Essay E


The increased global flow of silver from the mid-sixteenth century to the early eighteenth century caused both advantageous and disadvantageous social and economic effects in urban and economic centers of the world, such as Spain, China, and Great Britain, and these effects included the growing resentment towards foreign traders, as well as increased trade between Europe and Asia.


Spain was one of the countries that participated the most in the global flow of silver because of its numerous colonies, highly-developed trading system, and overlying sense of mercantilism during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. For example, the Spanish colonies in Mesoamerica experienced drastic changes in economy and exploration of natural resources, as Spanish conquerors put Indian slaves to work mining silver. The exchange of currency was beneficial for the Spanish, while detrimental to the natives. Mass amounts of silver left the mines of America for Spain, and these amounts were produced by the labor of Indians (D6). Social conditions and structure were greatly influenced by silver, also. Because of the Spanish advanced technology and desire to compete in the global economy, natives of the Mesoamerican colonies were separated from Spanish overseers and traders socially, cast down to the lowest social class, thus forming in social hierarchy that would continue on to the next three centuries. It started a legacy of economic dependence on Europe by American colonies; raw materials in exchange for manufactured goods later on. Despite the apparent benefits for the Spanish from their flow of silver, there were also disadvantageous economic changes for them. The increased market led Asian traders to start on the scramble for metal currency, and according to an essay on economic exchanges written in the late sixteenth century by a Spanish scholar, Spain’s economy was named as Asian merchants began obtaining more silver in exchange for commodities (D2). Spain, as one of the busiest urban centers in the world at this time, created a long-lasting social hierarchy to its benefit in Mesoamerica, but also lost silver to the urban centers of Asia.

China was another hot spot for the flow of silver during this time period. Its extensive trade with other silver-bearing ***** resulted in the establishment of silver as an essential art of commerce that was widely used for all commercial exchanges anywhere, as evidenced by an essay written by a Chinese reporter in 1610 (D5). However, this art of currency was not very beneficial for the laboring, poor masses of China, and in fact resulted in social boundaries and resentment towards the government by the people. A Ming dynasty official reported to the emperor in the late sixteenth century that the farmers were starving because although silver was flowing within the country, most of it went to the government in the form of taxes, but little came back to the people. As a result, farmers who were already suffering poor harvests at the same time sunk even deeper into an economic depression because of the lack of currency flow locally (D3). However, some Chinese officials supported the silver flow, despite its disadvantages. The many benefits for the Chinese government was that Chinese merchants formed profitable markets in Spanish colonies, like the Philippines, and Asian luxuries were in high demand with Europe, like silk and porcelain so the Chinese goods could sell for twice as much in those areas (D7). Social effects were also caused by the flow of silver. The government, in response, to the limited amount of silver available for the commerce centers setup an order to limit wedding expenses in the 1570s, documented by a Ming dynasty official (D1). It is apparent that as usual, the common people suffered both economic and social limitations in their daily lives as a result of the influx of silver into the Chinese Government.


A final commercial center greatly impacted by the global flow of silver was Great Britain. A Long time European economic power and an active participant in global  economics, as evidenced by the exploration of colonies in North America, India, and Southeast Asia, Britain merchants were not last to observe the increasing demand for silver in Asian nations. A British merchant, on a trip to the East Indies, documented in 1599 that the Chinese and Portuguese made large commercial transactions, characterized by luxury goods from China for Portuguese silver (D4). The trade between Asian and European nations had also resulted in an ****** to Asian luxury goods, including silks, spices, and cotton cloth, by Europeans. As a result, European social names dictated that a symbol of class was the ability to purchase expensive, unnecessary, luxuries, paying with silver. In this case, economic and social effects went hard on hand: economic growth of trade caused by the Asian demand for silver resulted on social demand for luxury goods in Europe (D8).

The global flow of silver between urban and commercial centers during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries caused drastic social and economic changes in these areas. Silver became the basic unit of commercial exchange, especially in China, where taxes were paid in silver. The influx of money caused a boom as global markets and the trade between Asia and Europe increased rapidly. Also, social effects included the setup of a social hierarchy, on Spanish colonies or Mesoamerica resentment towards government limitations on China, and British social demand for the expensive luxuries of Asia. However, the demands provided showed the viewpoints of Britain, Spain, and China, and even though the Philippines, Portugal, and Mesoamerica were mentioned, there were no documents showing the views of these essential participants on the movement of silver throughout the world. Another additional documents that would be useful on demonstrating secret at economic effects throughout the world would be one written by lower-class Chinese peasants or Indian workers. These were the exploited people in the global market and the social effects of the flow of silver could be seen more clearly from these viewpoints.

