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Through a Triumphant Arch, see Albion plas’t,
In Happy site, in Neptunes armes embras't,

In Power and Plenty, on her Cleevy Throne
Circled with Natures Ghirlands, being alone
Stil'd th'Oceans Island.

Cleevy: abounding in “cleves” or cliffs (Oxford English Dictionary).

Michael Drayton, Poly-Olbion.
London: M. Lownes, I. Brown, I. Helme, I. Busbie, 1612.
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PREFACE

THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN in the belief that you cannot make sense
of today’s world economy, or indeed of the world more generally,
without understanding the history that produced it. Contemporary
globalization, and its economic and political consequences, have not
arisen out of a vacuum, but from a worldwide process of uneven
economic development that has been centuries, if not millennia, in
the making. In turn, this process has been critically shaped by the
changing ways in which the various world regions have interacted
with each other, not only through trade, migration, and investment,
but also politically and culturally, over time. Understanding this two-
way interaction between the pattern and evolution of interregional
trade, on the one hand, and long-term global economic and political
developments, on the other, is the main purpose of this volume.

As is the case with many books, this one has been written for
the primary benefit of the authors. Countless economic histories of
countries or regions have already been written, and there is now
a rapidly growing literature on world history, and indeed on world
economic history. There is also a more specialized, but still immense,
literature on the history of international trade, with individual authors
typically focusing on particular regions or time periods. What both of
us found, however, when preparing lectures on the long-run history of
world trade, or writing research papers on the subject, is that there was
no one place that we could turn to for answers to the questions that
we, as economists, would ask about the subject. Instead, we have had
to become familiar—although no doubt we remain insufficiently so—
with a vast and highly specialized scholarly literature, and we have
found ourselves on numerous occasions plowing through the same
sources looking for the odd nugget of information that was relevant
for our purposes. In this manner, we gradually became independently
convinced of the need for a single book that would provide as compre-
hensive and integrated an overview as possible of the history of world
trade during the second millennium.

Even if we consider such an apparently specific and familiar a
subject as the spice trade, for example, we find that there is no single
authoritative account of it available in the existing literature. The
reasons why this is so are quite obvious. The spices were produced
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in the islands of the Indonesian archipelago, transported across the
Indian Ocean by Persians, Arabs, Gujaratis, Portuguese, Dutchmen,
and sundry others to the Red Sea or the Persian Gulf, or around the
Cape of Good Hope, taxed by Abbasids, Fatimids, Mamluks, Safavids,
and other Middle Eastern regimes, distributed further west and north
by Venetians or Genoese, before being purchased as far west as
England and France, usually with silver that then had to wind its way
back again to the Moluccas before the circuit was closed. And this is
only to consider spice flows to Europe, when flows to China and other
Asian markets were much more important during most of history. No
single historian, not even a Fernand Braudel, could command all the
specialized knowledge and skills necessary to cover the entire stretch
of space and time involved; and this is only one of many topics that
we would like our history of world trade to cover. Providing such a
book thus requires breaking free of the twin tyrannies of temporal and
spatial parochialism, which is undoubtedly a risky venture.

There have been other world economic histories written in the
recent past, but while we have learned much from them, none of them
quite provided what we were looking for. Rondo Cameron’s (1989)
Concise Economic History of the World: From Paleolithic Times to the
Present covers an even longer time span than our mere millennium.
However, neither he nor Greg Clark (2007a) provides the sharp focus on
trade and other contacts between the various world regions that is the
concern of the present work. Janet Abu-Lughod’s (1989) highly influ-
ential Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-1350,
on the other hand, is concerned with exactly the sort of interactive
relationships between the different segments of the world economy
that we consider here, but is temporally confined to a single, albeit
crucial, century: the period of the Pax Mongolica. David Landes (1998)
tells us in his preface that his aim is to “trace and understand the main
stream of economic advance and modernization,” which he locates
firmly in Europe. While we will also of necessity be concerned with
the process of economic growth, our emphasis is more on the pattern
and structure of trade, on geopolitical evolution over time, and on the
shifting balances of world primacy over the past thousand years.

As evidenced by the very title of his stimulating contribution, Eric
Jones’s (2003) The European Miracle is also Eurocentric in its orien-
tation. Jones starts at about the time of the Discoveries, taking as his
units of comparison the European system of competing nation-states
and the non-European empires of the Islamic Ottomans and Mughals,
and the Manchu Qing dynasty. The rise of Europe is one of the major
themes of this book, as it is of his, but we cover a longer time span,
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and our units are the seven regions defined in chapter 1, rather than
the European states and three Asian empires he considers. Jones has
been the target of what he calls the “California School” of Sinocentric
historians, in particular Kenneth Pomeranz (2000) and R. Bin Wong
(1997), as well as Andre Gunder Frank (1998). We hope to convince
our readers that, like Ulysses bound to the mast, we manage to avoid
both the Scylla of Eurocentrism and the Charybdis of Sinocentrism in
our account of how all seven regions, and the rest of the world besides,
have contributed to the interactive emergence of the modern world
economy, even though not necessarily to the same degree.

Thus we ourselves have had to laboriously piece together what is still
a very rudimentary and inadequate account of trade during the last
millennium. There are of course many specialists on each aspect of this
subject whose knowledge vastly exceeds ours on their specialty, but
we hope that we can at least lighten the labor of the many who might
desire, as we did, an overview of this subject as a whole. Furthermore,
the history of world trade is only one aspect of the task that we have had
to undertake. A feature of the book that may strike some economists as
odd or surprising, but will seem entirely commonplace to historians,
is its sustained emphasis on conflict, violence, and geopolitics. When
economics students are first exposed to the study of international
trade, they are asked to contemplate two countries, A and B, who have
each been endowed with a certain amount of the various factors of
production—land, labor, capital, and so on—as well as with a given
technology which translates those endowments into consumption
goods, together with a set of preferences over these goods. The two
countries then trade with each other, or not as the case may be, and
the consequences of trade are derived for consumers and producers
alike. If time is brought into the theory at all, and usually it isn’t, this
typically takes the form of allowing countries to gradually accumulate
capital, breed new workers, or become better educated as a result of
the voluntary decisions of rational, free individuals. The summit of
unpleasantness attainable in such models is the use of tariffs, quotas,
and other trade policy instruments that will benefit some individuals
or groups (and possibly nations) but lower the utility of other domestic
or foreign residents.

If only life were like this. As we point out below, the greatest
expansions of world trade have tended to come not from the bloodless
tatonnement of some fictional Walrasian auctioneer but from the
barrel of a Maxim gun, the edge of a scimitar, or the ferocity of
nomadic horsemen. When trade required more workers, parental
choices regarding quality/quantity trade-offs could often safely be
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ignored, since workers could always be enslaved. When trade required
more profits, these could be earned via plunder or violently imposed
monopolies. For much of our period the pattern of trade can only
be understood as being the outcome of some military or political
equilibrium between contending powers. The dependence of trade on
war and peace eventually became so obvious to us that it is reflected
in the title of this volume.

Politics thus determined trade, but trade also helped to determine
politics, by influencing the capacities and the incentives facing states.
The mutual dependence of “Power” and “Plenty,” so well evoked by
Jacob Viner (1948), will thus be a key feature of this book. The phrase
itself comes from the first lines of Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion, first
published in 1612. These serve as a commentary on the frontispiece
to that volume, which we have reproduced as a frontispiece to our
own. Corbett and Lightbown (1979, p. 156) remark that Albion, or
Britannia, here appears to be “prosperous and triumphant and for the
only time in her long career, notably young and beautiful.” Bedecked in
pearls, secure on her island stronghold, and holding both a cornucopia
and a scepter, she appears to be serenely contemplating not just her
enjoyment of Plenty, but her exercise of Power as well.

As we shall see, this nymph-like creature would soon become the
battle-hardened ruler not just of the English Channel but of the oceans
of the world, and no history of international trade can ignore the
causes or the implications of military exploits such as these. While
economists have traditionally stressed the advantages of peaceful
voluntary exchange, we should not forget that the use of force involves
the allocation of scarce resources as well, and imposes costs and
benefits both on those who use it and on those against whom it is
used, as well as on third parties. It is therefore as much subject to
the application of economic analysis—“the study of the relationship
between ends and scarce means that have alternative uses” in the
famous definition of Lionel Robbins—as any other sphere of human
activity.

If all this may appear to have been less true over the course of the
last two centuries, this is because of the overwhelming influence of
the Industrial Revolution on all subsequent economic history. The
nineteenth-century globalization that followed this breakthrough was
unprecedented in many ways, and as we will see perhaps its most
clearly distinguishing feature was its largely technological underpin-
nings (although even in this period imperialism still had an important
role to play, and was itself facilitated in many ways by the new
technology). The new technologies not only brought markets closer
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together than ever before, but opened up enormous income gaps
between regions that remain with us today, and produced a stark
division of labor between a manufacturing core and a primary-
producing periphery. The big questions ever since then have been:
How can developing countries catch up with the core? Should they do
so by exploiting their natural resource advantages, as was successfully
tried in the nineteenth century, or does this leave them excessively
vulnerable to fickle international markets, as the interwar experience
might suggest? Should they decouple themselves from international
markets, as many did after 1945, or reintegrate with them, as they
have done over the past two decades? These questions, and related
ones such as how the West should adapt to the rise of India and China,
have only arisen because of the asymmetries created by the Industrial
Revolution, and are thus fundamentally historical in nature.

The Industrial Revolution, in turn, can only be understood as the
outcome of a historical process with multiple causes stretching well
back into the medieval period, and in which international movements
of commodities, warriors, microbes, and technologies all played a
leading role. Purely domestic accounts of the “Rise of the West,”
emphasizing Western institutions, cultural attributes, or endowments,
are hopelessly inadequate, since they ignore the vast web of inter-
relationships between Western Europe and the rest of the world that
had been spun over the course of many centuries, and was crucially
important for the breakthrough to modern economic growth. We are of
course not the first to have argued this, but while historians promoting
such an international perspective have often been Marxists, we are
not. Like most mainstream economists, we view inventiveness and
incentives, rather than sheer accumulation, “primitive” or otherwise,
as being at the heart of growth, but this does not imply that European
overseas expansion should be written off as irrelevant. Plunder may
not have directly fueled the Industrial Revolution, but mercantilism
and imperialism were an important part of the global context within
which it originated, expanding markets and ensuring the supply
of raw materials. Violence thus undoubtedly mattered in shaping
the environment within which the conventional economic forces of
supply and demand operated.

In this manner, many of today’s key interregional tensions can
be traced back to earlier interactions between the world’s main
regions. In seeking to understand this history, economists need to
think seriously about another subject they have too often neglected,
namely geography. By “geography” we do not mean the highly stylized
models that pass for “economic geography” today, in which ex ante
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indistinguishable regions symmetrically situated on a featureless
plane, straight line, sphere, or hexagon interact with each other and
become different ex post, with small random events having impacts
that are amplified and made permanent through the operation of
increasing returns to scale. When we say geography, we mean geog-
raphy: mountains, rivers, and all. If Genghis Khan had been born in
New Zealand, he would have left no traces on world history. The Irish
might have enjoyed holding the rest of Europe to ransom by controlling
access to Southeast Asian spices, but never had the opportunities
which geography afforded the rulers of Egypt. A European seeking
direct access to India might well head westward and stumble across
the Americas, but no Chinese sailor would have been foolish enough
to seek an eastern passage to Arabia. Many possible outcomes in world
history were ruled out ex ante, not just ex post.

The three great world-historical events of the second millennium,
in our account, are the Black Death of the fourteenth century and the
differing responses to it, the “discovery” and incorporation of the New
World into that of the Old at the turn of the sixteenth century, and
the Industrial Revolution at the turn of the nineteenth. As we hope to
demonstrate conclusively, no single region was solely responsible for
any one of these three transformational episodes, let alone all three.
The first resulted from the Pax Mongolica, established by the nomads
of Central Asia but consolidated and actively participated in by all of
the other sixregions. Western Europeans were the first Eurasians to sail
to the New World, but it was Africans, against their will, who produced
many of the commodities that it exported to the Old. The Industrial
Revolution occurred within Western Europe, and more specifically in
Britain, but the essential raw material that its leading sector required
was produced by Africans in the Americas, and the final products
were sold in markets around the entire world. The world economy
continues to evolve, with the lead of Western Europe and its various
overseas offshoots clearly eroding, as East, South, and Southeast Asia
all expand much faster after previous centuries of relative stagnation.

Before asking the reader to plunge into one thousand years of
history, it behooves us to provide a brief guide to the terrain that
lies ahead. We begin in the first chapter with a consideration of
basic methodological issues, and the delineation of the seven “world
regions” into which we divide the Eurasian landmass and the south-
ern littoral of the Mediterranean at the beginning of the second
millennium. These regions are Western Europe, Eastern Europe, the
Islamic World of the Middle East and North Africa, Central Asia, South
Asia, Southeast Asia, and East Asia. Since all seven are defined not
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just by geography, but by culture and political history as well, we
provide a brief account of what we consider to have been the defining
characteristics of each. Thus we choose the division between western
Roman Catholicism and eastern Orthodoxy to demarcate Western
from Eastern Europe, rather than some geographical feature. The fall
of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks, in our scheme, transferred
the remnants of the former Byzantine Empire to the Islamic World.
In the case of Indonesia and the Malay world, however, we retain the
geographic designation of these societies as Southeast Asian, along
with their Buddhist neighbors, rather than shifting them into the
Islamic World following their conversion to Islam, since we believe
that they still had more in common with these neighbors than with
Egyptians or Syrians.

The second chapter analyzes the trading and other relationships
between these seven regions and an eighth, sub-Saharan Africa, at
the turn of the second millennium. The reader might be surprised
to learn that the only region in sustained direct contact with all the
others at this time was the Islamic World, then undergoing its “Golden
Age” under the Abbasid, Fatimid, and Umayyad caliphates based in
Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordoba, while the one with the least contact with
the others was Western Europe. The third chapter is a broad analytical
survey of the evolution of the world economy from 1000 to 1500. The
key events on which we focus in this chapter are the forging of the Pax
Mongolica that knitted together most of the Eurasian landmass under
the aegis of the Mongol Empire, and stimulated long-distance trade
from the Atlantic to the Sea of Japan; the devastating consequences
of the Black Death, itself unleashed by the formation of what has
been called a “microbian common market” as a result of the Mongol
conquests; and the subsequent expansion of population, output, and
prices across the world, particularly in Western Europe and Southeast
Asia.

This sets the stage for the launching of the Iberian voyages of discov-
ery and their momentous consequences for the New World, Europe,
Africa, and Asia, dealt with in the fourth chapter, covering the period
from ca. 1500 to 1650. A key economic consequence of Columbus that
we will be exploring at length is the worldwide trade in silver that
emerged during the sixteenth century. The fifth chapter focuses first
on the long struggle for hegemony in the emerging world economy
between the Dutch Republic, Great Britain, and France during the age
of mercantilism, and then on the hardly less momentous overland
expansions, from opposite ends of Central Asia, of the Czarist empire
of the Romanovs and the Chinese empire of the Manchu Qing dynasty.
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One major theme of this chapter is the extent to which Asians were
not just passive actors during this period, but adopted new military
technologies, with similar political effects to those experienced in
Europe; another is the mercantilist economic policies pursued by the
leading states of the day.

The sixth chapter interrupts the historical narrative to take a close
look at the breakthrough to modern economic growth which occurred
in northwestern Europe, and more particularly Great Britain, at the
turn of the nineteenth century. The Industrial Revolution merits a
separate chapter, since it is the fulcrum around which the rest of
the book turns. On the one hand, it set in motion economic forces
that determined the future course of international trade, down to our
own day; on the other, it was itself an outcome of the political and
economic trends that preceded it. Thus we do not see the Industrial
Revolution as springing up suddenly, like “Athena fully armed from the
brow of Zeus,” purely as a result of the creative imaginations of a group
of inventors in the north of England in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. As we hope to be able to convince the reader, we
see it instead as the culmination of a long historical process involving
the interaction of all the world’s regions through trade and the transfer
of technology, as well as the use of armed force. This is not to deny the
vital contribution of Great Britain, and more broadly Western Europe,
but to provide a consistent and coherent explanation of why this event
was so transformational in nature, rather than evanescent, as had been
all the earlier “efflorescences” (Goldstone 2002) in the history of the
world economy that we describe.

On one level, the economic history of the past two centuries can,
as already noted, be viewed as the working out of the consequences
of the Industrial Revolution: a “Great Divergence” in income levels
between regions, as the new technologies diffused only gradually
across the globe; a “Great Specialization” between an industrial core
and a primary-producing periphery; consequent pressures to protect
agriculture in the core, and manufacturing in the periphery; and,
finally, a gradual unwinding of these trends as the Industrial Rev-
olution spread to encompass an ever-increasing proportion of the
globe. Indeed, we are still experiencing these entirely predictable
consequences of events which took place in northern England two
centuries ago. However, the evolution of these trends was not smooth,
but was profoundly marked by the political consequences of three
major world wars: the French and Napoleonic Wars that ended the
age of mercantilism, World War I, and World War II. Warfare thus
continued to exert a profound and long-lasting effect on the evolution
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of the international economy, and this is reflected in the structure of
the book, with chapters 7-9 each beginning with an account of the
relevant conflict, and then proceeding to trace out its short- and long-
run consequences.

