mercantilism ap world history definition

mercantilism ap world history definition is a key concept in understanding the
economic and political dynamics of early modern Europe and its colonies. This term
describes an economic theory and practice prevalent from the 16th to the 18th century,
emphasizing the accumulation of wealth, particularly gold and silver, through a positive
balance of trade. In AP World History, mercantilism is crucial for analyzing the motivations
behind European exploration, colonization, and the development of global trade networks.
This article will provide a thorough mercantilism AP World History definition, explore its
origins, principles, effects on global economies, and its role in shaping colonial policies.
Additionally, the article will address critiques and the eventual decline of mercantilism as
economic thought evolved. Understanding mercantilism offers valuable insight into the
economic underpinnings of early modern empires and their lasting impact on world history.
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Origins and Historical Context of Mercantilism

The mercantilism AP World History definition cannot be fully appreciated without
understanding its historical context. Emerging during the Renaissance and early modern
period, roughly between the 16th and 18th centuries, mercantilism arose as European
nations sought to expand their power and influence through economic means. This period
was marked by the rise of nation-states, increased global exploration, and the
establishment of overseas colonies. The competition among European powers such as
Spain, England, France, and the Netherlands led to mercantilist policies aimed at
strengthening national economies.

Mercantilism developed as a response to the shifting economic landscape characterized by
an increase in international trade and the influx of precious metals from the Americas.
Monarchs and governments began to see control over trade and resources as essential to
national strength. This era laid the groundwork for modern capitalism by emphasizing state
intervention in the economy, unlike earlier laissez-faire approaches.

Core Principles of Mercantilism

The mercantilism AP World History definition involves several fundamental principles that



guided economic policies during the period. At its core, mercantilism viewed wealth
primarily in terms of precious metals, such as gold and silver, which were believed to
directly translate into national power.

Positive Balance of Trade

One of the main tenets of mercantilism was maintaining a positive balance of trade. Nations
aimed to export more goods than they imported to accumulate bullion. This export surplus
was thought to increase national wealth and strengthen the state’s financial standing.

Government Regulation

Mercantilism advocated for strong government intervention to control the economy.
Governments imposed tariffs, subsidies, and monopolies to protect domestic industries and
promote exports. Regulation extended to navigation acts that restricted colonial trade to
benefit the mother country.

Colonial Exploitation

Colonies were viewed as vital sources of raw materials and markets for finished goods.
Mercantilist policies often mandated that colonies trade exclusively with their European
rulers, ensuring the flow of resources and wealth back to the home country.

Accumulation of Bullion

Mercantilists believed that accumulating gold and silver was the ultimate measure of a
nation’s wealth. This accumulation was considered essential for funding armies, navies, and
other state functions crucial for maintaining power.

Mercantilism and European Colonialism

Mercantilism played a pivotal role in shaping European colonial expansion and
administration. Colonies were integral to the mercantilist system as providers of raw
materials and consumers of manufactured goods, reinforcing the economic dominance of
the imperial powers.

Role of Colonies in Mercantilist Policy

Colonies supplied valuable resources such as sugar, tobacco, cotton, and precious metals
that were essential for European economies. The mercantilist framework sought to control
these resources through exclusive trade laws and monopolistic practices, often enforced by
naval power.



Navigation Acts and Trade Restrictions

One of the most notable examples of mercantilist policy in action was the English
Navigation Acts. These laws restricted colonial trade to English ships and required that
certain goods be shipped only to England or its colonies, thereby ensuring that economic
benefits remained within the empire.

Impact on Indigenous Peoples and Economies

The mercantilist-driven colonization disrupted indigenous economies and societies. Native
populations were often displaced or forced into labor systems such as encomiendas or
plantations to support mercantilist economic goals. These practices had long-lasting social
and economic consequences.

Economic Practices under Mercantilism

The mercantilism AP World History definition also encompasses the specific economic
practices employed to achieve the theory’s aims. These practices reveal how mercantilism
was implemented across different regions and industries.

1. Monopolies and Chartered Companies: Governments granted exclusive trading
rights to certain companies, such as the British East India Company, to control trade
and maximize profits.

2. Tariffs and Import Restrictions: High tariffs were imposed on imported goods to
protect domestic manufacturers and reduce dependency on foreign products.

3. Subsidies for Domestic Industries: Financial support encouraged the production of
goods for export, fostering industrial growth within the nation.

4. Stockpiling Precious Metals: Nations hoarded gold and silver, often by limiting the
export of bullion and encouraging exports of goods.

5. Slave Trade and Forced Labor: The transatlantic slave trade was intertwined with
mercantilist economies, providing labor for plantations that produced export
commodities.

Critiques and Decline of Mercantilism

Despite its widespread adoption, mercantilism faced criticism from emerging economic
thinkers and eventually declined as global economic conditions evolved. The mercantilism
AP World History definition must include these critiques to provide a balanced
understanding.



Adam Smith and Classical Economics

In the late 18th century, Adam Smith challenged mercantilist ideas in his seminal work,
"The Wealth of Nations." Smith argued that wealth was not finite and that free trade, rather
than protectionism, could benefit all nations by allowing specialization and competition. His
ideas laid the foundation for classical economics and the concept of laissez-faire.

Limitations and Economic Consequences

Mercantilism’s focus on accumulating bullion and controlling trade often led to inefficient
economies and colonial resentment. Protectionist policies sometimes stifled innovation and
limited economic growth. Additionally, mercantilism’s emphasis on zero-sum competition
heightened conflicts between European powers.

