
 

 

European Expansion 

 

  

Enduring Understanding: European expansion during the 1600s and 1700s was often driven by economic 

and technological forces. You should be able to understand the influence of these forces and be able to 

compare the colonial claims and the expansion of European powers through 1770. 



 

 
 

Beginning in the 1600s and 1700s, European nations began to look at expanding their countries’ 
wealth and land ownership. As navigation technology improved, more countries were able to send 
explorers around the world looking for overseas trade routes to Asia. On their quest for these trade 
routes, European explorers discovered the New World (the Americas) and new economic systems 
and trade routes began. Explorers were also able to gain access to Asia and Africa. New markets 
were opened in Europe, allowing Europeans to buy goods from Africa and Asia. This created more 
jobs. 
 

Countries such as Spain, Portugal, England, France, and the Netherlands were the European leaders 
of exploration beginning with Spain in the 1400s. These countries were able to dominate European 
expansion because of prior wealth and ocean-front location. Because they were the first to begin 
exploring Africa, Asia, and the Americas, these countries would remain the most powerful in the world 
for centuries to come.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The world’s first explorers came from Europe. They were looking for overseas trade routes to Asia, but 

along the way discovered the New World (North and South America). 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spain, Portugal, France, England, and the Netherlands were able to dominate European trade 

routes and expansion due to prior wealth and location. Spain began exploring first, and was able to 

gain more land in the Americas because of this. 



 

Section Review: 
 

1) When did European nations begin expanding? 
 

2) Why did Europeans begin traveling over the seas? 
 

3) What did European explorers find on their search for trade routes? 
 

4) Which European countries were the leaders in European expansion? 
 

5) Why were these countries able to dominate exploration and remain in power for years to 
come? 
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