Chapter 7 resumes our narrative, and focuses on the “nineteenth
century” from 1815 to 1914. The era was marked politically by the Pax
Britannica and European imperialism, and economically by the con-
sequences of the new steam technology of the Industrial Revolution,
embodied in the railroad and the steamship. It was early in this period
that a new sort of globalization, manifested by a significant narrowing
of intercontinental price gaps for bulk commodities between points
of origin and destination, occurred pervasively around the world as
a result of dramatic declines in transport costs. It is also the period
when the “Great Specialization” emerged, as a result of which the
industrialized countries of Western Europe, eventually to be joined
by the United States and Japan, exported manufactured goods to
Asia, Africa, Australasia, and Latin America in exchange for primary
foodstuffs and raw materials, with Europe also exporting capital to all
these regions, and people to the Americas and Australasia. The end
of this period was marked by the beginnings of a “backlash” against
globalization, with the rising industrial powers of Germany and the
United States, the food-importing countries of Continental Europe,
the Latin American republics, and the settler dominions of the British
Empire all raising tariffs, while the New World started to display a
reluctance to remain open to mass immigration. This first “golden age
of globalization” was of course brought to a tragic and abrupt end by
the outbreak of World War I.

The interwar years from 1918 to 1939, covered in chapter 8, were
dominated politically and economically by the aftermath of this
catastrophe. While the 1920s saw an attempt to reconstruct the prewar
international economy, which enjoyed only partial success, the 1930s
were marked by the devastating consequences of the Great Depres-
sion, and the resulting retreat from globalization. World War II and its
aftermath are the subject of chapter 9, the key political events being
the establishment of the Pax Americana and the associated framework
of multilateral international institutions set up under its aegis, the
political transformations wrought first by the spread of Communism
and then by its collapse, and the sweeping decolonization of areas in
the Third World that had become imperial possessions of the Euro-
pean powers. We stress that the combined effect of these trends was
to further disintegrate the world economy, with OECD liberalization
constituting a regional exception to this general rule, until some time
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in the 1970s or 1980s. It was only then that Latin America, Asia, and
Africa, where the bulk of humanity reside, started to open up to trade
and investment with the rest of the world. Economically, the late twen-
tieth century was to a large extent dominated by the attempt of newly
independent countries to industrialize through policies of “import
substitution.” However, the period also saw the unprecedented expan-
sion of world output and trade as a result of trade liberalization
and growth in the industrial countries, and technological diffusion
to “newly industrializing countries.” This eventually led to the rapid
growth of manufactured exports from these countries, particularly
China and India, and to the beginnings of a narrowing of the huge per
capitaincome gaps that have separated these once prosperous regions
from Western Europe since the Industrial Revolution, and probably
even before. The tenth and final chapter draws together some of the
lessons which our extended survey has taught us, and which we believe
may still be relevant at the start of the twenty-first century.

The reader will have noticed that our successive eras in the evolution
of the world economy, and not just those covered by chapters 7-9, have
been demarcated mostly by the outbreaks of major wars or imperial
expansions. Each era can be seen as one in which trade is conducted
within a geopolitical framework established by the previous major
war or conflict, that is in turn altered by the outbreak of the next war,
setting the stage for the next trade epoch, and so on. It is natural
to suspect that the accumulating economic and geopolitical tensions
unleashed in the course of each period of peace, prosperity, and trade
culminate in successive rounds of conflict, so that wars, rather than
being exogenous or external shocks to the world system, have been
inherent in its very nature as it has evolved over the past millennium.
For the most part this process will, we hope, become clear from
our narrative, although we confess that World War I still appears as
somewhat of a diabolus ex machina in our account. There is of course
no shortage of authorities who have argued that the way in which
the late-nineteenth-century world economy operated helps explain
the eruption of World War I, but the causes of this disaster remain
controversial. “Had we but world enough, and time,” we might have
done better, but there are only so many cans of worms that one can
open in the course of writing a book, and this is one can that we have
decided to leave closed.

Economics is often accused of being an imperialistic discipline, and
plunder was an essential feature of many of the empires that we will
be considering below. We have enthusiastically followed the example
of the conquistadores in this respect, unscrupulously plundering
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the knowledge that has been laboriously produced by generations
of historians and economists before us. Unlike the conquistadores,
however, we have done so in the hope of being civilized by the natives,
rather than the reverse. There is a lot in this book, therefore, that will
be entirely unremarkable to any moderately well trained historian,
but which we hope will be of interest in its present form not just to
economists, economic historians, political scientists, sociologists, and
anthropologists, but to the broad community of all those with a serious
interest in globalization, and who like us want to better understand the
origins of the international economy of the early twenty-first century.
If the way that we approach the evidence as economists adds some
value to historical debates, then so much the better.

Though our discipline strictly informs and shapes our argument
at every point, we have not felt it necessary to burden our text with
sustained stretches of formal mathematical or quantitative analysis,
though we frequently refer to works, including some of our own, that
use such methods to reach and sustain conclusions of interest to the
general reader. Both of us can truthfully say that we know vastly more
about the historical evolution of the world economy after writing this
book than we did when we began, despite having devoted much of our
previous professional lives to the study of it. We hope that we can pass
on to the reader at least some of the excitement and understanding
that this perhaps all too ambitious project has given us.

NOTE ON DATES

Dates following the names of monarchs and other rulers, such as
Galdan, refer to the beginning and end of their reigns. Dates following
the names of commoners, such as Ziryab, refer to their birth and death.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: GEOGRAPHICAL AND
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

THE SUBJECT OF THIS BOOK is the evolution of the pattern and
structure of world trade over the past millennium. If we used the
expression “world trade” for the current year or any period in the recent
past it would have a clear and unambiguous connotation. The com-
ponent units would be individual sovereign nation-states and “world
trade” would be the goods and services that flow between them, across
national borders. The individual nation-states, or “countries,” could be
classified in various ways: geographically on the basis of continent or
climate zone, “stage of development” in terms of level of per capita
income, or by their relative endowments of factors of production. We
would then relate some classification of the commodities that enter
world trade, say “primary products” and “manufactured goods” or
“capital-intensive” and “labor-intensive” goods, to the geographical or
other characteristics of the countries and this would constitute what
is meant by the “structure and pattern of world trade.”

It is when we turn to the question of the long-run evolution of this
“structure and pattern of world trade” that a host of problems arises.
What are the beginning and end points over which this evolution is to
be examined? What if political boundaries shift, as they undoubtedly
do, so that “countries” which exist at the end point did not exist
at the beginning, or which existed at the beginning did not at the
end? The longer the time span chosen the more acute this problem
becomes, and a millennium is a very long time. A bold solution to this
difficulty was offered in an influential article by Mauro (1961), who
proposed an “intercontinental model” for the study of world trade in
the early modern period, in the form of an interregional input-output
table or matrix that would record the flows of goods and precious
metals between the continents over time. This would eliminate the
problem of shifting political boundaries by replacing the evanescent
nation-state with the presumably immutable geographic entity of the
continent. Toward the end of his article, Mauro explicitly evoked the
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invaluable work of the interwar International Scientific Committee on
Price History (Cole and Crandall 1964), which collected internationally
comparable price data for several countries, and expressed the hope
that such a collaborative endeavor would fill in his trade matrix for
the early modern period, and presumably other periods as well. While
this hope has not as yet been fulfilled, we will adopt Mauro’s basic
organizing framework throughout this book. While not ignoring flows
of goods and services within regions, our main focus throughout will
be on interregional and intercontinental flows.

As Lewis and Wigen (1997) have pointed out, however, in the very
title of their stimulating work, the notion of continents as fixed and
self-evident divisions of the Earth’s surface is itself something of a
myth. They coin the useful term “metageography” (p. ix), to mean “the
set of spatial structures through which people order their knowledge
of the world.” Examples of metageography, in addition to the familiar
example of the continents, would be the “North-South” division of
the world between advanced and developing countries, or the First,
Second, and Third World classification that was common during
the Cold War. While Australasia, Africa, North and South America,
and Antarctica are clearly distinct physical entities with well-defined
physical boundaries, the separation of Europe from the rest of the
contiguous Eurasian landmass is arbitrary and problematic. The fre-
quently invoked Urals have never been an effective barrier, and it has
long been debated whether Russia is in Europe, Asia, or both. Indeed,
at the time of writing the question of Europe’s eastern boundaries was
one of the key political headaches confronting the leadership of that
continent.

Some classification of the Earth’s surface, however, is obviously
essential for our purposes. Lewis and Wigen (p. 13) propose the
concept of “world regions,” namely “multi-country agglomerations,
defined not by their supposed physical separation from one another
(as are continents) but rather (in theory) on the basis of important
historical and cultural bonds.” In what follows we will demarcate seven
“world regions” covering the Eurasian landmass and Africa north of the
Sahara. These are

(i) Western Europe,

(i) Eastern Europe,

(iii) North Africa and Southwest Asia,
(iv) Central or Inner Asia,
(v) South Asia,
(vi) Southeast Asia, and
(vii) East Asia.
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The regions are defined and separated not solely on geographical
lines but more importantly on social, political, and cultural lines that
give each of them at least a modicum of coherence and unity while
distinguishing it from the others. Economic integration was more
advanced within each region than between the regions, largely as
a result of these political and cultural divisions: according to David
Northrup (2005) the end of the first millennium marks a turning point
when the forces of cultural and political divergence between world
regions, as populations adapted to their local environments, began to
be overtaken in importance by countervailing forces of convergence.!

We initially confine ourselves to this “Afro-Eurasian Ecumene”
because our focus is on intercontinental and interregional trade, and
prior to the European voyages of discovery in the 1490s the Americas
or Australasia were not engaged in trade with other world regions.
On the other hand, we will be considering trade flows between our
seven regions and an eighth, sub-Saharan Africa, when appropriate,
although without analyzing sub-Saharan Africa as a separate region.
We acknowledge that the early chapters of our work are thus “Eurasia-
centric,” and that this is a shortcoming, although it is an inevitable
shortcoming given the limits of our knowledge.

On the other hand, our seven regions accounted for the vast majority
of the world’s population in 1000, at least if the figures in the admit-
tedly highly conjectural but nevertheless indispensable Atlas of World
Population History by McEvedy and Jones (1978) are to be believed.
The population figures we obtain on the basis of their work are 25
million for Western Europe, 15 million for Eastern Europe, 28 million
for the Islamic World, 9 million for Central Asia, 79 million for South
Asia, 9 million for Southeast Asia, and 67 million for East Asia (with
China alone accounting for 60 million). This gives a population of 232
million for the essentially Eurasian world with which we begin our
study, as compared with a world population for the year 1000 of 265
million. Our seven regions thus accounted for almost 90% of the world
total at the beginning of our period. The list of “world regions” that
we work with will later be augmented and adjusted in the light of the
evolution of the world economy subsequent to the 1490s.

1According to Ferndndez-Armesto (2006), these forces of divergence and convergence
have overlapped “for perhaps the last 10,000 years or so” (p. 2). Bentley (1996, p. 750) also
proposes periodizing world history “by examining participation of the world’s peoples
in processes transcending individual societies and cultural regions.” For him, “cross-
cultural interactions proceeded according to [different] dynamics” in the centuries after
1000, which he characterizes as “an age of transregional nomadic empires” (p. 766) that
eventually ushered in the modern era.



4 CHAPTER 1

WESTERN EUROPE?

We use this term to designate the western extremity of the Eurasian
landmass, starting roughly at the eastern borders of the contemporary
nation-states of Poland, Hungary, and the former Czechoslovakia,
including also all the offshore islands in the Atlantic and the Mediter-
ranean (see figure 1.1). The eastern boundary is chosen to reflect the
extent of the cultural influence associated with the Roman Catholic
Church and the Latin script. Thus the western Slavic nations of the
Poles and Czechs are included while the eastern Slavic Russians and
the southern Slavic Serbs are not. The Hungarians are also included
on the basis of their religious affiliation with the Roman Catholic
Church, despite their ethnic and linguistic differences from the rest
of Latin Christendom. Our division of Western and Eastern Europe
therefore turns on the difference between the heritages of the western
and eastern branches of Christianity in the shaping of the political and
social institutions of the two regions. Linguistically, our definition of
Western Europe includes all Romance languages, except Romanian,
all Germanic and Celtic languages, Polish, Czech and Slovak, Latvian
and Lithuanian, Basque, Finnish, and Hungarian.

Geographically, this region has many natural advantages that have
often been remarked upon. Perhaps the most important is the high
ratio of coastline to land area, greater than for any other continent
according to Rhoads Murphey (1970, p. 87). Western Europe also has
the lowest average elevation and the greatest proportional extent of
plains (ibid., p. 90). It enjoys a relatively mild temperature in relation
to latitude, due to the effect of the Gulf Stream. The Great European
Plain that stretches unbroken from the Atlantic to the Urals has long
been highly fertile and productive. The many rivers, draining into the
Baltic, the North Sea, the Atlantic, and the Mediterranean, have kept
transport costs low and market areas connected. The mountain ranges
that form the central spine of the peninsula provide valuable woodland
and pasture for livestock in the high valleys, and are traversed by
accessible passes that connect the shores of the Mediterranean in the
south to those of the Baltic and the Atlantic in the north. At the same
time, Eric Jones (2003) has observed that there are a sufficient number
of natural barriers within the region—the Alps, the Pyrenees, and the
English Channel, to name but three—to make its political unification

28ources for this section include Barraclough (1976), Bartlett (1993), Becher (2003),
Boussard (1976), Collins (1991), McCormick (2001), McEvedy (1961), McKitterick (1995,
parts I and II), Murphey (1970), O’'Brien (2002), Reuter (1999, parts I and II), and Riche
(1993).
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militarily difficult. Finally, Murphey (p. 90) notes that Western Europe
is “the tip of the great triangle formed by Eurasia as a whole” and is the
“point of the land funnel” along which influences of all kinds can flow
from east to west.?

30n this last point, see Diamond (1997).
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Historically, the region has been shaped by the inheritance of the
cultural, legal, and administrative institutions of the Roman Empire
and the doctrine and practice of the Roman Catholic Church, not
only in the southern areas of direct Roman rule but also as they
were absorbed by the northern Germanic tribes that overran the
empire in the fourth and fifth centuries, as well as by regions that
had never been part of the empire in the first place, notably Ireland,
Scotland, and Scandinavia. This fusion of the “southern” legacy of late
antiquity with the energy and warlike prowess of the northern invaders
resulted eventually in the establishment of the Carolingian Empire
that extended from the Atlantic and the Pyrenees to the Elbe and the
Danube, in other words most of continental Western Europe as we
have defined it, except for the Iberian and Scandinavian Peninsulas.
This political unity, marked by the crowning of the Frankish ruler
Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor by the pope in 800, did not last
long, however, and the empire disintegrated into competing kingdoms
and principalities.

Charlemagne’s grandfather was Charles Martel, the Merovingian
“mayor of the palace” who defeated an invading Arab force from Spain
at the Battle of Poitiers in 732, marking the limit of their penetration
into Europe. His father was Pepin the Short, who deposed the last
Merovingian king in 751 and took the Frankish crown for himself.
Charlemagne succeeded Pepin as king of the Franks in 768. The new
ruler undertook a series of aggressive military campaigns against
the Saxons, forcibly converting them to Christianity, and the Avars,
nomadic invaders from Central Asia who had established a base in
central Europe. The Avars were utterly destroyed and their enormous
hoard of looted treasure distributed to the church and his followers by
Charlemagne. An appeal from the pope for help against the Lombard
king of northern Italyled Charlemagne to cross the Alps and depose the
Lombard ruler, after which the grateful pontiff crowned Charlemagne
as king of the Franks and Lombards and emperor of the Romans.
After Charlemagne’s death in 814 the empire was ruled somewhat
precariously by his son Louis the Pious until his death in 840, at
which time the empire passed to his eldest son Lothar, whose claim
to the undivided territory was vigorously challenged by his brothers
Charles the Bald in the west and Louis the German in the east. The
younger brothers joined forces to defeat Lothar decisively at the Battle
of Fontenoy in 841, compelling him to divide the empire between all
three of them, while he retained the imperial title.

This division of Charlemagne’s empire into three contiguous vertical
north-south blocks by the Treaty of Verdun in 843 is often taken as
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marking the beginnings of the subsequent nation-states of France in
the west and Germany in the east, providing the “birth certificate of
modern Europe” as Riche (1993, p. 168) eloquently puts it. The central
band, stretching from the North Sea to Italy, was the territory that went
with the imperial title to Lothar. The Carolingian line eventually died
out, to be replaced in France by the dynasty of the Capetians in 987,
and in Germany by the Ottonians of Saxony.

