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Abstract. The period from 1500 to 1650 marked the onset of the Age of Discovery, when the
global trade network took initial shape, large-scale colonial ventures unfolded, and cross-
cultural exchanges intensified. Through case studies of China, Spain, and Latin America,
this study explores that unique era. It conducts a systematic review of academic literature on
social formations in these global regions, examining their fundamental characteristics,
variations, generative conditions, and interregional relationships. Prior regional isolations
were broken by the era, creating chances for more extensive social interactions outside of
local boundaries. Even as commodity economies grew during China's Ming-Qing transition,
autocratic governance turned inward for regime stability. Spain reshaped its class structure
and economic structure by consolidating its colonies abroad and attracting wealth. As a
colony of Europe, Latin America was completely subjugated and displayed glaring signs of
colonial subordination. The essay summarizes the opinions of academics regarding these
formations, draws attention to differences through comparative analysis, and investigates
how political structures, economic theories, and cultural legacies influenced their
development. It captures discussions on their societal connections while delving deeper into
interregional ties through colonialism and trade. Finally, the study identifies specific social
structures of the period, provides information about common and different civilizational
paths during transitions, improves understanding of social pluralism, and provides insights
into the emerging global order of early globalization—its origins in intercontinental ties and
contributions to contemporary global social history.
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1. Introduction

A significant transition from regional isolation to global connectivity occurred between 1500 and
1650 [1,2]. China, Spain, and Latin America—regions selected for their roles in early globalization
—illuminate the dynamics of this era. Ming China, with its demand for silver, connected Pacific
trade networks, rerouting American bullion to Eurasia; Latin America, home of the Inca and Aztec
civilizations, became a center of transatlantic extraction and cultural fusion; and Spain led Iberian
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exploration and American colonization [3-5]. Prior to this, China's autocratic monarchy, Spain's
feudal system, and Latin America's indigenous societies evolved independently [6]. The Age of
Discovery ended this isolation, fostering interactions among their structures and modeling the
modern global social system, while revealing political, economic, religious, and social logics across
cultures [7]. Scholarship details Iberian colonialism in the Americas Sino-Spanish Manila trade, and
Europe-China comparisons on inequality or colonization, plus Europe-Americas wage trends.
However, few integrate all three to examine social structures in the silver economy, overlooking
how exchanges drove uneven modernization. This study fills that gap by addressing: How did
political, economic, religious, and social structures in these regions interact from 1500 to 1650,
shaping global patterns? The thesis proceeds as follows: First, analyze regional characteristics in
politics, economy, social structure, and unique factors; second, compare differences, similarities, and
relationships; third, revisit debates like China's delayed capitalism and Latin America's racial-
cultural identity; finally, summarize formation patterns and underscore cross-continental
interactions' role in the modern system.

2. Literature review

2.1. The social structure of China from 1500 to 1650

The politics of China during that period was characterized by the middle and late Ming Dynasty and
the transition to a new dynasty, with the core feature revolving around autocratic monarchy and
centralization of power. Although the system of prime ministers was abolished, the chief grand
secretaries of the cabinet still held similar rights to those of prime ministers [8]. The administrative
and supervisory systems of the central government gradually became corrupt, and the interference of
the eunuch system in state affairs led to political chaos [9]. Peasant uprisings and the rise of the
Later Jin also worsened the country’s decline [10]. The rulers were constrained by financial issues
and corruption, and found it difficult to change the current situation. After the fall of the Ming
Dynasty, national politics remained fragmented and chaotic.

The economy of China from 1500 to 1650 showed signs of both prosperity and crisis. With the
arrival of the Age of Discovery, drought-resistant and high-yielding American crops were introduced
to China, significantly relieving the food shortages caused by population growth [11]. The folk
handicraft industry also experienced notable growth. The silk weaving industry in the Jiangnan
region was the first to break free from official control, leading to the emergence of numerous private
workshops. Their products were sold widely both domestically and internationally, marking the
early stages of capitalism [12]. However, this period also saw economic struggles. In response to
war, the Ming government continuously raised taxes, which led to many farmers going bankrupt and
fleeing, and land consolidation problems became severe [13]. Social unrest in the early 17th century
further impacted the economy. Private handicraft workshops shut down, and overseas trade slowed
due to wars and maritime bans [14].

