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18th Century to World War One 

 The term “British Empire” refers to the United Kingdom and all areas under its control. 

An influential nation that reigned across the globe, Great Britain engaged in many conflicts with 

other countries, fighting to expand its territory. 

   The first event in which Britain expanded its empire during the 18th century was the War 

of the Spanish Succession, which occurred from 1701-1714. The United Kingdom and its allies, 

the Dutch Army and Austrian Hapsburg Army, fought against France and Spain. From this war, 

the British took control of Acadia, now known as Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland, both of 

which were North American territories. They also took control of Gibraltar and Minorca, located 

in the Mediterranean Sea. 

 The next major incident was not until 1756, the year that marked the beginning of the 

Seven Years War, known as The French and Indian War in America. England’s primary 

opposition was France. The war ended with the Treaty of Paris in 1763. Although Britain 

relinquished the colonies of Guadeloupe and Martinique to France, Canada became part of the 

British Empire.  

Overlapping the time period of the Seven Years War were the Carnatic Wars, a power 

struggle once again between the British and France for control of India’s trading ports. Ending in 

the same year as the Seven Years War, the Carnatic Wars gave England dominance of India in 

addition to North America.  

 In 1969, the French East India Company lost the financial support of France, giving 

England’s company the monopoly on trading and expansion. In 1783, part of the British Empire 

was lost when the American Revolution ended, roughly marking what is considered the end of 

the First British Empire and the beginning of the second. At this time, the British Empire 



controlled about 20% of the world’s territory, with approximately 400 million people in its 

domain. 

 Although the British originally found Australia useless upon its discovery in 1600, they 

found that it was useful for sending criminals that Britain’s prisons could no longer hold. 

Therefore, a group mainly consisting of British outlaws founded the town of Sydney in 1788.  

 Beginning a year before the turn of the century and lasting until 1815, the Napoleonic 

Wars proved Britain’s superiority in seafaring battles for the majority of the 19th century. It 

additionally gave the empire control of all of the Mediterranean.  

 1914 marked the beginning of World War One. The United Kingdom fought on the side 

of the Allies, primarily consisting of France, Russia, and America in addition to England. During 

the time of the war, the empire generally remained united, although many of the colonies 

expressed a desire for independence.  

 The Treaty of Versailles brought World War One to an end in 1919. From this, Britain 

got a majority of the German Empire in Africa. In addition, the British were able to take control 

of Palestine and Iraq the previous year.  

 The end of the first World War marked a high point for the British Empire. At this point, 

it consisted of over a fourth of the world’s total population and land area. Britain even held a 

“British Empire Exhibition” five years after the war’s end, celebrating the power and expansion 

of the empire. Although it was approaching its downfall at this point in history, for the time 

being, the British Empire was widespread and successful.  
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