At its height the dimensions of Charlemagne’s empire were unde-
niably impressive. According to Becher (2003, p. 118) it encompassed
1 million square kilometers with 180 dioceses, 700 monasteries, 750
royal estates, 150 palaces, and nearly 700 administrative districts.
Given the available technology and resources, however, it was impos-
sible to impose any unified central administration over such a vast
domain. The court could not remain permanently in the capital at
Aachen and wandered peripatetically from place to place through-
out the year. The administrative districts were under counts, with
dukes sometimes overseeing groups of counties. Central control was
attempted through the dispatch of royal emissaries, known as missi,
while diplomatic correspondence and administrative records were
in the hands of clerics in the royal chapel. After the breakup of
the empire toward the close of the ninth century the various dukes
and counts, and even lower-level local leaders, increasingly began
to govern independently, tied together only by the looser bonds of
feudal vassalage. This tendency was particularly marked in the western
sections of the empire, what is now France.

In the eastern or German section of the empire, the unity of the
state was preserved to a much greater extent. Here the last Carolingian
died in 911, to be replaced from 918 as king by Henry, duke of Saxony,
who founded the Ottonian dynasty that lasted until 1024. The German
kingdom in this era was a sort of federation of a few great duchies, such
as Saxony, Bavaria, Franconia, Thuringia, and Swabia. The ducal ruling
houses, as Barraclough (1976, p. 111) noted, were mostly descended
from the commanders of imperial frontier armies, with a tradition of
loyalty to central authority. They were willing to elect or nominate
one among them to be somewhat more than “first among equals”
in their own collective interest against barbarian and other enemies.
During the long reign of Otto the Great (936-73), the German kingdom
was established as clearly the most powerful state in all of Europe,
with military victories over the eastern Slavic tribes as well as (and
in particular) the Hungarians, who had been ravaging all the settled
lands around them for decades, at the Battle of Lechfeld in 955.

Like Charlemagne, Otto also invaded Italy to protect the pope and
was crowned Holy Roman Emperor in Rome in 962, a title that survived
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until it was abolished by Napoleon in 1806. Despite its prestige, in
practice this title did not imply much more than the addition of
northern Italy to the territories that Otto and his successors ruled in
their native land, and considerable influence over the other states and
cities in both Germany and Italy. In addition it involved them in a
lengthy and exhausting struggle with the papacy over the investiture
of bishops and other issues involving the “separation of church and
state.”

Despite the glamor of these Italian incursions, the main thrust of the
Ottonians was their relentless pressure and expansion on the open
plains to the east against the pagan Slavic tribes. Just as the Franks
had done to the Saxons themselves two centuries earlier, the Saxons
followed a policy of conquest and forced conversion of the Slavic tribes
in their way. The frontier was extended eastwards by the establishment
of fortresses and garrisons along the “marches,” and also by episcopal
foundations, the most important of which was at Magdeburg. A great
uprising of the Slavs in 983 halted the expansion temporarily, but it
was resumed after a generation. Support of the church was a major
political technique of the Ottonians, enhancing their power not only
on the frontier but also within the duchies themselves. Otto the Great’s
grandson, Otto the Third, died in 1002 at the age of 21 before his
grandiose plans for a reunification of the eastern and western empires
and churches through marriage to a Byzantine princess could be
realized. The power and prestige of the Ottonians was maintained
and preserved by the succeeding Salian dynasty, starting in 1025.

Anotable development of the tenth century, reflecting the success of
the Ottonians, was the adoption of Roman Catholic Christianity by the
western Slavic peoples of Bohemia and Poland and by the previously
nomadic Hungarian invaders soon after their defeat at Lechfeld. The
Czechs of Bohemia, inhabiting the valley of the Vltava, a tributary of
the Elbe, converted under German pressure early in the tenth century,
with a bishopric established later at their capital Prague. Bohemia
functioned henceforth as a duchy of the German Empire, closely
related to Bavaria. The Polish ruler Mieszko the First, of the Piast
dynasty, converted in 966 and shrewdly placed his realm under the
protection of the Holy See to prevent complete German domination.
His successor, Boleslaw Chrobry, the “Brave,” expanded the domain in
all directions against other Slavic peoples, while maintaining generally
good relations with the empire. Otto the Third assisted him in the
establishment of the capital Gniezno as an archbishopric in 1000. The
year 1000 also saw the crowning of the future Saint Stephen as king
of Hungary, after his conversion together with his father Géza in 995,
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followed by the establishment of an archbishopric at Esztergom. Thus
by the year 1000 the eastern limits of Roman Catholic Christianity had
just about been reached, with only the Prussians, Balts, and Finns still
awaiting conversion.

We now look northwest to the British Isles, separated from the
mainland by the North Sea and the English Channel, and consequently
undergoing a development somewhat different in character but nev-
ertheless reflecting the same broad historical processes. England had
been incorporated into the Roman Empire since the first century
B.C., with Hadrian’s Wall separating it from the Picts in Scotland. The
country experienced intensive Roman influence marked by a network
ofroads and flourishing urban centers such as London and York. By the
early fifth century, however, Rome had withdrawn its legions and the
island was invaded and occupied by Angles and Saxons from German,
and Jutes from Danish, homelands. The native Britons were driven
into Wales and other western regions or across the Channel to Brittany.
By the close of the sixth century England was effectively divided into
about a half-dozen contending Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.

Although the invaders were pagans, a Christian presence remained
in the western fringes of the British Isles, and particularly in Ireland,
which had been converted by missionaries from Roman Britain such
as Saint Patrick. The roles were reversed in 563, when the Irish Saint
Columba arrived on the isle of Iona in Scotland. From this base
Celtic missionaries evangelized in Scotland and northern England,
establishing such centers as Lindisfarne in Northumbria in 635. This
relatively prominent role for what was subsequently to become some-
thing of a backwater was reflected in the fact that Ireland was probably
the leading European book producer, in per capita terms, during the
eighth and ninth centuries (Buringh and van Zanden 2006). Crucial in
reestablishing English links with continental Europe, however, was the
decision by Pope Gregory the Greatin 597 to send a mission, headed by
amonk named Augustine, to bring England back to the Christian faith.
An early success was the conversion of the pagan king of Kent, possibly
influenced by the fact that he was married to a Frankish Christian
princess. Augustine became the first archbishop of Canterbury, and
all the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were converted to Christianity by 686.

The eighth century saw these kingdoms prospering from the expan-
sion of trade in the North Sea and Baltic regions. The extent of
the wealth generated by trade, tribute, and plunder accruing to
these Anglo-Saxon kings can be gauged by the sumptuous treasures
excavated in 1939 at the famous ship burial of one of them at Sutton
Hoo. The Christianity professed by all of these rulers did not prevent



10 CHAPTER 1

them from waging relentless war against each other, ending in the
establishment of the “Mercian Supremacy,” the hegemony of the
central kingdom of Mercia over all the others, for much of the eighth
and early ninth centuries. King Offa, who ruled from 757 to 796, was
notable for the volume and quality of his coinage, the scale of his
public works such as the famous Offa’s Dyke that he erected as a barrier
against the Welsh, and the trade treaty that he negotiated with his great
contemporary Charlemagne, who treated him as an equal. The level
of culture attained by Anglo-Saxon England in this period is indicated
by the “Ecclesiastical History of the English People” written by the
Venerable Bede around 730, and the career of Alcuin of York, another
great scholarly cleric.

The ninth century saw England ravaged by the Danish Vikings, who
began by raiding monasteries and coastal towns before occupying
extensive territory in the northeastern part of the country, which
came to be known as the “Danelaw,” with the capital at York. They
met stubborn resistance by the English led by King Alfred of Wessex
(871-99). He eventually defeated the invaders and confined them by
treaty to the Danelaw. His successors eventually recaptured all of the
lost areas and by 1000 ruled over a unified England. The Danish king
Harold Bluetooth had meanwhile converted to Christianity in 965,
followed soon after by Olaf Tryggvason of Norway and Olof Sk6tkonung
of Sweden. The Danes returned in force to England soon afterwards
and Harold’s grandson Canute ruled England from 1016 to 1035.

What this brief synopsis has attempted to demonstrate is the emer-
gence of the entity that we are calling Western Europe from a fusion
of the legacy of the Roman Empire and the Roman Catholic Church
with that of the Celtic, Germanic, and Slavic tribes. This fusion is well
illustrated by the career of the aforementioned Alcuin, educated at the
cathedral school in York, who met Charlemagne in Parma in 781 while
the latter was on his way to Rome. Alcuin became Charlemagne’s most
influential adviser, and while abbot of Saint-Martin of Tours worked
to promote a standardized version of written Latin, the Carolingian
minuscule. This provided a means for information to be commu-
nicated and stored across the Carolingian Empire, allowing for the
more efficient diffusion of both religious and secular knowledge across
Western Europe (Blum and Dudley 2003). The process that began with
the conversion of the Frankish king Clovis around 500 was brought to a
close with those of the Czechs, Poles, Hungarians, and Scandinavians
in the last century of the first millennium.
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EasTERN EUROPE*

The western borders of this region, for our present purposes, will
approximately coincide with those of the contemporary states of the
Russian Federation, Belarus, and Ukraine, together with the Balkan
Peninsula (see figure 1.2). The major formative cultural influences
on the region were the Byzantine Empire and the Greek Orthodox
Church, so we will also include the entire area of the present state
of Turkey, which constituted the core area of the empire, with its
capital at Constantinople (now Istanbul). The eastern borders, with
the neighboring world region of Central or Inner Asia, will be shifting
with the frontier between the settled agriculture of the Russians on the
one hand and the forest zone of the northern hunter-gatherers and the
steppe of the pastoral nomads on the other, altering with the balance
of military power. As defined it is a very large continental area with
wide extremes of temperature. It is marked by major, partly navigable
rivers such as the Don, the Dnieper, and the Volga, which drain into the
Black Sea and the Caspian Sea. The main mountain ranges other than
in the Balkans are the Urals and the Caucasus, bridging the isthmus
between these two inland seas.

The first Russian state was the so-called Kievan Rus, a loose fed-
eration with its capital at Kiev. The Rus were Scandinavian Vikings,
drawn to the east by the prospects of booty, mercenary military service,
and the trade in furs, amber, and slaves for luxury products and silver
from Byzantium and the Islamic World. They formed a small warrior
aristocracy ruling over a mass of Slav peasantry. Between Kiev and
the northern principality of Novgorod the Rus maintained a profitable
monopoly of the trade routes linking the Baltic to the Black Sea and
the Caspian along the rivers and the portages between them. The
Rus always had to contend, however, with powerful steppe nomadic
peoples such as the Bulgars, Pechenegs, and Khazars for control over
these trade routes, and they also had to protect their own sedentary
agricultural populations from these predators.

The Russians and other Slavic peoples were initially barbarians on
the northern fringes of the Byzantine Empire. By the familiar logic of
acculturation they fell under the cultural sway of the more advanced
civilization. The Serbs and the Bulgarians in the Balkans were con-
verted in the eighth and ninth centuries and the Kievan Rus Prince
Vladimir was baptized and married the sister of the Byzantine emperor

4Sources for this section include Christian (1998, chapters 13 and 14), Franklin and
Shepard (1996), Hoetzsch (1966, chapter 1), McEvedy (1961), Obolensky (1957), O’Brien
(2002), Reuter (1999, part III), and Vernadsky (1948).
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Ficure 1.2. Eastern Europe.

in 988, a date that is even more significant than 1917 in Russian
history. Vladimir’s dynasty was that of the Rurikovichi, descendants
of the possibly mythical Viking Rurik of Novgorod, the earliest trading
center of the Scandinavians in northern Russia. The first ruler of Kiev
was a certain Oleg (882-912), who laid siege to Byzantium in 907 and
911. Although he did not take the city he did obtain notable trading
concessions from the empire. The successor to Oleg as the ruler of Kiev
was Prince Igor (912-45), a member of his retinue. Despite his operatic
fame, Igor’s reign did not produce any lasting accomplishments. His
son Svyatoslav was an infant when Igor died in 945 at the hands
of rebellious tribesmen and the state was ruled by the royal widow,
Olga, until the young prince came of age in 962. Olga proved to be a
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sagacious and formidable ruler, suppressing the tribe responsible for
Igor’s death and reforming the tribute collection system on a more
centralized basis. She personally converted to Christianity on a visit to
Constantinople but insisted on independence for the Kievan church
before adopting it as the national religion. The Byzantines balked,
prompting her to negotiate unsuccessfully with Otto the Great for the
adoption of Roman Catholicism instead. Svyatoslav (962-72) was a
staunch pagan and his reign was a whirlwind of military activity in
all directions. He destroyed the prosperous and influential empire of
the Khazar steppe nomads and intervened actively in Bulgaria and
the Balkans both in alliance with and against the Byzantines. He was
ambushed and killed by the Pechenegs while returning laden with
booty from his Balkan conquests to Kiev.

At the time of Svyatoslav’s death his three sons were serving as his
lieutenants in key cities and regions. Vladimir, based in Novgorod, pre-
vailed over his brothers with the aid of Viking and Turkish mercenaries
in the ensuing struggle for power. He continued his father’s support of
paganism even though Christianity was spreading among the people.
He eventually realized that paganism had no future and apparently
considered Islam and Roman Catholicism along with Orthodox Chris-
tianity as possible choices for the future state religion. The matter
was finally settled when the new Byzantine emperor Basil II (976—
1025) urgently requested military assistance from Vladimir against
an internal revolt. The inducement was marriage to his sister Anna,
provided of course that Vladimir agreed to be baptized. In the royal
marriage market of the tenth century a Byzantine porphyrogenita
such as Anna was a prize catch. She had even been denied to Otto
the Great as a bride for his son, the future Otto II, who had to accept
another princess not “born in the purple.” Vladimir sent a detachment
of his Vikings to Constantinople and they promptly suppressed the
rebellion. Basil now attempted to renege on the agreement and had
to be persuaded by Vladimir’s seizure of the strategic port city of
Kherson in the Crimea before he dispatched the royal bride for the
conversion and marriage, after which Kherson was returned to him
by Vladimir as a “bridegroom’s gift.” Vladimir’s conversion, which
amounted to that of the entire Rus nation, thus set the seal on the
series of such events in Scandinavia, Bohemia, Poland, and Hungary
that were one of the most remarkable features of European history in
the late tenth century. Vladimir embarked on an extensive program
of church building, charitable works, and promotion of education. He
died in 1015 and was canonized in the thirteenth century.

Another powerful early state in Eastern Europe was the Bulgarian
Empire that mounted a serious challenge to Byzantium itself, even
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though its church organization and literary culture were completely
derivative from that source. The Bulgars were a Turkic people, abranch
of which had settled in the lower Danube basin, dominating the local
Slavic peasantry. Under the pagan Khan Krum in 811 they defeated
a Byzantine army and killed the emperor, making a drinking cup
out of his skull. Krum and his successors conquered much of the
Balkans, though checked in the west by the Germans and the Serbs.
The cultural attraction and the political and military influence of
Byzantium proved too strong, however, and under Boris I (852-89,
died 907) the Bulgarians converted to Christianity in 869. A major
later consequence of this decision was the adoption by Bulgaria of
the Cyrillic script and Slavonic liturgy devised by the monks Cyril
and Methodius, originally for the Czech state of Moravia, which,
however, rejected it in favor of the Latin liturgy. Moravia’s loss was
the gain not only of Bulgaria but also of all the Slavic Greek Orthodox
Churches, since it gave them linguistic independence from the Greek
of Byzantium itself, a political asset of considerable value. This Cyrillic
script used by all the Orthodox Slavic peoples, in contrast to the Latin
of their western cousins, is a cultural difference between them that
has persisted to this day. Despite these conversions, conflict in the
Balkans and southern Russia was intense, not only between Orthodox
Christians themselves but also with Germans and Poles in the north
and west, and with pagan and Muslim nomadic peoples in the east.

Boris I conquered Macedonia and secured an opening to the Aegean
Sea in the west of the Balkan Peninsula. His son Simeon I ruled from
893 to 927 and his reign is regarded as the apex of the country’s history.
He declared himself tsar of the Bulgarians and the Romans, i.e., a
rival to the Byzantine emperor. He besieged Constantinople several
times but never succeeded in capturing the great city. The Byzantines
kept Simeon and his successors in check by inciting incursions by the
Hungarians, Pechenegs, and Russians into Bulgarian territory. Basil II,
the emperor who converted Vladimir, inflicted a crushing defeat on
them in 1018, earning himself the designation of the “Bulgar-Slayer.”

