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“China will be the next superpower.”' That was the frank assertion
of an article in the British newspaper the Guardian in June 2006.
Nor was it alone in that assessment. As the new millennium dawned,
headlines with this message appeared with increasing frequency in
public lectures, in newspaper and magazine articles, and in book titles
all across the world. China‘s huge population, its booming economy,
its massive trade surplus with the United States, its entry into world
oil markets, its military potential, and its growing presence in global
political affairs—all of this suggested that China was headed for a
major role, perhaps even a dominant role, in the world of the twenty-
first century. Few of these authors, however, paused to recall that
China’s prominence on the world stage was hardly something new or
that its nineteenth- and twentieth-century position as a “backward, ”
weak, or dependent country was distinctly at odds with its long his-
tory. Is China perhaps poised to resume in the twenty-first century a
much older and more powerful role in world affairs?

I n the world of third-wave civilizations, even more than in earlier
times, China cast a long shadow. Its massive and powerful civili-
zation, widely imitated by adjacent peoples, gave rise to a China-
centered set of relationships encompassing most of eastern Asia.
China extended its borders deep into Central Asia, while its wealthy
and cosmopolitan culture attracted visitors from all over Eurasia.
None of its many neighbors—whether nomadic peoples to the
north and west or smaller peripheral states such as Tibet, Korea,
Japan, and Vietnam—could escape its gravitational pull. All of them

Chinese Astronomy The impressive achievements of Chinese astronomy included the observation of sunspots, supernovae,
and solar and lunar eclipses as well as the construction of elaborate star maps and astronomical devices such as those shown
here. The print itself is of Japanese origin and depicts a figure wearing the dragon robes of a Chinese official. It illustrates the
immense cultural influence of China on its smaller Japanese neighbor.
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had to deal with China. Far beyond these near neighbors, China’s booming econ-

omy and many technological innovations had ripple eftects all across the Afro-
Eurasia world.

Even as China so often influenced the world, it too was changed by its many

interactions with non-Chinese peoples. Northern nomads— “barbarians” to the

Chinese—frequently posed a military threat and on occasion

even conquered and ruled parts of China. The country’s grow-

Chinese history has often been ing involvement in international trade stimulated important
viewed in the West as impressive per- social, cultural, and economic changes within China itself.
haps, but largely static or changeless Buddhism, a religion of Indian origin, took root in China, and,

and self-contained or isolated. In
what ways might the material in this
chapter counteract such impressions?

to a much lesser extent, so did Christianity and Islam. In short,
China’s engagement with the wider world became a very sig-
nificant element in a global era of accelerating connections.

Together Again: The Reemergence
of a Unified China

The collapse of the Han dynasty around 220 c.k. ushered in more than three centu-
ries of political fragmentation in China and signaled the rise of powerful and locally
entrenched aristocratic families. It also meant the incursion of northern nomads,
many of whom learned Chinese, dressed like Chinese, married into Chinese fami-
lies, and governed northern regions of the country in a Chinese fashion. Such condi-
tions of disunity, unnatural in the eyes of many thoughtful Chinese, discredited
Confucianism and opened the door to a greater acceptance of Buddhism and Dao-
ism among the elite. (See Zooming In: Ge Hong in Chapter 5, page 196.)

Those centuries also witnessed substantial Chinese migration southward toward
the Yangzi River valley, a movement of people that gave southern China some 60
percent of the country’s population by 1000. That movement of Chinese people,
accompanied by their intensive agriculture, set in motion a vast environmental
transformation, marked by the destruction of the old-growth forests that once cov-
ered much of the country and the retreat of the elephants that had inhabited those
lands. Around 800 c.E., the Chinese official and writer Liu Zongyuan lamented
what was happening:

A tumbled confusion of lumber as flames on the hillside crackle
Not even the last remaining shrubs are safeguarded from destruction
Where once mountain torrents leapt—nothing but rutted gullies.?

A “Golden Age’’ of Chinese Achievement

Unlike the fall of the western Roman Empire, where political fragmentation
proved to be a permanent condition, China regained its unity under the Sui dynasty
(589-618). Its emperors solidified that unity by a vast extension of the country’s
canal system, stretching some 1,200 miles in length and described by one scholar as
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A MAP OF TIME

39 c.E.
4th-7th centuries

Trung sisters’ rebellion against China in Vietnam

Early state building in Korea

300-800 Buddhism takes root in China
589-618 Sui dynasty and the reunification of China
604 Seventeen Article Constitution in Japan
618-907 Tang dynasty in China
688 Withdrawal of Chinese military forces from Korea
794-1192 Heian period in Japanese history
845 Suppression of Buddhism in China
868 First printed book in China
939 Vietnam establishes independence from China
960-1279 Song dynasty in China
ca. 1000 Invention of gunpowder in China; beginning of foot
binding
1000 The Tale of Genji (Japan)
1279-1369 Mongol rule in China
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“an engineering feat without parallel in the world of its time.”* Those canals linked
northern and southern China economically and contributed much to the prosperity
that followed. But the ruthlessness of Sui emperors and a futile military campaign
to conquer Korea exhausted the state’s resources, alienated many people, and
prompted the overthrow of the dynasty.

B Change

Why are the centuries of
the Tang and Song dynas-
ties in China sometimes
referred to as a “golden
age"?

This dynastic collapse, however, witnessed no prolonged disintegration of the
Chinese state. The two dynasties that followed—the Tang (618-907) and the Song
(960—-1279)—built on the Sui foundations of renewed unity (see Map 8.1).
Together they established patterns of Chinese life that endured into the twentieth
century, despite a fifty-year period of disunity between the two dynasties. Cultur-
ally, this era has long been regarded as a “golden age” of arts and literature, setting
standards of excellence in poetry, landscape painting, and ceramics. (See Working
with Evidence: The Leisure Life of China’s Elites, page 356.) Particularly during
the Song dynasty, an explosion of scholarship gave rise to Neo-Confucianism, an
effort to revive Confucian thinking while incorporating into it some of the insights
of Buddhism and Daoism.

Politically, the Tang and Song dynasties built a state structure that endured
for a thousand years. Six major ministries— personnel, finance, rites, army, justice,
and public works—were accompanied by the Censorate, an agency that exercised



326 CHAPTER 8 / CHINA AND THE WORLD, 500-1300

- TE T s P ",l"l. L

.| 1 Jin Empire g Ty Karakorum 1
|| 1 Southern Song | :-H"_'_" MONGOLIA DESER
- ' OBl

= Great Wall L
=== Grand Canal

(I) 250 500 miles
[

e 2 wmefers; 4,

LY

WESTERN LIAO

ik, -"*.

TIBET

PACIFIC
OCEAN

South China
Sea

f . Tang Dynasty China in
$ ¥ : the Eighth Century
2 e Pa

Map 8.1 Tang and Song Dynasty China

During the third-wave millennium, China interacted extensively with its neighbors. The Tang
dynasty extended Chinese control deep into Central Asia, while the Song dynasty witnessed
incursions by the nomadic Jurchen people, who created the Jin Empire, which ruled parts of
northern China.

surveillance over the rest of the government, checking on the character and com-
petence of public officials. To staff this bureaucracy, the examination system was
revived and made more elaborate, facilitated by the ability to print books for the
first time in world history. Efforts to prevent cheating on the exams included
searching candidates entering the examination hall and placing numbers rather than



TOGETHER AGAIN: THE REEMERGENCE OF A UNIFIED CHINA

names on their papers. Schools and colleges proliferated to prepare candidates for
the rigorous exams, which became a central feature of upper-class life. A leading
world historian has described Tang dynasty China as “the best ordered state in the
world.”*

Selecting officials on the basis of merit represented a challenge to established
aristocratic families’ hold on public office. Still, a substantial percentage of official
positions went to the sons of the privileged, even if they had not passed the exams.
Moreover, because education and the examination system grew far more rapidly
than the number of official positions, many who passed lower-level exams could
not be accommodated with a bureaucratic appointment. Often, however, they
were able to combine landowning and success in the examination system to main-
tain an immense cultural prestige and prominence in their local areas. Despite the
state’s periodic efforts to redistribute land in favor of the peasantry, the great fami-
lies of large landowners continued to encroach on peasant plots, a recurring pattern
in rural China from ancient times to the present.

Underlying these cultural and political achievements was an “economic revo-
lution” that made Song dynasty China “by far the richest, most skilled, and most
populous country on earth.”> The most obvious sign of China’s prosperity was
its rapid growth in population, which jumped from about 50 million or 60 mil-
lion during the Tang dynasty to 120 million by 1200. Behind this doubling of
the population were remarkable achievements in agricultural production, particu-
larly the adoption of a fast-ripening and drought-resistant strain of rice from
Vietnam.

Many people found their way to the cities, making China the most urbanized
country in the world. Dozens of Chinese cities numbered over 100,000, while the
Song dynasty capital of Hangzhou was home to more than a million people. A
Chinese observer in 1235 provided a vivid description of that city.® Specialized
markets abounded for meat, herbs, vegetables, books, rice, and much more, with
troupes of actors performing for the crowds. Restaurants advertised their unique
offerings—sweet bean soup, pickled dates, juicy lungs, meat pies, pigs’ feet—and
some offered vegetarian fare for religious banquets. Inns of various kinds appealed
to different groups. Those that served only wine, a practice known as “hitting the
cup,” were regarded as “unfit for polite company.” “Luxuriant inns,” marked by
red lanterns, featured prostitutes and “wine chambers equipped with beds.” Spe-
cialized agencies managed elaborate dinner parties for the wealthy, complete with
a Perfume and Medicine Office to “help sober up the guests.” Schools for musi-
cians offered thirteen different courses. Numerous clubs provided companionship
for poets, fishermen, Buddhists, physical fitness enthusiasts, antiques collectors, horse
lovers, and many other groups. No wonder the Italian visitor Marco Polo described
Hangzhou later in the thirteenth century as “beyond dispute the finest and noblest
[city] in the world.”” (See Working with Evidence, Source 7.2, page 315, for a
fuller description of Marco Polo’s impressions of Hangzhou.)
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he Chinese Tang and Song

dynasties (618—1279) wit-
nessed a golden age of technologi-
cal innovation in China. Both
woodblock and movable type
generated the world’s first printed
books, while Chinese innovations
in navigational and shipbuilding
technologies led the world. Among
these many developments, the
invention of gunpowder stands
out because it spawned a perma-
nent revolution in military affairs
that had global dimensions. But
gunpowder, a mixture of saltpeter,
sulfur, and charcoal, was not origi-
nally developed for use in war.
Instead, it was an accidental byprod-
uct of the search by Daoist alche-

mists for an elixir of immortality. Indeed, the first
reference to gunpowder appeared in a mid-ninth-century
Daoist text that warns alchemists not to mix together its
component parts because “smoke and flames result, so
that [the alchemists’] hands and faces have been burnt, and
even the whole house where they were working burned
down.”® This association with alchemy may explain why
the Chinese referred to gunpowder as huo yao, or “fire
drug.” The same properties that made gunpowder so dan-
gerous in an alchemist’s lab attracted the interest of those

Gunpowder

A twelfth-century Chinese
Buddhist carving showing an
early handheld gun.

seeking to entertain and amaze
audiences through fireworks and
pyrotechnic displays, especially at
the Chinese imperial court.
Military authorities also
noticed its potential as a weapon,
and its uses in war developed
rapidly during the Song dynasty.
At first, military engineers drew
on the incendiary rather than the
explosive possibilities of gunpow-
der. In 1044, an imperial official
wrote a tract for the emperor on
military technologies that included
two recipes for gunpowder, both
for weapons designed to set fire to
their targets. Decades later, Song
engineers borrowed techniques
from fireworks makers to produce

“Thunderclap Bombs” designed to scare and disorient
opposing troops through noise and light. While these
bombs were not yet powerful enough to kill large num-
bers of the enemy, a chronicler of a siege of the Song
capital in 1127 described them as “hitting the lines of the
enemy well and throwing them into great confusion.”

Through the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries,
both the Song dynasty, which controlled southern

photo: Cave number 149, Pei Shan complex, Temples at Ta-tsu, Szechuan,
China/Ancient Art & Architecture Collection, Ltd.

Supplying these cities with food was made possible by an immense network of’

internal waterways—canals, rivers, and lakes—stretching perhaps 30,000 miles.

They provided a cheap transportation system that bound the country together eco-

nomically and created the “world’s most populous trading area.”

9

Industrial production likewise soared. In both large-scale enterprises employ-

ing hundreds of workers and in smaller backyard furnaces, China’s iron industry

increased its output dramatically. By the eleventh century, it was providing the

government with 32,000 suits of armor and 16 million iron arrowheads annually,

in addition to supplying metal for coins, tools, construction, and bells in Buddhist
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China, and the Jin, which controlled much of the north,
continued to develop ever more powerful gunpowder
weapons. Engineers experimented with gunpowder
blends that included larger quantities of saltpeter, the
nitrate-rich substance that gives gunpowder its explo-
siveness. When the Mongols invaded northern China in
1231, the defenders of the capital, Kaifeng, were able to
deploy what they called the “Heaven-Shaking Thunder
Crash Bomb” against Mongol forces. An eyewitness
recorded that “the attacking soldiers were blown to bits,
not even a trace being left behind.”

The Mongols recognized the effectiveness of gun-
powder and, following their conquest of China,
encouraged engineers to continue to develop new
weapons. During the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries, powerful bombs were produced with such names
as “Match for Ten Thousand Enemies Bomb” and the
“Bone-Burning and Bruising Fire Oil Magic Bomb.”
At the same time, Chinese technicians developed the
first rockets, which were employed in battle from the
middle of the thirteenth century. These experiments with
more powerful forms of gunpowder culminated in the
emergence of weapons designed to fire projectiles. The
first of these evolved from earlier fire lances, bamboo or
metal tubes filled with gunpowder that spewed flames
and sparks. However, unlike the fire lance, which used
the incendiary properties of gunpowder to attack the
enemy, these new guns used its explosive power as a
propellant to fire projectiles. Cannons were in common
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use in China by the 1350s. But the first evidence of a
handheld gun comes from a carving, dating from the
1120s and located, strangely enough, in a Buddhist cave
featuring Kuan-yin, “the one who answers every prayer.”
A prayer inscribed in that cave asks “that weapons of war
be forever stilled.”

Gunpowder and gunpowder-based weapons spread
rapidly across Eurasia from the thirteenth century, chang-
ing the nature of warfare wherever they were adopted.
While there is some debate as to exactly when gun-
powder arrived in India, the Middle East, and Europe,
it is clear that the Mongols’ use of gunpowder weapons
in their conquests spurred its spread and use. Its rapid
adoption ensured that by the sixteenth century the
“fire drug” developed by Daoist alchemists in search
of immortality had sparked what scholars have labeled
the gunpowder revolution in warfare, transforming
military conflict across the globe. Gunpowder remained
the dominant explosive used in war until the advent of
nitroglycerin in the mid-nineteenth century.

It is more than a little ironic that a substance origi-
nally derived from a search for happiness and immortality
would result in unimaginable human suffering and an
untold number of deaths. Such are the unintended out-
comes of human effort.

Question: What can the development of gunpowder-based
weapons tell us about technological innovation in China?

monasteries. This industrial growth was fueled almost entirely by coal, which also

came to provide most of the energy for heating homes and cooking. This no doubt

generated considerable air pollution. Technological innovation in other fields also

flourished. Inventions in printing, both woodblock and movable type, generated

the world’s first printed books, and by 1000 relatively cheap books on religious,

agricultural, mathematical, and medical topics became widely available in China. Its

navigational and shipbuilding technologies led the world. The Chinese invention

of gunpowder created within a few centuries a revolution in military affairs that had

global dimensions. (See Zooming In: Gunpowder, above.) But China’s remarkable
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Kaifeng

This detail comes from a huge watercolor scroll, titled Upper River during Qing Ming Festival, originally painted
during the Song dynasty. It illustrates the urban sophistication of Kaifeng and other Chinese cities at that time and
has been frequently imitated and copied since then. (View Stock RF/age fotostock)

industrial revolution stalled as the country was repeatedly invaded and devastated
by nomadic peoples from the north, culminating in the Mongol conquests of the
thirteenth century.

Most remarkably, perhaps, all of this occurred within the world’s most highly
commercialized society, in which producing for the market, rather than for local
consumption, became a very widespread phenomenon. Cheap transportation allowed
peasants to grow specialized crops for sale, while they purchased rice or other sta-
ples on the market. In addition, government demands for taxes paid in cash rather
than in kind required peasants to sell something— their products or their labor—in
order to meet their obligations. The growing use of paper money as well as finan-
cial instruments such as letters of credit and promissory notes further contributed to
the commercialization of Chinese society. Two prominent scholars have described
the outcome: “Output increased, population grew, skills multiplied, and a burst of
inventiveness made Song China far wealthier than ever before—or than any of its
contemporaries.”!” (See Snapshot, page 347.)
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Women in the Song Dynasty

The “golden age” of Song dynasty China was perhaps less than “golden” for many
of its women, for that era marked yet another turning point in the history of Chi-
nese patriarchy. Under the influence of steppe nomads, whose women led less
restricted lives, elite Chinese women of the Tang dynasty era, at least in the north,
had participated in social life with greater freedom than in earlier times. Paintings
and statues show aristocratic women riding horses, while the Queen Mother of the
West, a Daoist deity, was widely worshipped by female Daoist priests and practi-
tioners. (See Working with Evidence, Sources 8.2 and 8.4, pages 358 and 360.) By
the Song dynasty, however, a reviving Confucianism and rapid economic growth
seemed to tighten patriarchal restrictions on women and to restore some of the ear-
lier Han dynasty notions of female submission and passivity.

Once again, Confucian writers highlighted the subordination of women to
men and the need to keep males and females separate in every domain of life. The
Song dynasty historian and scholar Sima Guang (1019-1086) summed up the pre-
vailing view: “The boy leads the girl, the girl follows the boy; the duty of hus-
bands to be resolute and wives to be docile begins with this.”!! For men, mascu-
linity came to be defined less in terms of horseback riding, athleticism, and the
warrior values of northern nomads and more in terms of the refined pursuits of
calligraphy, scholarship, painting, and poetry. Corresponding views of feminine
qualities emphasized women’s weakness, reticence, and delicacy. Women were also
frequently viewed as a distraction to men’s pursuit of a contemplative and introspec-
tive life. The remarriage of widows, though legally permissible, was increasingly
condemned, for “to walk through two courtyards is a source of shame for a
woman.”"?

The most compelling expression of a tightening patriarchy lay in foot binding.
Apparently beginning among dancers and courtesans in the tenth or eleventh cen-
tury C.E., this practice involved the tight wrapping of young girls’ feet, usually
breaking the bones of the foot and causing intense pain. During and after the Song
dynasty, foot binding found general acceptance among elite families and later
became even more widespread in Chinese society. It was associated with new
images of female beauty and eroticism that emphasized small size, frailty, and defer-
ence and served to keep women restricted to the “inner quarters,” where Confu-
cian tradition asserted that they belonged. Many mothers imposed this painful pro-
cedure on their daughters, perhaps to enhance their marriage prospects and to assist
them in competing with concubines for the attention of their husbands.!* For many
women, it became a rite of passage, and their tiny feet and the beautiful slippers that
encased them became a source of some pride, even a topic of poetry for some liter-
ate women. Foot binding also served to distinguish Chinese women from their
“barbarian” counterparts and elite women from commoners and peasants.

Furthermore, a rapidly commercializing economy undermined the position of
women in the textile industry. Urban workshops and state factories, run by men,

B Change

In what ways did women's
lives change during the
Tang and Song dynasties?
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Foot Binding

While the practice of foot binding painfully deformed the
feet of young girls and women, it was also associated
aesthetically with feminine beauty, particularly in the deli-
cate and elaborately decorated shoes that encased their

bound feet. (foot: Jodi Cobb/National Geographic Creative;
shoe: ClassicStock/Masterfile)

increasingly took over the skilled tasks of weaving textiles, especially silk, which had

previously been the work of rural women in their homes. Although these women
continued to tend silkworms and spin silk thread, they had lost the more lucrative
income-generating work of weaving silk fabrics. But as their economic role in
textile production declined, other opportunities beckoned in an increasingly pros-
perous Song China. In the cities, women operated restaurants, sold fish and vege-
tables, and worked as maids, cooks, and dressmakers. The growing prosperity of elite
families funneled increasing numbers of women into roles as concubines, entertain-
ers, courtesans, and prostitutes. Their ready availability surely reduced the ability of
wives to negotiate as equals with their husbands, setting women against one another
and creating endless household jealousies.

In other ways, the Song dynasty witnessed more positive trends in the lives of
women. Their property rights expanded, allowing women to control their own
dowries and to inherit property from their families. “Neither in earlier nor in later
periods,” writes one scholar, “did as much property pass through women’s hands”
as during the Song dynasty.'* Furthermore, lower-ranking but ambitious officials
strongly urged the education of women, so that they might more effectively raise
their sons and increase the family’s fortune. Song dynasty China, in short, offered a
mixture of tightening restrictions and new opportunities to its women.
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China and the Northern Nomads:
A Chinese World Order in the Making

From early times to the nineteenth century, China’s many interactions with a larger
Eurasian world shaped both China’s own development and that of world history
more generally. The country’s most enduring and intense interaction with foreign-
ers lay to the north, involving the many nomadic pastoral or semi-agricultural peoples
of the steppes. Living in areas unable to sustain Chinese-style farming, the northern
nomads had long focused their economies around the raising of livestock (sheep,
cattle, goats) and the mastery of horse riding. Organized locally in small, mobile,
kinship-based groups, sometimes called tribes, these peoples also periodically cre-
ated much larger and powerful states or confederations that could draw on the
impressive horsemanship and military skills of virtually the entire male population
of their societies. Such specialized pastoral societies needed grain and other agricul-
tural products from China, and their leaders developed a taste for Chinese manu-
factured and luxury goods—wine and silk, for example —with which they could
attract and reward followers. Thus the nomads were drawn like a magnet toward
China, trading, raiding, and extorting to obtain the resources so vital to their way
of life. For 2,000 years or more, pressure from the steppes and the intrusion of
nomadic peoples were constant factors in China’s historical development.

From the nomads’ point of view, the threat often came from the Chinese, who
periodically directed their own military forces deep into the steppes, built the Great
Wall to keep the nomads out, and often proved unwilling to allow pastoral peoples
easy access to trading opportunities within China. And yet the Chinese needed the
nomads. Their lands were the source of horses, which were essential for the Chi-
nese military. Other products of the steppes and the forests beyond, such as skins,
furs, hides, and amber, were also of value in China. Furthermore, pastoral nomads
controlled much of the Silk Road trading network, which funneled goods from the
West into China. The continuing interaction between China and the northern
nomads brought together peoples occupying different environments, practicing
different economies, governing themselves with different institutions, and thinking
about the world in quite different ways.

The Tribute System in Theory

An enduring outcome of this cross-cultural encounter was a particular view the
Chinese held of themselves and of their neighbors, fully articulated by the time of
the Han dynasty (ca. 200 B.c.e.—200 c.E.) and lasting for more than two millennia.
That understanding cast China as the “middle kingdom,” the center of the world,
infinitely superior to the “barbarian” peoples beyond its borders. With its long his-
tory, great cities, refined tastes, sophisticated intellectual and artistic achievements,
bureaucratic state, literate elite, and prosperous economy, China represented “civi-
lization.” All of this, in Chinese thinking, was in sharp contrast to the rude cultures

B Connection

How did the Chinese and
their nomadic neighbors to
the north view each other?
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B Connection
What assumptions underlay
the tribute system?

and primitive life of the northern nomads, who continually moved about “like
beasts and birds,” lived in tents, ate mostly meat and milk, and practically lived on
their horses, while making war on everyone within reach. Educated Chinese saw
their own society as self-sufficient, requiring little from the outside world, while
barbarians, quite understandably, sought access to China’s wealth and wisdom. Fur-
thermore, China was willing to permit that access under controlled conditions, for
its sense of superiority did not preclude the possibility that barbarians could become
civilized Chinese. China was a “radiating civilization,” graciously shedding its light
most fully to nearby barbarians and with diminished intensity to those farther away.

Such was the general understanding of literate Chinese about their own civili-
zation in relation to northern nomads and other non-Chinese peoples. That world-
view also took shape as a practical system for managing China’s relationship with
these people. Known as the tribute system, it was a set of practices that required
non-Chinese authorities to acknowledge Chinese superiority and their own subor-
dinate place in a Chinese-centered world order. Foreigners seeking access to China
had to send a delegation to the Chinese court, where they would perform the kow-
tow, a series of ritual bowings and prostrations, and present their tribute — products
of value from their countries—to the Chinese emperor. In return for these expres-
sions of submission, he would grant permission for foreigners to trade in China’s

s

rich markets and would provide them with gifts or “bestowals,” often worth far
more than the tribute they had offered. This was the mechanism by which succes-
sive Chinese dynasties attempted to regulate their relationships with northern
nomads; with neighboring states such as Korea, Vietnam, Tibet, and Japan; and,
after 1500, with those European barbarians from across the sea.

Often, this system seemed to work. Over the centuries, countless foreign del-
egations proved willing to present their tribute, say the required words, and per-
form the rituals necessary for gaining access to the material goods of China. Aspir-
ing non-Chinese rulers also gained prestige as they basked in the reflected glory of
even this subordinate association with the great Chinese civilization. The official
titles, seals of office, and ceremonial robes they received from China proved useful
in their local struggles for power.

The Tribute System in Practice

But the tribute system also disguised some realities that contradicted its assump-
tions. On occasion, China was confronting not separate and small-scale barbarian
societies, but large and powerful nomadic empires able to deal with China on at
least equal terms. An early nomadic confederacy was that of the Xiongnu, estab-
lished about the same time as the Han dynasty and eventually reaching from Man-
churia to Central Asia (see Map 3.5, page 123). Devastating Xiongnu raids into
northern China persuaded the Chinese emperor to negotiate an arrangement that
recognized the nomadic state as a political equal, promised its leader a princess in
marriage, and, most important, agreed to supply him annually with large quantities
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The Tribute System
This Qing dynasty painting shows an idealized Chinese version of the tribute system. The Chinese emperor receives

barbarian envoys, who perform rituals of subordination and present tribute in the form of a horse. (Musée des Arts
Asiatiques—Guimet, Paris, France/© RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY)

of grain, wine, and silk. Although these goods were officially termed “gifts,” granted
in accord with the tribute system, they were in fact tribute in reverse or even pro-
tection money. In return for these goods, so critical for the functioning of the
nomadic state, the Xiongnu agreed to refrain from military incursions into China.
The basic realities of the situation were summed up in this warning to the Han
dynasty in the first century B.C.E.:

Just make sure that the silks and grain stuffs you bring the Xiongnu are the right
measure and quality, that’s all. What’s the need for talking? If the goods you
deliver are up to measure and good quality, all right. But if there is any defi-
ciency or the quality is no good, then when the autumn harvest comes, we will
take our horses and trample all over your crops.'

Something similar occurred during the Tang dynasty as a series of Turkic
empires arose in Mongolia. Like the Xiongnu, they too extorted large “gifts” from
the Chinese. One of these peoples, the Uighurs, actually rescued the Tang dynasty
from a serious internal revolt in the 750s. In return, the Uighur leader gained one of
the Chinese emperor’s daughters as a wife and arranged a highly favorable exchange
of poor-quality horses for high-quality silk, which brought half a million rolls of the
precious fabric annually into the Uighur lands. Despite the rhetoric of the tribute
system, the Chinese were not always able to dictate the terms of their relationship
with the northern nomads.

Steppe nomads were generally not much interested in actually conquering and
ruling China. It was easier and more profitable to extort goods from a functioning
Chinese state. On occasion, however, that state broke down, and various nomadic
groups moved in to “pick up the pieces,” conquering and governing parts of China.
Such a process took place following the fall of the Han dynasty and again after the
collapse of the Tang dynasty, when the Khitan (kee-THAN) (907—1125) and then
the Jin, or Jurchen (JER -chihn) (1115-1234), peoples established states that encom-
passed parts of northern China as well as major areas of the steppes to the north.
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B Connection

In what ways did China
and the nomads influence
each other?

Both of them required the Chinese Song dynasty, located farther south, to deliver
annually huge quantities of silk, silver, and tea, some of which found its way into
the Silk Road trading network. The practice of “bestowing gifts on barbarians,”
long a part of the tribute system, allowed the proud Chinese to imagine that they
were still in control of the situation even as they were paying heavily for protection
from nomadic incursion. Those gifts, in turn, provided vital economic resources to
nomadic states.

Cultural Influence across an Ecological Frontier

When nomadic peoples actually ruled parts of China, some of them adopted Chi-
nese ways, employing Chinese advisers, governing according to Chinese practice,
and, at least for the elite, immersing themselves in Chinese culture and learning.
This process of “becoming Chinese” went furthest among the Jurchen, many of
whom lived in northern China and learned to speak Chinese, wore Chinese cloth-
ing, married Chinese husbands and wives, and practiced Buddhism or Daoism. On
the whole, however, Chinese culture had only a modest impact on the nomadic
people of the northern steppes. Unlike the native peoples of southern China, who
were gradually absorbed into Chinese culture, the pastoral societies north of the
Great Wall generally retained their own cultural patterns. Few of them were
incorporated, at least not for long, within a Chinese state, and most lived in areas
where Chinese-style agriculture was simply impossible. Under these conditions,
there were few incentives for adopting Chinese culture wholesale. But various
modes of interaction—peaceful trade, military conflict, political negotiations,
economic extortion, some cultural influence—-continued across the ecological
frontier that divided two quite distinct and separate ways of life. Each was necessary
for the other.

On the Chinese side, elements of steppe culture had some influence in those parts
of northern China that were periodically conquered and ruled by nomadic peoples.
The founders of the Sui and Tang dynasties were in fact of mixed nomad and
Chinese ancestry and came from the borderland region where a blended Chinese/
Turkic culture had evolved. High-ranking members of the imperial family person-
ally led their troops in battle in the style of Turkic warriors. Furthermore, Tang
dynasty China was awash with foreign visitors from all over Asia—delegations
bearing tribute, merchants carrying exotic goods, bands of clerics or religious pil-
grims bringing new religions such as Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and Mani-
chaeism. For a time in the Tang dynasty, almost anything associated with “Western
barbarians” — Central Asians, Persians, Indians, Arabs—had great appeal among
northern Chinese elites. Their music, dancing, clothing, foods, games, and artistic
styles found favor among the upper classes. The more traditional southern Chinese,
feeling themselves heir to the legacy of the Han dynasty, were sharply critical of
their northern counterparts for allowing women too much freedom, for drinking
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yogurt rather than tea, and for listening to “Western” music, all of which they attrib-
uted to barbarian influence. Around 800 c.E., the poet Yuan Chen gave voice to a
growing backlash against this too-easy acceptance of things “Western”.

This selection has been omitted intentionally in this
electronic edition.

Coping with China: Comparing
Korea, Vietnam, and Japan

Also involved in tributary relationships with China were the newly emerging states
and civilizations of Korea, Vietnam, and Japan. Unlike the northern nomads, these
societies were thoroughly agricultural and sedentary. During the first millennium
C.E., they were part of a larger process—the globalization of civilization—which
produced new city- and state-based societies in various parts of the world. Proxim-
ity to their giant Chinese neighbor decisively shaped the histories of these new East
Asian civilizations, for all of them borrowed major elements of Chinese culture.
But unlike the native peoples of southern China, who largely became Chinese, the
peoples of Korea, Vietnam, and Japan did not. They retained distinctive identities,
which have lasted into modern times. While resisting Chinese political domination,
they also appreciated Chinese culture and sought the source of Chinese wealth and
power. In such ways, these smaller East Asian civilizations resembled the “develop-
ing” Afro-Asian societies of the twentieth century, which embraced “modernity”
and elements of Western culture, while trying to maintain their political and cul-
tural independence from the European and American centers of that modern way
of life. Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, however, encountered China and responded to
it in quite different ways.

Korea and China

Immediately adjacent to northeastern China, the Korean peninsula and its people
have long lived in the shadow of their imposing neighbor (see Map 8.2). Tempo-
rary Chinese conquest of northern Korea during the Han dynasty and some colo-
nization by Chinese settlers provided an initial channel for Chinese cultural influ-
ence, particularly in the form of Buddhism. Early Korean states, which emerged in
the fourth through seventh centuries c.E., all referred to their rulers with the Chi-
nese term wang (king). Bitter rivals with one another, these states strenuously resisted
Chinese political control, except when they found it advantageous to join with
China against a local enemy. In the seventh century, one of these states—the Silla
(SHEE-lah) kingdom—allied with Tang dynasty China to bring some political

B Connection

In what ways did China
have an influence in Korea,
Vietnam, and Japan? In
what ways was that influ-
ence resisted?
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Map 8.2 Korean Kingdoms, ca. 500 c.E.

The three early kingdoms of Korea were brought together
by the seventh century in a unified state, which was subse-
quently governed by a series of dynastic regimes.

unity to the peninsula for the first time. But Chi-
nese efforts to set up puppet regimes and to assimilate
Koreans to Chinese culture provoked sharp military
resistance, persuading the Chinese to withdraw their
military forces in 688 and to establish a tributary rela-
tionship with a largely independent Korea.

Under a succession of dynasties— the Silla (688—
900), Koryo (918-1392), and Joseon (1392—1910) —
Korea generally maintained its political independence
while participating in China’s tribute system. Its lead-
ers actively embraced the connection with China and,
especially during the Silla dynasty, sought to turn their
small state into a miniature version of Tang China.

