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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the evolution of trade routes with a focus on three specific factors,
the historical Silk Road, the relationship between the evolution of trade routes and economic
development, and the geopolitical tensions deriving from it. The study begins by analysing the
significance of the ancient Silk Road as the defining route of the following international trade
patterns. The economic perspective lays on the evidence of how the evolution in trade,
technology and infrastructure feeds back the wealth of states, similarly as the power of states
and geopolitical tensions do. The analysis of the context, financing, and critic of Belt and Road
Initiative, which seeks to reactive the greatness of the ancient Silk Road provides a vivid
example of the arguments exposed throughout the study.

RESUMEN

Este proyecto explora la evolucion de las rutas comerciales centrdndose en tres factores
concretos: la Ruta de la Seda historica, la relacion entre la evolucion de las rutas comerciales y
el desarrollo econémico de los Estados, y las tensiones geopoliticas derivadas de él. El estudio
comienza analizando la importancia de la antigua Ruta de la Seda como ruta definitoria de los
patrones del comercio internacional que la siguieron. La perspectiva econdomica se basa en la
evidencia de como la evolucion del comercio, la tecnologia y las infraestructuras retroalimentan
la riqueza de los Estados, del mismo modo que lo hacen el poder de éstos y las tensiones
geopoliticas. El analisis del contexto, la financiacion y la critica de la Franja y la Ruta, que
pretende reactivar la grandeza de la antigua Ruta de la Seda, ofrece un vivido ejemplo de los
argumentos expuestos a lo largo del estudio.
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INTRODUCTION

International trade and its functioning as it is known it today is subject to various factors,
and if one thing is clear, is that without the presence of trade routes that allow the transport of
goods and resources from one part of the world to another, it would not be possible. The way
in which such transportation has become increasingly feasible and efficient throughout history,
that is, how these trade routes have evolved, is key to understand the other factors that enable
commercial exchange between states.

Among the aspects shaping this study, the ones analised will be those that make a state
eligible for active participation in a trade route. There are competitive advantages that, either
independently or in cohesion with others, determine the level of relevance that the state in
question will have in the exercise of international trade, either in its favor or to its detriment.
The evolution and progress, especially in the last century, have made it possible for a select
number of states to accumulate multiple capacities, thus positioning them at the forefront of
international trade. Thus, it can be said that the efficient exploitation of one competitive
advantage gives rise to the opportunity to acquire other advantages. The issue lies in the nature
of these advantages, as not all states are equally fortunate when it comes to them.

For this study, it has been deemed convenient to begin with the analysis of ancient trade
routes, especially the Silk Road, due to the evidence of its impact on civilizations and its
unconscious capacity to influence today's international system. Therefore, in the first chapter,
it will be observed how, depending on the Empire that dominated the lands covered by the most
important trade route in history, the power dynamics, trade patterns, and social customs could
significantly vary.

As history progressed new innovations were introduced, leading to a new range of
possibilities for merchants. The next chapter aims to demonstrate how advances in international
trade have been the main drivers of state development. The opening to maritime trade and surely
the discovery of new lands have been factors strong enough to shape transoceanic trade,
connecting three continents as if they were the vertices of a triangle. This development was as
well a booster of the nation-state system that exists today. It is also highly relevant to the study
how these advances propagated conditions in trade that led to the African slave trade, where
slaves were transported like goods from one coast to another based on the interests of the
masters. Continuing the argumentation line of that progress brings more progress, it is observed
that the last two centuries of the previous millennium, which hosted the first two industrial
revolutions, are crucial in this study as they brought with them steamships, mass production,
and many other elements and patterns that either persist or have transformed with subsequent
revolutions but characterize global trade.

As a result of the accumulation of power that comes with economic development,
conflicts arise, and in the case of trade routes, the engine of these is the dominance of a strategic
enclave, the leadership of an infrastructure project, or the blockage of a key point such as
chokepoints. In the third chapter, conflict is considered not only as armed conflict arising from
the rivalry between two international actors, but also as those physical or meteorological
incidents that occur at a very specific point yet are capable of causing a worldwide blockage.



Finally, just as the study began with the analysis of the ancient Silk Road, it concludes
with the analysis of the project presented in 2013 by the President of China for a New Silk
Road, as this initiative encompasses all the previously discussed aspects. From China's
historical claims, through the million-dollar investments that have been and will be necessary
to the positive and negative reactions of third parties.



METHODOLOGY

For this study, an extensive search and selection of literary and academic sources have
been conducted. From books that narrate the stories of past travelers and explorers, which
provide valuable context about historical trade routes and the socioeconomic dynamics of the
civilizations that used them, to specialized books containing detailed information about specific
periods in the history of various trade routes, which have been essential for understanding how
different eras and historical events have influenced the evolution of trade routes and the
development of the commercial capacities of the involved states.

The work incorporates information extracted from the analysis of recent and relevant
journalistic articles, which provided an updated perspective on the conflicts and current projects
related to trade routes. These articles have allowed for an understanding of the current
implications of infrastructure policies and geopolitical strategies in global trade.

Essays written by experts on specific topics related to international trade have also been
included. These essays provided an in-depth and theoretical analysis of the factors affecting
global trade, such as economics, politics, diplomatic relations, or international law. Through
these theoretical perspectives, the understanding of the dynamics governing international trade,
both in the past and present, has been enriched.

The development of the content of the work has been structured into four chapters that
reflect the evolution of trade routes from antiquity to the contemporary era, analyzing them
from historical, economic, geopolitical, and empirical perspectives.



HISTORICAL TRADE ROUTES. THE ANCIENT SIKL ROAD

Authors such as Yuval Noah Harari, in his book Sapiens, a Brief History of Humankind,
provides examples of the exchange of goods between civilizations way before than it could be
expected, such as the case of seashells from the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts that were
found in excavations in central Europe, where groups of Sapiens lived about 30,000 years ago.
As a result of this fact, historians affirm with total certainty that the practice of long-distance
trade was already present at that time. Thanks to this kind of discoveries, knowledge about the
antiquity of trade and its routes has been collected. In this chapter some of the routes that are
considered to be the predecessors of the international trade order will be analysed, beginning
with the well-known Silk Road.