We have thus seen that by the year 1000 the Byzantine Empire had
firmly established its Eastern European successor states in Russia and
Bulgaria. Serbia had already entered the fold in the ninth century
while neighboring Croatia went into the orbit of Rome, a dividing line
that has persisted to this day. We now turn to the emergence of what
can also be thought of as another successor state, though of a wholly
different kind, the Arab caliphate.
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NORTH AFRICA AND SOUTHWEST AsIA: THE IsLamMic WORLD®

This is the region generally known today as the Middle East (see
figure 1.3). It is the classic core area of the Islamic World, which is a
designation that we will also use when there is no danger of ambiguity.
It comprises the southern littoral of the Mediterranean, the so-called
Fertile Crescent of the Nile Valley, the Levant and Mesopotamia,
the Arabian Peninsula, the Iranian plateau, and Afghanistan. A high
proportion of the land area of the region is arid or semiarid, with
a pronounced scarcity and irregularity of rainfall. The valleys of the
Nile, Tigris, and Euphrates, on the other hand, have been fertile and
productive agricultural areas for millennia. The pure deserts have
been uninhabited but the semidesert zone has supported pastoral
nomadism, also for millennia. The region’s most valuable natural
asset, however, was its location relative to the other world regions,
particularly prior to the European voyages of discovery. Europe was
just across the Mediterranean, only a very short distance at the Straits
of Gibraltar; Iran and Afghanistan were in direct contact with Central
Asia and hence with the overland trade routes to China; India was
reachable by sea, as well as overland along the Makran and Baluchi
coasts to the mouth of the Indus, and through the Khyber Pass;
spices from the Indonesian archipelago and Chinese products could
be brought to the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea and either consumed
or passed on to Europe at a profit; gold from West Africa could be
exchanged for salt in the trans-Saharan caravan trade to circulate
within the Islamic World or be exported to Europe or Central Asia.

The rise of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula and the subsequent
rapid Arab conquest of the entire region in the seventh century was
clearly one of the most decisive events in world history. The Islamic
religion and the Arabic language with which it is indissolubly linked
served as a powerful unifying cultural force from the Atlantic coast to
the Himalayas. The heritage of classical antiquity and Byzantine and
Sassanian methods of administration and statecraft were adopted by
the new Islamic dynasties. The fusion of Arabic and Persian culture
formed a creative new synthesis that influenced all walks of life. New
crops and ideas were introduced from India and Southeast Asia. Just as
Christianity civilized Germanic and Slav tribes, so did Islam with the
Turks of Central Asia, who increasingly took over the military function
in the Islamic states.

5Sources for this section include Fletcher (1992), Hourani (1991, part 1), Kennedy
(1986), Lewis (1993), McEvedy (1961), O’Brien (2002), de Planhol (1959), Robinson
(1996), and Shaban (1976, 1978).
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F1cuRre 1.3. The Islamic World.

The early conquests were consolidated and extended by the Umay-
yad caliphate, which ruled from Damascus, the capital of the Islamic
World from 661 to 750. It is possibly the oldest city in the world and was
aprovincial capital for most of the ancient empires up to the Byzantine.
Situated east of the mountain of Jabal Qasiyun—from which descend
streams that watered the lush oasis of al-Ghutah that served as a
market garden of the city, with a rich variety of fruit trees, and close to
a plain that could provide the crops to feed it—Damascus must also
have appealed to the Umayyads on strategic and economic grounds
as a crossroads of the caravan trade. They fortified the ancient citadel
and constructed the architectural masterpiece of the Great Mosque
on the site of the Christian cathedral. Ashtor (1976a, p. 13) cites an
estimate that the Arab population of Syria in 720 was about 200,000
out of a total of about 4 million, or roughly 5%. The population of
Damascus was said to have been 100,000 in 1350, when it “was well
past its peak” (Watson 1983, p. 133). The peak must have occurred
during the reigns of Abd al-Malik and his successors al-Walid (705-15)
and Hisham (724-43), under whom the administration became more
centralized along with the coinage, with Arabic becoming the language
of the civil administration.

Despite intense internal conflicts, the Islamic World thrived eco-
nomically, with a wide variety of new crops being introduced from
the east, leading to the growth of large new towns, from Cordoba in
Spain to Al-Qayrawan in Tunisia and Cairo in Egypt, while Damascus
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continued to expand. Arab armies advanced across the Oxus into
Central Asia, occupying Bukhara and Samarkand in 710, defeating
a Tang Chinese force at the Battle of the Talas River in 751, and
entering the Ferghana Valley, the easternmost point of their advance.
The Indian province of Sind was also conquered early in the eighth
century, with Multan in the Punjab taken in 711. All of these areas
were in addition to the initial acquisition of about two-thirds of the
Byzantine Empire and the entire territory of the Persian Sassanian
dynasty. The Arabs also controlled the southern half of the isthmus
between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, including the towns of
Tiflis and Derbent. The empire in 750 thus stretched from Agadir on
the Atlantic coast to the Oxus in Central Asia and the Indus in India.

It was clearly impossible to establish any sort of unified administra-
tion over such an extensive terrain. But how was control to be exercised
over the conquered lands? One possibility was to disperse the Arab
rulers among the local populations, allowing them to extract taxes
individually for their maintenance and support. Had such a course
been followed it is likely that the Arab elite would eventually have been
absorbed socially and culturally into the diverse communities over
which they ruled, as happened to ruling-class Vikings in Normandy
or Russia. The second caliph, Umar (634-44), made the far-reaching
alternative decision of concentrating the Arabs in fortified garrison
cities, maintaining themselves out of cash stipends or ata, paid out
from the central treasury to which all taxes on the subject peoples
were transmitted. Since Muslims were exempted from most taxes,
this created an ambivalent attitude toward conversion on the part
of the Arab conquerors. Local communities were thus relatively free
to run their own affairs without bureaucratic interference, provided
of course that they paid the jizya (poll tax), imposed only on non-
Muslims, and the kharaj (land tax). The system could work well
because the former Byzantine and Sassanian lands were already
monetized under their previous rulers. Another major advantage was
that by clustering together in their garrison cities the Arabs maintained
their own language and culture, which were gradually acquired by
the subject peoples instead. The disadvantage was that the new Arab
ruling elite was in danger of becoming pure rentiers, except when they
were called upon to fight against internal revolts or external invaders.
Eventually, this crucial military function was increasingly turned over
to specialized military slaves of Turkic or other foreign origin, with very
adverse consequences for the caliphate.

In 750 the Umayyad caliphate was replaced after a violent overthrow
by the Abbasids, who altered the Arabic tribal character of the regime in
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the direction of a more formal, bureaucratic, and centralized Persian
model. They also gave more scope to the substantial population of
converts, the mawalim, who were strongly represented in the urban
mercantile and artisan classes. There was a notable acceleration of
economic activity as a result and less emphasis on conquest and
military operations. The second Abbasid caliph, al-Mansur (754-75),
founded the city of Baghdad to serve as the capital of the new dynasty.
Al-Mansur, his son al-Mahdi (775-85), and grandson Harun al-Rashid
(786-809) were all able rulers, assisted by an efficient kuttab or
secretariat, prominent among whom was the Iranian family of the Bar-
makids. The civil and military establishments were kept firmly apart.
The Sawad, the fertile region around Baghdad, yielded substantial
revenues on the basis of direct taxes on the value of agricultural output
at rates of a third to a half, and Egypt was also a major contributor.
These revenues enabled adequate military forces to be maintained to
preserve internal order and to fight the Byzantines. The very success
of the Barmakids in swelling the state coffers, however, and their own
lavish lifestyle made them greatly resented by traditional interests and
the family was sacrificed and its leader brutally executed by Harun in
an effort to placate the opposition.

The horizon darkened with the succession crisis following the death
of Harun in 809. He was succeeded by his son al-Amin, with the next
in line supposed to be a slightly younger son al-Ma'mun, who was
made the governor of the eastern region of Khurasan and other Iranian
provinces. The brothers and their partisans soon fell out, however, and
abloody civil war ensued during which Baghdad itself was besieged for
over a year by troops of the eastern faction of al-Ma'mun, after which
al-Amin was executed by one of his brother’s supporters in 813. Al-
Ma'mun was obliged to reward the general Tahir, who commanded
the contingents that brought him to power, with what amounted
to independent and hereditary rule over Khurasan, though with the
acknowledgement of Abbasid suzerainty.

The next caliph, al-Mu'tasim (833-42), abandoned Baghdad and
built an extensive new capital at Samarra further up the Tigris, which
held that position until Baghdad was restored in 889. Al-Mu'tasim
was in part motivated by the desire to set up his “new model army”
of Turkish and other ghulams in a location that permitted them to
acquire land and other property, such as commercial concessions,
in a setting free of the baggage of past associations in Baghdad.
This professional standing army was intended to replace the original
militia of Arab and Iranian part-time soldiers, the Khurasaniyya, upon
which the regime had previously relied as its main military arm. The
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stipends that this group continued to draw as rewards for past service
were abolished as part of a far-reaching military and fiscal reform. A
new orthodoxy in religion was also imposed, holding that the Qur’an
(Koran) was “created” and therefore subject to changing interpretation
rather than being the unchanging and eternal word of God.

After the death of al-Mu’tasim in 842 the Abbasid regime had some
brief periods of achievement and success, but the long-term trend
was downward. The main reason seems to have been the difficulty of
raising or even maintaining the revenue necessary to preserve the
integrity of the state. Hugh Kennedy (1986, p. 189) states that the
Sawad generated 100 million dirhems a year in revenue under the
early Abbasids up to the reign of al-Ma'mun, but this fell to a mere 30
million a year under al-Muqtadir in 918. There were other prosperous
regions such as Egypt and Fars but the center did not have access to
these resources, which were largely under the control of local powers.
The final blow to the prosperity of Iraq came when the great Nahrawan
canal, the main source of water to the Sawad, was deliberately cut by
a feuding warlord in 937 in an attempt to impede the march of a rival,
thereby ruining the work of centuries (ibid., p. 199).

The tenth century also saw the caliphate fall under the “protec-
torate” of an Iranian warlord clan known as the Buyids (941-1055)
because of their descent from a humble fisherman from the Caspian
Sea area who went by the name of Buyeh. The three brothers who
founded the fortunes of the clan came to power separately in Fars,
Rayy, and Baghdad itself, but pooled their assets in a sort of family
federation with each supporting the others. The basis of their power
was the armies that they built up of infantry from their home area of
Daylam, south of the Caspian, and mounted Turkish ghulams. This
enabled them to control the Abbasid caliphs in conjunction with
allies from the secretarial class, although the Abbasids continued to be
maintained as spiritual figureheads. Despite being the “protectors” of
a Sunni Arab caliphate, the Buyids had pro-Shia religious sensibilities
and displayed an affinity to native Persian and Sassanian royal prac-
tices, thus enhancing the Persian cast that the Abbasids themselves
gave to their own regime. Buyid officers were granted igtas, lands from
which they could enjoy the revenues in return for military service, thus
creating a sort of feudalism, with their own role being like that of the
Merovingian mayors of the palace or the later shoguns of Japan. On
the whole their regime was quite an effective one, with the province
of Fars in particular enjoying great prosperity. Thus the decline of
Baghdad and its environs did not mean that the entire Islamic World
or even the Abbasid lands as a whole were necessarily undergoing
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a similar experience. The fiscal imbalance between the claims of the
army and the ability of the economy to generate the necessary revenue
remained, however, and left the system vulnerable to external shocks
and threats. Both the caliphs and their “protectors” finally fell victim
to the rising new power of the eleventh century, the Seljuk Turks.

Not only was there constant conflict at the center of the Arab
empire, the initial unity of the empire soon began to disintegrate as a
consequence of internal dynastic quarrels, religious schism, and the
natural tendency of the segments more distant from the center to go
their separate ways. Thus by the ninth century there were independent
dynasties in North Africa such as the Idrisids (789-906) of Morocco
and the Aghlabids (800-909) of Tunisia. The founder of the Idrisids
was from a family of sharifs (descendants of the prophet) who fled to
North Africa from Medina after a failed revolt against the Abbasids.
His lineage attracted a following of Berber tribes who helped him
found the city of Fez as the capital of a new kingdom, attracting Arab
immigrants from the east and Spain. The Aghlabid dynasty originated
as a heredity fief granted to a military governor of Ifrigiyah (Tunisia and
eastern Algeria) by the caliph Harun al-Rashid in return for payment
of an annual sum of 40,000 dinars. The capital of this dynasty was at
Al-Qayrawan, which was developed as both a religious and cultural
center. The Aghlabids also invaded and eventually occupied Sicily and
raided the vicinity of Rome.

In eastern Iran and Transoxiana the frontier states of the Tahirids
(821-73), Saffarids (873-900), and Samanids (819-999) were inde-
pendent in all but name of the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. All of
these dynasties were of Iranian extraction and founded by former
Abbasid officials, except for the somewhat socially revolutionary Saf-
farids from the province of Sistan, founded by a coppersmith (saffar)
who unseated the Tahirids by leading a band of religious dissidents
and bandits against them. The Samanids, who ruled from Bukhara,
were a particularly wealthy and well-administered state. The Turkic
dynasty of the Ghaznavids (961-1186), based in Ghazna and Kabul in
Afghanistan, extended their sway westwards to the borders of Iraq at
the expense of the Abbasids and the Buyids that were the de facto rulers
of their realm. Another Turkic dynasty, the Qarakhanids, displaced the
Samanids in Bukhara, Samarkand, and Transoxiana in 999 and ruled
until 1211. The pattern in the east was thus for the Arab Abbasids to
lose much of their effective power, first to their Iranian subjects and
eventually to Turks, whether as invading tribes or as their own military.

This process could be clearly seen in Egypt, where a Turkish military
governor, Ahmad ibn Tulun, made himself into the virtually indepen-
dent ruler in 868. Ibn Tulun built the magnificent mosque that still
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bears his name in Fustat or Old Cairo, which he extended with further
encampments and commercial concessions for his army. He seems
to have been one of the most enlightened rulers in the long history
of Egypt, improving irrigation, reforming taxation in the interest of
the peasant, and generally supporting economic development in his
domain. Ibn Tulun is said to have had an annual revenue of 4 million
dinars, and when he bequeathed Egypt to his descendants he left
10 million dinars in the treasury. However, his profligate son drove
the state into virtual bankruptcy before the Tulunid dynasty fell in
905, with the Abbasids regaining control. This restoration proved to
be brief, since another dynasty of Abbasid Turkish military governors,
the Ikhshidids, seized power in 935. This dynasty essentially continued
the policies of the Tulunids under the supervision of an extremely able
wazir, a black slave eunuch of apparently Sudanese extraction named
Kafur.

The most significant of all these rival dynasties was that of the
Fatimids, who overthrew the Aghlabids in Tunisia at the head of
dissident Berber tribes in 909. The Fatimid base was Ifrigiyah, roughly
corresponding to the present Tunisia, where the former Aghlabid city
of Al-Qayrawan was greatly expanded by them after its capture. They
also established a major port and naval base at the new site of their first
capital, al-Mahdiyah, where they constructed a massive fleet for use
against their enemies, both Muslim and Christian. After building up
their power base, the Fatimids then launched the conquest of Egypt
in 969, seizing control from the Ikhshidids. The victorious Fatimid
general Jawhar, also a slave but of Slavic origin, built the great capital
of Al-Qahirah, or Cairo as we know it, north of Fustat as a worthy rival
to Baghdad.

The Fatimids were followers of a dissident Shia sect, the Ismailis,
claiming to be the true imams descended from Ali and Fatima, the
daughter of the Prophet. They thus regarded the Abbasids as illegiti-
mate usurpers and proclaimed their own caliphate after conquering
Egypt. They not only carried on warfare and sectarian disputation
with the Abbasids, but also made a successful attempt to divert the
lucrative Indian Ocean trade from the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea.
With the rich revenues of Egypt and vigorous promotion of foreign
trade through the Red Sea, they had the resources to establish Cairo
as an imposing new capital, as well as to maintain a powerful army
of Berber tribal warriors and regiments of Sudanese and Turkish slave
soldiers with which to challenge the Abbasids and the Byzantines in
Syria and Palestine. Despite their fervent Ismaili Shia ideology, the
Fatimids were very tolerant and open in the freedom they gave to other
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sects and faiths. They also relied to a considerable extent on Jewish
and Christian advisers such as the wazir Yaqub ibn Killis, a Jewish
convert of [raqi origin who had served under Kafur with the Ikhshidids,
and who wielded an enormous formative influence on the Fatimid
administration of Egypt. Though in principle a theocratic state, the
Fatimid Empire tended to be dominated by its military commanders
and the various ethnic and regional factions into which they were
divided.

In 1000 the Fatimid domains included most of North Africa, the
western Arabian Peninsula including Mecca and Medina, and south-
ern Syria and Palestine, including Damascus and Jerusalem. However,
this would not last. When the Fatimids set off on the conquest of Egypt
they left Ifrigiyah in the care of a dynasty of their Berber allies known as
the Zirids. This dynasty, the first of many subsequent Berber dynasties
in North Africa, initially served them loyally, transmitting revenues as
required, but eventually by the middle of the eleventh century they
broke with their masters and began to assert an independent policy.
The Fatimid reaction was to unleash on the western regions a nomadic
Bedouin tribe, the Banu Hilal, that, according to Ibn Khaldun, devas-
tated the countryside like “a plague of locusts,” a calamity from which
these lands never seem to have fully recovered. The Arab nomads were
unable to establish anylasting state structures and the way was opened
to the emergence of the formidable Berber dynasty of the Almoravids.
The consequences for the Fatimids were severe since their empire
was now confined to Egypt and parts of Syria, where they also had
to contend with a resurgent Byzantium and several assorted Islamic
rivals as well. Furthermore, the mentally unstable Caliph al-Hakim
(996-1021) may have unwittingly provoked the First Crusade nearly a
century later by wantonly destroying the Church of the Holy Sepulcher
in Jerusalem, to the outrage of all Christendom. The Fatimids, together
with their enemies the Abbasids and the Byzantines, were all to suffer
at the hands of two new actors on the west Eurasian political stage that
were soon to make their appearance: the Seljuk Turks and the Frankish
Crusaders.