Tribute missions to China provided legitimacy
for Korean rulers and knowledge of Chinese court
life and administrative techniques, which they sought
to replicate back home. A new capital city of Kum-
song was modeled directly on the Chinese capital of
Chang’an (chahng-ahn). Tribute missions also enabled
both official and private trade, mostly in luxury goods
such as ceremonial clothing, silks, fancy teas, Confu-
cian and Buddhist texts, and artwork—all of which
enriched the lives of a Korean aristocracy that was
becoming increasingly Chinese in culture. Thousands
of Korean students were sent to China, where they
studied primarily Confucianism but also natural sci-
ences and the arts. Buddhist monks visited centers of
learning and pilgrimage in China and brought back
popular forms of Chinese Buddhism, which quickly
took root in Korea. Schools for the study of Con-
fucianism, using texts in the Chinese language, were
established in Korea. In these ways, Korea became a
part of the expanding world of Chinese culture, and
refugees from the peninsula’s many wars carried Chi-
nese culture to Japan as well.

These efforts to plant Confucian values and Chinese culture in Korea had what

one scholar has called an “overwhelmingly negative” impact on Korean women,

particularly after 1300.17 Early Chinese observers noticed, and strongly disapproved

of, “free choice” marriages in Korea as well as the practice of women singing and
dancing together late at night. With the support of the Korean court, Chinese
models of family life and female behavior, especially among the elite, gradually

replaced the more flexible Korean patterns. Earlier, a Korean woman had generally



COPING WITH CHINA: COMPARING KOREA, VIETNAM, AND JAPAN

given birth and raised her young children in her parents’ home, where she was
often joined by her husband. This was now strongly discouraged, for it was deeply
offensive to those who espoused Confucian orthodoxy, which held that a married
woman belonged to her husband’s family. Some Korean customs— funeral rites in
which a husband was buried in the sacred plot of his wife’s family, the remarriage
of widowed or divorced women, and female inheritance of property—eroded
under the pressure of Confucian orthodoxy. So too did the practice of plural mar-
riages for men. In 1413, a legal distinction between primary and secondary wives
required men to identify one of their wives as primary. Because she and her chil-
dren now had special privileges and status, sharp new tensions emerged within
families. Korean restrictions on elite women, especially widows, came to exceed
even those in China itself.

Still, Korea remained Korean. After 688, the country’s political independence,
though periodically threatened, was largely intact. Chinese cultural influence, except
for Buddhism, had little impact beyond the aristocracy and certainly did not pen-
etrate the lives of Korea’s serf-like peasants. Nor did it register among Korea’s many
slaves, amounting to about one-third of the country’s population by 1100. In fact,
Korean Buddhist monasteries used slaves to cultivate their lands. A Chinese-style
examination system to recruit government officials, though encouraged by some
Korean rulers, never assumed the prominence that it gained in Tang and Song
dynasty China. Korea’s aristocratic class was able to maintain an even stronger
monopoly on bureaucratic office than its Chinese counterpart did. And in the 1400s,
Korea moved toward greater cultural independence by developing a phonetic alpha-
bet, known as hangul (HAHN-gool), for writing the Korean language. Although
resisted by conservative male elites, who were long accustomed to using the more
prestigious Chinese characters to write Korean, this new form of writing gradually
took hold, especially in private correspondence, in popular fiction, and among
women. Clearly part of the Chinese world order, Korea nonetheless retained a
distinctive culture as well as a separate political existence.

Vietnam and China

At the southern fringe of the Chinese cultural world, the people who eventually
came to be called Vietnamese had a broadly similar historical encounter with China
(see Map 8.3). As in Korea, the elite culture of Vietnam borrowed heavily from
China—adopting Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, administrative techniques,
the examination system, artistic and literary styles—even as its popular culture
remained distinctive. And, like Korea, Vietnam achieved political independence,
while participating fully in the tribute system as a vassal state.

But there were differences as well. The cultural heartland of Vietnam in the
Red River valley was fully incorporated into the Chinese state for more than a
thousand years (111 B.c.E.—939 c.E.), far longer than corresponding parts of Korea.
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As Vietnam threw off Chinese control, it also expanded to the
south, while remaining wary of its larger Chinese neighbor to
the north.
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Regarded by the Chinese as
the Vietnamese were ruled by Chinese officials who

“southern barbarians,”

expected to fully assimilate this rich rice-growing
region into China culturally as well as politically. To
these officials, it was simply a further extension of the
southward movement of Chinese civilization. Thus
Chinese-style irrigated agriculture was introduced,;
Vietnamese elites were brought into the local bureau-
cracy and educated in Confucian-based schools; Chi-
nese replaced the local language in official business;
Chinese clothing and hairstyles became mandatory;
and large numbers of Chinese, some fleeing internal
conflicts at home, flooded into the relative security of
“the pacified south,” while
often despising the local people. The heavy pressure

what they referred to as

of the Chinese presence generated not only a Viet-
namese elite thoroughly schooled in Chinese culture
but also periodic rebellions, on several occasions led
by women. (See Zooming In: Trung Trac, Chapter 3,
page 124.)

The weakening of the Tang dynasty in the early
tenth century c.E. finally enabled a particularly large
rebellion to establish Vietnam as a separate state, though
one that carefully maintained its tributary role, send-
ing repeated missions to do homage at the Chinese
court. Nonetheless, successive Vietnamese dynasties
found the Chinese approach to government useful,
styling their rulers as emperors, claiming the Mandate
of Heaven, and making use of Chinese court rituals,
while expanding their state steadily southward. More
so than in Korea, a Chinese-based examination sys-
tem in Vietnam functioned to undermine an estab-

lished aristocracy, to provide some measure of social mobility for commoners, and

to create a merit-based scholar-gentry class to staff the bureaucracy. Furthermore,

members of the Vietnamese elite class remained deeply committed to Chinese cul-

ture, viewing their own country less as a separate nation than as a southern exten-

sion of a universal civilization, the only one they knew.

Beyond the elite, however, there remained much that was uniquely Vietnam-

ese, such as a distinctive language, a fondness for cockfighting, and the habit of

chewing betel nuts. More importantly, Vietnam long retained a greater role for

women in social and economic life, despite heavy Chinese influence. In the third

century C.E., a woman leader of an anti-Chinese resistance movement declared:

“I want to drive away the enemy to save our people. I will not resign myself to
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the usual lot of women who bow their
heads and become concubines.” Female
nature deities and a “female Buddha”
continued to be part of Vietnamese
popular religion, even as Confucian-
based ideas took root among the elite.
In the centuries following indepen-
dence from China, as Vietnam expanded

to the south, northern officials tried in
vain to impose more orthodox Con-
fucian gender practices in place of local
customs that allowed women to choose
their own husbands and married men
to live in the households of their wives.

So persistent were these practices that

a seventeenth-century Chinese visitor Independence for Vietnam

opined, with disgust, that Vietnamese In 938, Vietnamese forces under the leadership of General Ngo Quyen defeated the Chinese
in the Battle of Bach Dang River, thus ending a thousand years of direct Chinese rule. This
image is one of many that celebrate that victory. (Pictures from History/CPA Media)

preferred the birth of a girl to that of a
boy. These features of Vietnamese life
reflected larger patterns of Southeast Asian culture that distinguished it from China.
And like Koreans, the Vietnamese developed a variation of Chinese writing called
chu nom (“southern script”), which provided the basis for an independent national
literature and a vehicle for the writing of most educated women.

Japan and China

Unlike Korea and Vietnam, the Japanese islands were physically separated from
China by 100 miles or more of ocean and were never successfully invaded or con-
quered by their giant mainland neighbor (see Map 8.4). Thus Japan’s very extensive
borrowing from Chinese civilization was wholly voluntary, rather than occurring
under conditions of direct military threat or outright occupation. The high point
of that borrowing took place during the seventh to the ninth centuries C.E., as the
first more or less unified Japanese state began to emerge from dozens of small clan-
based aristocratic chiefdoms. That state found much that was useful in Tang dynasty
China and set out, deliberately and systematically, to transform Japan into a central-
ized bureaucratic state on the Chinese model.

The initial leader of this effort was Shotoku Taishi (572—-622), a prominent
aristocrat from one of the major clans. He launched a series of large-scale missions
to China, which took hundreds of Japanese monks, scholars, artists, and students to
the mainland, and when they returned, they put into practice what they had
learned. In 604 c.E. Shotoku issued the Seventeen Article Constitution, proclaim-
ing the Japanese ruler as a Chinese-style emperor and encouraging both Buddhism
and Confucianism. In good Confucian fashion, that document emphasized the



342 CHAPTER 8 / CHINA AND THE WORLD, 500-1300

moral quality of rulers as a foundation for social har-
mony. In the decades that followed, Japanese authori-
ties adopted Chinese-style court rituals and a system of
court rankings for officials as well as the Chinese cal-
endar. Subsequently, they likewise established Chinese-
based taxation systems, law codes, government minis-
tries, and provincial administration, at least on paper.
Two capital cities, first Nara and then Heian-kyo

(Kyoto), arose, both modeled on the Chinese capital

Sea of Japan/

East Sea of Chang’an.

Chinese culture, no less than its political practices,
also found favor in Japan. Various schools of Chinese
Buddhism took root, first among the educated and
literate classes and later more broadly in Japanese soci-
ety, deeply affecting much of Japanese life. Art, archi-
tecture, education, medicine, views of the afterlife,
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among the elite.

Map 8.4 Japan The absence of any compelling threat from China
Japan'’s distance from China enabled it to maintain its political

: : , made it possible for the Japanese to be selective in their
independence and to draw selectively from Chinese culture.

borrowing. By the tenth century, deliberate efforts
to absorb additional elements of Chinese culture diminished, and formal tribute
missions to China stopped, although private traders and Buddhist monks continued
to make the difficult journey to the mainland. Over many centuries, the Japanese
combined what they had assimilated from China with elements of their own tradi-
tion into a distinctive Japanese civilization, which differed from Chinese culture in
many ways.

In the political realm, for example, the Japanese never succeeded in creating an
effective centralized and bureaucratic state to match that of China. Although the
court and the emperor retained an important ceremonial and cultural role, their
real political authority over the country gradually diminished in favor of competing
aristocratic families, both at court and in the provinces. A Chinese-style university
trained officials, but rather than serving as a mechanism for recruiting talented com-
moners into the political elite, it enrolled students who were largely the sons of
court aristocrats.

As political power became increasingly decentralized, local authorities devel-
oped their own military forces, the famous samurai warrior class of Japanese society.
Bearing their exquisite curved swords, the samurai developed a distinctive set of



COPING WITH CHINA: COMPARING KOREA, VIETNAM, AND JAPAN 343

values featuring bravery, loyalty, endurance, honor, great skill in martial arts, and a
preference for death over surrender. This was bushido (boo-shee-doh), the way of
the warrior. Japan’s celebration of the samurai and of military virtues contrasted

sharply with China’s emphasis on intellectual achievements and political office

holding, which were accorded higher prestige than bearing arms. “The educated

men of the land,” wrote a Chinese minister in the eleventh century, “regard the
carrying of arms as a disgrace.”!® The Japanese, clearly, did not agree.
Religiously as well, Japan remained distinctive. Although Buddhism in many

B Comparison

In what different ways
did Japanese and Korean
women experience the

forms took hold in the country, it never completely replaced the native beliefs and  pressures of Confucian

practices, which focused attention on numerous kami, sacred spirits associated with  orthodoxy?

human ancestors and various natural phenomena.
Much later referred to as Shinto, this tradition pro-
vided legitimacy to the imperial family, based on
claims of descent from the sun goddess. Because
veneration of the kami lacked an elaborate philoso-
phy or ritual, it conflicted very little with Buddhism.
In fact, numerous kami were assimilated into Japa-
nese Buddhism as local expressions of Buddhist dei-
ties or principles.

Japanese literary and artistic culture likewise
evolved in distinctive ways, despite much borrow-
ing from China. As in Korea and Vietnam, there
emerged a unique writing system that combined
Chinese characters with a series of phonetic sym-
bols. A highly stylized Japanese poetic form, known
as tanka, developed early and has remained a favored
means of expression ever since. (See Zooming In:
Izumi Shikibu, page 344, for the life of Japan’s
best-known female tanka poet.) Particularly during
the Heian period of Japanese history (794-1192), a
highly refined aesthetic culture found expression at
the imperial court, even as the court’s real political
authority melted away. Court aristocrats and their
ladies lived in splendor, composed poems, arranged
flowers, and conducted their love affairs. “What
counted,” wrote one scholar, “was the proper cos-
tume, the right ceremonial act, the successful turn
of phrase in a poem, and the appropriate expression
of refined taste.”!” Much of our knowledge of this
courtly culture comes from the work of women
writers, who composed their diaries and novels in
the vernacular Japanese script, rather than in the

The Samurai of Japan

This late nineteenth-century image shows a samurai warrior on horseback
clad in armor and a horned helmet while carrying a sword as well as a bow
and arrows. The prominence of martial values in Japanese culture was one
of the ways in which Japan differed from its Chinese neighbor, despite much
borrowing. (Library of Congress, ID #pd 01046)



ZooMmING ((IN Izumi Shikibu,

Japanese Poet and Lover

N owhere in world history has education was essential for girls of’
poetry played a more central role | her status, for at least in matters of
than in the imperial court of Japan, poetry and the arts, women and men
located in the capital city of Heian-kyo operated on an equal basis. At about
(now Kyoto) between the ninth and the age of twenty, Izumi married a
twelfth centuries. There, amid the provincial governor, but she soon
political posturing and the love affairs began an affair with Prince Tam-
of aristocratic women and men, almost etaka, son of the emperor, shocking
every event, public or private, called court society partly because of the
sharp difference in their social posi-
tions. Tametaka’s death in 1002,

widely credited to his sexual excess

for a poem—the first sighting of
spring blossoms or a new moon; births,
deaths, and marriages; various official
rituals; the morning after a romantic with Izumi, only deepened the scan-
encounter. “It is poetry,” wrote one dal and led to Izumi’s divorce from
famous Japanese author in the early her husband and estrangement from

tenth century, “which . . . awakens the her family. Addressing her parents

world of invisible spirits . . . , softens and sisters in a poem, she declared:
the relationship between men and ; “One of you/I was, but am no
women, and consoles the hearts of Izumi Shikibu. more.”?!

fierce warriors.”?’ Izumi Shikibu, Japan’s most illustrious Less than a year later, she ignited another scandal by
female poet, was a master of this art, particularly in the taking up with Tametaka’s brother, Prince Atsumichi.
lyric five-line, thirty-one-syllable form known as tanka. The first year of this affair became the subject of Izumi’s
In her exquisite poetry, we can catch a glimpse of her famous Diary. When the prince sent her a sprig of orange

erotic intensity, expressed in many scandalous love affairs,  blossoms, she responded with a poem: “Rather than

as well as her engagement in more spiritual pursuits. recall/in these flowers/ the fragrance of the past, /
Born around 975 as the daughter of a mid-level offi-

cial, Izumi grew up in the imperial court, where a literary  photo: Pictures from History/CPA Media

classical Chinese used by elite men. The Tale of Genji, a Japanese novel written by
the woman author Murasaki Shikibu around 1000, provides an intimate picture of
the intrigues and romances of court life.

At this level of society, Japan’s women, unlike those in Korea, largely escaped
the more oppressive features of Chinese Confucian culture, such as the prohibition
of remarriage for widows, seclusion within the home, and foot binding. Perhaps
this is because the most powerful Chinese influence on Japan occurred during the
Tang dynasty, when Chinese elite women enjoyed considerable freedom. Japanese
women continued to inherit property; Japanese married couples often lived apart
or with the wife’s family; and marriages were made and broken easily. None of this
corresponded to Confucian values. When Japanese women did begin to lose status

344
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I would like to hear this nightingale’s voice, / to know
if his song is as sweet.” What followed was a year of
nocturnal visits, frequent absences, rumors and gossip,
doubts and longings, and the endless exchange of poems.
Finally, Izumi took up residence in the prince’s com-
pound, much to the distress of his principal wife.
Atsumichi’s death in 1007 prompted an outpouring of
poetry mourning the loss of her great love. “I long for
the sound/ of your voice./ The face /T see so clearly /
doesn’t say a word.”??

Despite Izumi’s behavior, she was subsequently
appointed as a lady-in-waiting for the Empress Akiko,
for her literary reputation added splendor to the court.
But the scandal of her personal life continued to shadow
her. A rival literary figure at the court, the renowned
Lady Murasaki, author of The Tale of Genji, commented,
“How interestingly Izumi Shikibu writes. Yet what a
disgraceful person she is.”?* A subsequent marriage to a
much older provincial governor took Izumi away from
the court for the rest of her life. But her affairs contin-
ued. “T do not feel in the least disposed to sleep alone,”
she wrote.?*

Her poetry gave frequent expression to erotic love
and to the anguished yearning that accompanied it.
“Lying alone, /my black hair tangled, / uncombed /I
long for the one/ who touched it first.” To a monk who
left his fan behind after a visit, she wrote, “I think / you

may have briefly forgotten / this fan, / but everyone must
know / how it came to be dropped.”

Izumi’s experiences of love within her social circle
gave her an acute sense of the ephemerality of all things.
“Come quickly—as soon as/ these blossoms open, / they
fall. / This world exists / as a sheen of dew on flowers.”
Her understanding of impermanence was reinforced by
her Buddhist faith with its emphasis on the transience
of human life. From time to time, she felt the desire to
withdraw into a monastery, and she did take periodic
retreats in mountain temples. Even there, however,
Izumi experienced the pull of the world. “Although I
try / to hold the single thought/ of Buddha’s teaching in
my heart, /I cannot help but hear/ the many crickets’
voices calling as well.”?

Perhaps Izumi’s best-known poem was composed
when she was still in her teens, though it has sometimes
been viewed as a prayer on her deathbed. Written to a
Buddhist cleric, it reveals her early and continuing desire
for spiritual enlightenment, symbolized here as the light
of the moon. “From utter darkness /I must embark upon
an/ even darker road/ O distant moon, cast your light/
from the rim of the mountains.”?

Question: How do you understand Izumi's involvement in
multiple love relationships and her religious sensibilities?

in the twelfth century and later, it had less to do with Confucian pressures than

with the rise of a warrior culture. As the personal relationships of samurai warriors

to their lords replaced marriage alliances as a political strategy, the influence of

women in political life was reduced, but this was an internal Japanese phenomenon,

not a reflection of Chinese influence.

Japan’s ability to borrow extensively from China while

developing its own distinctive civilization perhaps provided a

model for its encounter with the West in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Then, as before, Japan borrowed selectively from a for-
eign culture without losing either its political independence or

its cultural uniqueness.

In what different ways did Korea, Viet-
nam, Japan, and northern nomads
experience and respond to Chinese
influence?
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B Connection

In what ways did China
participate in the world of
Eurasian commerce and
exchange, and with what
outcomes?

China and the Eurasian World Economy

Beyond China’s central role in East Asia was its economic interaction with the
wider world of Eurasia generally. On the one hand, China’s remarkable economic
growth, taking place during the Tang and Song dynasties, could hardly be con-
tained within China’s borders and clearly had a major impact throughout Eurasia.
On the other hand, China was recipient as well as donor in the economic interac-
tions of the third-wave era, and its own economic achievements owed something
to the stimulus of contact with the larger world.

Spillovers: China’s Impact on Eurasia

One of the outcomes of China’s economic revolution lay in the diffusion of its many
technological innovations to peoples and places far from East Asia as the movements
of traders, soldiers, slaves, and pilgrims conveyed Chinese achievements abroad.
(See Snapshot, opposite, for a wider view of Chinese technological achievements.)
Chinese techniques for producing salt by solar evaporation spread to the Islamic
world and later to Christian Europe. Papermaking, known in China since the Han
dynasty, spread to Korea and Vietnam by the fourth century c.E., to Japan and India
by the seventh, to the Islamic world by the eighth, to Muslim Spain by 1150, to
France and Germany in the 1300s, and to England in the 1490s. Printing, likewise
a Chinese invention, rapidly reached Korea, where movable type became a highly
developed technique, and Japan as well. Both technologies were heavily influenced
by Buddhism, which accorded religious merit to the reproduction of sacred texts.
The Islamic world, however, highly valued handwritten calligraphy and generally
resisted printing as impious until the nineteenth century. The adoption of printing
in Europe was likewise delayed because of the absence of paper until the twelfth
century. Then movable type was reinvented by Johannes Gutenberg in the fif-
teenth century, although it is unclear whether he was aware of Chinese and Korean
precedents. With implications for mass literacy, bureaucracy, scholarship, the spread
of religion, and the exchange of information, papermaking and printing were Chi-
nese innovations of revolutionary and global dimensions.

Chinese technologies were seldom simply transferred from one place to another.
More often, a particular Chinese technique or product stimulated innovations in
more distant lands in accordance with local needs.?”” For example, as the Chinese
formula for gunpowder, invented around 1000, became available in Europe, together
with some early and simple firearms, these innovations triggered the development
of cannons in the early fourteenth century. Soon cannons appeared in the Islamic
world and, by 1356, in China itself, which first used cast iron rather than bronze in
their construction. But the highly competitive European state system drove the
“gunpowder revolution” much further and more rapidly than in China’s impe-
rial state. Chinese textile, metallurgical, and naval technologies likewise stimulated
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SNAPSHOT Chinese Technological Achievements

Before the technological explosion of the European Industrial Revolution during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, China had long been the major center of global technological innova-
tion.2® Many of those inventions spread to other civilizations, where they stimulated imitation
or modification. Since Europe was located at the opposite end of the Eurasian continent from
China, it often took considerable time for those innovations to give rise to something similar

in the West. That lag is also a measure of the relative technological development of the two

civilizations in premodern times.

Innovation

Iron plow

Cast iron

Efficient horse collar

Paper

Wheelbarrow

Rudder for steering ships

Iron chain suspension bridge
Porcelain

Magnetic compass for navigation
Gunpowder

Chain drive for transmission of power

Movable type printing

First Used in China
(approximate)

6th—4th century B.C.E.
4th century B.C.E.
3rd-1st century B.C.E.
2nd century B.C.E.

1st century B.C.E.

1st century C.E.

1st century C.E.

3rd century C.E.
9th—11th century c.E.
9th century ..

976 C.E.

1045 c.E.

Adoption/Recognition
in the West: Time Lag
in Years (approximate)

2,000+
1,000-1,200
1,000

1,000
900-1,000
1,100
1,000-1,300
1,500

400

400

800

400

imitation and innovation all across Eurasia. An example is the magnetic compass, a
Chinese invention eagerly embraced by mariners of many cultural backgrounds as
they traversed the Indian Ocean.

In addition to its technological influence, China’s prosperity during the Song
dynasty greatly stimulated commercial life and market-based behavior all across the
Afro-Eurasian trading world. China’s products—silk, porcelain, lacquerware —
found eager buyers from Japan to East Africa, and everywhere in between. The
immense size and wealth of China’s domestic economy also provided a ready mar-
ket for hundreds of commodities from afar. For example, the lives of many thou-
sands of people in the spice-producing islands of what is now Indonesia were trans-
formed as they came to depend on Chinese consumers’ demand for their products.
“|OJne hundred million [Chinese] people,” wrote historian William McNeill,
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“increasingly caught up within a commercial network, buying and selling to sup-
plement every day’s livelihood, made a significant difference to the way other human
beings made their livings throughout a large part of the civilized world.”?* Such was
the ripple effect of China’s economic revolution.

On the Receiving End: China as Economic Beneficiary

If Chinese economic growth and technological achievements significantly shaped
the Eurasian world of the third-wave era, that pattern of interaction was surely not
a one-way street, for China too was changed by its engagement with a wider world.
During this period, for example, China had learned about the cultivation and pro-
cessing of both cotton and sugar from India. From Vietnam, around 1000, China
gained access to the new, fast-ripening, and drought-resistant strains of rice that
made a highly productive rice-based agriculture possible in the drier and more rug-
ged regions of southern China. This marked a major turning point in Chinese his-
tory as the frontier region south of the Yangzi River grew rapidly in population,
overtaking the traditional centers of Chinese civilization in the north. In the process,
the many non-Chinese peoples of the area were painfully overwhelmed by Chi-
nese military forces and by the migration of at least a million Han Chinese farmers
by 1400. Some of them were attracted by new economic opportunities, while oth-
ers were forcibly relocated by the Chinese state, intent on thoroughly integrating
the south into Chinese civilization.

Technologically as well, China’s extraordinary burst of creativity owed some-
thing to the stimulus of cross-cultural contact. Awareness of Persian windmills, for
example, spurred the development of a distinct but related device in China. Print-
ing arose from China’s growing involvement with the world of Buddhism, which
put a spiritual premium on the reproduction of the Buddha’s image and of short
religious texts that were carried as charms. It was in Buddhist monasteries during
the Tang dynasty that the long-established practice of printing with seals was elabo-
rated by Chinese monks into woodblock printing. The first printed book, in 868
C.E., was a famous Buddhist text, the Diamond Sutra.

A further transforming impact of China’s involvement with a wider world
derived from its growing participation in Indian Ocean trade. By the Tang dynasty,
thousands of ships annually visited the ports of southern China, and settled com-
munities of foreign merchants— Arabs, Persians, Indians, Southeast Asians—
turned some of these cities into cosmopolitan centers. Buddhist temples, Mus-
lim mosques and cemeteries, and Hindu phallic sculptures graced the skyline of
Quanzhou, a coastal city in southern China. Occasionally the tensions of cultural
diversity erupted in violence, such as the massacre of tens of thousands of foreign-
ers in Canton during the 870s when Chinese rebel forces sacked the city. Indian
Ocean commerce also contributed much to the transformation of southern China
from a subsistence economy to one more heavily based on producing for export.
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In the process, merchants achieved a degree of social acceptance not known before,
including their frequent appointment to high-ranking bureaucratic positions. Finally,
much-beloved stories of the monkey god, widely popular even in contemporary
China, derived from Indian sources transmitted by Indian Ocean commerce.

China and Buddhism

By far the most important gift that China received from India was neither cotton
nor sugar, but a religion, Buddhism. The gradual assimilation of this South Asian
religious tradition into Chinese culture illustrates the process of cultural encounter
and adaptation and invites comparison with the spread of Christianity into Europe.
Until the adoption of Marxism in the twentieth century, Buddhism was the only
large-scale cultural borrowing in Chinese history. It also made China into a launch-
ing pad for Buddhism’s dispersion to Korea and from there to Japan as well. Thus,
as Buddhism faded in the land ofits birth, it became solidly rooted in much of East
Asia, providing an element of cultural commonality for a vast region (see Map 8.5).

Making Buddhism Chinese

Buddhism initially entered China via the Silk R oad trading network during the first
and second centuries C.E. The stability and prosperity of the Han dynasty, then at
its height, ensured that the new “barbarian” religion held little appeal for native
Chinese. Furthermore, the Indian culture from which Buddhism sprang was at
odds with Chinese understandings of the world in many ways. Buddhism’s com-
mitment to a secluded and monastic life for monks and nuns seemed to dishonor
Chinese family values, and its concern for individual salvation or enlightenment
appeared selfish, contradicting the social orientation of Confucian thinking. Its
abstract philosophy ran counter to the more concrete, “this-worldly” concerns of
Chinese thinkers, and the Buddhist concept of infinite eons of time, endlessly
repeating themselves, was quite a stretch for the Chinese, who normally thought in
terms of finite family generations or dynastic cycles. No wonder that for the first
several centuries C.E., Buddhism was largely the preserve of foreign merchants and
monks living in China.

In the half millennium between roughly 300 and 800 c.k., however, Buddhism
took solid root in China within both elite and popular culture, becoming a perma-
nent, though fluctuating, presence in Chinese life. How did this remarkable trans-
formation unfold? It began, arguably, with the collapse of the Han dynasty around
200 c.e. The chaotic, violent, and politically fragmented centuries that followed
seriously discredited Confucianism and opened the door to alternative understand-
ings of the world. Nomadic rulers, now governing much of northern China, found
Buddhism useful in part because it was foreign. “We were born out of the marches,”
declared one of them, “and though we are unworthy, we have complied with our

H Change
What facilitated the rooting
of Buddhism within China?
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Map 8.5 The World of Asian Buddhism

Originating in India, Buddhism later spread widely throughout much of Asia to provide a measure of
cultural or religious commonality across this vast region.

appointed destiny and govern the Chinese as their prince. . . . Buddha being a bar-
barian god is the very one we should worship.”*® Rulers and elite families provided
patronage for Buddhist monasteries, temples, and works of art. In southern China,
where many northern aristocrats had fled following the disastrous decline of the
Han dynasty, Buddhism provided some comfort in the face of a collapsing society.
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Its emphasis on ritual, morality, and contemplation represented an intellectually
and aesthetically satisfying response to times that were so clearly out of joint.

Meanwhile, Buddhist monasteries increasingly provided an array of social
services for ordinary people. In them, travelers found accommodation; those flee-
ing from China’s many upheavals discovered a place of refuge; desperate people
received charity; farmers borrowed seed for the next planting; the sick were treated;
and children learned to read. And for many, Buddhism was associated with access
to magical powers as reports of miracles abounded. Battles were won, rain descended
on drought-ridden areas, diseases were cured, and guilt was relieved—all through
the magical ministrations of charismatic monks.

Accompanying all of this was a serious effort by monks, scholars, and translators
to present this Indian religion in terms that Chinese could more readily grasp. Thus
the Buddhist term dharma, referring to the Buddha’s teaching, was translated as dao,
or “the way,” a notion long familiar in both Daoist and Confucian thinking (see
Chapter 4). The Buddhist notion of “morality” was translated with the Confucian
term that referred to “filial submission and obedience.” Some Indian concepts were
modified in the process of translation. For example, the idea that “husband supports
wife,” which reflected a considerable respect for women and mothers in early
Indian Buddhism, became in translation “husband controls wife.”3!

As Buddhism took hold in China, it was primarily in its broader Mahayana
form—complete with numerous deities, the veneration of relics, many heavens
and hells, and bodhisattvas to aid the believer—rather than its more psychologi-
cal and individualistic Theravada form (see Chapter 4). One of the most popular
expressions of Buddhism in China was the Pure Land School, in which faithfully
repeating the name of an earlier Buddha, the Amitabha, was sufficient to ensure
rebirth in a beautifully described heavenly realm, the Pure Land. In its emphasis on
salvation by faith, without arduous study or intensive meditation, Pure Land Bud-
dhism became a highly popular and authentically Chinese version of the Indian
faith.

China’s reunification under the Sui and early Tang dynasties witnessed growing
state support for Buddhism. The Sui emperor Wendi (r. 581-604 c.E.) had monas-
teries constructed at the base of China’s five sacred mountains, further identifying
the imported religion with traditional Chinese culture. He even used Buddhism
to justify his military campaigns. “With a hundred victories in a hundred battles,”
he declared, “we promote the practice of the ten Buddhist virtues.”** By 600 c.E.,
some 4,000 monasteries had been established. With state support and growing pop-
ular acceptance, they became centers of great wealth. They were largely exempt
from taxation and owned large estates; ran businesses such as oil presses, water mills,
and pawn shops; collected gems, gold, and lavish works of art; and employed mil-
lions of slaves, serfs, and other unfree and dependent workers. But Buddhism,
while solidly entrenched in Chinese life by the early Tang dynasty, never achieved
the independence from state authorities that the Christian Church acquired in
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H Change

What were the major
sources of opposition to
Buddhism within China?

Europe. The examinations for becoming a monk were supervised by the state, and
education in the monasteries included the required study of the Confucian classics.
In the mid-ninth century, the state showed quite dramatically just how much con-
trol it could exercise over the Buddhist establishment.

Losing State Support:
The Crisis of Chinese Buddhism

The impressive growth of Chinese Buddhism was accompanied by a persistent
undercurrent of resistance and criticism. Some saw the Buddhist establishment, at
least potentially, as a “state within a state” and a challenge to imperial authority.
More important was a deepening resentment of its enormous wealth. One fifth-
century critic, referring to monks, put the issue squarely: “Why is it that their ideals
are noble and far-reaching and their activities still are base and common? [They]
become merchants and engage in barter, wrangling with the masses for profit.”*
Nor did the environmental impact of Buddhist monasteries escape the notice of
state officials. In 707 c.E., one such official wrote: “Extensive construction of mon-
asteries are undertaken and large mansions are built. Even though for such works
trees are felled to the point of stripping the mountains, it does not suffice. . . .
Though earth is moved to the point of obstructing roads, it does not suffice.”?*
When state treasuries were short of funds, government officials cast a covetous eye
on these wealthy and tax-exempt monasteries. Furthermore, Buddhism was clearly
of foreign origin and offensive for that reason to some Confucian and Daoist think-
ers. The celibacy of the monks and their withdrawal from society, the critics argued,
undermined the Confucian-based family system of Chinese tradition.

Such criticisms took on new meaning in the changed environment of China
after about 800 c.E. Following centuries of considerable foreign influence in China,
a growing resentment against foreign culture, particularly among the literate classes,
increasingly took hold. The turning point may well have been the An Lushan
rebellion (755-763), in which a general of foreign origin led a major revolt against
the Tang dynasty. Whatever its origin, an increasingly xenophobic reaction set in
among the upper classes, reflected in a desire to return to an imagined “purity” of
earlier times. In this setting, the old criticisms of Buddhism became more sharply
focused. In 819, Han Yu, a leading figure in the Confucian counterattack on Bud-
dhism, wrote a scathing memorial to the emperor, criticizing his willingness to
honor a relic of the Buddha’s finger.

Now the Buddha was of barbarian origin. His language differed from Chinese
speech; his clothes were of a different cut; his mouth did not pronounce the
prescribed words of the Former Kings. . . . He did not recognize the relation-
ship between prince and subject, nor the sentiments of father and son....I
pray that Your Majesty will turn this bone over to the officials that it may be
cast into water or fire.®



REFLECTIONS: WHY DO THINGS CHANGE?