I. The trade routes that set out today’s International Order

The study of the way in which the different networks for the exchange of tangible and
intangible goods between states have been shaped historically is crucial to understand today's
international trade system, since many of the reasons that make a state relevant when it comes
to trade do not appear suddenly, but arise from a particular advantage, such as geographical
location or the possession of a certain natural resource. By the time of the ancient routes, there
was a strong will, which served as incentive to overcome geographical roadblocks and build an
incredible network of trade routes (Jerry, 1993). Thanks to the exploitation of this advantage,
the states in question have the opportunity to generate wealth that could be used to modernise
its infrastructure and commercial services for the interest of connecting with third countries, in
order to be updated and prepared for the new needs and opportunities presented by the global
market.

However, international trade as it is known today has been subject to drastic change in
recent centuries thanks to industrial and technological revolutions. Before reaching the modern
means of transportation and goods that exist nowadays, there is a millenary history of trade
between civilizations, which contemplates the discovery of new lands, goods and conflicts,
which have set the precedent for this form of global exchange. The importance of the study of
ancient trade routes lies in the fact that on these routes not only merchants and material goods
have circulated, yet they have also allowed the exchange of ideas, cultures and religions among
different peoples.

1. The Silk Road

The Silk Road is one of the best-known examples on an ancient trade route. Its relevance
in history is undoubtable due to the great number of events that occurred in it, from the
commercial exchanges to conflicts, flourish of religions and more. It connected the East to the
West, allowing the flow of merchandise, culture, tradition and religion.

The 7,000 kilometers that conform the Silk Road have also seen the rise and fall of some
of the greatest empires of history. What began as the establishment of a trade link between
civilizations became a reason for the Empires to fight for its control due to the great advantage
arising from its dominance, both in terms of commerce and military lead. Hereinafter are found
the different empires which have dominated the lands of the Silk routes, and the details that
particularise each period of diverse ruling.



1.1 Chinese Empire

As regard as China, it is considered the origin of the road. It dates to the times of the
Han Dynasty, around the year 130 B.C (Ibrahim et al, 2021). The palace attendant Zhang Qiang
was sent by Chinese Han emperor Wu to the West lands. This expedition was intended to reach
out the Yuezhi people in order to create an alliance against the Xiongnu, a state threat to the
Empire. After many years of searching and even being retained by the opponent, Zhang Qiuan
crossed the mountains of Tarim Basin and Tian Shan, reaching the peoples of Bactria, in the
State of Daxia, the Ferghana Valley and Pathia, to later go back home and report what he had
learnt. By this action of the emperor, a deliberated project of an East-West connection was
officially initiated (Quinn, 1993).

Although the term “Silk Road” was not actually in the scene until the nineteenth century,
Ferdinand von Richthofen used it to describe this pathway of merchandise between the Europe
and Asia, as the production of silk marked Chinese tradition and economy. This textile was of
great significance for the Chinese, as it also served as a currency on several occasions. For
instance, when the Empire fell in trouble with the Barbarians, silk was used as a way of
enforcing peacel. Although silk was not the only commodity traded out of the region, it was
the main one.

In ancient silk road there was a determinant factor that made possible the correct
functioning of the long-distance routes. The combination of the agricultural sedentary
settlements and the transit of the nomad peoples made possible the creation of such a large-
scale Roads (Jerry, 1993). Is example of this the interchange of ways of living experienced
between the Chinese and the Xiongnu, as soon as the first one feared some kind of punishment
from the second, they rather stayed in the steppes for a while.

This pathway also reflects the history of Chinese expansion towards the West, as after
its inauguration by the Han Dynasty, the control over the route fell in the hands of a different
powers, to be later reconquered by the Tang Dynasty in the seventh century AD, in what is
considered as the golden age of the route (Conrad, 2021).

! The Han Dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE) faced the persistent challenge of the nomadic tribes, mainly the Xiongnu,
along its northern and western frontiers. The Chinese referred to them as the “Barbarians”, as they frequently
conducted raids into Han territory, disrupting trade and settlement. The Han employed various strategies to manage
this threat, including military campaigns, fortification projects like the Great Wall, and diplomatic tactics such as
marriage alliances. Despite these efforts, the constant pressure from these nomadic groups strained the empire’s
resources and contributed to internal instability.
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Figure 1. Han Dynasty China vs Tang Dynasty China

Source: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Han-dynasty https://www.artsmia.org/art-of-
asia/history/pdf/china-tang-dynasty.pdf

1.2 The Roman Trading Colony

During the second and first centuries B.C. Rome and China were the core of the Eurasian
continent. The Roman victory over Carthage (146 BC) marked Roman Empire’s pathway
towards becoming an economic and political superpower. Prior to its defeat, Carthage had
earned all the wealth resulting from being a Phoenician city-state located into the strongly
relevant trading network in the Levant. The Phoenician colonies of the ancient world
constituted the most important center of transactions on the Mediterranean coast, which
expanded towards all directions. Therefore, the Roman victory meant that they acquired this
advantage as well, which translated into great military and economic capacities.

40

Seventh progressive Map
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The Koman Empirgis colored

Figure 2. Roman Trading Colony

Source:https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Roman_empire 1st cen 1884.jpg

In addition, during the first century B.C. Rome had made their way within a part of the
Hellenistic states, which after Alexander the Great’s death, raised a significant role in the
territories of Asia Minor and Palestine. The words of Plinius the Elder in his XI book of
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Natural Histories (77 AD) note the great importance silk attained in the Roman Empire, as a
symbol of luxury and status specially among women. Nevertheless, due to the Persian
influence, the relation between China and Rome remained as a mythological expression.
(Conrad, 2021, p. 8). They were aware about each other’s value as intermediaries in the trade
routes, and even at some points Chine intended to establish direct contact with them, yet this
did not last long.