At the western end of the Islamic World the turn of the millennium
saw Muslim Spain at the height of its power. The initial Arab conquest
was begun in 711 by a force consisting of seven thousand mostly
Berber warriors, led by a governor of Tangier named Tariq, himself
arecently converted Berber. They defeated the army of the Visigothic
king Roderick, who was killed in the battle. A larger Arab force led by
the Umayyad governor of Ifrigiyah reinforced the invaders, with the
result that much of Spain was occupied by 714, when both leaders were
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recalled to Damascus never to return. The settlement of al-Andalus,
as the areas of the Iberian Peninsula under Muslim rule were called
in Arabic, seems to have been more a result of local initiative than
central direction from the Umayyad capital. The Christian population
was allowed to practiceits religion under its own clerical establishment
and left alone provided it paid taxes. Lands of towns that resisted were
distributed among the Arabs and Berbers, with the Arabs generally
living in towns on the rents of their estates and many of the Berbers
engaged in sheep rearing as they did in their own homelands. The
small Jewish population was concentrated in urban areas and seems
to have fared much better than under the former Christian rulers. The
Muslims themselves began to suffer from internal conflicts between
Arabs and Berbers, as well as between tribal factions of the Arabs
themselves. A Berber revolt in North Africa and Spain was only quelled
by fresh Arab troops from Syria that strengthened the Arab element at
the expense of the Berber in al-Andalus.

The violent overthrow of the Umayyads by the Abbasids in 750 led to
a young prince of the fallen dynasty named Abd al-Rahman fleeing to
North Africa. His distinguished ancestry won him a following of both
Arabs and Berbers that enabled him to take power rapidly in Spain
as a unifying influence above the existing factions. With his capital
at Cordoba, Abd al-Rahman I established a rich and powerful state,
symbolized by the palaces and the great mosque that he constructed
duringhis reign (755-88). His court became a refuge for dissident Arabs
and Persians wanting to escape his Abbasid enemies. The frontier with
the Christians became stabilized along a northeast-southwest axis,
with exchanges of raids and probes of each other’s defenses (the defeat
at Poitiers by Charles Martel in 732 having effectively ended attempts
to invade French territory). Subsequent rulers generally maintained
the position of the emirate, with the usual variations due to the abilities
of the emirs themselves. The pinnacle of achievement was under Abd
al-Rahman III (912-61), who felt strong enough to proclaim himself
caliph in 929. The core of his regime was a professional army of largely
Slavic slave soldiers, independent of the factions and loyal only to
himself. He also maintained an efficient centralized bureaucracy.

The long and brilliant reign of Abd al-Rahman III finally ended after
nearly fifty years in 961. His son al-Hakam II (961-76) and grandson
Hisham II (976-1009) were weak and feeble rulers and the real power
of the state, until his death in 1002, fell into the hands of the grand
vizier and great statesman known to history by the honorific al-
Mansur. He achieved a succession of spectacular victories over the
neighboring Christian states, sacking Barcelona, Leon, and Burgos,
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burning the shrine of Santiago de Compostela, and bringing its great
bronze bells to the mosque of Cordoba. He was similarly victorious
against the Fatimids in North Africa. All of this success, however, and
his extravagance and ruthlessness, led to a backlash against his son,
who had the temerity to suggest himself as the legitimate heir to the
puppet Caliph Hisham II. The outraged Arab court notables, who had
long resented the Umayyads’ reliance on their Berber troops, Slav
mercenaries, and Jewish and Christian administrators, revolted and
killed him in 1009. However, they were unable to maintain the integrity
of the state, which soon broke into a collection of fragments ruled
by provincial governors and warlords known as the taifas or “party
kings,” giving this name to the period from 1031, when the caliphate of
Cordoba was formally abolished, to 1091. Needless to say, the descent
of the mighty Umayyad regime into a handful of squabbling petty
states was an unexpected boon to their Christian enemies, who lost
no time in taking advantage of the situation. The Andalusi hold on
North Africa was also fatally weakened and the Berber Almoravids
would soon reverse the direction of hegemony across the Straits of
Gibraltar.

The eleventh century can therefore be seen as a critical turning point
in the destinies of all three great caliphates, the Abbasids in the east,
the Umayyads of Cordoba in the west, and the Fatimids in the center.
The Abbasids lost power to the Iranians and eventually to the Seljuk
Turks; the Andalusians were squeezed by Berbers in the Maghrib and
by Christians in the north of the Iberian Peninsula; and the Fatimids
were confined to Egypt by their failures in Syria to the east and North
Africa to the west, their millennial dreams of a universal Ismaili Shia
state unrealized.

CENTRAL (OR INNER) Asia®

This is the vast region in the interior of the Eurasian landmass,
bounded to the south by towering mountain ranges and to the north
by the Arctic tundra (see figure 1.4). The land can be divided into
horizontal bands of forest (the so-called taiga), steppe, and desert.
The primary ecological region is the steppe, the home of pastoral
nomads since time immemorial. The eastern and western borders of

6Sources for this section include Barthold (1968), Christian (1998, chapters 10 and
11), Golden (1998), Hambly (1969), Lattimore (1973), McEvedy (1961), O’Brien (2002),
and Sinor (1990).
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FI1GURE 1.4. Central Asia.

Central Asia are shifting with the frontiers of the sedentary civilizations
of China and Korea in the east and Russia and Iran in the west.
The region as a whole is roughly six thousand miles from east to
west and slightly less than half that distance from north to south
(Sinor 1990, p. 19). It covers approximately the following areas: the
modern post-Soviet states of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan; Mongolia; and the parts of China known
as Inner Mongolia and the Tibetan and Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous
Regions (Hambly 1969, p. xi).

The interdependence between nomadic and sedentary peoples is
one of the most persistent themes in history. The economic systems
are complementary, with the possibility of mutual gain from the
exchange of cereals and manufactures for animals, such as horses
and camels, and animal products. The mobility of the mounted
nomads, however, has also always left open the option of raiding and
plundering the farms and cities of the settled populations. Outright
conquest, on the other hand, has usually resulted in the acculturation
and absorption of the much less numerous nomadic rulers by the
subject populations. The Greeks and Romans had to contend with the
Scythians and the Parthians, while the Huns, Avars, and Hungarians
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ravaged medieval Europe. The Han dynasty in China engaged in along
struggle with the Hsiung-nu, and various Turkic dynasties ruled parts
of China after the fall of the Han in the third century a.p.

This is the region that Sir Halford Mackinder (1904) referred to in the
title of his celebrated essay as “the geographical pivot of history.” He
saw this Eurasian “Heartland” as controlling, by its successive inva-
sions, the outer crescent of the surrounding “Rimlands” to the east,
west, and south. The ascendancy of the Heartland over the Rimland
was halted but not ended, in his opinion, by the European voyages of
discovery. The invention of the railway opened up the possibility of
integrating the Heartland between China and Russia, thus once again
imposing its domination over the surrounding Rimlands, and ending
the era of Britannia ruling the world by ruling the waves.” In the year
1000, however, the greatest of all the nomadic invasions, that of the
Mongols, was still in the future.

Central Asia should not be looked upon solely as the staging area
for successive waves of nomadic invaders bursting into the peaceful
sedentary civilizations on its borders. It has also served for millennia
as a crossroads traversed by the flow of goods, technical inventions,
art forms, and religions between the widely separated settled regions
themselves. The fabled Silk Road, or rather Roads, have served for
millennia not only to send silk, porcelain, and Chinese techniques
westward but also to transmit Manichaeism, Nestorian Christianity,
and Islam from the west and Buddhism from India to China, Korea,
and Japan. Taxing the caravans that crossed the region was usually
more profitable than simply plundering them. Even more profitable,
however, was obtaining key commodities such as silk at the source
in China and then trading it westwards, if this was possible by force
of arms. This is precisely what a nomadic steppe empire attempted
successfully in the middle of the sixth century.

This was what is known as the First Turk Empire, which was at its
height in the second half of the sixth century. The steppe peoples
linguistically form part of the Altaic group, subdivided into Turkic and
Mongolian branches. The people who established this empire were
known as the Gok, or Blue Turks, with blue the color of the sky having
the connotation of “heavenly” or “divine.” They were a confederation
of tribes with one clan, the Ashina, recognized as dominant over all the
others and providing the supreme ruler, known as the kaghan, and the

As was presciently pointed out by Leopold Amery in his discussion of the essay at
the Royal Geographical Society, however, it was control of the air, not land or water, that
would determine the dominant hegemonic power of the new century, the last of the
second millennium.
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deputy, known as the yabghu. The tribe had a tradition of ironworking
that may have been based on mines in their ancestral lands in the Altai
mountain range. Their main striking force was armored cavalry that
was possibly equipped by this industry.

At the time of their rise China was not unified and the single
most powerful state, that of the Sinicized nomadic Northern Wei
dynasty, was itself divided between a western branch with its capital at
Chang’an and an eastern branch with its capital at Lo-yang. The Turks
were able to extract enormous amounts of silk in exchange for horses
at very favorable terms of trade in the light of the military pressure
that they were able to apply. The silk was then sent westwards in the
hands of Sogdian and other mercantile communities of the Silk Road,
at great profit to the Turks themselves since they were successful in
extending their control all the way to the frontiers of the Sassanian and
Byzantine Empires in the west. They did not attempt any direct rule
over other areas or peoples but exercised a loose form of suzerainty
over the oasis cities and tribes along the Silk Road. Even so the realm
was still so vast that it was divided between a senior eastern and a
junior western branch. The empire fell when China became unified
under the short-lived but powerful Sui dynasty (581-617), which had
the military power to reassert Chinese command over the steppe. The
vigorous emperors of the new Tang dynasty completed the work of the
Sui in this respect, so that the suzerainty claimed by the Turk Empire
over the entire length of the Silk Road passed to China itself.

The next contender for supremacy over the Silk Road was the Arab
caliphate. The Arab forces overwhelmed the Sassanian Empire and
occupied Iraq and western Iran very rapidly, but they took much
longer to pacify the large eastern province of Khurasan and longer
still to extend their authority across the Oxus to Bukhara, Samarkand,
Shash (Tashkent), and other rich mercantile centers of Sogdiana. The
merchant class seems to have been willing to reach an accommodation
with the Arabs so long as they could continue to trade, but the
landowners resisted more stubbornly along with their former Western
Turk overlords. They also appealed for help to Tang China, their
acknowledged suzerain, but not surprisingly in view of the distances
got no effective assistance. The Arabs themselves sent diplomatic
assurances to the Chinese that they would keep trade open. The Arabs
and the Chinese were drawn into direct hostilities, however, when the
ruler of Tashkent, an Arab client, attacked Ferghana, a Chinese client
state. This led to the famous Battle of the Talas River in 751, where the
Chinese were defeated when their Karluk Turkic allies switched sides.
One notable consequence of the battle was that Chinese prisoners
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taken to Samarkand taught their captors the art of making paper. The
two sides were never to confront each other directly again.

Transoxiana, and the associated provinces of Khwarezm and Khura-
san, remained under Islamic influence and reached a peak of eco-
nomic and cultural progress under the Iranian dynasty of the Sama-
nids (819-999), who had their capital at Bukhara. As already noted,
they acknowledged the spiritual authority of the Abbasid caliphate
but were sovereign rulers in every other respect. They maintained
the physical infrastructure of irrigation works for agriculture, water
supply for the cities, and caravanserais for the great caravans that
left in all directions toward Russia, China, and India, and supported
religious and educational establishments to an unprecedented extent.
Silver mines in the Badakhshan province in what is now Afghanistan
were exploited and were the basis for a coinage of high quality. The
military system was based on recruitment of military slaves from the
steppes known as ghulams or cadets, who went through a lengthy
period of training and promotion before becoming commanders and
administrators in their thirties. The demand for military and other
slaves stimulated a large trade in humans that was licensed and
taxed by the state, with export taxes per slave of 30-70 dirhems as
compared with an average price of 300 dirhems. Taxation covered
costs of administration and a sumptuous court but was not so high
as to discourage trade and industry. It is impressive that all military
and civil officers were paid in cash, without the debilitating recourse
to feudal land grants that most early states had to resort to.

The Turks of the steppes were becoming Islamicized themselves,
however, thereby raising the level of their own social and political
organization while maintaining their military prowess. A new dynasty,
the Qarakhanids, a Turkic tribe converted to Islam by Sufi missionaries,
arose in the vicinity of Kashgar and as we saw overthrew the Samanids
just before the end of the millennium, when their state became
wracked by internal dissension. Significantly, the ulama, the Muslim
clergy of Bukhara, instructed the populace not to resist the invaders
since they were also good Muslims. The cities of Transoxiana, now
in post-Soviet Uzbekistan, have remained within the Turkic orbit to
this day. While the Qarakhanids took Bukhara and the Samanid lands
north of the Oxus, the area of Khurasan, south of the river, fell to
another Turkic dynasty, the Ghaznavids (977-1186), whose leader,
Mahmud, made devastating raids on India, returning each time with
vast amounts of plunder.

In the east yet another powerful Turkic tribal confederation, the
Uighurs, arose in 744 and held sway to 840. They were initially
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auxiliaries of the Tang who became increasingly dependent upon them
for military assistance, particularly during the disruptive An Lu Shan
rebellion of 755. In return they extracted a high price in terms of the
familiar exchange of horses for silk, and also by frequently pillaging
Chinese cities and provinces during the suppression of the rebellion.
They were allied closely with the Sogdian merchant community and
their ruler even adopted Manichaeism as a state religion under their
influence. A Sogdian script, later adopted by the Mongols, was also
introduced and literacy was apparently quite high. Their capital at
Karabalghasun in Mongolia was a flourishing trading center for a very
wide range of goods, including furs and other forest products from
the north. It was surrounded by a considerable agricultural hinterland
to feed the large population. Perhaps softened by their commercial
success and peaceful religion, the Uighurs eventually fell victim to an
invasion by their former vassals, the Kirghiz.

Two other Turkic empires in the western steppes were those of the
Khazars in the area between the Black Sea and the Caspian, and the
Volga Bulgars in the middle reaches of that river. Both were actively
involved in the north-south and east-west flows of trade involving
Slavic captives and northern furs, honey, wax, and amber, as well as
silk and other luxury goods from the east, and silver from the Baghdad
caliphate and the Samanid emirate of Bukhara. The Volga Bulgars
converted to Islam while the Khazars adopted Judaism, presumably
to avoid falling under the influence of either their Islamic or Orthodox
Christian neighbors. Both states fell to the rising power of Kievan
Rus before the end of the tenth century. Another Turkic tribe, the
Pechenegs, never formed a state but their ferocity and martial prowess
made them feared by all peoples who came in contact with them,
whether sedentary or nomadic themselves.

SouUTH Asia8

Separated from Central Asia by the Himalayas and the Hindu Kush,
India constitutes a subcontinental peninsula of the Eurasian landmass
that is comparable with Western Europe in many ways (see figure 1.5).
A distinctive culture arose out of a synthesis between the original
Dravidian inhabitants and the Aryan pastoral nomads that entered
from the north over three thousand years ago. An upper caste of

8Sources for this section include Arasaratnam (1964), Kosambi (1969), O’Brien (2002),
Schmidt (1999), Stein (1998, chapters 1-3), and Thapar (2002).
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Brahmins and warriors was supported by the harvests of the richly
fertile Indo-Gangetic plain cultivated by the labor of the shudra caste.
A number of kingdoms arose in the plain while the foothills of the
Himalayas were the location of some tribal republics. The kingdom
of Magadha on the lower Ganges eventually dominated the entire
plain in the middle of the first millennium B.c. because of its favorable
location for internal as well as overseas trade. Local deposits of iron
ore gave it an edge in weaponry, while forests provided timber as well
as a plentiful supply of war elephants. Northwestern India was subject
to considerable Iranian influence and Taxila became a center for the
fruitful exchange of ideas between the Indian and Persian traditions.
The invasion of Alexander the Great in 330 B.c. extended Greek and
Persian cultural influences in Gandhara, leaving their distinctive mark
in Buddhist statuary. The southern Deccan plateau traversed by a
succession of rivers also provided a variety of agricultural possibili-
ties. A wide range of craft specialties and a distinctive cotton textile
manufacture was developed from early times.

