


Do more than you can with print alone.

launchpadworks.com

www.launchpadworks.com


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56
L 57

1st Pass Pages

master

Students using LaunchPad 
receive access to 
LearningCurve for A History 
of World Societies. 

Each chapter-based 
LearningCurve activity 
gives students multiple 
chances to understand 
key concepts, return to the 
narrative textbook if they 
need to reread, and answer 
questions correctly. 

Over 90% of students report satisfaction with LearningCurve’s fun and 
accessible game-like interface.

Assigning LearningCurve in place 
of reading quizzes is easy for 
instructors, and the reporting 
features help instructors track 
overall class trends and spot 
topics that are giving students 
trouble so that they can adjust 
lectures and class activities.

To learn more about LearningCurve, 
visit learningcurveworks.com.

mech_McKay-WorldSocieties10-FirstLast_pp-070214

FIRST PAGE: ALL VOLUMES

See what students love about 
LearningCurve.

learningcurveworks.com

“With LearningCurve, 
students engage 
with the content  
and retain it better.” 

— Melissa Walker,  
Converse College

LearningCurve: Everyone’s got a learning curve — what’s yours?

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   1 7/23/14   8:52 AM

http://www.learningcurveworks.com
http://www.learningcurveworks.com


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

160°W
80°S

60°S

40°S

20°S

0° Equator

20°N

40°N

60°N

80°N

140°W 120°W 100°W 80°W 60°W 40°W 20°W

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

PA C I F I C   O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

MEXICO

GUATEMALA
EL SALVADOR

COSTA RICA

JAMAICA
CUBA

HAITI

PANAMA

NICARAGUA

BAHAMAS

HONDURAS

BELIZE

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

U N I T E D  S T A T E S

C A N A D A

ST. KITTS AND NEVIS

ST. LUCIA

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA
DOMINICA

BARBADOS
GRENADA
TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO
GUYANA

SURINAMEVENEZUELA

COLOMBIA

PERU

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

PARAGUAY

URUGUAY

B R A Z I L

ECUADOR

CHILE

ST. VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES SENEGAL
 GAMBIA

GUINEA-BISSAU
GUINEA

SIERRA LEONE
LIBERIA

CAPE
VERDE

SAMOA

TONGA

Greenland
(Den.)

ICELAND

IRELAND

FRANCE

MALI

MAURITANIA

MOROCCO

SPAIN

PORTUGAL

UNITED
KINGDOM

CÔTE D'IVOIRE

GHANA

BURKINA FASO

Guadeloupe (Fr.)

Puerto Rico (U.S.)

Bermuda (U.K.)

Martinique (Fr.)

Falkland Is.
(U.K.)

French Guiana (Fr.)

Galápagos Is.
(Ec.)

Hawaii (U.S.)

Western Sahara
(Mor.)

Azores
(Port.)

Canary Is.
(Sp.)

Easter I.
(Chile)

Alaska
(U.S.)

1,500 3,000 miles

0

0

1,500 3,000 kilometers

THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

N

S

E
W

Map positioning guide
Full page spread

Bleeds top, bottom, left
Trim:  8-3/8” x 10-7/8”

Position map trims at top, bottom, left 
page trims

MCK_68773_World_spreadV_02
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Second Proof
BB101 154

160°W
80°S

60°S

40°S

20°S

0° Equator

20°N

40°N

60°N

80°N

140°W 120°W 100°W 80°W 60°W 40°W 20°W

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

PA C I F I C   O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

MEXICO

GUATEMALA
EL SALVADOR

COSTA RICA

JAMAICA
CUBA

HAITI

PANAMA

NICARAGUA

BAHAMAS

HONDURAS

BELIZE

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

U N I T E D  S T A T E S

C A N A D A

ST. KITTS AND NEVIS

ST. LUCIA

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA
DOMINICA

BARBADOS
GRENADA
TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO
GUYANA

SURINAMEVENEZUELA

COLOMBIA

PERU

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

PARAGUAY

URUGUAY

B R A Z I L

ECUADOR

CHILE

ST. VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES SENEGAL
 GAMBIA

GUINEA-BISSAU
GUINEA

SIERRA LEONE
LIBERIA

CAPE
VERDE

SAMOA

TONGA

Greenland
(Den.)

ICELAND

IRELAND

FRANCE

MALI

MAURITANIA

MOROCCO

SPAIN

PORTUGAL

UNITED
KINGDOM

CÔTE D'IVOIRE

GHANA

BURKINA FASO

Guadeloupe (Fr.)

Puerto Rico (U.S.)

Bermuda (U.K.)

Martinique (Fr.)

Falkland Is.
(U.K.)

French Guiana (Fr.)

Galápagos Is.
(Ec.)

Hawaii (U.S.)

Western Sahara
(Mor.)

Azores
(Port.)

Canary Is.
(Sp.)

Easter I.
(Chile)

Alaska
(U.S.)

1,500 3,000 miles

0

0

1,500 3,000 kilometers

THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

N

S

E
W

Map positioning guide
Full page spread

Bleeds top, bottom, left
Trim:  8-3/8” x 10-7/8”

Position map trims at top, bottom, left 
page trims

MCK_68773_World_spreadV_02
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Second Proof
BB101 154

20°E 40°E 60°E 80°E 100°E 120°E 140°E 160°E

I N D I A N   O C E A N

PA C I F I C   O C E A N

A R C T I C   O C E A N

YEMEN

    
   N

O
RW

AY 
SW

ED
EN

 

ITALY 
UZBEKISTANTURKMENISTAN 

PAK
IS

TA
N

 

   NEPAL 

VIETN
A

M
 

LAO
S 

GERMANY POLAND

UKRAINE

TURKEY

SAUDI ARABIA

AFGHANISTAN

TAJIKISTAN

BHUTAN

N. KOREA
JAPAN

S. KOREA

KYRGYZSTAN

SRI
LANKA

SINGAPORE

BRUNEI

IRAN

MONGOLIA
KAZAKHSTAN

R U S S I A N  F E D E R A T I O N

C H I N A

INDIA

M A L A Y S I A

I N D O N E S I A

A U S T R A L I A

ETHIOPIA

SUDAN

SOUTH
SUDAN

EGYPTLIBYA

NIGER

NIGERIA

CHAD

SOMALIA

BELARUS

ROMANIA

BULGARIA

GREECE

CZ. 
SLK.

AUS.
HUNG.

SE.

SYRIA

ARMENIA

AZERBAIJAN

GEORGIA

JORDAN

IRAQ

ERITREA

OMAN

MALDIVES

BANGLADESH

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

UNITED ARAB
EMIRATES

FINLAND

BEL.

MALTA
CYPRUS

ISRAEL

KUWAIT

QATAR

BAHRAIN

DJIBOUTI

LUX.

LATVIA
ESTONIA

LITHUANIA

SWITZ.
SLN.

CR.

NETH.
DEN.

TUNISIA

B.H.
KO.MO.

ALB.
MAC.

LEBANON

MOLDOVA

EQ.
GUINEA

BENIN
TOGO

RWANDA

BURUNDI

GABON
DEM. REP. OF
THE CONGO

ANGOLA

NAMIBIA

SOUTH
AFRICA

MOZAMBIQUE

CAMEROON

UGANDA

TANZANIA
COMOROS

MALAWI

MAURITIUS

SWAZILAND

LESOTHO

ZAMBIA

ZIMBABWE MADAGASCAR

SEYCHELLES

BOTSWANA

KENYA

C
O

N
G

O

CENTRAL
AFRICAN REP.

SÃO
TOMÉ

& PRÍNCIPE

MYANMAR
(BURMA)

PHILIPPINES

KIRIBATINAURU

PALAU

TUVALU

FIJIVANUATU

TIMOR
LESTE

SOLOMON
IS.

MARSHALL
IS.

FEDERATED STATES
OF MICRONESIA

PAPUA
NEW

GUINEA

NEW
ZEALAND

ALGERIA

A N T A R C T I C A

Taiwan

Mariana Is.
(U.S.)

Guam
(U.S.)

New Caledonia
(Fr.)

Tasmania
(Aust.)

Gaza Strip
West Bank

ABBREVIATIONS

ALB.
AUS.
BEL.
B.H.
CR.
CZ. 
DEN.
HUNG.
KO.
LUX.
MAC.
MO.
NETH.
SE.
SLK.
SLN.
SWITZ.

ALBANIA
AUSTRIA
BELGIUM
BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA
CROATIA
CZECH REPUBLIC
DENMARK
HUNGARY
KOSOVO
LUXEMBOURG
MACEDONIA
MONTENEGRO
NETHERLANDS
SERBIA
SLOVAKIA
SLOVENIA
SWITZERLAND

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, bottom, left, right
Trim:  8-3/8” x 10-7/8”

Position map trims at top, bottom, right
page trims

MCK_66691_World_endpaper_SpreadR_02
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
First Proof
BB112 194

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   2 7/23/14   8:52 AM



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56
L 57

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

160°W
80°S

60°S

40°S

20°S

0° Equator

20°N

40°N

60°N

80°N

140°W 120°W 100°W 80°W 60°W 40°W 20°W

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

PA C I F I C   O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

MEXICO

GUATEMALA
EL SALVADOR

COSTA RICA

JAMAICA
CUBA

HAITI

PANAMA

NICARAGUA

BAHAMAS

HONDURAS

BELIZE

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

U N I T E D  S T A T E S

C A N A D A

ST. KITTS AND NEVIS

ST. LUCIA

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA
DOMINICA

BARBADOS
GRENADA
TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO
GUYANA

SURINAMEVENEZUELA

COLOMBIA

PERU

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

PARAGUAY

URUGUAY

B R A Z I L

ECUADOR

CHILE

ST. VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES SENEGAL
 GAMBIA

GUINEA-BISSAU
GUINEA

SIERRA LEONE
LIBERIA

CAPE
VERDE

SAMOA

TONGA

Greenland
(Den.)

ICELAND

IRELAND

FRANCE

MALI

MAURITANIA

MOROCCO

SPAIN

PORTUGAL

UNITED
KINGDOM

CÔTE D'IVOIRE

GHANA

BURKINA FASO

Guadeloupe (Fr.)

Puerto Rico (U.S.)

Bermuda (U.K.)

Martinique (Fr.)

Falkland Is.
(U.K.)

French Guiana (Fr.)

Galápagos Is.
(Ec.)

Hawaii (U.S.)

Western Sahara
(Mor.)

Azores
(Port.)

Canary Is.
(Sp.)

Easter I.
(Chile)

Alaska
(U.S.)

1,500 3,000 miles

0

0

1,500 3,000 kilometers

THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

N

S

E
W

Map positioning guide
Full page spread

Bleeds top, bottom, left
Trim:  8-3/8” x 10-7/8”

Position map trims at top, bottom, left 
page trims

MCK_68773_World_spreadV_02
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Second Proof
BB101 154

20°E 40°E 60°E 80°E 100°E 120°E 140°E 160°E

I N D I A N   O C E A N

PA C I F I C   O C E A N

A R C T I C   O C E A N

YEMEN

    
   N

O
RW

AY 
SW

ED
EN

 

ITALY 
UZBEKISTANTURKMENISTAN 

PAK
IS

TA
N

 

   NEPAL 

VIETN
A

M
 

LAO
S 

GERMANY POLAND

UKRAINE

TURKEY

SAUDI ARABIA

AFGHANISTAN

TAJIKISTAN

BHUTAN

N. KOREA
JAPAN

S. KOREA

KYRGYZSTAN

SRI
LANKA

SINGAPORE

BRUNEI

IRAN

MONGOLIA
KAZAKHSTAN

R U S S I A N  F E D E R A T I O N

C H I N A

IN DIA

M A L A Y S I A

I N D O N E S I A

A U S T R A L I A

ETHIOPIA

SUDAN

SOUTH
SUDAN

EGYPTLIBYA

NIGER

NIGERIA

CHAD

SOMALIA

BELARUS

ROMANIA

BULGARIA

GREECE

CZ. 
SLK.

AUS.
HUNG.

SE.

SYRIA

ARMENIA

AZERBAIJAN

GEORGIA

JORDAN

IRAQ

ERITREA

OMAN

MALDIVES

BANGLADESH

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

UNITED ARAB
EMIRATES

FINLAND

BEL.

MALTA
CYPRUS

ISRAEL

KUWAIT

QATAR

BAHRAIN

DJIBOUTI

LUX.

LATVIA
ESTONIA

LITHUANIA

SWITZ.
SLN.

CR.

NETH.
DEN.

TUNISIA

B.H.
KO.MO.

ALB.
MAC.

LEBANON

MOLDOVA

EQ.
GUINEA

BENIN
TOGO

RWANDA

BURUNDI

GABON
DEM. REP. OF
THE CONGO

ANGOLA

NAMIBIA

SOUTH
AFRICA

MOZAMBIQUE

CAMEROON

UGANDA

TANZANIA
COMOROS

MALAWI

MAURITIUS

SWAZILAND

LESOTHO

ZAMBIA

ZIMBABWE MADAGASCAR

SEYCHELLES

BOTSWANA

KENYA

C
O

N
G

O

CENTRAL
AFRICAN REP.

SÃO
TOMÉ

& PRÍNCIPE

MYANMAR
(BURMA)

PHILIPPINES

KIRIBATINAURU

PALAU

TUVALU

FIJIVANUATU

TIMOR
LESTE

SOLOMON
IS.

MARSHALL
IS.

FEDERATED STATES
OF MICRONESIA

PAPUA
NEW

GUINEA

NEW
ZEALAND

ALGERIA

A N T A R C T I C A

Taiwan

Mariana Is.
(U.S.)

Guam
(U.S.)

New Caledonia
(Fr.)

Tasmania
(Aust.)

Gaza Strip
West Bank

ABBREVIATIONS

ALB.
AUS.
BEL.
B.H.
CR.
CZ. 
DEN.
HUNG.
KO.
LUX.
MAC.
MO.
NETH.
SE.
SLK.
SLN.
SWITZ.

