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Inquiry: How did women shape life and trade on the Silk Roads? 
In this inquiry students will consider the range of women’s opportunities and activities on trade routes. 
 
Background: 
 Between the first and third centuries CE local trade routes and markets across Asia, the Middle 
East, and the Mediterranean became interconnected. Land routes extended from the glittering cities of the 
Chinese empire, across deserts and steppe land, to the towns and green pastures of the Fertile Crescent. Sea 
routes across the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean completed the many circuits. Eventually, it was 
possible for Roman elites to purchase Chinese silk and jade while Chinese royalty enjoyed the fruit and 
wine of Roman and Persian markets. 
 Han Dynasty China dealt with their most troublesome neighbors, such as the Xiongnu, in a 
number of ways. The Xiongnu and other semi-settled peoples were equestrian warriors who pillaged 
supplies from Chinese subjects. One way the Chinese sought to keep the peace with their neighbors was 
through marital alliances. Chinese princesses were sent into diplomatic marriages to help maintain treaties. 
The caravans accompanying these princesses to join their husbands included hundreds of attendants and 
gifts. Their journeys would have taken them to every known stop along the way to rest and refresh 
themselves. Document A is a poem written by one of the first Chinese princess brides. Another way to 
confront the Xiongnu was to beat them at their own game. This meant that Chinese armies needed 
excellent horses and the quest for the “Heavenly Horses” of the Persian Empire inspired the Han Emperor 
Wudi to send a delegate to the west. Zhang Qian left for Persia in 139 CE and returned with stories of 
Chinese goods already for sale in distant markets. From that point on, Chinese rulers maintained some 
control over business within and beyond their borders. 
 No individual trader made the trip all the way from China to Rome. What usually happened was 
that a merchant would bring goods to a marketplace, exchange them for other goods and services, and then 
return to their place of origin. That meant the market towns in Central Asia became hot spots for travelers 
and migrants. An area known as Sogdiana—in present-day Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and 
Tajikistan—was famous for their hospitality, generosity, and keen business sense. Sogdians were present 
in most oasis market towns from the Chinese border into Persia. Document B is a letter written by a 
Sogdian woman in the Chinese town of Dunhuang to her husband in another city. He had left her in debt 
and she and their daughter tended livestock for Chinese employers to make ends meet. Most Sogdians 
were not in such dire straits, however. Many worked as entertainers in marketplaces, operated inns in the 
towns, or tended their own flocks in the countryside. 
 Artisans created many of the signature trade goods being passed around. In China, women were 
the ones who raised silkworms and processed the fiber into silk cloth. Among the herding peoples of 
Central Asia, women wove elaborate wool garments and blankets. Document C records a meeting of 
advisors and economic officials in Han Dynasty China. The advisors refer to the farmers and artisans of 
the region as “men who harvest” and “women weavers”, indicating the normalcy of these roles in society. 
Silk was so valuable that it was even used as currency. It was light and easy to carry, so it was an excellent 
source of wealth for everyone who dealt with it. Other luxury goods, such as gold and silver smithing, 
required highly skilled craftsmen. But some, such as pearl collection, were so dangerous or tedious that 
they mostly involved poor people. Men tended to be pearl divers and women tended to be employed 
shucking thousands of oysters for the jewelry trade.   
 Elites in the Roman Empire prided themselves on being able to show off exotic goods and foods in 
their homes. Document D quotes Roman author Pliny the Elder as he explains what he believes to be the 
origins of silk but also complains about the immodesty of Roman women who wore silk tunics. Pliny the 
Elder complains a lot, however. In other sources, he complains about the fashion in his day of serving 
flamingo tongues or ostrich at banquets. After Rome had conquered the northern coast of the African 
continent, it became all the rage to serve food from African trade partners just to display their wealth. 
 The Silk Road trades routes would rise and fall with every major political development in Eurasia. 
The earliest glory days for the Silk Road were in 200-400 CE. They hit another period of prosperity and 
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stability under the Tang Dynasty in China, 618-907 CE. Finally, the routes were reestablished when the 
Mongols conquered everything from China to Persia in the 12th c. CE. There are modern attempts to 
reopen some of these trade corridors today. But the history of the Silk Road shows us that globalization is 
not a purely modern concept. Every period of contact leads to new relationships, experience in new foods 
and products, and exchanges of belief. 
 