The Malabar and Coromandel Coasts in the west and east respec-
tively had trading contacts with the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea and
with both mainland and insular Southeast Asia. Roman coins have
been found in considerable abundance, attesting to this trade. The
Mediterranean traders also obtained Southeast Asian goods in the
Indian ports, thus stimulating Indian relations with the source of those
goods. Hindu and Buddhist religious and cultural influences, includ-
ing fundamental political ideas about kingship and statecraft, were
thereby transmitted to the emerging new states in Cambodia, Champa,
Java, and Sumatra. The monuments of Angkor Wat, Borobudur, and
Prambanan are the most visible evidence of the depth of this Indian
influence.

Political unification of the Indo-Gangetic plain and much of south-
ern India was achieved by the Mauryan Empire (321-185 B.c.) founded
by Chandra Gupta Maurya that arose in the wake of the invasion of
Alexander the Great. Chandra Gupta successfully challenged Alexan-
der’s Seleucid heir Nicator for areas in what is now eastern Afghanistan
and the two states established peaceful diplomatic relations, with the
Greek ambassador Megasthenes leaving a valuable account of India.
The next Mauryan emperor made extensive conquests in the south
and west. The third ruler of this dynasty was the famous Ashoka,
remarkable for his piety and support of Buddhism to which he turned
inremorse from his bloody conquest of Kalinga, the last component in
the completion of the Mauryan Empire. The empire disintegrated soon
after his death in 232 B.c. Seleucid rule in northwest India was followed
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by the emergence of the so-called Indo-Greek kings, of whom the
most significant was Menander (155-130 B.c.). Two groups of Central
Asian nomads, the Sakas and the Kushans, succeeded the Indo-Greeks
and stimulated trade between India and the Silk Road in the first two
centuries A.D. The Mauryan Royal Highway from Pataliputra to Taxila,
which survives today as the Grand Trunk Road, was one segment of
this trade route which then went on to Kabul and through Bactria
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to the Black Sea and the Caspian. Trade overseas could go down the
Ganges to the Bay of Bengal and thence to Southeast Asia and Ceylon,
or Sri Lanka as it is known today.

Another powerful empire, the Guptas, lasted from the fourth to the
sixth century a.p. This is generally considered as the “classical age” of
Indian civilization, culminating in the reign of Harsha (606-47), whose
extensive conquests in northern India fell apart after his death. The age
was marked both by material prosperity, atleast for the ruling elite, and
remarkable intellectual and cultural achievements. Both Hinduism
and Buddhism were encouraged by the state and also supported by
private donations from individuals and merchant guilds. Buddhism
spread to Ceylon and Southeast Asia, as well as to Iran, Central Asia,
and eventually to China along the Silk Road. Several Chinese Buddhist
pilgrims visited India, such as Fa Hsien and Hsiian Tsang, and left
notable records of their experiences and impressions.

After the decline of the Gupta Empire a number of regional king-
doms arose in the north as well as in the Deccan plateau. As in
Western Europe, none of them could command the preponderance of
resources necessary to dominate all the others and impose a unified
empire. The Palas in Bihar and Bengal were notable for their support
of Buddhism in the eighth and ninth centuries, and the Gurjara-
Pratiharas in northern India resisted the incursions of Huns from
Central Asia with some success. In the Deccan the division of the
terrain into a number of river valleys running from west to east and
the adjoining coastal strips made it difficult for any single power to
dominate despite fierce struggles between the Chalukyas, Pallavas,
and Pandyas. The Rastrakutas of the western Deccan were a prominent
presence but lost power back to the Chalukyas by the close of the tenth
century. The south saw notable cultural and religious developments
involving the synthesis of Aryan and Dravidian elements and the
emergence of a distinct Tamil personality. The south also became
actively involved in the trade of the Indian Ocean. Several Arab
merchants settled on the western Malabar coast, giving rise to the so-
called Mapilla Muslim community that was later to play a significant
role in both trade and the spread of Islam to Southeast Asia. By the
turn of the first millennium the powerful dynasty of the Cholas rose to
prominence, aggressively pursuing its interests not only on land but
overseas in Ceylon and Southeast Asia as well.

Immigrants from northern India settled in the island of Ceylon some
time around the fifth century B.c, probably sailing down the west
coast. The original inhabitants were an Australoid people who do not
seem to have put up any resistance. The location of the island made
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it a natural entrepot for east-west traffic across the Indian Ocean. It
was well-known to the Romans under the name of Taprobane and
was also frequented by Persian, Arab, and Chinese vessels. Further
immigration came from south India, specifically from the Pandya
kingdom according to the traditional accounts. The first settlements
were in the northwest along the Malvattu Oya River, with a capital
established at Anuradhapura. Rice cultivation was the mainstay of
the economy, supported by what eventually became a very elaborate
system of irrigation.

Despite being devout Buddhists the immigrants brought the Indo-
Aryan caste system along with them, though it operated in alooser and
more flexible way with the main distinction being between agricultural
and nonagricultural occupations. Relations with Buddhist centers in
India and Southeast Asia were very close; Ceylon was the home of the
more austere and pure Hinayana or Theravada school of Buddhism
that was adopted in Burma, Cambodia, and Thailand. Ceylon was
actively involved in the political conflicts of the southern Indian
dynasties. The Cholas invaded Ceylon in 993, sacking the capital and
annexing the island to their kingdom until 1070, at which time the
Sinhalese recovered it. Ceylon was also involved in conflicts over trade
with Burma and the Sumatran trading state of Srivijaya.

SOUTHEAST Asia?

Southeast Asia can be defined as all of the Eurasian landmass east
of India and south of China, together with the extensive chain of
islands “flung like a girdle of jade around the Equator” (see figure 1.6).
The natural division of the region is between the mainland and the
islands of the archipelago. In terms of contemporary nation-states,
the mainland comprises Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam,
and Malaysia while the islands comprise Singapore, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Brunei, and East Timor. Malaysia, occupying the long
narrow blade of the peninsula known to antiquity as the “Golden
Khersonese” (Wheatley 1980), is best considered geographically and
culturally as part of the island rather than the mainland world. The
most prominent geographical feature of the mainland is the series of
long river valleys, generally running north to south: the Irrawaddy,
Salween, Maenam Chao Phraya, and Mekong, as well as the shorter

9Sources for this section include Coedes (1968), Hall (1968, part I), O’Brien (2002),
Reid (1988), Tarling (1992, part I), Wang (1998), and Wolters (1999).
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Red River running west to east. The plains along these river valleys and
those of parallel smaller rivers, and particularly the silt-rich deltas, are
fertile areas for rice cultivation, the crop that has been the staple of the
peoples in this area for millennia. Irrigation in areas of lower rainfall,
such as the Dry Zone of central Burma, was, however, responsible
for some of the highest yields and formed the economic base of
early kingdoms and empires (Stargardt 1986). The river valleys are
usually flanked by forested uplands that are more difficult to cultivate
except on a slash and burn basis. The main islands of the archipelago
are Sumatra, Java, Bali, Lombok, Borneo, Celebes, Mindanao, and
Luzon but there are many other smaller islands of great economic
and historical importance. The region is fully subject to the play of the
seasonal monsoon winds, blowing from the southwest from May to
September and the northeast from November to March. The average
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rainfall is high and on the mainland is concentrated during the period
of the southwest monsoon.

The population of the islands and the peninsula is Malayo-Poly-
nesian, descendants of a stock originally from southern China that
migrated first to Taiwan and then to Southeast Asia and Polynesia as far
east as Easter Island, and possibly even as far west as Madagascar. The
mainland populations of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam
are a blend of Malayo-Polynesians and tribes originally from the area
of western China and Tibet. The Khmer of Cambodia and the Mon of
southern parts of Burma and Thailand have an Austronesian language,
in contrast to the Sino-Tibetan languages of the Burmese and the Thai.
The stress on the “Indianization” of Southeast Asia, by both Indian as
well as European authors of an earlier era, such as George Coedes
(1968), has been replaced in current research by an emphasis on the
autonomy of the region, for example, in the authoritative work of O. W.
Wolters (1999). The indigenous peoples of the region developed wet-
rice cultivation, bronze and iron metallurgy, and distinctive cultural,
social, and political traits well before historical times, and indepen-
dently of India and China. Because of their intermediate location they
did become subject in historical times to powerful influences from
the great civilizations of their Indian and Chinese neighbors, but these
have been blended into their own distinctive cultural patterns. The
Hindu and Buddhist influences were also probably deliberately sought
out by native peoples and rulers, rather than simply transplanted by
Indian immigration or conquest.

The earliest political entity in the region to emerge in the historical
record is known as Funan, and was located in the southern tip of the
Gulf of Siam in an area that now straddles the borders of Cambodia
and Vietnam. After the Han dynasty fell in A.p. 220. China entered the
period known as that of the “Three Kingdoms” consisting of Wei in the
north, Shu in the southwest, and Wu in the southeast (Hucker 1975,
map 4). Access to Central Asia and the west through the Kansu Corridor
was open only to Wei and the other possible overland route across the
Burma-Yunnan border was open only to Shu. As Wang Gungwu (1998,
chapter 3) points out, the only option left to the rulers of Wu if they
wanted to trade with the west was overseas through ports in Southeast
Asia.

The traditional overseas east-west trade route at that time involved
transshipping goods and passenger traffic across the Isthmus of Kra,
which at thirty-five miles is the narrowest crossing of the Malay
Peninsula. The all-sea alternative of going through either the Straits
of Malacca or the Sunda Straits would only be developed more than a
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century later. The nearest suitable port for Wu to consider was the site
known to archaeologists as Oc Eo in the kingdom of Funan, because
the fertile Mekong delta in which it was located could provide the
necessary rice supplies for merchants and crews while they were
waiting for the goods to be transshipped, and also because it was
situated on the Gulf just opposite the points at which western and
Indian ships unloaded passengers and freight on the Isthmus. The
ruler of Wu sent embassies to open trade and diplomatic relations
with the barbarian polity of Funan some time before the middle of
the third century, and it is to the records of these Wu officials that
we owe our knowledge of Funan. The “gains from trade” for the
“small open economy” of Funan must have been great and provided
the resources for territorial expansion around the rim of the Gulf
of Siam to consolidate its control, and also for extensive irrigation
works enhancing its agricultural productivity. After the Straits route
was developed, however, shipping could bypass Funan, presumably
causing its revenues to decline, and it ultimately fell to a Khmer state
known as Chenla in the sixth century.

After the shift from the passage across the Isthmus of Kra to the
Straits of Malacca and the associated Sunda Straits between Java and
Sumatra it was inevitable that control over the new route would pass
to a state in one of these islands. From the seventh to the eleventh
century, this state was based at Palembang on the southeast coast of
Sumatra and is known to history as Srivijaya. In order to fulfill its role
as a trading empire, Srivijaya had to secure control over the supplies of
the natural resource products of the region demanded by the Chinese,
Persian, and Arab merchants, and also feed the merchants and crews
during the long stopovers between the shifts in the direction of the
winds. The first objective was met by a network of tributary relation-
ships based on alliances backed ultimately by force, using mercenary
troops and local levies as well as an informal but effective navy of
Malay sea nomads. The rice supplies came across the straits from the
allied Javanese kingdom of a dynasty known as the Sailendras. With
these methods Srivijaya was able to exercise a degree of monopoly
control over the seaborne trade between the west and China, now
very lucrative during these centuries because of the prosperity of the
Tang and Sung at one end and the Damascus, Baghdad, and Cairo
caliphates at the other. Sustained by these revenues the rulers were
able to maintain a court on elaborate Indianized lines and to support
an extensive Buddhist religious establishment.

On the mainland also new states began to emerge around the
turn of the millennium or soon thereafter, such as Pagan in Burma,
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Dvaravati in Thailand, and Angkor in Cambodia, all of which were
heavily influenced by Buddhism and other Indian cultural influences.

EAsT Asia (CHINA, KOREA, AND JapraN)1?

China, like India, can be considered as a subcontinent of Eurasia (see
figure 1.7). It is bounded in the east by the Pacific Ocean, in the west
by the steppe, deserts, and mountain ranges of Central Asia, in the
south by the tropical jungles of Southeast Asia, and in the north by
terrain unsuitable for the settled agriculture that has always been an
abiding aspect of Chinese civilization. The fertile valleys of the Yellow
River and the Yangtze have provided the agricultural foundation for
all subsequent development. Characteristic of the North China Plain
of the Yellow River area is the wind-blown loess dust that has built up
the “yellow earth” that provided the ancestral home of the distinctive
Chinese civilization. The earliest state was that of the Shang dynasty
in the second half of the second millennium B.c., marked by its bronze
weapons and ritual vessels, and the earliest Chinese ideographic script
on the so-called “oracle bones.” The bronze metallurgy and chariot
warfare of the Shang are reminiscent of Indo-European parallels
further west, butitis still an open question as to whether this is a case of
cultural diffusion across the steppes of Central Asia or of independent
development within China itself.

The fall of the Shang dynasty was followed by the nomadic Eastern
Zhou dynasty, which introduced a more decentralized regime, some-
times characterized as “feudal.” A long period of disunity eventually
led to seven large regional kingdoms struggling fiercely for power
during the “Warring States” period (403-221 B.c.). An increase in
agricultural productivity, associated with the introduction of iron
implements, generated larger revenues for the states and supported
larger armies, supplemented by cavalry forces in imitation of nomadic
methods of warfare. A new class of professional administrators and
specialists arose, tending to replace kinship-based nobility with cri-
teria based on merit and achievement. There was also an intellectual
ferment, during which the three major Chinese philosophical systems
of Confucianism, Taoism, and Legalism arose.

10Sources for this section include Blunden and Elvin (1983, parts 1 and 2), Ebrey
(1996, chapters 1-6), FitzGerald (1966), Gernet (1982, parts 1-5), Hall (1970, chapters 1-
6), Huang (1990), Hucker (1975), O’Brien (2002), Pulleyblank (1955), Reischauer and
Fairbank (1962, chapters 1-6, 10-11), Ropp (1990), and Twitchett (1973).
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The protracted power struggles of the age of the Warring States
ended with the victory of the western border state of Ch’in in 221 B.c,
which Bodde (1981, p. 41) calls “the most important single date in
Chinese history before the abolition of the monarchyin 1912.” Its ruler
took the name of Shi Huang Di, First August Emperor, and was the
first sole ruler of the entire country. A centralized despotic regime was
imposed, with standardized language, laws, weights, and measures
administered by a civilian bureaucracy supported by a powerful army,
terra cotta replicas of which are on display in his recently rediscovered
tomb in Xian. The Great Wall was built and consolidated, and anumber
of other massive public works undertaken. The strain on society was so
great that the empire fell shortly after Shi Huang Di’s death in 210 B.c.

Imperial unity was soon restored, in 206 B.c., by the Han dynasty
that took China to a level of achievement that challenged that of
the contemporaneous Roman Empire in the west and the Mauryan
Empire in India. Frontiers were extended into Korea in the north
and Vietnam in the south, and deep penetration made into Central
Asia in the west. A unified bureaucratic system, on more moderate
Confucian lines rather than the harsh Legalism of the short-lived Ch’in
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Empire, was established, modified originally by fiefdoms granted to
allies and relatives. By the workings of the familiar dynastic cycle that
has marked the pattern of Chinese history the Han eventually also lost
the “Mandate of Heaven” after disruptive peasant rebellions and civil
war in A.D. 220.

The fall of the Han led to several centuries of disunity. Generals and
warlords, many of steppe nomad extraction, contended for power. One
Turkic clan, the Toba, established the Northern Wei dynasty (386-534),
based on the old Han capital of Lo-yang. It attempted to build a unified
state by combining its Sinicized Turkic tribal aristocracy with ethnic
Chinese institutions and landowning families, but without lasting
success. Population shifted from the north to south of the Yangtze
Valley, as the native Chinese tried to escape from the perils of civil
strife and take advantage of the abundant availability of rice-growing
land. People also increasingly turned to Buddhism as a spiritual refuge
from temporal insecurity. Eventually, the dynastic cycle came full
circle again when a family of generals established the short-lived but
important Sui dynasty (581-618), whose main achievement was the
construction of a canal system connecting the Yangtze Valley to the
north. Just as the brief reign of the Ch’in led to the long and glorious
period of the Han, the Sui was immediately followed by the Tang
dynasty (618-907), which took China to a level beyond even that of
the Han.

The nearly three centuries of the Tang were marked by the spread
of Chinese culture and influence to Central Asia, Korea, and Japan.
While the bureaucracy was based to a larger extent than before on an
examination system, power was also decentralized to local aristocratic
families. Economic expansion was considerable, with the spread of a
money economy based on silver and the growth of merchant guilds.
The center of economic growth continued to shift toward the rice-
based economy of the south, with a greater reliance on markets and
trade. Artistic styles were more open to Central Asian influences,
and Buddhism flourished not only in religious terms but also with
considerable amounts of landed and other forms of wealth passing
into the hands of monastic institutions.