ALBANIA
AUSTRIA
BELGIUM
BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA
CROATIA
CZECH REPUBLIC
DENMARK
HUNGARY
KOSOVO
LUXEMBOURG
MACEDONIA
MONTENEGRO
NETHERLANDS
SERBIA
SLOVAKIA
SLOVENIA
SWITZERLAND

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, bottom, left, right
Trim:  8-3/8” x 10-7/8”

Position map trims at top, bottom, right
page trims

MCK_66691_World_endpaper_SpreadR_02
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
First Proof
BB112 194

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   3 7/23/14   8:52 AM



this page left intentionally blank



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56
L 57

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

A History of

World societies
John P. McKay  •  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Bennett D. Hill  •  Late of Georgetown University

John Buckler  •  Late of University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Patricia Buckley Ebrey  •  University of Washington

Roger B. Beck  •  Eastern Illinois University

Clare Haru Crowston  •  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks  •  University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee

Jerry Dávila  •  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Bedford/St. Martin’s   |   B o s to N    ◆   N e W  yo r k

Tenth
EDITION

Volume 2
Since 1450

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   5 7/23/14   8:52 AM



1st Pass Pages

master

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

for BeDforD/st. MArtiN’s

Director of Development for History: Jane Knetzger
Senior Developmental Editor: Sara Wise
Senior Production Editor: Christina M. Horn
Production Supervisor: Samuel Jones
Executive Marketing Manager: Sandra McGuire
Associate Editor: Robin Soule
Editorial Assistant: Arrin Kaplan
Production Assistant: Erica Zhang
Copy Editor: Jennifer Brett Greenstein 
Indexer: Leoni Z. McVey
Cartography: Mapping Specialists, Ltd.

ISBN 978-1-4576-5993-5 (Combined Edition)
ISBN 978-1-4576-8544-6 (Loose-leaf Edition)
ISBN 978-1-4576-5994-2 (Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-4576-8547-7 (Loose-leaf Edition, Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-4576-5995-9 (Volume 2)

ISBN 978-1-4576-8549-1 (Loose-leaf Edition, Volume 2)
ISBN 978-1-4576-8518-7 (Volume A)
ISBN 978-1-4576-8519-4 (Volume B)
ISBN 978-1-4576-8522-4 (Volume C)

Page Layout: Boynton Hue Studio
Photo Researcher: Bruce Carson
Senior Art Director: Anna Palchik
Text Design: Marsha Cohen
Cover Design: Donna Lee Dennison
Cover Art: Diego Rivera, Lady in Blue; Dama en Azul, 1941 

(oil on canvas). © 2014 Banco de México Diego Rivera 
Frida Kahlo Museums Trust, Mexico, D.F./Artists Rights 
Society [ARS], New York.

Composition: Jouve
Printing and Binding: RR Donnelley and Sons

Copyright © 2015, 2012, 2009, 2007 by Bedford/St. Martin’s

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except as may be expressly permitted by 
the applicable copyright statutes or in writing by the Publisher.

Manufactured in the United States of America. 

9 8 7 6 5 4
f  e d c b a

For information, write: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 75 Arlington Street, Boston, MA 02116 (617-399-4000)

Distributed outside North America by 
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS 
Companies and representatives throughout the world.

ISBN 978-1-137-47316-5 (Combined Edition) 
ISBN 978-1-137-47317-2 (Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-137-47321-9 (Volume 2)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Acknowledgments and copyrights appear on the same page as the text and art selections they cover; these acknowledgments and 
copyrights constitute an extension of the copyright page. It is a violation of the law to reproduce these selections by any means 
whatsoever without the written permission of the copyright holder.

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   6 7/23/14   8:52 AM



vii •

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56
L 57

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

Why This Book This Way

Preface

The tenth edition of A History of  World Societies continues 
to  provide the social and cultural focus, comprehensive 
regional organization, and global perspective that have long 
been hallmarks of the book. All three of these qualities have 
been greatly enhanced by the addition of a new member to 
the author team, Jerry Dávila from the University of Illinois, 
who brings expertise in Latin America and the twentieth 
century. A renowned scholar of Brazil whose work focuses 
on race and social policy, Jerry offers a fresh perspective to 
our coverage of Latin America and to the final chapters in 
the book, which he has completely reconceptualized.

Not only do we thus continue to benefit from a collabora-
tive team of regional experts with deep experience in the 
world history classroom, but we are also pleased to introduce 
a suite of digital tools designed to save you time and to help 
students gain confidence and learn historical thinking skills.

New tools for the Digital Age
Because we know that your classroom needs are changing 
rapidly, we are excited to announce that A History of  World 
Societies is available with LaunchPad. Free when packaged 
with the book, LaunchPad’s course space and interactive 
e-book are ready to use as is (or can be edited and customized 
with your own  ma te rial) and can be assigned right away. 
Developed with extensive feedback from history instructors 
and students, LaunchPad includes the complete narrative 
e-book, as well as abundant primary documents, maps, 
images, assignments, and activities. The aims of key learning 
outcomes are addressed via formative and summative assess-
ments, short-answer and essay questions, multiple-choice 
quizzing, and LearningCurve, an adaptive learning tool 
designed to get students to read before they come to class. 
Available with training and support, LaunchPad can help 
you take your teaching into a new era. To learn more about 
the benefits of LearningCurve and LaunchPad, see “Ver-
sions and Supplements” on page xiii. In addition, the follow-
ing sections will show you how specific skills-based features 
of A History of  World Societies can be enhanced by the ability 
to assign and track student work in LaunchPad.

the story of A History of World Societies
In this age of global connections, with their influence on the 
global economy, global migration patterns, popular culture, 
and global warming, among other aspects of life, the study 
of world history is more vital and urgent than ever before. 
An understanding of the broad sweep of the human past 
helps us comprehend today’s dramatic changes and endur-

ing continuities.  People now migrate enormous distances 
and establish new lives far from their places of birth, yet 
migration has been a constant in history since the first 
humans walked out of Africa. Satellites and cell phones now 
link nearly every inch of the planet, yet the expansion of 
communication networks is a process that is thousands of 
years old. Children who speak different languages at home 
now sit side by side in schools and learn from one another, yet 
intercultural encounters have long been a source of innova-
tion, transformation, and at times, unfortunately, conflict.

This book is designed for twenty-first-century students 
who will spend their lives on this small interconnected 
planet and for whom an understanding of only local or 
national history will no longer be sufficient. We believe that 
the study of world history in a broad and comparative con-
text is an exciting, important, and highly practical pur-
suit. It is our conviction, based on considerable experience 
in introducing large numbers of students to world his-
tory, that a book reflecting current trends in scholarship can 
excite readers and inspire an enduring interest in the long 
human experience.

Our strategy has been twofold. First, we have made social 
and cultural history the core elements of our narrative. We 
seek to re-create the lives of ordinary  people in appealing 
human terms and also to highlight the interplay between 
men’s and women’s lived experiences and the ways they 
reflect on these to create meaning. Thus, in addition to 
foundational works of philosophy and literature, we include 
popular songs and stories. We present objects along with 
texts as important sources for studying history, and this has 
allowed us to incorporate the growing emphasis on  ma te rial 
culture in the work of many historians. At the same time, 
we have been mindful of the need to give great economic, 
political, and intellectual developments the attention they 
deserve. We want to give individual students and instructors 
an integrated perspective so that they can pursue —  on their 
own or in the classroom —  the themes and questions that 
they find particularly exciting and significant.

Second, we have made every effort to strike an effective 
global and regional balance. The whole world interacts today, 
and to understand the interactions and what they mean for 
today’s citizens, we must study the whole world’s history. 
Thus we have adopted a comprehensive regional organiza-
tion with a global perspective that is clear and manageable 
for students. For  example, Chapter 7 introduces students in 
depth to East Asia, and at the same time the chapter high-
lights the cultural connections that occurred via the Silk 
Road and the spread of Buddhism. We study all geographi-
cal areas, conscious of the separate histories of many parts of 

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   7 7/23/14   8:52 AM



viii PrefACe

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

the world, particularly in the earliest millennia of human 
development. We also stress the links among cultures, polit-
ical units, and economic systems, for these connections have 
made the world what it is today. We make comparisons and 
connections across time as well as space, for understanding 
the unfolding of the human story in time is the central task 
of history.

Primary sources for teaching  
Critical thinking and Analysis
A History of  World Societies offers an extensive program of 
primary source assignments to help students master a num-
ber of key learning outcomes, among them critical thinking, 
historical thinking, analytical thinking, and argumen
tation, as well as learning about the diversity of world 
 cultures. When assigned in LaunchPad, all primary source 
features are accompanied by multiple-choice quizzes that 
help you ensure students come to class prepared.

For the tenth edition, we have augmented our View-
points primary source feature to highlight the diversity of 
the world’s  people in response to reviewers’ enthusiastic 
endorsement of this feature. The new edition offers in each 
chapter two sets of paired primary documents on a topic 
that illuminates the human experience, allowing us to pro-
vide more concrete  examples of differences in the ways 
 people thought. Anyone teaching world history has to 
emphasize larger trends and developments, but students 
sometimes get the wrong impression that everyone in a soci-
ety thought alike. We hope that teachers can use these pas-
sages to get students thinking about diversity within and 
across societies. The 66 Viewpoints assignments —  two in 
each chapter —  introduce students to working with sources, 
encourage critical analysis, and extend the narrative while 
giving voice to the  people of the past. Each includes a brief 
introduction and questions for analysis, and in LaunchPad 
they are also accompanied by multiple-choice questions. 
Carefully chosen for accessibility, each pair of documents 
presents views on a diverse range of topics. NEW View-
points topics include “Addressing the Gods in Mesopotamia 
and Egypt”; “The Inglorious Side of War in the Book of 
Songs and the Patirruppattu”; “Hellenistic and Chinese 
Spells”; “Freeing Slaves in Justinian’s Code and the Qur’an”; 
early Chinese and Portuguese accounts of Africa; Protestant 
and Neo-Confucian ideas on behavior; “Jahangir and Louis 
XIV on Priorities for Monarchs”; “Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
and Mary Wollstonecraft on Women’s Nature and Educa-
tion”; perspectives on Indian cotton manufacturing in India 
and Britain; “African Views of the Scramble for Africa”; the 
abolition of slav ery in the Americas; and women activists in 
Mexico.

Each chapter also continues to include a longer primary 
source feature titled Listening to the Past, chosen to extend 
and illuminate a major historical issue considered in each 
chapter. The feature presents a  single original source or sev-
eral voices on the subject to help instructors teach the 

important skills of critical thinking and analysis. Each 
opens with an introduction and closes with questions for 
analysis that invite students to evaluate the evidence as his-
torians would, and again, in LaunchPad, multiple-choice 
questions are provided. Selected for their interest and sig-
nificance and carefully placed within their historical con-
text, these sources, we hope, allow students to “hear the 
past” and to observe how history has been shaped by indi-
viduals. NEW topics include “The Teachings of Confucius”; 
“Gregory of Tours on the Veneration of Relics”; “Courtly 
Love Poetry”; “Stefan Zweig on  Middle-Class Youth and Sex-
uality” (in early-twentieth-century Europe); “Reyita  Cas tillo 
Bueno on Slavery and Freedom in Cuba”; “C. L. R. James 
on Pan-African Liberation”; and lyrics from a Brazilian band 
on globalization.

In addition to using documents as part of our  special fea-
ture program, we have quoted extensively from a wide vari-
ety of primary sources within the narrative, demonstrating 
in our use of these quotations that they are the “stuff ” of 
history. Thus primary sources appear as an integral part of 
the narrative as well as in extended form in the Listening to 
the Past and expanded Viewpoints chapter features.

New assignable Online Document Projects in Launch-
Pad offer students more practice in interpreting primary 
sources. Each project, based on the Individuals in Society 
feature described in the next section, prompts students to 
explore a key question through analysis of multiple sources. 
Chapter 22’s project, for  example, asks students to analyze 
documents on the complexities of the Haitian Revolution 
and the conditions that made Toussaint L’Ouverture’s story 
 pos sible. Auto-graded multiple-choice questions based on 
the documents help students analyze the sources.

Finally, we have revised our primary source documents 
collection, Sources for World Societies, to add more visual 
sources and to closely align the readings with the chapter 
topics and themes of the tenth edition. The documents are 
now available in a fully assignable and assessable electronic 
format within each LaunchPad unit, and the accompanying 
multiple-choice questions  mea sure comprehension and hold 
students accountable for their reading.

student engagement with Biography
In our years of teaching world history, we have often noted 
that students come alive when they encounter stories about 
real  people in the past. To give students a chance to see the 
past through ordinary  people’s lives, each chapter includes 
one of the popular Individuals in Society biographical 
essays, each of which offers a brief study of an individual or 
group, informing students about the societies in which the 
individuals lived. This feature grew out of our long-standing 
focus on  people’s lives and the varieties of historical experi-
ence, and we believe that readers will empathize with these 
human beings who themselves were seeking to define their 
own identities. The spotlighting of individuals, both famous 
and obscure, perpetuates the book’s continued attention to 
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cultural and intellectual developments, highlights human 
agency, and reflects changing interests within the historical 
profession as well as the development of “micro-history.” As 
described previously, in LaunchPad, this feature includes an 
associated Online Document Project. NEW features include 
essays on Sudatta, a lay follower of the Buddha; Cosimo and 
Lorenzo de’ Medici; Malintzin; and Sieng, a Mnong refugee 
living in the United States.

Connecting History to  
real-World Applications
Back again are the popular Global Trade features, essays 
that focus on a particular commodity, exploring the world 
trade, social and economic impact, and cultural influence of 
that commodity. Each essay is accompanied by a detailed 
map showing the trade routes of the commodity. We believe 
that careful attention to all these essays will enable students 
to appreciate the complex ways in which trade has con-
nected and influenced various parts of the world. All the 
Global Trade features are fully assignable and assessable in 
LaunchPad.

Geographic and Visual Literacy
We recognize students’ difficulties with geography and visual 
analysis, and the new edition retains our Mapping the Past 
map activities and Picturing the Past visual activities. 
Included in each chapter, these activities ask students to 
analyze a map or visual and make connections to the larger 
processes discussed in the narrative, giving them valuable 
practice in reading and interpreting maps and images. In 
LaunchPad, these activities are assignable and students can 
submit their work. Throughout the textbook and online in 
LaunchPad, more than 100 fullsize maps illustrate major 
developments in the chapters. In addition, 82 spot maps 
are embedded in the narrative to show specific areas under 
discussion.

Chronological reasoning
To help students make comparisons, understand changes 
over time, and see relationships among contemporaneous 
events, each chapter ends with a chapter chronology that 
reviews major developments discussed in the chapter. A 
unified timeline at the end of the text, and available from 
every page in LaunchPad, allows students to compare devel-
opments over the centuries.

Active reading
With the goal of making this the most student-centered edi-
tion yet, we paid renewed attention to the book’s reading 
and study aids:

•	 Focus questions at the start of each main heading help 
guide students in their reading. These questions are 
repeated in the chapter review section.

•	 In	LaunchPad,	instructors	can	assign	the	NEW Guided 
Reading Exercise for each chapter, which prompts stu-
dents to read actively to collect information that answers 
a broad analytic question central to the chapter as a whole.