Transition to Capitalism and Free Trade

By the 19th century, many countries began adopting more liberal economic policies,
embracing free trade and industrial capitalism. The decline of mercantilism corresponded
with the rise of global markets and the Industrial Revolution, which reshaped economic
relations worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of mercantilism in AP World
History?

Mercantilism is an economic theory and practice, dominant in Europe from the 16th to 18th
centuries, that emphasized the accumulation of wealth, primarily gold and silver, through a
positive balance of trade and government regulation of the economy to strengthen national
power.

How did mercantilism influence European colonial
policies?
Mercantilism influenced European colonial policies by encouraging the acquisition of

colonies as sources of raw materials and markets for manufactured goods, with strict
government control to ensure that colonies benefited the mother country’s economy.

Why is mercantilism considered important in AP World
History?

Mercantilism is important in AP World History because it shaped early modern European
economic and political strategies, contributed to colonial expansion, and set the stage for
later economic theories like capitalism and free trade.



What role did mercantilism play in the development of
global trade networks?

Mercantilism played a key role in the development of global trade networks by promoting
the establishment of trade monopolies, navigation acts, and colonial exploitation to
maximize exports and minimize imports, thus integrating various parts of the world into a
global economic system.

How did mercantilism affect relations between
European powers?

Mercantilism often led to intense rivalry and competition between European powers as they
sought to control trade routes, colonies, and resources to increase their wealth and national
power.

What economic practices are associated with
mercantilism?

Economic practices associated with mercantilism include government-imposed tariffs,
subsidies for exports, monopolies granted to certain companies, accumulation of precious
metals, and strict regulation of colonial commerce.

How did mercantilism impact the colonies in the
Americas?

Mercantilism impacted the American colonies by restricting their trade to the benefit of the
European mother countries, enforcing laws like the Navigation Acts, which limited colonial
trade to English ships and ensured colonies supplied raw materials while serving as markets
for finished goods.

What is the connection between mercantilism and the
rise of nation-states?

Mercantilism contributed to the rise of nation-states by promoting centralized economic
policies aimed at increasing state power, fostering nationalism, and supporting the
development of strong, centralized governments controlling trade and resources.

How did mercantilism decline and what replaced it?

Mercantilism declined in the late 18th century due to criticism from economists like Adam
Smith, who advocated for free trade and market-driven economies; it was eventually
replaced by classical economic theories emphasizing laissez-faire capitalism.



Additional Resources

1. Mercantilism and the Rise of Capitalism

This book explores the economic policy of mercantilism during the early modern period and
its crucial role in shaping the foundations of capitalism. It examines how European states
sought to maximize exports and accumulate precious metals to increase national power.
The text offers a detailed analysis of trade regulations, colonial expansion, and the impact
of mercantilism on global economic history.

2. AP World History: Mercantilism Explained

Designed specifically for AP World History students, this book provides a clear and concise
definition of mercantilism within the context of global history. It covers key concepts such
as protectionism, colonialism, and state intervention in the economy. The book also
includes study tips and exam-focused summaries to help students master the topic
efficiently.

3. The Economic Theory of Mercantilism

This scholarly work delves into the theoretical underpinnings of mercantilism as an
economic doctrine. It traces the evolution of mercantilist thought from the 16th to the 18th
century and contrasts it with later economic theories like classical economics. Readers gain
insight into how mercantilism influenced policy-making and international relations during
the age of exploration.

4. Mercantilism in Global Context: Empires and Economies

Focusing on the global impact of mercantilism, this book examines how various empires
implemented mercantilist policies to control trade and resources. It highlights case studies
from Europe, Asia, and the Americas, illustrating how mercantilism shaped colonial
economies and international power dynamics. The book is ideal for understanding
mercantilism’s role in world history.

5. Colonial Mercantilism and the Atlantic World

This text investigates the mercantilist economic systems within the Atlantic World,
emphasizing the triangular trade and colonial exploitation. It discusses how mercantilist
policies affected indigenous populations, slavery, and the development of colonial markets.
The book provides a comprehensive look at the interconnectedness of trade, colonization,
and mercantilism.

6. From Mercantilism to Free Trade: Economic Transitions

This book traces the decline of mercantilism and the rise of free trade doctrines in the 18th
and 19th centuries. It details the economic, political, and social factors that led to the shift
away from mercantilist policies toward more liberal trade practices. Readers learn about
the long-term consequences of this transition for global economic development.

7. Mercantilism and State Power in Early Modern Europe

Examining the relationship between mercantilism and state-building, this book discusses
how European monarchies used mercantilist policies to strengthen their control and finance
wars. It highlights the interplay between economic strategy and political ambition during
the 16th to 18th centuries. The book also explores the role of institutions like the East India
Companies in advancing mercantilist goals.

8. Trade, Colonies, and Mercantilism: An AP World History Study Guide



This study guide provides a targeted review of mercantilism within the broader themes of
trade and colonization for AP World History students. It includes definitions, timelines, and
key examples to help students grasp the significance of mercantilism in shaping the
modern world. Practice questions and summaries make it a useful resource for exam
preparation.

9. Mercantilism: Definition, Policies, and Legacy

Offering a comprehensive overview, this book defines mercantilism and outlines its major
policies, including tariffs, monopolies, and colonial regulation. It evaluates the legacy of
mercantilism in modern economic thought and international trade practices. The accessible
style makes it suitable for both students and general readers interested in economic
history.
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