By the middle decade of the eighth century, however, the familiar
signs of dynastic decline and difficulty began to appear. As we have
seen, the Arabs defeated a Tang army at the Battle of the Talas River
in 751, checking the dynasty’s control over Central Asia, and there
followed a devastating rebellion led by a general of Central Asian
heritage, An Lu Shan, that was suppressed but only at great cost
and loss of prestige by the ruling house. Fiscal crises led to the
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sequestration of monastic lands and the confiscation of their wealth.
The dynasty lingered on until 907, after which it was succeeded by
a period of contesting regimes known as the Five Dynasties, ended
by the establishment of the Sung dynasty in 960, with its capital at
K’ai-feng.

The Korean peninsula southeast of the Yalu and Tumen rivers that
divide it from Manchuria has always had a distinct ethnic and linguis-
tic identity that sets it apart from China, despite millennia of cultural
and political influence from its giant neighbor. The Korean people
apparently migrated into the peninsula from Manchuria in prehistoric
times, speaking a Ural-Altaic language that has some affinities with the
Tungusic tongue of some nomadic tribes of northern Manchuria. They
developed a sedentary agricultural economy through the Paleolithic
and Bronze ages, ruled by a hereditary tribal aristocracy sustained by
a peasantry and a large servile class. The country was conquered by
the Han dynasty in 108 B.c. and administered by four commanderies
or military districts, the largest of which was based at a site close to
Pyongyang, the capital of the present state of North Korea. Chinese
political control waned after the fall of the Han and three independent
Korean kingdoms emerged: Koguryo, ruling over what is now North
Korea and southern Manchuria, Paekche in the southwest, and Silla in
the southeast, the latter two divided by the mountain chain that forms
the spine of the peninsula.

The three kingdoms all prospered on the basis of active trade with
both China and the Japanese islands. Buddhism entered from China
and was adopted as the popular religion, replacing the earlier shaman-
ism, which still, however, continued to survive in vestigial form.
Government and administration were based on Confucian models.
Chinese ideographs were adapted, with some difficulty, to the writing
ofthe entirely different Korean language. Ceramic and other arts devel-
oped under Chinese influence but with a distinctive local style. Early
in the seventh century the second ruler of the Sui dynasty launched
a great invasion of Koguryo in an attempt to gain back control that
had been lost after the fall of the Han. The invasion was repelled
by stubborn Korean resistance, which hastened the collapse of the
short-lived Sui dynasty. The Tang also attempted another unsuccessful
invasion, but eventually obtained the acknowledgement of Chinese
sovereignty after yet another invasion in alliance with Silla. A unified
Silla kingdom ruled the entire country within the Tang tributary orbit
from 668 to 935, when it was overthrown by a new northern state, a
successor to Koguryo known as Koryo, from which the present name
of the country is derived. Koryo, and all subsequent Korean regimes,
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acknowledged Chinese sovereignty until 1895, which was the year of
the defeat of the Manchu Qing dynasty in the Sino-Japanese Wars.

Japan, consisting of the four main islands of Hokkaido, Honshu,
Shikoku, and Kyushu, from north to south, off the northeast coast
of the Eurasian landmass, is a sort of bookend to the northwestern
analogue of the British Isles. Unlike the latter, however, it has been
much less subject to invasion and immigration in historical times
and is unique in the degree of its long relative isolation from foreign
influence, in comparison with other major modern nations. This has
given its history and development a special cast, as has often been
noted.

With the northern tip of Hokkaido at the same latitude as Mon-
treal and the southern tip of Kyushu just above that of Jacksonville,
Florida,!! and washed by the warm Japan current, the climate is
relatively mild without extremes of winter cold and summer heat. The
land is mountainous, less than a fifth of it being arable. Compensating
for this are timber from abundant forests and a rich variety of fish from
the surrounding seas. The mountainous terrain has also led to theland
being broken up into relatively small cultivable units, making political
centralization difficult.

The ethnic composition of the early inhabitants is still a matter of
controversy. The language, however, belongs to the same Ural-Altaic
family as Korean, which would seem to indicate a northeast Asian
origin. Archaeology has identified the Jomon culture, exemplified
by “corded-ware” pottery, of a population of hunter-gatherers from
about 10,000 B.c. Only very much later, around 300 B.c, appears
what is known as the Yayoi culture, with irrigated wet-rice cultivation
and bronze and iron metallurgy. The first signs of stratified political
organization begin with the appearance of large burial mounds of
a ruling elite of horse-riding warriors. Similarities with Korea are
apparent, but it is not known for certain whether the horse-riders were
invaders from the mainland or indigenous adaptations to external
influences. Society was composed of hereditary classes, known as
uji, each of which had a leader associated with an ancestral spirit or
kami. The dominant class in the Yamato region of the Nara Plain, near
Osaka, claimed descent from the sun goddess Amaterasu Omikami.
The present imperial family of Japan is directly descended from this
clan, which traces its undoubtedly mythical beginnings back to 660 B.c.

The Yamato rulers had extensive contacts with Chinese civilization,
mostly through the intermediation of Korea. There even seems to

l1gee the interesting map on p. 453 of Reischauer and Fairbank (1962).
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have been a Japanese enclave on the southern Korean coast. There
is also evidence of considerable Korean immigration around this time.
Access to more advanced technology conferred an advantage in the
competitive struggle between the various uji for power in Japan. The
gravitational attraction of Chinese culture was greatly enhanced after
the Sui and Tang restored imperial unity early in the seventh century.
The next three centuries saw a sustained and massive absorption of
influences from China into the emerging Japanese state.

The founder and architect of the program of Sinification was Crown
Prince Shotoku, related on his mother’s side to the Soga, a great
clan of Korean immigrant origin. He promulgated a seventeen-article
constitution in 604, adopting the Buddhist Tripitaka and various Con-
fucian principles of loyalty and service to the state and the emperor.
Another major and lasting innovation was the adoption of the Chinese
calendrical system. He also launched a series of embassies to the Sui,
and later Tang, capital at Chang’an, each consisting of several ships
and hundreds of men that brought back Buddhist Confucian texts
and other artifacts of mainland civilization. The embassies continued
long after his death in 622. Several Japanese also studied religion,
statecraft, and other arts in China before returning with the benefits of
the knowledge that they gained. All this is very reminiscent of Japanese
involvement with the West after the Meiji Restoration in 1868. In 646
the so-called Taika Reforms were undertaken, involving a wholesale
reform of the Japanese government, legal system, and administration
on Chinese lines.

New capitals, on the lines of Chang’an, were set up at Nara from
710 to 754, and later at Heian (Kyoto) from 794, to be the centers
from which the new imperial system was to radiate. It was not
easy, however, to graft impersonal Confucian principles, based on
merit and performance, on to the Japanese reality of personal and
regional affiliations. Increasingly, the outward forms of bureaucratic
and Chinese imperial logic and efficiency came to be supplemented
by the substance of Japanese clan-based and local relationships. The
sophisticated metropolitan Heian culture was eventually to give way
to the cruder reality of provincial warlords and a Japanese variant of
feudalism.
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THE WORLD ECONOMY AT THE TURN OF
THE FIRST MILLENNIUM

THE FIRST CHAPTER DIVIDED the Afro-Eurasian Ecumene into
seven world regions on the basis of a pragmatic mix of geographical,
political, and cultural features and provided an outline of the historical
and institutional evolution of each of them approximately up to
the year 1000. The present chapter will examine the nature of the
economic and other links between these regions, or at least some
overlapping subsets of them. These links will not be limited purely to
trade, or the exchange of goods, but will also consider the movement of
people such as slaves, merchants, pilgrims, mercenaries, and others
involved in cultural interaction and exchange in the broader sense,
resulting in the diffusion of ideas and technical innovations as well as
religious beliefs and practices.!

As the reader will already have noted from the first chapter, the
only one of the seven regions that experienced regular and direct
contacts with all of the others, as well as with sub-Saharan Africa,
was the Islamic World of North Africa and Southwest Asia. Muslims
and the Roman Catholic Christians of Western Europe fought and
traded with each other in Spain and Italy as well as Sicily and other
Mediterranean islands; Muslims wrested part of their empire from
the Greek Orthodox Byzantines of Eastern Europe and spent almost
every subsequent year in further military conflict at some point along
their long borders, while at the same time often engaging in trade and
diplomacy for mutual interest; Muslims exchanged salt and textiles for
West African gold; Muslim armies invaded Central Asia and also had
to fend off attacks by nomadic steppe raiders, while at the same time
conducting extensive trade and missionary activity by Sufi mystics and
others; Muslim armies invaded India, while there was extensive trade
by both land and sea with India and by sea with Southeast Asia; finally,
Muslim and Tang Chinese armies clashed in Central Asia at the Battle
of the Talas River in 751, the caliphate sent several embassies to the

1The chapter draws on Findlay (1998) in several places.
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Tang capitals, and Muslim merchants had sizable colonies in southern
China and even got as far to the north and east as Korea. It is no surprise
therefore that Arab and Persian geographers were the best-informed
people about conditions all over the Afro-Eurasian Ecumene in those
times (Kramers 1931).2

South Asia was also a fairly well-connected region, again by virtue
of its relatively central geographical position, with Indian textiles
being exported directly to East and Southeast Asia, Central Asia, sub-
Saharan Africa, and the Muslim World. Central Asia bordered on and
was in close touch with all the other regions except Western Europe,
sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. Steppe nomads confronted
Byzantium and Kievan Rus as well as trading extensively with each of
them; Indian goods as well as Buddhism moved along the Silk Road,
and China was a permanent source of cultural and economic influence
on the Central Asian tribes. East Asia and Southeast Asia were clearly
aware of Byzantium but did not have any sustained direct bilateral
trade or other cultural exchanges with sub-Saharan Africa or Eastern
Europe, and certainly not with Western Europe. In fact Western Europe
was the most isolated of all the world regions at that time, along with
sub-Saharan Africa, the former only being in direct touch with the
Islamic World and Eastern Europe, and the latter only with the Islamic
World and South Asia. To summarize, the Islamic World had contact
with all seven other regions; South Asia with five; Central and East
Asia with four; Southeast Asia and Eastern Europe with three; and
sub-Saharan Africa and Western Europe with only two.

These interrelationships are summarized in table 2.1, which pre-
sents a stylized matrix showing the major direct interregional flows
existing in ca. 1000. The remainder of the chapter will be concerned
with outlining the nature of these flows. Before we begin, however, it
makes sense to point out the overwhelming importance of geography
for the narrative that is to follow. As figure 2.1 shows, Eurasia is an
extremely long landmass, aligned on an east-west axis.> South and
Southeast Asia had very different climatic and resource endowments
than either China or Europe, while China had a highly evolved and
ancient civilization, produced tea, and had well-developed industries
producing luxury goods such as porcelain and silk. The land-abundant
steppes of Central Asia were the source of horses, while the relatively

2See, in particular, his map (figure 12, p. 79) “showing the geographical extension of
Islamic rule and its commercial influence in the tenth century A.p.,” including the wide
distribution of Muslim coins.

3This map draws on a variety of sources, including Abu-Lughod (1989) and Chaudhuri
(1985).
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underdeveloped regions of Europe and Africa provided slaves and

precious metals.

There was thus a natural basis for interregional trade, including
trade between East and West. As the map makes clear, there were
two routes which could in principle connect the two extremities of
Eurasia, the first overland and the second by sea. There were specific

problems associated with each route. The major problem that had

to be solved if the overland route was to be made viable was that of
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F1GURE 2.1. The land and sea routes.

providing security for merchants as they crossed the vast expanses of
Central Asia. Naturally, this was easier to do when centralized political
control existed over the region, or at least when Chinese, European, or
Middle Eastern empires extended as far as possible into the interior.
This dependence of trade on security was recognized more than two
centuries ago by the great Edward Gibbon, who when describing
Italian trade in Asia during the Pax Mongolica wrote that “the waters
of the Oxus, the Caspian, the Volga, and the Don opened a rare and
laborious passage for the gems and spices of India; and, after three
months’ march, the caravans of Carizme met the Italian vessels in
the harbours of Crimea.... But this land or water carriage could only
be practicable when Tartary was united under a wise and powerful
monarch” (Gibbon 1907, pp. 122-23).
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According to Philip Curtin (1984, p. 90), “with comparative sud-
denness, between about 200 B.c. and the beginning of the Christian
era, regular overland trade came into existence across central Asia
from China to the eastern Mediterranean,” with trade between India
and China being commonplace as well. The timing is explained by the
emergence of a strong, unified China under the Han at one end of the
route and of the Roman and Parthian Empires at the other. The key to
the overland route, according to Curtin, was the Takla Makan desert
in Xinjiang province, sufficiently arid so as to discourage steppe tribes
from loitering with intent there, but endowed with a series of oases
offering food and water for merchants (ibid., pp. 93-94). From there,
caravans could travel westward to Transoxiana, from where they could
continue west to the Roman Empire, or south to India.

There were two major problems concerning the sea route. The first
was a technical one, having to do with the monsoon winds, which blew
from the southwest during the summer (facilitating trips from Arabia
or East Africa to India), and from the northeast during the winter
across the Arabian Sea (facilitating the return journey). These winds
also encouraged a seasonal pattern of sailing further east. The second
leg of the sea journey was from India to Malaya, and the third from
Malaya or Indonesia to China or Japan (ibid., p. 97). This seasonality
encouraged specialization along each stretch of the journey, although
some traders made the entire journey from Arabia to China, as we have
already noted.

The second problem with the sea route was a political one. As
can be seen from the map, there were two bottlenecks that had to
be negotiated if goods were to pass between China and Europe. The
first was the Malayan peninsula and Indonesian archipelago, and the
second was the Arabian Peninsula. Clearly, control over either of these
bottlenecks could give rise to substantial monopoly rents, and so a
series of regimes arose in both regions that used military power to levy
substantial taxes on trade. When the overland route was functioning
well, their rents should have declined; when it broke down as a result
of political instability, their rents should have increased. Western
Europe’s geographical peripherality, and in particular its encirclement
by the Muslim World, meant that it was especially vulnerable to such
monopolistic practices. The north—south orientation of Africa, located
in just the wrong place from a European point of view, meant that
European navigational techniques would have to be highly developed
for them to find a way around the Arabian bottleneck.

We begin by discussing the state of both the overland and the sea
routes at the turn of the millennium, and since it was the Islamic World
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that lay at the center of the world economy, it is convenient to first
summarize the Islamic World’s relationships with each of the other
regions. We then proceed to describe some of the trade relationships
that existed at the eastern end of Eurasia, through the prism of Sung
China’s interactions with other regions. The chapter next explores
trade across the sea routes linking China with South and Southeast
Asia, and ends with a more extended account of the interactions
between the Muslim World and Western Europe, since this will allow
us to introduce several of the themes that will crop up later in this
book.

THE GOLDEN AGE OF IsLAM

The Arab conquests of the seventh and early eighth centuries united,
for the first time in history, the Mediterranean world of Rome and
the ancient empires on the one hand, and Mesopotamia and Iran
on the other. Alexander’s empire disintegrated into the competing
domains of his generals at his death and the eastern frontier of the
Roman Empire never reached the Euphrates. The Arabs unified the
Byzantine possessions of Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and North Africa
with the Sassanian territories of Mesopotamia and Iran. In addition
they extended their eastern frontiers into Transoxiana, Afghanistan,
and India. The way was thus opened for the movement of people,
goods, techniques, and ideas flowing both east and west in one vast
integrated space unified by Islam and the Arabic language. It is true
that conversion took place only slowly and that Persian, Aramaic,
Coptic, and Berber did not disappear overnight, but Arabic rapidly
became the language of administration, law, and commerce as well as
of the Islamic faith over most of the area.

The separation of the Byzantine and Sassanian worlds was aptly
indicated by the difference in their monetary systems. The Byzantine
coinage was effectively a monometallic standard based on the gold
solidus or nomisma, of approximately 4.55 grammes of gold, while the
Sassanian was also monometallic but based on silver, the drachma
of approximately 4.15 grammes of silver. For the first few decades
after the Arab conquests these coins continued to circulate and be
minted as before, each within its own area of the caliphate. In the early
690s, however, the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik (685-705) undertook
a fundamental monetary reform, replacing both the earlier systems
with a bimetallic standard, a dinar of approximately 4.25 grammes of
gold and a dirhem of approximately 2.97 grammes of silver, with an
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official exchange ratio of 20 dirhems to the dinar, implying a gold-
silver ratio of fourteen to one for the same weight of metal. The new
coins were also notable for the fact that they were purely epigraphic
in character, i.e., they contained no representations of the monarch
or deity as was customary but only an invocation to the Almighty, the
name of the ruling monarch, and the date and place at which the coin
was minted.