•	 The	chapter-closing Connections feature synthesizes main 
developments and makes connections and comparisons 
between countries and regions to explain how events 
relate to larger global processes, such as the influence of 
the Silk Road, the effects of the transatlantic slave trade, 
and the ramifications of colonialism.

•	 A	NEW Chapter Summary reinforces key chapter events 
and ideas for students.

•	 Review and Explore at the end of each chapter includes 
a list of key terms, chapter focus questions, and NEW 
Make Connections questions that prompt students to 
assess larger developments across chapters.

•	 Key terms are bolded in the text, defined in the margin, 
and listed in the chapter review to promote clarity and 
comprehension, and phonetic spellings are located 
directly after terms that readers are likely to find hard to 
pronounce.

All our changes to the book, large and small, are intended to 
give students and instructors an integrated perspective so 
that they can pursue —  on their own or in the classroom —  
the historical questions that they find particularly exciting 
and significant.

organizational and textual Changes
To meet the demands of the evolving course, we have made 
several major changes in the organization of chapters to 
reflect the way the course is taught today. The most dra-
matic changes are the reordering of Chapter 17: The Islamic 
World Powers, 1300–1800 (formerly Chapter 20) and a 
complete overhaul of the final section of the book covering 
the postwar era. This new placement for our coverage of 
Islam reflects a growing interest among instructors and stu-
dents in the Islamic world and highlights early Islamic cul-
tural contributions.

To address the concerns of instructors who teach from 
the second volume of the text, we have added a new section 
on the Reformation to Chapter 18 so that students whose 
courses begin with Chapters 15 or 16 will now receive that 
coverage in Volume 2. The new section includes the Protes-
tant and Catholic Reformations as well as religious violence 
and witch-hunts.

In its examination of the age of revolution in the Atlantic 
world, Chapter 22 now incorporates revolutions in Latin 
America. In order to provide a more global perspective on 
European politics, culture, and economics in the early mod-
ern period, Chapter 23 on the Industrial Revolution consid-
ers industrialization more broadly as a global phenomenon 
with a new section titled “The Global Picture.” Together, the 
enhanced global perspectives of these chapters help connect 
the different regions of the globe and, in particular, help 
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explain the crucial period when Europe began to dominate 
the rest of the globe.

The final section of the text, covering the post-1945 
period, has also been completely reworked. In addition to 
updating all the postwar chapters through 2014, Jerry Dávila 
substantially rewrote the last four chapters and streamlined 
them into three, creating a more tightly focused and acces-
sible section that now divides the period chronologically as 
follows: Chapter 31: Decolonization, Revolution, and the 
Cold War, 1945–1968; Chapter 32: Liberalization, 1968–
2000s; Chapter 33: The Contemporary World in Historical 
Perspective. The last three chapters are now organ ized 
around two dominant themes of the postwar world: libera-
tion movements that challenged power structures such as 
colonialism and racial supremacism; and the spread of liber-
alization that characterized the end of the Cold War in par-
ticular, marking the rise of free markets and liberal political 
systems. The final chapter examines the significance of social 
movements in shaping a contemporary world that contin-
ues to  struggle with historic conflicts and inequalities.

In terms of specific textual changes, we have worked hard 
to keep the book up-to-date and to strengthen our compre-
hensive, comparative, and connective approach. Moreover, 
we revised every chapter with the goal of readability and 
accessibility. Highlights of the new edition include:

•	 Chapter	 1	 includes	 new	 information	 on	 the	 recent	
archaeological find at Göbekli Tepe in present-day Tur-
key that suggests that cultural factors may have played a 
role in the development of agriculture.

•	 Chapter	2	has	new	coverage	on	Egyp	tian	society	and	a	
discussion of gender distinctions in Sumerian society.

•	 In	Chapter	6,	the	section	on	the	founding	of	Rome	has	
been completely rewritten.

•	 Chapter	8	contains	a	new	section	on	Chris	tian	mission-
aries and conversion, and it explains the process of the 
Chris tianization of barbarian Europe.

•	 Chapter	11	now	centers	on	the	ways	in	which	systems	of	
religious belief shaped ancient societies of the Americas 
and provided tools  people used to understand and adapt 
to their world. It also looks at the role of sources produced 
after the European encounter in shaping our understand-
ing of the histories of indigenous American empires.

•	 An	expanded	discussion	of	witchcraft	in	Chapter	15	now	
includes practices of indigenous  peoples in the New 
World.

•	 Chapter	18	has	enhanced	coverage	of	Rus	sian	 imperial	
expansion as well as a new section called “ People Beyond 
Borders” that includes piracy and gives students a feeling 
for the ways in which imperial borders were often more 
real on the map than in real life.

•	 In	Chapter	19,	a	new	section	called	“The	Early	Enlight-
enment” clarifies the mixture of religious, political, and 
scientific thought that characterized the early period of 
the Enlightenment.

•	 Chapter	 22	 emphasizes	 the	 indigenous	 origins	 of	 the	
Haitian revolution by highlighting the African back-
grounds of slaves and the considerable military experience 
many of them had, which helps explain how they  could 
defeat the French and British.

•	 Chapter	23	has	been	heavily	revised	to	reflect	new	schol-
arship on industrialization and to provide a broader, 
more comparative perspective.

•	 A	 new	 section	 in	Chapter	 24	 on	 social	 and	 economic	
conflict connects the industrialization of continental 
Europe with the political coverage of the revolutions of 
1848.

•	 Chapter	 27	 now	 focuses	 on	 the	 Americas	 within	 the	
framework of liberalism and examines connections 
between the experiences of  settlement, state formation, 
and economic integration in the United States and Latin 
America.

•	 Chapter	 29	 contains	 more	 detail	 on	 the	 reforms	 of	
Amanullah Khan in the section on the modernization of 
Afghanistan.

•	 As	noted	previously,	the	final	three	chapters	of	the	book	
have been entirely rewritten by new author Jerry Dávila.

In sum, we have tried to bring new research and interpreta-
tion into our global history because our goal is to keep our 
book stimulating, accurate, and current for students and 
instructors.
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Versions and supplements

Adopters of A History of  World Societies and their students 
have access to abundant print and digital resources and 
tools, including documents, assessment and presentation 
 ma te rials, the acclaimed Bedford Series in History and Cul-
ture volumes, and much more. And for the first time, the 
full-featured LaunchPad course space provides access to the 
narrative with all assignment and assessment opportunities 
at the ready. See below for more information, visit the book’s 
catalog site at bedfordstmartins.com/mckayworld/catalog, or 
contact your local Bedford/St. Martin’s sales representative.

Get the right Version for your Class
To accommodate different course lengths and course bud-
gets, A History of  World Societies is available in several differ-
ent formats, including three-hole-punched loose-leaf 
Budget Books versions and low-priced PDF e-books, such 
as the Bedford e-Book to Go for A History of  World Societies 
from our Web site and other PDF e-books from other com-
mercial sources. And for the best value of all, package a new 
print book with LaunchPad at no additional charge to get 
the best each format offers —  a print version for easy porta-
bility and reading with a LaunchPad interactive e-book and 
course space with loads of additional assignment and assess-
ment options.

•	 Combined Volume (Chapters 1–33): available in paper-
back, loose-leaf, and e-book formats and in LaunchPad

•	 Volume 1, To 1600 (Chapters 1–16): available in paper-
back, loose-leaf, and e-book formats and in LaunchPad

•	 Volume 2, Since 1450 (Chapters 16–33): available in 
paperback, loose-leaf, and e-book formats and in 
LaunchPad

•	 Volume A: To 1500 (Chapters 1–14): available in 
paperback

•	 Volume B: From 800 to 1815 (Chapters 11–22): avail-
able in paperback

•	 Volume C: From 1775 to the Present (Chapters 22–33): 
available in paperback

As noted below, any of these volumes can be packaged with 
additional titles for a discount. To get ISBNs for discount 
packages, see the online catalog at bedfordstmartins.com 
/mckayworld/catalog or contact your Bedford/St. Martin’s 
representative.

 NEW • Assign LaunchPad —   
a Content-rich and Assessment-ready 
interactive e-Book and Course space
Available for discount purchase on its own or for packaging 
with new books at no additional charge, LaunchPad is a 
breakthrough solution for today’s courses. Intuitive and easy 
to use for students and instructors alike, LaunchPad is ready 
to use as is, and can be edited, customized with your own 
 ma te rial, and assigned in seconds. LaunchPad for A History 
of  World Societies includes Bedford/St. Martin’s high-quality 
content all in one place, including the full interactive e-book 
and the Sources of  World Societies documents collection, plus 
LearningCurve formative quizzing, guided reading activi-
ties designed to help students read actively for key concepts, 
additional primary sources, images, videos, chapter summa-
tive quizzes, and more.

Through a wealth of formative and summative assess-
ments, including short-answer and essay questions, multiple- 
choice quizzing, and the adaptive learning program of 
LearningCurve (see the full description ahead), students 
gain confidence and get into their reading before class. Map 
and visual activities engage students with visual analysis and 
critical thinking as they work through each unit, while 
 special boxed features become more meaningful through 
automatically graded multiple-choice exercises and short-
answer questions that prompt students to analyze their 
reading.

LaunchPad easily integrates with course management 
systems, and with fast ways to build assignments, rearrange 
chapters, and add new pages, sections, or links, it lets teach-
ers build the courses they want to teach and hold students 
accountable. For more information, visit launchpadworks 
.com or contact us at history@bedfordstmartins.com to 
arrange a demo.

 NEW •  Assign LearningCurve so your 
students Come to Class Prepared
Students using LaunchPad receive access to LearningCurve 
for A History of  World Societies. Assigning LearningCurve in 
place of reading quizzes is easy, and the reporting features 
help you track overall class trends and spot topics that are 
giving students  trouble so you can adjust your lectures and 
class activities. This online learning tool is popular with stu-
dents because it was designed to help them rehearse content 
at their own pace in a nonthreatening, gamelike environ-
ment. The feedback for wrong answers provides instructional 
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coaching and sends students back to the book for review. 
Students answer as many questions as necessary to reach a 
target score, with repeated chances to revisit  ma te rial they 
haven’t mastered. When LearningCurve is assigned, students 
come to class better prepared.

take Advantage of instructor resources
Bedford/St. Martin’s has developed a rich array of teaching 
resources for this book and for this course. They range from 
lecture and presentation  ma te rials and assessment tools to 
course management options. Most can be found in Launch-
Pad or can be downloaded or ordered at bedfordstmartins 
.com/mckayworld/catalog.

Instructor’s Resource Manual. The instructor’s manual 
offers both experienced and first-time instructors tools for 
preparing lectures and running discussions. It includes chap-
ter content learning objectives, teaching strategies, and a 
guide to chapter-specific supplements available for the text, 
plus suggestions on how to get the most out of Learning-
Curve and a survival guide for first-time teaching assistants.

Guide to Changing Editions. Designed to facilitate an 
instructor’s transition from the previous edition of A His-
tory of  World Societies to the tenth edition, this guide pre-
sents an overview of major changes as well as changes in each 
chapter.

Computerized Test Bank. The test bank includes a mix of 
fresh, carefully crafted multiple-choice, short-answer, and 
essay questions for each chapter. All questions appear in 
Microsoft Word format and in easy-to-use test bank soft-
ware that allows instructors to add, edit, re-sequence, and 
print questions and answers. Instructors can also export 
questions into a variety of formats, including Blackboard, 
Desire2Learn, and Moodle.

The Bedford Lecture Kit: PowerPoint Maps and Images. 
Look good and save time with The Bedford Lecture Kit. 
These presentation  ma te rials are downloadable individu-
ally from the Instructor Resources tab at bedfordstmartins 
.com/mckayworld/catalog. They include all maps, figures, 
and images from the textbook in JPEG and PowerPoint 
formats.

Package and save your students Money
For information on free packages and discounts up to 50 
percent, visit bedfordstmartins.com/mckayworld/catalog, or 
contact your local Bedford/St. Martin’s sales representa-
tive.  The products that follow all qualify for discount 
packaging.

The Bedford Series in History and Culture. More than 100 
titles in this highly praised series combine first-rate scholar-
ship, historical narrative, and important primary documents 
for undergraduate courses. Each book is brief, inexpensive, 
and focused on a specific topic or period. For a complete list 
of titles, visit bedfordstmartins.com/history/series.

Rand McNally Atlas of World History. This collection of 
almost 70 full-color maps illustrates the eras and civiliza-
tions in world history from the emergence of human socie-
ties to the present.

The Bedford Glossary for World History. This handy supple-
ment for the survey course gives students historically con-
textualized definitions for hundreds of terms —  from 
abolitionism to Zoroastrianism —  that they will encounter in 
lectures, reading, and exams.

World History Matters: A Student Guide to World History 
Online. Based on the popular “World History Matters” Web 
site produced by the Center for History and New Media, 
this unique resource, edited by Kristin Lehner (The Johns 
Hopkins University), Kelly Schrum (George Mason Uni-
versity), and T. Mills Kelly (George Mason University), 
combines reviews of 150 of the most useful and reliable 
world history Web sites with an introduction that guides 
students in locating, evaluating, and correctly citing online 
sources.

Trade Books. Titles published by sister companies Hill and 
Wang; Farrar, Straus and Giroux; Henry Holt and Com-
pany; St. Martin’s Press; Picador; and Palgrave Macmillan 
are available at a 50 percent discount when packaged with 
Bedford/St. Martin’s textbooks. For more information, visit 
bedfordstmartins.com/tradeup.

A Pocket Guide to Writing in History. This portable and 
affordable reference tool by Mary Lynn Rampolla provides 
reading, writing, and research advice useful to students in all 
history courses. Concise yet comprehensive advice on 
approaching typical history assignments, developing critical 
reading skills, writing effective history papers, conducting 
research, using and documenting sources, and avoiding 
 plagiarism —  enhanced with practical tips and  examples 
throughout —  have made this slim reference a bestseller.