1.3 Persian rule

From the 6th century BC, the Persian Empire stood as a significant counterbalance to
China in the west. This dynamic continued even after the collapse of the Achaemenid Empire,
which was conquered by Alexander the Great in 330 BC. Subsequently, the region came under
Greek-Seleucid control until the Parthian Arsacid overtook it in the 2nd century BC. In turn,
they were succeeded by the Sassanids in a century before. During this time, despite the rise of
Rome as a global power, the Persian plus for a significant period, the Macedonian Seleucids,
were the most western entities that remained relevant in the context of the Chinese world for
about two centuries.

As already mentioned, although the planned political, economic and military expansion
did not start until Emperor Wu’s feat of sending an envoy to explore the west, the history of
long-distance continental trade dates to ancient times. During one of Zhang Qian’s missions
between the years 115 and 105 BC, the Chinese delegation reached the court of Anxi (Parthia)
and was received with great respect, leading to strong and lasting mutual relations. This period
marked the beginning of regular silk trade with the West, rather than the sporadic exchanges
that had occurred before (Quian, 1993).

In AD 97, during the later Han dynasty, General Ban Chao sent his official Gan Ying to
the western regions. Persia was not the ultimate destination of the western trade routes, still it
played a crucial role as the master of intermediary trade. Throughout history, Byzantium,
Rome's successor, often paid annual tributes to its Persian neighbors. During the early 7th
century, Khosrow II sought to reinforce Byzantium's subservient status permanently after a
period of Persian weakness, bringing Byzantium nearly to collapse.

A notable incident underscoring the strategic importance Persia placed on its
intermediary economic role occurred under Sasanian King Khosrow 1. During his reign, the
Sogdian king, a vassal of the Goktiirks, sent a delegation with a significant quantity of silk,
seeking to establish free trade with Rome. Khosrow responded by purchasing the entire cargo
and burning it before the ambassadors, a dramatic gesture meant to demonstrate the
worthlessness of their gifts compared to Persia’s critical trading position. This episode is a vivid
illustration of the strategic economic interactions that shaped relations between these ancient
superpowers (Conrad, 2021).

1.4  The Arab influence

Throughout history, the Persian Chinese relationship was generally positive. However,
there was a dramatic shift in this dynamic when the Arabs conquered the Persian Empire. The
Arabs, following their successful overthrow of the Persians, adopted a different approach. Their
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notable victory over the Tang Dynasty in AD 751 marked the beginning of Muslim control over
Transoxania and other economically significant cities along the Silk Road. This victory allowed
the Arabs to extend their influence from Morocco to what is now southern Kazakhstan,
establishing a vast domain along this crucial trade route.

Despite this extensive control, the Arab hold over these regions was not to last. By the
ninth century, various rebellions had begun to challenge Abbasid authority. This period, often
referred to as the "Iranian interlude," saw the rise of dynasties with Iranian roots, such as the
Tahirids, Safavids, Samanits, and Bujits. These groups gradually took over the power in Central
Asia and Iran. This era of Iranian resurgence continued until the emergence of the Seljuk Turks,
who eventually took the mantle as the central Muslim power in the region. This shift in control
not only altered the political landscape but also had significant implications for the control and
influence over the Silk Road (Minorsky, 1953).

1.5 Mongols in the Silk Road

The Mongols achieved unparalleled control over the Silk Road, extending from
Luoyang to the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, a feat the Arabs had previously attempted but
failed to accomplish in their conflicts with the Chinese. The success of the Mongols can be
attributed to their meticulous planning, the relentless nature of their military campaigns, and a
strict hierarchical governance that was effectively personified in Genghis Khan. Their empire
was not only built on the traditional practices of steppe empires but also on the sophisticated
administrative systems and technologies of the Chinese, blended with the Mongols' own vision
of leadership.

The concept of "Pax Mongolica" which facilitated safe passage along the Silk Road,
was ironically established through a period known as the "Terror Mongolicus." This term, as
detailed by historian Kirakos, describes the brutal conquests and destruction of cities like Ani
and Baghdad that resisted Mongol advances. The systematic and organized nature of these
conquests, including the mass executions in Baghdad, underscored a deliberate strategy by the
Mongols to quash resistance decisively.

Juvaini, a Persian writer, offers a more nuanced view, and William of Rubruk provides
accounts of interesting interactions with the Mongols. Furthermore, Kirakos, initially harsh in
his judgment of the Mongols, later acknowledges their contributions to cultural developments
such as church building and the Christian conversions among their generals.

During the "Pax Mongolica" era, between the 13th and 14th centuries, the Mongols
exploited the Silk Road for economic profits while maintaining a policy that favored and
protected their long-distance traders from Europe and other regions. This period required
explicit and personal acknowledgment of Mongol supremacy, often necessitating visits by
foreign princes, kings, and religious leaders to Karakorum as a way of demonstrating
submission. Cities that complied with Mongol rule were spared from destruction, and those that
were destroyed could be rebuilt, as noted by Kirakos, who also mentions the support given by
the Mongols to Armenian merchants. This dual nature of the Mongols as both destroyers and
builders is reflected throughout their governance and even in the actions of Tamerlane,
highlighting a complex legacy that blended fierce conquest with constructive governance.
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I1. New ways of trading

1. The maritime Silk Road

The Silk Road is also well known for its presence in the waters. Although some scholars
consider that the raise of maritime routes caused a downfall of the Road, others highlight the
fact that its presence did not vanish on the lands, yet it was extended to the sea (Ibrahim et al,
2021). Thanks to this expansion, the emerging powers in the market of the global economy are
understood.

