
Why Did Nations Seek to Claim Colonies? 

Several nations – England, Spain, Netherlands, Portugal, France – set out to build colonial 

empires based on certain assumptions: 

 Colonies would make them wealthy (“Mercantilism”) and powerful and give them 

advantages over their rivals.   

 The acquisition of colonies would enable them to solve various social problems such as 

overpopulation (relative to available land and food supplies), poverty, and the crime that 
was often associated with chronic lack of work for the unemployable poor.   

 A general sense prevailed among prosperous members of society that since the poorer 

classes knew they had little chance of improving their lives, which might tend to make 

them rebellious, colonies could serve as a sort of escape valve for pent-up frustrations.   
Whatever the motivations, most major European nations vigorously pursued colonial 

policies. 

 
Why Did People Risk Their Lives to Immigrate To The Colonies? 

The English and other colonists who came to America came for different reasons and under 

different circumstances, but the motivation for virtually all who came voluntarily may be 

boiled down to one essential point: They wanted to improve their lives.    

 Some were seeking economic advantage – most of all, a chance to become landowners.  

 The decision to emigrate was also often spurred by conditions in England and 

elsewhere in Europe – during times of strife or economic hardship, the impetus for 

emigration was stronger than in good, stable times.  

 Some emigrants were moderately prosperous, and saw the New World as an opportunity 

for investment that would allow them to move up a few notches on the economic scale.  

 In general, however, the very well-to-do did not emigrate because they had 
everything to lose and could gain only at great risk. 

 The very poor did not come in the early century of immigration.   

 To obtain a contract as an indentured servant, one had to have something 

to offer – a skill such as blacksmithing or farm experience or the price of 
passage – so the poorest of the poor, who were chronically unemployed 

and had no skills, tended not to be among those who came. 

 Criminals came to colonial America! 

 Early in the settlement years, some prisoners were offered a chance to go to 

America in lieu of a prison sentence. 

 Many prisoners were also sent by the courts, generally as a means of ridding the 

mother country of the chronically unemployable or incorrigibly criminal.   

 So many were sent in one period, in fact, that the governor of Virginia sent a 

letter of protest to England complaining about the influx of lawbreakers.   

 Given the conditions of chronic underemployment and want in England, 
the vast majority of crimes at that time were property crimes, sometimes 

accompanied by violence.  

 Many imported thieves – although not all – in finding opportunities 

available in the New World that did not exist in the old, managed to 
go straight and become productive citizens.   

 Indentured servants 

 Some voluntarily accepted the commitment of servitude to pay off their passage. 

 Some were ‘sold’ into that temporary form of servitude by parents or families.  

 Slavery  

 In 1618 the Virginia Company instituted the “headright” system 

 This program guaranteed that any person who immigrated into Virginia or paid for 

another person to settle there would receive fifty acres of land for each immigrant.  

 The purpose of the “headright” system was to encourage immigration  

 Settlers came to America for the religious freedom which was denied to them in Europe. 
 

What Kind of People Settled In The Colonies?  (statistics circa.1650) 

Chesapeake and West Indies colonists: these were often poor, young, single men, lacking 
good prospects in the mother country, gambling their lives as indentured servants, where the 

warmer climate permitted plantation crops that demanded – and generated the profits that 

permitted – the importation of laborers.  

Most of the New England colonists could pay their own way and emigrated as family 
groups. They were the sort of skilled and prosperous people who ordinarily might have 

stayed at home rather than risk the rigors of a transatlantic crossing and the uncertainties of 

colonial life. They also enjoyed a more even balance between the genders.  

 New England sex ratio was six males for every four females, compared to four men for 
every woman in the Chesapeake. This more even balance encouraged a more stable 

society and faster population growth. 

 New England’s healthier population sustained a rapid growth, while in the Chesapeake 

and West Indies, population growth depended on human imports.  