A Student’s Guide to History. This complete guide to success 
in any history course provides the practical help students 
need to be successful. In addition to introducing students to 
the nature of the discipline, author Jules Benjamin teaches a 
wide range of skills from preparing for exams to approach-
ing common writing assignments, and explains the research 
and documentation process with plentiful  examples.
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The Origins of Modern World Societies

introduction

The origins of modern societies lie deep in the past. World 
historians increasingly begin their exploration of the human 
past millions of years ago, when humans evolved from a 
primate ancestor in eastern Africa. Humans migrated out of 
Africa in several waves, walking along coasts and over land, 
eventually spreading across much of the earth. Their tools 
were initially multipurpose sharpened stones and sticks, but 
gradually they invented more specialized tools that enabled 
them to obtain food more easily, make clothing, build shel-
ters, and decorate their surroundings. Environmental changes, 
such as the advance and retreat of the glaciers, shaped life 
dramatically. 

the earliest Human societies,  
to 2500 b.c.e.
Studying the physical remains of the past, scholars con-
structed a model of time and gave labels to eras according to 
the primary materials out of which tools that survived were 
made. (Constructing models of time is called “periodiza-
tion.”) Thus the earliest human era became the Stone Age, 
the next era the Bronze Age, and the next the Iron Age. They 
further divided the Stone Age into the Old Stone Age, or 
Paleolithic, during which people used stone, bone, and 
other natural products to make tools and obtained food 
largely by foraging, that is, by gathering plant products, 
trapping or catching small animals and birds, and hunt-
ing  larger prey. This was followed by the New Stone Age, 
or Neolithic, which saw the beginning of agricultural and 
animal domestication. People around the world adopted 
agriculture at various times, and some never did, but the 
transition between the Paleolithic and the Neolithic is usu-
ally set at about 9000 b.c.e., the point at which agriculture 
was first  developed.

In the Paleolithic period, people lived in small groups of 
related individuals, moving through the landscape in the 
search for food. Most had few material possessions, and 
social and gender hierarchies were probably much less pro-
nounced than they would become later. Beginning around 
50,000 b.c.e. people in many parts of the world began to 
decorate their surroundings and the objects they made, 
often with vivid representations of animals and people, and 
sometimes with symbols. These, and careful burials of the 
dead, suggest that people had developed ideas about super-
natural or spiritual forces beyond the visible material world. 

Beginning about 9000 b.c.e. people living in the Near 
East, and then elsewhere, began to plant seeds as well as 
gather wild crops, raise certain animals instead of hunt 

them, and selectively breed both plants and animals to make 
them more useful to humans. This domestication of plants 
and animals, called the Agricultural Revolution, was the most 
important change in human history. Crop raising began as 
horticulture, in which people—often women—used hand 
tools to plant and harvest. Animal domestication began 
with sheep and goats, which were often herded from place 
to place so that they could eat the available vegetation, an 
economic system called pastoralism. The domestication of 
large animals such as cattle and water buffalo led to plow 
agriculture, through which humans could raise much 
more food. Agriculture required more labor than did forag-
ing, but it allowed the human population to grow far more 
quickly. 

The division of labor that plow agriculture required led 
to growing social hierarchies between those who could 
afford the new tools and products and those who could not. 
These were reinforced over generations as children inherited 
goods and status from their parents, and as social norms and 
laws were developed that led members of the elite to marry 
one another. Plow agriculture also strengthened differen-
tiation based on gender; men became more associated with 
the world beyond the household and women with the 
domestic realm. Neolithic agricultural communities devel-
oped technologies to meet their needs, including pottery, 
cloth-weaving, and wheeled vehicles, and they often traded 
with one another for products that they could not obtain 
locally. In some parts of the world, production and trade 
included copper and bronze, although most tools continued 
to be made of stone, bone, and wood. Religious ideas came 
to reflect the new agricultural society, with fertility as the 
most important goal and the gods, like humans, arranged in 
a hierarchy. 

Although today’s complex world seems very different 
from that of the earliest human societies, some aspects 
of life in the Neolithic, and even the Paleolithic, were very 
slow  to change. Foraging, horticulture, pastoralism, and 
agriculture have been the primary economic activities of 
most people throughout the entire history of the world. 
Though today there are only a few foraging groups in very 
isolated areas, there are significant numbers of horticultural-
ists and pastoralists, and their numbers were much greater 
just a century ago. At that point the vast majority of the 
world’s people still made their living directly through agri-
culture. The social patterns set in early agricultural soci-
eties—with most of the population farming the land, and a 
small number of elite who lived off their labor—lasted for 
millennia. 
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the Ancient World, 3500 b.c.e.–500 c.e.
Ten thousand years ago, humans were living in most parts of 
the planet. They had designed technologies to meet the chal-
lenges presented by deep forests and jungles, steep moun-
tains, and blistering deserts. As the climate changed, they 
adapted, building boats to cross channels created by melting 
glaciers, and finding new sources of food when old sources 
were no longer plentiful. In some places the new sources 
included domesticated plants and animals, which allowed 
people to live much more closely to one another than they 
had as foragers.

That proximity created opportunities, as larger groups of 
people pooled their knowledge to deal with life’s challenges, 
but it also created problems. Human history from that point 
on can be seen as a response to these opportunities, chal-
lenges, and conflicts. As small villages grew into cities,  people 
continued to develop technologies and systems to handle 
new issues. They created structures of governance based on 
something beyond the kin group to control their more com-
plex societies, along with military forces and taxation sys-
tems to support the structures of governance. In some places 
they invented writing to record taxes, inventories, and pay-
ments, and they later put writing to other uses, including 
the preservation of stories, traditions, and history. 

Writing, first developed around 3000 b.c.e., was perhaps 
the most important of the new technologies. Written sources 
provide a wider range of information about past societies 
than is available from physical evidence alone, which means 
that we know much more about the societies that left writ-
ten records than about those that did not. Writing was 
developed to meet the needs of the more complex urban 
societies that are often referred to as civilizations, and par-
ticularly to meet the needs of the state, a new structure 
of governance distinct from tribes and kinship groups. In 
states, a small share of the population is able to coerce 
resources out of everyone else, and leaders gain and main-
tain power through organized violence, bureaucracies, sys-
tems of taxation, and written laws. These laws generally 
created more elaborate social and gender  hierarchies.

Mesopotamia  and egypt
States first developed in Mesopotamia, the land between the 
Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Starting in the southern part of 
Mesopotamia known as Sumeria, sustained agriculture reli-
ant on irrigation resulted in larger populations, a division of 
labor, and the growth of cities. Priests and rulers invented 
ways to control and organize these complex societies, includ-
ing armies, taxation systems, and cuneiform writing. Con-

Egyp tian Home Life  This grave painting depicts an intimate moment in the life of an aristocratic  family, 
with the father and mother in the center and their children around them. (Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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querors from the north unified Mesopotamian city-states 
into larger empires and spread Mesopotamian culture over a 
large area. The most significant of these was the Babylonian 
empire, which under King Hammurabi in 1790 b.c.e. devel-
oped a written code of law and expanded trade connections. 

During the third millennium b.c.e., a period known as 
the Old Kingdom, Egypt grew into a cohesive state under a 
 single ruler in the valley of the Nile, which provided rich 
farmland and an avenue of communication. The Egyptians 
developed powerful beliefs in life after death, and the focal 
point of religious and political life was the pharaoh, a god-
king who commanded the wealth, resources, and people of 
Egypt. For long stretches of history Egypt was prosperous 
and secure in the fertile Nile Valley, although at times vari-
ous groups migrated in seeking better lives or invaded and 
conquered. Often the newcomers adopted aspects of Egyp-
tian religion, art, and politics, and the Egyptians adopted 
aspects of the newcomers’ cultures, such as the Hyksos’s tech-
niques for making and casting bronze. During the period 
known as the New Kingdom (ca. 1550–1070 b.c.e.), 
 warrior-pharaohs expanded their power beyond the Nile 
Valley and created the first Egyptian empire, during which 
they first fought and then allied with the iron-using Hit-
tites. After the collapse of the New Kingdom, the Nubian 
rulers of Kush conquered Egypt, and another group, the 
Phoenicians, came to dominate trade in the Mediterranean, 
spreading a letter alphabet.

For several centuries after the collapse of New Kingdom 
Egypt, a Semitic people known as the Hebrews or the Israel-
ites controlled a small state on the western end of the Fertile 
Crescent. Their most important legacy was not political, but 
rather a new form of religious belief, Judaism, based on the 
worship of a single all-powerful god, Yahweh. The Hebrews 
wrote down their religious ideas, traditions, laws, advice lit-
erature, prayers, hymns, history, and prophecies in a series 
of books, which came to define the Hebrews as a people. 
This group of books, the Hebrew Bible, describes the Cov-
enant between Yahweh and the Hebrew people and sets out 
laws and traditions that structured Hebrew society and fam-
ily life. Reverence for these written texts was passed from 
Judaism to the other Western monotheistic religions that 
grew from it, Christianity and Islam. 

In the ninth century b.c.e. the Assyrians began a rise to 
power from northern Mesopotamia, creating an empire by 
means of often brutal military conquest. Assyria’s success 
was also due to sophisticated, farsighted, and effective mili-
tary tactics, technical skills, and organization. From a base 
in what is now southern Iran, the Persians established an 
even larger empire, developing effective institutions of gov-
ernment and building roads. Though conquerors, the Per-
sians, unlike the Assyrians, usually respected their subjects 
and allowed them to practice their native customs, tradi-
tions, and religions. Around 600 b.c.e. a new religion based 
on the teachings of the prophet Zoroaster grew in Persia. 
This religion emphasized the individual’s responsibility to 
choose between good and evil.

the Greeks 
The people of ancient Greece developed a culture that fun-
damentally shaped the civilization of the western part of 
Eurasia. The Greeks were the first in the Mediterranean and 
neighboring areas to explore most of the philosophical ques-
tions that still concern thinkers today. Going beyond myth-
making, the Greeks strove to understand the world in logical, 
rational terms. The result was the birth of philosophy and 
science, subjects as important to many Greeks as religion. 
Drawing on their day-by-day experiences, the Greeks also 
developed the concept of politics, and their contributions to 
literature still fertilize intellectual life today.

The history of the Greeks is divided into two broad peri-
ods: the Hellenic, roughly the time between the founding of 
the first complex societies in the area that is now the Greek 
islands and mainland, about 3500 b.c.e., and the rise of the 
kingdom of Macedonia in the north of Greece in 338 b.c.e.; 
and the Hellenistic, the years from the reign of Alexander 
the Great (336–323 b.c.e.) through the spread of Greek cul-
ture from Spain to India (ca. 100 b.c.e.). During the Hel-
lenic period Greeks developed a distinctive form of city-state 
known as the polis and made lasting cultural and intellec-
tual achievements. During the Hellenistic period Macedo-
nian and Greek armies defeated the Persian Empire and 
built new cities and kingdoms. During their conquests they 
blended their ideas and traditions with those of the socie ties 
they encountered, creating a vibrant culture.

In its earliest history, Greece’s mountainous terrain and 
lack of navigable rivers led to political fragmentation. The 
Greeks developed the independent city-state, known as the 
polis, in which individuals governed themselves without 
elaborate political machinery. The two most important poleis 
were Sparta and Athens, which formed new social and polit-
ical structures. Sparta created a military state in which men 
remained in the army most of their lives and women con-
centrated on raising healthy soldiers. After much social con-
flict, Athens created a democracy in which male citizens 
both voted for their leaders and had a direct voice in an 
assembly. As was the case in all democracies in ancient 
Greece, women, slaves, and outsiders could not be citizens. 

In the classical period, between 500 and 336 b.c.e., Greek 
civilization reached its highest peak in politics, thought, 
and art, even as it engaged in violent conflicts. The Greeks 
successfully defended themselves from Persian invasions but 
nearly destroyed themselves in the Peloponnesian War, 
which pitted Sparta and its allies against Athens and its 
allies. In the last half of the fifth century b.c.e. the brilliant 
Athenian leader Pericles turned Athens into the showplace 
of Greece by sponsoring the construction of temples and 
other buildings. In other artistic developments, wealthy 
Athenians paid for theater performances in which drama-
tists used their art in attempts to portray, understand, and 
resolve life’s basic conflicts. This period also saw the rise of 
philosophy, and Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle began a broad 
examination of the universe and the place of humans in it. 
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In the middle of the fourth century b.c.e. the Greek city-
states were conquered by King Philip II and his son Alexan-
der, rulers of Macedonia to the north of Greece. A brilliant 
military leader, Alexander conquered the entire Persian 
Empire, along with many territories to the east of Persia. He 
also founded new cities in which Greek and local popula-
tions mixed. His successors continued to build cities and 
colonies, which became powerful instruments in the spread 
of Greek culture and in the blending of Greek traditions 
and ideas with those of other peoples. The mixing of peoples 
in the Hellenistic era influenced religion, philosophy, and 
science. In the scholarly realm, advances were made in 
mathematics, astronomy, and mechanical design. 

The Greek world was largely conquered by the Romans, 
and the various Hellenistic monarchies became part of the 
Roman Empire. In cultural terms the lines of conquest 
were reversed: The Romans derived their alphabet from the 
Greek alphabet, though they changed the letters somewhat. 
Roman statuary was modeled on Greek and was often made 
by Greek sculptors, who found ready customers among 
wealthy Romans. The major Roman gods and goddesses were 
largely the same as the Greek ones, though they had differ-
ent names. 

The influence of the ancient Greeks was not limited to 
the Romans. Art and thought in northern India was shaped 
by the blending of Greek and Buddhist traditions. Euro-
pean thinkers and writers made conscious attempts to return 
to classical ideals in art, literature, and philosophy during 
the Renaissance. In America political leaders from the Revo-

lutionary era on decided that important government build-
ings should be modeled on the Parthenon and other temples, 
complete with marble statuary of their own heroes. 

the romans 
Like the Persians and the Macedonians, the Romans con-
quered vast territories. Their singular achievement lay in 
their ability to incorporate conquered peoples into the 
Roman system. Roman history is usually divided into two 
periods. The first is the republic (509–27 b.c.e.), the age in 
which Rome grew from a small group of cities in the middle 
of the Italian peninsula to a state that ruled much of the 
Mediterranean. The second period is the empire (27 b.c.e.–
476 c.e.), when the republican constitution gave way to rule 
by a  single individual. 

In its earliest development, Roman culture was influ-
enced by the Etruscans, people who established permanent 
settlements in northern and central Italy. The Etruscans 
introduced the Romans to urbanism, industry, trade, and 
the alphabet. In 509 b.c.e. the Romans won independence 
from Etruscan rule and continued to expand their territories. 
They also established a republic, which functioned through 
a shared government of the people directed by the Senate, 
summarized by the expression SPQR—senatus populusque 
Romanus, meaning “the Roman senate and people.” In the 
resolution to a social conflict known as the Struggle of the 
Orders, nobles and ordinary people created a state adminis-
tered by magistrates elected from the entire population and 
established a uniform law code. 