Before the advent of steam-powered vessels came into the equation, the Maritime Silk
Road is said to have functioned from the 2nd century BC to the end of the 19th century, with
the faculty of navigators to leverage from monsoons and ocean currents, along with the use of
traditional maritime navigation techniques which made possible the broad range of exchanges
across major sea regions and coastal areas.

In terms of shape, the vast network of sea routes that composed the Maritime Silk Road
stretches from the Japanese archipelago in East Asia to the Mediterranean Sea's western coast.
This route is historically segmented into six main regions: East Asia, Southeast Asia, South
Asia, West Asia, East Africa, and the Mediterranean, each distinguished by unique geospatial
and historical features. This network is characterised by numerous interconnected shipping
lanes linking key ports in the Mediterranean region, in South Asia, in Southeast Asia and in
East Asia.

Inland production patterns and water traffic systems, together with the strategic
geographic locations, and other economic and political factors were responsible for the
development and consolidation of these ports. Once established, they remained significant over
long periods, evolving into major regional centres for trade and cultural exchange. They served
as crucial nodes within the broader Maritime Silk Road, anchoring the extensive network of
maritime routes that facilitated the flow of goods, technologies, and cultures across vast
distances.

Scholars highlight the relevance of certain ports, that sailors of the Maritime Silk Roads
enjoyed and describe in their stories about their voyages. From the second century B.C the
Western and Indian coasts were connected by the navigation of sails to the ports of the Arabian
Coast, such as the one named Muza, as it is well illustrated in the Periplus of the Eritrean Sea?.

After navigating beyond the Red Sea, Egyptian Greeks navigated the Indian Ocean,
reaching the Malabar coast. About this era of commerce, it is subject to debate between
academics the question of whether the ship journeys represented in text and reports refer to
navigation in the ocean or through rivers. Evidence has been found on the one hand, of the use
of Ports on the rivers of Son and Ganges, among others. On the other hand, a manuscript of the
third century B.C., where rules about commerce between India and the west are laid down, there
are references to the “duties of the superintendent of commerce” which are extended to

2 The "Periplus of the Eritrean Sea" is an ancient navigation and trade manual, written in Greek in the Ist century
AD, describing the trade routes and ports along the Red Sea, the east coast of Africa, and western India. This
document contains information on the goods traded (spices, gems, and silk), as well as the cultures of these regions,
reflecting the extensive maritime trade network of the time.
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“navigation not only on oceans and mouths of rivers, but also on lakes, natural or artificial, and
rivers in the vicinity” (Samaddar, 1911, p. 905).

During their empire, the Romans intensified their trade relations with India, opting for
a more direct maritime route. They began their journeys from the Babelmandeb strait, sailing
straight to the ports of Malabar and Guzerat. By aligning their travel with the monsoon winds,
they significantly reduced the time of their voyages and established a reliable trading pattern.

The Persian Empire swiftly dominated the silk trade from the East, but conflicts with
Constantinople disrupted the routes though Tartaty, which led to a scarcity of Chinese silk in
Greece. To avoid the soaring costs of silk, Emperor Justinian commissioned to two monks who
had previously travelled to India and China to preach the Gospel and had observed silk
production the special tasks of mastering silk production techniques. This initiative led to the
establishment of silk manufactories on various Greek islands, ensuring a local production base
even as the direct import of silk from China and India dwindled, though other goods continued
to be traded within Greece (Stosi¢, 2018).

Another strategic point of relevance in these maritime routes is the Strait of Melaka,
located between Sumatra and Malaya, have historically been a pivotal maritime crossroad. The
climatic conditions of the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean enabled navigational routes
that allowed ships from China, Vietnam, and Cambodia to sail southwest, while those from
India and Burma headed southeast. From the 4th to the 6th centuries C.E., significant political
shifts in Central Asia obstructed the traditional overland Silk Road routes, highlighting the
importance of maritime pathways for trade. Later, from the 7th to the 13th centuries, the
strategic trading states within the Straits region fell under the influence of Srivijaya, a powerful
empire based in southeastern Sumatra. Srivijaya exerted substantial control over the region's
international trade and maintained a robust trading relationship with China, playing a crucial
role in the network of global commerce during that era (Lockard, 1995, p. 23).

2. A turning point. The Manila Galleon

Nufiez de Balboa's discovery in 1513 marked a pivotal moment for the maritime
perspective of the time. By finding out about the of the Pacific Ocean, then known as the South
Sea, the prospect of a new western route to the highly desired Moluccan Islands (Spice Islands
of the Indonesian archipelago) was open, providing the Spaniards with an alternative to the
Portuguese eastern route. Despite the Portuguese having reached India and establishing
themselves on the Moluccas Islands by the same year, it was Fernando de Magallanes, a
Portuguese serving under the Spanish crown, who persuaded King Charles I of Spain of the
feasibility of reaching these islands by navigating westward through the New World.

This initiative led to what started as a commercially driven voyage that evolved into the
great territorial expansion of the Spanish Empire in Asia. The Magallanes-Elcano Expedition
(from 1519 to 1522) achieved several milestones, from the discovery the Strait of Magallanes,
providing a navigable passage from the Atlantic to the newly named Pacific Ocean, and
established Spanish claims over the Philippine Islands. To the completion of the first
circumnavigation of the globe, demonstrating the globe's sphericity, and shifting the perspective
on the Earth from "non terrae plus ultra" (no more land beyond) to "plus ultra" (more beyond).

In 1521, Juan Sebastian Elcano assumed the leadership of this expedition, soon after
Magallanes died.  Elcano returned to Spain in 1522, after finishing the historic

15



circumnavigation that had begun under Magallanes’ lead, in which they traversed the Atlantic,
Pacific, and Indian oceans, establishing a new era in global navigation possibilities. In the
following years, he would set sail again towards Asia in 1525 with the Garcia Jofre de Loaisa,
aiming to conquer and colonise the newly discovered Moluccas Islands. However, his journey
was cut short when he succumbed to scurvy in 1526.