With the prosperity of the commodity economy, the status of the merchant class was significantly
boosted during this period. Economic growth led to the rise of large merchant groups, who
accumulated substantial wealth through trade [15]. Businesspeople gained recognition from the
public and government through public welfare activities or bribery, gradually gaining influence over
policies [15]. However, the increase in merchants’ status was not a fundamental change. The
government consistently adhered to the core national policy of suppressing business, and in response
to the financial crisis, it continued to impose additional business taxes [16]. Furthermore, during this
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time, the status of merchants still depended on their alliances with officials and did not develop into
an independent social class.

The Inflow of silver and the maritime ban policy also Influenced China's social characteristics
during that period. Spanish colonists discovered large silver mines in the Americas. Chinese silk and
porcelain were exchanged for silver through trade and entered China, allowing the Ming Dynasty to
quickly establish a stable monetary system [17]. Changes in the maritime ban policy played a
regulatory role in social development. When the maritime ban was tightened, overseas trade
continued through smuggling [14]. This enabled merchants to expand their business capital through
legal or semi-legal channels, providing more opportunities for upward social mobility.

2.2. The social structure of Spain from 1500 to 1650

Between 1500 and 1650, Spain’s political core concentrated on strengthening royal power and
centralization. By the mid-16th century, because its ruling territories included European and
American colonies [4], the monarchy faced the challenge of governing a multi-ethnic population. To
improve control, the central government sent officials directly to local authorities to assume some
administrative duties previously held by local nobles [18]. By the first half of the 17th century, royal
authority had become the dominant force in national politics, significantly weakening the power of
local nobles. However, overseas wars and a fiscal system heavily reliant on American silver drained
national finances. The king was compelled to raise taxes to support his rule, which led to several
major rebellions [19].

The Spanish economy at that time exhibited signs of superficial prosperity and internal
instability. With the colonization of the Americas and the silver mining, Spain became the world’s
leading holder of silver [20]. However, the heavy influx of silver directly sparked a price revolution,
causing prices in Spain to rise sharply and disrupting the local economic stability [20]. Additionally,
unlike the business classes in other European nations, the wealth of Spanish merchants heavily
depended on the colonial trade monopoly granted by the royal family. Merchants often bought noble
titles or lent money to the royal family [21]. This prevented the commercial class from forming an
independent group and kept them under the control of the monarchy and the traditional nobility.

During this period, Spain’s social structure was a mix of feudal hierarchy and colonial blocs. The
nobility and clergy controlled key resources through their privileges, while farmers and urban
commoners bore the main burden of social life. The privileges of the noble class covered critical
areas such as politics, economy, and law. They enjoyed permanent tax exemptions, held important
positions at the central, local, and colonial levels, and also had judicial immunity [22]. However, the
lives of farmers and ordinary people were marked by poverty and exploitation. Farmers were
required to hand over most of their harvest to landlords; otherwise, they would have to pay high rent
[23]. Handicraftsmen were impacted by the price revolution and lost both their colonial and
domestic markets at the same time.

The social characteristics of Spain from 1500 to 1650 resulted from political shifts, economic
structures, and religious privileges. The Inquisition played a key role in this period. It not only
targeted Jewish merchants and artisans through trials, exile, and even burning at the stake [24], but
also manipulated the beliefs of common people by controlling education, censoring books, and using
other methods, causing people to lose the idea of pursuing social change [25].
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2.3. The social structure of Latin America from 1500 to 1650

The core of the political system in Latin America during this period was colonial autocratic rule.
Previously, the independent political systems of indigenous civilizations were destroyed [26].
Colonists took land from the indigenous people through laws and also supported the original tribal
leaders as agents to strengthen control over indigenous groups [27]. Politics also experienced
internal conflicts and external resistance. There was a power struggle between the royal family and
colonial officials. Although resistance by the indigenous people always ended in failure, it never
completely stopped [28].