Several decades later, the Chinese state took direct action against the Bud-
dhist establishment as well as against other foreign religions. A series of imperial
decrees between 841 and 845 ordered some 260,000 monks and nuns to return to
normal life as tax-paying citizens. Thousands of monasteries, temples, and shrines
were either destroyed or turned to public use, while the state confiscated the lands,
money, metals, and serfs belonging to monasteries. Buddhists were now forbidden
to use gold, silver, copper, iron, and gems in constructing their images. These
actions dealt a serious blow to Chinese Buddhism. Its scholars and monks were
scattered, its creativity diminished, and its institutions came even more firmly under
state control.

Despite this persecution, Buddhism did not vanish from China. At the level of
elite culture, its philosophical ideas played a role in the reformulation of Confucian
thinking that took place during the Song dynasty. At the village level, Buddhism
became one element of Chinese popular religion, which also included the venera-
tion of ancestors, the honoring of Confucius, and Daoist shrines and rituals. Tem-
ples frequently included statues of Confucius, Laozi, and the Buddha, with little
sense of any incompatibility among them. “Every black-haired son of Han,” the
Chinese have long said, “wears a Confucian thinking cap, a Daoist robe, and Bud-
dhist sandals.” (See photo, page 146.) Unlike in Europe, where an immigrant reli-
gion triumphed over and excluded all other faiths, Buddhism in China became
assimilated into Chinese culture alongside its other traditions.

REFLECTIONS
Why Do Things Change?

The rapidity of change in modern societies is among the most distinctive features
of recent history, but change and transformation, though at various rates, have been
constants in the human story since the very beginning. Explaining how and why
human societies change is perhaps the central issue that historians confront, no mat-
ter which societies or periods of time they study. Those who specialize in the his-
tory of some particular culture or civilization often emphasize sources of change
operating within those societies, although there is intense disagreement as to which
are most significant. The ideas of great thinkers, the policies of leaders, struggles for
power, the conflict of classes, the invention of new technologies, the growth or
decline in population, variations in climate or weather—all of these and more have
their advocates as the primary motor of historical transformation.

Of course, it is not necessary to choose among them. The history of China illus-
trates the range of internal factors that have driven change in that civilization. The
political conflicts of the “era of warring states” provided the setting and the motiva-
tion for the emergence of Confucianism and Daoism, which in turn have certainly
shaped the character and texture of Chinese civilization over many centuries. The
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personal qualities and brutal policies of Shihuangdi surely played a role in China’s
unification and in the brief duration of the Qin dynasty. The subsequent creation
of a widespread network of canals and waterways as well as the country’s techno-
logical achievements served to maintain that unity over very long periods of time.
But the massive inequalities of Chinese society generated the peasant upheavals,
which periodically shattered that unity and led to new ruling dynasties. Sometimes
natural events, such as droughts and floods, triggered those rebellions.

‘World historians, more than those who study particular civilizations or nations,
have been inclined to find the primary source of change in contact with strangers,
in external connections and interactions, whether direct or indirect. The history of
China and East Asia provides plenty of examples for this point of view as well.
Conceptions of China as the “middle kingdom,” infinitely superior to all surround-
ing societies, grew out of centuries of involvement with its neighbors. Some of
those neighbors became Chinese as China’s imperial reach grew, especially to the
south. Even those that did not, such as Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, were decisively
transformed by proximity to the “radiating civilization” of China. China’s own cui-
sine, so distinctive in recent centuries, may well be a quite recent invention, draw-
ing heavily on Indian and Southeast Asian cooking. Buddhism, of course, is an
obvious borrowing from abroad, although its incorporation into Chinese civiliza-
tion and its ups and downs within China owed much to internal cultural and politi-
cal realities.

In the end, clear distinctions between internal and external sources of change in
China’s history—or that of any other society—are perhaps misleading. The bound-
ary between “inside” and “outside” is itself a constantly changing line. Should the
borderlands of northern China, where Chinese and Turkic peoples met and min-
gled, be regarded as internal or external to China itself? And, as the histories of
Chinese Buddhism and of Japanese culture so clearly indicate, what comes from
beyond is always transformed by what it encounters within.

Second Thoughts

What's the Significance?

Sui dynasty, 324-25 Khitan and Jurchen people, 335-36
Tang dynasty, 325-27 Silla dynasty (Korea), 337-38

Song dynasty, 325-32 hangul, 339

Hangzhou, 327 chu nom, 341

gunpowder, 328-29 Shotoku Taishi, 341

economic revolution, 328-30 bushido, 343

foot binding, 331-32 [zumi Shikibu, 34445

tribute system, 333-36 Chinese Buddhism, 349-53

Xiongnu, 334-36 Emperor Wendi, 351



SECOND THOUGHTS

Big Picture Questions

1. How can you explain the changing fortunes of Buddhism in China?

2. How did China influence the world of the third-wave era? How was China itself transformed by its
encounters with a wider world?

3. How might China’s posture in the world during the Tang and Song dynasty era compare to its
emerging role in global affairs in the twenty-first century?

4. Looking Back: In what ways did Tang and Song dynasty China resemble the earlier Han dynasty
period, and in what ways had China changed?

Next Steps: For Further Study

Samuel Adshead, Tang China: The Rise of the East in World History (2004). Explores the role of China
within the larger world.

Patricia Buckley Ebrey, The Inner Quarters (1993). A balanced account of the gains and losses experienced
by Chinese women during the changes of the Song dynasty.

Mark Elvin, The Pattern of the Chinese Past (1973). A classic account of the Chinese economic revolution.

James L. Huffman, Japan in World History (2010). The first three chapters of this recent work place Japan's
early history in the framework of world history.

Paul S. Ropp, China in World History (2010). An up-to-date telling of China’s historical development, cast
in a global context.

Arthur F. Wright, Buddhism in Chinese History (1959). An older account filled with wonderful stories and
anecdotes.

“Lost Treasurers of the Ancient World— Japan,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i90beuCWhiE. A Dis-
covery Channel video presentation of Japanese history.

Upper River during the Qing Ming Festival, http://www.ibiblio.org/ulysses/gec/painting/qingming/full.htm.
A scrolling reproduction of a huge Chinese painting, showing in detail the Song dynasty city of Kaifeng.
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WORKING WITH EVIDENCE
The Leisure Life of China’s Elites

rom the earliest centuries of Chinese civilization, that country’s artists

have painted—on pottery, paper, wood, and silk; in tombs, on coffins,
and on walls; in albums and on scrolls. Relying largely on ink rather than oils,
their brushes depicted human figures, landscapes, religious themes, and
images of ordinary life. While Chinese painting evolved over many centuries,
in terms of both subject matter and technique, by most accounts it reached a
high point of artistic brilliance during the Tang and Song dynasties.

Here, however, we are less interested in the aesthetic achievements of
Chinese painting than in what those works can show us about the life of
China’s elite class— those men who had passed the highest-level examinations
and held high office in the state bureaucracy and those women who lived
within the circles of the imperial court. While they represented only a tiny
fraction of China’s huge population, such elite groups established the tone
and set the standards of behavior for Chinese civilization. For such people,
leisure was a positive value, a time for nurturing relationships and cultivating
one’s character in good Confucian or Daoist fashion. According to the Tang
dynasty writer and scholar Duan Chengshi,

Leisure is good.

Dusty affairs don’t entangle the mind.

I sit facing the tree outside the window

And watch its shadow change direction three times.*

Action and work, in the Chinese view of things, need to be balanced by self-
reflection and leisure. In the images that follow, we can catch a glimpse of
how the Chinese elite lived and interacted with one another, particularly in
their leisure time.

Leading court officials and scholar-bureaucrats must have been greatly
honored to be invited to an elegant banquet, hosted by the emperor himself,
such as that shown in Source 8.1. Usually attributed to the emperor Huizong
(1082—1135) —who was himself a noted painter, poet, calligrapher, and col-
lector—the painting shows a refined dinner gathering of high officials drink-
ing tea and wine with the emperor presiding at the left. This emperor’s great
attention to the arts rather than to affairs of state gained him a reputation as a
negligent and dissolute ruler. His reign ended in disgrace as China suffered a
humiliating defeat at the hands of northern nomadic Jin people, who took the
emperor captive.
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Ink and color on silk, 15th century/Private Collection/Photo © Christie’s Images/Bridgeman Images

Source 8.1 A Banquet with the Emperor

B What features of this painting contribute to the impression of imperial
elegance?

What mood does this painting evoke?

‘What social distinction among the figures in the painting can you
discern?

B How is the emperor depicted in this painting in comparison to that
on page 335? How would you explain the difference?

B How might you imagine the conversation around this table?

Elite women of the court likewise gathered to eat, drink, and talk, as illus-
trated in Source 8.2, an anonymous Tang dynasty painting on silk. Hosting
the event is the empress, shown seated upright in the middle of the left side
of the table, holding a fan and wearing a distinctive headdress. Her guests and
paid professional musicians sit around the table.

B How does this gathering of elite women differ from that of the men in
Source 8.1? How might their conversation differ from that of the men?

B To what extent are the emperor and empress in Sources 8.1 and 8.2
distinguished from their guests? How do you think the emperor and
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National Palace Museum, Taipei, Taiwan/Werner Forman/Art Resource, NY

Source 8.2 At Table with the Empress

empress viewed their roles at these functions? Were they acting as
private persons among friends or in an official capacity?

‘What differences in status among these women can you identify?
What view of these women does the artist seek to convey?

What does the posture of the women suggest about the event?

Confucian cultural ideals gave great prominence to literature, poetry, and
scholarly pursuits as leisure activities appropriate for “gentlemen.” Confucius
himself had declared that “gentlemen make friends through literature, and
through friendship increase their benevolence.” For some, a more reclusive
life devoted to study, painting, poetry, and conversation with friends repre-
sented an honorable alternative to government service. Thus literary gather-
ings of scholars and officials, often in garden settings, were common themes in
Tang and Song dynasty paintings. Source 8.3, by the tenth-century painter
Zhou Wenju, provides an illustration of such a gathering.
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Source 8.3 A Literary Gathering

(Formerly attributed to) Scholars of the Liuli Hall, late 13th century, China. Song Dynasty (9601279). Handscroll: ink and color on silk. Image: 12% x 50%s in. (31.4 x
128.4 cm.). Overall with mounting: 15% x 329% in. (38.4 x 836.9 cm.). Gift of Mrs. Sheila Riddell, in memory of Sir Percival David, 1977 (1977.49). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, NY, USA/Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Image Source: Art Resource, NY

B What marks these figures as cultivated men of literary or scholarly
inclination?

B  What meaning might you attribute to the outdoor garden setting of this
image and that of Source 8.1?

B Notice the various gazes of the four figures. What do they suggest about
the character of this gathering and the interpersonal relationships among
its participants? Are they interacting or engaged in solitary pursuits?

B Do you think the artist was seeking to convey an idealized image of’
what a gathering of “gentlemen” ought to be or a realistic portrayal of
an actual event? What elements of the painting support your answer?

Not all was poetry and contemplation of nature in the leisure-time activi-
ties of China’s elite. Nor were men and women always so strictly segregated
as the preceding sources may suggest. Source 8.4 illustrates another side of
Chinese elite life. These images are part of a long tenth-century scroll painting
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Source 8.4 An Elite Night Party

titled The Night Revels of Han Xizai. Apparently, the Tang dynasty emperor Li
Yu became concerned that one of his ministers, Han Xizai, was overindulg-

ing in suspicious nightlong parties in his own home. He therefore commis-
sioned the artist Gu Hongzhong to attend these parties secretly and to record
the events in a painting, which he hoped would shame his wayward but tal-
ented official into more appropriate and dignified behavior. The entire scroll
shows men and women together, sometimes in flirtatious situations, while
open sleeping areas suggest sexual activity.

B What kinds of entertainment were featured at this gathering?

B What aspects of these parties shown in the scroll paintings might have
caused the emperor some concern? Refer back to the female musicians
shown on page 211, which derives from the same painting. In what
respects might these kinds of gatherings run counter to Confucian
values?

B How are women portrayed in these images? In what ways are they relat-
ing to the men in the paintings?
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The Leisure Life of China’s Elites

. Describing elite society: Based on these paintings, write a brief
description of the social life of Chinese elites during the Tang and Song
dynasties.

. Defining the self~image of an elite: What do these sources suggest
about how members of the elite ideally viewed themselves? In what
ways do those self-portraits draw upon Confucian, Daoist, or Buddhist
teachings?

. Noticing differences in the depiction of women: In what different
ways are women represented in these paintings? Keep in mind that all
the artists were men. How might this affect the way women were
depicted? How might female artists have portrayed them differently?

. Using images to illustrate change: Reread the sections on Chinese
women (pages 211-13 and 331-32). How might these images be used
to illustrate the changes in women’s lives that are described in those
pages?

. Seeking additional sources: What other kinds of visual sources might
provide further insight into the lives of Chinese elites?
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Pastoral Peoples on

the Global Stage
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In late 2012, the Central Asian nation of Mongolia celebrated a “Day
of Mongolian Pride,” marking the birth of the country’s epic hero
Chinggis Khan 850 years earlier. Officials laid wreaths at a giant mon-
ument to the warrior leader; wrestlers and archers tested their skills
in competition; dancers performed; over 100 scholars made presen-
tations; traditional costumes abounded. In central London, no less, a
large bronze statue of Mongolia’s founder was unveiled for the occa-
sion. For this small and somewhat remote country, seeking to navi-
gate between its two giant neighbors, China and Russia, it was an
occasion to express its own distinctive identity. And Chinggis Khan
is central to that identity. With his bloody conquests played down,
Chinggis Khan is celebrated as a unifier of the Mongolian peoples,
the creator of an empire tolerant of various faiths, and a promoter of
economic and cultural ties among distant peoples.

The 2012 celebrations marked a shift in Mongolian thinking about
Chinggis Khan that has been under way since the 1990s. Under the
country’s earlier Soviet-backed communist government, the great
Mongol leader had been regarded in very negative terms. After all,
his forces had decimated Russia in the thirteenth century, and resent-
ment lingered. But as communism faded in both Russia and Mongo-
lia at the end of the twentieth century, the memory of Chinggis Khan
made a remarkable comeback in the land of his birth. Vodka, ciga-
rettes, a chocolate bar, two brands of beer, the country’s best rock
band, and the central square of the capital city all bore his name,
while his picture appeared on Mongolia’s stamps and money. Rural
young people on horseback sang songs in his honor, and their coun-
terparts in urban Internet cafés constructed Web sites to celebrate

Chinggis Khan at Prayer

This sixteenth-century Indian painting shows Chinggis Khan at prayer in the midst of battle. He is

perhaps praying to Tengri, the great sky god, on whom the Mongol conqueror based his power.
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What has been the role in world his-
tory of pastoral peoples in general
and the Mongols in particular?
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his achievements. The elaborate celebrations in 2012 for his 850th birthday represent
just the latest expression of his continuing centrality to modern Mongolia.

1 of this is a reminder of the enormous and surprising role that the Mongols

played in the Eurasian world of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and of
the continuing echoes of that long-vanished empire. More generally, the story of the
Mongols serves as a useful corrective to the almost-exclusive focus that historians
often devote to agricultural peoples and their civilizations, for the Mongols, and many
other such peoples, were pastoralists who disdained farming while centering their
economic lives around their herds of animals. Normally they did
not construct elaborate cities, enduring empires, or monumental
works of art, architecture, and written literature. Nonetheless,
they left an indelible mark on the historical development of the
entire Afro-Eurasian hemisphere, and particularly on the agri-
cultural civilizations with which they so often interacted.

Looking Back and Looking Around:
The Long History of Pastoral Peoples

The “revolution of domestication,” beginning around 11,500 years ago, involved
both plants and animals. People living in more favored environments were able to
combine farming with animal husbandry and on this economic foundation gener-
ated powerful and impressive civilizations with substantial populations. But on the
arid margins of agricultural lands, where productive farming was difficult or impos-
sible, an alternative kind of food-producing economy emerged around 4000 B.C.E.,
focused on the raising of livestock. Peoples practicing such an economy learned to
use the milk, blood, wool, hides, and meat of their animals, allowing them to occupy
lands that could not support agricultural societies. Some of those animals also pro-
vided new baggage and transportation possibilities. Horses, camels, goats, sheep,
cattle, yaks, and reindeer were the primary animals that separately, or in some com-
bination, enabled the construction of pastoral or herding societies. Such societies
took shape in the vast grasslands of inner Eurasia and sub-Saharan Africa, in the
Arabian and Saharan deserts, in the subarctic regions of the Northern Hemisphere,
and in the high plateau of Tibet. (See Snapshot, page 460.) Pastoralists had their
greatest impact in the Afro-Eurasian world, because in most parts of the Americas
the absence of large animals that could be domesticated precluded a herding econ-
omy. Only in the Andes did llamas and alpacas allow for some pastoralism.

The Waorld of Pastoral Societies

Despite their many differences, pastoral societies shared several important features
that distinguished them from settled agricultural communities and civilizations.
Pastoral societies’ generally less productive economies and their need for large graz-
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A MAP OF TIME

ca. 4000 B.c.e. Beginning of pastoral economies
ca. 1000 B.c.e. Beginning of horseback riding
ca. 200 B.c.e.-200 c.e.  Xiongnu Empire
6th—10th centuries Various Turkic empires
7th-10th centuries Arab Empire
10th-14th centuries Conversion of Turkic peoples to Islam
11th-12th centuries Almoravid Empire
1162-1227 Life of Temujin (Chinggis Khan)
1209-1368 Mongol rule in China
1237-1480 Mongol rule in Russia
1241-1242 Mongol attacks on Eastern Europe
1258 Mongol seizure of Baghdad
1274, 1281 Failed Mongol attacks on Japan
1295 Mongol ruler of Persia converts to Islam

1348-1350 High point of Black Death in Europe

ing areas meant that they supported far smaller populations than did agricultural
societies. People generally lived in small and widely scattered encampments or
seasonal settlements made up of related kinfolk rather than in the villages, towns,
and cities characteristic of agrarian civilizations. Beyond the family unit, pastoral
peoples organized themselves in kinship-based groups or clans that claimed a com-
mon ancestry, usually through the male line. Related clans might on occasion come
together as a tribe, which could also absorb unrelated people into the community.
Although their values stressed equality and individual achievement, in some pasto-
ral societies clans were ranked as noble or commoner, and considerable differences
emerged between wealthy aristocrats owning large flocks of animals and poor herd-
ers. Many pastoral societies held slaves as well.

Furthermore, pastoral peoples generally offered women a higher status, fewer
restrictions, and a greater role in public life than their counterparts in agricultural
civilizations. Everywhere women were involved in productive labor as well as hav-
ing domestic responsibility for food and children. The care of smaller animals such
as sheep and goats usually fell to women, although only rarely did women own or
control their own livestock. Among the Mongols, the remarriage of widows car-
ried none of the negative connotations that it did among the Chinese, and women
could initiate divorce. Mongol women frequently served as political advisers and

B Comparison

In what ways did pastoral
societies differ from their
agricultural counterparts?



SNAPSHOT

Region and Peoples

Inner Eurasian steppes
(Xiongnu, Yuezhi, Turks,
Uighurs, Mongols, Huns,
Kipchaks)'

Southwestern and Central
Asia (Seljuks, Ghaznavids,
Mongol il-khans, Uzbeks,
Ottomans)

Arabian and Saharan
deserts (Bedouin Arabs,
Berbers, Tuareg)

Grasslands of sub-Saharan
Africa (Fulbe, Nuer,
Turkana, Masai)

Subarctic Scandinavia,
Russia (Sami, Nenets)

Tibetan plateau
(Tibetans)

Andean Mountains

Primary Animals

Horses; also sheep,
goats, cattle, Bactrian
(two-humped) camel

Sheep and goats; used
horses, camels, and
donkeys for transport

Dromedary (one-humped)
camel; sometimes sheep

Cattle; also sheep and
goats

Reindeer

Yaks; also sheep,
cashmere goats, some
cattle

Llamas and alpacas
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Varieties of Pastoral Societies

Features

Domestication of horse by 4000 B.C.E.;
horseback riding by 1000 B.c.E.; site
of largest pastoral empires

Close economic relationship with
neighboring towns; pastoralists
provided meat, wool, milk products,
and hides in exchange for grain and
manufactured goods

Camel caravans made possible
long-distance trade; camel-mounted
warriors central to early Arab/Islamic
expansion

Cattle were a chief form of wealth
and central to ritual life; little
interaction with wider world until
nineteenth century

Reindeer domesticated only since
1500 c.E.; many also fished

Tibetans supplied yaks as baggage
animals for overland caravan trade;
exchanged wool, skins, and milk with
valley villagers and received barley

in return

Andean pastoralists in a few places
relied on their herds for a majority

of their subsistence, supplemented
with horticulture and hunting

were active in military affairs as well. (See Zooming In: Khutulun, page 477.) A

thirteenth-century European visitor, the Franciscan friar Giovanni DiPlano Carpini,

recorded his impressions of Mongol women:

Girls and women ride and gallop as skillfully as men. We even saw them car-

rying quivers and bows, and the women can ride horses for as long as the men;

they have shorter stirrups, handle horses very well, and mind all the property.

[Mongol] women make everything: skin clothes, shoes, leggings, and everything

made of leather. They drive carts and repair them, they load camels, and are

quick and vigorous in all their tasks. They all wear trousers, and some of them

shoot just like men.?
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Certainly, literate observers from adjacent civilizations noticed and clearly dis-
approved of the freedom granted to pastoral women. Ancient Greek writers thought
that the pastoralists with whom they were familiar were “women governed.” To
Han Kuan, a Chinese Confucian scholar in the first century B.C.E., China’s north-
ern pastoral neighbors “[made| no distinction between men and women.””

The most characteristic feature of pastoral societies was their mobility, as local
environmental conditions largely dictated their patterns of movement. In some
tavorable regions, pastoralists maintained seasonal settlements, migrating, for instance,
between highland pastures in the summer and less harsh lowland environments in
the winter. Others lived more nomadic lives, moving their herds frequently in
regular patterns to systematically follow the seasonal changes in vegetation and
water supply. But even the most nomadic pastoralists were not homeless; they took
their homes, often elaborate felt tents, with them. Whatever their patterns of move-
ment, pastoralists shared a life based on turning grass, which people cannot eat, into
usable food and energy through their animals.

Although pastoralists represented an alternative to the agricultural way of life
that they disdained, they were almost always deeply connected to, and often depen-
dent on, their agricultural neighbors. Few of these peoples could live solely from
the products of their animals, and most of them actively sought access to the food-
stuffs, manufactured goods, and luxury items available from the urban workshops
and farming communities of nearby civilizations. Particularly among the pastoral
peoples of inner Eurasia, this desire for the fruits of civilization periodically stimu-
lated the creation of tribal confederations or states that could more effectively deal
with the powerful agricultural societies on their borders. The Mongol Empire of

B Connection

In what ways did pastoral
societies interact with their
agricultural neighbors?

The Scythians

An ancient horse-riding
pastoral people during the
second-wave era, the Scythi-
ans occupied a region in
present-day Kazakhstan and
southern Russia. Their pastoral
way of life is apparent in this
detail from an exquisite gold
necklace from the fourth cen-

tury B.C.E. (Historical Museum,
Kiev, Ukraine/Photo © Boltin Pic-
ture Library/Bridgeman Images)
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the thirteenth century was but the most recent and largest in a long line of such
efforts, dating back to the first millennium B.C.E.

Constructing a large state among pastoralists was no easy task. Such societies
generally lacked the surplus wealth needed to pay for the professional armies and
bureaucracies that everywhere sustained the states and empires of agricultural civi-
lizations. And the fierce independence of widely dispersed pastoral clans and tribes
as well as their internal rivalries made any enduring political unity difficult to
achieve. Nonetheless, charismatic leaders, such as Chinggis Khan, were periodically
able to weld together a series of tribal alliances that for a time became powerful
states. In doing so, they often employed the device of “fictive kinship,” designating
allies as blood relatives and treating them with a corresponding respect.

Despite their limited populations, such states had certain military advantages in
confronting larger and more densely populated civilizations. They could draw on
the horseback-riding and hunting skills of virtually the entire male population and
some women as well. Easily transferred to the role of warrior, these skills, which
were practiced from early childhood, were an integral part of inner Eurasian pasto-
ral life. But what sustained these states was their ability to extract wealth, through
raiding, trading, or extortion, from agricultural civilizations such as China, Persia,
and Byzantium. As long as that wealth flowed into pastoral states, rulers could main-
tain the fragile alliances among fractious clans and tribes. When it was interrupted,
however, those states often fragmented.

Pastoralists interacted with their agricultural neighbors not only economically
and militarily but also culturally as they “became acquainted with and tried on for
size all the world and universal religions.”* At one time or another, Judaism, Bud-
dhism, Islam, and several forms of Christianity all found a home somewhere among
the pastoral peoples of inner Eurasia. So did Manichaeism, a religious tradition born
in third-century Persia and combining elements of Zoroastrian, Christian, and
Buddhist practice. Usually conversion was a top-down process as pastoral elites and
rulers adopted a foreign religion for political purposes, sometimes changing reli-
gious allegiance as circumstances altered. Pastoral peoples, in short, did not inhabit
a world totally apart from their agricultural and civilized neighbors.

Surely the most fundamental contribution of pastoralists to the larger human
story was their mastery of environments unsuitable for agriculture. Through the
creative use of their animals, they brought a version of the food-producing revolu-
tion and a substantial human presence to the arid grasslands and desert regions of
Afro-Eurasia. As the pastoral peoples of the Inner Asian steppes learned the art of
horseback riding, by roughly 1000 B.cC.E., their societies changed dramatically. Now
they could accumulate and tend larger herds of horses, sheep, and goats and move
more rapidly over a much wider territory. New technologies, invented or adapted
by pastoral societies, added to the mastery of their environment and spread widely
across the Eurasian steppes, creating something of a common culture in this vast
region. These innovations included complex horse harnesses, saddles with iron stir-
rups, a small compound bow that could be fired from horseback, various forms of
armor, and new kinds of swords. Agricultural peoples were amazed at the centrality
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of the horse in pastoral life. As a Roman historian noted about the Huns, “From
their horses, by day and night every one of that nation buys and sells, eats and
drinks, and bowed over the narrow neck of the animal relaxes in a sleep so deep as

to be accompanied by many dreams.”

Before the Mongols: Pastoralists in History

‘What enabled pastoral peoples to make their most visible entry onto the stage of

world history was the military potential of horseback riding, and of camel riding

somewhat later. Their mastery of mounted warfare made possible a long but inter-

mittent series of pastoral empires across the steppes of inner Eurasia and parts of

Africa. For 2,000 years, those states played a major role in Afro-

Eurasian history and represented a standing challenge to and [ wm
HE

Seq
influence upon the agrarian civilizations on their borders. i

. . . XIONGNU
One early large-scale pastoral empire was associated with the CONFEDERACY

people known as the Xiongnu, who lived in the Mongolian
steppes north of China (see Chapter 8). Provoked by Chinese | gacorr
penetration of their territory, the Xiongnu in the third and
second centuries B.C.E. created a huge military confederacy
that stretched from Manchuria deep into Central Asia. Under
the charismatic leadership of Modun (r. 210-174 B.C.E.), the
Xiongnu Empire effected a revolution in pastoral life. Earlier

fragmented and egalitarian societies were now transformed into  tne Xjongnu Confederacy
a far more centralized and hierarchical political system in which

power was concentrated in a divinely sanctioned ruler and differences between
“junior” and “senior” clans became more prominent. “All the people who draw
the bow have now become one family,” declared Modun. Tribute, exacted from
other pastoral peoples and from China itself, sustained the Xiongnu Empire and
forced the Han dynasty emperor Wen to acknowledge, unhappily, the equality of
people he regarded as barbarians. “Our two great nations,” he declared, no doubt
reluctantly, “the Han and the Xiongnu, stand side by side.”®

Although it subsequently disintegrated under sustained Chinese counterattacks, M Significance

the Xiongnu Empire created a model that later Turkic and Mongol empires emu-  In what ways did the
Xiongnu, Arabs, Turks,
and Berbers make an
impact on world history?

lated. Even without a powerful state, various nomadic or semi-nomadic peoples
played a role in the collapse of the already-weakened Chinese and Roman empires
and in the subsequent rebuilding of those civilizations (see Chapter 3).

It was during the era of third-wave civilizations (500—-1500) that pastoral peoples
made their most significant mark on the larger canvas of world history. Arabs, Ber-
bers, Turks, and Mongols—all of them of pastoral origin—created the largest and
most influential empires of that millennium. The most expansive religious tradition
of the era, Islam, derived from a largely pastoral people, the Arabs, and was carried
to new regions by another pastoral people, the Turks. In that millennium, most of
the great civilizations of outer Eurasia— Byzantium, Persia, India, and China—
had come under the control of previously pastoral people, at least for a time. But as
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Seljuk Tiles

Among the artistic achievements of Turkic Muslims were lovely ceramic tiles used to
decorate mosques, minarets, palaces, and other public spaces. They contained intri-
cate geometric designs, images of trees and birds, and inscriptions from the Quran.

pastoralists entered and shaped the arena of
world history, they too were transformed by
the experience.

The first and most dramatic of these incur-
sions came from Arabs. In the Arabian Penin-
sula, the development of a reliable camel saddle
somewhere between 500 and 100 B.C.E. enabled
pastoral Bedouin (desert-dwelling) Arabs to
fight effectively from atop their enormous
beasts. With this new military advantage, they
came to control the rich trade routes in incense
running through Arabia. Even more impor-
tant, these camel pastoralists served as the shock
troops of Islamic expansion, providing many
of the new religion’s earliest followers and
much of the military force that carved out the
Arab Empire. Although intellectual and politi-
cal leadership came from urban merchants and
settled farming communities, the Arab Empire
was in some respects a pastoralist creation that
subsequently became the foundation of a new
and distinctive civilization.

This one, dating from the thirteenth century, was used in a Seljuk palace, built as a Even as the pastoral Arabs encroached on
summer residence for the sultan in the city of Konya in what is now central Turkey.  the world of Eurasian civilizations from the

(© Images & Stories/Alamy)

south, Turkic-speaking pastoralists were mak-
ing inroads from the north. Never a single people, various Turkic-speaking clans
and tribes migrated from their homeland in Mongolia and southern Siberia gen-
erally westward and entered the historical record as creators of a series of empires
between 552 and 965 c.E., most of them lasting little more than a century. Like the
Xiongnu Empire, they were fragile alliances of various tribes headed by a supreme
ruler known as a kaghan, who was supported by a faithful corps of soldiers called
“wolves,” for the wolf was the mythical ancestor of Turkic peoples. From their
base in the steppes, these Turkic states confronted the great civilizations to their
south—China, Persia, Byzantium—alternately raiding them, allying with them
against common enemies, trading with them, and extorting tribute payments from
them. Turkic language and culture spread widely over much of Inner Asia, and
elements of that culture entered the agrarian civilizations. In the courts of northern
China, for example, yogurt thinned with water, a drink derived from the Turks,
replaced for a time the traditional beverage of tea, and at least one Chinese poet
wrote joyfully about the delights of snowy evenings in a felt tent.”

A major turning point in the history of the Turks occurred with their conver-
sion to Islam between the tenth and fourteenth centuries. This extended process
represented a major expansion of the faith and launched the Turks into a new role
as the third major carrier of Islam, following the Arabs and the Persians. It also
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brought the Turks into an increasingly important position within the heartland of
an established Islamic civilization as they migrated southward into the Middle East.
There they served first as slave soldiers within the Abbasid caliphate, and then, as
the caliphate declined, they increasingly took political and military power them-
selves. In the Seljuk Turkic Empire of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, centered
in Persia and present-day Iraq, Turkic rulers began to claim the Muslim title of
sultan (ruler) rather than the Turkic kaghan. Although the Abbasid caliph remained
the formal ruler, real power was exercised by Turkic sultans.

Not only did Turkic peoples become Muslims themselves, but they carried
Islam to new areas as well. Their invasions of northern India solidly planted Islam
in that ancient civilization. In Anatolia, formerly ruled by Christian Byzantium,
they brought both Islam and a massive infusion of Turkic culture, language,

and people, even as they created the Ottoman Empire, which by 1500
became one of the great powers of Eurasia (see Chapter 12, page 516). In
both places, Turkic dynasties governed and would continue to do so well
into the modern era. Thus Turkic people, many of them at least, had
transformed themselves from pastoralists to sedentary farmers, from creators
of steppe empires to rulers of agrarian civilizations, and from polytheistic
worshippers of their ancestors and various gods to followers and carriers of
a monotheistic Islam.

Broadly similar patterns prevailed in Africa as well. All across north-
ern Africa and the Sahara, the introduction of the camel, probably during
the first millennium B.C.E., gave rise to pastoral societies. Much like the
Turkic-speaking pastoralists of Central Asia, many of these peoples later
adopted Islam, but at least initially had little formal instruction in the reli-
gion. In the eleventh century C.E., a reform movement arose among the
Sanhaja Berber pastoralists living in the western Sahara; they had only
recently converted to Islam and were practicing it rather superficially. The

[ Castile and Leén
[ Navarre and Aragon
[ Almoravid empire

movement was sparked by a scholar, Ibn Yasin, who returned from a pil-
grimage to Mecca around 1039 seeking to purify the practice of the faith
among his own people in line with orthodox principles. That religious movement
soon became an expansive state, the Almoravid Empire, which incorporated a large
part of northwestern Africa and in 1086 crossed into southern Spain, where it
offered vigorous opposition to Christian efforts to conquer the region.

For a time, the Almoravid state enjoyed considerable prosperity, based on its
control of much of the West African gold trade and the grain-producing Atlantic
plains of Morocco. The Almoravids also brought to Morocco the sophisticated
Islamic culture of southern Spain, still visible in the splendid architecture of the city
of Marrakesh, for a time the capital of the Almoravid Empire. By the mid-twelfth
century, that empire had been overrun by its longtime enemies, Berber farming
people from the Atlas Mountains. But for roughly a century, the Almoravid move-
ment represented an African pastoral people, who had converted to Islam, came
into conflict with their agricultural neighbors, built a short-lived empire, and had a
considerable impact on neighboring civilizations in both North Africa and Europe.

