Topic 4.5 — Maritime Empires Maintained and Developed (Parts 1 & 2)
Standards Table
	Thematic Focus
	Learning Objective
	Key Concept

	Governance (GOV) – A variety of internal and external factors contribute to state formation, expansion, and decline. Governments maintain order through a variety of administrative institutions, policies, and procedures, and governments obtain, retain, and exercise power in different ways and for different purposes.
	Unit 4: Learning Objective H – Explain how rulers employed economic strategies to consolidate and maintain power throughout the period from 1450 to 1750.
	KC-4.1.IV.C – Mercantilist policies and practices were used by European rulers to expand and control their economies and claim overseas territories. Joint-stock companies, influenced by these mercantilist principles, were used by rulers and merchants to finance exploration and were used by rulers to compete against one another in global trade.

	Economics Systems (ECN) – As societies develop, they affect and are affected by the ways that they produce, exchange, and consume goods and services.
	Unit 4: Learning Objective I – Explain the continuities and changes in networks of exchange from 1450 to 1750.
	KC-4.1.IV.D.i – The Atlantic trading system involved the movement of goods, wealth, and labor, including enslaved persons. 
KC-4.1.IV – The new global circulation of goods was facilitated by chartered European monopoly companies and the global flow of silver, especially from Spanish colonies in the Americas, which was used to purchase Asian goods for the Atlantic markets and satisfy Chinese demand for silver. Regional markets continued to flourish in Afro-Eurasia by using established commercial practices and new transoceanic and regional shipping services developed by European merchants. 
KC-4.2.II.A – Peasant and artisan labor continued and intensified in many regions as the demand for food and consumer goods increased.


Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
· Explain how mercantilism helped European rulers strengthen state power.
· Describe how joint-stock companies supported imperial expansion.
· Analyze how silver and the Atlantic trading system reshaped global trade.
· Identify continuities and changes in global trade networks from 1450–1750.
Lesson Overview
Between 1450 and 1750, European maritime empires expanded across the Atlantic and into the Indian Ocean. Rulers used economic policies such as mercantilism to gain wealth and power. Governments chartered joint-stock companies to control trade and compete with rival states. At the same time, global trade networks expanded dramatically, especially through the Atlantic slave trade and the global circulation of silver. However, older regional trade systems in Africa and Asia continued to operate alongside these new connections.
Essential Vocabulary
· Mercantilism – An economic policy where governments try to increase national wealth by exporting more goods than they import and controlling trade.
· Joint-stock company – A business owned by investors who buy shares and share profits and risks.
· Atlantic trading system – Trade network connecting Europe, Africa, and the Americas that included goods and enslaved people.
· Silver flow – Large movement of silver from the Americas to Europe and Asia, especially China.
· Chartered monopoly – Exclusive trading rights granted by a government to a company.
Background Reading
During the early modern period, European rulers believed that national strength depended on wealth, especially gold and silver. To increase wealth, governments adopted mercantilist policies. They encouraged exports, limited imports, and claimed colonies as sources of raw materials. Colonies were expected to benefit the mother country economically.

Joint-stock companies became key tools of empire. The Dutch East India Company (VOC) and British East India Company received government charters granting them monopoly trading rights. These companies built forts, negotiated treaties, and even maintained armies. Economic competition often led to conflict between European states.

At the same time, global exchange networks expanded. The Atlantic system connected Europe, Africa, and the Americas through trade in sugar, tobacco, silver, and enslaved Africans. Silver from Spanish colonies traveled to Europe and then to China, where demand for silver was high. Despite these changes, traditional trade networks in the Indian Ocean and within Asia continued to flourish.
Below are expanded primary source excerpts that remain faithful to the original documents from the Fordham University Internet Medieval Sourcebook. The excerpts are substantially longer to allow for deeper AP-style sourcing and contextual analysis.
Primary Sources
Source 1
Thomas Mun, England’s Treasure by Forraign Trade (1664)
Full text: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/mun-trade.asp

The ordinary means therefore to increase our wealth and treasure is by Forraign Trade, wherein we must ever observe this rule; to sell more to strangers yearly than we consume of theirs in value. For if we consume more of their goods than we export of ours, the overplus must needs be paid in treasure, and so our wealth will diminish. But if we sell more than we buy, the surplus must be returned to us in treasure; and so we shall grow rich both in stock and coin.

This favorable balance of trade is not left to chance but must be maintained by the care and wisdom of the State. It is necessary that we encourage the exportation of our own wares, especially those manufactured by the labor of our people, for thereby our poor are set on work and the kingdom’s strength is increased. Likewise, we must be cautious of excessive importation of foreign goods which consume our treasure and hinder the growth of our own manufactures.

Colonies and foreign plantations are likewise of great advantage, for they supply us with raw materials and provide markets for our finished goods. Thus, by prudent governance, careful regulation of trade, and the strengthening of navigation and shipping, the kingdom may preserve and increase its treasure, which is the sinews of war and the foundation of power.

