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Would the world have been better off if there had never been a British Empire?  Would North America have 

been better off if it was never colonized by the British? 

The common belief is that the British colonial period was a stain on human history, and some from former 

British colonies still blame their lack of progress on British colonialism (despite having been free for at least 

a half of century).  Enclosed is a table that lists most of the areas of the globe that the British at one time 

ruled.  (Some non-listed places are tiny islands or have been incorporated into states that were never ruled by 

Britain or by some other country.) 

 



Some of my ancestors were involved in the American Revolutionary War against the British – and I am 

pleased that they won.  But that being said, if the present-day U.S. had been successfully colonized by the 

Spanish, French, or even the Russians (all of whom at one time or another did control much of the present 

territory of the U.S.), would those who now live on those lands enjoy as much freedom and prosperity?  I 

think not.  If Spain (and Portugal) had controlled Canada and the U.S. in the way they did Latin America, 

with their feudal law system, it is arguable that the U.S. would be much poorer. 

The British brought the concept of the rule of law with the “common law,” along with a strong commitment 

to the protection of private property and individual liberties most everywhere they went, unlike other colonial 

powers.  The idea of the “divine right of kings” was thrown out by the British during the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688 when the Parliament gained clear supremacy.  The English had limited the king’s power 

from the time of the Magna Carta in 1215.  The British had also benefited from the Scottish Enlightenment, 

which firmly established the concept that the individual had rights that could not be taken away by the 

state.  The American Declaration of Liberty and the Constitution are reflections of this change of thinking. 

Implicit in my argument is that if the British had not become the colonial power in all of the areas it took 

over, some other country would have, given the advances in ship design and construction.  It could be argued 

that the world would have been better off if there had been no foreign colonization.  Because of unique 

circumstances, i.e. weak monarchies, resulting in the development of the protections of private property and 

commercial law, the industrial revolution began in England and the Netherlands.  This led for the first time in 

history to a sustained rise in innovation and real incomes.  There is little reason to believe if the English (and 

the Dutch) had left the rest of the world alone, other places would have developed any faster or have more 

freedom than they have now. 

The table clearly shows that there are great benefits to living in a British dependency or territory.  In almost 

all cases, the people enjoy a very high standard of living, substantially exceeding that in the British homeland 

and in many cases in the U.S., while enjoying all or more of the liberties of Englishmen.  Caymanians clearly 

made a wise decision by opting to be a British Overseas Territory, rather than being part of Jamaica.  Those 

former colonies whose populations ended up having a substantial percentage of people of British Isles 

heritage – the U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand – have done very well by any standard because they 

brought along the ideas of rule of law and private property rights. 

 



 



 



Other than Hong Kong and Singapore, the British were not successful in transferring most of their ideas of 

economic freedom, the rule of law, and individual liberties to their colonies, despite considerable efforts to 

do so.  These days we refer to the effort as nation building, which for the most part has also been 

unsuccessful by the U.S. and others in the Middle East and Africa.  

Those who blame their lack of development on British colonialism should explain how their country would 

have done better without being a colony.  Would they have adopted the rule of law, private property 

protections, free markets, free trade, etc. on their own?  What is preventing them from doing so 

now?  Singapore and Hong Kong are examples of British colonies that not only adopted British institutions 

and its legal system, but established even more economic freedom and have become very rich since the end 

of the colonial period, without having natural resources.  The table clearly shows that, other than the oil-rich 

states, there is a very high relationship between economic freedom and per capita income.  The British, like 

all, have faults, but they are not to blame for economic misery in former colonies, which for better or worse 

are now masters of their own destinies. 
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