
The British Empire

The British Empire comprised the territories administered by the United Kingdom. It originated 

with England's overseas possessions between the 16th and 18th centuries. At its height, it was 

the largest empire in history and, for over a century, was the greatest global power. In 1913 the 

British Empire ruled over 412 million people, 23% of the world population at the time, and in 

1920 it covered 35,500,000 km2, 24% of the Earth's total land area. As a result, its political, 

legal, linguistic and cultural legacy is enormous. It was often said that "the sun never sets on the

empire", because its expanse around the globe meant that the sun was always shining on one 

of its territories.

A series of wars in the 17th and 18th centuries with the Netherlands and France also left 

England  the dominant power in North America and India.

The independence of the Thirteen Colonies in North America in 1783 caused Britain to lose 

some of its oldest colonies. British attention soon turned to Asia, Africa, and the Pacific. After the

defeat of France in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1792–1815), Britain emerged as 

the principal naval and imperial power of the 19th century. Unchallenged at sea, the British 

Empire adopted the role of global policeman. In the 19th century the British Empire expanded to

include India, large parts of Africa and many other territories around the world. Its dominance of 

world trade meant that it effectively controlled the economies of many regions, such as Asia and

Latin America.

During the 19th Century, Britain launched a period of imperialist expansion in Egypt, South 

Africa, and other places. During this period, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand became self-

governing dominions.



At the start of the 20th century, Germany and the United States began to challenge Britain's 

economic power. The enormous strain on Britain's resources during the two world wars 

accelerated the decline of the empire. During the 20th century, India and many other territories 

achieved independence from the empire. The transfer of Hong Kong to China in 1997 marked 

the true end of the British Empire.

After independence, many former British territories joined the "Commonwealth of Nations" 

(formerly the "British Commonwealth"), a free association of independent states. The United 

Kingdom is now one of 56 Commonwealth nations, and together they are known as "The 

Commonwealth". The Head of the Commonwealth is King Charles III. He is also the head of 

state of 15 member states, known as the Commonwealth Realms, while 36 other members are 

republics and 5 others have different monarchs.
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