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The Merchant City: The Role of
Trade in the World’s Great Cities

Pascal Lamy@

The 19th Century American theologian Theodore Parker, a man whose
words inspired both Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King said of cities,
that they “have always been the fireplaces of civilization, whence light and heat
radiated out into the dark. ” | \

In many ways the urban community is a hallmark of civilization itself.
Civilization means an advanced stage of human social development, and our
cities—imperfect though they may be—are the showcases for man’s greatest
achievements. This magnificent city and its spectacular Expo offer a crystal
clear illustration of this.

For thousands of years, cities have been the world’s laboratories, work-
shops, music halls and gathering places. The evolution of cities—starting,
some 6,000 years ago—has many origins, but sociologists and archeologists
cite the need for social contact as a powerful catalyst in development of metro-
politan communities. From the beginning, humans have sought each other’s
company, for companionship, common defense and the exchange of ideas,
goods and services.

Historians debate whether it was man'’s desire to trade that promoted the
creation and growth of cities or whether it was the development of the cities
that triggered the growth of trade. Likewise, sociologists and anthropologists
argue over whether growing trade has been beneficial or detrimental to cities

and their people. But in many ways, these questions are moot because many of

@ A speech for SHANGHAI EXPO 2010 SEMINAR ON ROLE OF CITY IN TRADE.
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our most famous cities would never have come into existence were it not for
trade.

Cities have always provided the infrastructure which facilitates exchange.
The market, the center for trade in its many manifestations, has long been at
the center of the city. The place where people have come together—to do busi-
ness, yes, but also to catch up on the news, to share a joke, to learn from oth-
ers. The organization of cities and the pursuit of trade share a common fabric,
man’s desire to reach out to others, socially and commercially.

But there are other similarities between the development of trade and the
growth of cities. The roots of both lie in the development of technology. Tech-
nological advances permitting greater agricultural productivity gave rise to sur-
plus production which freed many people from the need to farm to survive. Oc-
cupational specialization created the conditions for city life and for the exchange
of goods and services.

Technology that spurred trade in turn gave rise to new and larger cities.
As ships became stronger, trade routes grew longer and populations that had
gathered along the banks of rivers like the Tigris, the Nile and the Huang He
(Yellow River) ventured to coastal regions and established settlements there.
This led to the development of urban areas in Egypt, Phoenicia, Greece and
North Africa,

During the Han dynasty in China, traders felt new found security and in
the second century BC, caravans left China for Persia, creating along the way,
the famous Silk Route,

The notion of order has been essential to trade and the rise of great em-
pires, from the Roman to the British have also had trade as an important un-
derpinning.

This great city of Shanghai is, of course, a Merchant City. And its histo-
ry is as varied and colourful as that of any city in the world. The citizens of
Shanghai have seen upheaval and stability, prosperity and hard times. Across
the centuries, they have seen great projects, foreign occupation and seismic
shifts in political and economic fortunes.

But in the nearly one thousand years that have passed since Shanghai was

upgraded from a village to a market town, one common thread has run through