 
Document A: Princess Xijun’s poem (110 BCE) 
Xijun was sent to marry the king of the Wusun people to create a political alliance. She did not even speak 
the language of her husband and his culture was very different from the Chinese royal court. 
 
MY people have married me 
In a far corner of Earth: 
Sent me away to a strange land, 
To the king of the Wu-sun. 
A tent is my house, 
Of felt are my walls; 
Raw flesh my food 
With mare's milk to drink. 
Always thinking of my own country, 
My heart sad within. 
Would I were a yellow stork 
And could fly to my old home! 
 
Waley, Arthur. Trans. A Hundred and Seventy Chinese Poems. New York: Knopf, 1918. 
 
 
Document B: Sogdian Letter No. 3 (circa 311 CE) 
Miwnay was a Sogdian woman left in Dunhuang, China, by her husband Nanai-dhat, who had not paid his 
debts. She wrote to him and in a separate letter to her mother, asking for their support in leaving the 
market town to go home.  

To my noble lord and husband Nanai-dhat, blessing and homage on bended knee, as is offered to the gods. And 
it would be a good day for him who might see you healthy, happy and free from illness, together with everyone; 
and, sir, when I hear news of your good health, I consider myself immortal! 

Behold, I am living ..., badly, not well, wretchedly, and I consider myself dead. Again and again, I send you a 
letter, but I do not receive a single letter from you, and I have become without hope towards you. My 
misfortune is this, that I have been in Dunhuang for three years thanks to you, and there was a way out a first, a 
second, even a fifth time*, but he refused to bring me out. I requested the leaders that support should be given to 
Farnkhund for me, so that he may take me to my husband and I would not be stuck in Dunhuang, for Farnkhund 
says: I am not Nanai-dhat’s servant, nor do I hold his capital. . . And you write your bidding to me about 
everything . . . then you write to me so that I should know how to serve the Chinese. . .I obeyed your command 
and came to Dunhuang and I did not observe my mother’s bidding nor my brothers’. Surely the gods were angry 
with me on the day when I did your bidding! I would rather be a dog’s or a pig’s wife than yours! 

Sent by (your) servant Miwnay. This letter was written in the third month on the tenth day. 

[Added in the margin] From his daughter Shayn to the noble lord Nanai-dhat, blessing and homage. And it 
would be a good day for him who might see you healthy, rested and happy. ... I watch over a flock of domestic 
animals. . . I know that you do not lack twenty staters to send. It is necessary to consider the whole matter. 
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Farnkhund has run away; the Chinese seek him but do not find him. Because of Farnkhund’s debts we have 
become the servants of the Chinese, I together with my mother. 

* She lists their chances to leave by joining a caravan, but they did not have the money to do so. 

Whitfield, Susan, and Ursula Sims-Williams, eds. The Silk Road: Trade, Travel, War, and Faith. Chicago: 
Serindia Publications, 2004. Pp. 248-9. 

 
 
Document C: Excerpt from the Debate on Salt and Iron 
In 81 BCE, the Han emperor called together a meeting of scholars to debate the success of various 
economic policies. In this excerpt, the officials defend the previous emperor’s program to regulate prices 
by buying up goods and selling them only after the prices have gone up. The scholars reply by pointing out 
the program created extra hardships for the people who make the goods. 
 
His Lordship stated: In former times the peers residing in the provinces sent in their respective products as 
tribute, but there was much confusion and trouble in transporting them and the goods were often of such 
poor quality that they were not worth the cost of transportation. For this reason, transportation offices have 
been set up in each district to handle delivery and shipping and to facilitate the presentation of tribute from 
outlying areas. Therefore, the system is called “equitable marketing.” Warehouses have been opened in the 
capital for the storing of goods, buying when prices are low and selling  when they  are high. Thereby the 
government suffers no loss, and the merchants cannot speculate for profit. Therefore, this is called the 
“balanced level” [stabilization]. With the balanced level the people are protected from unemployment, and with 
equitable marketing the burden of  labor service is equalized. Thus, these measures are designed to ensure an 
equal distribution of goods and to benefit the people and are not intended to open the way to profit or provide 
the people with a ladder to crime. 
 