In pursuit of the same objective, the Urdaneta-Legazpi Expedition departed in 1564 with
the aim of discovering a return route from the Philippines to the New World. After numerous
unsuccessful attempts by various expeditions throughout the century, a renewed effort was
launched by the Viceroy of Mexico, Luis de Velasco, with Miguel Lopez de Legazpi and
Andrés de Urdaneta, who had previously participated in Loaisa's expedition, with a executive
role. They left the port of Navidad, Mexico, on November 21, 1564, and arrived at the port of
Cebu in the Philippines on April 27, 1565.

In the following mission, they set sail from Cebu on June 1565 in search of the possible
route back through the Pacific. They successfully reached Acapulco Bay on October 8. This
journey marked the completion of the round trip across the Pacific, proving that a return route
was indeed viable and setting a precedent for future maritime navigation between these two
regions. This achievement not only facilitated ongoing trade but also reinforced Spain's
maritime capabilities in its Asian territories.

Is of great importance for this era of international trade the Manila Galleon, initially
launched to serve the residents of Manila coping with the challenges of geographic isolation,
and which evolved into the most enduring maritime trade route in history, spanning from 1565
to 1815. Not only this route established the first direct trade link between America and Asia but
also facilitated profound economic and cultural exchanges between the two continents and the
Iberian Peninsula. Precious metals like silver and gold from the Americas, alongside Asian
spices, silk, and ivory, were traded across the Pacific, enriching both continents. Moreover, the
influence of the Manila Galleon extended beyond mere trade. It left a lasting imprint on the
spiritual, social, economic, and cultural fabrics of the regions it connected. This exchange
significantly influenced local architecture, religion, art, and culinary practices. During the more
than two centuries it was active, Manila Bay emerged as a pivotal hub of global commerce,
effectively setting the foundation for what is recognised today as globalization, making it a
critical component in the development of international economic and cultural relations.
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GLOBALISATION AND THE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE

I. The Triangular Trade

The triangular trade marks the starting point of early global economic interactions. It
represents the initial forms of globalization through its intricate network connecting Europe,
Africa, and the Americas. Although this system set a foundation for international trade
dynamics that would influence future economic practices on a global scale, it is primarily know
for the exchange of enslaved Africans for the merchandises of the New World.

The raise of the triangular trade marked the economic end societies of the societies
involved. Whereas in the European continent the flow of sugar, tobacco and cotton imported
from America lead to the economic growth and enrichment of the larger coastal cities with
ports, the same route hosted the transatlantic slave trade, in which millions of Africans were
forced to the Americas. This exchanges not only laid the groundwork for globalisation, but also
had everlasting demographic impacts on the three continents.

This three-side commerce was usually carried out in different ways, depending on the
capacities and interests of the European and American traders and leaders. They could leave
the European ports of the important cities in New England or France for instance, ready to
exchange a cargo of commodities for slaves, to later trade with them in the West Indies. Other
way consisted in sailing to the West Africa from New England to sell rum for slaves that would
be sold afterwards in the West Indies. There was even an option in which African traders would
facilitate the exchange of the slaves in the ports by moving the captives from the regions of the
interior towards the coastal markets. In any of the routes mentioned, the profits obtained with
the sale of slaves would be used to buy a load of merchandises which did not existed in the
cities of origin. This also proves that the triangle not always had the same vertexes.

1. African Slaves Trade

Slavery was not born at the same time as this triangularity in trade routes, indeed it has
existed as back in time as power and money were present. However, African slave trade has
two distinguishing characteristics in comparison with Ancient slavery. In the first place, the
purpose, since these slaves were taken mainly from the west of Africa to colonies in both the
northern and southern regions of America, to serve indefinitely in the plantations of the goods
that would be later exported, generating huge profits. In the second place, racism entered the
scene, as all slaves were black. The color of their skin seemed like a valid reason to threat them
poorly and less humanly (Emert, 2010).

It was determinant for the success of this trade the raising necessity for productivity and
men, due to the revolution that the economy went through. As the monarchies and nations
perceived more opportunities to get wealthier, there was a crescent need for manpower in order
not only to produce the good, but also the infrastructures needed to transport them, and therefore
being able becoming a relevant piece in the global market that was forming. The merchants
became the dominant stratum of society, and so did their voice in public matters, which fostered
the appearance of emerging commercial techniques such as credits, partnerships and joint-stock
enterprises, that allowed the financing of the slave’s trade (Rawley et al, 2005).
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1.1 Iberian Slaves trade

According to James Rawley in his book The Transatlantic Slave Trade (2005), “It was
the Portuguese who first opened the Atlantic Ocean, started the Atlantic slave trade and
establishes the first European overseas Empire”.

What started with a token of appreciation from explorer Antam Gonsalvez to prince
Henry in 1441, in the shape of ten black men shipped from Northern Guinea to Portugal, ended
up resulting on the dominance of the trade with slaves by the Portuguese, as the Pope granted
them with the exclusive right to do so (Emert, 2010). The strength of their Monarchy and the
internal quietness they enjoyed made possible the proliferation of their Empire.

In the last decades of the 15th century, Portuguese presence expanded throughout
different regions of Africa, including the coast of Lower Guinea, the islands of the Gulf of
Guinea, as well as the coasts of the Congo and Angola. From a European perspective, Lower
Guinea was divided into four areas, each named after its main export: to the west, the Grain
Coast, known for its peppercorns; followed by the Ivory Coast, the Gold Coast, and the Slave
Coast, where the unhealthy Bay of Benin was located.

In 1488 Portuguese navigators rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and soon after
discovered Mozambique. However, West and Central Africa were the main hubs where the
transatlantic slave trade was organised. There were two other events that added to the success
of the Portuguese slave trade. On the one hand, following directives from the Portuguese
monarchy, El Mina, a significant commercial enclave on the Gold Coast, was founded in 1482.
This was followed by the construction of a second strategic port at Ughoton, near the river port
of Benin, thus enhancing the facilities to the Atlantic trade.

