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Q. Why England failed to take the initiative in the colonization 
of the American continent? What factors were responsible for 
the British interest in establishing their colonies in the areas 
that are now part of the United States of America? 

  

At the beginning of the Age of Discovery, England was ill-prepared to take 
part. Having been forced to abandon France in 1453, and then suffering three 
decades of civil war, the nation was in no geopolitical shape to build a global 
empire. Domestic distractions and European realpolitik to protect the nation from 
foreign invasion and secure the Tudor line dominated much of the reigns of Henry 
VII and Henry VIII. 

Domestic Focus: 

Although Henry VII was interested in finding a route to the Far East for England, 
he was primarily concerned with establishing and protecting his dynasty. Likewise, 
his son would be most concerned with establishing and protecting his realm. 
Neither could be accomplished by spending vast sums on long exploration 
voyages in hopes of striking it rich. 

Motive for Exploration was not to Conquer: 

Had Henry VII lived longer, it’s conceivable that a few small fishing colonies could 
have been formed on the North American east coast. Bristol sailors even 
established a company similar to the future successful English colonization 
companies of the 17th century, the Company Adventurers to the New Found 
Land. 

But good fishing was really all that came of any of this. The English, like Columbus, 
wanted spices from the Far East, not cod. Although they were happy with the 



crumbs they found, the abundance of fish didn’t make it worthwhile to continue 
to sponsor voyages in search of a northwest passage. 

The failure to find a northwest passage to China made English exploration and 
colonization in North America a poor investment. They were sailing to find a trade 
route to Asia, not conquer and colonize the massive continent blocking their path. 

No Royal Funding: 

Private funds almost entirely sponsored the English explorations. Portugal and 
Spain’s explorations, meanwhile, enjoyed deep-pocketed royal funding. 

Although Henry VII commissioned John Cabot and others to find a northwest 
passage to Asia, these voyages were funded by private capital. Investors only 
risked their capital if they believed sailors had a realistic chance of finding a 
passage. When Henry VII died, his son had little interest in continuing the 
expeditions and neither did financiers on whom such exploration relied. Even 
though Henry VIII’s domestic focus and indifference to maritime exploration 
proved pivotal to future English supremacy. 

England’s Sparse Population: 

But even if limited colonization had taken place under an extended rule of Henry 
VII, there is no scenario whereby England would have colonized in the 16th 
century to the extent that the Spanish did. Besides North America’s lack of gold 
and silver, temperate climates, and dense populations to exploit, a primary 
reason was England’s own sparse population. The Black Death had proved 
especially thinning to the British Isles in the mid-14th century, and the plague 
staged a comeback a few decades later. The continued wars that England fought 
also didn’t help its population growth. 

                                                          ————————————————— 

Reasons for British Colonization of America: 

Interest in colonization grew in part as a response to social and economic 
problems in sixteenth-century England. The English people suffered from frequent 
and costly European wars, and they suffered from almost constant religious strife 
within their own land. 



Here are the reasons: 

Land 

Many suffered, too, from harsh economic changes in their countryside. Because 
the worldwide demand for wool was growing rapidly, landowners were 
converting their land from fields for crops to pastures for sheep. The result was a 
reduction in the amount of land available for growing food. 

England’s food supply declined at the same time that the English population was 
growing—from 3 million in 1485 to 4 million in 1603. To some of the English, the 
New World began to seem attractive because it offered something that was 
growing scarce in England: land. 

Mercantilism 

At the same time, new merchant capitalists were prospering by selling the 
products of England’s growing wool-cloth industry abroad. At first, most exporters 
did business almost entirely as individuals. In time, however, merchants formed 
companies, whose charters from the king gave them monopolies for trading in 
particular regions. Investors in these companies often made fantastic profits, and 
they were eager to expand their trade. 

Central to this trading drive was the emergence of a new concept of economic life 
known as mercantilism. Mercantilism rested on the belief that one person or 
nation could grow rich only at the expense of another, and that a nation’s 
economic health depended, therefore, on selling as much as possible to foreign 
lands and buying as little as possible from them. 

The principles of mercantilism spread throughout Europe in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. One result was the increased attractiveness of acquiring 
colonies, which became the source of raw materials and a market for the 
colonizing power’s goods. 

In England, the mercantilism program thrived at first on the basis of the 
flourishing wool trade with the European continent, and particularly with the 
great cloth market in Antwerp. 



In the 1550s, however, that glutted market began to collapse, and English 
merchants had to look elsewhere for overseas trade. Some English believed 
colonies would solve their problems. 

Religion: 

Every British citizen was expected to attend the Church of England, and those 
who didn't were punished by the State. So when the Pilgrims (also called 
Separatists) began to worship secretly and leave the established Church, they 
were hunted and persecuted. 

Many of them faced the loss of their homes and the loss of their livelihood. When 
it became impossible for them to continue in this way, they began to seek 
another place to live. 

The Separatists first fled to the Netherlands, a wealthy maritime superpower that 
was far more religiously diverse and tolerant. But while life in Netherlands was 
peaceful, it wasn't English, and the Separatists feared that their children were 
losing their native culture. 

They decided that the only way to live as true English Christians was to separate 
even further and establish their own colony in the New World. 

 


