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To what extent did the Silk Road influence modern trade and international relations?
To a large extent, the Silk Road, an ancient network of trade routes that connected China and the Far East with Europe and the Middle East, played a pivotal role in shaping the course of history, particularly in terms of international trading, cultural exchange, and diplomacy. Beginning around the 2nd century BCE and lasting until the 15th century CE, the Silk Road was far more than a path for silk and other luxury goods—it was a foundation of cross-cultural interaction and an engine for economic growth. Today, modern trade and international relations owe much to the foundations laid by the Silk Road. This essay will argue that the Silk Road had a significant influence on modern trade practices and international relations by establishing early globalization, diplomatic relationships, whilst laying the groundwork for the infrastructure and logistical systems that allows modern trading to operate effectively (National Geographic Society, 2022). 	Comment by Comment: A2 - argument clearly established	Comment by Comment: RA2 - recognition of the influence of the Silk Road on modern trade routes
[image: paper money]One of the most outstanding legacies of the Silk Road is the establishment the globalization that influenced modern trade. By connecting distant civilisations from China and Central Asia to the Mediterranean, the Silk Road helped to create economic mutual connections among civilizations that had previously operated in relative isolation. This early form of globalization is clearly alike the complex, connected global economy that exists today. At the peak of its operation, the Silk Road moved goods such as silk, spices, precious metals, glassware, and other luxury commodities. These goods passed through numerous empires and regions, behold economic growth and creating wealth not just for individual merchants but for entire states (Mark, 2018). This complex system of supply chains, where goods were exchanged, transformed, and resold across thousands of miles, is the reason why the world has globalized trade systems in place today, where products are often manufactured in multiple countries before reaching their final destination (Heakal, 2024). The Silk Road also saw the early development of credit systems, promissory notes, and ‘bills of exchange’, which allowed merchants to trade goods without the need for physical money. This financial innovation laid the groundwork for modern banking systems and financial markets that make international trade in the modern world possible. Moreover, the concept of comparative advantage—a core principle in modern economics—was clearly present in the Silk Road's operations. Each region specialized in producing certain goods: China produced silk, India specialized in spices and textiles, Central Asia in horses and jade, and Europe in wine and glassware. This regional specialization encouraged long-distance trade, just as modern global economies thrive on countries producing goods in which they have a competitive edge (Landsburg, 2018). The Silk Road, therefore, played a large role in establishing the economic principles of the world being interconnected, specialization, and market dependency that are fundamental in today’s globalized trade networks.	Comment by Comment: A1 - sources acknowledged appropriately	Comment by Comment: KU1 - some depth of knowledge and understanding of the processes and systems in place along the Silk Road	Comment by Comment: KU2 - Knowledge and understanding of economic diversity in the ancient world	Comment by Comment: A2 - informed communication of ideas and arguments.
RA1 - competent research into secondary sourcesChinese ‘bill of exchange’ used for trade along the Silk Road. (Silk Road, n.d.)