In 1482, a Portuguese explorer discovered the mouth of the Congo River. Then, Portugal
employed their efforts on exploring the coasts of the Kongo Kingdom and Algola, both at the
south of the river. By 1470, the islands of Sdo Tomé and Principe were discovered too, which
would play a crucial role in the flourishing of the Portuguese slave trade, as they became one
of the five main slave receiving regions for the Portuguese, along with Europe, Spanish
America, the Atlantic Islands and Brazil. By 1500, Portuguese explorers had mapped
approximately 4,000 miles of African coastline. (Rawley et al, 2005).

In the following years, Christopher Columbus would arrive to the New World, setting
the beginning of the European colonies, a huge mass of land that, in order to exploit its
agricultural potential, demanded a great amount of slave labor. The Portuguese were in charge
of the slave supply for their settlements, as well as for the Spanish ones in Central and South
America and the Caribbean with African slaves all throughout the 16th century. The first
shipment of slaves straight forwardly from Africa to the West Indies took place in 1518 (Emert,
2010).

After the Asiento agreements signed by the Spanish Crown in 1545 and 1560 the mass
of slaves trade, as well as the profit obtained from this practice increased significantly, since by
this, the entrance of slaves into the Spanish colonies was opened to all merchants. Santiago de
San Pedro was the Royal Servant in charge of establishing and collecting the licenses at the
time, and according to Lutgardo Garcia Fuentes (1982), for the introduction of each black
African slave the Spanish Crown charged seven ducats. It is curious to note that fact that in

18



contrast, for the entrance of an slave designated to domestic services the charge used to be of
two ducats. The studies affirm that it is difficult to determine the number of licenses granted,
however thanks to the work of investigation of the General Archive of the Indies by the above-
mentioned author, an estimation of the figures throughout the XVI century.

Licencias para introducir esclavos en Indias, concedidas por 1a Corona,
a lo largo del siglo XVI?®
Decenios Numero de Licencias

1500-1509 ?
1510-1519 4.865
15201529 1.711
1530-1539 9.530
15401549 15.345
1550—-1559 242
1560—1569 25.213
1570—-1579 18.486
1580-1589 28.667
15901599 15.318

Total; 119.377

Figure 3. ""Licenses to introduce slaves in the Indies, granted by the Crown,
throughout the X VI century”

Source: https://doi.org/10.7788/jbla-1982-0104

1.2 Slaves trade from England

The interest of England on the salves trade grew after the voyages of John Hawkins,
where he discovered the interest of Hispaniola (todays Haiti) on receiving African slaves and
interpreted it as an opportunity to make good money. These voyages conform the first
contributions of the English Nation to the triangular trade. In one of his expeditions, his crew
was captured by a Spaniard shipment, which caused a stop in the English activity in slave trade
until the 17th century. The pattern was simple, the goods were sent from England to Africa in
exchange of slaves, afterwards, they were shipped to the West Indies, and traded for the
payback. Lastly, they brought back to England colonial goods bought with the profit of the
slaves (Hakluyt, 2008).

Slave labor became crucial for the economies of many nations which had colonies in
the Americas and the Caribbean, such as Denmark, Holland, Sweden, France and England. The
participation in the sugar industry, required great number of laborers.

The evolution and organizational shifts within the British slave trade over its history of
almost four centuries highlight its adaptable and expansive nature. Each voyage involved an
elaborate network of economic relationships extending beyond the ports to manufacturers and
merchants across the country, many of whom provided goods for the ships on credit.

During the seventeenth century, the British transatlantic slave trade emerged as a
dominant force to such the point of surpassing other Northern European nations in both the
scale and complexity of their operations. British ports like London, Bristol, and Liverpool were
absorbed around one-third of all slave voyages across the Atlantic, which translates into close
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to a million Africans to Jamaica and another half a million to the smaller island of Barbados.
The slave trade was crucial not only for the economic growth of Britain but also for its political
and diplomatic endeavors, up until it was declared illegal in the Slavery Act of 1807. By this
time British investors, insurance companies, and banking institutions had played their roles.
These entities enabled the transportation of over 3.2 million Africans across the dreaded Middle
Passage. The survivors of these perilous journeys were integral to the establishment of a
profitable and expansive British presence in the New World.

During the seventieth and eighteenth centuries, the functioning of this vast Atlantic
economy heavily relied on an international credit system, spearheaded by British banks and
investors. The extensive use of credit was essential due to the prolonged durations of voyages,
which could keep slave ships at sea for over a year. This system also supported the planters
who had to wait extended periods to receive payments for their exported goods like sugar and
tobacco.

In Africa and the Americas, British merchants and ship captains cultivated crucial
relationships to ensure the profitability of their ventures. Slave-ship captains acquired
knowledge about the preferences of African traders and established reliable contacts among
agents and planters in the American colonies in search of the best trading terms, especially since
they were entrusted with the most valuable ships and cargo and expected to maximise profits
for their investors. Consequently, the roles of these captains were highly valued, and they were
well compensated for successful voyages.

1.3 France and Dutchland Slave trade

The French Caribbean colonies enjoyed the best results both in terms of population size
and productivity, largely thanks to the efforts and coordination of several French ports of great
relevance. Le Havre, France's inaugural major slave-trading port, primarily sent captives to
Martinique, French Guiana, and to Saint-Domingue. Other prominent ports like Nantes,
Bordeaux, and La Rochelle also played critical roles, organizing numerous voyages that
transported individuals from the area contained between Senegambia and West-Central Africa,
to various destinations including the Dutch and French Guianas, several Caribbean islands, and
even to parts of the Spanish Caribbean mainland and the Mississippi Delta, like Louisiana.

