
Colonization in North America and the Economy

Early Civilizations on the American Continent
The discovery of the American continent began long before Christopher Columbus.* Between 14,000 

and 16,000 years  ago the first  migrations  reached North  America  across  the  Bering Strait.  Early 

civilizations on the American continent were mainly agricultural, and these people lived off growing 

corn and other grains on their land. Civilizations such as the Incas* or Mayas* in South and Central  

America  developed elaborate  settlements  with impressive temples  and pyramids.  There  were also 

nomadic tribes in the Great Plains of North America which survived by hunting caribou and buffalo. 

The area in today’s eastern United States had lots of woodland and was rich in natural resources. The  

tribes in this region engaged in hunting and gathering, fishing and farming.

However,  the  tribes  did not  see themselves  as  members  of  a single civilization,  but  rather  as  

separate entities, or units. Hence, the tribes seldom united when finally white settlers from Europe 

came and threatened their native way of life. 

Early Colonization
Towards the end of the 15th century, once the European population had recovered from the substantial  

losses due to the Plague (or “Black Death”, see J. Plüer, The Black Death), new importance was given 

to trade and commerce. In addition, advances were made in shipbuilding and navigation (such as the 

introduction of  the  compass  and proper  sea  maps),  facilitating  longer  journeys  on  water.  So,  the  

merchants had a great chance to increase trade and their profits.

At the same time, monarchs established stronger and more united nation-states, eager to increase  

the commercial growth of their nations. With the explorations of Marco Polo* in the 13th century, 

trade with the Orient developed more and more, but it was difficult because of the long and tedious  

journey over land. In the late 15th century, the search for an easier and shorter water route to the  

Orient was intensified, and monarchs were now willing to take the risk of financing these daring 

explorations across the oceans. The Portuguese were the first to go on naval expeditions. The first  

explorers went as far south as Cape Verde on the African west coast; in 1486, Bartholomeu Diaz*  

rounded the southern tip of Africa, the Cape of Good Hope*, and Vasco da Gama* eventually went  

around the tip all the way to India in 1497/98.

One  of  the  daring  navigators  was  Christopher  Columbus  from  Genoa  (Italy).  He  convinced 

Isabella of Castile, then Queen of Spain, to finance his westward passage to find a new shorter route to  

the lands of India. His desire to discover a westward way to India was based on misconceptions about  

the size of the globe (he thought it was a lot smaller than it actually is) and that Asia extended further  

east than it actually does. He also did not think that anything lay between Europe and Asia in the west. 

In August of 1492, he set sail with 90 men on three ships – the Pinta, the Niña, and the Santa Maria. 

Ten weeks later, he landed on an island of the Bahamas, considering it an island off Asia. When he 

sailed on to Cuba, he thought he had reached India. Columbus took a few natives from there back to  

Spain as proof of his achievement, referring to them as “Indians.” On his third expedition in 1498, 

Columbus finally reached the South American mainland and realized that he had landed on a new 

continent altogether.
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Due to Columbus’s success, the Spanish became more involved in seafaring missions in the west.  

By 1550, they had explored the North American coasts as far as present-day Oregon in the west and  

the  Labrador  coast  in  present-day  Canada  in  the  east.  In  1565,  the  Spanish  established  the  first 

permanent European settlement in today’s United States in St. Augustine, Florida*. 

The native population shrank dramatically after the Europeans had come to settle on the American 

continent. Not only were the natives susceptible* to European diseases such as typhus or measles,  

explorers such as Hernando Cortés* from Spain were harsh rulers, treated the natives brutally, and 

would even at times kill off entire native communities. They also came to see the natives as wild and 

uncivilized people.

With the settlers and their exploitation of the natural resources they found there, the need for more 

workers also grew. At first, local people were only used as indentured laborers who were forced to 

work under extreme conditions and with little pay. They worked in mines and on plantations, but  

eventually regained their freedom. 