The Almoravid Empire
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Breakout: The Mongol Empire

Of all the pastoral peoples who took a turn on the stage of world history, the Mon-
gols made the most stunning entry. Their thirteenth-century breakout from Mon-
golia gave rise to the largest land-based empire in all of human history, stretching
from the Pacific coast of Asia to Eastern Europe (see Map 11.1). This empire joined
the pastoral peoples of the inner Eurasian steppes with the settled agricultural civi-
lizations of outer Eurasia more extensively and more intimately than ever before. It
also brought the major civilizations of Eurasia— Europe, China, and the Islamic
world—into far more direct contact than in earlier times. Both the enormous
destructiveness of the process and the networks of exchange and communication
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Map 11.1  The Mongol Empire

Encompassing much of Eurasia, the Mongol Empire was divided into four khanates after the death
of Chinggis Khan.
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that it spawned were the work of the Mongols, numbering only about 700,000
people. It was another of history’s unlikely twists.

For all of'its size and fearsome reputation, the Mongol Empire left a surprisingly
modest cultural imprint on the world it had briefly governed. Unlike the Arabs, the
Mongols bequeathed to the world no new language, religion, or civilization.
Whereas Islam offered a common religious home for all converts— conquerors and
conquered alike—the Mongols never tried to spread their own faith among sub-
ject peoples. Their religion centered on rituals invoking the ancestors, which were
performed around the family hearth. Rulers sometimes consulted religious spe-
cialists, known as shamans, who might predict the future, offer sacrifices, and com-
municate with the spirit world, particularly with Tengri, the supreme sky god of
the Mongols. There was little in this tradition to attract outsiders, and in any event
the Mongols proved uninterested in religious imperialism.

The Mongols offered the majority of those they conquered little more than the
status of defeated, subordinate, and exploited people, although people with skills
were put to work in ways useful to Mongol authorities. Unlike the Turks, whose
languages and culture flourish today in many places far from the Turkic homeland,
Mongol culture remains confined largely to Mongolia. Furthermore, the Mongol
Empire, following in the tradition of Xiongnu and Turkic state building, proved
to be “the last, spectacular bloom of pastoral power in Inner Eurasia.”® Some
Mongols themselves became absorbed into the settled societies they conquered.
After the decline and disintegration of the Mongol Empire, the tide turned against
the pastoralists of inner Eurasia, who were increasingly swallowed up in the expand-
ing Russian or Chinese empires. Nonetheless, while it lasted and for a few centuries
thereafter, the Mongol Empire made an enormous impact throughout the entire
Eurasian world.

From Temujin to Chinggis Khan:
The Rise of the Mongol Empire

‘World historians are prone to focus attention on large-scale and long-term processes
of change in explaining “what happened in history,” but in understanding the rise of
the Mongol Empire, most scholars have found themselves forced to look closely at
the role of a single individual — Temujin (TEM-oo0-chin) (1162-1227), later known
as Chinggis Khan (universal ruler). The twelfth-century world into which he was
born found the Mongols an unstable and fractious collection of tribes and clans,
much reduced from a somewhat earlier and more powerful position in the shifting
alliances in what is now Mongolia. “Everyone was feuding,” declared a leading
Mongol shaman. “Rather than sleep, they robbed each other of their possessions. . . .
There was no respite, only battle. There was no affection, only mutual slaughter.”

The early life of Temujin showed few signs of a prominent future. The boy’s
father had been a minor chieftain of a noble clan, but he was murdered by tribal
rivals before Temujin turned ten, and the family was soon deserted by other mem-
bers of the clan. As social outcasts without livestock, Temujin’s small family, headed

B Description
Identify the major steps in
the rise of the Mongol
Empire.
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by his resourceful mother, was forced to abandon pastoralism, living instead by
hunting, fishing, and gathering wild foods. It was an enormous and humiliating
drop in their social status. In these desperate circumstances, Temujin’s remarkable
character came into play. His personal magnetism and courage and his inclination
to rely on trusted friends rather than ties of kinship allowed him to build up a small
following and to ally with a more powerful tribal leader. This alliance received a
boost from Chinese patrons, who were always eager to keep the pastoralists divided.
Military victory over a rival tribe resulted in Temujin’s recognition as a chief in his
own right with a growing band of followers.

Temujin’s rise to power within the complex tribal politics of Mongolia was a
surprise to everyone. It took place amid shifting alliances and betrayals, a mounting
string of military victories, the indecisiveness of his enemies, a reputation as a leader
generous to friends and ruthless to enemies, and the incorporation of warriors from
defeated tribes into his own forces. In 1206, a Mongol tribal assembly recognized
Temujin as Chinggis Khan, supreme leader of a now unified Great Mongol Nation.
(See Working with Evidence, Source 11.1, page 488.) It was a remarkable achieve-
ment, but one little noticed beyond the highland steppes of Mongolia. That would
soon change.

The unification of the Mongol tribes raised an obvious question: what was
Chinggis Khan to do with the powerful army he had assembled? Without a com-
mon task, the new and fragile unity of the Mongols would surely dissolve into
quarrels and chaos; and without external resources to reward his followers, Ching-
gis Khan would be hard-pressed to maintain his supreme position. Both consider-
ations pointed in a single direction— expansion, particularly toward China, long a
source of great wealth for pastoral peoples.

In 1209, the first major attack on the settled agricultural societies south of Mon-
golia set in motion half a century of a Mongol world war, a series of military cam-
paigns, massive killing, and empire building without precedent in world history. In
the process, Chinggis Khan, followed by his sons and grandsons (Ogodei, Mongke,
and Khubilai), constructed an empire that contained China, Korea, Central Asia,
Russia, much of the Islamic Middle East, and parts of Eastern Europe (see Map 11.1,
page 466). “In a flash,” wrote a recent scholar, “the Mongol warriors would defeat
every army, capture every fort, and bring down the walls of every city they encoun-
tered. Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus would soon kneel before the
dusty boots of illiterate young Mongol horsemen.”!?

Various setbacks marked the outer limits of the Mongol Empire—the Mon-
gols’” withdrawal from Eastern Europe (1242), their defeat at Ain Jalut in Palestine
at the hands of Egyptian forces (1260), the failure of their invasion of Japan owing
to typhoons, and the difficulty of penetrating the tropical jungles of Southeast Asia.
But what an empire it was! How could a Mongol confederation, with a total popu-
lation of less than 1 million people and few resources beyond their livestock, assem-
ble an imperial structure of such staggering transcontinental dimensions? (See
Zooming In: A Mongol Failure, page 470.)
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Explaining the Mongol Moment

Like the Roman Empire but far more rapidly, the Mongol realm grew of its own
momentum without any grand scheme or blueprint for world conquest. Each fresh
victory brought new resources for making war and new threats or insecurities that
seemed to require further expansion. As the empire took shape and certainly by the
end of his life, Chinggis Khan had come to see his career in terms of a universal mis-
sion. “I have accomplished a great work,” he declared, “uniting the whole world in
one empire.”"" Thus the Mongol Empire acquired an ideology in the course of its
construction.

What made this “great work” possible? The odds seemed overwhelming, for
China alone outnumbered the Mongols 100 to 1 and possessed incomparably greater
resources. Furthermore, the Mongols did not enjoy any technological superiority
over their many adversaries. They did, however, enjoy the luck of good timing, for
China was divided, having already lost control of its northern territory to the pas-
toral Jurchen people, while the decrepit Abbasid caliphate, once the center of the
Islamic world, had shrunk to a fraction of its earlier size. But clearly, the key to the
Mongols’ success lay in their army. According to one scholar, “Mongol armies
were simply better led, organized, and disciplined than those of their opponents.”!?
In an effort to diminish a divisive tribalism, Chinggis Khan reorganized the entire
social structure of the Mongols into military units of 10, 100, 1,000, and 10,000
warriors, an arrangement that allowed for effective command and control. Con-
quered tribes, especially, were broken up, and their members were scattered among
these new units, which enrolled virtually
all men and supplied the cavalry forces of
Mongol armies. A highly prestigious impe-
rial guard, also recruited across tribal lines,
marked the further decline of the old trib-
alism as a social revolution, imposed from
above, reshaped Mongol society.

An impressive discipline and loyalty to
their leaders characterized Mongol mili-
tary forces, and discipline was reinforced
by the provision that should any members
of a unit desert in battle, all were subject to
the death penalty. More positively, loyalty
was cemented by the leaders’ willingness
to share the hardships of their men. “I eat
the same food and am dressed in the same
rags as my humble herdsmen,” wrote
Chinggis Khan. “I am always in the fore-
front, and in battle I am never at the
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rear. (See Working with Evidence, 115

A Mongol Warrior
Horseback-riding skills, honed
in herding animals and adapted
to military purposes, were cen-
tral to Mongol conquests, as
illustrated in this Ming dynasty
Chinese painting of a mounted

Mongol archer. (Victoria & Albert
Museum, London, UK/Bridgeman
Images)
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he Mongols are best

known for their remark-

able military victories, which l_ﬁ- i
A

gave them one of the largest

empires in history, but they

experienced stunning defeats

as well.'* None was more
dramatic than the failed

invasion of Japan in 1281.
The armada assembled by

A Mongol Failure:
The Invasion of Japan

| i 3 P - Japan’s government ignored
T : f the khan’s demands that it
become a vassal state of the
Mongol Empire. In 1274,
the khan dispatched a raid-

ing force against Japan that

. L . e --. ~ briefly landed on the main
. Bt ~ Japanese island of Kyushu.
This force both scouted a

Japanese samurai attacking a Mongol warship.
suitable invasion route and

the Mongols for this campaign was one of the largest in put pressure on the Japanese to accept Mongol demands.

history, comprising thousands of ships and as many as In the years that followed, tensions increased, especially

140,000 sailors and soldiers.
naval warfare, the Mongols

With little experience in when the Japanese summarily beheaded Mongol envoys
built their armada by drawing  sent to demand their submission.

on the resources of their vassal state in Korea and their Following the final conquest of China in 1279, the
recently conquered subjects in China. But even with the  khan shifted his attention to subjugating Japan. The
aid of these seafaring peoples, this huge invasion fleet massive invasion fleet sailed from ports in Korea and
stretched the resources of the Mongols, who resorted to southern China with plans to combine off the shores of
commuting the death sentences of criminals willing to Japan. The fleet from Korea arrived first and attacked
serve in the fleet. the mainland without waiting for the Chinese fleet. The
The invasion was the culmination of a deteriorating Mongols sought to establish a beachhead at the site where
relationship between Japanese authorities and the Mon- Mongol forces had briefly come ashore in 1274, but the

gol ruler Khubilai Khan, grandson of Chinggis Khan

and founder of the Chinese
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photo: Detail from a Japanese scroll painting on paper, ca. 1293, attributed to Tosa
Yuan dynasty. In the 12605, Nagataka and Tosa Nagaaki/The Granger Collection, NYC—All rights reserved.

Source 11.2, page 490.) Such discipline and loyalty made possible the elaborate
tactics of encirclement, retreat, and deception that proved decisive in many a battle.
Furthermore, the enormous flow of wealth from conquered civilizations benefited
all Mongols, though not equally. Even ordinary Mongols could now dress in linens
and silks rather than hides and felt, could own slaves derived from the many prison-
ers of war, and had far greater opportunities to improve their social position in a
constantly expanding empire.

To compensate for their own small population, the Mongols incorporated huge
numbers of conquered peoples into their military forces. “People who lived in felt
tents” —mostly Mongol and Turkic pastoralists— were conscripted en masse into
the cavalry units of the Mongol army, while settled agricultural peoples supplied
the infantry and artillery forces. As the Mongols penetrated major civilizations, with
their walled cities and elaborate fortifications, they quickly acquired Chinese tech-
niques and technology of siege warfare. Some 1,000 Chinese artillery crews, for



heavily outnumbered Japanese forces were waiting for
them behind recently constructed defensive walls. Unable
to establish a beachhead, the Mongol fleet anchored in
the harbor, where it was attacked by groups of Japanese
warriors, known as samurai, in small open boats, like the
one depicted in a contemporary scroll recounting the
battle (see photo opposite). In daring raids, often at night,
the samurai boarded the much larger Mongol ships and
engaged their crews in deadly close-quarters combat.
Under pressure, the Korean fleet withdrew and made
its rendezvous with the Chinese fleet that had arrived in
the waters off Japan. The combined forces then moved
against another Japanese island, where they engaged in a
fierce all-night sea battle that once again pitted the large
seagoing ships of the Mongol armada against heavily out-
numbered groups of samurai in small raiding boats. It
was at this moment that a typhoon, named the kamikaze,
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The defeat had little impact on Khubilai Khan,
whose empire recovered quickly from the setback. But
the khan never again turned his attentions to Japan,
instead seeking to expand his empire elsewhere, includ-
ing the islands of Southeast Asia, the target of another
ambitious but unsuccessful naval expedition in the 1290s.
In Japan, the Mongol invasion had a much greater
long-term impact. The destruction of the Mongol fleet
through what was perceived as divine intervention
strengthened Japanese conceptions of their island nation
as the shinkoku, or “land of the gods.” Memories of tri-
umph over the Mongols continued to resonate into the
twentieth century. At the end of World War II, when
Japan was again faced with foreign invasion, Japanese
suicide pilots who sought to stop the Allied advance
took the name kamikazes, evoking the memory of the
typhoon that had turned back the Mongol invasion cen-

or “divine wind,” by the Japanese defenders, struck, turies earlier.
destroying perhaps 30 percent of the Korean fleet and

between 60 and 90 percent of the Chinese flotilla. In the ~ Question: How does the Mongols' military defeat at the hands
aftermath, the Mongol commanders abandoned the inva-  of the Japanese shape your understanding of the Mongols and

sion, leaving behind thousands of shipwrecked soldiers their empire?
and sailors on the beaches. Such was the role of natural
events in confounding human plans.

example, took part in the Mongol invasion of distant Persia. Beyond military recruit-
ment, Mongols demanded that their conquered people serve as laborers, building
roads and bridges and ferrying supplies over long distances. Artisans, craftsmen, and
skilled people generally were carefully identified, spared from massacre, and often
sent to distant regions of the empire where their services were required. A French
goldsmith, captured by Mongol forces in Hungary, wound up as a slave in the
Mongol capital of Karakorum (kah-rah-KOR-um), where he constructed an elab-
orate silver fountain that dispensed wine and other intoxicating drinks.

A further element in the military effectiveness of Mongol forces lay in a grow-
ing reputation for a ruthless brutality and utter destructiveness. Chinggis Khan’s
policy was clear: “Whoever submits shall be spared, but those who resist, they shall
be destroyed with their wives, children and dependents . . . so that the others who
hear and see should fear and not act the same.” !> City after city was utterly destroyed,
and enemy soldiers were passed out in lots to Mongol troops for execution, while
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What accounts for the political and
military success of the Mongols?
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women and skilled craftsmen were enslaved. Unskilled civilians served as human
shields for attacks on the next city or were used as human fill in the moats sur-
rounding those cities. (See Working with Evidence, Sources 11.3 and 11.4, pages
492 and 494.)

One scholar explained such policies in this way: “Extremely conscious of their
small numbers and fearful of rebellion, Chinggis often chose to annihilate a region’s

716 These policies also

entire population, if it appeared too troublesome to govern.
served as a form of psychological warfare, a practical inducement to surrender for
those who knew of the Mongol terror. Historians continue to debate the extent and
uniqueness of the Mongols’ brutality, but their reputation for unwavering harsh-
ness proved a military asset.

Underlying the purely military dimensions of the Mongols’ success was an
impressive ability to mobilize both the human and material resources of their grow-
ing empire. Elaborate census taking allowed Mongol leaders to know what was
available to them and made possible the systematic taxation of conquered people.
An effective system of relay stations, about a day’s ride apart, provided rapid com-
munication across the empire and fostered trade as well. Marco Polo, the Venetian
trader who traveled through Mongol domains in the thirteenth century, claimed
that the Mongols maintained some 10,000 such stations, together with 200,000
horses available to authorized users. The beginnings of a centralized bureaucracy
with various specialized offices took shape in the new capital of Karakorum. There
scribes translated official decrees into the various languages of the empire, such as
Persian, Uighur, Chinese, and Tibetan.

Other policies appealed to various groups among the conquered peoples of the
empire. Interested in fostering commerce, Mongol rulers often offered merchants
10 percent or more above their asking price and allowed them the free use of the
relay stations for transporting their goods. In administering the conquered regions,
Mongols held the highest decision-making posts, but Chinese and Muslim officials
held many advisory and lower-level positions in China and Persia respectively. In
religious matters, the Mongols welcomed and supported many religious tradi-
tions— Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, Daoist—as long as they did not become the
focus of political opposition. This policy of religious toleration allowed Muslims to
seek converts among Mongol troops and afforded Christians much greater freedom
than they had enjoyed under Muslim rule. Toward the end of his life, apparently
feeling his approaching death, Chinggis Khan himself summoned a famous Daoist
master from China and begged him to “communicate to me the means of preserv-
ing life.” (See Working with Evidence, Source 11.2, page 490.) One of his succes-
sors, Mongke, arranged a debate among representatives of several religious faiths,
after which he concluded: “Just as God gave different fingers
to the hand, so has He given different ways to men.”!” Such
economic, administrative, and religious policies provided some
benefits and a place within the empire —albeit subordinate —
for many of its conquered peoples.
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Encountering the Mongols: Comparing Three Cases

The Mongol moment in world history represented an enormous cultural encoun-
ter between pastoralists and the settled civilizations of Eurasia. Differences among
those civilizations— Confucian China, Muslim Persia, Christian Russia— ensured
considerable diversity as this encounter unfolded across a vast realm. The process of
conquest, the length and nature of Mongol rule, the impact on local people, and
the extent of Mongol assimilation into the cultures of the conquered—all this and
more varied considerably across the Eurasian domains of the empire. The experi-
ences of China, Persia, and Russia provide brief glimpses into several expressions of
this massive clash of cultures.

China and the Mongols

Long the primary target for pastoral steppe dwellers in search of agrarian wealth,
China proved the most difficult and extended of the Mongols’ many conquests,
lasting some seventy years, from 1209 to 1279. The invasion began in northern
China, which had been ruled for several centuries by various dynasties of pastoral
origin and was characterized by destruction and plunder on a massive scale. South-
ern China, under the control of the native Song dynasty, was a different story, for
there the Mongols were far less violent and more concerned with accommodating
the local population. Landowners, for example, were guaranteed their estates in
exchange for their support or at least their neutrality. By whatever methods, the
outcome was the unification of a divided China, a treasured ideal among educated
Chinese. This achievement persuaded some of them that the Mongols had indeed
been granted the Mandate of Heaven and, despite their foreign origins, were legiti-
mate rulers. One highly educated Chinese scholar wrote a short biography of a
recently deceased Mongol official, praising him for curtailing the violence of Mon-
gol soldiers, oftering leniency to rebels, and providing tax relief and food during a
famine. In short, he was behaving like a good Chinese official.

Having acquired China, what were the Mongols to do with it? One possibility,
apparently considered by the Great Khan Ogodei (ER G-uh-day) in the 1230s, was
to exterminate everyone in northern China and turn the country into pastureland
for Mongol herds. That suggestion, fortunately, was rejected in favor of extract-
ing as much wealth as possible from the country’s advanced civilization. Doing so
meant some accommodation to Chinese culture and ways of governing, for the
Mongols had no experience with the operation of a complex agrarian society.

That accommodation took many forms. The Mongols made use of Chinese
administrative practices and techniques of taxation as well as their postal system.
They gave themselves a Chinese dynastic title, the Yuan, suggesting a new begin-
ning in Chinese history. They transterred their capital from Karakorum in Mon-
golia to what is now Beijing, building a wholly new capital city there known as
Khanbalik, the “city of the khan.” Thus the Mongols were now rooting themselves

B Change

How did Mongol rule
change China? In what
ways were the Mongols
changed by China?

473



474

CHAPTER 11/ PASTORAL PEOPLES ON THE GLOBAL STAGE, 1200-1500

Marco Polo and

Khubilai Khan

In ruling China, the Mongols
employed in high positions a
number of Muslims and a few
Europeans, such as Marco Polo,
shown here kneeling before
Khubilai Khan in a painting
from the fifteenth century.
(From Livre des Merveilles du
Monde, ca. 1410-1412, Boucicaut
Master [fl. 1390-1430], and work-
shop/Bibliothéque Nationale de
France, Paris, France/Bridgeman
Images)

solidly on the soil of a highly sophisticated civilization, well removed from their
homeland on the steppes. Khubilai Khan (koo-buh-I'eye kahn), the grandson of
Chinggis Khan and China’s Mongol ruler from 1271 to 1294, ordered a set of
Chinese-style ancestral tablets to honor his ancestors and posthumously awarded
them Chinese names. Many of his policies evoked the values of a benevolent Chi-

nese emperor as he improved roads, built canals, lowered some taxes, patronized
scholars and artists, limited the death penalty and torture, supported peasant agri-
culture, and prohibited Mongols from grazing their animals on peasants’ farmland.
Mongol khans also made use of traditional Confucian rituals, supported the build-
ing of some Daoist temples, and were particularly attracted to a Tibetan form of
Buddhism, which returned the favor with strong political support for the invaders.
Despite these accommodations, Mongol rule was still harsh, exploitative, for-
eign, and resented. Marco Polo, who was in China at the time, reported that some
Mongol officials or their Muslim intermediaries treated Chinese “just like slaves,”
demanding bribes for services, ordering arbitrary executions, and seizing women at
will—all of which generated outrage and hostility. The Mongols did not become
Chinese, nor did they accommodate every aspect of Chinese culture. Deep inside
the new capital, the royal family and court could continue to experience something
of steppe life as their animals roamed freely in large open areas, planted with steppe
grass. Many of the Mongol elite much preferred to live, eat, sleep, and give birth in
the traditional tents that sprouted everywhere. In administering the country, the
Mongols largely ignored the traditional Chinese examination system and relied
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heavily on foreigners, particularly Muslims from Central Asia and the Middle East,
to serve as officials, while keeping the top decision-making posts for themselves.
Few Mongols learned Chinese, and Mongol law discriminated against the Chinese,
reserving for them the most severe punishments. Furthermore, the Mongols hon-
ored and supported merchants and artisans far more than Confucian bureaucrats
had been inclined to do.

In social life, the Mongols forbade intermarriage and prohibited Chinese schol-
ars from learning the Mongol script. Mongol women never adopted foot binding
and scandalized the Chinese by mixing freely with men at official gatherings and
riding to the hunt with their husbands. The Mongol ruler Khubilai Khan retained
the Mongol tradition of relying heavily on female advisers, the chief of which was
his favorite wife, Chabi. Ironically, she urged him to accommodate his Chinese
subjects, forcefully and successtully opposing an early plan to turn Chinese farmland
into pastureland. Unlike many Mongols, biased as they were against farming, Chabi
recognized the advantages of agriculture and its ability to generate tax revenue.
With a vision of turning Mongol rule into a lasting dynasty that might rank with
the splendor of the Tang, she urged her husband to emulate the best practices of
that earlier era of Chinese history.

However one assesses Mongol rule in China, it was relatively brief, lasting little
more than a century. By the mid-fourteenth century, intense factionalism among
the Mongols, rapidly rising prices, furious epidemics of the plague, and growing
peasant rebellions combined to force the Mongols out of China. By 1368, rebel
forces had triumphed, and thousands of Mongols returned to their homeland in the
steppes. For several centuries, they remained a periodic threat to China, but during
the Ming dynasty that followed, the memory of their often-brutal and alien rule
stimulated a renewed commitment to Confucian values and restrictive gender prac-
tices and an effort to wipe out all traces of the Mongols’ impact.

Persia and the Mongols

A second great civilization conquered by the Mongols was Islamic Persia. There
the Mongol takeover was far more abrupt than the extended process of conquest in
China. A first invasion (1219-1221), led by Chinggis Khan himself, was followed
thirty years later by a second assault (1251-1258) under his grandson Hulegu (HE-
luh-gee), who became the first il-khan (subordinate khan) of Persia. Although Persia
had been repeatedly attacked, from the invasion of Alexander the Great to that of
the Arabs, nothing prepared them for the Mongols. Before the Mongols, the most
recent incursion had featured Turkic peoples, but they had been Muslims, recently
converted, small in number, and seeking only acceptance within the Islamic world.
The Mongols, however, were infidels in Muslim eyes, and their stunning victory
was a profound shock to people accustomed to viewing history as the progressive
expansion of Islamic rule. Furthermore, Mongol military victory brought in its wake
a degree of ferocity and slaughter that had no parallel in Persian experience. (See
Working with Evidence, Source 11.3, page 492, for a description of the Mongol
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B Comparison

How was Mongol rule in
Persia different from that
in China?

seizure of the city of Bukhara.) The Persian historian Juvaini described it in fearful
terms:

Every town and every village has been several times subjected to pillage and
massacre and has suffered this confusion for years so that even though there be
generation and increase until the Resurrection the population will not attain to

a tenth part of what it was before.'®

The sacking of Baghdad in 1258, which put an end to the Abbasid caliphate, was
accompanied by the massacre of more than 200,000 people, according to Hulegu
himself.

Beyond this human catastrophe lay the damage to Persian and Iraqi agriculture
and to those who tilled the soil. Heavy taxes, sometimes collected twenty or thirty
times a year and often under torture or whipping, pushed large numbers of peasants
off their land. Furthermore, the in-migration of pastoral Mongols, together with
their immense herds of sheep and goats, turned much agricultural land into pasture
and sometimes into desert. As a result, a fragile system of underground water chan-
nels that provided irrigation to the fields was neglected, and much good agricultural
land was reduced to waste. Some sectors of the Persian economy gained, however.
Wine production increased because the Mongols were fond of alcohol, and the
Persian silk industry benefited from close contact with a Mongol-ruled China. In
general, though, even more so than in China, Mongol rule in Persia represented
“disaster on a grand and unparalleled scale.”"’

Nonetheless, the Mongols in Persia were themselves transformed far more than
their counterparts in China. They made extensive use of the sophisticated Persian
bureaucracy, leaving the greater part of government operations in Persian hands.
During the reign of Ghazan (haz-ZAHN) (1295-1304), they made some efforts to
repair the damage caused by earlier policies of ruthless exploitation by rebuilding
damaged cities and repairing neglected irrigation works. Most important, the Mon-
gols who conquered Persia became Muslims, following the lead of Ghazan, who
converted to Islam in 1295. No such widespread conversion to the culture of the
conquered occurred in China or in Christian Russia. Members of the court and
Mongol elites learned at least some Persian, unlike most of their counterparts in
China. A number of Mongols also turned to farming, abandoning their pastoral
ways, while some married local people.

When the Mongol dynasty of Hulegu’s descendants collapsed in the 1330s for
lack of a suitable heir, the Mongols were not driven out of Persia as they had been
from China. Rather, they and their Turkic allies simply disappeared, assimilated
into Persian society. From a Persian point of view, the barbarians had been civi-
lized, and Persians had successtully resisted cultural influence from their uncivilized
conquerors. When the great Persian historian Rashid al-Din wrote his famous his-
tory of the Mongols, he apologized for providing information about women, gen-
erally unmentioned in Islamic writing, explaining that Mongols treated their
women equally and included them in decisions of the court.?” Now Persian rulers
could return to their more patriarchal ways.



Khutulun, a Mongol
Wrestler Princess

B orn around 1260 into
the extended family
network of Chinggis Khan,
Khutulun was the only girl
among fourteen brothers.?!
Even among elite Mongol
women, many of whom
played important roles

in public life, Khutulun was
unique. Her father, Qaidu
Khan, was the Mongol ruler
of Central Asia and a bitter
opponent of Khubilai Khan,
the Mongol ruler of China
who was trying to extend his
control over Central Asia. A large and well-built young
woman, Khutulun excelled in horse riding, archery, and
wrestling, outperforming her brothers. Winning fame as
a wrestler in public competitions, she soon joined her
father on the battlefield, was awarded a medallion of
office normally reserved for men alone, and gained a
reputation for being blessed of the gods. According to
Marco Polo, during battle Khutulun would often seize
one of the enemy, “as deftly as a hawk pounces on a
bird,” and carry him off to her father.

It was when she became of marriageable age that
trouble began. She turned down the possibility of mar-
rying a cousin who governed Mongol Persia, for this
woman of the steppes had no desire to live as a secluded
urban wife. In fact, she declared that she would only
marry someone who could defeat her in wrestling. Many
suitors tried, wagering 10, 100, or in one case 1,000
horses that they could defeat her. All of them failed, and,
in the process, Khutulun accumulated a very substantial
herd of horses.

Khutulun’s extraordinary public life and her unwill-
ingness to marry provided an opening for her enemies.
Rumors circulated that she refused to marry because she

was engaged in an incestuous relationship with her father.

To put an end to such stories, Khutulun finally agreed to
wed one of her father’s followers without any wrestling

A Mongol woman riding with Chinggis Khan,
as Khutulun rode with her father.
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contest. Still, the decision
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was hers. As the Mongol
chronicles put it, “She
chose him herself for her
husband.”

Even after her marriage,
Khutulun continued to
campaign with Qaidu Khan,
and together they protected
the steppe lands of Central
Asia from incorporation
e B into Mongol-ruled China.
In 1301, her father was
wounded in battle and,
shortly thereafter, died.
Some accounts suggest that he tried to name Khutulun as
khan in his place, but the resistance of her brothers nixed
that plan. “You should mind your scissors and needles,”
declared her rivals. “What have you to do with king-
ship?” Khutulun herself supported one of her brothers
as khan, while she remained at the head of the army.

She died in 1306, though whether in battle or as the
result of an assassination remains unclear.

In her public and military life and in her fierce inde-
pendence about marriage, Khutulun reflected the relative
freedom and influence of Mongol women, particularly
of the elite class. In her preference for the open life of the
steppes and in her resistance to the intrusion of Mongol-
ruled China, she aligned with those who saw themselves
as “true Mongols,” in opposition to those who had come
under the softening influence of neighboring Chinese or
Persian civilizations. To this day, when Mongolian men
wrestle, they wear a vest with an open chest in honor of
Khutulun, ensuring that they are wrestling with other
men rather than with a woman who might throw them
to the ground.

Question: What does the life of Khutulun reveal about Mongol
gender relationships?

photo: National Palace Museum, Taipei, Taiwan/Bridgeman Images
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Mongol Rulers and

Their Women

The wives of Mongol rulers
exercised considerable influence
at court. This fourteenth-
century painting shows
Chinggis Khan's fourth son,
Tului, the ruler of the Mongol
heartland after his father's
death, with his Christian wife
Sorgaqtani. After her hushand's
early death from alcoholism,
she maneuvered her children,
including Khubilai Khan, into
powerful positions and strongly
encouraged them in the direc-
tion of religious toleration. (By
Rashid al-Din, Djamil el Tawarak,
15th century Persian illumination/

Bibliotheque Nationale de France,
Paris, France/akg-images)

B Comparison

What was distinctive about
the Russian experience of
Mongol rule?

CHAPTER 11/ PASTORAL PEOPLES ON THE GLOBAL STAGE, 1200-1500

Russia and the Mongols

‘When the Mongol military machine rolled over Russia between 1237 and 1240, it
encountered a relatively new third-wave civilization, located on the far eastern
fringe of Christendom (see Chapter 10). Whatever political unity this new civiliza-
tion of Kievan Rus had earlier enjoyed was now gone, and various independent
princes proved unable to unite even in the face of the Mongol onslaught. Although
they had interacted extensively with pastoral people of the steppes north of the
Black Sea, Mongol ferocity was stunning. City after city fell to Mongol forces,
which were now armed with the catapults and battering rams adopted from Chi-
nese or Muslim sources. The slaughter that sometimes followed was described in
horrific terms by Russian chroniclers, although twentieth-century historians often
regard such accounts as exaggerated. (See Working with Evidence, Source 11.4,
page 494, for one such account.) From the survivors and the cities that surrendered
early, laborers and skilled craftsmen were deported to other Mongol lands or sold
into slavery. A number of Russian crafts were so depleted of their workers that they
did not recover for a century or more.

If the violence of initial conquest bore similarities to the experiences of Persia,
Russia’s incorporation into the Mongol Empire was very different. To the Mon-
gols, it was the Kipchak (KIP-chahk) Khanate, named after the Kipchak Turkic-
speaking peoples north of the Caspian and Black seas, among whom the Mongols
had settled. To the Russians, it was the “Khanate of the Golden Horde.” By what-
ever name, the Mongols had conquered Russia, but they did not occupy it as they
had China and Persia. Because there were no garrisoned cities, permanently sta-
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tioned administrators, or Mongol settlers, the Russian experience of Mongol rule
was quite different from that of conquered peoples elsewhere. From the Mongol
point of view, Russia had little to offer. Its economy was not nearly so sophisticated
or productive as that of more established civilizations; nor was it located on major
international trade routes. It was simply not worth the expense of occupying. Fur-
thermore, the availability of extensive steppe lands for pasturing their flocks north
of the Black and Caspian seas meant that the Mongols could maintain their pre-
terred pastoral way of life, while remaining in easy reach of Russian cities when the
need arose to send further military expeditions. They could dominate and exploit
Russia from the steppes.

And exploit they certainly did. Russian princes received appointment from the
khan and were required to send substantial tribute to the Mongol capital at Sarai,
located on the lower Volga River. A variety of additional taxes created a heavy bur-
den, especially on the peasantry, while continuing border raids sent tens of thou-
sands of Russians into slavery. The Mongol impact was highly uneven, however.
Some Russian princes benefited considerably because they were able to manipu-
late their role as tribute collectors to grow wealthy.
The Russian Orthodox Church likewise flourished
under the Mongol policy of religious toleration, for it
received exemption from many taxes. Nobles who
participated in Mongol raids earned a share of the loot.
Some cities, such as Kiev, resisted the Mongols and
were devastated, while others collaborated and were
left undamaged. Moscow in particular emerged as the
primary collector of tribute for the Mongols, and its
princes parlayed this position into a leading role as the
nucleus of a renewed Russian state when Mongol
domination receded in the fifteenth century.