Despite these widespread operations, the sugar plantations of Saint-Domingue remained
the principal destination for the Africans who survived the harrowing journey, at least until the
Haitian Revolution began in 1791.

The Dutch was not left behind the other European maritime powers in the transatlantic
slave trade. From 1596 to 1829, they were responsible for the transportation of approximately
half a million Africans across the Atlantic. A significant portion of these individuals were
initially brought to the small Caribbean islands of Curacao and St. Eustatius. These locations
primarily served as transit hubs, where many of the Africans, having survived the harrowing
Middle Passage, were then sent onwards to various Spanish colonies in the Americas.

Other relevant colonial territories receptors of slaves were located in Dutch Guiana,
particularly Suriname, well-known for its sugar plantations. During the eighteenth century, the
harsh conditions of labor prompted nearly one in every ten enslaved people in Suriname to
escape and form or join maroon communities. These communities, established away from the
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oppressive plantation context, sought to live autonomously and resist the control imposed by
the colonial authority. Prominent leaders of such communities, not only challenged plantation
owners through acts of resistance but also engaged in formal negotiations with colonial
authorities, striving for the independence and recognition of their communities.

I1I. The routes of the Industrial Revolution

After the foundations of what is known today as globalization were laid thanks to the
transatlantic trade and the undoubted economic development that arose from the slave trade,
the next stage in the history of international trade and the network of routes used for it was
initiated. The Industrial Revolution was born in Great Britain at the end of the XVIII century
and spread to the rest of the states in the following years, in a metamorphic moment for the
social, political and economic schemes at world level. The answer to why such a change
occurred partially lies in the trade routes discussed above.

Because of the empire that was created as a result of the slave trade, a Commercial
Revolution took place in Europe, in which feudalism gave way to nation-states. These in turn
encouraged the emergence of cities, the expansion of trade, both geographically and materially,
and the emergence of a new approaches to financial matters such as competition, capital and
profit. The revolutionary situation augured unprecedented benefits for governments, which led
to political and economic configurations on the part of European leaders.

These ideas were portrayed by the great economists and philosophers of the time, such
as Adam Smith and Thomas Hub, who in their works, stated that domestic trade had been
reduced to being a “...as subsidiary only to foreign trade” (Smith, 1776, p. 346).

1. Slave trade and the Industrial Revolution

The use of machines and industrial processes was started to spread, mainly in an Empire
that had already led the slave trade well, the British. The relationship between the enrichment
obtained in its participation in the slave trade and its leading position in the Industrial
Revolution is undeniable, but the extent of the impact of the latter on the former is subject to
debate among scholars.

Whereas Adam Smith postulates “The mercantile capital of Great Britain, though very
great, yet not being infinite, and though greatly increased since the act of navigation, ...could
not possibly be carried on without withdrawing some part of that capital from other branches
of trade, nor consequently without some decay of those other branches™ (1776, p. 483), Karl
Mark affirmations such as “the veiled slavery of the wage workers in Europe needed, for its
pedestal, slavery pure and simple in the new world. . . capital comes dripping from head to foot,
from every pore, with blood and dirt” imply that industrialisation was founded on the
accumulation of capital that derived from slave trade (Marx, 1876, p. ). The neutral approach
that states that the revenue generated by the trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
was equally relevant as other sectors of economy, and precisely proportional, even relatively
small to the empires economy (Eltis et al, 2000).
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2. How the Industrial Revolutions changed International Trade

Scholars agree on the fact that until now, the World has experienced four Industrial
Revolutions — the original, the one of electricity, machinery engineered the third, and the
technological as last — having all of them great and undeniable impact on international trade
order. For the sake of this studio and the structure approached, the impact of the First and
Second has been considered to be the greatest, consequently they are the ones analysed in the
following part.

2.1 The Fisrt Industrial Revolution

The impact of the first Industrial Revolution spread from Britain progressively to
Europe and the United States. The late 18th century was the scenario of great technological
advances and the redefinition of the economic and social structures. The relationships between
the nations changed as the economic opportunities and interest shifted too. The raise of
industrialisation translated into a drastic change in international trade. In this point, the kew
impacts of this revolution will be analysed, being all of them correlated and consisting mainly
on the increased production and emergence on new markets (1), the development of new trade
routes (2), the exportation of raw resources (3), the economic interdependence (4), shifts in the
power dynamics between nations (5) and its impact on the non-industrialised regions (6).

The moment the manipulation of iron was mastered, it was the end of handicraft
methods and the beginning of machinery, transportation and mass production. New means of
production required new sources of power, cheaper and more efficient, therefore, wood and
charcoal, water and wind were replaced by simple coal, whose extraction also depended the
innovation on mining technology. Simultaneously, and consequently to the industrialisation of
the production methods, the range of markets increased. The local possessions of wool and the
importations of cotton, in concordance with these advancements gave a crucial role to the textile
industry in Britain. In addition, due to the increased manufacturing capacities of the new
system, more goods were beings fabricated than what the domestic market demanded, inducing
the search of new markets and commercial relations abroad.

The development of new trade routes was a direct consequence of this improvements in
transportation technologies, especially when it comes to railroad and steamship in the 1830s
(very short introduction). Thanks to this progress, manufacturers could terminate the major
roadblocks in foreign trade, time and expenses. Not one the distance and cost decreased, but
also the reliability of the connections improved. These facilities meant an incentive for the flow
of the international trade, so not so long had gone by when in projects like the Suez Canal saw
the light.

The revolution catalyzed the globalization of commodity markets. The mechanisation
of production and its growing capabilities resulted in an insatiable need for raw materials, which
could not be met the domestic natural recourses. Cotton, rubber, minerals another raw materials
were in high demand in the industrialized nations, yet they were often sourced from distant
regions. In contrast, the colonies and non-industrialized regions became the leading suppliers

22



of those, integrating local economies into a global trade system dominated by industrialised
powers.

