians were traitors to the British, but the 
term “independence” gives the sense that the Indians were fighting for their freedom. This is true throughout 
all of history, which is why it is crucial to analyze historical events from every possible perspective. 
 
Document 1: Two Tales of British Imperialism 
 

British imperialism was helpful to India British imperialism was harmful to India 

A) The British restored order to India with new laws and military 
enforcement. They cleared India of bandits. By the early 19th 
century, political and internal security was achieved. 

B) British rule was against the interests of the majority of Indians. 
Natural resources were exploited to benefit only the British.  
Land ownership and industrial policies favored the British. 

C) The British enforced a single law for all Indians. Muslim and 
Hindu, upper and lower caste, rich and poor – all were subject 
to the same law. In addition, the British banned the caste 
system and the practice of sati (the Hindu custom of a widow 
burning herself alive on her husband’s funeral fire). 

D) British missionaries and government officials threatened Indian 
religious and social customs. The Indian people had no say in 
the government of their country. The people employed in Indian 
civil service positions were mostly British. The exams for these 
high-paying, respected jobs were given only in England, and 
most Indians could not afford to travel all the way there. 

E) The British enforced a single law for all Indians. Muslim and 
Hindu, upper and lower caste, rich and poor – all were subject 
to the same law. In addition, the British banned the caste 
system and the practice of sati (the Hindu custom of a widow 
burning herself alive on her husband’s funeral fire). 

F) After 1857, the British practiced racial discrimination against the 
Indians. Everything Indian was taught to be barbaric and inferior. 
Entry by Indians in many public places was prohibited. Indians 
were not allowed to have their own newspapers or own guns. 

G) The laying of the world’s third largest railroad network was a 
major British achievement. The railroads enabled India to 
develop a modern economy and brought unity to the connected 
regions. A modern road network, telephone and telegraph lines, 
dams, bridges, and irrigation canals helped India modernize. 

H) The British restricted Indian run industries. Instead of food the 
British forced Indians to plant only cash crops. Because of this 
many famines occurred in the late 1800s. 

 
Document 2:  J.A. Hobson’s 1902 book, Imperialism, made a great impression on his fellow Britons. 
 

For Europe to rule Asia by force for purposes of gain, and to justify that rule by the pretense that she is 
civilizing Asia and raising her to a higher level of spiritual life, will be adjudged by history, perhaps to be the 
crowning wrong and folly of imperialism. What Asia has to give, her priceless stores of wisdom garnered from 
her experience of ages, we refuse to take; the much or little which we could give we spoil by the brutal 
manner of our giving. This is what imperialism has done, and is doing, for Asia.  
 
 

Document 3: Dadabhai Naoroji was the first Indian elected to the British Parliament. In 1871, he delivered a 
speech about the impact of Great Britain on India. 
 

To sum up the whole, the British rule has been—morally, a great blessing; politically, peace and order on 
one hand, blunders on the other; materially, impoverishment… The natives call the British system “Sakar 
ki Churi,” the knife of sugar. That is to say there is no oppression, it is all smooth and sweet, but it is the 
knife, notwithstanding. I mention this that you should know these feelings. Our great misfortune is that you 
do not know our wants. When you will know our real wishes, I have not the least doubt that you would do 
justice. The genius and spirit of the British people is fair play and justice. 