The absence of direct Mongol rule had implica-
tions for the Mongols themselves, for they were far less
influenced by or assimilated within Russian cultures
than their counterparts in China and Persia had been.
The Mongols in China had turned themselves into a
Chinese dynasty, with the khan as a Chinese emperor.
Some learned calligraphy, and a few came to appreciate
Chinese poetry. In Persia, the Mongols had converted
to Islam, with some becoming farmers. Not so in Rus-
sia. There “the Mongols of the Golden Horde were
still spending their days in the saddle and their nights
in tents.”? They could dominate Russia from the

Mongol Russia
This sixteenth-century painting depicts the Mongol burning of the Russian
city of Ryazan in 1237. Similar destruction awaited many Russian towns
rate from Christian Russians, eventually the Mongols  that resisted the invaders. (Sovfoto/Universal Images Group/akg-images)

adjacent steppes without in any way adopting Russian
culture. Even though they remained culturally sepa-
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assimilated to the culture and the Islamic faith of the Kipchak people of the steppes,
and in the process they lost their distinct identity and became Kipchaks.

Despite this domination from a distance, “the impact of the Mongols on Russia
was, if anything, greater than on China and Iran [Persia],” according to a leading
scholar.?® Russian princes, who were more or less left alone if they paid the required
tribute and taxes, found it useful to adopt the Mongols’ weapons, diplomatic ritu-
als, court practices, taxation system, and military draft. Mongol policies facilitated,
although not intentionally, the rise of Moscow as the core of a new Russian state,
and that state made good use of the famous Mongol mounted courier service,
which Marco Polo had praised so highly. Mongol policies also strengthened the
hold of the Russian Orthodox Church and enabled it to penetrate the rural areas
more fully than before. Some Russians, seeking to explain their country’s economic
backwardness and political autocracy in modern times, have held the Mongols
responsible for both conditions, though most historians consider such views vastly
exaggerated.

Divisions among the Mongols, the disruptive influence of plague, and the grow-
ing strength of the Russian state, centered now on the city of Moscow, enabled the
Russians to break the Mongols’ hold by the end of the fifteenth century. With the
earlier demise of Mongol rule in China and Persia, and now in Russia, the Mongols
had retreated from their brief but spectacular incursion into the civilizations of outer
Eurasia. Nonetheless, they continued to periodically threaten these civilizations for
several centuries, until their homelands were absorbed into the expanding Russian
and Chinese empires. But the Mongol moment in world history was over.

The Mongol Empire as a Eurasian Network

During the third-wave millennium, Chinese culture and Buddhism provided a
measure of integration among the peoples of East Asia; Christianity did the same
for Europe, while the realm of Islam connected most of the lands in between. But
it was the Mongol Empire, during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, that
brought all of these regions into a single interacting network. It was a unique
moment in world history and an important step toward the global integration of
the modern era.

Toward a World Economy

The Mongols themselves did not produce much of value for distant markets, nor
were they active traders. Nonetheless, they consistently promoted international com-
merce, largely so that they could tax it and thus extract wealth from more developed
civilizations. The Great Khan Ogodeti, for example, often paid well over the asking
price to attract merchants to his capital of Karakorum. The Mongols also provided
financial backing for caravans, introduced standardized weights and measures, and
gave tax breaks to merchants.
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In providing a relatively secure environment for merchants making the long
and arduous journey across Central Asia between Europe and China, the Mongol
Empire brought the two ends of the Eurasian world into closer contact than ever
before and launched a new phase in the history of the Silk Roads. Marco Polo was
only the most famous of many European merchants, mostly from Italian cities, who
made their way to China through the Mongol Empire. So many traders attempted
the journey that guidebooks circulated with much useful advice about the trip.
Merchants returned with tales of rich lands and prosperous commercial opportuni-
ties, but what they described were long-established trading networks of which
Europeans had been largely ignorant.

The Mongol trading circuit was a central element in an even larger commercial
network that linked much of the Afro-Eurasian world in the thirteenth century (see
Map 11.2). Mongol-ruled China was the fulcrum of this vast system, connecting
the overland route through the Mongol Empire with the oceanic routes through
the South China Sea and Indian Ocean.

Diplomacy on a Eurasian Scale

Not only did the Mongol Empire facilitate long-distance commerce, but it also
prompted diplomatic relationships from one end of Eurasia to the other. As their
invasion of Russia spilled over into Eastern Europe, Mongol armies destroyed Pol-
ish, German, and Hungarian forces in 1241-1242 and seemed poised to march on
Central and Western Europe. But the death of the Great Khan Ogodei required
Mongol leaders to return to Mongolia, and Western Europe lacked adequate pas-
ture for Mongol herds. Thus Western Europe was spared the trauma of conquest,
but fearing the possible return of the Mongols, both the pope and European rul-
ers dispatched delegations to the Mongol capital, mostly led by Franciscan friars.
They hoped to learn something about Mongol intentions, to secure Mongol aid
in the Christian crusade against Islam, and, if possible, to convert Mongols to
Christianity.

These efforts were largely in vain, for no alliance or widespread conversion
occurred. In fact, one of these missions came back with a letter for the pope from
the Great Khan Guyuk, demanding that Europeans submit to him. “But if you
should not believe our letters and the command of God nor hearken to our coun-
sel,” he warned, “then we shall know for certain that you wish to have war. After
that we do not know what will happen.”? Perhaps the most important outcome of
these diplomatic probings was the useful information about lands to the east that
European missions brought back. Those reports contributed to a dawning Euro-
pean awareness of a wider world, and they have certainly provided later historians
with much useful information about the Mongols. Somewhat later, in 1287, the
il-khanate of Persia sought an alliance with European powers to take Jerusalem and
crush the forces of Islam, but the Persian Mongols’ conversion to Islam soon put an
end to any such anti-Muslim coalition.

B Connection
What kinds of cross-cultural
interactions did the Mongol
Empire generate?
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Map 11.2  Trade and Disease in the Fourteenth Century

The Mongol Empire played a major role in the commercial integration of the Eurasian world as well
as in the spread of the plague across this vast area.

Within the Mongol Empire itself, close relationships developed between the
courts of Persia and China. They regularly exchanged ambassadors, shared intelli-
gence information, fostered trade between their regions, and sent skilled workers
back and forth. Thus political authorities all across Eurasia engaged in diplomatic
relationships with one another to an unprecedented degree.

Cultural Exchange in the Mongol Realm

Accompanying these transcontinental economic and political relationships was a
substantial exchange of peoples and cultures. Mongol policy forcibly transterred many
thousands of skilled craftsmen and educated people from their homelands to distant
parts of the empire, while the Mongols’ religious tolerance and support of mer-
chants drew missionaries and traders from afar. The Mongol capital at Karakorum
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was a cosmopolitan city with places of worship for Buddhists, Daoists, Muslims,
and Christians. Chinggis Khan and several other Mongol rulers married Christian
women. Actors and musicians from China, wrestlers from Persia, and a jester from
Byzantium provided entertainment for the Mongol court. Persian and Arab doctors
and administrators were sent to China, while Chinese physicians and engineers
found their skills in demand in the Islamic world.

This movement of people facilitated the exchange of ideas and techniques, a
process actively encouraged by Mongol authorities. A great deal of Chinese tech-
nology and artistic conventions—such as painting, printing, gunpowder weapons,
compass navigation, high-temperature furnaces, and medical techniques—flowed
westward. Acupuncture, for example, was poorly received in the Middle East
because it required too much bodily contact for Muslim taste, but Chinese tech-
niques for diagnosing illness by taking the pulse of patients proved quite popular, as
they involved minimal body contact. Muslim astronomers brought their skills and
knowledge to China because Mongol authorities wanted “second opinions on the
reading of heavenly signs and portents” and assistance in constructing the accurate
calendars needed for ritual purposes.” Plants and crops likewise circulated within
the Mongol domain. Lemons and carrots from the Middle East found a welcome
reception in China, while the Persian il-khan Ghazan sent envoys to India, China,
and elsewhere to seek “seeds of things which are unique in that land.”2¢

Europeans arguably gained more than most from these exchanges, for they had
long been cut off from the fruitful interchange with Asia, and in comparison to the
Islamic and Chinese worlds, they were less technologically developed. Now they
could reap the benefits of new technology, new crops, and new knowledge of a
wider world. And almost alone among the peoples of Eurasia, they could do so
without having suffered the devastating consequences of Mongol conquest. In
these circumstances, some historians have argued, lay the roots of Europe’s remark-
able rise to global prominence in the centuries that followed.

The Plague: An Afro-Eurasian Pandemic

Any benefits derived from participation in Mongol networks of communication
and exchange must be measured alongside the hemispheric catastrophe known as
the “plague” or the “pestilence” and later called the Black Death. Originating most
likely in China, the bacteria responsible for the disease, known as Yersinia pestis,
spread across the trade routes of the vast Mongol Empire in the early fourteenth
century (see Map 11.2, page 482). Carried by rodents and transmitted by fleas to
humans, the plague erupted initially in 1331 in northeastern China and had reached
the Middle East and Western Europe by 1347. One lurid but quite uncertain story
has the Mongols using catapults to hurl corpses infected with the plague into the
Genoese city of Caffa in the Crimea. In 1409, the plague reached East Africa, prob-
ably by way of the famous Chinese maritime expeditions that encompassed the
Indian Ocean basin.
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B Change

Disease changes societies.
How might this argument
apply to the plague?

The disease itself was associated with swelling of the lymph nodes, most often
in the groin; terrible headaches; high fever; and internal bleeding just below the
skin. Infected people generally died within a few days. In the densely populated
civilizations of China, the Islamic world, and Europe as well as in the steppe lands
of the pastoralists, the plague claimed enormous numbers of human victims, caus-
ing a sharp contraction in Eurasian population for a century or more. Chroniclers
reported rates of death that ranged from 50 to 90 percent of the affected popula-
tion, depending on the time and place. A recent study suggests that about half of
Europe’s people perished during the initial outbreak of 1348—1350.>" A fifteenth-
century Egyptian historian wrote that within a month of the plague’s arrival in
1349, “Cairo had become an abandoned desert. . . . Everywhere one heard lamen-
tations and one could not pass by any house without being overwhelmed by the
howling.”?® The Middle East generally had lost perhaps one-third of its population
by the early fifteenth century.?” The intense first wave of the plague was followed
by periodic visitations over the next several centuries. However, other regions of
the Eastern Hemisphere, especially India and sub-Saharan Africa, were much less
affected, so the plague’s impact varied significantly.

In those places where it struck hardest, the plague left thoughtful people grasp-
ing for language with which to describe a horror of such unprecedented dimen-
sions. One Italian man, who had buried all five of his children with his own hands,
wrote in 1348 that “so many have died that everyone believes it is the end of the
world.”?” Another Italian, the Renaissance scholar Francesco Petrarch, was equally
stunned by the impact of the Black Death; he wrote to a friend in 1349:

When at any time has such a thing been seen or spoken of? Has what hap-
pened in these years ever been read about: empty houses, derelict cities, ruined
estates, fields strewn with cadavers, a horrible and vast solitude encompassing
the whole world? Consult historians, they are silent; ask physicians, they are
stupefied; seek the answers from philosophers, they shrug their shoulders, fur-
row their brows, and with fingers pressed against their lips, bid you be silent.
Will posterity believe these things, when we who have seen it can scarcely

believe it?3!

In the Islamic world, the famous historian Ibn Khaldun, who had lost both of his
parents to the plague, also wrote about it in apocalyptic terms:

Civilization in both the East and the West was visited by a destructive plague
which devastated nations and caused populations to vanish. It swallowed up
many of the good things of civilization and wiped them out. . . . It was as if the
voice of existence had called out for oblivion and restriction, and the world
responded to its call.?

Beyond its immediate devastation, the Black Death worked longer-term social
changes in Europe, the region where the plague’s impact has been most thoroughly
studied. Labor shortages following the initial outburst provoked sharp conflict
between scarce workers, who sought higher wages or better conditions, and the



THE MONGOL EMPIRE AS A EURASIAN NETWORK 485

rich, who resisted those demands. A series of peasant
revolts in the fourteenth century reflected this ten-
sion, which also undermined the practice of serfdom.
That labor shortage also may have fostered a greater
interest in technological innovation and created, at
least for a time, more employment opportunities for
women. Thus a resilient European civilization sur-
vived a cataclysm that had the power to destroy it. In
a strange way, that catastrophe may have actually
fostered its future growth.

Whatever its impact in particular places, the
plague also had larger consequences. Ironically, that
human disaster, born of the Mongol network, was a
primary reason for the demise of that network in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Population con-
tracted, cities declined, and the volume of trade
diminished all across the Mongol world. By 1350,
the Mongol Empire itself was in disarray, and within
a century the Mongols had lost control of Chinese,
Persian, and Russian civilizations. The Central Asian
trade route, so critical to the entire Afro-Eurasian
world economy, largely closed.

This disruption of the Mongol-based land routes

to the east, coupled with a desire to avoid Muslim
intermediaries, provided incentives for Europeans to take to the sea in their con-
tinuing efforts to reach the riches of Asia. Their naval technology gave them mili-
tary advantages on the seas, much as the Mongols’ skill with the bow and their
mobility on horseback gave these pastoralists a decisive edge in land battles. As
Europeans penetrated Asian and Atlantic waters in the sixteenth century, they took
on, in some ways, the role of the Mongols in organizing and fostering world trade
and in creating a network of communication and exchange over an even larger
area. Like the Mongols, Europeans were people on the periphery of the major
established civilizations; they too were economically less developed in comparison
to Chinese and Islamic civilizations. Both Mongols and Europeans were apt to
forcibly plunder the wealthier civilizations they encountered, and European empire
building in the Americas, like that of the Mongols in Eurasia, brought devastating
disease and catastrophic population decline in its wake.?* Europeans, of course,
brought far more of their own culture and many more of their own people to the
societies they conquered, as Christianity, European languages, settler societies, and
Western science and technology took root within their empires. Although their
imperial presence lasted far longer and operated on a much larger scale, European
actions at the beginning of their global expansion bore some resemblance to those
of their Mongol predecessors. They were, as one historian put it, “the Mongols of

the seas.”*

The Plague

This illustration depicts a Euro-
pean doctor visiting a patient
with the plague. Notice that the
doctor and others around the
bedside cover their noses to
prevent infection. During the
Black Death, doctors were
often criticized for refusing to
treat dying patients, as they
feared for their own lives.

(The Granger Collection, NYC—
All rights reserved.)
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REFLECTIONS

Changing Images of Pastoral Peoples

Historians frequently change their minds, and long-term consensus on most impor-
tant matters has been difficult to achieve. For example, until recently, pastoralists
generally received bad press in history books. Normally they entered the story only
when they were threatening or destroying established civilizations. In presenting a
largely negative image of pastoral peoples, historians were reflecting the long-held
attitudes of literate elites in the civilizations of Eurasia. Fearing and usually despis-
ing such peoples, educated observers in China, the Middle East, and Europe often
described them as bloodthirsty savages or barbarians, bringing only chaos and
destruction in their wake. Han Kuan, a Chinese scholar of the first century B.C.E.,
described the Xiongnu people as “abandoned by Heaven . . . in foodless desert wastes,
without proper houses, clothed in animal hides, eating their meat uncooked and
drinking blood.”*® To the Christian Saint Jerome (340—420 c.E.), the Huns “filled
the whole earth with slaughter and panic alike as they flitted hither and thither on

their swift horses.”3®

Almost a thousand years later, the famous Arab historian Ibn
Khaldun described pastoralists in a very similar fashion: “It is their nature to plunder
whatever other people possess.”’

Because pastoral peoples generally did not have written languages, the sources
available to historians came from less-than-unbiased observers in adjacent agricul-
tural civilizations. Furthermore, in the long-running conflict across the farming/
pastoral frontier, agricultural civilizations ultimately triumphed. Over the centuries,
some pastoralist or semi-agricultural peoples, such as the Germanic tribes of Europe
and the Arabs, created new civilizations. Others, such as the Turkic and Mongol
peoples, took over existing civilizations or were encompassed within established
agrarian empires. By the early twentieth century, and in most places much earlier,
pastoral peoples everywhere had lost their former independence and had often shed
their pastoral life as well. Since “winners” usually write history, the negative views
of pastoralists held by agrarian civilizations normally prevailed.

Reflecting more inclusive contemporary values, historians in recent decades
have sought to present a more balanced picture of pastoralists’ role in world history,
emphasizing what they created as well as what they destroyed. These historians have
highlighted the achievements of herding peoples, such as their adaptation to inhos-
pitable environments; their technological innovations; their development of horse-,
camel-, or cattle-based cultures; their role in fostering cross-cultural exchange; and
their state-building efforts.

A less critical or judgmental posture toward the Mongols may also owe some-
thing to the “total wars” and genocides of the twentieth century, in which the mass
slaughter of civilians became a strategy to induce enemy surrender. During the cold
war, the United States and the Soviet Union were prepared, apparently, to obliter-
ate each other’s entire population with nuclear weapons in response to an attack. In
light of this recent history, Mongol massacres may appear a little less unique. His-



SECOND THOUGHTS

torians living in the glass houses of contemporary societies are perhaps more reluc-
tant to cast stones at the Mongols. In understanding the Mongols, as in so much
else, historians are shaped by the times and circumstances of their own lives as
much as by “what really happened” in the past.

Second Thoughts

What's the Significance?

pastoralism, 458—65 Temujin/ Chinggis Khan, Hulegu, 475

Modun, 463 467-69 Khutulun, 477

Xiongnu, 463 the Mongol world war, 469-72  Kipchak Khanate/Golden
Turks, 463-65 Yuan dynasty China, 473-75 Horde, 478-80

Almoravid Empire, 465 Khubilai Khan, 474-75 Black Death/plague, 483-85

Big Picture Questions

1. What accounts for the often-negative attitudes of settled societies toward the pastoral peoples living
on their borders?

2. Why have historians often neglected pastoral peoples’ role in world history? How would you assess
the perspective of this chapter toward the Mongols? Does the chapter strike you as negative and
critical of the Mongols, as bending over backward to portray them in a positive light, or as a bal-
anced presentation?

3. In what different ways did Mongol rule affect the Islamic world, Russia, China, and Europe? In what
respects did it foster Eurasian integration?

4. Why did the Mongol Empire last only a relatively short time?

5. Looking Back: In what ways did the Mongol Empire resemble previous empires (Arab, Roman,
Chinese, or the Greek empire of Alexander, for example), and in what ways did it differ from them?

Next Steps: For Further Study

John Aberth, The First Horseman: Disease in Human History (2007). A global study of the history of disease,
with a fine chapter on the Black Death.

Thomas Allsen, Culture and Conquest in Mongol Eurasia (2001). A history of cultural exchange within the
Mongol realm, particularly between China and the Islamic world.

Thomas J. Barfield, The Nomadic Alternative (1993). An anthropological and historical survey of pastoral
peoples on a global basis.

Carter Finley, The Turks in World History (2005). The evolution of Turkic-speaking people, from their
nomadic origins to the twentieth century.

Jack Weatherford, Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World (2004). A lively, well-written,
and balanced account of the world the Mongols made and the legacy they left for the future.

“Horseback Riding and Bronze Age Pastoralism in the Eurasian Steppes,” http://www.youtube.com
Iwatch?v=QapUGZ0ObjA. An illustrated lecture on the origins of pastoralism by David W. Anthony,
a prominent scholar.

“The Mongols in World History,” http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/mongols. A wonderful resource on the
Mongols generally, with a particular focus on their impact in China.
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WORKING WITH EVIDENCE

Perspectives on the Mongols

How did the Mongols understand themselves and the enormous empire
they had created? How did the peoples who were forcibly incorporated
within that empire or threatened by it view the Mongols? What did outsiders
who encountered the Mongols notice about their ways of living? In study-
ing the Mongol phenomenon, historians use documents that reflect both the
Mongols’ perception of themselves and the perspectives of others. The first two
documents derive from Mongol sources, while the final three represent views
from Persian, Russian, and European observers.

Sorting through these various perceptions of the Mongols raises questions
about the kinds of understandings— or misunderstandings — that arise as cul-
turally different peoples meet, especially under conditions of conquest. These
documents also require reflection on the relative usefulness of sources that
come from the Mongols themselves as well as those that derive from the vic-
tims of Mongol aggression.

Source 11.1

Mongol History from a Mongol Source

The major literary work to emerge from the Mongols themselves, widely
known as The Secret History of the Mongols, was written a decade or two after
the death in 1227 of Chinggis Khan. The unknown author of this work was
clearly a contemporary of the Great Khan and likely a member of the royal
household. The first selection discusses the Mongol practice of anda, a very
close relationship between two unrelated men. The anda relationship of
Temujin, the future Chinggis Khan, and his friend Jamugha was important in
Temujin’s rise to power, although they later broke with one another. The
second selection from the Secret History describes the process by which Temu-
jin was elevated to the rank of Chinggis Khan, the ruler of a united Mongol
nation, while the third recounts the reflections of Ogodei, Chinggis Khan’s
son and successor, probably toward the end of his reign, which lasted from
1229 to 1241.

B How would you describe the anda relationship?

B  What does the Secret History suggest about the nature of political author-
ity and political relationships among the Mongols?
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B What did Ogodei regard as his greatest achievements and his most

notable mistakes?

B What evidence do these selections from the Secret History provide

that the author was an insider?

The Secret History of the Mongols
ca. 1240

Anda: Temujin and Jamugha

Temujin and Jamugha pitched their tents in the
Khorkonagh Valley. With their people united in
one great camp, the two leaders decided they should
renew their friendship, their pledge of anda. They
remembered when they’d first made that pledge,
and said, “We should love one another again.”

That first time they’d met Temujin was eleven
years old. . . . So Temujin and Jamugha said to each
other: “We’ve heard the elders say, “When two
men become anda their lives become one, one will
never desert the other and will always defend him.’
This is the way we’ll act from now on. We'll renew
our old pledge and love each other forever.”

Temujin took the golden belt he’d received in
the spoils from Toghtoga’s defeat and placed it
around Anda Jamugha’s waist. Then he led out the
Merkid chief’s warhorse, a light yellow mare with
black mane and tail, and gave it to Anda Jamugha
to ride. Jamugha took the golden belt he’d received
in the spoils from Dayir Usun’s defeat and placed
it around the waist of Anda Temujin. Then he led
out the whitish-tan warhorse of Dayir Usun and
had Anda Temujin ride on it.

Before the cliffs of Khuldaghar in the Khor-
konagh Valley, beneath the Great Branching Tree
of the Mongol, they pledged their friendship and
promised to love one another. They held a feast on
the spot and there was great celebration. Temujin
and Jamugha spent that night alone, sharing one
blanket to cover them both. Temujin and Jamugha
loved each other for one year, and when half of the
second year had passed they agreed it was time to
move camp. . . .

Temujin Becomes Chinggis Khan

Then they moved the whole camp to the shores
of Blue Lake in the Gurelgu Mountains. Altan,
Khuchar, and Sacha Beki conferred with each
other there, and then said to Temujin: “We want
you to be khan. Temujin, if you’ll be our khan
we’ll search through the spoils for the beautiful
women and virgins, for the great palace tents, . . .
for the finest geldings and mares. We’'ll gather all
these and bring them to you. When we go off to
hunt for wild game, we’ll go out first to drive them
together for you to kill. We’ll drive the wild ani-
mals of the steppe together so that their bellies are
touching. We’ll drive the wild game of the moun-
tains together so that they stand leg to leg. If we
disobey your command during battle, take away
our possessions, our children, and wives. Leave us
behind in the dust, cutting off our heads where we
stand and letting them fall to the ground. If we
disobey your counsel in peacetime, take away our
tents and our goods, our wives, and our children.
Leave us behind when you move, abandoned in
the desert without a protector.” Having given their
word, having taken this oath, they proclaimed
Temujin khan of the Mongol and gave him the
name Chingis Khan. . . .

Reflections of Ogodei

Then Ogodei Khan spoke these words: “Since
my father the Khan passed away and I came to sit
on his great throne, what have I done? I went to
war against the people of Cathay [China| and I
destroyed them. For my second accomplishment I
established a network of post stations so that my
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words are carried across the land with great speed.
Another of my accomplishments has been to have
my commanders dig wells in the desert so that
there would be pasture and water for the people
there. Lastly I placed spies and agents among all the
people of the cities. In all directions I've brought
peace to the Nation and the people. . . .

“Since the time of my father the Khan, I added
these four accomplishments to all that he did. But
also since my father passed away and I came to sit
on his great throne with the burden of all the
numerous people on my shoulders, I allowed
myself to be conquered by wine. This was one of
my mistakes. Another of my mistakes was to listen
to a woman with no principles and because of her
take away the daughters who belonged to my
Uncle Odchigin. Even though I'm the Khan, the
Lord of the Nation, I have no right to go against
established principle, so this was my mistake.

“Another mistake was to secretly harm Dok-
holkhu. If you ask, “Why was this wrong?’ I would

say that to secretly harm Dokholkhu, a man who
had served his proper lord, my father the Khan,
performing heroic deeds in his service, was a mis-
take. Now that I've done this, who’ll perform
heroic deeds in my service? Then my last mistake
was to desire too much, to say to myself, ‘I'm afraid
that all the wild game born under Heaven will run
off toward the land of my brothers.” So I ordered
earthen walls to be built to keep the wild game
from running away, but even as these walls were
being built I heard my brothers speaking badly of
me. | admit that I was wrong to do this. Since the
time of my father the Khan I’ve added four accom-
plishments to all that he’d done and I've done four
things which I admit were wrong.”

Source: Paul Kahn, The Secret History of the Mongols: The Origin of
Chingis Khan (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1984), 44-45,
48-49, 192-93.

Source 11.2
Chinggis Khan and Changchun

Source 11.2 begins with a remarkable letter that Chinggis Khan sent to the

seventy-two-year-old Chinese Daoist master Changchun in 1219, requesting

a personal meeting with the teacher.

B Why did Chinggis Khan seek a meeting with Changchun? Do you

think he was satisfied with the outcome of that meeting?

B How does Chinggis Khan define his life’s work? What is his image

of himself?

B How would you describe the tone of Chinggis Khan’s letter to

Changchun? What does the letter suggest about Mongol attitudes

toward the belief systems of conquered peoples?

B How do Sources 11.1 and 11.2 help explain the success of the Mongols’

empire-building efforts?

B What core Mongol values do these documents suggest?
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CHINGGIS KHAN

Letter to Changchun
1219

eaven has abandoned China owing to its

haughtiness and extravagant luxury. But I,
living in the northern wilderness, have not inordi-
nate passions. I hate luxury and exercise modera-
tion. I have only one coat and one food. I eat the
same food and am dressed in the same tatters as my
humble herdsmen. I consider the people my chil-
dren, and take an interest in talented men as if they
were my brothers. . . . At military exercises I am
always in the front, and in time of battle am never
behind. In the space of seven years I have suc-
ceeded in accomplishing a great work, and unit-
ing the whole world into one empire. I have not
myself distinguished qualities. But the govern-
ment of the [Chinese]| is inconstant, and therefore
Heaven assists me to obtain the throne. ... All
together have acknowledged my supremacy. It
seems to me that since the remote time . .. such
an empire has not been seen. . .. Since the time
I came to the throne I have always taken to heart
the ruling of my people; but I could not find wor-
thy men to occupy [high offices]. . . . With respect
to these circumstances I inquired, and heard that
thou, master, hast penetrated the truth. ... For a
long time thou hast lived in the caverns of the
rocks, and hast retired from the world; but to thee
the people who have acquired sanctity repair, like
clouds on the paths of the immortals, in innumer-
able multitudes. . . . But what shall I do? We are
separated by mountains and plains of great extent,
and I cannot meet thee. I can only descend from
the throne and stand by the side. I have fasted and
washed. I have ordered my adjutant . . . to prepare
an escort and a cart for thee. Do not be afraid of the
thousand /i [a great distance]. I implore thee to

move thy sainted steps. Do not think of the extent
of the sandy desert. Commiserate the people in the
present situation of affairs, or have pity upon me,
and communicate to me the means of preserving
life. T shall serve thee myself. I hope that at least
thou wilt leave me a trifle of thy wisdom. Say only
one word to me and I shall be happy.

[After a long journey, Changchun arrived at the camp of
Chinggis Khan, located in what is now Afghanistan.
One of Changchun’s disciples recorded what happened in
their initial meeting. |

[T]he master presented himself to the Emperor,
who greeted him, and said: “You were invited by
the other courts (the Kin and the Sung), but you
refused. Now you have come to see me, having
traversed a road of ten thousand li. I am much
gratified.” The master answered: “The wild man
of the mountains came to see the emperor by order
of your majesty; it was the will of Heaven.” Chin-
ghiz invited him to sit down, and ordered a meal to
be set before him. After this he asked: “Sainted
man, you have come from a great distance. Have
you a medicine of immortality?”” The master replied:
“There are means for preserving life, but no medi-
cines for immortality.” Chinghiz lauded him for
his sincerity and candour. By imperial order two
tents were pitched for the master east of the emper-
or’s tents. The emperor gave him the title of shen
sien (the immortal).

Source: E. Bretschneider, Mediaeval Researches from Eastern Asiatic
Sources, vol. 1 (London, 1875), 37-39, 86.
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Source 11.3
The Conquest of Bukhara:
A Persian View

While Chinggis Khan was hosting Changchun, he was also personally leading
Mongol forces into the lands of the Persian Empire, then ruled by the Turkic

Khwarazmian dynasty. The thirteenth-century Persian historian Juvaini,

himself a high official in the Mongol government of his homeland, wrote an
account of the creation of the Mongol Empire titled The History of the World
Congqueror. This excerpt from that work describes the conquest of the city of
Bukhara, a major commercial and intellectual center of the Persian Islamic

world.

B What can we learn about the policies and strategies of the Mongols from
Juvaini’s account? What parts of this account seem most reliable?

B How might you describe Juvaini’s posture toward the Mongols? Keep in

mind that he was working for them.

B What aspects of Mongol behavior would be most offensive to Muslims?

How did Chinggis Khan justify his conquest of Bukhara?

Juvaint
The History of the World Conqueror
1219
hinggis Khan’s| troops were more numerous  Khan, who entered to inspect the town and cita-
than ants or locusts, being in their multi-  del. He rode into the Juma Mosque. . . . Chingis-

tude beyond estimation or computation. Detach-
ment after detachment arrived, each like a billow-
ing sea, and encamped round about the town. At
sunrise twenty thousand men from the Sultan’s
[Muslim ruler of Bukhara] auxiliary army issued
forth from the citadel together with most of the
inhabitants. . . . When these forces reached the
banks of the Oxus, the patrols and advance parties
of the Mongol army fell upon them and left no
trace of them.

On the following day when from the reflection
of the sun that plain seemed to be a tray filled with
blood, the people of Bukhara opened their gates
and closed the door of strife and battle. The imams
and notables came on a deputation to Chingis-

Khan asked those present whether this was the
palace of the Sultan; they replied it was the house
of God. Then he too got down from his horse, and
mounting two or three steps of the pulpit he
exclaimed: “The countryside is empty of fodder,
fill our horses’ bellies.” Whereupon they opened
all the magazines in the town and began carrying
off the grain. And they brought the cases in which
the Qurans were kept out in the courtyard of the
mosque, where they cast the Qurans right and left
and turned the cases into mangers for their horses.
After which they circulated cups and sent for the
singing-girls of the town to sing and dance for
them; while the Mongols raised their voices to the
tunes of their own songs. Meanwhile, the imams,
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shaikhs, sayyids, doctors and scholars of the age
kept watch over their horses in the stables. . . .
After an hour or two Chingis-Khan arose to return
to his camp. . .. [T]he leaves of the Quran were
trampled beneath the dirt beneath their own feet
and their horses” hooves.

When Chingis-Khan left the town he went to
the festival muhalla and mounted the pulpit; and,
the people having assembled, he asked which were
wealthy amongst them. Two hundred and eighty
persons were designated (a hundred and ninety of
them being natives of the town and the rest strang-
ers, 1.e., ninety merchants from various places) and
were led before him. He then began a speech, in
which, after describing the resistance and treachery
of the Sultan, he addressed them as follows: “O
People! know that you have committed great sins,
and that the great ones among you have commit-
ted these sins. If you ask me what proof I have for
these words, I say it is because I am the punishment
of God. If you had not committed these great sins,
God would not have sent a punishment like me
upon you.” When he had finished speaking in this
strain, he continued his discourse with words of
admonition, saying, “There is no need to declare
your property that is on the face of the earth; tell
me of that which is in the belly of the earth.” . ..
[A]lthough not subjecting them to disgrace or
humiliation, they began to exact money from these
men; and when they delivered it up they did not
torment them by excessive punishment or demand-
ing what was beyond their power to pay.

Chingis-Khan had given orders for the Sultan’s
troops to be driven out of the interior of the town
and the citadel. . . . [H]e now gave orders for all
quarters of the town to be set on fire; and since the
houses were built entirely out of wood, within
several days the greater part of the town had been
consumed, with the exception of the Juma mosque

and some of the palaces, which were built with
baked bricks. Then the people of Bukhara were
driven against the citadel. And on either side the
furnace of battle was heated. On the outside, man-
gonels [catapults|] were erected, bows bent, and
stones and arrows discharged, and, on the inside, . . .
pots of naphtha [a flammable liquid] were set in
motion. It was like a red hot furnace. . . . For days
they fought in this manner; the garrison made
sallies against the besiegers. ... But finally they
were reduced to the last extremity; resistance was
no longer in their power; and they stood excused
before God and man. The moat had been filled
with animate and inanimate and raised up with
levies and Bukharans; . . . their khans, leaders and
notables, who were the chief men of the age and
the favorites of the Sultan who in their glory would
set their feet on the head of Heaven, now became
captives of abasement and were drowned in the sea
of annihilation. . . . Of the Qangli [Turkic defend-
ers of the city] no male was spared who stood
higher than the butt of a whip and more than thirty
thousand were counted amongst the slain; whilst
their small children, the children of their nobles
and their womenfolk, slender as the cypress, were
sold to slavery.