The fusion of the two empires was thus now symbolized by the new
bimetallic standard replacing their older gold and silver monometallic
regimes. As we shall see the caliphate could back up the monetary
reform with enormous reserves of both the precious metals, and with
continued access to fresh supplies. The entire royal treasury of the
Sassanians, consisting of 9 billion drachmas according to one estimate,
was seized intact and large amounts of gold and silver plate were
obtained from the former Byzantine provinces of Egypt and Syria. The
gold mines of Nubia and West Africa were also accessible through trade
and the silver mines of Iran and Transoxiana contained an abundance
of deposits. With these resources at their disposal the Islamic World
was able to enjoy monetary stability without any significant resort to
debasement for over three centuries, so that the description of this era
as the “Golden Age of Islam” holds true not just figuratively but literally
as well. Indeed, Arab coins were widely appreciated in the Christian
world, as we will see.

This phrase, which we have used as the heading for this section,
was the title of a classic book by Maurice Lombard (1975). In this
brilliant work he said (p. 10) that “the Muslim World may be seen
as a series of urban islands linked by trade routes” with the supply
of precious metals lubricating the movement of goods and factors
of production along these circuits. Each of these urban islands was
a “center of purchasing power” or consumption, sustained both by
local production and imports of consumer goods and raw materials,
sometimes over great distances. Mecca and Medina were the cities in
the Arabian Peninsula where the Islamic faith originated and they are
to this day the two most revered holy sites. As we have seen, however,
the political capital of the Islamic state was moved from Medina to
the Syrian city of Damascus by the Umayyads and later to Baghdad
by the Abbasids, and was never to return to the Arabian Peninsula.
With both the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf in Muslim hands, the
caravan trade across the peninsula lost its economic rationale. The
holy cities were, however, the terminal points of the vast annual
pilgrimages, the hajj, from all over the Islamic World and as such
were of considerable economic importance as well. In addition, the
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peninsula served as a market for the trade in African slaves, and
Medina became a center for training slaves in classical forms of music
and dance that were then diffused all over the Muslim World. Another
major economic activity was horse breeding, with the famous Arabian
horses created by crossing Barbary and Iranian strains under the ideal
climatic conditions of the high plateau of the Nejd in the northwest of
the peninsula.

In Mesopotamia the Arabs established Kufa and Basra as fortified
military settlements, with Wasit later set up between them. Basra grew
rapidly as a consequence of land reclamation in the marshlands as
well as trade through the Persian Gulf, with a population estimated at
200,000 in the ninth century, that of Kufa being about three-quarters
of this (Ashtor 1976a, p. 89). The wealth generated in Basra and
Kufa may have increased social tensions, since several dissident sects
arose there with frequent outbreaks of violent revolts. The Umayyads
settled several Arab tribes at various strategic locations in Syria and
Mesopotamia to strengthen their hold in these regions. At the same
time the cultivation of important new crops, originally from India,
was introduced into Mesopotamia and Syria, notably rice, sugarcane
and cotton. The area between the Tigris and Euphrates in Upper
Mesopotamia was devoted to the cultivation of cotton that was spun
and woven at the manufacturing center of Mosul, from which the word
muslin is derived. The area around Tikrit, famous as the birthplace
of both Saladin and Saddam Hussein, was devoted to wheat, barley,
and the date palm. The southeastern part of Lower Mesopotamia, the
region known as Khuzistan, was covered with extensive sugarcane
plantations manned by the black slaves from East Africa known as
Zanj, a conjunction eerily foreshadowing the more familiar pattern
in the New World. These slaves staged a massive revolt in the ninth
century, sacking Basra and threatening the very existence of the
Abbasid caliphate for fourteen years, before being finally defeated in
883.

The importance of trade in the Muslim World is well symbolized
by the design of the Abbasid capital, Baghdad. It was situated on the
Tigris, but was linked to the Euphrates by a canal, so that cargoes from
the Mediterranean and Syria could be readily transported downstream
and imports from India and Southeast Asia upstream from the Persian
Gulf through Basra. The city was constructed on a circular plan, with
diagonally intersecting main roads leading to four gates. The northeast
gate led to Iran and Transoxiana, the northwest to Syria, the southeast
to Lower Mesopotamia and the southwest to Arabia and Egypt. The
population came from all over the empire and grew rapidly with the
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swelling wealth and revenues that flowed in from all directions. The
population of Baghdad was said to be almost 2 million at its peak,
which is certainly an exaggeration, but it may have been as high as
half a million, which would still be enormous for anywhere in the
world at that time. As for the protectors of the Abbasids, the Buyids,
the prosperity of Fars was not only due to a flourishing agriculture, but
to trade with the Far East through the port of Siraf on the Persian Gulf
that took over after the decline of Basra.

The cities of Iran and Transoxiana were usually stations on the great
caravan routes leading through Khurasan toward China and India to
the east (see figure 2.2). Lombard (1975, figure 3) shows the main
eastward route going from Baghdad to Hamadan, Rayy, and Nishapur,
before turning northeast to Merv, Bukhara, Samarkand, Tashkent,
and Talas before entering China. A branch between Samarkand and
Tashkent went to Ferghana, Kashgar, and Yarkand. From Nishapur
another route went due east to Balkh and from there to Kabul,
continuing either to India or looping westward to Kandahar and Herat.
There were also routes running southeast from Nishapur and Herat
to Siraf and Hormuz on the Persian Gulf. The main pack animal
for these caravans, which were often so large as to resemble small
towns on the move, was the Bactrian camel, a powerful and resilient
two-humped beast that was also bred in this area. The maintenance
and supervision of these routes was the responsibility of the sahib
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al-barid or Postmaster-General, a position that was held in the late
ninth century by the great geographer Ibn Khurradadhbih. Most of
the trade seems to have been conducted by native Iranian peoples:
the Sogdians with China and the Khwarezmians with Central Asia.

These cities had an interesting dualistic structure, with an Arab
military rabat or cantonment, with mosque and markets attached,
adjoined to the original four-gated Persian shahristan or walled city,
symbolizing the fusion of the two cultures that was taking place.
In addition to the Arabs and Iranians one must never lose sight of
the military presence of the Turks, who would eventually gain the
ascendancy. Most of these cities were situated at oases, with elaborate
irrigation systems supporting market gardens and crop cultivation to
feed the inhabitants. Since nomadic raids were all too common, the
entire settlements were enclosed by walls and fortifications. The urban
population consisted of the court, army, and civil service, along with
the ulema or clerics, and absentee landlords in addition of course to
the supporting artisans and service workers. Population estimates are
scarce and unreliable but Barthold thinks that Samarkand could have
had half a million and Watson (1983, p. 133) cites a guess of anywhere
from one hundred to five hundred thousand for Nishapur.

In terms of manufacturing all the cities practiced a wide range
of crafts, with the paper industry of Samarkand being perhaps the
most significant, followed by silk and cotton textiles and of course
carpets, with those of Armenia said to be the best. Barthold reports a
most impressive list of both primary and manufactured exports and
reexports by the various cities of the Samanid state, including paper
from Samarkand that had entirely displaced parchment in the Islamic
World by the end of the tenth century. Trade with the steppe nomads
was very active, with local textile industries supplying the means of
obtaining animals and animal products from them in return. Specific
customs duties are given as 2 dirhems per camel load, not excessive
in light of the fact that the monthly wage of an unskilled worker was
15 dirhems.

Turning now to Africa, Egypt with the “gift of the Nile” served
as the breadbasket of the caliphate, just as it had for the heirs of
Alexander and the Romans and Byzantines after them. After wheat
the most important crop was flax, the basis of the flourishing linen
industry. The reeds from the Nile were the raw material for another
indispensable ancient industry, papyrus, and there was extensive
sugarcane cultivation. According to Lombard another major resource
that Egypt possessed for the benefit of its rulers was access to the
gold supplies not only of the Nubian mines but more bizarrely from
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the tombs of the Pharaohs as well. In addition much of the gold from
West Africa also found its way to Egypt along well-established caravan
routes.

While still based in Ifrigiyah, the Fatimids’ main port had been Tunis,
which served as the hub of Mediterranean trade to both east and
west because of its central location. Further west the Fatimids also
captured Tahart, the wealthy capital of the Iranian Rustamids, which
was at the intersection of both east-west and north—south trade routes.
Their major objective here was control over the northern termini of
the trans-Saharan trade routes, along which salt, textiles, and other
manufactured goods were exchanged for gold and slaves in the Bilad
as-Sudan, the “Land of the Blacks” in the Kingdom of Ghana in West
Africa at the bend of the Niger.* The main route was between the
oasis cities of Sijilmassa in Morocco and Awdaghost in what is now
Mauritania. Devisse (1992) estimates the demand of the Fatimid mints
for the fine gold dust of the Sudan at about a ton or so annually, or three
tons at most allowing for additional demand, which is supposed to be
from thirty to forty camel loads. Since many more camels apparently
left Sijilmassa annually for Awdaghost, the question arises of what
happened to the surplus camels on the way back or what cargo they
might have carried, questions to which there are it seems as yet no
clear answers. Devisse also says that thousands of shafts must have
been dug annually to produce this amount of gold in the kingdom of
Ghana, requiring a very considerable labor force, possibly of slaves.

This trade was extremely lucrative and seems to have attracted
merchants from all over the Islamic World, even from as far away as
Baghdad, Iran, and Transoxiana. An indication of the sums involved is
provided by the account of the tenth-century geographer Ibn Hawqal,
who reports that he saw a “sakk,” translated by Lieber (1968, p. 233) as
a “sight-draft,” in Awdaghost for the staggering sum of 42,000 dinars,
much greater than any comparable document that he had seen any-
where else in the Islamic World.®> Large profits are hardly surprising,
given that, according to Arab writers, gold was so cheap at the source
that it exchanged with salt at a price ratio of one to one by weight. This
may be an exaggeration, but even still the terms of trade must have
been highly favorable to those prepared to make the journey south.

4In our brief account of the economic links between the Islamic World and sub-
Saharan Africa, given in this and subsequent paragraphs, we draw on Oliver and Fage
(1970) and Hrbek (1992). See also the very helpful maps and discussion in O’Brien (2002,
pp. 80-81).

5For further details on the trans-Saharan trade and Ibn Hawgal’s description of it, see
the useful article by Levtzion (1968).
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These high profits did not come free of charge, however. The rulers
of the sub-Saharan Ghana, Mali, and Songhai Empires taxed the trade,
as did desert tribes such as the Tuareg, who controlled the routes
across the Sahara. In turn, the Fatimids levied taxes on the gold
before exporting it to Spain, Sicily, and the Christian cities of the
Italian peninsula, as well as using it to mint dinars. These rents were
supplemented by a range of manufactured exports such as textiles,
ceramics, and glass, as well as the export of horses to the rest of the
Islamic World as well as to sub-Saharan Africa.

The other major economic link between the Islamic World and
sub-Saharan Africa was the slave trade. It is well-known that African
slaves were prevalent in the lands of the Middle East since pre-
Islamic times. Bilal, the first muezzin, was a manumitted black slave
of the Prophet, and there were numerous followers including notable
military commanders of the early Arab conquests. There were also
many manumitted slaves that achieved distinction in poetry and
music, including several females. Concubines of Fatimid caliphs are
known to have exercised power and influence on behalf of their sons,
such as the mother of al-Mustansir (1036-94). Like all Fatimid caliphs
he employed black troops in his army, in his case as many as fifty
thousand. African slaves were traded even further afield: Abyssinian
mercenaries, known as Habash, were employed extensively in India,
and young Africans of both sexes were household slaves in Southeast
Asia and sometimes presented by local rulers as tribute to Chinese
emperors. It is interesting that, despite the persistent inflow of African
slaves into the Middle East for over one thousand years, there are no
traces of their descendants anywhere constituting a separate commu-
nity, which is perhaps a tribute to the social tolerance of the Islamic
World in its ability to absorb “the other.”

Gold from East Africa, as well as ivory and rock crystal, were
exported from a series of trading ports along the east coast, such as
Mogadishu, Mombasa, and Kilwa. The coastal stretch on which these
and many other ports were situated was as much as 3,000 kilometers
long, reaching as far south as Mozambique, and has been dubbed
the “Swahili Corridor” by Mark Horton (1987). The Swahili were an
African people who converted to Islam as a result of contact with Arab
and Persian traders, and themselves engaged in extensive trade and
navigation along the east coast of Africa. The Swahili language became
a lingua franca, with Arabic vocabulary superimposed on a Bantu
base. A widespread tradition traces their descent from early colonists
known as “Shirazi,” i.e., from the town of Shiraz in Iran, which was the
seat of Buyid power in the tenth and eleventh centuries. According to
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Horton and Middleton (2000, pp. 52-61), however, it is more likely that
the association with a prestigious location such as Shiraz was adopted
by the early African converts themselves, rather than indicating actual
descent from inhabitants of that city. On the basis of archaeological
research, Horton reports that the early settlements dating to the eighth
century were completely African in character, but that by the ninth
century there is clear evidence of an indigenous Muslim elite. Ivory
and ambergris were exported to as far as China by merchants from
Siraf on the Persian Gulf, while slaves and timber were exported to
the Middle East. Iron ore mined near Mombasa was exported to India
in the form of pig iron, and archaeological finds have revealed large
amounts of Chinese as well as Middle Eastern ceramics on the African
east coast.

This trade, oriented toward the Gulf, apparently went into a sharp
decline by the early tenth century as a result of the fall of the Tang
dynasty and the revolt of the Zanj. By the second half of the tenth
century there was a strong revival of the East African trade, but it
was now oriented toward the Red Sea and west to the Mediterranean,
rather than to the Gulf and China. Horton finds stone buildings
and mosques on his sites from 950 onwards, replacing the earlier
earthen structures, indicating a substantial increase in prosperity.
Most important, however, are the finds of coins, including one of over
two thousand at a single eleventh-century site. The gold, estimated at
an annual flow of 20,000 ounces, ivory, and rock crystal were obtained
by the coastal Swahili through trade with the tribes of the interior,
being exchanged for salt, cowrie shells, glass beads, and other trade
goods. Horton and Middleton (2000, p. 101) cite an Arab geographer
who says that the tribes of the interior would leave their chiefs and
elders as hostages in exchange for the trade goods, redeeming them
after delivery of the ivory obtained from as far west as the eastern
fringes of the Kalahari Desert. Horton (1987) thinks that the ivory used
to make an exquisite casket for the daughter of Abd al-Rahman III in
Cordoba in about 960, as well as other notable Islamic, Byzantine, and
Western European artistic treasures, must have come from the tusks
of East African elephants.

After their conquest of Egypt, the Fatimids continued to take an
active interest in trade, succeeding as we have seen in diverting the
Indian Ocean spice trade from the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea. They
thereby gained access to the most lucrative source of monopoly rent
in the medieval world, sharing it with the newly emerging commercial
city-states of Italy such as Amalfi, Genoa, Pisa, and Venice. The port of
Aydhab on the western coast of the Red Sea was where the goods from
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the Indian Ocean were unloaded, then sent by camel caravans to the
trading center of Qus at the head of the Nile near Aswan, before going
downstream to Cairo and Alexandria, where they could be purchased
for export by Italian as well as local merchants. Alexandria was a
thriving city with two harbors, one for Christian and one for Muslim
ships.

Fatimid Egypt enjoyed other economic advantages besides control
over long-distance trade routes. The anona, the annual grain tribute,
had in centuries past first gone to Rome and then to Constantinople.
Under the caliphate it first went to the holy cities of Mecca and
Medina, later to Damascus, and then to Baghdad under the Abbasids.
It now, however, stayed in Egypt under the Fatimids, which clearly
gave a boost to the local economy. Indeed, halting grain exports may
have benefited the Egyptian economy by encouraging production
of other goods, such as flax and sugar cane, which were not only
major cash crops but also served as raw material inputs to the key
industrial sectors of linen manufacture and sugar refining. Grain was
also produced in Sicily, which was in Fatimid hands at this time, and
Sicilian grain was exported to feed the cities of Ifrigiyah.

The production of high-quality linen, embroidered with gold and
silver thread, for the court and as gifts for local dignitaries and foreign
potentates, took place in state workshops called tiraz, as well as
in private factories, and was a major export product all over the
Mediterranean and even as far away as China. Frantz-Murphy (1981)
considers the linen sector to have been the key one for the Egyptian
economy from Tulunid to Fatimid times. She says that it even served
as a store of value and a major asset in the portfolios of the elite, who
produced flax on their own estates. Thus Ibn Killis himself was found to
have been holding 500,000 dinars worth of luxury textiles at his death
in 991, with a further 16,000 dinars invested in the industry. Ashtor says
that sugar refining was a major capital-intensive industry, using very
advanced technology, producing both for domestic consumption and
export in Fatimid times, while papermaking was another important
sector. In addition to manufactured exports and the transshipment
of Eastern spices, the Fatimids also exported industrial raw materials
such as cotton and alum to the emerging textile industries in Italy.
These exports were paid for with some manufactured imports, such
as woolen cloth, but for the most part with silver that was in turn
reexported to the East to pay for the pepper and other spices.

With their control of access to the West African gold supplies and the
Red Sea, the Fatimids were able to maintain a strong army of Berber,
Turkish, and Nubian troops and a splendid court. They employed
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Copts and Jews as administrators and financial advisors and followed
what appears to have been a remarkably rational and consistent
economic policy. Although they established large-scale royal factories
for