Woman at Home  In this 
painting from the side of a vase 
made in the fifth century b.c.e., 
a well-to-do young woman sits 
on an elegant chair inside a 
house, spinning and weaving. 
The bed piled high with cover-
lets on the left was a symbol 
of marriage in Greek art. (Erich 
Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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In a series of wars the Romans conquered the Mediter-
ranean, creating an overseas empire that brought them enor-
mous power and wealth. Yet social unrest came in the wake 
of the war, opening unprecedented opportunities for ambi-
tious generals who wanted to rule Rome like an empire. 
Civil war ensued, and it appeared as if the great politician 
and general Julius Caesar would emerge victorious, but he 
was assassinated by a group of senators. After his assassination 
and another period of civil war, his grandnephew Augustus 
finally restored peace and order to Rome, and assumed con-
trol as a single individual. 

Augustus’s success in creating solid political institutions 
was tested by the ineptness of some leaders who followed 
him, but later in the first century c.e. Rome entered a period 
of political stability, prosperity, and relative peace that lasted 
until the end of the second century c.e. During this period, 
later dubbed the pax Romana, the city of Rome became the 
magnificent capital of the empire. The Roman provinces 
and frontiers also saw extensive prosperity in the second 
century through the growth of agriculture, trade, and indus-
try, among other factors. As the Roman Empire expanded 
eastward from Europe, it met opposition, yet even during 
the fighting, commerce among the Romans and peoples who 
lived in central and southern Asia thrived along a series of 
trade routes.

One of the most significant developments during the 
time of Augustus was the beginning of Christianity. Chris-
tianity was a religion created by the followers of Jesus of 
 Nazareth (ca. 3 b.c.e.–29 c.e.), a Jewish man who taught 
that belief in his divinity led to eternal life. His followers 
spread their belief across the Roman Empire, transforming 
Christianity from a Jewish sect into a new religion. Chris-
tian groups were informal at first, but by the second century 
they began to develop hierarchical institutions modeled on 
those of Rome. At first many pagans in the Roman Empire 
misunderstood Christian practices and rites, and as a result 
Christians suffered sporadic persecution under certain Roman 
emperors. Gradually, however, tensions between pagans and 
Christians lessened, particularly as Christianity modified its 
teachings to make them more acceptable to wealthy and 
educated Romans.

In terms of politics and economics, the prosperity of the 
Roman Empire in the second century c.e. gave way to a 
period of civil war, barbarian invasions, and conflict with 
foreign armies in the third century. These disrupted agricul-
ture, trade, and production and damaged the flow of taxes 
and troops. At the close of the third century the emperor 
Diocletian ended the period of chaos, in part because he 
recognized that the empire had become too great for one 
man to handle. He therefore divided it into a western and 

Ara Pacis  In the middle years of Augustus’s reign, the Roman Senate ordered a huge altar, the Ara Pacis, built to honor 
him and the peace he had brought to the empire. This was decorated with life-size reliefs of Augustus and members of 
his family, prominent Romans, and other people and deities. One side, shown here, depicts a goddess figure, most likely 
the goddess Peace herself, with twin babies on her lap, flanked by nymphs representing land and sea, and surrounded 
by plants and animals. (De Agostini Picture Library/Gianni Dagli Orti/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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an eastern half. Diocletian and his successor, Constantine, 
also took rigid control of the struggling economy, but their 
efforts were not successful. Free tenant farmers lost control 
of their lands, exchanging them for security that landlords 
offered against barbarians and other threats. Meanwhile, 
tolerance of Christianity grew, and Constantine legalized 
the practice of the religion throughout the empire. The sym-
bol of all the changes in the empire became the establish-
ment of its new capital, Constantinople, the New Rome.

From the third century onward the Western Roman 
Empire slowly disintegrated. The last Roman emperor in the 
West, Romulus Augustus, was deposed by the Ostrogothic 
chieftain Odoacer (OH-duh-way-suhr) in 476, but much of 
the empire had come under the rule of various barbarian 
tribes long before this. Thus despite the efforts of emperors 
and other leaders, by the fifth century the Western Roman 
Empire no longer existed, a development that scholars who 
focus on Europe have long seen as one of the great turning 
points in history. 

india
The vast subcontinent of India, protected from outsiders by 
the towering Himalayan Mountains to the north and by 
oceans on its other borders, witnessed the development of 
several early civilizations, primarily in the richly cultivated 
valley of the Indus River, which flows about 1,980 miles 
before reaching the ocean. Only in the northwest—the area 
between modern Afghanistan and Pakistan—was India 
accessible to invasion. The northwest was also the area of the 
earliest civilization in India, the Harappan, which built 
large cities mostly of brick. After the decline of this civiliza-
tion, the Aryans, a nomadic Indo-European people, entered 
India by way of the Khyber Pass around 1500 b.c.e. They 
were able to establish dominance over large areas, includ-
ing the eastern regions of the Ganges River. By 500 b.c.e. 
the Aryans ruled a number of large kingdoms in which cities 
were the centers of culture. The period of Aryan rule saw the 
evolution of a caste system designed to denote birth or 
descent and to distinguish Aryan from non-Aryan and rulers 
from the ruled. The four groups, or castes, that emerged—
the Brahmin (priests ), the Kshatriya (warriors), the Vaishya 
(peasants), and the Shudra (serfs)—became the dominant 
features of Indian society. Persons without a place in the 
hierarchical strata or who lost their caste status because of 
some violation of ritual were outcastes.

Through the Khyber Pass in 513 b.c.e. the Persian king 
Darius I entered India and conquered the Indus Valley. 
The Persians introduced political administration and coin-
minting techniques, and they brought India into commer-
cial and cultural contact with the sophisticated ancient 
Middle East. From the Persians the Indians adopted the Ara-
maic language and script, which they adapted to their needs 
and languages. In 326 b.c.e. the Macedonian king  Alexander 
the Great invaded the Indus Valley, but his conquests had 
no lasting effect. Under Ashoka (r. 269–232 b.c.e.), ancient 

India’s greatest ruler, India enjoyed peace and stability, but 
from 180 b.c.e. to 200 c.e. the region suffered repeated for-
eign invasions. There was no dominant unifying state, and 
regional cultures flourished. In the northwest rulers such as 
the Shakas and Kushans came from outside India.

Ancient India’s most enduring legacies are the three great 
religions that flowered in the sixth and fifth centuries b.c.e.: 
Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. One of the modern 
world’s largest religions, Hinduism holds that the Vedas—
hymns in praise of the Aryan gods—are sacred revelations 
and that these revelations prescribe the caste system. Reli-
giously and philosophically diverse, Hinduism assures believ-
ers that there are many legitimate ways to worship Brahman, 
the supreme principle of life. India’s best-loved hymn, the 
Bhagavad Gita, guides Hindus in a pattern of life in the 
world and of release from it. 

Jainism derives from the teachings of the great thinker 
Vardhamana Mahavira (ca. 540–468 b.c.e.), who held that 
only an ascetic life leads to bliss and that all life is too sacred 

Meditating Monk  This monk, wearing the traditional 
patchwork robe, sits in the crossed-legged meditation position. 
His small niche is to the left of the main image of the Buddha in 
cave 285 at Dunhuang, a cave completed in 539 c.e. under the 
patronage of a prince of the Northern Wei imperial house who 
was then the local governor. (Photo: Lois Conner. Courtesy, Dunhuang 
Academy)

00_MCK_5995_fm_i_xlviii_Vol2_r1jm.indd   38 7/23/14   8:53 AM



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56
L 57

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

tHe ANCieNt WorLD, 3500 b.c.e.–500 c.e. xxxix 

to be destroyed. Nonviolence is a cardinal principle of Jain-
ism. Thus a Jain who wishes to do the least violence to life 
turns to vegetarianism.

Mahavira’s contemporary, Siddhartha Gautama (ca. 563– 
483 b.c.e.), better known as the Buddha, was so deeply dis-
tressed by human suffering that he abandoned his Hindu 
beliefs in a search for ultimate enlightenment. Meditation 
alone, he maintained, brought total enlightenment in which 
everything is understood. Buddha developed the “Eight-
fold Path,” a series of steps of meditation that could lead to 
nirvana, a state of happiness attained by the extinction of 
self and human desires. Buddha opposed all religious dog-
matism and insisted that anyone, regardless of sex or class, 
could achieve enlightenment. He attracted many follow-
ers, and although Buddhism split into several branches after 
his death, Buddhist teachings spread throughout India to 
China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. Buddhism remains one 
of the great Asian religions and in recent times has attracted 
adherents in the West. 

China
Chinese civilization, which developed initially along the 
Huang He (Yellow) River, was much farther away from 
the ancient Middle East than India and had much less in the 
way of contact with other early civilizations. Still, the Shang 
Dynasty (ca. 1200 b.c.e.) shared features of other early civi-
lizations, such as bronze technology, cities, and writing. The 
writing system China developed, with separate symbols for 
each word, had no connection to the writing systems of 
other parts of Eurasia and became a key feature of Chinese 
culture. 

The Chinese always looked back on the Zhou period (ca. 
1000–256 b.c.e.) as their classical age, when social and 
political ideas were perfected. After a few centuries, political 
unity was lost, and China consisted of many states, large 
and small, that made alliances with each other but also fre-
quently fought each other. Political disorder seems to have 
stimulated philosophy, and this became the period when 
“one hundred schools of thought contended.” Compared 
to Indian religious speculation, Chinese thinkers were more 
secular than religious in outlook. Interested primarily in 
social and economic problems, they sought universal rules 
of human conduct from the level of the family up to that 
of  the state. Ancient China witnessed the development of 
Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism, philosophies that 
profoundly influenced subsequent Chinese society and 
culture.

Confucius (551–479 b.c.e.) was interested in orderly 
and stable human relationships, and he focused on the 
proper duties and behavior of the individual. Confucius 
considered the family the basic unit in society. Within the 
family, male was superior to female and age to youth. If 
order was to exist in society, he taught, it must start at the 
level of the family. Those who help the king govern should 
be gentlemen, by which he meant men who exhibited the 

virtues of loyalty, sincerity, deference, generosity, and com-
mitment. Only gentlemanly conduct, which involved a vir-
tuous and ethical life, would lead to well-run government 
and peaceful conditions in society at large. Self-discipline, 
courtesy to others, punctiliousness in service to the state, 
and justice to the people are the obligations and behaviors 
expected of Confucian gentlemen. Confucius minimized 
the importance of class distinctions and taught that men of 
humble birth could achieve a high level of conduct and 
become gentlemen through education and self-discipline. 
The fundamental ingredient in the evolution of the Chinese 
civil service, Confucianism continued to shape Chinese gov-
ernment up to the twentieth century.

Daoism treated the problems of government very differ-
ently. In its two surviving books, Laozi and Zhuangzi, each 
named after a Daoist master, earnest efforts to perfect soci-
ety were ridiculed. Daoism maintained that people would 
be happier only if they abandoned the world and reverted to 
simpler ways. Daoists insisted that the best government is 
the least active government. Public works and government 
services require higher taxes, which lead to unhappiness and 
popular resistance. According to the Daoists, the people 
should be kept materially satisfied and uneducated. A phi-
losophy of consolation, Daoism was especially popular 
among those who were frustrated by the political system.

Legalism is the name given to a number of related politi-
cal theories originating in the third century b.c.e. The 
founders of Legalism proposed pragmatic solutions to the 
problems of government, exalted the power of the state, and 
favored an authoritarian ruler who would root out dissent. 
They argued that laws should be made known, the penalties 
for infractions should be clear and harsh, and the laws and 
penalties should apply to everyone in society, even the close 
relatives of the ruler. Though Legalism seemed too harsh to 
many, it did contribute to the Chinese system of centralized 
bureaucratic rule. 

In the third century b.c.e. the state of Qin adopted 
Legalism and then set out to defeat all the other states, thus 
unifying China. The Qin government attempted to achieve 
uniformity at many levels, standardizing weights and mea-
sures, writing systems, and laws. It even tried to do away 
with ideas it disapproved of by collecting and burning 
books. The new dynasty was called Qin, from which the 
Western term “China” derives. Under the Qin Dynasty and 
its successor, the Han, China achieved political and social 
stability and economic prosperity. On its northern border, 
however, Qin and Han faced tough military opponents in 
the Xiongnu, pastoralists who excelled at horsemanship. 

The period of the Han Dynasty (206 b.c.e.–220 c.e.) 
witnessed notable intellectual achievements. First, many of 
the books that had been burned by the Qin were recon-
structed from memory or hidden copies. These texts came 
to be known as the Confucian Classics. Scholars piously stud-
ied the books and worked to make them widely accessible 
as  standards of moral behavior. Second, historical writing 
developed. The historian Sima Qian (145–ca. 85 b.c.e.) 
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produced the Records of the Grand Historian, a massive and 
comprehensive survey of earlier Chinese civilization. These 
two sets of writings left a permanent mark on Chinese 
thought and peoples.

the islamic World, 600–1400
One of the most important developments in world his-
tory—whose consequences redound to our own day—was 
the rise and remarkable expansion of Islam in the early 
Middle Ages. Muhammad (ca. 570–632), a devout mer-
chant of Mecca in present-day Saudi Arabia, called on his 
followers to return to God. Even before Muhammad’s death 
his teachings spread through Arabia, uniting the tribes 
there. Within two centuries his followers controlled Syria, 
Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, northern India, Spain, and 
southern France, and his beliefs were carried eastward 
across Central Asia to the borders of China. In the ninth, 
tenth, and eleventh centuries the Muslims created a bril-
liant civilization centered at Baghdad in Iraq and Córdoba 
in Spain. 

Muhammad believed that God sent him messages or rev-
elations. These were later collected and published as the 
Qur’an, from an Arabic word meaning “reading” or “recita-
tion.” On the basis of God’s revelations to him, Muhammad 
preached a strictly monotheistic faith 
based on the principle of the absolute 
unity and omnipotence of God. Since 
God is all-powerful, believers must sub-
mit to him. Islam means “submission to 
God,” and the community of Muslims 
consists of those who have submitted to 
God by accepting the final revelation of 
his message as set forth by Muhammad. 
(Earlier revelations of God, held by Mus-
lims to be the same God worshipped by 
Jews and Christians, had come from the 
prophets Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, 
whose work Muslims believe Muham-
mad completed.)

The Arabs carried their religion to the 
east and west by military conquest. Their 
rapid expansion was made possible by 
their own economic needs, the politi-
cal weaknesses of their enemies, a strong 
military organization, and the practice 
of  establishing army camps in newly 
 conquered territories. In time, many of 
those in the conquered lands converted to 
Islam.