When the town and the citadel had been
purged of rebels and the walls and outworks lev-
elled with the dust, the inhabitants of the town,
men and women, ugly and beautiful, were driven
out onto the field of the musalla [an open space
outside of a mosque|. Chingis-Khan spared their
lives, but the youths and full-grown men that were
fit for such service were pressed into a levy for the
attack on Samarqgand and Dabusiya.

Source: Juvaini, The History of the World Conqueror, translated by
John Boyle (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1958),
103—6.
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Source 11.4
A Russian View of the Mongols

In 1238, some nineteen years after their initial assault on Persia, Mongol forces
began their conquest of Russia. Source 11.4 offers a Russian commentary on

those events, drawn from The Chronicle of Novgorod, one of the major sources

for the history of early Russia.

B How did the Russian writer of the Chronicle account for what he saw as

the disaster of the Mongol invasion?

B Can you infer from the document any additional reasons for the Mongol

success?

B Beyond the conquest itself, what other aspects of Mongol rule offended

the Russians?

B To what extent was the Mongol conquest of Russia also a clash of

cultures?

B What similarities and differences do you notice between this account of

Mongol conquest and that of Juvaini in Source 11.3?

The Chronicle of Novgorod
1238

hat same year [1238] foreigners called Tartars

[Mongols| came in countless numbers, like
locusts, into the land of Ryazan, and on first com-
ing they halted at the river Nukhla, and took it,
and halted in camp there. And thence they sent
their emissaries to the Knyazes [princes] of Ryazan,
a sorceress and two men with her, demanding
from them one-tenth of everything: of men and
Knyazes and horses—of everything one-tenth.
And the Knyazes of Ryazan ... without letting
them into their towns, went out to meet them to
Voronazh. And the Knyazes said to them: “Only
when none of us remain then all will be yours.” . . .
And the Knyazes of Ryazan sent to Yuri of
Volodimir asking for help, or himself to come. But
Yuri neither went himself nor listened to the
request of the Knyazes of Ryazan, but he him-
self wished to make war separately. But it was too
late to oppose the wrath of God. . . . Thus also did

God before these men take from us our strength

and put into us perplexity and thunder and dread
and trembling for our sins. And then the pagan
foreigners surrounded Ryazan and fenced it in
with a stockade. . . . And the Tartars took the town
on December 21, and they had advanced against it
on the 16th of the same month. They likewise
killed the Knyaz and Knyaginya, and men, women,
and children, monks, nuns and priests, some by
fire, some by the sword, and violated nuns, priests’
wives, good women and girls in the presence of
their mothers and sisters. But God saved the
Bishop, for he had departed the same moment
when the troops invested the town. And who,
brethren, would not lament over this, among those
of us left alive when they suffered this bitter and
violent death? And we, indeed, having seen it,
were terrified and wept with sighing day and night
over our sins, while we sigh every day and night,
taking thought for our possessions and for the
hatred of brothers.
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... The pagan and godless Tartars, then, hav-
ing taken Ryazan, went to Volodimir. ... And
when the lawless ones had already come near and
set up battering rams, and took the town and fired
it on Friday ..., the Knyaz and Knyaginya and
Vladyka, seeing that the town was on fire and that
the people were already perishing, some by fire
and others by the sword, took refuge in the Church
of the Holy Mother of God and shut themselves in
the Sacristy. The pagans breaking down the doors,
piled up wood and set fire to the sacred church;
and slew all, thus they perished, giving up their
souls to God. ... And Rostov and Suzhdal went
each its own way. And the accursed ones having
come thence took Moscow, Pereyaslavi, Yurev,
Dmitrov, Volok, and Tver; there also they killed
the son of Yaroslav. And thence the lawless ones

came and invested Torzhok on the festival of the
first Sunday in Lent. They fenced it all round with
a fence as they had taken other towns, and here the
accursed ones fought with battering rams for two
weeks. And the people in the town were exhausted
and from Novgorod there was no help for them;
but already every man began to be in perplexity
and terror. And so the pagans took the town, and
slew all from the male sex even to the female, all
the priests and the monks, and all stripped and
reviled gave up their souls to the Lord in a bitter
and a wretched death, on March 5 . . . Wednesday
in Easter week.

Source: Robert Mitchell and Nevill Forbes, trans., The Chronicle of
Novgorod, 1016-1471 (New York: AMS Press, 1970; repr. from
the edition of 1914, London), 81-83, 88.

Source 11.5
Mongol Women through European Eyes

Source 11.5 provides some insight into the roles of Mongol women and men
through the eyes of a European observer, William of Rubruck (1220-1293).
A Flemish Franciscan friar, William was one of several emissaries sent to the
Mongol court by the pope and the king of France. The Mongols’ invasion of
Russia and their incursions into Central Europe looked ominous to many
European leaders. They hoped that these diplomatic missions might lead to
the conversion of the Mongols to Christianity, or perhaps to an alliance with
the Mongols against Islam, or at least to some useful intelligence about Mon-
gol intentions. While no agreements with the Mongols came from these mis-
sions, William of Rubruck left a detailed account of Mongol life in the mid-
thirteenth century, which included observations about the domestic roles of
men and women.

B How does William of Rubruck portray the lives of Mongol women?
‘What was the class background of the Mongol women he describes?

B What do you think he would have found most upsetting about the
position of women in Mongol society?

B Based on this account, how might you compare the life of Mongol
women to that of women in more established civilizations, such as
China, Europe, or the Islamic world?
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WiLrLiaM ofF RUBRUCK

Journey to the Land of the Mongols
ca. 1255

he matrons (married women) make for them-

selves most beautiful (luggage) carts.... A
single rich Mo’al or Tartar (Mongol) has quite one
hundred or two hundred such carts with coffers.
Baatu [grandson of Chinggis Khan| has twenty-six
wives, each of whom has a large dwelling, exclu-
sive of the other little ones which they set up after
the big one, and which are like closets, in which
the sewing girls live, and to each of these (large)
dwellings are attached quite two hundred carts.
And when they set up their houses, the first wife
places her dwelling on the extreme west side, and
after her the others according to their rank, so that
the last wife will be in the extreme east; and there
will be the distance of a stone’s throw between the
yurt of one wife and that of another. The ordu [res-
idence] of a rich Mo’al seems like a large town,
though there will be very few men in it.

When they have fixed their dwelling, the door
turned to the south, they set up the couch of the
master on the north side. The side for the women
is always the east side . . . on the left of the house
of the master, he sitting on his couch his face
turned to the south. The side for the men is the
west side . . . on the right. Men coming into the
house would never hang up their bows on the side
of the woman.

It 1s the duty of the women to drive the carts,
get the dwellings on and off them, milk the cows,
make butter and gruit [sour curd], and to dress and
sew skins, which they do with a thread made of
tendons. They divide the tendons into fine shreds,
and then twist them into one long thread. They
also sew the boots, the socks, and the clothing.
They never wash clothes, for they say that God
would be angered, and that it would thunder if
they hung them up to dry. They will even beat
those they find washing [their clothes]. Thunder
they fear extraordinarily; and when it thunders
they will turn out of their dwellings all strang-

ers, wrap themselves in black felt, and thus hide
themselves till it has passed away. Furthermore,
they never wash their bowls, but when the meat
is cooked they rinse out the dish in which they
are about to put it with some of the boiling broth
from the kettle, which they pour back into it. They
[the women]| also make the felt and cover the
houses.

The men make bows and arrows, manufacture
stirrups and bits, make saddles, do the carpenter-
ing on their dwellings and the carts; they take care
of the horses, milk the mares, churn the cosmos
or mare’s milk, make the skins in which it is put;
they also look after the camels and load them. Both
sexes look after the sheep and goats, sometimes the
men, other times the women, milking them.

They dress skins with a thick mixture of sour
ewe’s milk and salt. When they want to wash their
hands or head, they fill their mouths with water,
which they let trickle onto their hands, and in this
way they also wet their hair and wash their heads.

As to their marriages, you must know that no
one among them has a wife unless he buys her; so
it sometimes happens that girls are well past mar-
riageable age before they marry, for their parents
always keep them until they sell them. . . . Among
them no widow marries, for the following reason:
they believe that all who serve them in this life
shall serve them in the next, so as regards a widow
they believe that she will always return to her first
husband after death. Hence this shameful custom
prevails among them, that sometimes a son takes
to wife all his father’s wives, except his own
mother; for the ordu of the father and mother
always belongs to the youngest son, so it is he who
must provide for all his father’s wives .. .and if
he wishes it, he uses them as wives, for he esteems
not himself injured if they return to his father after
death. When then anyone has made a bargain with
another to take his daughter, the father of the girl
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gives a feast, and the girl flees to her relatives and  carry her off with a semblance of violence to his
hides there. Then the father says: “Here, my  house.

dau%hter B YORIE: take her wherf:soev.er 3.7011 ﬁnd Source: The Journey of William of Rubruck . . ., translated from the
her.” Then he searches for her with his friends till Latin and edited, with an introductory notice, by William Wood-
he finds her, and he must take her by force and ville Rockhill (London: Hakluyt Society, 1900), chaps. 2, 7.

Perspectives on the Mongols

1. Assessing sources: What are the strengths and limitations of these doc-
uments for understanding the Mongols? Taking the positions of their
authors into account, what exaggerations, biases, or misunderstandings
can you identify in these sources? What information seems credible, and
what should be viewed more skeptically?

2. Characterizing the Mongols: Based on these documents and on the
text of Chapter 11, write an essay assessing the Mongol moment in
world history. How might you counteract the view of many that the
Mongols were simply destructive barbarians? How do your own values
affect your understanding of the Mongol moment?

3. Considering values and practice: How would you describe the core
values of Mongol culture? (Consider the leaders’ goals, their attitudes
toward conquered peoples, the duties of rulers, the views of political
authority, and the role of women.) To what extent were these values
put into practice in acquiring and ruling the Mongols’ huge empire?
And in what ways were these values undermined or eroded as that
empire took shape?
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“Columbus was a perpetrator of genocide . . ., a slave trader, a thief,
a pirate, and most certainly not a hero. To celebrate Columbus is to
congratulate the process and history of the invasion.”' This was the
view of Winona LaDuke, president of the Indigenous Women’s Net-
work, on the occasion in 1992 of the 500th anniversary of Colum-
bus’s arrival in the Americas. Much of the commentary surrounding
the event echoed the same themes, citing the history of death, slav-
ery, racism, and exploitation that followed in the wake of Columbus’s
first voyage to what was for him an altogether New World. A century
earlier, in 1892, the tone of celebration had been very different. A
presidential proclamation cited Columbus as a brave “pioneer of
progress and enlightenment” and instructed Americans to “express
honor to the discoverer and their appreciation of the great achieve-
ments of four completed centuries of American life.” The century that
followed witnessed the erosion of Western dominance in the world
and the discrediting of racism and imperialism and, with it, the repu-
tation of Columbus.

his sharp reversal of opinion about Columbus provides a

reminder that the past is as unpredictable as the future. Few
Americans in 1892 could have guessed that their daring hero could
emerge so tarnished only a century later. And few people living in
1492 could have imagined the enormous global processes set in
motion by the voyage of Columbus’s three small ships—the Atlan-
tic slave trade, the decimation of the native peoples of the Ameri-
cas, the massive growth of world population, the Industrial Revo-
lution, and the growing prominence of Europeans on the world
stage. None of these developments were even remotely foreseeable
in 1492.

The Meeting of Two Worlds This nineteenth-century painting shows Columbus on his first voyage to the New World. He
is reassuring his anxious sailors by pointing to the first sight of land. In light of its long-range consequences, this voyage repre-
sents a major turning point in world history.

499




500

What predictions about the future
might a global traveler in the fif-
teenth century have reasonably

made?

CHAPTER 12 / THE WORLDS OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

Thus, in historical hindsight, that voyage of Columbus was arguably the single
most important event of the fifteenth century. But it was not the only significant
marker of that century. A Central Asian Turkic warrior named Timur launched the
last major pastoral invasion of adjacent civilizations. Russia emerged from two cen-
turies of Mongol rule to begin a huge empire-building project across northern Asia.
A new European civilization was taking shape in the Renaissance. In 1405, an
enormous Chinese fleet, dwarfing that of Columbus, set out across the entire Indian
Ocean basin, only to voluntarily withdraw twenty-eight years later. The Islamic
Ottoman Empire put a final end to Christian Byzantium with the conquest of
Constantinople in 1453, even as Spanish Christians completed the “reconquest” of
the Iberian Peninsula from the Muslims in 1492. And in the Americas, the Aztec
and Inca empires gave a final and spectacular expression to Mesoamerican and
Andean civilizations before they were both swallowed up in the burst of European
imperialism that followed the arrival of Columbus.

Because the fifteenth century was a hinge of major historical change on many
fronts, it provides an occasion for a bird’s-eye view of the world
through a kind of global tour. This excursion around the world
will serve to briefly review the human saga thus far and to
establish a baseline from which the enormous transformations
of the centuries that followed might be measured. How, then,
might we describe the world, and the worlds, of the fifteenth
century?

The Shapes of Human Communities

One way to describe the world of the fifteenth century is to identify the various
types of societies that it contained. Bands of hunters and gatherers, villages of agri-
cultural peoples, newly emerging chiefdoms or small states, pastoral communities,
established civilizations and empires—all of these social or political forms would
have been apparent to a widely traveled visitor in the fifteenth century. Represent-
ing alternative ways of organizing human life, all of them were long established by
the fifteenth century, but the balance among these distinctive kinds of societies in
1500 was quite different than it had been a thousand years earlier.

Paleolithic Persistence: Australia and North America

Despite millennia of agricultural advance, substantial areas of the world still hosted
gathering and hunting societies, known to historians as Paleolithic (Old Stone Age)
peoples. All of Australia, much of Siberia, the arctic coastlands, and parts of Africa
and the Americas fell into this category. These peoples were not simply relics of a
bygone age. They too had changed over time, though more slowly than their agri-
cultural counterparts, and they too interacted with their neighbors. In short, they
had a history, although most history books largely ignore them after the age of agri-
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A MAP OF TIME
1345-1521 Aztec Empire in Mesoamerica
1368-1644 Ming dynasty in China
1370-1405 Conquests of Timur

15th century  Spread of Islam in Southeast Asia

Civil war among Japanese warlords

Rise of Hindu state of Vijayanagara in southern India
European Renaissance

Flourishing of African states of Ethiopia, Kongo, Benin,

Zimbabwe
1405-1433  Chinese maritime voyages
1415 Beginning of Portuguese exploration of West African coast
1438-1533 Inca Empire along the Andes
1453 Ottoman seizure of Constantinople
1464-1591 Songhay Empire in West Africa
1492  Christian reconquest of Spain from Muslims completed;
Columbus's first transatlantic voyage
1497-1520s  Portuguese entry into the Indian Ocean world
1501 Founding of Safavid Empire in Persia
1526  Founding of Mughal Empire in India

culture arrived. Nonetheless, this most ancient way of life still had a sizable and
variable presence in the world of the fifteenth century.

Consider, for example, Australia. That continent’s many separate groups, some
250 of them, still practiced a gathering and hunting way of life in the fifteenth cen-
tury, a pattern that continued well after Europeans arrived in the late eighteenth
century. Over many thousands of years, these people had assimilated various mate-
rial items or cultural practices from outsiders—outrigger canoes, fishhooks, com-
plex netting techniques, artistic styles, rituals, and mythological ideas—but despite
the presence of farmers in nearby New Guinea, no agricultural practices penetrated
the Australian mainland. Was it because large areas of Australia were unsuited for
the kind of agriculture practiced in New Guinea? Or did the peoples of Australia,
enjoying an environment of sufficient resources, simply see no need to change their
way of life?

Despite the absence of agriculture, Australia’s peoples had mastered and manip-
ulated their environment, in part through the practice of “firestick farming,” a
pattern of deliberately set fires, which they described as “cleaning up the country.”

B Comparison
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In what ways did the gath-
ering and hunting people of
Australia differ from those
of the northwest coast of

North America?
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B Change

What kinds of changes
were transforming the soci-
eties of the West African
Igbo and the North Ameri-
can Iroquois as the fifteenth
century unfolded?

These controlled burns served to clear the underbrush, thus making hunting easier
and encouraging the growth of certain plant and animal species. In addition, native
Australians exchanged goods among themselves over distances of hundreds of miles,
created elaborate mythologies and ritual practices, and developed sophisticated tra-
ditions of sculpture and rock painting. They accomplished all of this on the basis of
an economy and technology rooted in the distant Paleolithic past.

A very different kind of gathering and hunting society flourished in the fif-
teenth century along the northwest coast of North America among the Chinookan,
Tulalip, Skagit, and other peoples. With some 300 edible animal species and an
abundance of salmon and other fish, this extraordinarily bounteous environment
provided the foundation for what scholars sometimes call “complex” or “affluent”
gathering and hunting cultures. What distinguished the northwest coast peoples
from those of Australia were permanent village settlements with large and sturdy
houses, considerable economic specialization, ranked societies that sometimes
included slavery, chiefdoms dominated by powerful clan leaders or “big men,” and
extensive storage of food.

Although these and other gathering and hunting peoples persisted still in the
fifteenth century, both their numbers and the area they inhabited had contracted
greatly as the Agricultural Revolution unfolded across the planet. That relentless
advance of the farming frontier continued in the centuries ahead as the Russian,
Chinese, and European empires encompassed the lands of the remaining Paleolithic
peoples. By the early twenty-first century, what was once the only human way of
life had been reduced to minuscule pockets of people whose cultures seemed
doomed to a final extinction.

Agricultural Village Societies: The Igbo and the Iroquois

Far more numerous than gatherers and hunters were those many peoples who,
though fully agricultural, had avoided incorporation into larger empires or civiliza-
tions and had not developed their own city- or state-based societies. Living usually
in small village-based communities and organized in terms of kinship relations, such
people predominated during the fifteenth century in much of North America; in
most of the tropical lowlands of South America and the Caribbean; in parts of the
Amazon River basin, Southeast Asia, and Africa south of the equator; and through-
out Pacific Oceania. Historians have largely relegated such societies to the periph-
ery of world history, viewing them as marginal to the cities, states, and large-scale
civilizations that predominate in most accounts of the global past. Viewed from
within their own circles, though, these societies were at the center of things, each
with its own history of migration, cultural transformation, social conflict, incorpo-
ration of new people, political rise and fall, and interaction with strangers. In short,
they too changed as their histories took shape.

East of the Niger River in the heavily forested region of West Africa lay the
lands of the Igbo (EE-boh) peoples. By the fifteenth century, their neighbors, the
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Yoruba and Bini, had begun to develop small states and urban centers. But the
Igbo, whose dense population and extensive trading networks might well have
given rise to states, declined to follow suit. The deliberate Igbo preference was to
reject the kingship and state-building efforts of their neighbors. They boasted on
occasion that “the Igbo have no kings.” Instead, they relied on other institutions to
maintain social cohesion beyond the level of the village: title societies in which
wealthy men received a series of prestigious ranks, women'’s associations, heredi-
tary ritual experts serving as mediators, and a balance of power among kinship
groups. It was a “stateless society,” famously described in Chinua Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart, the most widely read novel to emerge from twentieth-
century Africa.

But the Igbo peoples and their neighbors did not live in isolated, self-
contained societies. They traded actively among themselves and with more
distant peoples, such as the large African kingdom of Songhay (sahn-GEYE)
far to the north. Cotton cloth, fish, copper and iron goods, decorative
objects, and more drew neighboring peoples into networks of exchange.
Common artistic traditions reflected a measure of cultural unity in a
politically fragmented region, and all of these peoples seem to have
changed from a matrilineal to a patrilineal system of tracing their descent.
Little of this registered in the larger civilizations of the Afro-Eurasian
world, but to the peoples of the West African forest during the fifteenth
century, these processes were central to their history and their daily
lives. Soon, however, all of them would be caught up in the transatlantic
slave trade and would be changed substantially in the process.

Across the Atlantic in what is now central New York State, other agri-
cultural village societies were also in the process of substantial change dur-
ing the several centuries preceding their incorporation into European trading
networks and empires. The Iroquois-speaking peoples of that region had only
recently become fully agricultural, adopting maize- and bean-farming techniques
that had originated centuries earlier in Mesoamerica. As this productive agriculture
took hold by 1300 or so, the population grew, the size of settlements increased, and
distinct peoples emerged. Frequent warfare also erupted among them. Some schol-
ars have speculated that as agriculture, largely seen as women’s work, became the
primary economic activity, “warfare replaced successful food getting as the avenue
to male prestige.””

Whatever caused it, this increased level of conflict among Iroquois peoples trig-
gered a remarkable political innovation around the fifteenth century: a loose alliance
or confederation among five Iroquois-speaking peoples—the Mohawk, Oneida,
Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca. Based on an agreement known as the Great Law
of Peace (see Map 12.5, page 523), the Five Nations, as they called themselves,
agreed to settle their differences peacefully through a confederation council of clan
leaders, some fifty of them altogether, who had the authority to adjudicate disputes
and set reparation payments. Operating by consensus, the Iroquois League of Five
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Igbo Art

Widely known for their masks,
used in a variety of ritual and
ceremonial occasions, the Igbo
were also among the first to
produce bronze castings using
the “lost wax” method. This
exquisite bronze pendant in the
form of a human head derives
from the Igho Ukwu archeologi-
cal site in eastern Nigeria and

dates to the ninth century c.E.
(The British Museum, London, UK/
Werner Forman/Art Resource, NY)
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M Significance

What role did Central Asian
and West African pastoral-

ists play in their respective

regions?

Nations effectively suppressed the blood feuds and tribal conflicts that had only
recently been so widespread. It also coordinated their peoples’ relationship with
outsiders, including the Europeans, who arrived in growing numbers in the centu-
ries after 1500.

The Iroquois League gave expression to values of limited government, social
equality, and personal freedom, concepts that some European colonists found highly
attractive. One British colonial administrator declared in 1749 that the Iroquois
had “such absolute Notions of Liberty that they allow no Kind of Superiority of
one over another, and banish all Servitude from their Territories.”® Such equality
extended to gender relationships, for among the Iroquois, descent was matrilineal
(reckoned through the woman’s line), married couples lived with the wife’s family,
and women controlled agriculture and property. While men were hunters, war-
riors, and the primary political officeholders, women selected and could depose
those leaders.

Wherever they lived in 1500, over the next several centuries independent agri-
cultural peoples such as the Iroquois and Igbo were increasingly encompassed in
expanding economic networks and conquest empires based in Western Europe,
Russia, China, or India. In this respect, they replicated the experience of many other
village-based farming communities that had much earlier found themselves forcibly
included in the powerful embrace of Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Roman, Indian,
Chinese, and other civilizations.

Pastoral Peoples: Central Asia and West Africa

Pastoral peoples had long impinged more directly and dramatically on civilizations
than did hunting and gathering or agricultural village societies. The Mongol incur-
sion, along with the enormous empire to which it gave rise, was one in a long series
of challenges from the steppes, but it was not quite the last. As the Mongol Empire
disintegrated, a brief attempt to restore it occurred in the late fourteenth and early
fifteenth centuries under the leadership of a Turkic warrior named Timur, born
in what is now Uzbekistan and known in the West as Tamerlane (see Map 12.1,
page 500).

With a ferocity that matched or exceeded that of his model, Chinggis Khan,
Timur’s army of pastoralists brought immense devastation yet again to Russia,
Persia, and India. Timur himself died in 1405, while preparing for an invasion of
China. Conflicts among his successors prevented any lasting empire, although his
descendants retained control of the area between Persia and Afghanistan for the rest
of the fifteenth century. That state hosted a sophisticated elite culture, combining
Turkic and Persian elements, particularly at its splendid capital of Samarkand, as its
rulers patronized artists, poets, traders, and craftsmen. Timur’s conquest proved to
be the last great military success of pastoral peoples from Central Asia. In the cen-
turies that followed, their homelands were swallowed up in the expanding Russian
and Chinese empires, as the balance of power between steppe pastoralists of inner
Eurasia and the civilizations of outer Eurasia turned decisively in favor of the latter.
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In Africa, pastoral peoples stayed independent of established empires several
centuries longer than those of Inner Asia, for not until the late nineteenth century
were they incorporated into European colonial states. The experience of the Fulbe,
West Africa’s largest pastoral society, provides an example of an African herding
people with a highly significant role in the fifteenth century and beyond. From
their homeland in the western fringe of the Sahara along the upper Senegal River,
the Fulbe had migrated gradually eastward in the centuries after 1000 c.E. (see Map
12.3, page 514). Unlike the pastoral peoples of Inner Asia, they generally lived
in small communities among agricultural peoples and paid various grazing fees and
taxes for the privilege of pasturing their cattle. Relations with their farming hosts
often were tense because the Fulbe resented their subordination to agricultural
peoples, whose way of life they despised. That sense of cultural superiority became
even more pronounced as the Fulbe, in the course of their eastward movement,
slowly adopted Islam. Some of them in fact dropped out of a pastoral life and settled
in towns, where they became highly respected religious leaders. In the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, the Fulbe were at the center of a wave of religiously
based uprisings, or jihads, which greatly expanded the practice of Islam and gave
rise to a series of new states, ruled by the Fulbe themselves.

Civilizations of the Fifteenth Century:
Comparing China and Europe

Beyond the foraging, farming, and pastoral societies of the fifteenth-century world
were its civilizations, those city-centered and state-based societies that were far
larger and more densely populated, more powerful and innovative, and much more
unequal in terms of class and gender than other forms of human community. Since
the First Civilizations had emerged between 3500 and 1000 B.C.E., both the geo-
graphic space they encompassed and the number of people they embraced had
grown substantially. By the fifteenth century, a considerable majority of the world’s
population lived within one or another of these civilizations, although most of these
people no doubt identified more with local communities than with a larger civiliza-
tion. What might an imaginary global traveler notice about the world’s major civi-
lizations in the fifteenth century?

Ming Dynasty China

Such a traveler might well begin his or her journey in China, heir to a long tradition
of effective governance, Confucian and Daoist philosophy, a major Buddhist pres-
ence, sophisticated artistic achievements, and a highly productive economy. That
civilization, however, had been greatly disrupted by a century of Mongol rule, and
its population had been sharply reduced by the plague. During the Ming dynasty
(1368—-1644), however, China recovered (see Map 12.1). The early decades of that
dynasty witnessed an effort to eliminate all signs of foreign rule, discouraging the
use of Mongol names and dress, while promoting Confucian learning and orthodox
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Map 12.1 Asia in the Fifteenth Century

The fifteenth century in Asia witnessed the massive Ming dynasty voyages into the Indian Ocean,
the last major eruption of pastoral power in Timur’s empire, and the flourishing of the maritime city
of Malacca.

gender roles, based on earlier models from the Han, Tang, and Song dynasties.
Emperor Yongle (YAHNG-Ieh) (r. 1402-1422) sponsored an enormous Encyclo-
pedia of some 11,000 volumes. With contributions from more than 2,000 scholars,
this work sought to summarize or compile all previous writing on history, geogra-
phy, philosophy, ethics, government, and more. Yongle also relocated the capital
to Beijing, ordered the building of a magnificent imperial residence known as the
Forbidden City, and constructed the Temple of Heaven, where subsequent rulers
performed Confucian-based rituals to ensure the well-being of Chinese society.
Two empresses wrote instructions for female behavior, emphasizing traditional
expectations after the disruptions of the previous century. Culturally speaking,
China was looking to its past.

M Description Politically, the Ming dynasty reestablished the civil service examination system

How would you define the  that had been neglected under Mongol rule and went on to create a highly central-
major achievements of

Ming dvnasty China? ized government. Power was concentrated in the hands of the emperor himself,
ing dynasty China?

while a cadre of eunuchs (castrated men) personally loyal to the emperor exercised
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great authority, much to the dismay of the official bureaucrats. The state acted vig-
orously to repair the damage of the Mongol years by restoring millions of acres to
cultivation; rebuilding canals, reservoirs, and irrigation works; and planting, accord-
ing to some estimates, a billion trees in an effort to reforest China. As a result, the
economy rebounded, both international and domestic trade flourished, and the
population grew. During the fifteenth century, China had recovered and was per-
haps the best governed and most prosperous of the world’s major civilizations.
China also undertook the largest and most impressive maritime expeditions
the world had ever seen. Since the eleventh century, Chinese sailors and traders
had been a major presence in the South China Sea and in Southeast Asian port cit-
ies, with much of this activity in private hands. But now, after decades of prepara-
tion, an enormous fleet, commissioned by Emperor Yongle himself, was launched
in 1405, followed over the next twenty-eight
years by six more such expeditions. On board
more than 300 ships of the first voyage was a
crew of some 27,000, including 180 physi-
cians, hundreds of government officials, 5
astrologers, 7 high-ranking or grand eunuchs,
carpenters, tailors, accountants, merchants,
translators, cooks, and thousands of soldiers
and sailors. Visiting many ports in Southeast
Asia, Indonesia, India, Arabia, and East Africa,
these fleets, captained by the Muslim eunuch
Zheng He (JUHNG-huh), sought to enroll
distant peoples and states in the Chinese trib-
ute system (see Map 12.1). Dozens of rulers
accompanied the fleets back to China, where
they presented tribute, performed the required
rituals of submission, and received in return
abundant gifts, titles, and trading opportu-
nities. Chinese officials were amused by some
of the exotic products to be found abroad—
ostriches, zebras, and giraffes, for example.
Officially described as “bringing order to the
world,” Zheng He’s expeditions served to
establish Chinese power and prestige in the
Indian Ocean and to exert Chinese control

over foreign trade in the region. The Chinese,

Temple of Heaven

however, did not seek to conquer new terri- Set in a forest of more than 650 acres, the Temple of Heaven was constructed in the
tories, establish Chinese settlements, or spread early fifteenth century. In Chinese thinking, it was the primary place where Heaven
and Earth met. From his residence in the Forbidden City, the Chinese emperor led a
€ . procession of thousands twice a year to this sacred site, where he offered sacrifices,
number of local disputes. (See Zooming In: implored the gods for a good harvest, and performed the rituals that maintained the
Zheng He, page 508.) cosmic balance. (Imaginechina for AP Images)

their culture, though they did intervene in a
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t the helm of China’s massive

maritime expeditions in the
early fifteenth century was a most
unusual person named Zheng He.*
Born in 1371 in the frontier region
of Yunnan in southwestern China,
his family roots were in Central
Asia in what is now Uzbekistan.
Both his father and grandfather
were devout Muslims who had
made the pilgrimage to Mecca.
The family had also achieved local
prominence as high officials serving
the Mongol rulers of China for a
century. Zheng He would surely
have continued in this tradition
had not a major turning point in
China’s history decisively altered
the trajectory of his life.

coincided with the end of Mongol
rule. His own father was killed resist-
ing the forces of the new Ming dynasty that ousted the
Mongols from Yunnan in 1382. Eleven-year-old Zheng
He was taken prisoner along with hundreds of Mongols
and their Muslim supporters. But young Zheng He lost
more than his freedom; he also lost his male sex organs
as he underwent castration, becoming a eunuch. The
practice had a long history in China as well as in Chris-

Among the acquisitions of Zheng

Zheng He’s birth, as it happened, He’s expeditions, none excited more
interest in the Chinese court than an

African giraffe.

Zheng He,
China’s Non-Chinese Admiral

tian and Islamic civilizations.
During the 276 years of the Ming
dynasty (1368-1644), some 1 mil-
lion eunuchs served the Chinese
emperor and members of the elite.
A small number became powerful
officials, especially at the central
imperial court, where their utter
dependence upon and loyalty to the
emperor gained them the enduring
hostility of the scholar-bureaucrats
of China’s civil service. Strangely
enough, substantial numbers of
Chinese men voluntarily became
eunuchs, trading their manhood for
the possibility of achieving power,
prestige, and wealth.

After his castration, pure chance
shaped Zheng He’s life as he was
assigned to Zhu Di, the fourth son
of the reigning emperor, who was
then establishing himself in the
northern Chinese region around Beijing. Zheng He soon
won the confidence of his master, and eventually the
almost seven-foot-tall eunuch proved himself an effective
military leader in various skirmishes against the Mongols

photo: Tribute Giraffe with Attendant, 1414, China, Ming Dynasty (1368-1644),
Yongle Period (1403-1424), ink and color on silk/Gift of John T. Dorrance, 1977
(1977-42-1)/The Philadelphia Museum of Art/Art Resource, NY

The most surprising feature of these voyages was how abruptly and deliberately

they were ended. After 1433, Chinese authorities simply stopped such expeditions

and allowed this enormous and expensive fleet to deteriorate in port. “In less than

a hundred years,” wrote a recent historian of these voyages, “the greatest navy the

world had ever known had ordered itself into extinction.” Part of the reason
involved the death of the emperor Yongle, who had been the chief patron of the
enterprise. Many high-ranking officials had long seen the expeditions as a waste of

resources because China, they believed, was the self-sufficient “middle kingdom,”
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and in the civil war that brought Zhu Di to power as the
emperor Yongle in 1402. With his master as emperor,
Zheng He served first as Grand Director of Palace Ser-
vants. Now he could don the prestigious red robe, rather
than the blue one assigned to lower-ranking eunuchs.
But soon Zheng He found himself with a far more
ambitious assignment— commander of China’s huge
oceangoing fleet.