Due to the shrinking local population (wars, infections, hard work), the demand for labor could no 

longer be met by Indians alone. Europeans began buying slaves from Africa, a trade that had long been 

established between African peoples themselves and Africa and the Mediterranean. However, the slave 

trade and slave life that had existed before the Europeans entered the market were quite different from 

slavery as practiced by the European colonists. In Africa, slavery was usually not permanent, but for a 

fixed time period. Even as slaves, people enjoyed several personal rights (such as the right to get  

married).  People became slaves for a number of reasons: to pay off  a debt,  as a consequence for  

criminal  behavior, or  because they had been captured in wars. Also,  children did not inherit  their  

parents’ condition of bondage, but were born free.

First, the Portuguese and Spanish were heavily involved slave traders, later the Dutch joined in 

and the English finally dominated the slave trade in the 18 th century for the cotton plantations in their 

colonies in North America.

English Incentives for Overseas Trade
There  were  several  reasons  for  the  expansion  of  trade.  One  of  them was  that  many landowners  

changed their crop to pastures for sheep because the demand for wool was growing around the world.  

Therefore, many farmers lost their jobs and became day laborers or beggars. In addition, the amount of  

available food decreased. As a result, the New World became attractive because it offered the one  

resource barely available anymore in England: land.

At the same time, a domestic cloth industry had developed in England that marketed finished 

goods  such  as  shirts  or  trousers.  Demand  for  these  finished  goods  was  high  in  other  European 

countries so capitalistic merchants invested heavily in trade. At first they only worked on their own 

and for themselves, but eventually enterprises were granted through royal charters that gave these 

companies the monopoly for trade in a certain region. Investors or stockholders then shared the risk as  

well as the profits for a single project or on a permanent basis. Profits were huge at first, and investors 

wanted  to  increase  their  profits  even  more.  These  enterprises  were  called  joint-stock  companies 

because many investors joined together in buying shares or stock to finance the upcoming project.
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One of the earliest and most profitable joint-stock companies was the East India Company which 

received a royal charter from Queen Elizabeth I in 1600 to trade with the East Indies. The company 

brought goods such as cotton, silk, indigo dye, and tea to Europe and in the course of time even 

controlled large areas of India.

Puritan* Work Ethic
It was not only the economy that started the motivation to acquire colonies. There were also religious 

motives that led people to settle in the new colonies.

In  1517,  the  Reformation  began with  Luther*  challenging  basic  beliefs  and  structures  of  the 

Catholic Church. After the Pope excommunicated Luther in 1520, Luther and his followers left the 

Catholic Church and lived according to their personal beliefs.

There were also other reformers; one of them was the French-Swiss theologian John Calvin* who 

did not believe that an individual’s behavior or the Church itself could influence one’s road to heaven. 

Instead, he believed in the doctrine of predestination, saying that God had chosen (predetermined)  

every individual’s fate before his or her birth: God elected some people for salvation and sentenced  

others to damnation. If Calvin’s followers led moral, successful, and productive lives, they believed to 

be on the road to salvation; an immoral and useless life was a sign of damnation. The Huguenots in 

France or the Puritans in England were followers of Calvin.

To many people, the teachings of the official Anglican Church (s. A. Gaile, The Rise of England as 

a World Power) did not differ enough from the Catholic Church and its official teachings. They wanted 

reforms to purify the Church from Catholic influences, and thus they became known as “Puritans.” In  

addition,  James I’s*  son  and  successor  to  the  throne,  Charles I*,  tried  to  restore  Catholicism  to 

England and made the situation worse for the Puritans because he did not tolerate different beliefs and 

imprisoned many Puritans. Eventually, many Puritans left England because of these religious conflicts 

and started a new life in the New World.

The first permanent English settlement, however, was not founded by Puritans, but by the London 

Company (later named Virginia Company) – 144 men on three ships, who had received a charter from 

King James I to settle on the northern half of the American east coast in 1606. Of these 144 men, only 

104 were still alive when they reached present-day Virginia in the spring of 1607. They named their  

settlement  “Jamestown”  after  the  English  King  James I.  Survival  in  the  settlement  was  difficult 

because they did not have enough food; also, there were frequent outbreaks of malaria and a swampy 

surrounding. When new ships arrived in 1608, only 34 men were still alive. Eventually, Jamestown 

was to grow bigger and bigger, and tobacco fields took up much land. This increased the need for  

labor. 