The assassination of one of the caliphs, 
or successors of Muhammad, led to a 
division within the Islamic community. 
When the caliph Ali (r. 656–661) was 
murdered, his followers claimed that, 

because he was related by blood to  Muhammad and 
because Muhammad had designated him leader of the com-
munity prayer, he had been Muhammad’s prescribed suc-
cessor. These supporters of Ali were called Shi’ites, or Shi’a, 
partisans of Ali; they claimed to possess special divine 
knowledge that Muhammad had given his heirs. Other 
Muslims adhered to traditional beliefs and practices of the 
community based on precedents set by  Muhammad. They 
were called Sunnis, a term derived from the Arabic Sunna, 
a collection of Muhammad’s sayings and conduct in partic-
ular situations. This schism within Islam continues today. 
Sufism, an ascetic movement within Islam that sought a 
direct and mystical union with God, drew many followers 
from all classes.

Long-distance trade and commerce, which permitted 
further expansion of the Muslim faith, played a promi-
nent role in the Islamic world, in contrast to the limited 
position it held in the heavily agricultural medieval West. 
The Black and Caspian Seas, the Volga River giving access 
deep into Russia, the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean, 
and to a lesser extent the Mediterranean Sea were the great 
commercial waterways of the Islamic world. Goods circu-
lated freely over them. Muslim commercial tools such as 
the bill of exchange, the check, and the joint stock com-
pany were borrowed by Westerners. Many economic prac-

Playing Chess  This page from a thirteenth-century book on chess and other games 
depicts a Moor and a Chris tian playing chess together. (Biblioteca Monasterio del Escorial, 
Madrid, Spain/Index/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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tices basic to capitalism were used by Muslim merchants 
and businessmen long before they became common in the 
West.

Long-distance trade brought the wealth that supported a 
gracious and sophisticated culture in the cities of the Mus-
lim world. Baghdad in Iraq and Córdoba in Spain, whose 
streets were thronged with a kaleidoscope of races, creeds, 
customs, and cultures and whose many shops offered goods 
from all over the world, stand out as superb examples of 
cosmopolitan Muslim civilization. Baghdad and Córdoba 
were also great intellectual centers where Muslim scholars 
made advances in mathematics, medicine, and philosophy. 
The Arabs translated many ancient Greek texts by writers 
such as Plato and Aristotle. When, beginning in the ninth 
century, those texts were translated from Arabic into Latin, 
they came to play an important part in the formation of 
medieval European scientific, medical, and philosophical 
thought. Modern scholars consider Muslim civilization in 
the period from about 900 to 1200 among the most bril-
liant in the world’s history.

Asia, 300–1400
Between about 300 and 1400 the various societies of Asia 
continued to evolve their own distinct social, political, 
and  religious institutions. Also in these years momentous 
changes swept across Asia. Buddhism spread from India 
to Central Asia, China, Korea, Japan, Southeast Asia, and 
Tibet. Arab conquerors and their Muslim faith reached the 
Indian subcontinent. The Turks, moving west from the Chi-
nese border, converted to Islam. China, under the Tang and 
Song Dynasties, experienced a golden age. Japan emerged 
into the light of written history. The Mongols formed a con-
federation of the tribes of the steppes of Inner Asia that had 
extraordinary success in conquering cities from Korea and 
China to Persia, Baghdad, and Russia. These centuries wit-
nessed cultural developments that have molded and influ-
enced later Asian societies.

india
Under the Gupta kings, who ruled from around 320 to 500, 
India enjoyed a great cultural flowering. Interest in Sanskrit 
literature—the literature of the Aryans—led to the preserva-
tion of much Sanskrit poetry. A distinctly Indian drama 
appeared, and India’s greatest poet, Kalidasa (ca. 380–450), 
like Shakespeare, blended poetry and drama. Mathemati-
cians arrived at the concept of zero, essential for higher 
mathematics, and scientific thinkers wrestled with the con-
cept of gravitation.

The Gupta kings succeeded in uniting much of the sub-
continent. They also succeeded in repulsing an invasion 
by  the Huns, but the effort exhausted the dynasty. After 
600 India reverted to the pattern of strong local kingdoms 
in  frequent conflict. Between 600 and 1400, India suffered 

 repeated invasion as waves of Arabs, Turks, and Mongols 
swept down through the northwest corridor. The most suc-
cessful were Turks from the area of modern Afghanistan, 
who held power in Delhi for three centuries and managed to 
turn back the Mongols. By around 1400 India was as politi-
cally splintered as it had been before Gupta rule. Under the 
Turks Islam became dominant in the Indus Valley (modern 
Pakistan). Elsewhere Hinduism resisted Islam.

One other development had a lasting effect on Indian 
society: the proliferation and hardening of the caste sys-
tem. Early Indian society had been divided into four major 
groups. After the fall of the Guptas, further subdivisions 
arose, reflecting differences of profession, trade, tribal or 
racial affiliation, religious belief, and even place of residence. 
By 800 India had more than three thousand castes, each 
with its own rules and governing body. As India was politi-
cally divided, the castes served to fragment it socially.

China
Scholars consider the period between 580 and 1200, which 
saw the rule of Tang and Song Dynasties, as China’s golden 
age. In religion, political administration, agricultural pro-
ductivity, and art, Chinese society attained a remarkable 
level of achievement. This era was followed by the rise of the 
Mongols, who in time engulfed China.

Merchants and travelers from India introduced Bud-
dhism to China from the first century c.e. on. Scholars, rul-
ers, the middle classes, and the poor all found appealing 
concepts in Buddhist teachings, and the new faith won 
many adherents. China distilled Buddhism to meet its own 
needs, and Buddhism gained a place next to Confucianism 
and Daoism in Chinese life.

The Tang Dynasty, which some historians consider the 
greatest in Chinese history, built a state bureaucracy, the 
political sophistication of which was unequaled until recent 
times. Tang emperors subdivided the imperial administra-
tion into departments of military organization, maintenance 
and supply of the army, foreign affairs, justice, education, 
finance, building, and transportation. To staff this vast 
administration, an imperial civil service developed in which 
education, talent, and merit could lead to high office, wealth, 
and prestige. So effective was the Tang civil service and so 
deeply rooted did it become in Chinese society that it lasted 
until the twentieth century.

Under the Song Dynasty (960–1279), greatly expanded 
agricultural productivity, combined with advances in the 
technology of coal and iron and efficient water transport, sup-
ported a population of 100 million. (By contrast, Europe did 
not reach this figure until the late eighteenth century.) Greater 
urbanization followed in China. Political stability and eco-
nomic growth fostered technological innovation, the greatest 
being the invention of printing. Tang craftsmen invented the 
art of carving words and pictures into wooden blocks, inking 
the blocks, and then pressing them onto paper. The invention 
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of movable type followed in the eleventh century. As would 
happen in Europe in the fifteenth century, the invention of 
printing lowered the price and increased the availability of 
books and contributed to the spread of  literacy. Printing led 
to the use of paper money, replacing bulky copper coinage, 
and to developments in banking. The highly creative Tang 
and Song periods also witnessed the invention of gunpowder, 
originally used for fireworks, and the abacus, which permitted 
the quick computation of complicated sums. In the creation 
of a large collection of fine poetry and prose, and in the man-
ufacture of porcelain of superb quality and delicate balance, 
the Tang and Song periods revealed an extraordinary literary 
and artistic flowering. 

Shipbuilding advanced, and large ships were used both 
for war and for trade. Trade expanded as Japan and Korea 
eagerly imported Chinese silks and porcelains. The Muslims 
shipped Chinese goods across the Indian Ocean to East 
African and Middle Eastern markets. Southern China par-
ticipated in a commercial network that stretched from Japan 
to the Mediterranean.

The thirteenth century witnessed the violent and amaz-
ingly fast creation of the Mongol Empire, the largest con-
tinuous land empire in world history. The Mongols were 
a  steppe nomadic people in north-central Asia who had 
fought largely among themselves until about 1200. Their 
extraordinary expansion was the result of a shortage of pas-
ture land for their sheep, goats, and cattle, and the rise of 
a  great warrior-leader, Chinggis Khan (1162–1227), who 
united the steppe peoples and led them to conquer and 
absorb one neighbor after another. Building a vast army of 
loyal followers to whom he displayed great generosity, and 
using a policy of terror as a weapon of war, Chinggis swept 
across Central Asia into northern China. In 1215, he burned 
Beijing, and many Chinese governors quickly submitted. 
Chinggis then turned westward and destroyed the Persian 
Empire, massacring hundreds of thousands of people. Under 
Chinggis’s sons, the Mongols won control of Kievan Russia 
and Moscow, looted cities in Poland and Hungary, and 
established the Khanate of the Golden Horde. Chinggis’s 
grandson Khubilai (r. 1260–1294) completed the conquest 
of China and overran Korea. The Mongols viewed China as 
their most important conquest; Mongol rule extended over 
most of East Asia, which they called the Great Khanate. 
They even invaded, but did not conquer, Japan. The Chi-
nese called the period of Mongol rule the Yuan Dynasty. In 
1368 Hungwu, the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty, 
restored Chinese rule.

Japan
The chain of islands that constitutes Japan entered written 
history only in sporadic references in Chinese writings, the 
most reliable set down in 297 c.e. Because the land of Japan 
is rugged, lacking navigable waterways, and because perhaps 
only 20 percent of it is arable, political unification by land 
proved difficult until modern times. The Inland Sea served 

both as the readiest means of communication and as a rich 
source of food; the Japanese have traditionally been fisher-
men and mariners.

Early Japan was divided into numerous political units, 
each under the control of a particular clan, a large group of 
families claiming descent from a common ancestor and 
worshipping a common deity. In the third century c.e. the 
Yamato clan gained control of the fertile area south of mod-
ern Kyoto near Osaka Bay and subordinated many other 
clans. The Yamato chieftain proclaimed himself emperor 
and assigned specific duties and functions to subordinate 
chieftains. The Yamato established their chief shrine in the 
eastern part (where the sun-goddess could catch the first 
rays of the rising sun) of Honshu, the largest of Japan’s four 
main islands. Around this shrine local clan cults sprang up, 
giving rise to a native religion that the Japanese called 
Shinto, the “Way of the Gods.” Shinto became a unifying 
force and protector of the nation.

Through Korea two significant Chinese influences entered 
Japan and profoundly influenced Japanese culture: the Chi-
nese system of writing and record keeping, and Buddhism. 
Under Prince Shotoku (574–622), talented young Japa-
nese were sent to Tang China to learn Chinese methods of 
administration and Chinese Buddhism. They returned to 
Japan to share and enforce what they had learned. The Nara 
era of Japanese history (710–794), so called after Japan’s first 
capital city, north of modern Osaka, was characterized by 
the steady importation of Chinese ideas and methods. Bud-
dhist monasteries became both religious and political cen-
ters, supporting Yamato rule.

Perhaps because Buddhist temples had too much power 
in Nara, in 794 the imperial family removed the capital to 
Heian (modern Kyoto), where it remained until 1867. A 
strong reaction against Buddhism and Chinese influences 
followed, symbolized by the severance of relations with 
China in 838. The eclipse of Chinese influences liberated 
Japanese artistic and cultural forces, and a new Japanese 
style of art and architecture appeared. In writing, Japanese 
scholars produced two syllabaries, sets of phonetic signs 
that  stand for syllables instead of whole words or letters. 
Unshackled from Chinese forms, Japanese writers created 
their own literary styles and modes of expression. The writ-
ing of history and poetry flowered, and the Japanese pro-
duced their first novel, The Tale of Genji, a classic of court 
life by the court lady Lady Murasaki written over several 
years (ca. 1000–1010).

The later Heian period witnessed the breakdown of cen-
tral authority as aristocrats struggled to free themselves from 
imperial control. In 1156 civil war among the leaders of the 
great clans erupted. By 1192 the Minamato clan had defeated 
all opposition. Its leader Yoritomo (1147–1199) became sho-
gun, or general-in-chief. Thus began the Kama kura Shogun-
ate, which lasted from 1185 until 1333.

In addition to the powerful shogun, a dominant figure in 
the new society was the samurai, the warrior who by the 
twelfth century exercised civil, judicial, and military power 
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AfriCAN soCieties AND kiNGDoMs,  1000 b.c.e.–1500 c.e. xliii 

over the peasants who worked the land. The samurai held 
his land in exchange for his promise to fight for a stronger 
lord. In a violent society strikingly similar to that of western 
Europe in the early Middle Ages, the Japanese samurai, like 
the French knight, constituted the ruling class at the local 
level. Civil war among the emperor, the leading families, 
and the samurai erupted again in 1331. In 1338 one of the 
most important military leaders, Ashikaga Takauji, defeated 
the emperor and established the Ashikaga Shogunate, which 
lasted until 1573. Meanwhile, the samurai remained the sig-
nificant social figure.

By 1400 the continents of Africa, Asia, and Europe expe-
rienced considerable cultural contact with one another. 
Chinese silks passed across the Great Silk Road to south-
western Asia and Europe. The religious ideals of Buddhism 
spread from India to China and Korea. The expansion of 
Islam across northern Africa and into the Iberian Penin-
sula, down the east coast of Africa, across Central Asia and 
into northern India, and through the Malay Archipelago led 
to rich commercial contacts. Religious and philosophical 
ideas, artistic and architectural models, and scientific and 
medical learning flowed across these international trade 
routes. The centuries that witnessed the European religious-
military-imperialistic expeditions to the Middle East known 
as the Crusades (ca. 1100–1300) led to the slow filtering of 
Muslim (and ancient Greek) medical and architectural 
knowledge to Europe. By way of Islam, features of  Chinese 
technology, such as paper manufacture, and nautical infor-
mation, such as the compass and the astrolabe, reached 
Europe. 

African societies and kingdoms,  
1000 b.c.e.–1500 c.e.
Africa is a huge continent with many different climatic 
zones and diverse geography. The peoples of Africa are as 
diverse as the topography. Groups relying on herd animals 
developed in the drier, disease-free steppe regions well suited 
to domesticated animals, while agricultural settlements 
developed in the wetter savanna regions. In the tropical for-
ests of central Africa and arid zones of southern Africa, 
hunter-gatherers dominated. Along the coasts and by lakes 
and rivers grew maritime communities whose inhabitants 
relied on fishing and trade for their livelihood. 

Because the peoples south of the Sahara are generally 
described as “black” Africans, the inappropriate concept of 
race has engendered fierce debate over just who is African. 
For example, since the days of ancient Greece, historians 
have debated whether Egypt, because of its proximity to the 
Mediterranean, should be identified as part of Africa or as 
part of the Mediterranean world. Race as a concept for 
determining one’s “Africanness” has today generally been 
discredited as extremist.