The seven voyages that Zheng He led between 1405
and 1433 have defined his role in Chinese and world
history. But they also revealed something of the man
himself. Clearly, he was not an explorer in the mold of
Columbus, for he sailed in well-traveled waters and usu-
ally knew where he was going. While his journeys were
largely peaceful, with no effort to establish colonies or
control trade, on several occasions Zheng He used force
to suppress piracy or to punish those who resisted Chi-
nese overtures. Once he personally led 2,000 Chinese
soldiers against a hostile ruler in the interior of Ceylon.
He also had a keen eye for the kind of exotica that the
imperial court found fascinating, returning to China with
ostriches, zebras, lions, elephants, and a giraffe.

The voyages also disclose Zheng He’s changing reli-
gious commitments. Born and raised a Muslim, he had
not lived in a primarily Islamic setting since his capture
at the age of eleven. Thus it is hardly surprising that he
adopted the more eclectic posture toward religion com-
mon in China. During his third voyage in Ceylon, he
erected a trilingual tablet recording lavish gifts and praise

to the Buddha, to Allah, and to a local form of the Hindu
deity Vishnu. He also apparently expressed some interest
in a famous relic said to be a tooth of the Buddha. And
Zheng He credited the success of his journeys to the
Daoist goddess Tianfei, protector of sailors and seafarers.
To Zheng He, the voyages surely represented the
essential meaning of his own life. In an inscription
erected just prior to his last voyage, Zheng He summa-
rized his achievements: “When we arrived at the foreign
countries, barbarian kings who resisted transformation
[by Chinese civilization] and were not respectful we cap-
tured alive, and bandit soldiers who looted and plundered
recklessly we exterminated. Because of this, the sea routes
became pure and peaceful and the foreign peoples could
rely upon them and pursue their occupations in safety.”
But after his death, Zheng He vanished from the histori-
cal record, even as his country largely withdrew from the
sea, and most Chinese forgot about the unusual man who
had led those remarkable voyages. In the early twenty-
first century, however, Zheng He has been resurrected
as a potent symbol of China’s growing global position
and of its peaceful intentions. In such ways, the past is
appropriated, and sometimes distorted, as it proves useful
in the present.

Questions: How might you describe the arc of Zheng He's life?
What were its major turning points? How did Zheng He's castra-
tion shape his life?

requiring little from the outside world. In their eyes, the real danger to China came

from the north, where barbarians constantly threatened. Finally, they viewed the

voyages as the project of the court eunuchs, whom these officials despised. Even as
these voices of Chinese officialdom prevailed, private Chinese merchants and crafts-
men continued to settle and trade in Japan, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Southeast

Asia, but they did so without the support of their government. The Chinese state

quite deliberately turned its back on what was surely within its reach—a large-scale

maritime empire in the Indian Ocean basin.
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B Comparison

What political and cultural
differences stand out in
the histories of fifteenth-
century China and Western
Europe? What similarities
are apparent?

European Comparisons:
State Building and Cultural Renewal

At the other end of the Eurasian continent, similar processes of demographic recov-
ery, political consolidation, cultural flowering, and overseas expansion were under
way. Western Europe, having escaped Mongol conquest but devastated by the
plague, began to regrow its population during the second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury. As in China, the infrastructure of civilization proved a durable foundation for
demographic and economic revival.

Politically too Europe joined China in continuing earlier patterns of state build-
ing. In China, however, this meant a unitary and centralized government that
encompassed almost the whole of its civilization, while in Europe a decidedly frag-
mented system of many separate, independent, and highly competitive states made
for a sharply divided Western civilization (see Map 12.2). Many of these states—
Spain, Portugal, France, England, the city-states of Italy (Milan, Venice, and Flor-
ence), various German principalities—learned to tax their citizens more efficiently,
to create more effective administrative structures, and to raise standing armies. A
small Russian state centered on the city of Moscow also emerged in the fifteenth
century as Mongol rule faded away. Much of this state building was driven by the
needs of war, a frequent occurrence in such a fragmented and competitive political
environment. England and France, for example, fought intermittently for more
than a century in the Hundred Years” War (1337—-1453) over rival claims to terri-
tory in France. Nothing remotely similar disturbed the internal life of Ming dynasty
China.

A renewed cultural blossoming, known in European history as the R enaissance,
likewise paralleled the revival of all things Confucian in Ming dynasty China. In
Europe, however, that blossoming celebrated and reclaimed a classical Greco-
Roman tradition that earlier had been lost or obscured. Beginning in the vibrant
commercial cities of Italy between roughly 1350 and 1500, the Renaissance
reflected the belief of the wealthy male elite that they were living in a wholly new
era, far removed from the confined religious world of feudal Europe. Educated citi-
zens of these cities sought inspiration in the art and literature of ancient Greece and
Rome; they were “returning to the sources,” as they put it. Their purpose was not
so much to reconcile these works with the ideas of Christianity, as the twelfth- and
thirteenth-century university scholars had done, but to use them as a cultural stan-
dard to imitate and then to surpass. The elite patronized great Renaissance artists
such as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael, whose paintings and sculp-
tures were far more naturalistic, particularly in portraying the human body, than
those of their medieval counterparts. Some of these artists looked to the Islamic
world for standards of excellence, sophistication, and abundance. (See Working
with Evidence: Islam and Renaissance Europe, page 536.)

Although religious themes remained prominent, R enaissance artists now included
portraits and busts of well-known contemporary figures, scenes from ancient
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mythology, and depictions of Islamic splendor. In the work of scholars, known as
humanists, reflections on secular topics such as grammar, history, politics, poetry,
rhetoric, and ethics complemented more religious matters. For example, Niccolo
Machiavelli’s (1469-1527) famous work The Prince was a prescription for political
success based on the way politics actually operated in a highly competitive Italy of
rival city-states rather than on idealistic and religiously based principles. To the
question of whether a prince should be feared or loved, Machiavelli replied:

One ought to be both feared and loved, but as it 1s difficult for the two to go
together, it is much safer to be feared than loved. . . . For it may be said of men
in general that they are ungrateful, voluble, dissemblers, anxious to avoid danger,
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The Waldseemiiller Map of 1507
Just fifteen years after Columbus landed in the Western Hemisphere, this map, which was created by the German
cartographer Martin Waldseemiiller, reflected a dawning European awareness of the planet’s global dimensions and

the location of the world's major landmasses. (bpk, Berlin/Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Photo:
Ruth Schacht/Art Resource, NY)

and covetous of gain. . . . Fear is maintained by dread of punishment which never
fails. . . . In the actions of men, and especially of princes, from which there is
no appeal, the end justifies the means.°

While the great majority of Renaissance writers and artists were men, among
the remarkable exceptions to that rule was Christine de Pizan (1363-1430), the
daughter of a Venetian official, who lived mostly in Paris. Her writings pushed
against the misogyny of so many European thinkers of the time. In her City of
Ladies, she mobilized numerous women from history, Christian and pagan alike, to
demonstrate that women too could be active members of society and deserved an
education equal to that of men. Aiding in the construction of this allegorical city is
Lady Reason, who offers to assist Christine in dispelling her poor opinion of her
own sex. “No matter which way I looked at it,” she wrote, “I could find no evi-
dence from my own experience to bear out such a negative view of female nature
and habits. Even so . .. I could scarcely find a moral work by any author which
didn’t devote some chapter or paragraph to attacking the female sex.””

Heavily influenced by classical models, Renaissance figures were more inter-
ested in capturing the unique qualities of particular individuals and in describing the
world as it was than in portraying or exploring eternal religious truths. In its focus
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on the affairs of this world, Renaissance culture reflected the urban bustle and com-
mercial preoccupations of Italian cities. Its secular elements challenged the other-
worldliness of Christian culture, and its individualism signaled the dawning of a
more capitalist economy of private entrepreneurs. A new Europe was in the making,
one more different from its own recent past than Ming dynasty China was from its
pre-Mongol glory.

European Comparisons: Maritime Voyaging

A global traveler during the fifteenth century might be surprised to find that Euro-
peans, like the Chinese, were also launching outward-bound maritime expeditions.
Initiated in 1415 by the small country of Portugal, those voyages sailed ever farther
down the west coast of Africa, supported by the state and blessed by the pope (see
Map 12.3). As the century ended, two expeditions marked major breakthroughs,
although few suspected it at the time. In 1492, Christopher Columbus, funded by
Spain, Portugal’s neighbor and rival, made his way west across the Atlantic hoping
to arrive in the East and, in one of history’s most consequential mistakes, ran into
the Americas. Five years later, in 1497, Vasco da Gama launched a voyage that took
him around the tip of South Africa, along the East African coast, and, with the help
of a Muslim pilot, across the Indian Ocean to Calicut in southern India.

The differences between the Chinese and European oceangoing ventures were
striking, most notably perhaps in terms of size. Columbus captained three ships and
a crew of about 90, while da Gama had four ships, manned by perhaps 170 sailors.
These were minuscule fleets compared to Zheng He’s hundreds of ships and a crew
in the many thousands. “All the ships of Columbus and da Gama combined,”
according to a recent account, “could have been stored on a single deck of a single
vessel in the fleet that set sail under Zheng He.”®

Motivation as well as size differentiated the two ventures. Europeans were seek-
ing the wealth of Africa and Asia—gold, spices, silk, and more. They also were in
search of Christian converts and of possible Christian allies with whom to continue
their long crusading struggle against threatening Muslim powers. China, by contrast,
faced no equivalent power, needed no military allies in the Indian Ocean basin, and
required little that these regions produced. Nor did China possess an impulse to
convert foreigners to its culture or religion, as the Europeans surely did. Further-
more, the confident and overwhelmingly powerful Chinese fleet sought neither
conquests nor colonies, while the Europeans soon tried to monopolize by force the
commerce of the Indian Ocean and violently carved out huge empires in the
Americas.

The most striking difference in these two cases lay in the sharp contrast between
China’s decisive ending of its voyages and the continuing, indeed escalating, Euro-
pean effort, which soon brought the world’s oceans and growing numbers of the
world’s people under its control. This is why Zheng He’s voyages were so long
neglected in China’s historical memory. They led nowhere, whereas the initial

B Comparison

In what ways did European
maritime voyaging in the
fifteenth century differ
from that of China?

What accounts for these
differences?
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Map 12.3  Africa in the Fifteenth Century

By the fifteenth century, Africa was a virtual museum of political and cultural diversity, encompass-
ing large empires, such as Songhay; smaller kingdoms, such as Kongo; city-states among the Yoruba,
Hausa, and Swahili peoples; village-based societies without states at all, as among the Igbo; and
pastoral peoples, such as the Fulbe. Both European and Chinese maritime expeditions touched on
Africa during that century, even as Islam continued to find acceptance in the northern half of the
continent.

European expeditions, so much smaller and less promising, were but the first steps
on a journey to world power. But why did the Europeans continue a process that
the Chinese had deliberately abandoned?

In the first place, Europe had no unified political authority with the power to
order an end to its maritime outreach. Its system of competing states, so unlike
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China’s single unified empire, ensured that once begun, rivalry alone would drive
the Europeans to the ends of the earth. Beyond this, much of Europe’s elite had an
interest in overseas expansion. Its budding merchant communities saw opportunity
for profit; its competing monarchs eyed the revenue from taxing overseas trade or
from seizing overseas resources; the Church foresaw the possibility of widespread
conversion; impoverished nobles might imagine fame and fortune abroad. In China,
by contrast, support for Zheng He’s voyages was very shallow in official circles, and
when the emperor Yongle passed from the scene, those opposed to the voyages
prevailed within the politics of the court.

Finally, the Chinese were very much aware of their own antiquity, believed
strongly in the absolute superiority of their culture, and felt with good reason that,
should they desire something from abroad, others would bring it to them. Europe-
ans too believed themselves unique, particularly in religious terms as the possessors
of Christianity, the “one true religion.” In material terms, though, they were seek-
ing out the greater riches of the East, and they were highly conscious that Muslim
power blocked easy access to these treasures and posed a military and religious threat
to Europe itself. All of this propelled continuing European expansion in the centu-
ries that followed.

The Chinese withdrawal from the Indian Ocean actually facilitated the Euro-
pean entry. It cleared the way for the Portuguese to penetrate the region, where
they faced only the eventual naval power of the Ottomans. Had Vasco da Gama
encountered Zheng He’s massive fleet as his four small ships sailed into Asian waters
in 1498, world history may well have taken quite a different turn. As it was, how-
ever, China’s abandonment of oceanic voyaging and Europe’s embrace of the seas
marked different responses to a common problem that both civilizations shared—
growing populations and land shortage. In the centuries that followed, China’s rice-
based agriculture was able to expand production internally by more intensive use of
the land, while the country’s territorial expansion was inland toward Central Asia.
By contrast, Europe’s agriculture, based on wheat and livestock, expanded primar-
ily by acquiring new lands in overseas possessions, which were gained as a conse-
quence of a commitment to oceanic expansion.

Civilizations of the Fifteenth Century:
The Islamic World

Beyond the domains of Chinese and European civilization, our fifteenth-century
global traveler would surely have been impressed with the transformations of the
Islamic world. Stretching across much of Afro-Eurasia, the enormous realm of
Islam experienced a set of remarkable changes during the fifteenth and early six-
teenth centuries, as well as the continuation of earlier patterns. The most notable
change lay in the political realm, for an Islamic civilization that had been severely
fragmented since at least 900 now crystallized into four major states or empires (see
Map 12.4). At the same time, a long-term process of conversion to Islam continued
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B Comparison

What differences can you
identify among the four
major empires in the Islamic
world of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries?

the cultural transformation of Afro-Eurasian societies both within and beyond these
new states.

In the Islamic Heartland:
The Ottoman and Safavid Empires

The most impressive and enduring of the new Islamic states was the Ottoman
Empire, which lasted in one form or another from the fourteenth to the early twen-
tieth century. It was the creation of one of the many Turkic warrior groups that
had migrated into Anatolia, slowly and sporadically, in the several centuries follow-
ing 1000 c.k. By the mid-fifteenth century, these Ottoman Turks had already carved
out a state that encompassed much of the Anatolian peninsula and had pushed deep
into southeastern Europe (the Balkans), acquiring in the process a substantial Chris-
tian population. During the sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire extended its
control to much of the Middle East, coastal North Africa, the lands surrounding the
Black Sea, and even farther into Eastern Europe.

The Ottoman Empire was a state of enormous significance in the world of the
fifteenth century and beyond. In its huge territory, long duration, incorporation of
many diverse peoples, and economic and cultural sophistication, it was one of the
great empires of world history. In the fifteenth century, only Ming dynasty China
and the Incas matched it in terms of wealth, power, and splendor. The empire
represented the emergence of the Turks as the dominant people of the Islamic
world, ruling now over many Arabs, who had initiated this new faith more than
800 years before. In adding “caliph” (successor to the Prophet) to their other titles,
Ottoman sultans claimed the legacy of the earlier Abbasid Empire. They sought to
bring a renewed unity to the Islamic world, while also serving as protector of the
faith, the “strong sword of Islam.”

The Ottoman Empire also represented a new phase in the long encounter between
Christendom and the world of Islam. In the Crusades, Europeans had taken the
aggressive initiative in that encounter, but the rise of the Ottoman Empire reversed
their roles. The seizure of Constantinople in 1453 marked the final demise of Chris-
tian Byzantium and allowed Ottoman rulers to see themselves as successors to the
Roman Empire. (See Zooming In: 1453 in Constantinople, page 518.) It also opened
the way to further expansion in heartland Europe, and in 1529 a rapidly expanding
Ottoman Empire laid siege to Vienna in the heart of Central Europe. The political
and military expansion of Islam, at the expense of Christendom, seemed clearly under
way. Many Europeans spoke fearfully of the “terror of the Turk.”

In the neighboring Persian lands to the east of the Ottoman Empire, another
Islamic state was also taking shape in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centu-
ries—the Safavid (SAH-fah-vihd) Empire. Its leadership was also Turkic, but in
this case it had emerged from a Sufi religious order founded several centuries earlier
by Safi al-Din (1252-1334). The long-term significance of the Safavid Empire,
which was established in the decade following 1500, was its decision to forcibly
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The most prominent political features of the vast Islamic world in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries were four large states: the Songhay, Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal empires.

impose a Shia version of Islam as the official religion of the state. Over time, this
form of Islam gained popular support and came to define the unique identity of
Persian (Iranian) culture.

This Shia empire also introduced a sharp divide into the political and religious
life of heartland Islam, for almost all of Persia’s neighbors practiced a Sunni form of
the faith. For a century (1534-1639), periodic military conflict erupted between
the Ottoman and Safavid empires, reflecting both territorial rivalry and sharp reli-
gious differences. In 1514, the Ottoman sultan wrote to the Safavid ruler in the
most bitter of terms:

You have denied the sanctity of divine law . . . you have deserted the path of
salvation and the sacred commandments . . . you have opened to Muslims the
gates of tyranny and oppression . . . you have raised the standard of irreligion
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1453 in Constantinople

On May 29, 1453, forces of

the Muslim Ottoman sultan

Mehmed II seized control of the
great Christian city of Constanti-
nople, an event that marked
the final end of the Roman/
Byzantine Empire and the
ascendency of the Ottoman
Empire. In retrospect, this event
acquired a certain air of inevita-
bility about it, for the Byzantine
Empire had been retreating for
almost two centuries before the
steady advance of the Ottomans.
By 1453, that once-great empire,
heir to all things Roman, had
shrunk to little more than the city
itself, with only some 50,000 inhabitants and 8,000 active
defenders compared to a vast Ottoman army of 60,000
soldiers. And little was left of the fabled wealth of the city.
But what later observers see as inevitable generally occurs
only with great human effort and amid vast uncertainty
about the outcome. So it was in Constantinople in 1453.

Constantine XI, the last Byzantine emperor, was well
aware of the odds he faced. Yet his great city, protected
by water on two sides and a great wall on a third, had
repeatedly withstood many attacks and sieges. Further-
more, until the very end, he had hoped for assistance

Ottoman Turks storm the walls of
Constantinople in 1453.

from Western Christians, even
promising union with the
Roman Church to obtain it.
But no such help arrived, at
least not in sufficient quantities
to make a difference, though
rumors of a fleet from Venice
persisted. The internal prob-
lems of the Western powers

as well as the long-standing hos-
tility between Eastern Ortho-
doxy and Roman Catholicism
ensured that Constantinople
would meet its end alone.

On the Ottoman side, enor-
mous effort was expended with
no assurance of success. In
1451, a new sultan came to the throne of the Ottoman
Empire, Mehmed II, only nineteen years old and widely
regarded as not very promising. Furthermore, some
among the court officials had reservations about an attack
on Constantinople. But the young sultan seemed deter-
mined to gain the honor promised in Islamic prophesies
going back to Muhammad himself to the one who
conquered the city. Doing so could also rid him of a
potential rival to the Ottoman throne, who had taken
refuge in Constantinople.

photo: © ullstein bild/The Image Works

and heresy. . . . [Therefore] the ulama and our doctors have pronounced a sen-

tence of death against you, perjurer and blasphemer.’

This Sunni/Shia hostility has continued to divide the Islamic world into the twenty-

first century.

On the Frontiers of Islam:
The Songhay and Mughal Empires

While the Ottoman and Safavid empires brought both a new political unity and a
sharp division to the heartland of Islam, two other states performed a similar role on
the expanding African and Asian frontiers of the faith. In the West African savan-
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And so preparations began for an assault on the
once-great city. The Ottomans assembled a huge fleet,
gathered men and materials, and constructed a fortress
to control access to Constantinople by water. In late
1452, Mehmed secured the services of a Hungarian mas-
ter cannon builder named Orban, who constructed a
number of huge cannons, one of which could hurl a
600-pound stone ball over a mile. These weapons sub-
sequently had a devastating effect on the walls surround-
ing Constantinople. Interestingly enough, Orban had
first offered his services to the Byzantine emperor, who
simply could not afford to pay for this very expensive
project.

In early April of 1453, the siege began, and it lasted
for fifty-seven days. As required by Islamic law, Mehmed
offered three times to spare the emperor and his people
if they surrendered. Constantine apparently considered
the offer seriously, but he finally refused, declaring,

“We have all decided to die with our own free will.”
After weeks of furious bombardment, an ominous silence
descended on May 28. Mehmed had declared a day of’
rest and prayer before the final assault the next day. That
evening, the Byzantine emperor ordered a procession

of icons and relics about the city and then entered the
ancient Christian church of Hagia Sophia, seeking for-
giveness for his sins and receiving Holy Communion.

And then, early the next day, the final assault began
as Ottoman forces breached the walls of Constantinople

and took the city. The Christians bravely defended their
city, and Constantine discarded his royal regalia and died
fighting like a common soldier. A later legend suggested
that angels turned Constantine into marble and buried
him in a nearby cave from which he would eventually
reappear to retake the city for Christendom.

Islamic law required that soldiers be permitted three
days of plundering the spoils, but Mehmed was reluctant,
eager to spare the city he longed for as his capital. So he
limited plundering to one day. Even so, the aftermath
was terrible. According to a Christian eyewitness, “The
enraged Turkish soldiers . . . gave no quarter. When they
had massacred and there was no longer any resistance,
they were intent on pillage and roamed through the
town stealing, disrobing, pillaging, killing, raping, taking
captive men, women, children, monks, priests.”!* When
Mehmed himself entered the city, praying at the Chris-
tian altar of Hagia Sophia, he reportedly wept at seeing
the destruction that had occurred.

Constantinople was now a Muslim city, capital of the
Ottoman Empire, and Hagia Sophia became a mosque.
A momentous change had occurred in the relationship
between the world of Islam and that of Christendom.

Questions: What factors contributed to Mehmed's victory? Under
what circumstances might a different outcome have been
possible?

nas, the Songhay Empire rose in the second half of the fifteenth century. It was the

most recent and the largest in a series of impressive states that operated at a crucial

intersection of the trans-Saharan trade routes and that derived much of their reve-

nue from taxing that commerce. Islam was a growing faith in Songhay but was

limited largely to urban elites. This cultural divide within Songhay largely accounts

for the religious behavior of its fifteenth-century monarch Sonni Ali (r. 1465—1492),

who gave alms and fasted during Ramadan in proper Islamic style but also enjoyed

a reputation as a magician and possessed a charm thought to render his soldiers invis-

ible to their enemies. Nonetheless, Songhay had become a major center of Islamic

learning and commerce by the early sixteenth century. A North African traveler

known as Leo Africanus remarked on the city of Timbuktu:
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Ottoman Janissaries

Originating in the fourteenth century, the Janissaries became the elite infantry force of the Ottoman Empire. Com-
plete with uniforms, cash salaries, and marching music, they were the first standing army in the region since the days
of the Roman Empire. When gunpowder technology became available, Janissary forces soon were armed with mus-

kets, grenades, and handheld cannons. This Turkish miniature painting dates from the sixteenth century. (Turkish
miniature, Topkapi Palace Library, Istanbul, Turkey/Album/Art Resource, NY)

Here are great numbers of [Muslim] religious teachers, judges, scholars, and
other learned persons who are bountifully maintained at the king’s expense.
Here too are brought various manuscripts or written books from Barbary
[North Africa] which are sold for more money than any other merchandise. . . .
Here are very rich merchants and to here journey continually large numbers
of negroes who purchase here cloth from Barbary and Europe. . . . It is a won-
der to see the quality of merchandise that is daily brought here and how costly
and sumptuous everything is.!!

See Working with Evidence, Source 7.3, page 318, for more from Leo Africanus
about West Africa in the early sixteenth century. Sonni Ali’s successor made the
pilgrimage to Mecca and asked to be given the title “Caliph of the Land of the
Blacks.” Songhay then represented a substantial Islamic state on the African frontier
of a still-expanding Muslim world. (See the photo on page 305 for manuscripts
long preserved in Timbuktu.)
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The Mughal (MOO-guhl) Empire in India bore similarities to Songhay, for
both governed largely non-Muslim populations. Much as the Ottoman Empire
initiated a new phase in the interaction of Islam and Christendom, so too did the
Mughal Empire continue an ongoing encounter between Islamic and Hindu civi-
lizations. Established in the early sixteenth century, the Mughal Empire was the
creation of yet another Islamized Turkic group, which invaded India in 1526. Over
the next century, the Mughals (a Persian term for Mongols) established unified
control over most of the Indian peninsula, giving it a rare period of political unity
and laying the foundation for subsequent British colonial rule. During its first 150
years, the Mughal Empire, a land of great wealth and imperial splendor, undertook
a remarkable effort to blend many Hindu groups and a variety of Muslims into an
effective partnership. The inclusive policies of the early Mughal emperors showed
that Muslim rulers could accommodate their overwhelmingly Hindu subjects in
somewhat the same fashion as Ottoman authorities provided religious autonomy
for their Christian minority. In southernmost India, however, the distinctly Hindu
kingdom of Vijayanagara flourished in the fifteenth century, even as it borrowed
architectural styles from the Muslim states of northern India and sometimes employed
Muslim mercenaries in its military forces.

Together these four Muslim empires— Ottoman, Safavid, Songhay, and
Mughal—brought to the Islamic world a greater measure of political coherence,
military power, economic prosperity, and cultural brilliance than it had known since
the early centuries of Islam. This new energy, sometimes called a “second flower-
ing of Islam,” impelled the continuing spread of the faith to yet new regions. The
most prominent of these was oceanic Southeast Asia, which for centuries had been
intimately bound up in the world of Indian Ocean commerce, while borrowing
elements of both Hindu and Buddhist traditions. By the fifteenth century, that
trading network was largely in Muslim hands, and the demand for Southeast Asian
spices was mounting as the Eurasian world recovered from the devastation of Mon-
gol conquest and the plague. Growing numbers of Muslim traders, many of them
from India, settled in Java and Sumatra, bringing their faith with them. Eager to
attract those traders to their port cities, a number of Hindu or Buddhist rulers along
the Malay Peninsula and in Indonesia converted to Islam, while transforming them-
selves into Muslim sultans and imposing Islamic law. Thus, unlike in the Middle
East and India, where Islam was established in the wake of Arab or Turkic con-
quest, in Southeast Asia, as in West Africa, it was introduced by traveling merchants
and solidified through the activities of Sufi holy men.

The rise of Malacca, strategically located on the waterway between Sumatra and
Malaya, was a sign of the times (see Map 12.1, page 506). During the fifteenth
century, it was transformed from a small fishing village to a major Muslim port city.
A Portuguese visitor in 1512 observed that Malacca had “no equal in the world. . . .
Commerce between different nations for a thousand leagues on every hand must
come to Malacca.”!? That city also became a springboard for the spread of Islam
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throughout the region. In the eclectic style of Southeast Asian religious history, the
Islam of Malacca demonstrated much blending with local and Hindu/Buddhist
traditions, while the city itself, like many port towns, had a reputation for “rough

behavior.” An Arab Muslim pilot in the 1480s commented

critically: “They have no culture at all. . . . You do not know
whether they are Muslim or not.”!* Nonetheless, Malacca, like
In what ways did the civilizations of Timbuktu on the West African frontier of an expanding
China, Europe, and the Islamic world in Islamic world, became a center for Islamic learning, and stu-

the fifteenth century seem to be mov-
ing in the same direction, and in what
respects were they diverging from one

another?

B Comparison
What distinguished the
Aztec and Inca empires
from each other?

dents from elsewhere in Southeast Asia were studying there in
the fifteenth century. As the more central regions of Islam
were consolidating politically, the frontier of the faith contin-
ued to move steadily outward.

Civilizations of the Fifteenth Century:
The Americas

Across the Atlantic, centers of civilization had long flourished in Mesoamerica and
in the Andes. The fifteenth century witnessed new, larger, and more politically
unified expressions of those civilizations, embodied in the Aztec and Inca empires.
Both were the work of previously marginal peoples who had forcibly taken over
and absorbed older cultures, giving them new energy, and both were decimated in
the sixteenth century at the hands of Spanish conquistadores and their diseases. To
conclude this global tour of world civilizations, we will send our intrepid traveler
to the Western Hemisphere for a brief look at these American civilizations (see
Map 12.5).

The Aztec Empire

The empire known to history as the Aztec state was largely the work of the Mexica
(meh-SHEEH-kah) people, a semi-nomadic group from northern Mexico who
had migrated southward and by 1325 had established themselves on a small island
in Lake Texcoco. Over the next century, the Mexica developed their military
capacity, served as mercenaries for more powerful people, negotiated elite marriage
alliances with them, and built up their own capital city of Tenochtitlan. In 1428, a
Triple Alliance between the Mexica and two other nearby city-states launched a
highly aggressive program of military conquest, which in less than 100 years brought
more of Mesoamerica within a single political framework than ever before. Aztec
authorities, eager to shed their rather undistinguished past, now claimed descent
from earlier Mesoamerican peoples such as the Toltecs and Teotihuacan.

With a core population recently estimated at 5 to 6 million people, the Aztec
Empire was a loosely structured and unstable conquest state that witnessed fre-
quent rebellions by its subject peoples. Conquered peoples and cities were required
to provide labor for Aztec projects and to regularly deliver to their Aztec rulers
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Map 12.5 The Americas in the Fifteenth Century
The Americas before Columbus represented a world almost completely separate from Afro-Eurasia.

It featured similar kinds of societies, though with a different balance among them, but it largely
lacked the pastoral economies that were so important in the Eastern Hemisphere.
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Aztec Women g

Within the home, Aztec women cooked, cleaned, spun and SRR
wove cloth, raised their children, and undertook ritual activities. -

Outside the home, they served as officials in palaces, priestesses
in temples, traders in markets, teachers in schools, and members
of craft workers' organizations. This domestic image comes from
the sixteenth-century Florentine Codex, which was compiled by
the Spanish but illustrated by Aztec artists. (Facsimile from Book IV
of Florentine Codex, General History of Things in New Spain, 16th cen-
tury, Mexico/Museo del Templo Mayor, Mexico City, Mexico/De Agostino
Picture Library/Bridgeman Images)

impressive quantities of textiles and clothing, military supplies, jewelry and other
luxuries, various foodstuffs, animal products, building materials, rubber balls, paper,
and more. The process was overseen by local imperial tribute collectors, who sent
the required goods on to Tenochtitlan, a metropolis of 150,000 to 200,000 people,
where they were meticulously recorded.

That city featured numerous canals, dikes, causeways, and bridges. A central
walled area of palaces and temples included a pyramid almost 200 feet high. Sur-

H

rounding the city were “floating gardens,” artificial islands created from swamp-
lands that supported a highly productive agriculture. Vast marketplaces reflected
the commercialization of the economy. A young Spanish soldier who beheld the

city in 1519 described his reaction:

Gazing on such wonderful sights, we did not know what to say, or whether
what appeared before us was real, for on one side, on the land there were great
cities, and in the lake ever so many more, and the lake was crowded with
canoes, and in the causeway were many bridges at intervals, and in front of us

stood the great city of Mexico.!*

Beyond tribute from conquered peoples, ordinary trade, both local and long-
distance, permeated Aztec domains. The extent of empire and rapid population
growth stimulated the development of markets and the production of craft goods,
particularly in the fifteenth century. Virtually every settlement, from the capital city
to the smallest village, had a marketplace that hummed with activity during weekly
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market days. The largest was that of Tlatelolco, near the capital city, which stunned
the Spanish with its huge size, its good order, and the immense range of goods
available. Hernan Cortés, the Spanish conquistador who defeated the Aztecs, wrote
that “every kind of merchandise such as can be met with in every land is for sale
there, whether of food and victuals, or ornaments of gold and silver, or lead, brass,
copper, tin, precious stones, bones, shells, snails and feathers.”!> Professional mer-
chants, known as pochteca, were legally commoners, but their wealth, often exceed-
ing that of the nobility, allowed them to rise in society and become “magnates of
the land.”

Among the “goods” that the pochteca obtained were slaves, many of whom
were destined for sacrifice in the bloody rituals so central to Aztec religious life.
Long a part of Mesoamerican and many other world cultures, human sacrifice
assumed an unusually prominent role in Aztec public life and thought during the
fifteenth century. Tlacaelel (1398-1480), who was for more than half a century a
prominent official of the Aztec Empire, is often credited with crystallizing the ide-
ology of state that gave human sacrifice such great importance.

In that cyclical understanding of the world, the sun, central to all life and identi-
fied with the Aztec patron deity Huitzilopochtli (wee-tsee-loh-pockt-lee), tended
to lose its energy in a constant battle against encroaching darkness. Thus the Aztec
world hovered always on the edge of catastrophe. To replenish its energy and thus
postpone the descent into endless darkness, the sun required the life-giving force
found in human blood. Because the gods had shed their blood ages ago in creating
humankind, it was wholly proper for people to offer their own blood to nourish
the gods in the present. The high calling of the Aztec state was to supply this blood,
largely through its wars of expansion and from prisoners of war, who were destined
for sacrifice. The victims were “those who have died for the god.” The growth of
the Aztec Empire therefore became the means for maintaining cosmic order and
avoiding utter catastrophe. This ideology also shaped the techniques of Aztec war-
fare, which put a premium on capturing prisoners rather than on killing the enemy.
As the empire grew, priests and rulers became mutually dependent, and “human
sacrifices were carried out in the service of politics.”!® Massive sacrificial rituals,
together with a display of great wealth, served to impress enemies, allies, and sub-
jects alike with the immense power of the Aztecs and their gods.

Alongside these sacrificial rituals was a philosophical and poetic tradition of
great beauty, much of which mused on the fragility and brevity of human life. Such
an outlook characterized the work of Nezahualcoyotl (1402-1472), a poet and
king of the city-state of Texcoco, which was part of the Aztec Empire:

Truly do we live on Earth?

Not forever on earth; only a little while here.
Although it be jade, it will be broken.

Although it be gold, it is crushed.

Although it be a quetzal feather, it is torn asunder.

Not forever on earth; only a little while here.”