 During the 17th century, New England received only 21,000 emigrants – a fraction 

of the 120,000 transported to the Chesapeake or the 190,000 who colonized the 

West Indies. Yet in 1700 New England’s colonial population of 91,000 exceeded 
the 85,000 whites in the Chesapeake and the 33,000 whites in the West Indies. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Motivations Underlying  

Colonial Settlement    
 

 

   Settlement to about 1700 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Empire building and maintenance 

 

This map shoes the British Dutch and Spanish shipping routes from 1750 to 1800.  (It was created from 

digitalized logbooks of European ships during this pealismriod, by the Climatological Database for the 

World Oceans).   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://users.humboldt.edu/ogayle/hist110/MapGlobalTradeRoutesColonialEra.png


S e t t l e m e n t   L e c t u r e 

 

Why were some Europeans willing to leave their homelands in exchange for the uncertainties of life in North 

America?  What were the driving forces for this? 

➢ Religious persecution   (individual and collective interest) 

➢ Economic stress   (individual interest) 

➢ Mercantilism  (business interest) 

➢ Empire-building   (national interest) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colonists in the 16th century fall into two groups:  

 

1. Those who chose to immigrate to the "New World"  

They sought an escape from the hard realities of life in Europe and wished to create new spiritual, social, 

economic, and political lives and lifestyles.  

 These colonists mainly included: 

 Religious dissidents  (Puritans, Protestants, etc) 

 Soldiers 

 Peasants impoverished by the social and economic death of feudalism and who hoped to find 

economic freedom in North America. 

 “Speculators”  (land and business investors) 

 Indentured servants 

 Beneficiaries of the “head-right” program 

 1618, the Virginia Company guaranteed anyone who moved to Virginia (or paid for 

another to immigrate there) would receive 50 acres 

 

2. Those who involuntarily immigrated to colonial North America.  

 These colonists mainly included  

 Criminals  

 Slaves  

 Poor and orphaned children, as well as impoverished adults (chronically unemployed). 

 

IMPORTANT:  

People did not settle in one place, but rather in pockets throughout the land, often in isolation from one another, 

wherein unique cultures thrived in isolation from one another. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What kind of people settled the Colonies? 

 

➢ Chesapeake and West Indies colonists 

often poor, young, single men, lacking good prospects in the mother country, gambling their lives as 

indentured servants, where the warmer climate permitted plantation crops that demanded – and generated 

the profits that permitted – the importation of laborers.  

➢ Most of the New England colonists could pay their own way and emigrated as family groups.   They also 

enjoyed a more even balance between the genders.  

 New England sex ratio was 6 males for every 4 females, compared to 4 men for every woman in the 

Chesapeake. This more even balance encouraged a more stable society and faster population growth. 

 New England’s healthier population sustained a rapid growth, while in the Chesapeake and West 

Indies, population growth depended on human imports.  

 

 

 



 

Why does this matter? 

 

➢ It tells us that the first waves of European immigrants to the "New World" were largely people no longer 

wanted or welcome in Europe – so called "disposable people" who were forced to carve out a new life in an 

unfriendly environment. 

 

➢ Many embraced the Protestant ideal that hard working individuals could create a better life for themselves.  

 

➢ It tells us that immigrants to America came from diverse social, religious, economic, and political 

backgrounds.  (the “Melting Pot” imagery is a 19th century construction.)   Rather, thousands of individuals 

with different ideas about EVERYTHING settled here.  

 

➢ It tells us that those who left England to begin their lives in the "New World" had similar objectives – to 

escape hardships, achieve economic betterment, find some sort of political, economic, and religious 

freedom –  but they had very different backgrounds and very different ideas of how to achieve their 

objectives. 

 

➢ Settlement patterns illuminate five themes from the outset of American history . . .  

 Freedom is never free.    (sacrifices are made of forced upon us) 

 Ordinary and extraordinary people make history. 

 The diverse nature of American society makes us unique among nations. 

 Dissent and protest are essential ingredients of American history. 

 Progress is not always progressive  

 

 

 

 