The colony, which was now known as “Virginia,” welcomed more and more laborers to diversify 

the economy: iron workers and other skilled craftsmen came, as well as 100 women to become the 

wives of the male settlers. In 1619, Virginia, named after the allegedly virgin queen Elizabeth I, had 

the first official self-government in the colony: The “House of Burgesses”* included delegates from 

the various communities and was the first meeting of an elected legislature in what was to become the  

United States.
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A group of Puritans obtained permission from the Virginia Company to settle in Virginia and 

merchants financed the voyage under the condition that they would get a share of the profits of the  

settlement after seven years. The Puritans, or “Pilgrims” as they saw themselves, left for the New 

World in September 1620 on board the ship “Mayflower.” In November, they saw land near present-

day Cape Cod, Massachusetts. The final place of settlement was named Plymouth, and it was outside 

the London Company’s territory so the new settlers were not bound by the Company’s rules. While 

still on board the ship, the Pilgrims agreed on a contract, the “Mayflower Compact” which created a 

civil government based on their religious views. Even though the first winter was a harsh one, the 

Pilgrims  were  able  to  survive  with  the  help  of  native  Indians.  Thankful  for  their  survival,  they 

celebrated a big festival along with the natives after the first autumn harvest – a tradition that is still  

celebrated in the US today: Thanksgiving.

When the conflicts with King Charles I became even worse, more Puritans left for the New World, 

but this time they settled even further north in and around present-day Boston. The leader of the group,  

John Winthrop, commanded a group of about 1000 people who wanted to devote their lives to God in 

a serious and faithful way, and they also honored material success as proof of salvation by God. The 

Puritans thought that they lived in a model society, a “city upon a hill,” a “new Jerusalem,” that others  

should copy and follow. Winthrop and his fellow officers, however, did not grant religious freedom to  

those who believed differently just like they did not have the freedom to worship in England. The  

Puritan belief of predestination and material success as proof of salvation in some ways led to one of 

the aspects of the present-day American Dream: the motivation to be successful and to become rich as  

well as to rely on oneself. 

The Triangular Trade*
The new colonies  soon became  part  of  a  complex  trade  system.  Merchant  ships  from European 

countries such as Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal transported manufactured goods from Europe to 

Africa. These manufactured goods were guns, alcohol, or cloth. In Africa, these goods were traded for 

slaves. As a second step the slaves were transported from Africa to North or South America where they 

were sold to colonists.  With this money,  the merchants bought raw materials  such as sugar,  rum, 

coffee, and cotton in order to ship them back to sell in Europe. Due to this Triangular Trade, colonies 

on the coasts were especially desired where the land was often good and where trade could take place  

easily and quickly.

With the Triangular Trade firmly established and profitable for the European colonialists, the slave 

trade became ever more important. It is estimated that about ten million Africans were transported to 

the Americas between 1500 and 1900. Around 1800 about 2 million African slaves lived in Brazil,  

900,000 in the USA, and 1.7 million in European colonies in Africa.

Those individuals that were on ships from Africa faced a difficult  journey of three months or  

more: up to 450 slaves were packed on one ship, chained together without room to stand up and  

without toilets. Many of the slaves did not survive the long journey to the Americas.

Native societies in Africa not only lost their strongest young men and women to the slave trade,  

wars between the different communities also increased to find more slaves to sell off. Even though 

some Europeans saw the horrible effects of the slave trade, it continued to grow because Europeans  
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often viewed Africans as inferior human beings whose only use was slave labor. Slavery in what is 

now known as the United States did not end until the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. However, 

slavery does still exist in different forms of exploitation in the modern world.

Bettina Rönsberg
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