The Confucian literati replied: In ancient times taxes and levies took from the people what they were skilled in 
producing and did not demand what they were poor at. Thus, the husbandmen sent in their harvests and the 
weaving women their goods. Nowadays the government disregards what people have and requires of them 
what they have not, so that they are forced to sell their goods at a cheap price in order to meet the demands 
from above. …  The farmers suffer double hardships and the weaving women are taxed twice. We have not 
seen that this kind of marketing  is “equitable.” The government officials go about recklessly  opening  
closed doors and buying everything at will so they can corner all the goods. With goods cornered prices 
soar, and when prices soar the merchants make their own deals for profit. The officials wink at powerful 
racketeers, and the rich merchants hoard commodities and wait for an emergency. With slick merchants and 
corrupt officials buying cheap and selling dear we have not seen that your level is “balanced.” The system 
of equitable marketing of ancient times was designed to equalize the burden of labor upon the people 
and facilitate the transporting of tribute. It did not mean dealing in all kinds of commodities for the sake of 
profit.  
 
From Sources of Chinese Tradition, compiled by Wm. Theodore de Bary and Irene Bloom, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 360-363. 
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Document D: Excerpt from Pliny the Elder’s “Natural History” 
Pliny the Elder was a Roman author and naturalist who dedicated his “Natural History,” a kind of 
encyclopedia, to the Emperor Titus in 77 CE. He attributes the discovery of silk to a Greek woman but also 
uses the entry to criticize the flimsy fashions favored by the women of Rome. 

CHAP. 26.—THE LARVÆ OF THE SILK-WORM-WHO FIRST INVENTED SILK CLOTHS. 
There is another class also of these insects produced in quite a different manner. These last spring from a grub 
of larger size, with two horns of very peculiar appearance. The larva then becomes a caterpillar, after which it 
assumes the state in which it is known as bombylis, then that called necy- dalus, and after that, in six months, it 
becomes a silk-worm. These insects weave webs similar to those of the spider, the material of which is used for 
making the more costly and luxurious garments of females, known as " bombycina." Pamphile, a woman of 
Cos, the daughter of Platea, was the first person who discovered the art of unravelling these webs and spinning 
a tissue therefrom; indeed, she ought not to be deprived of the glory of having discovered the art of making 
vestments which, while they cover a woman, at the same moment reveal her naked charms. 
 

CHAP. 27. (23.)—THE SILK-WORM OF COS—HOW THE COAN VESTMENTS ARE MADE. 
The silk-worm, too, is said to be a native of the isle of Cos, where the vapours of the earth give new life to the 
flowers of the cypress, the terebinth, the ash, and the oak which have been beaten down by the showers. At first 
they assume the appearance of small butterflies with naked bodies, but soon after, being unable to endure the 
cold, they throw out bristly hairs, and assume quite a thick coat against the winter, by rubbing off the down that 
covers the leaves, by the aid of the roughness of their feet. This they compress into balls by carding it with their 
claws, and then draw it out and hang it between the branches of the trees, making it fine by combing it out as it 
were: last of all, they take and roll it round their body, thus forming a nest in which they are enveloped. It is in 
this state that they are taken; after which they are placed in earthen vessels in a warm place, and fed upon bran. 
A peculiar sort of down soon shoots forth upon the body, on being clothed with which they are sent to work 
upon another task. The cocoons which they have begun to form are rendered soft and pliable by the aid of 
water, and are then drawn out into threads by means of a spindle made of a reed. Nor, in fact, have the men 
even felt ashamed to make use of garments formed of this material, in consequence of their extreme lightness in 
summer: for, so greatly have manners degenerated in our day, that, so far from wearing a cuirass, a garment 
even is found to be too heavy. The produce of the Assyrian silk-worm, however, we have till now left to the 
women only. 
 
The Natural History. Pliny the Elder. John Bostock, M.D., F.R.S. H.T. Riley, Esq., B.A. London. Taylor and 
Francis, Red Lion Court, Fleet Street. 1855. Book XI, pp 25-6. 
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Both Documents A and B were written by women who lamented their fates. In what ways 
are the concerns of the Princess and the Sogdian woman alike? How are they different? 

 
 
 

2. Document C outlines the impact of state policy and regular subjects of a large state. What 
are the Confucian scholars recommending to the court officials and why? 

3. Women could be found at every level of society from the royal palace to the farmland, in 
manufacturing and as consumers. To what extent did women have an impact on the Silk 
Roads and in what ways were their lives shaped by activity on the trade routes? 