Agriculture began very early in Africa. Knowledge of 
plant cultivation arrived in the Nile Delta in Egypt about 

the fifth millennium b.c.e. Settled agriculture then traveled 
down the Nile Valley and moved west across the Sahel to the 
central and western Sudan. Early societies across the western 
Sudan were profoundly affected as they switched from hunt-
ing and gathering in small bands to form settled farming 
communities. Populations increased significantly in this 
rich savanna zone that was ideally suited for grain produc-
tion. Blood kinship brought together families in communi-
ties governed by chiefs or local councils. Animistic  religions 
that recognized ancestral and nature spirits developed. The 
nature spirits were thought to dwell in nearby streams, for-
ests, mountains, or caves.

Settled agriculture developed independently in West 
Africa. From there it spread to the equatorial forests. The 
spread of agriculture was related to the expansion of Bantu-
speaking peoples, who originated in the Benue region, the 
borderlands of modern Cameroon and Nigeria. In the sec-
ond millennium b.c.e. they began to spread south and east 
into the forest zone of equatorial Africa, eventually spread-
ing across all of central and southern Africa. Possessing iron 
tools and weapons, domesticated livestock, and a knowl-
edge of settled agriculture, these Bantu-speakers assimilated, 
killed, or drove away all the previous inhabitants of these 
regions.

Lines of trade and communication linked many parts of 
Africa with each other and with other parts of the world. 

nok Woman  Hundreds of  
terra-cotta sculptures such as the  
head of this woman survive from the Nok culture, which 
originated in the central plateau of northern Nigeria in the  
first millennium b.c.e. (Werner Forman/Art Resource, NY)
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The peoples of North Africa were closely connected with the 
Middle Eastern and European civilizations of the Mediter-
ranean basin. Similarly, the peoples of the Swahili coast of 
East Africa participated in trade with Arabia, the Persian 
Gulf, India, China, and the Malay Archipelago. 

Between 700 and 900, a network of caravan routes run-
ning south from the Mediterranean coast across the Sahara 
to the Sudan developed. Arab-Berber merchants exchanged 
manufactured goods for African gold, ivory, gum, and slaves 
from the West African savanna. The most essential compo-
nent in the trans-Saharan trade was the camel. The camel 
made it possible for great loads to be hauled across vast 
stretches of hot, dry desert. The Berbers of North Africa 
endured these long treks south and then north again across 
the Sahara. To control this trade they fashioned camel sad-
dles that gave them great political and military advantage. 
The primary items of trade were salt from the north and 
gold from the south, although textiles, fruit, ivory, kola 
nuts, gum, beads, and other goods were also prized by one 
side or the other. Enslaved West Africans, males and females, 
were also traded north to slave markets in Morocco, Algiers, 
Tripoli, and Cairo. 

The trans-Saharan trade had three important effects 
on  West African society. First, it stimulated gold mining. 
Second, it increased the demand for West Africa’s second 
most important commodity, slaves. Third, the trans- Saharan 
trade stimulated the development of large urban centers in 
West Africa, such as Gao, Timbuktu, Koumbi Saleh, Sijil-
masa, and Jenne. In the period after 700 it had a fourth major 
effect, introducing Islam to West African society.  Conversion 
led to the involvement of Muslims in African governments, 
bringing efficient techniques of statecraft and advanced sci-
entific knowledge and engineering skills. Between the ninth 
and fifteenth centuries, Islam greatly  accelerated the devel-
opment of the African kingdoms. Through the trans-Saharan 
trade, Africans living in the  Sahel zone of West Africa became 
part of the larger world of Islam.

The period from 800 to 1450 witnessed the flowering 
of several powerful African states. In the western Sudan, the 
large empires of Ghana (ca. 900–1100) and Mali (ca. 1200–
1450) arose. Each had an elaborate royal court, a massive 
state bureaucracy, a sizable army, a sophisticated judicial sys-
tem, and a strong gold industry. The fame of Ghana rested 
on gold, and when the fabulously rich Mali king Mansa 
Musa (r. ca. 1312–1337), a devout Muslim, made a pilgrim-
age to Mecca, his entourage included one hundred elephants, 
each carrying one hundred pounds of gold. 

Mali’s strength resulted from two fundamental assets. 
First, its strong agricultural and commercial base provided 
for a large population and enormous wealth. Second, Mali 
had two rulers, Sundiata and Mansa Musa, who combined 
military success with exceptionally creative personalities. 
The city of Timbuktu developed into a great center of schol-
arship and learning. Architects, astronomers, poets, lawyers, 
mathematicians, and theologians flocked there. Intermar-

riage between Arab and North African Muslim intellectuals 
and traders and local women brought into being a group of 
racially mixed people. The necessity of living together har-
moniously, the traditional awareness of diverse cultures, and 
the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Timbuktu all contributed 
to a rare degree of racial toleration and understanding. 

Meanwhile, the East African coast gave rise to powerful 
city-states such as Kilwa, Mombasa, and Mogadishu, which 
maintained a rich maritime trade with India, China, and 
the Muslim cities of the Middle East. Like the western 
Sudan, the East African cities were much affected by Mus-
lim influences. Like East Africa, South Africa was made up 
of city-states, chief among them Great Zimbabwe, which 
flourished between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. 
Located at the southernmost reach of the Indian Ocean 
trade network, these city-states exchanged their gold for the 
riches of Arabia and Asia. Somewhat more isolated, the 
kingdom of Aksum in Ethiopia utilized its access to the Red 
Sea to trade north to the Mediterranean and south to the 
Indian Ocean. 

The East African city-states and the kingdoms of the 
western Sudan were part of the world of Islam. Arabian 
merchants brought Islam with them as they settled along 
the East African coast, and Berber traders brought Islam to 
West Africa. Differing from its neighbors, Ethiopia was a 
unique enclave of Christianity in the midst of Islamic soci-
eties. The Bantu-speaking peoples of Great Zimbabwe were 
neither Islamic nor Christian, but practiced indigenous 
forms of worship such as animism. 

the Americas, 2500 b.c.e.–1500 c.e. 
The first humans settled in the Americas between 40,000 
and 15,000 b.c.e., after emigrating from Asia. The melting 
of glaciers 13,000 to 11,000 years ago separated the Ameri-
cas from Afroeurasia, and the Eastern and Western Hemi-
spheres developed in isolation from one another. There were 
many parallels, however: In both hemispheres people ini-
tially gathered and hunted their food, and then some groups 
began to plant crops, adapting plants that were native to the 
areas they settled. Techniques of plant domestication spread, 
allowing for population growth. In certain parts of both 
hemispheres, efficient production and transportation of 
food supplies led to the growth of cities and to larger politi-
cal entities such as states and empires. 

In the Americas, all the highly varied environments, 
from polar tundra to tropical rain forests, came to support 
human settlement. About 8000 b.c.e. people in some parts 
of the Americas began raising crops as well as gathering wild 
produce. Maize became the most important crop, with 
knowledge about its cultivation spreading from Mesoamer-
ica—present-day Mexico and Central America—into North 
and South America.

Agricultural advancement led to an increase in popula-
tion, which allowed for greater concentrations of people and 
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tHe AMeriCAs, 2500 b.c.e.–1500 c.e. xlv 

the creation of the first urban societies. Towns dependent on 
agriculture flourished in certain parts of North and South 
America. Some groups in North America began to build 
large earthwork mounds; others in Mesoamerica and South 
America practiced irrigation. The Olmecs created the first 
society with cities in Mesoamerica, with large ceremonial 
buildings, an elaborate calendar, and a symbolic writing.

The urban culture of the Olmecs and other Meso american 
peoples influenced subsequent societies. Especially in what 
became known as the classical era (300–900 c.e.), various 
groups developed large states centered on cities, with high 
levels of technological and intellectual achievement. Of 
these, the Maya were the longest-lasting, creating a complex 
written language, multiple-crop milpas (fields) and raised 
beds for agriculture, roads connecting population centers, 
trading practices that built unity among Maya communities 
as well as wealth, and striking art. Peoples living in North 
America built communities that were smaller than those in 
Mesoamerica, but many also used irrigation techniques to 
enhance agricultural production and continued to build 
earthwork mounds for religious purposes.

In Mesoamerica, the Aztecs, also known as the Mexica, 
built a unified culture based on the heritage of earlier soci e-
ties and distinguished by achievements in engineering, sculp-
ture, and architecture, including the streets, canals, public 
squares, and aqueduct of Tenochtitlan, the most spectacular 

Chinampa Farming  
This illustration shows 
farmers in the Aztec 
Empire building chinampa 
farming plots by reclaiming 
land from Lake Texcoco. 
Farmers created the plots 
by packing them with 
vegetation and mud from 
the lake, supporting their 
boundaries by planting 
willow trees. (© Gianni Dagli 
Orti/Corbis)

and one of the largest cities in the world in 1500. In Mexica 
society, religion was the dynamic factor that transformed 
other aspects of the culture: economic security, social mobil-
ity, education, and especially war. War was an article of reli-
gious faith, providing riches and land, sacrificial victims for 
ceremonies honoring the Aztec gods, warriors for imperial 
expansion, and laborers. Aztec society was hierarchical, with 
nobles and priests having special privileges. 

In the Andes, Inca achievements built on those of cul-
tures that preceded theirs, including the Moche and Chavín 
civilizations. Moche, Chavín, and Inca cultures made their 
home in the valleys along the Peruvian coast and in the 
Andean highlands, cultivating food crops and cotton. The 
Incas, who began as a small militaristic group, eventually 
created the largest empire in South America in the fifteenth 
century and conquered surrounding groups. Their far-flung 
empire stretched along the Andes and was kept together 
by  a system of roads, along which moved armies and 
 administrators. The Incas achieved imperial unification by 
imposing their gods on conquered peoples, forcing local 
chieftains to participate in the central bureaucracy, and pur-
suing a policy of colonization. The imperial expansion that 
increased the Incas’ strength also caused stress. Andean 
 society was dominated by clan groups, and Inca measures to 
disrupt these groups and move people great distances cre-
ated resentment. 
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europe, 500–1500
In the fifteenth century, scholars in Europe began the prac-
tice of dividing European history into different periods. They 
called the time of Greece and Rome the ancient or classical 
era, and the thousand-year period between the fall of the 
Western Roman Empire and their own day the  Middle Ages. 
This three-part division—ancient, medieval, and modern—
has been very influential, even in areas beyond Europe.

the Middle Ages
The transition from ancient to medieval was a slow process, 
not a single event. The primary agents in this process of 
change were the barbarian tribes whose migrations broke 
the Roman Empire apart. The barbarians brought differ-
ent  social, political, and economic structures with them. 
Although Greco-Roman art and architecture still adorned 
the land and people continued to travel on Roman roads, 
the roads were rarely maintained, and travel itself was much 
less secure than during the empire. Merchants no longer 
traded over long distances, so people’s access to goods pro-
duced outside their local area plummeted. There was inter-
marriage and cultural assimilation among Romans and 
barbarians, but there was also violence and great physical 
destruction. 

The Eastern Roman Empire, called the Byzantine Empire, 
did not fall to barbarian invasions. During the sixth and 
seventh centuries the Byzantine Empire survived waves of 
attacks, owing to effective military leadership and to fortifi-
cations around Constantinople. From this strong position 
Byzantine emperors organized and preserved Roman insti-
tutions, and the Byzantine Empire lasted until 1453, nearly 
a millennium longer than the Roman Empire in the West. 
In particular, the emperor Justinian oversaw creation of the 
Code, which distilled the legal genius of the Romans into a 
coherent whole, eliminated outmoded laws and contradic-
tions, and clarified the law itself. Just as they valued the law, 
the Byzantines prized education, and because of them many 
masterpieces of ancient Greek literature survived to influ-
ence the intellectual life of the modern world. In mathe-
matics and science, the Byzantines passed Greco-Roman 
learning on to the Arabs.

Along with Byzantium, the Christian Church was an 
important agent of continuity in the transition from ancient 
to medieval in Europe. Christianity gained the support of 
the fourth-century emperors and gradually adopted the 
Roman system of hierarchical organization. The church 
possessed able administrators and leaders whose skills were 
tested in the chaotic environment of the end of the Roman 
Empire in the West. Bishops expanded their activities, and 
in the fifth century the bishops of Rome, taking the title 
“pope,” began to stress their supremacy over other Christian 
communities. Monasteries offered opportunities for indi-
viduals to develop deeper spiritual devotion and also pro-
vided a model of Christian living, methods that advanced 

agricultural development, and places for education and 
learning. Missionaries and church officials spread Christian-
ity within and far beyond the borders of what had been the 
Roman Empire, transforming a small sect into the most 
important and wealthiest institution in Europe, North 
Africa, and the eastern Mediterranean.

Christian thinkers reinterpreted the classics in a Christian 
sense, incorporating elements of Greek and Roman philoso-
phy and of various pagan religious groups into Christian 
teachings. Missionaries and priests got pagan and illiterate 
peoples to understand and become more accepting of Chris-
tianity by preaching the basic teachings of the religion, 
stressing similarities between pagan customs and beliefs and 
those of Christianity, and introducing the ritual of penance 
and the veneration of saints. 

Classical and Christian traditions modified those of bar-
barian society, although barbarian political systems were 
very different from those of Rome. Barbarians generally had 
no notion of the state as we use the term today; they thought 
in social, not political, terms. The basic social unit was the 
tribe, made up of kin groups formed by families. Family 
groups lived in small agriculture-based villages, where there 
were great differences in wealth and status. Most barbarian 
kingdoms were weak and short-lived, though the kingdom 
of the Franks was relatively more unified and powerful. Rul-
ers first in the Merovingian dynasty of the fifth century, and 
then in the Carolingian of the eighth century, used military 
victories, strategic marriage alliances, and the help of the 
church to enhance their authority. 

The Frankish kingdom broke down in the late ninth 
 century, and continental Europe was fractured politically. 
No European political power was strong enough to put up 
effective resistance to external attack, which came from 
many directions. Vikings from Scandinavia carried out raids 
for plunder along the coasts and rivers of Europe and trav-
eled as far as Iceland, Greenland, North America, and Rus-
sia. In many places they set up permanent states, as did the 
Magyars, who came into central Europe from the east. From 
the south came Muslims, who conquered Sicily and drove 
northward into Italy. All these invasions as well as civil wars 
weakened the power of kings, and local nobles became the 
strongest powers against external threats. They established a 
new form of decentralized government, later known as feu-
dalism, similar to that of Japan in the era of the samurai. 
Common people turned to nobles for protection, paying 
with their land, labor, and freedom.