B Description

How did Aztec religious
thinking support the
empire?
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Bl Description

In what ways did Inca
authorities seek to integrate
their vast domains?

The Inca Empire

While the Mexica were constructing an empire in Mesoamerica, a relatively small
community of Quechua-speaking people, known to us as the Incas, was building
the Western Hemisphere’s largest imperial state along the entire spine of the Andes
Mountains. Much as the Aztecs drew on the traditions of the Toltecs and Teoti-
huacan, the Incas incorporated the lands and cultures of earlier Andean civiliza-
tions: the Chavin, Moche, Wari, and Tiwanaku. The Inca Empire, however, was
much larger than the Aztec state; it stretched some 2,500 miles along the Andes and
contained perhaps 10 million subjects. Although the Aztec Empire controlled only
part of the Mesoamerican cultural region, the Inca state encompassed practically the
whole of Andean civilization during its short life in the fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries. In the speed of its creation and the extent of its territory, the Inca Empire
bears some similarity to that of the Mongols.

Both the Aztec and Inca empires represent rags-to-riches stories in which quite
modest and remotely located people very quickly created by military conquest the
largest states ever witnessed in their respective regions, but the empires themselves
were quite different. In the Aztec realm, the Mexica rulers largely left their con-
quered people alone, if the required tribute was forthcoming. No elaborate admin-
istrative system arose to integrate the conquered territories or to assimilate their
people to Aztec culture.

The Incas, on the other hand, erected a rather more bureaucratic empire. At the
top reigned the emperor, an absolute ruler regarded as divine, a descendant of the
creator god Viracocha and the son of the sun god Inti. Each of the some eighty
provinces in the empire had an Inca governor. In theory, the state owned all land
and resources, though in practice state lands, known as “lands of the sun,” existed
alongside properties owned by temples, elites, and traditional communities. At least
in the central regions of the empire, subjects were grouped into hierarchical units
of 10, 50, 100, 500, 1,000, 5,000, and 10,000 people, each headed by local officials,
who were appointed and supervised by an Inca governor or the emperor. A sepa-
rate set of “inspectors” provided the imperial center with an independent check on
provincial officials. Births, deaths, marriages, and other population data were care-
fully recorded on quipus, the knotted cords that served as an accounting device. A
resettlement program moved one-quarter or more of the population to new loca-
tions, in part to disperse conquered and no doubt resentful people and sometimes
to reward loyal followers with promising opportunities. Efforts at cultural integra-
tion required the leaders of conquered peoples to learn Quechua. Their sons were
removed to the capital of Cuzco for instruction in Inca culture and language. Even
now, millions of people from Ecuador to Chile still speak Quechua, and it is the
official second language of Peru after Spanish.

But the sheer human variety of the Incas’ enormous empire required great flex-
ibility. In some places Inca rulers encountered bitter resistance; in others local elites
were willing to accommodate Incas and thus benefit from their inclusion in the
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Machu Picchu

Machu Picchu, high in the Andes Mountains, was constructed by the Incas in the fifteenth century on a spot long held
sacred by local people. Its 200 buildings stand at some 8,000 feet above sea level, making it a “city in the sky.” It
was probably a royal retreat or religious center, rather than serving administrative, commercial, or military purposes.
The outside world became aware of Machu Picchu only in 1911, when it was discovered by a Yale University archeol-
ogist. (fStop/Superstock)

empire. Where centralized political systems already existed, Inca overlords could
delegate control to native authorities. Elsewhere they had to construct an adminis-
trative system from scratch. Everywhere they sought to incorporate local people
into the lower levels of the administrative hierarchy. While the Incas required their
subject peoples to acknowledge major Inca deities, these peoples were then largely
free to carry on their own religious traditions. The Inca Empire was a fluid system
that varied greatly from place to place and over time. It depended as much on the
posture of conquered peoples as on the demands and desires of Inca authorities.

Like the Aztec Empire, the Inca state represented an especially dense and
extended network of economic relationships within the “American web,” but these
relationships took shape in quite a different fashion. Inca demands on their con-
quered people were expressed, not so much in terms of tribute, but as labor service,
known as mita, which was required periodically of every household. What people
produced at home usually stayed at home, but almost everyone also had to work
for the state. Some labored on large state farms or on “sun farms,” which supported
temples and religious institutions; others herded, mined, served in the military, or
toiled on state-directed construction projects.
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Those with particular skills were put to work manufacturing textiles, metal
goods, ceramics, and stonework. The most well-known of these specialists were
the “chosen women,” who were removed from their homes as young girls, trained
in Inca ideology, and set to producing corn beer and cloth at state centers. Later
they were given as wives to men of distinction or sent to serve as priestesses in vari-
ous temples, where they were known as “wives of the Sun.” In return for such
labor services, Inca ideology, expressed in terms of family relationships, required
the state to arrange elaborate feasts at which large quantities of food and drink were
consumed and to provide food and other necessities when disaster struck. Thus the
authority of the state penetrated and directed Inca society and economy far more
than did that of the Aztecs. (See Working with Evidence, Source 13.4, page 596,
for an early Spanish account of Inca governing practices.)

If the Inca and Aztec civilizations differed sharply in their political and eco-
nomic arrangements, they resembled each other more closely in their gender sys-
tems. Both societies practiced what scholars call “gender parallelism,” in which
“women and men operate in two separate but equivalent spheres, each gender
enjoying autonomy in its own sphere.”!®

In both Mesoamerican and Andean societies, such systems had emerged long
before their incorporation into the Aztec and Inca empires. In the Andes, men
reckoned their descent from their fathers and women from their mothers, while
Mesoamericans had long viewed children as belonging equally to their mothers and
fathers. Parallel religious cults for women and men likewise flourished in both soci-
eties. Inca men venerated the sun, while women worshipped the moon, with
matching religious officials. In Aztec temples, both male and female priests presided
over rituals dedicated to deities of both sexes. Particularly among the Incas, parallel
hierarchies of male and female political officials governed the empire, while in
Aztec society, women officials exercised local authority under a title that meant
“female person in charge of people.” Social roles were clearly defined and different
for men and women, but the domestic concerns of women— childbirth, cooking,
weaving, cleaning— were not regarded as inferior to the activities of men. Among
the Aztecs, for example, sweeping was a powerful and sacred act with symbolic
significance as “an act of purification and a preventative against evil elements pen-
etrating the center of the Aztec universe, the home.”" In the Andes, men broke
the ground, women sowed, and both took part in the harvest.

991

This was gender complementarity, not gender equality. Men occupied the top
positions in both political and religious life, and male infidelity was treated more
lightly than was women’s unfaithfulness. As the Inca and Aztec empires expanded,
military life, limited to men, grew in prestige, perhaps skewing an earlier gender
parallelism. The Incas in particular imposed a more rigidly patriarchal order on
their subject peoples. In other ways, the new Aztec and Inca rulers adapted to the
gender systems of the people they had conquered. Among the Aztecs, the tools of
women’s work, the broom and the weaving spindle, were ritualized as weapons;
sweeping the home was believed to assist men at war; and childbirth was regarded
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292,

by women as “our kind of war.”? Inca rulers replicated the gender parallelism of
their subjects at a higher level, as the sapay Inca (the Inca ruler) and the coya (his
female consort) governed jointly, claiming descent respectively from the sun and

the moon.

Webs of Connection

Few people in the fifteenth century lived in entirely separate and self-contained
communities. Almost all were caught up, to one degree or another, in various and
overlapping webs of influence, communication, and exchange.?' Perhaps most obvi-
ous were the webs of empire, large-scale political systems that brought together a
variety of culturally different people. Christians and Muslims encountered each other
directly in the Ottoman Empire, as did Hindus and Muslims in the Mughal Empire.
And no empire tried more diligently to integrate its diverse peoples than the
fifteenth-century Incas.

Religion too linked far-flung peoples, and divided them as well. Christianity
provided a common religious culture for peoples from England to Russia, although
the great divide between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy endured,
and in the sixteenth century the Protestant Reformation would shatter perma-
nently the Christian unity of the Latin West. Although Buddhism had largely van-
ished from its South Asian homeland, it remained a link among China, Korea,
Tibet, Japan, and parts of Southeast Asia, even as it splintered into a variety of sects
and practices. More than either of these, Islam actively brought together its many
peoples. In the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, Africans, Arabs, Persians, Turks, Indi-
ans, and many others joined as one people as they rehearsed together the events that
gave birth to their common faith. And yet divisions and conflicts persisted within
the vast realm of Islam, as the violent hostility between the Sunni Ottoman Empire
and the Shia Safavid Empire so vividly illustrates.

Long-established patterns of trade among peoples occupying different environ-
ments and producing different goods were certainly much in evidence during the
fifteenth century, as they had been for millennia. Hunting societies of Siberia fun-
neled furs and other products of the forest into the Silk Road trading network
traversing the civilizations of Eurasia. In the fifteenth century, some of the agricul-
tural peoples in southern Nigeria were receiving horses brought overland from the
drier regions of Africa to the north, where those animals flourished better. The
Mississippi River in North America and the Orinoco and Amazon rivers in South
America facilitated a canoe-borne commerce along those waterways. Coastal ship-
ping in large seagoing canoes operated in the Caribbean and along the Pacific coast
between Mexico and Peru. In Pacific Polynesia, the great voyaging networks across
vast oceanic distances that had flourished especially since 1000 were in decline by
1500 or earlier, leading to the abandonment of a number of islands. Ecological
devastation perhaps played a role, and some scholars believe that a cooling and fluc-
tuating climate change known as the Little Ice Age created less favorable conditions

H Connection

In what different ways did
the peoples of the fifteenth
century interact with one
another?



530 CHAPTER 12 / THE WORLDS OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

el g - ) - e by 3 1 ¥

Tmekiae > ! i langzho
-

’

PACIFIC
OCEAN

J

logadishu

INDIAN OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

- . W /
Map 12.6 Religion and Commerce in the Afro-Eurasian World

By the fifteenth century, the many distinct peoples and societies of the Eastern Hemisphere were
linked to one another by ties of religion and commerce. Of course, most people were not directly
involved in long-distance trade, and many people in areas shown as Buddhist or Islamic on the map
practiced other religions. While much of India, for example, was ruled by Muslims, the majority of
its people followed some form of Hinduism. And although Islam had spread to West Africa, that
religion had not penetrated much beyond the urban centers of the region.
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for inter-island exchange. The great long-distance trading patterns of the Afro-
Eurasian world, in operation for a thousand years or more, continued in the fif-
teenth century, although the balance among them was changing (see Map 12.6).
The Silk Road overland network, which had flourished under Mongol control in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, contracted in the fifteenth century as the
Mongol Empire broke up and the devastation of the plague reduced demand for
its products. The rise of the Ottoman Empire also blocked direct commercial con-
tact between Europe and China, but oceanic trade from Japan, Korea, and China
through the islands of Southeast Asia and across the Indian Ocean picked up con-
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siderably. Larger ships made it possible to trade in bulk goods such as grain as well
as luxury products, while more sophisticated partnerships and credit mechanisms
greased the wheels of commerce. A common Islamic culture over much of this vast
region likewise smoothed the passage of goods among very different peoples, as it
also did for the trans-Saharan trade.

A Preview of Coming Attractions:
Looking Ahead to the Modern Era, 1500-2015

While ties of empire, culture, commerce, and disease surely linked many of the
peoples in the world of the fifteenth century, none of those connections operated
on a genuinely global scale. Although the densest webs of connection had been
woven within the Afro-Eurasian zone of interaction, this huge region had no sus-
tained ties with the Americas, and neither of them had sustained contact with the
peoples of Pacific Oceania. That situation was about to change as Europeans in the
sixteenth century and beyond forged a set of genuinely global relationships that
generated sustained interaction among all of these regions. That huge process and
the many outcomes that lowed from it marked the beginning of what world his-
torians commonly call the modern age—the more than five centuries that fol-
lowed the voyages of Columbus starting in 1492.

Over those five centuries, the previously separate worlds of Afro-Eurasia, the
Americas, and Pacific Oceania became inextricably linked, with enormous conse-
quences for everyone involved. Global empires, a global economy, global cultural
exchanges, global migrations, global disease, global wars, and global environmental
changes have made the past 500 years a unique phase in the human journey. Those
webs of communication and exchange —the first defining feature of the modern
era—have progressively deepened, so much so that by the end of the twentieth
century few if any people lived beyond the cultural influences, economic ties, or
political relationships of a globalized world.

Several centuries after the Columbian voyages, and clearly connected to them,
a second distinctive feature of the modern era took shape: the emergence of a radi-
cally new kind of human society, first in Europe during the nineteenth century and
then in various forms elsewhere in the world. The core feature of such societies was
industrialization, with its sustained growth of technological innovation and its mas-
sive consumption of energy and raw materials. The human ability to create wealth
made an enormous leap forward in a very short period of time, at least by world
history standards. Accompanying this economic or industrial revolution was an
equally distinctive and unprecedented jump in human numbers, a phenomenon
that has affected not only human beings but also many other living species and the
earth itself. (See Snapshot, page 532.)

Moreover, these modern societies were far more urbanized and much more
commercialized than ever before, as more and more people began to work for
wages, to produce for the market, and to buy the requirements of daily life rather
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than growing or making those products for their own use. These societies gave
prominence and power to holders of urban wealth—merchants, bankers, industri-
alists, educated professionals—at the expense of rural landowning elites, while
simultaneously generating a substantial factory working class and diminishing the
role of peasants and handicraft artisans.

Modern societies were generally governed by states that were more powerful
and intrusive than earlier states and empires had been, and they offered more of
their people an opportunity to play an active role in public and political life. Lit-
eracy in modern societies was far more widespread than ever before, while new
national identities became increasingly prominent, competing with more local loy-
alties and with those of empire. To the mix of established religious ideas and folk
traditions were now added the challenging outlook and values of modern science,
with its secular emphasis on the ability of human rationality to know and manipu-
late the world. Modernity has usually meant a self-conscious awareness of living
and thinking in new ways that deliberately departed from tradition.

This revolution of modernity, comparable in its pervasive consequences only to
the Agricultural Revolution of some 10,000 years ago, introduced new divisions
and new conflicts into the experience of humankind. The ancient tensions between
rich and poor within particular societies were now paralleled by new economic
inequalities among entire regions and civilizations and a much-altered global bal-
ance of power. The first societies to experience the modern transformation —those
in Western Europe and North America—became both a threat and a source of
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envy to much of the rest of the world. As modern societies emerged and spread,
they were enormously destructive of older patterns of human life, even as they gave
rise to many new ways of living. Sorting out what was gained and what was lost
during the modern transformation has been a persistent and highly controversial
thread of human thought over the past several centuries.

A third defining feature of the last 500 years was the growing prominence of
European peoples on the global stage. In ancient times, the European world, focused
in the Mediterranean basin of Greek culture and the Roman Empire, was but one
of several second-wave civilizations in the Eastern Hemisphere. After 500 c.E.,
Western Europe was something of a backwater, compared to the more prosperous
and powerful civilizations of China and the Islamic world.

In the centuries following 1500, however, this western peninsula of the Eur-
asian continent became the most innovative, most prosperous, most powerful, most
expansive, and most imitated part of the world. European empires spanned the
globe. European peoples created new societies all across the Americas and as far
away as South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. Their languages were spoken
and their Christian religion was widely practiced throughout the Americas and in
parts of Asia and Africa. Their businessmen bought, sold, and produced goods
around the world. It was among Europeans that the Scientific and Industrial Revo-
lutions first took shape, with enormously powerful intellectual and economic con-
sequences for the entire planet. The quintessentially modern ideas of liberalism,
nationalism, feminism, and socialism all bore the imprint of their European origin.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, Europeans or peoples of European
descent exercised unprecedented influence and control over the earth’s many other
peoples, a wholly novel experience in human history.

For the rest of the world, growing European dominance posed a common chal-
lenge. Despite their many differences, the peoples of Asia, Africa, the Middle East,
the Americas, and Pacific Oceania all found themselves confronted by powerful and
intrusive Europeans. The impact of this intrusion and how various peoples responded
to it—resistance, submission, acceptance, imitation, adaptation—represent criti-
cally important threads in the world history of the past five centuries.

REFLECTIONS

What If? Chance and Contingency
in World History

Seeking meaning in the stories they tell, historians are inclined to look for deeply
rooted or underlying causes for the events they recount. And yet, is it possible that,
at least on occasion, historical change derives less from profound and long-term
sources than from coincidence, chance, or the decisions of a few that might well
have gone another way?
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Consider, for example, the problem of explaining the rise of Europe to a posi-
tion of global power in the modern era. What if the Great Khan Ogodei had not
died in 1241, requiring the Mongol forces then poised for an assault on Germany
to return to Mongolia? It is surely possible that Central and Western Europe might
have been overrun by Mongol armies as so many other civilizations had been, a
prospect that could have drastically altered the trajectory of European history. Or
what if the Chinese had decided in 1433 to continue their huge maritime expedi-
tions, creating an empire in the Indian Ocean basin and perhaps moving on to
“discover” the Americas and Europe? Such a scenario suggests a wholly different
future for world history than the one that in fact occurred. Or what if the forces of
the Ottoman Empire had taken the besieged city of Vienna in 1529? Might they
then have incorporated even larger parts of Europe into their expanding domain,
requiring a halt to Europe’s overseas empire-building enterprise?

None of this necessarily means that the rise of Europe was merely a fluke or an
accident of history, but it does raise the issue of “contingency,” the role of unfore-
seen or small events in the unfolding of the human story. An occasional “what if”
approach to history reminds us that alternative possibilities existed in the past and
that the only certainty about the future is that we will be surprised.

Second Thoughts

What's the Significance?

Paleolithic persistence, 500-2 seizure of Constantinople in 1453, 516, 518-19
Igbo, 502-3 Safavid Empire, 516—18

Iroquois, 503—4 Songhay Empire, 518-20

Timur, 504 Timbuktu, 519-20

Fulbe, 505 Mughal Empire, 521

Ming dynasty China, 505-9 Malacca, 521-22

Zheng He, 507-9 Aztec Empire, 522-25

European Renaissance, 510-13 Inca Empire, 526-29

Ottoman Empire, 516

Big Picture Questions

1. Assume for the moment that the Chinese had not ended their maritime voyages in 1433. How might
the subsequent development of world history have been different? What value is there in asking this
kind of “what if" or counterfactual question?

2. How does this chapter distinguish among the various kinds of societies contained in the world of the
fifteenth century? What other ways of categorizing the world's peoples might work as well or
better?

3. What common patterns might you notice across the world of the fifteenth century? And what varia-
tions in the historical trajectories of various regions can you identify?
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4. Looking Back: What would surprise a knowledgeable observer from 500 or 1000 c.E., were he or
she to make a global tour in the fifteenth century? What features of that earlier world might still be
recognizable?

Next Steps: For Further Study

Terence N. D'Altroy, The Incas (2002). A history of the Inca Empire that draws on recent archeological and
historical research.

Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty (2006). The most recent
scholarly account of the Ming dynasty voyages.

Halil Inalcik and Donald Quataert, An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, 1300-1914
(1994). A classic study of the Ottoman Empire.

Robin Kirkpatrick, The European Renaissance, 1400—1600(2002). A beautifully illustrated history of
Renaissance culture as well as the social and economic life of the period.

Charles C. Mann, 7491: New Revelations of the Americas before Columbus (2005). A review of Western
Hemisphere societies and academic debates about their pre-Columbian history.

J. R. McNeill and William H. McNeill, The Human Web (2003). A succinct account of the evolving webs or
relationships among human societies in world history.

Michael Smith, The Aztecs (2003). A history of the Aztec Empire, with an emphasis on the lives of ordinary
people.

“Italian Renaissance,” http://www.history.com/topics/italian-renaissance. A History channel presentation of
the European Renaissance, with a number of brief videos.

“Ming Dynasty,” http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/ming/hd_ming.htm. A sample of Chinese art from
the Ming dynasty from the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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WORKING WITH EVIDENCE

Islam and Renaissance Europe

he Renaissance era in Europe, roughly 1400 to 1600, represented the

crystallization of a new civilization at the western end of Eurasia. In
cultural terms, its writers and artists sought to link themselves to the legacy of
the pre-Christian Greeks and Romans. But if Europeans were reaching back
to their classical past, they were also reaching out—westward to the wholly
new world of the Americas, southward to Africa, and eastward to Asia gener-
ally and the Islamic world in particular. The European Renaissance, in short,
was shaped not only from within but also by its encounters with a wider
world.

Interaction with the world of Islam was, of course, nothing new. Centu-
ries of Muslim rule in Spain, the Crusades, and the expansion of the Ottoman
Empire were markers in the long relationship of conflict, cooperation, and
mutual influence between Christendom and the realm of Islam. Politically,
that relationship was changing in the fifteenth century. The Christian recon-
quest of Spain from Muslim rule was completed by 1492. At the other end
of the Mediterranean Sea, the Turkish Ottoman Empire was expanding into
the previously Christian regions of the Balkans (southeastern Europe), seizing
the ancient capital of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople, in 1453, while
becoming a major player in European international politics. Despite such con-
flicts, commerce flourished across political and religious divides. European
bulk goods such as wool, timber, and glassware, along with silver and gold,
were exchanged for high-value luxury goods from the Islamic world or fun-
neled through it from farther east. These included spices, silks, carpets, tapes-
tries, brocades, art objects, precious stones, gold, dyes, and pigments. In 1384,
a Christian pilgrim from the Italian city of Florence wrote: “Really all of
Christendom could be supplied for a year with the merchandise of Damas-
cus.”? And a fifteenth-century Italian nobleman said of Venice: “It seems as
if all the world flocks here, and that human beings have concentrated there
all their force for trading.”?*

The acquisition of such Eastern goods was important for elite Europeans
as they sought to delineate and measure their emerging civilization. As that
civilization began to take shape in the centuries after 1100 or so, it had drawn
extensively on Arab or Muslim learning—in medicine, astronomy, philoso-
phy, architecture, mathematics, business practices, and more. As early as the
twelfth century, a Spanish priest and Latin translator of Arab texts wrote, “It
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befits us to imitate the Arabs, for they are as it were our teachers and the pio-
neers.” During the R enaissance centuries as well, according to a recent account,
“Europe began to define itself by purchasing and emulating the opulence and
cultured sophistication of the cities, merchants, scholars, and empires of the
Ottomans, Persians, and the Egyptian Mamluks.” That engagement with the
Islamic world found various expressions in Renaissance art, as the images that
follow illustrate.

The year 1453 marked a watershed in the long relationship between
Christendom and the Islamic world, for it was in that year that the Ottoman
sultan Mehmed II decisively conquered the great Christian city of Constan-
tinople, bringing the thousand-year history of Byzantium to an inglorious
end. To many Europeans, that event was a catastrophe and Mehmed was the
“terror of the world.” On hearing the news, one Italian bishop, later to
become the pope, foresaw a dismal future for both the Church and West-
ern civilization: “Who can doubt that the Turks will vent their wrath upon
the churches of God? . . . This will be a second death to Homer and a second
destruction of Plato.” Others, however, saw opportunity. Less than a year after
that event, the northern Italian city of Venice signed a peace treaty with the
Ottoman sultan, declaring, “It is our intention to live in peace and friendship
with the Turkish emperor.” Some even expressed admiration for the con-
quering Muslim ruler. George of Trebizond, a Greek-speaking Renaissance
scholar, described Mehmed as “a wise king and one who philosophizes about
the greatest matters.”

For his part, Mehmed admired both classical and contemporary European
culture, even as his armies threatened European powers. This cosmopolitan
emperor employed Italian scholars to read to him from ancient Greek and
Roman literature, stocked his library with Western texts, and decorated the
walls of his palace with Renaissance-style frescoes. Seeing himself as heir to
Roman imperial authority, he now added “Caesar” to his other titles. Although
Islam generally prohibited the depiction of human figures, Mehmed’s long
interest in caricatures and busts and his desire to celebrate his many conquests
led him to commission numerous medals by European artists, bearing his
image. In 1480, he also had his portrait painted by the leading artist of Ven-
ice, Gentile Bellini, who had been sent to the Ottoman court as a cultural
ambassador of his city.

Source 12.1 shows Bellini’s portrait of the emperor sitting under a marble
arch, a symbol of triumph that evokes his dramatic conquest of Constanti-
nople. The three golden crowns on the upper left and right likely represent
the lands recently acquired for the Ottoman Empire, and the inscription at the
bottom describes Mehmed as “Conqueror of the World.” Not long after the
painting was made, Mehmed died, and shortly thereafter his son and succes-
sor sold it to Venetian merchants to help finance a large mosque complex.
Thus the portrait returned to Venice.
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National Gallery, London, UK/Bridgeman Images

Source 12.1 Gentile Bellini, Portrait of Mehmed |l

B What overall impression of the sultan does this portrait convey?

B  Why might this Muslim ruler want his portrait painted by a Christian
artist from Venice?

B  Why might Bellini and the city government of Venice be willing—
even eager—to undertake the assignment, less than thirty years after the
Muslim conquest of Constantinople?
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B The candelabra decorating the arch were a common feature in Venetian
church architecture. Why might the sultan have agreed to this element
of Christian symbolism in his portrait?

B What does the episode surrounding this portrait indicate about the
relationship of Venice and the Ottoman Empire in the wake of the
conquest of Constantinople?

Venice had long been the primary point of commercial contact between
Europe and the East and the source of the much-desired luxury goods that its
merchants obtained from Alexandria in Egypt. At that time, Muslim Egypt
was ruled by the Mamluks, a warrior caste of slave origins, who had checked
the westward advance of the Mongols in 1260 and had driven the last of the
European Crusaders out of the Middle East in 1291. Venetian traders, how-
ever, were more interested in commerce than in religion and by the fifteenth
century enjoyed a highly profitable relationship with the Mamluk rulers of
Egypt and Syria, despite the periodic opposition of the pope and threats of
excommunication. Thus it is not surprising that the Renaissance artists of Ven-
ice were prominent among those who reflected the influence of the Islamic
world in their work. By the late fifteenth century, something of a fad for
oriental themes surfaced in Venetian pictorial art.

Source 12.2, painted by an anonymous Venetian artist in 1511, expresses
this intense interest in the Islamic world. The setting is Damascus in Syria,
then ruled by the Egyptian Mamluk regime. The local Mamluk governor of
the city, seated on a low platform with an elaborate headdress, is receiving
an ambassador from Venice, shown in a red robe and standing in front of the
governor. Behind him in black robes are other members of the Venetian
delegation, while in the foreground various members of Damascus society—
both officials and merchants—are distinguished from one another by vari-
ations in their turbans. Behind the wall lies the city of Damascus with its
famous Umayyad mosque, formerly a Roman temple to Jupiter and later a
Christian church, together with its three minarets. The city’s lush gardens and
its homes with wooden balconies and rooftop terraces complete the picture
of urban Islam.

B What impressions of the city and its relationship with Venice does the
artist seek to convey?

B How are the various social groups of Damascus distinguished from one
another in this painting? What does the very precise visual description
of these differences suggest about Venetian understanding of urban
Mamluk society?

B What does the total absence of women suggest about their role in the
public life of Damascus?
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Louvre, Paris, France/Bridgeman Images

Source 12.2 The Venetian Ambassador Visits Damascus

B How would you know that this is a Muslim city? What role, if any, does

religion play in this depiction of the relationship between Christian
Venice and Islamic Damascus?

Beyond political and commercial relationships, Europeans had long engaged
with the Islamic world intellectually as well. Source 12.3 illustrates that engage-
ment in a work by Girolamo da Cremona, a fifteenth-century Italian painter
known for his “illuminations” of early printed books. Created in 1483 (only
some forty years after the invention of the printing press in Europe), it served
as the frontispiece for one of the first printed versions of Aristotle’s writings,
translated into Latin, along with commentaries by the twelfth-century Mus-
lim scholar Ibn Rushd, better known in the West as Averroes.

Aristotle, of course, was the great Greek philosopher of the fourth century
B.C.E. whose writings presented a systematic and rational view of the world,
while commenting on practically every branch of knowledge. The legacy of
Greek thought in general and Aristotle in particular passed into both the
Christian and Islamic worlds. Ibn Rushd (1126—1198), who wrote volumi-
nous commentaries on Aristotle’s works and much else as well, lived in Mus-
lim Spain, where he argued for the compatibility of Aristotelian philosophy
and the religious perspectives of Islam. While that outlook faced growing
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Tllumination attributed to Girolamo da Cremona and assistants, Venice, 1483/The Pierpont Morgan Library/Art Resource, NY

Source 12.3 Aristotle and Averroes
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opposition in the Islamic world, Aristotle’s writings found more fertile ground
among European scholars in the new universities of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, where they became the foundation of university curricula and nour-
ished the growth of “natural philosophy.” In large measure it was through
translations of Ibn Rushd’s Arabic commentaries on Aristotle that Europeans
regained access to the thinking of that ancient philosopher. A long line of
European scholars defined themselves as “Averroists.”

The painting in Source 12.3 is presented as a parchment leaf, torn to dis-
close two worlds behind Aristotle’s text. At the top in a rural setting, Aris-
totle, dressed in a blue robe, is speaking to Ibn Rushd, clad in a yellow robe
with a round white turban. The bottom of the painting depicts the world of
classical Greek mythology. The painted jewels, gems, and pearls testify to the
great value placed on such illuminated and printed texts.

B What might the possession of such a book say about the social status,
tastes, and outlook of its owner?

B What overall impression of Renaissance thinking about the classical
world and the world of Islam does this painting convey?

B Notice the gestures of the two men at the top as well as the pen in Ibn
Rushd’s hand and the book at his feet. How might you describe the
relationship between them?

B  What made it possible for at least some European Christians of the
Renaissance era to embrace both the pagan Aristotle and the Islamic
Ibn Rushd?

Despite the fluid relationship of Renaissance Europe with the world of
Islam, the Ottoman Empire, apparently expanding inexorably, was a growing
threat to Christian Europe, and Islam was a false religion to many Christians.
Those themes too found expression in the art of the Renaissance. Source
12.4 provides an example. Painted during the first decade of the sixteenth
century by the Venetian artist Vittore Carpaccio, it reflects the popular “ori-
entalist” style with its elaborate and exotic depiction of Eastern settings,
buildings, and costumes. This particular painting was part of a series illustrat-
ing the life of Saint George, a legendary soldier-saint who rescued a Libyan
princess, slew the dragon about to devour her, and by his courageous example
converted a large number of pagans to Christianity. Earlier paintings in this
series portrayed the killing of the dragon, while this one shows the conver-
sion of the infidels to the “true faith.”

The setting for Source 12.4 is Muslim-ruled Jerusalem, where the action
focuses on Saint George, on the right, baptizing a bareheaded Muslim ruler
and a woman (perhaps his wife). Several others await their turns below the
steps, while a group of Mamluk musicians play in honor of the occasion.




By Vittore Carpaccio (ca. 1460-1523), 1501-1507/Scuola di San Giorgio

degli Schiavoni, Venice, Italy/Giraudon/Bridgeman Images
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Source 12.4 Saint George Baptizes the Pagans of Jerusalem

B What posture toward the Islamic world does this painting represent?
Does it convey resistance to Ottoman expansion, or does it hold out
the hope for the peaceful conversion of that powerful empire?

B What is the significance of the large Ottoman turban at the foot of the
steps?

B  Why might the legend of Saint George provide a potent symbol for
European interaction with the Islamic world in the circumstances of the
early sixteenth century?

B Compare this urban scene with that of Source 12.2. What common fea-
tures do you notice? Apart from any religious meanings, what do these
paintings suggest about Venetian interests in the Islamic world?

An even more vitriolic anti-Muslim sensibility had long circulated in
Europe, based on the fear of Islamic power, the distortions growing out of
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the Crusades, and the perception of religious heresy. In the early fourteenth
century, the Italian poet Dante, author of The Divine Comedy, placed Muham-
mad in the eighth circle of Hell, where the “sowers of discord” were pun-
ished and mutilated. To many Christians, Muhammad was a “false prophet,”
sometimes portrayed as drunk. Protestants such as Martin Luther on occasion
equated their great enemy, the pope, with the Muslim “Turk,” both of them
leading people away from authentic religion.

The most infamous R enaissance example of hostility to Islam as a religion
is displayed in Source 12.5, a fresco by the Italian artist Giovanni da Modena,
painted on a church wall in the northern Italian city of Bologna in 1415. It
was a small part of a much larger depiction of Hell, featuring a gigantic image
of Satan devouring and excreting the damned, while many others endured
horrific punishments. Among them was Muhammad—naked, bound to a
rock, and tortured by a winged demon with long horns. It reflected common

understandings of Muhammad as a religious heretic, a false prophet, and even
the anti-Christ and therefore “hell-bound.”

-

Detail, from the Bolognini Chapel, San Pietro, Bologna, Italy/Scala/Art Resource, NY
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Source 12.5 Giovanni da Modena, Muhammad in Hell
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How does this fresco depict Hell? What does the larger context of the
fresco as a whole suggest about Modena’s view of Muhammad?

How does this image differ from that of Source 12.4, particularly in its
posture toward Islam?

Italian Muslims have long objected to this image, noting that Islam por-
trays Jesus in a very positive light. In 2002 a radical group linked to
al-Qaeda plotted unsuccessfully to blow up the church that housed this
image in order to destroy the offending portrayal of their prophet. What
particular objections do you imagine motivated Muslim opposition to
this element of the fresco?

Islam and Renaissance Europe

. Making comparisons: What range of postures toward the Islamic
world do these images convey? How might you account for the differ-
ences among them?

. Imagining reactions: How might the artists who created the first four
images respond to Source 12.5?

. Examining the content of visual sources: While all of these images
deal with the Islamic world, with what different aspects of that world are
they concerned?

. Considering art and society: In what ways were these images shaped
by the concrete political, economic, and cultural conditions of Renais-
sance Europe? What role did the Islamic world play in the emerging
identity of European civilization?
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