The economic core of Latin America Is the predatory economy that serves Europe, with mining
and plantation economies being the most significant. Mining not only directly influences the
economic flow but also indirectly boosts the development and prosperity of local supporting
industries, such as handicrafts [29]. The plantation economy is an important complement to mining.
In core mining regions like Mexico and Peru, plantations mainly focus on grain cultivation,
primarily supplying miners and urban residents [30]. Large plantations, meanwhile, grow cash crops
using cheap labor and generate substantial income through overseas trade [30].

The social structure In Latin America at that time was a hierarchical system divided by race. The
top tier consisted of white people from Europe, followed by those born in Latin America. The
middle class included individuals of mixed race. Among them, the descendants of European white
men and indigenous women held the highest status, followed by those of European white men and
black women, and finally, those of indigenous people and black people. The lowest level of society
was made up of indigenous people and black slaves [31]. Indigenous people were not allowed to
marry white people and could not even leave their communities freely. Black slaves had no personal
freedom at all. Their owners could buy, sell, beat, or even kill them at will [32].

The characteristics of Latin American society from 1500 to 1650 also IIed the clash of different
cultures. To solidify their control, the colonists aimed to destroy the beliefs of the indigenous people
and forcibly spread Catholicism. Spanish and Portuguese were also established as official languages,
and the colonists forced the indigenous people to adopt European clothing. [33] However, these
changes did not fully erase Latin American culture; instead, they resulted in cultural blending.

3. Discussion

3.1. Differences, similarities, and correlations

As examining the social structures of China, Spain, and Latin America during the Age of Discovery
from 1500 to 1650, clear differences emerge in their politics, economies, and cultures, shaped by
unique historical pressures. In politics, China grappled with autocratic local dynasties where social
conflicts centered on central corruption and local uprisings. Spain navigated a cross-territorial
autocratic monarchy, with main tensions between the central government and nobility vying for
power. Latin America faced foreign colonial autocracy, its contradictions rooted in colonial rule
clashing with indigenous resistance. China's economy focused on private crafts and agriculture, with
trade tailored to local demands. Local economic imbalances were caused by Spain's colonial
exploitation, and the royal family controlled trade. The mining and plantations of Latin America
supplied Europe with food and the trade was also typified by one-way flows of raw materials.
Culturally, China had a maritime embargo that was not influenced by any external force on the
customs. Inquisition in Spain repressed ideas and fixed culture in inelastic forms. Latin America was
forced to make the Western culture embrace integration.
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These differences and commonalities are summarized in Table 1 below and important elements
reduced to short terms to facilitate easy comparison as the discussion that follows discusses the
implications in more extensive terms.

Table 1. Comparative overview of social elements in China, Spain, and Latin America (1500-1650)

Aspec
t Differences Similarities Correlations

Politics Economy Culture Rule Silver Class Unrest Silver Flow Discovery
Impact

China

Autocratic
dynasties,
corruption,
uprisings

Agricultu
re, crafts,

local
trade

Maritime ban,
no external

force

Autocrati
c

monarch
y

Stable
currency
system

Merchants
seek

official nod

Peasant
revolts

Traded for
monetary
support

American
crops ease
shortages

Spain

Cross-
territorial
monarchy,

central-
nobility
fights

Exploitati
on

imbalance
,

royal
control

Inquisition
suppression,
solidification

Centraliz
ed

monarch
y

Price
revolutio

n

Merchants
buy titles

Tax-
triggered

rebels

Funds
domestic/co
lonial rule

Enables
colonization

Latin
Ameri

ca

Colonial
autocracy,

rule vs.
resistance

Mining/pl
antations,

raw
exports

Western
promotion,
integration

Colonial
autocrac

y

Mining
core

Race-based
strata

Indigeno
us

pushbac
k

Mined and
dominated

Shared
historical
context

In terms of the similarities, each of the three regions experienced an autocratic rule, which is
China, as a monarchy, Spain, centralized, and Latin America, as a colony, which allowed
establishing a top-down control with different backgrounds. They all became excessively reliant on
silver: Spain began a price revolution by inflows, China had systematized and made a stable
currency, and Latin America had made silver mining its bread and butter. Class solidification also
tied them and Spanish merchants gained titles in the nobility, Chinese merchants demanded titles in
the government and Latin American layers of people according to their race. The universal tensions
that existed in authority were highlighted in internal conflicts and led to unrest in all regions such as
insurrections by peasants in China, rebellion by tax-driven rebels in Spain, and insurrections by
natives in Latin America.