The Silk Road was not only an economic engine; it was also a crucial platform for international negotiations and cross-cultural exchanges that have developed into modern international relations. The Silk Road was a bridge between empires, promoting interaction and understanding between different cultures, religions, and political systems. Diplomacy and political relations were deeply developed within trade on the Silk Road, as the protection of these vital trade routes often depended on strong political alliances and the ability to negotiate peaceful relations with neighbouring states. One of the most notable examples of diplomacy along the Silk Road was the Han Dynasty’s (206 BCE–220 CE) efforts to establish alliances with the nomadic tribes of Central Asia to secure safe passage for Chinese merchants (en.unesco.org, n.d.). The Chinese envoy Zhang Qian's mission in the 2nd century BCE to establish relations with the Yuezhi tribe is considered a significant moment in the history of diplomacy along the Silk Road (Thewatsoninstitute, 2020). These early diplomatic missions were the beginning of the modern practice of economic diplomacy, where states negotiate trade agreements, establish embassies, and engage in open discussion to secure economic and political cooperation. Cultural diplomacy was equally important on the Silk Road. Ideas, religious beliefs, art, and technology flowed freely along these trade routes. Buddhism, for instance, spread from India to China and East Asia via the Silk Road, profoundly influencing the spiritual and cultural landscape of these regions. Similarly, technologies such as papermaking and gunpowder moved from East to West, while architectural styles, artistic traditions, and scientific knowledge flowed in both directions. These exchanges laid the foundation for the concept of "soft power" in modern international relations, where cultural influence and the spread of ideas become tools for diplomatic engagement. Today, countries often use cultural diplomacy, such as the exchange of art, education, and cultural programs, to foster goodwill and strengthen relationships, much as civilizations along the Silk Road did. In the world of international relations, modern trade agreements, global cultural exchanges, and diplomacy mirror the interactions facilitated by the Silk Road. The lessons learned from Silk Road diplomacy, particularly the importance of maintaining peaceful relations to ensure the free flow of goods, people, and ideas, continue to shape the way nations engage with one another in the global economy. 	Comment by Comment: RA2 - consideration of the influence of the Silk Road	Comment by Comment: A1 - synthesis of evidence to support argument	Comment by Comment: RA2 - understanding and consideration of the influence of the Silk Road on modern practices
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Description automatically generated]The infrastructure and logistical systems that supported the Silk Road played a key role in influencing the development of modern global trade networks. The physical routes of the Silk Road crossed vast and challenging terrains, including deserts, mountains, and seas. To navigate these obstacles, a large network of rest stations, ports, and caravanserais (roadside inns) were developed every 35km, allowing merchants to safely and efficiently transport goods over long distances.  This infrastructure not only assisted the exchange of goods but also helped to spread technological innovations in transportation and communication that paved the way for modern trade logistics. Today’s global trade networks rely on a similarly complex system of infrastructure—ports, airports, highways, railroads, and shipping lanes—that are essential for the movement of goods across the world. The logistical challenges faced by Silk Road merchants in managing long-distance trade resonate with the modern need for supply chains, efficient transportation networks, and communication systems. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a modern Chinese infrastructure project, explicitly references the Silk Road as an inspiration (Unrv.com, 2019). The BRI aims to create new trade routes by building railways, highways, and ports across Asia, Europe, and Africa, with the goal of revitalizing and expanding the global trade system (depts.washington.edu, n.d.). This modern-day Silk Road highlights how ancient logistical networks continue to inspire modern trade practices and infrastructure projects. Furthermore, the Silk Road's development of standardised weights, measures, and currencies to facilitate trade among diverse regions anticipated the modern systems of trade regulation and international standards. Today, institutions like the World Trade Organization (WTO) work to create a fair and predictable system for international trade, promoting rules-based commerce and reducing barriers to trade. Similarly, the integration of markets and the harmonization of trade standards, seen in regional economic organizations such as the European Union (EU) or the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), can be traced back to the Silk Road’s precedent of coordinating trade across borders and regions (World Trade Organization, 2024). The enduring influence of the Silk Road on modern trade logistics and infrastructure cannot be overstated. Its model of long-distance trade, supported by an extensive network of infrastructure and regulatory measures, has left a lasting imprint on how global trade is conducted in the 21st century.	Comment by Comment: A1 - description of evidence to support argumentA caravanserai in Iran used for merchants travelling the Silk Road. (Torkzadeh, 2017)

To conclude, the Silk Road’s influence on modern trade and international relations is to a profoundly large extent. As one of the earliest examples of a globalized trade network, it established the basis of economic interdependence and market specialization that today’s global economy knows. Its role in creating diplomatic relations and cultural exchanges laid the groundwork for modern international relations, where diplomacy and trade agreements remain central to the interaction between nations. Moreover, the logistic innovations and infrastructure developed to support the Silk Road’s operation have influenced the way modern global trade network’s function. The Silk Road ceased to operate in its original form centuries ago, its legacy lives on in the interconnected world of the 21st century. In many ways, the Silk Road was the origin of modern globalization, helping to shape the economic, political, and cultural landscape of today’s globalized world. Therefore, the extent to which the Silk Road has influenced modern trade and international relations is not just significant—it is foundational to the very structures and systems that define the world. 
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	Performance standard 
	Grade
	Comment 

	KU1 Knowledge and understanding of texts, artefacts, ideas, events, and/or people. 
	B
	Student has demonstrated some depth in their knowledge of the Silk Road trade network, and understanding of its place in the ancient world. 

	KU2 Recognition of, and reflection on, political, social, cultural, and/or economic diversity within the ancient world. 
	C
	Generally informed recognition of the economic diversity of the ancient world, demonstrated through research and consideration of how the Silk Road was used by different cultures.

	KU3 Knowledge and understanding of literary, historical and/or archaeological concepts. 
	C
	Student has demonstrated their understanding of ancient practices around trade.

	RA1 Research into and analysis of primary and secondary sources and perspectives. 
	C
	Evidence of research into the Silk Road with a heavy reliance on secondary sources. Some primary sources have been identified but not analysed.

	RA2 Research into and understanding of ideas or innovations that emerged from the ancient world, and consideration of their influence. 
	B
	Student has demonstrated their understanding of the Silk Road as an innovative system that emerged from the ancient world. There is some depth in their consideration of its influence on modern trade systems and on ancient cultural exchanges.

	A1 Synthesis of evidence and appropriate acknowledgment of sources. 
	C
	Synthesis of evidence from secondary sources tends towards recount/description. Sources have been acknowledged appropriately throughout. 

	A2 Communication of ideas and arguments, using subject-specific language. 
	C
	Informed communication of ideas and arguments, supporting the student’s demonstration of their KU. Argument requires greater primary evidence to be considered persuasive.

	A3 Evaluation of the nature of sources and evidence. 
	D
	The essay identifies some primary sources with limited consideration or evaluation. Secondary sources have also been identified and used, again with limited evaluation of the nature of these sources.

	Overall grade: 
	C
	15/30
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