Analysis Questions
1. Identify ONE specific economic policy Thomas Mun advocates in this excerpt.
2. Explain how Mun links economic policy to state power and military strength.
3. Explain how this document reflects broader mercantilist principles used by European rulers between 1450 and 1750.
4. Explain ONE way economic competition described by Mun could contribute to rivalry or conflict between European states.

Source 2
Antonio Vázquez de Espinosa, Account of American Silver (1620s)
Full text: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1620silver.asp

From the rich mines of Potosí in Peru and from many other provinces of the Indies, there is drawn each year a most abundant quantity of silver, beyond what was ever known in former ages. The labor of countless workers in these high mountains produces great bars and coins, which are sent down to the ports and transported across the ocean to Spain.

From Spain this silver is dispersed throughout all Christendom and beyond. Much of it passes into the hands of merchants who trade with the kingdoms of Italy, France, Flanders, and Germany. Yet a very great portion continues onward by trade to the East Indies and to China, for in those lands silver is held in highest esteem and is the principal means of exchange. Thus, by commerce, the silver of the Indies circles the globe, purchasing spices, silks, porcelain, and other rich commodities which are brought back into Europe.

In this manner, the mines of the New World sustain not only the Crown of Spain but many kingdoms and peoples, for the silver passes from nation to nation in exchange for goods and merchandise. The commerce that arises from these mines supports fleets, merchants, and laborers across the seas, binding distant regions together through trade and navigation.

Analysis Questions
1. Identify ONE way the excerpt describes the global impact of American silver.
2. Explain how the silver trade represents a change in global exchange networks between 1450 and 1750.
3. Explain ONE continuity in Afro-Eurasian trade that continued despite the influx of American silver.
4. Explain how the silver trade strengthened the power of European maritime states.
Mercantilist System
	Policy
	Purpose
	Effect

	High tariffs
	Limit imports
	Protect domestic industry

	Colonial control
	Secure raw materials
	Increase exports

	Chartered companies
	Expand overseas trade
	Strengthen state competition


Atlantic Trading System (Triangular Trade)
	Region
	Exports
	Imports

	Europe
	Manufactured goods
	Sugar, tobacco

	Africa
	Enslaved persons
	European goods

	Americas
	Sugar, silver, tobacco
	Enslaved labor


Global Silver Flow
	Origin
	Destination
	Purpose

	Spanish Americas
	Spain
	Royal revenue

	Spain
	China
	Purchase Asian goods

	China
	Europe (via trade)
	Silk, porcelain


Change / Continuity / Comparison
Changes:
· Expansion of transoceanic trade networks.
· Rise of chartered monopoly companies.
· Massive increase in coerced labor in the Atlantic world.
Continuities:
· Ongoing importance of regional trade networks in Asia.
· Continued reliance on peasant and artisan labor.

Comparison:
European states used government-sponsored companies to control trade, while Asian empires often relied on existing merchant networks and tribute systems.
Key Takeaways
· Mercantilism linked economic policy to state power.
· Joint-stock companies helped finance imperial expansion.
· The Atlantic system connected Europe, Africa, and the Americas.
· Silver created a truly global trade network linking the Americas to China.
· Older trade systems continued alongside new transoceanic routes.
DBQ-Style Reflection Writing Activity
Prompt:
Using the two documents provided (Thomas Mun and Vázquez de Espinosa), develop a well-organized essay that responds to the following prompt:

Evaluate the extent to which economic strategies strengthened European states and transformed global trade networks in the period from 1450 to 1750.

Requirements (AP-Style Expectations)
Your response must:
· Present a historically defensible thesis that makes a clear argument.
· Use evidence from both documents to support your argument.
· Explain the historical context of mercantilism, maritime expansion, or global trade.
· Include at least one piece of specific outside historical evidence not found in the documents (for example: Dutch VOC, British East India Company, Atlantic slave trade, Navigation Acts, Potosí mita labor system, Anglo-Dutch Wars, etc.).
· Explain how the documents’ point of view, purpose, historical situation, or audience is relevant to your argument (sourcing analysis).

Suggested Structure
Paragraph 1:
Contextualization and thesis. Briefly describe the broader expansion of maritime empires from 1450–1750 and present your argument about the extent to which economic strategies strengthened European states.

Paragraph 2:
Use evidence from the Mun document and at least one additional example to explain how mercantilist strategies consolidated state power and intensified competition.

Paragraph 3:
Use evidence from the Espinosa document and additional outside evidence to explain how global trade networks changed during this period while also maintaining earlier regional trade patterns.
Primary Source Citations
Thomas Mun, England’s Treasure by Forraign Trade (1664). Internet Medieval Sourcebook. https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/mun-trade.asp
Antonio Vázquez de Espinosa, Account of American Silver (1620s). Internet Medieval Sourcebook. https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1620silver.asp
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