
1) In 1783, the Thirteen Colonies of 
America …

a) … and Britain made Ireland part of the 
United Kingdom.

2) The Irish Rebellion of 1798 was crushed 
…

b) … the Irish continued fighting and 
formed their own state in 1921.

3) In 1857, the Indian rebels were punished 
by …

c) … got rid of the British Empire by violent 
means.

4) Canada was given the power to form its 
own government by …

d) … persuading the British to change the 
law.

5) The 1916 Irish Rebellion was crushed but 
…

e) … Britain had run out of money and most 
weren’t interested in Empire.

6) In 1947, India became the first colony to 
get independence by …

f) … being tied to and then blown up by 
cannon.

7) By 1963, when Kenya was given 
independence, …

g) … use of non-violent protest, led by 
Mahatma Gandhi.

Brains in Gear: 
Match the beginnings and endings of these statements.  The first one is done for you.

CHALLENGE: Can you spot any links between what happened?  E.g. did the British react to non-
white rebellions more harshly?  Were all rebellions before the 20th century unsuccessful?
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By the end of this lesson you will:

- Describe three reasons Britain lost its Empire

- Justify which reason was the most significant
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pride in your country above 
others.
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British Empire?
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How did Britain lose an empire?
In 1920, Britain controlled a quarter of all the land on Earth and 
over 450 million people, by 1997 Britain’s empire had been 
reduced to a only a few tiny islands and cities. 

Several key factors contributed towards Britain losing control 
over its empire. Today, we are going to examine three of these:

• Ideas
• Geography
• War



How did 
Britain lose
an Empire?

Ideas



W
arWorld War 2 was devastating for Britain, and took a heavy toll on its empire in a 

number of ways:

- Economic Impact: World War 2 had been incredibly costly for Britain. The Blitz 
had destroyed many British cities, and there were huge shortages of goods 
and people needed to rebuild. The British government needed to think about 
whether Britain could afford to keep hold of its empire any more. 

- Ideological Impact: World War 2 had been fought against countries that stood 
for extreme racism and nationalism. It became difficult for British people to 
explain why they thought that they were superior to African and Asian people. 
Ideas in Britain began to shift towards equality, freedom and human rights for 
all. 

- Psychological Impact: During World War 2 Britain suffered heavy defeats, 
including losing Singapore to the Japanese. This showed that the British were 
not invincible and gave confidence to anti-British groups in Africa and Asia. 

After World War 2 Britain had a hard time using its military to control different 
areas of its Empire. In Africa especially Britain had to send its troops in to put 
down rebellions. This was expensive and badly hurt Britain's international image. 
As a result Britain began to allow countries to leave the Empire instead of forcing 
them to stay.



Ideas
During the 20th Century the ideas of democracy and communism caused people 
to challenge the earlier assumptions that people in Africa and Asia were racially 
inferior. White Europeans' claims to superior intelligence and civilisation were no 
longer convincing, especially after the traumas and horrors they had inflicted in 
World War One and World War Two. People all over the world began to demand 
respect and fair treatment.

Indian Nationalism:

During the 1930s Ghandi used non-violent means to protest the British control of 
India, and was successful in 1937 of getting Indians the right to vote and elect 
their own Prime Minister. However, two years later Britain declared war on 
Germany and ordered India to go to war as well. Indians were furious that they 
weren’t allowed to choose. During the war many Indians fought for Britain and 
when it was over they demanded their freedom. The pressure was so great that 
Britain allowed India to leave the empire in 1947.

African Nationalism:

After the decline of slavery in the 19th Century Africans in America and Africa 
began a difficult fight for equality and recognition. Unlike India, the British 
refused to allow Africa its freedom and brutally put down resistance. The violent 
measures Britain used damaged its international reputation and in the 1960s 
Britain recognised the rights of African countries to rule themselves. 



Geography
During the 1920s Britain’s empire grew to the peak of its size and control, Britain 
was now in charge of 24% of the worlds landmass, spread out across the world. 
This presented some problems:

- Military: As the British Empire grew it meant that the British military needed 
to defend more and more territory. Because the British Empire was spread 
across so much of the world it was impossible for the army to control such a 
large area.

- Debt: The cost of running the empire was enormous. Africa was seen as 
somewhere that could give England a huge profit but in the end Britain had to 
take on enormous debts to maintain control. The Empire was too expensive 
for Britain to run. 

- Logistics: Organising the day-to-day running of such a massive empire was too 
difficult and Britain was unable to control disasters like starvation or disease. 
After World War 2 Britain had to focus on its own rebuilding and was unable to 
take care of its whole empire. 



GCSE Focus – 16 mark “Do you agree” questions

How many paragraphs should you write for this?

What should each paragraph focus on?

How long should you spend on this question?

Question 2:

“The main reason why the British Empire collapsed between 1921-1997 was because 
of changing ideas.” Do you agree with this statement?

You may talk about
- World War 2
- Democracy
You must also use information of your own.

(16 marks)



GCSE Focus – 16 mark “Do you agree” questions

Use the information sheet to help you write a plan to help you answer this question. For 
each paragraph bullet point two or three things that you could include to show your 
knowledge.

Question 2:

“The main reason why the British Empire collapsed between 1921-1997 was because 
of changing ideas.” Do you agree with this statement?

You may talk about
- World War 2
- Democracy
You must also use information of your own.

(16 marks)
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