These patterns indicate the relationships that held these societies together besides the similarities.
Spain controlled miners of silver in America and the flow of silver in China strengthened its
monetary system as well as financing the Spanish domestic finances and colonial control of Latin
America, establishing a triangular silver cycle of the regions [34, 35]. This web was reinforced in
the Age of Discovery, which armed the conquests of Spain in Latin America and transported
American crops to China to prevent food shortages. This shared turning point fueled social changes
in all three countries, fusing local roots with global tides in ways that have been remembered
throughout history [36].

3.2. Dispute

Although scholars have closely studied the social histories of China, Spain, and Latin America from
1500 to 1650, some big disagreements remain. The main fights are about why capitalism grew
slowly in China and how cultural identity formed during racial mixing in Latin America.
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Scholars argue over China's slow capitalism. They split into two camps: inside reasons or outside
ones. One group blames local problems: rules that favored farming over business, and Confucian
ideas that blocked trade growth and new tech [37, 38]. The other group focuses on world links and
big theories. They say Europe's lead came from stealing American gold and goods through colonies,
which sped up capitalism [39]. These different views show how home habits and global trades
shaped money paths. They push experts to mix both ideas for better history lessons.

Talks also heat up about cultural identity in Latin America's race blends. Some say it came from
forced colonial rules, like Spain's push of Catholicism to control cultures [40]. But others stress local
fights and joins. They point out how native people hid beliefs in church ways, and African slaves
held onto old customs to save their roots—ways to fight back and fit in [41]. These fights show the
tug between bossy top rules and people's own choices in making new mixed groups. They help us
see colonialism's long shadows today.

These arguments have implications far beyond the pages of a book. They offer practical advice
today. The China fight helps leaders run countries. It demonstrates mixing farm traditions with
business energy can spark growth without losing culture—like today's green tech pushes in growing
places. The Latin ideas help blend different groups. They call for plans that honor fights and mixes,
like school lessons that weave local and new ways to build strong ties in many-kinds-of-people
lands.

4. Conclusion

This paper looks at how societies in China, Spain, and Latin America formed and connected
between 1500 and 1650. This was the start of the Age of Discovery, when the world began linking
up through trade and colonies. Studying this time matters because it shows how early global ties
created today's unequal world. Silver from the Americas flowed to Spain, then to China, changing
lives everywhere and starting patterns of rich and poor nations.

The main points cover the key features of each place. In China, strong kings ruled, but corruption
and farm revolts caused chaos. The economy grew with new crops from America and small factories
for silk, but taxes and sea bans held it back. Merchants got richer but stayed low in status. Spain
built a powerful king-led system over Europe and colonies, but silver floods caused high prices and
money troubles. Nobles kept control, and merchants bought titles to fit in. Latin America became
Spain's colony, with politics run by outsiders. Its economy focused on mines and big farms for
Europe, using forced work. Society split by skin color: whites on top, mixed people in the middle,
and natives or slaves at the bottom. Culture mixed too—Catholic faith pushed on old ways, but
locals kept some traditions.

Comparing them shows differences: China turned inward with farms, Spain grabbed wealth
abroad, and Latin America fed the empire. But all had strict rule from the top, relied on silver, and
had fixed classes that sparked fights like uprisings. Links, like silver trade routes, tied them together,
bringing changes like new foods to China.

These ideas matter today. They help people understand why some places thrive while others
stagnate, and how mixing cultures builds strong groups. For leaders, it means blending old ways
with new business for fair growth, and teaching history to unite diverse people.

However, this work still has some shortcomings.,It focuses too much on big events and skips
women's roles or nature's impact. It also lacks hard numbers on trade. Next steps could add old
records for exact silver paths or stories from native voices. The lesson from this time is that global
connections can unite as well as divide—people should choose wisely to fix old harms.
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