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The economic expansion from 1450 to 1650 did not raise the living standards of the masses. The vast majority of the people lived on the land, and their business was the production of primary goods: food, cereals, and wool. Whenever the standard of living improved, any surplus would be taken up by the survival of more children. The beneficiaries of the commercial expansion were the rich. During the Middle Ages, the frontiers of Europe had expanded, even if only temporarily. The Crusaders conquered all of Europe and most of Asia Minor. Genoa and Venice established commercial ports in the Mediterranean. In the 15th and 16th centuries, Europeans embarked on a movement of expansion out of Europe. The population increase in western Europe was translated into land hunger. So, the aristocracy looked beyond Europe for the lands and fortunes denied them at home, just as their ancestors had done. These exploits were legitimate and ways of earning merit and fame. Merchants got rid of the middlemen in trading, and went straight to the source. The incentive for such enterprise grew because between 1450 and 1600 the wealth of Europeans increased. This wealth was translated into power and the capacity to invest in foreign ventures. Monarchs who had successfully establish hegemony at home sought to extend their control overseas. Finally, religion helped the expansion. A 500 year war known as the Renconquest which had taken place to drive out the Muslims. Cortes saw himself as following in the footsteps of Paladin Roland. In Portugal, there was a tale that there was a long lost Christian kingdom in the middle of Africa, and when they were united, they would crush the Muslims. The West had a crusading faith, the will to expand, and the technology to. There was a technological revolution which began in the 15th century. Europeans had already learned about gunpowder from the Chinese in the late 13th century. First came cannons, then muskets and mobile field artillery. Another development was the sailing ship, which did away with slave ships. The sail and the gun were important in allowing the Europeans to overcome non-Europeans, being the fact that the sail ships could carry guns on them. The Portuguese made short work of the Muslim fleet in the Indian Ocean in 1509. Several reasons account for Portugal’s success. Its coastline ensured that its people would look to the sea, a sunny climate spurred seafaring and commercial expansion. It was northern Europe’s closest supplier of subtropical products: olive oil, cork, wine, and fruit. The feudal nobility was not as powerful in Portugal. Royal policy favored expansion. The government promoted trading interests, especially after 1385, when the merchants of Lisbon helped established a new dynasty in opposition to the feudal aristocracy. In the first half of the 15th century, a younger son of the king, named Prince Henry the Navigator (1394-1460) sponsored voyages of exploration and the nautical studies required. In these endeavors, he spent his fortune. As early as the 15th century, the Portuguese expanded into the Atlantic Ocean. In the middle decades, they moved down into west Africa. They traded gold for cloth and slaves for a huge profit. Then they sold the gold for an even bigger one. Slaves helped gold and sugar production. By 1488, there was a route to India. In search of spices, that’s where the Portuguese went. As Genoese trade with the Near East shark due to the Ottoman Empire, Genoese merchants shifted more to the Atlantic. The Portuguese not only gained the Genoese profit, but the expertise to put it to use. They had colonies on Cyprus and Crete. The plantation system based on slave labor was an Italian import; only now the slaves were black instead of Slavs. 


