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An Anthropology of the Silk Road
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→ Current Europe-Asia connectivity initiatives as reiterations of the Silk Road: increasing interaction between 
various economies and polities, while trading goods; 

→ China, as significant international actor and architect of one of the multiple connectivity initiatives (OBOR, 
renamed BRI) seems to be both Sino-centric (as reflected by the country’s name in Chinese, 中国 , the Middle 
Kingdom) and outward-conscious (Zhang Qian, Ban Chao or Zheng He, are familiar names to most Chinese, 
just as the European figure of Marco Polo); 

→ Though the ancient trade routes linking Han dynasty China and Rome are a historical fact, the concept of Silk 
Road is a modern notion.
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→ Seidenstrasse (the German for Silk Road) has been coined in 1876 by the German geographer Ferdinand von 
Richthofen. The term later circulated with an exclusive geographical connotation, without any economic, 
political or cosmopolitan attachments;

→ Much earlier than Richthofen, Immanuel Kant referred to “the right of common possession of the surface of 
the Earth” in reference to the ancient routes linking the Land of the People of Ser, i.e. China, and Europe  
(Immanuel Kant, Toward Perpetual Peace, 1795);

→  Ser, as well as Ptolemy’s “Serica”, might have appealed to the idea of Silk Road intrinsically. The most popular 
Chinese commodity in Europe – from Ptolemy to Kant – has been, undoubtedly, silk, commonly known in 
Chinese as 丝， with the corresponding vowel sī, from which the demonym of Ser might have evolved.
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→ Richthoften’s Seidenstrasse was later translated in French as “la route de la soye”, having attached not only a 
geo-historical marker, but also the more profound meaning of a collective cosmopolitan self, “forming one 
body with the planet itself” and perhaps an incipient view of cultural relativism: “the so-called law of 
progress . . . from east [sic!] to west [sic!] has only provisional and localized validity, and that other serial 
movements have prevailed in various regions, depending on the slope of the terrain and the forces of 
attraction produced by the environmental condition” (Élisée Reclus, Progress, 1905, my transl.);

→ The first mention in English seems to date from no later than 1913, when it appears in a short story 
mentioning how “Russian geographers were interesting themselves in the line of the old silk route to Cathay”;

→ The first Chinese reference to the Silk Road as a concept was recorded in 1939 in Shanghai as 丝路 ; it was 
four years later that the name of 丝绸之路 , still in use today, emerged in the same Shanghai newspaper.
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 → One of the recent contemporary perspectives on the reiteration of the Silk Road belongs to the Romanian 
President Ion Iliescu, who, in the early ‘90s,  aimed at “transforming the Silk Road to a road of oil and gas” 
that would connect the Danube-Main-Rhein with Black Sea, Caucasus, Caspian Sea and beyond. In this 
regard, substantive dialogues have been initiated – at the time – with Germany, Austria, Serbia and Hungary 
as well as with Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan;  

→ Similar recent attempts of rejuvenating the Silk Road have been initiated by the European Union (EU), United 
States (US) and, most recently, China;

→ Established in 1993, the Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) aims at strengthening the trade, 
transport and economic relations between the EU states, on one hand, and the Black Sea, Caucasus and 
Central Asia, on the other hand, while remaining largely faithful to the Silk Road topography. 

Contemporary Perspectives
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→ The US initiative known as the New Silk Road of Central Asia (2011) placed a particular emphasis on the 
political stability in the region; 

→ The Chinese vision of BRI (2013) has been promising major infrastructure investments in the partner-states;

→ A notable new trend of reiterations of the Silk Road has been recently observed both at EU level (Globally 
Connected Europe, based on the existing partnerships with Japan and India and calling for additional 
partnerships including ASEAN and the US) and G7 level (Build Back Better World). 

Contemporary Perspectives (II)
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Final Thoughts
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→ The new reiterations of the Silk Road are certainly part of an organic and historical process. In essence, the 
underlying idea is that of interaction, not necessarily cosmopolitanism, as Kant envisaged it.   

→ The plethora of choices among the various initiatives leaves significant room for sovereign decisions, and, 
most importantly, increases the chances that these initiatives may create synergies and consequently better 
serve their purpose. 

→ As the modern Chinese writer  鲁迅 put it, 其实地上本没有路，走的人多了，也便成了路。 (The Earth 

has no roads to begin with, but when many men pass one way, a road is made. - Lu Xun, 1972)

Thank you for your attention!
Your remarks are most appreciated

                                                                                                   programs@irsea.ro
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