The more the local markets exported raw materials, the deeper the economic
interdependence among nations grew. In order to the meet the need of their manufactural
markets, the industrialised powers heavily relied on the supply of the colonies. Eventually, other
industries like the ones of Germany or the United States became reliant not only on the imports
of raw materials but also on the export of their manufactured goods for the maintenance of their
economies.

The shifts on the global economic landscape due to globalisation echoed throughout
their nations’ societies and beyond their borders. The British ability to export vast quantities of
goods was instrumental in establishing them as a dominant force on the international trade. The
revenue from these exports filled their accounts which in turn supported further industrial
expansion and technological advancement on an ongoing process that was self-powered.
Economic power also translated into political power. The supremacy obtained for having
industrial capacitation exerted the influence of nations over international diplomacy and trade
policies, making the order suit their interests. This period saw the rise of economic doctrines
such as free trade imperialism, where the main actor, Britain advocated for open markets and
the removal of trade barriers, further solidifying its position at the center of the overseas
network.

The industrialized nations were generating immense benefits, nevertheless, the impact
on non-industrialized regions was divergent. Although it is true that trade brought certain
benefits at the domestic level in these regions, such as new technologies and increased
economic activities, it brought as well economic exploitation and social disruptions. If they
wanted to maintain the considerably upgrade they economies were experiencing from having a
part in industralisation, they became dependent on those activities related, such as exporting
raw materials. Rather than enhancing their wealth, a pattern that limited their economic
development and left them vulnerable to fluctuations in global market prices was engraining on
their economic systems.

2.2 The Second Industrial Revolution

Steel production, chemicals, electricity, and the invention of new machines such as the
internal combustion engine were the label of the industrial revolution from the late 19th to the
early 20th century. These developments were impactful on the volume, speed, and nature of
international trade, precisely due to the following factors.

In line with the progress of the previous decades, the innovations led to the rise of mass
production techniques, allowing goods to be produced at scales never seen before, and at the
lowest prices. The commodities were more and more complex, like processed foods of
automobiles, yet they were easier and faster to fabricate. It notable the production methods
introduce in the epoch such as the assembly line by Henry Ford (footnote). Chemical
discoveries were introduced into the production of general markets like the textile, importing
its quality and durability. The advancements of the Second Industrial Revolution provided the
consumers with unthought services, facilities and of course, new goods and markets.
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This industrialisation process brought with it the railroad network and steam-powered
ships, which later transitioned to diesel-powered ships. The Suez Canal (1869) and the Panama
Canal (1914) contraptions were crucial to make maritime trade routes shorter and to reduce the
cost and time of shipping goods even more. Furthermore, the invention and spread of inventions
like the telegraph or the telephone revolutionised communication, facilitating and speeding
trade across vast distances. The combined advantages resulting from the appearance of these
conditionals elevated the concept of industrialisation since they permitted unprecedented
efficiency and speed in trade routes.

The global system witnessed an unprecedented integration of markets of all nations. A
product manufactured in one specific part of the world suddenly was available across different
continents, by more efficient routes and in a fraction of the time. As transnational trade became
more accessible, multinational companies began to emerge. The political context of the time
established a pattern in which a despite the international presence of a corporation, it was clearly
linked to a concrete nationality (Jones, 2005).

The increasing offer of goods, together with the huge volume of production led to the
necessity to search for raw materials. The nations’ drive to supply themselves with the resources
they needed translated into imperialistic ventures, culminating in the Scramble for Africa
(footnote) and the colonisation of parts of Asia and the Pacific. European powers, along with
the United States and Japan, established extensive colonial empires that so they could ensure
the capacity of their industries to absorb the demand of finished goods. The economic
exploitation of the colonised regions and the unfavourable conditions under which they were
forced to work were direct consequences of this model of economy.

3. The canals as International Trade drivers

The Suez and Panama Canals transformed international trade. The Mediterranean Sea
and the Red Sea meet when the Suez Canal was opened in 1869, eliminating the need for ships
to round Africa to reach the European markets in Asia. Similarly, the Atlantic and Pacific
Oceans were connected since the Panama Canal was completed in 1914, from then on, ships
din no have the need to bypass the critical journey around South America anymore.
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3.1 The Suez Canal
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Figure 4. “The Suez Canal, is an artificial sea-level waterway
running north to south across the Isthmus of Suez in Egypt to
connect the Mediterranean Sea and the Red Sea.”

Source: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Suez-Canal/History

It is though that in the Ancient time, this region was vigorously studied with objective
of enhancing trade from the delta lands to the Red Sea, rather than to connecting it to the
Mediterranean. The feat of making the canal in Egypt is believed to start around 1850 BCE as
an irrigation channel in the Wadi Tumelat, a dry river valley at the east of the Nile delta, giving
rise to the so-called the Canal of the Pharaohs. Later, the canal was extended by the Ptolemies
through the Bitter Lakes to the Red Sea. In the following centuries, the canal went through
several changes, from being further expanded and changed names to Trajan’s Canal by the
Romans, to being neglected during the Byzantine era, and finally filled in by the Abbasid
caliphs in 775 CE for military purposes.

In the 15th, 17th and 18th centuries the control of the Eats Indian trade belonged to the
Portuguese, Dutch and English. With the intention of challenging this domain, the Venetians
and later the French contemplated, without further action, the creation a canal through the
isthmus to allow direct ship passage from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean.

The idea was revised years later during the Napoleon’s French campaign in Egypt at the
very end of the eighteenth century, when he discovered the remains of the ancient canal. Chief
engineer J.M. Le Pére, wrongfully judged the Red Sea to be 10 meters higher than the
Mediterranean, which led him to propose the need for locks. This misconception on the
divergence of the levels of both seas was not exorbitant considering the working conditions of
the French surveyors. (Twomey).

Given the failure on the previous studies on the conditions of the area, Ferdinand de
Lesseps overtook the task of the survey of the Isthmus of Suez. Onc