Beginning in the last half of the tenth century, the 
in vasions that had contributed to European fragmenta-
tion  gradually ended, and domestic disorder slowly sub-
sided. Feudal rulers began to develop new institutions of law 
and government that enabled them to assert their power 
over lesser lords and the general population. Centralized 
states slowly crystallized, first in western Europe in the elev-
enth century, and then in eastern and northern Europe. 
An era of relative stability and prosperity followed, gener-
ally known as the “High Middle Ages,” which lasted until 
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climate change and disease brought calamity in the four-
teenth century. 

At the same time that rulers expanded their authority, 
energetic popes built their power within the Western Chris-
tian Church. They asserted their superiority over kings and 
emperors, though these moves were sometimes challenged 
by those secular rulers. Monasteries continued to be impor-
tant places of learning and devotion, and new religious 
orders were founded. Meanwhile, Christianity expanded 
into Europe’s northern and eastern regions, and Christian 
rulers expanded their holdings in Muslim Spain. On a more 
personal scale, religion structured people’s daily lives and the 
yearly calendar.

A papal call to retake the holy city of Jerusalem from the 
Muslims led to nearly two centuries of warfare between 
Christians and Muslims. Christian warriors, clergy, and 
 settlers moved in all directions from western and central 
Europe, so that through conquest and colonization border 
regions were gradually incorporated into a more uniform 
European culture. The enormous popular response to the 
pope’s call reveals the influence of the papacy and the 
new  sense that war against the church’s enemies was a 
duty of nobles. The Crusades were initially successful, and 
small Christian states were established in the Middle East. 
They did not last very long, however, and other effects of the 
Crusades were disastrous: Jewish communities in Europe 
were regularly attacked; relations between the Western and 
Eastern Christian Churches were poisoned by the Crusad-
ers’ attack on Constantinople; and Christian-Muslim rela-
tions became more uniformly hostile than they had been 
earlier.

For most people, the High Middle Ages did not bring 
dramatic change. The vast majority of medieval Europeans 
were rural peasants who lived in small villages and worked 
their own and their lords’ land. Peasants led hard lives, and 
most were bound to the land, although there were some 
opportunities for social mobility. Nobles were a tiny frac-
tion of the total population, but they exerted great power 
over all aspects of life. Aristocratic values and attitudes, 
often called chivalry, shaded all aspects of medieval culture. 
Medieval towns and cities grew initially as trading centers 
and recruited people from the countryside with the promise 
of greater freedom and new possibilities. They also became 
centers of production, and merchants and artisans formed 
guilds to protect their livelihoods. Not everyone in medieval 
towns and cities shared in the prosperity, however; many 
residents lived hand-to-mouth on low wages.

The towns that became centers of trade and production 
in the High Middle Ages also developed into cultural and 
intellectual centers. Trade brought in new ideas as well as 
merchandise, and in many cities a new type of educational 
institution—the university—emerged from cathedral and 
municipal schools. Universities developed theological, legal, 
and medical courses of study based on classical models and 
provided trained officials for the new government and 
church bureaucracies. People also wanted permanent visible 
representations of their piety, and church and city leaders 
supported the building of churches and cathedrals as sym-
bols of their Christian faith and their civic pride. Cathe-
drals  grew larger and more sumptuous, with high towers, 
soaring arches, and exquisite stained-glass windows in a 
style known as Gothic. New types of vernacular literature 

Agricultural Work  In this scene from a German manuscript written about 1190, men and women of different ages are sowing 
seeds and harvesting grain. All residents of a village, including children, engaged in agricultural tasks. (Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn, 
Germany/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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arose in which poems, songs, and stories were written down 
in local dialects. 

In the fourteenth century the prosperity of the High 
 Middle Ages ended. Bad weather brought poor harvests, 
which contributed to an international economic depression 
and fostered disease. The Black Death caused enormous pop-
ulation losses and had social, psychological, and economic 
consequences. Additional difficulties included the Hundred 
Years’ War between England and France, which devastated 
much of the French countryside and bankrupted England; a 
schism among rival popes that weakened the Western Chris-
tian Church; and peasant and worker frustrations that 
exploded in uprisings. These revolts were usually crushed, 
though noble landlords were not always successful in reas-
serting their rights to labor services instead of cash rents. 

the renaissance
While Europe suffered greatly in the fourteenth century, a 
new culture was beginning to emerge in southern Europe. 
First in Italy and then elsewhere scholars, writers, and artists 
thought that they were living in a new golden age, later 
termed the Renaissance, French for “rebirth.” The word 
renaissance was used initially to describe art that seemed to 
recapture, or perhaps even surpass, the glories of the classical 
past, and then came to be used for many aspects of life of 
the period. The new attitude diffused slowly out of Italy, with 
the result that the Renaissance “happened” at different times 
in different parts of Europe.

The Renaissance was characterized by self-conscious aware-
ness among fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italians, par-
ticularly scholars and writers known as humanists, that they 
were living in a new era. Key to this attitude was a serious 
interest in the Latin classics, a belief in individual potential, 
and a more secular attitude toward life. Humanists opened 
schools to train boys and young men for active lives of pub-
lic service, but they had doubts about whether humanist 
education was appropriate for women. As humanism spread 
to northern Europe, religious concerns became more pro-
nounced, and Christian humanists set out plans for the 
reform of church and society. Their ideas were spread to a 
much wider audience than those of early humanists as a 
result of the development of the printing press with movable 
metal type, which revolutionized communication. Interest 

in the classical past and in the individual shaped Renaissance 
art in terms of style and subject matter. Also important to 
Renaissance art were the wealthy patrons who helped fund it.

Social hierarchies in the Renaissance developed new fea-
tures that contributed to the modern social hierarchies of 
race, class, and gender. The distinction between free  people 
and slaves was one such hierarchy. Although slavery in 
Europe was not limited to Africans during the Renaissance, 
increasing numbers of black Africans entered Europe as 
slaves to supplement the labor force, and black skin color 
was increasingly viewed as a mark of inferiority. In terms of 
class, the medieval hierarchy of orders based on function in 
society intermingled with a new hierarchy that created a 
new social elite whose status was based on wealth. In regard 
to gender, the Renaissance debate about women led many 
to discuss women’s nature and proper role in society, a dis-
cussion sharpened by the presence of a number of ruling 
queens in this era. Nevertheless, women continued to lag 
behind men in social status and earnings.

During the Renaissance the feudal monarchies of medi-
eval Europe gradually evolved into nation-states. Beginning 
in the fifteenth century rulers in western Europe used 
aggressive methods to build up their governments, reducing 
violence, curbing unruly nobles, and establishing domestic 
order. They emphasized royal majesty and royal sovereignty 
and insisted on the respect and loyalty of all subjects. War and 
diplomacy were important ways that states increased their 
power, and so was marriage. Because almost all of Europe 
was ruled by hereditary dynasties, claiming and holding 
resources involved shrewd marital alliances. 

The Renaissance is often seen as a radical change, but it 
contained many elements of continuity as well. Artists and 
humanists looked back to the classical era for inspiration, 
and political leaders played important roles in cultural 
developments, just as they had for centuries in Europe and 
other parts of the world. The Renaissance was also closely 
connected with European exploration and colonization, 
which you will study in depth in Chapter 16 of this text. 
Renaissance monarchs paid for the expeditions’ ships, crews, 
and supplies, expecting a large share of any profits gained 
and increasingly viewing overseas territory as essential to a 
strong state. The desire for fame, wealth, and power that was 
central to the Renaissance was thus key to the European 
voyages and to colonial ventures as well.
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Nezahualpilli
At the time of the arrival of Europeans, Nezahualpilli was ruler of the city-state of Texcoco, the 
second most important city in the Aztec Empire after Tenochtitlan. (Nezahualpilli, portrait from Codex 

Ixtlilxochitl, 1582, pigment on European paper/Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, France/De Agostini Picture Library/akg-images)

16The Acceleration of  
Global Contact
1450–1600
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Chapter Preview
The Afroeurasian Trade World

The European Voyages of Discovery

Conquest and Settlement

The Era of Global Contact

Changing Attitudes and Beliefs

B efore 1500 Europeans were relatively mar-
ginal players in a centuries-old trading sys-

tem that linked Africa, Asia, and Europe. The 
Indian Ocean was the locus of a vibrant, cosmo-
politan Afroeurasian trade world in which Arab, 
Persian, Turkish, Indian, African, Chinese, and 
European merchants and adventurers competed 
for trade in spices, silks, and other goods.

By 1550 the European search for better access 
to Asian trade goods had led to a new overseas 
empire in the Indian Ocean and the accidental 
discovery of the Western Hemisphere. With this 
discovery South and North America were soon 

drawn into an international network of trade 
centers and political empires, which Europeans 
came to dominate. The era of globalization had 
begun, creating new political systems and forms 
of economic exchange as well as cultural assim-
ilation, conversion, and resistance. Europeans 
sought to impose their values on the  peoples 
they encountered while struggling to compre-
hend these  peoples’ societies. The Age of Dis-
covery from 1450 to 1600, as the time of these 
encounters is known, laid the foundations for 
the modern world.

The Afroeurasian  
Trade World

 What was the Afroeurasian trade world like 
prior to the era of European exploration?

Historians now recognize that a type of world econ-
omy, known as the Afroeurasian trade world, linked 
the products and  people of Europe, Asia, and Africa in 
the fifteenth century. Before Christopher Columbus 
began his voyages to the New World in 1492, the West 
was not the dominant player in world trade. Neverthe-
less, wealthy Europeans were eager consumers of lux-
ury goods from the East, which they received through 
Venetian and Genoese  middlemen.

The Trade World of the Indian Ocean
The Indian Ocean was the center of the Afroeurasian 
trade world, serving as a crossroads for commercial and 
cultural exchanges among China, India, the  Middle 
East, Africa, and Europe (Map 16.1). From the seventh 
through the fourteenth centuries, the volume of this 
trade steadily increased, declining only during the years 
of the Black Death.

Merchants congregated in a series of multicultural, 
cosmopolitan port cities strung around the Indian 
Ocean. Most of these cities had some form of autono-
mous self-government, and mutual self-interest had 
largely limited violence and attempts to monopolize 
trade. The most developed area of this commercial web 
was made up of the ports surrounding the South China 
Sea. In the fifteenth century the port of Malacca became 
a great commercial entrepôt (AHN-truh-poh), a trad-
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ing post to which goods were shipped for storage while 
awaiting redis tri bu tion to other places. To Malacca 
came porcelains, silks, and camphor (used in the man-
ufacture of many medications) from China; pepper, 
cloves, nutmeg, and raw  ma te rials such as sandalwood 
from the Moluccas; sugar from the Philippines; and 
textiles, copper weapons, incense, dyes, and opium 
from India.

The Mongol emperors opened the doors of China 
to the West, encouraging Europeans like the Venetian 
trader and explorer Marco Polo to do business there. 
Marco Polo’s tales of his travels from 1271 to 1295 and 
his encounter with the Great Khan (one of the suc-
cessors of the famous Mongol ruler Chinggis Khan) 
fueled Western fantasies about the Orient. Polo vividly 
recounted the splendors of the Khan’s court and the 
city of Hangzhou, which he described as “the finest 
and noblest in the world” in which “the number and 

wealth of the merchants, and the amount of goods that 
passed through their hands, was so enormous that no 
man  could form a just estimate thereof.”1

After the Mongols fell to the Ming Dynasty in 
1368, China entered a period of agricultural and com-
mercial expansion, population growth, and urbaniza-
tion. By the end of the dynasty in 1644, the Chinese 
population had tripled to between 150 million and 200 
million. The city of Nanjing had 1 million inhabitants, 
making it the largest city in the world, while the new 
capital, Beijing, had more than 600,000 inhabitants, a 
population greater than that of any European city (see 
pages 617–627). Historians agree that China had the 
most advanced economy in the world until at least the 
beginning of the eighteenth century.

China also took the lead in exploration, sending 
Admiral Zheng He’s fleet as far west as Egypt. Each of 
his seven expeditions from 1405 to 1433 involved 
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MAP 16.1  The Fifteenth-Century Afroeurasian Trading World  After a period of  
decline following the Black Death and the Mongol invasions, trade revived in the fifteenth century.  
Muslim merchants dominated trade, linking ports in East Africa and the Red Sea with those in India and the 
Malay Archipelago. The Chinese admiral Zheng He followed the most important Indian Ocean trade routes 
on his voyages (1405–1433), hoping to impose Ming dominance of trade and tribute.
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 hundreds of ships and tens of thousands of men (see 
page 639). In one voyage alone, Zheng sailed more than 
12,000 miles, compared to Columbus’s 2,400 miles on 
his first voyage some sixty years later.2 Although the 
ships brought back many wonders, such as giraffes and 
zebras, the purpose of the voyages was primarily diplo-
matic, to enhance China’s prestige and seek tribute-
paying alliances. The high expense of the voyages in a 
period of renewed Mongol encroachment led to the 
abandonment of the maritime expeditions after the 
deaths of Zheng He and the emperor.

China’s decision to forego large-scale exploration 
was a decisive turning point in world history, one that 
left an opening for European states to expand their role 
in Asian trade. Nonetheless, Zheng He’s voyages left a 
legacy of increased Chinese trading in the South China 
Sea and Indian Ocean. Following Zheng He’s voyages, 
tens of thousands of Chinese emigrated to the Philip-
pines, where they acquired commercial dominance of 
the island of Luzon by 1600.

Another center of Indian Ocean trade was India, the 
crucial link between the Persian Gulf and the South-
east Asian and East Asian trade networks. The sub-
continent had ancient links with its neighbors to the 
northwest: trade between South Asia and Mesopotamia 
dates back to the origins of human civilization. Trade 
among ports bordering the Indian Ocean was revived 
in the  Middle Ages by Arab merchants who circum-
navigated India on their way to trade in the South 
China Sea. The need for stopovers led to the establish-

ment of trading posts at Gujarat and on the Malabar 
coast, where the cities of Calicut and Quilon became 
thriving commercial centers.

The inhabitants of India’s Coromandel coast tra-
ditionally looked to Southeast Asia, where they had 
ancient trading and cultural ties. Hinduism and Bud-
dhism arrived in Southeast Asia from India during the 
 Middle Ages, and a brisk trade between Southeast 
Asian and Coromandel port cities persisted from that 
time until the arrival of the Portuguese in the sixteenth 
century. India itself was an important contributor of 
goods to the world trading system. Most of the world’s 
pepper was grown in India, and Indian cotton and silk 
textiles, mainly from the Gujarat region, were also 
highly prized.

 Peoples and Cultures of the  
Indian Ocean
Indian Ocean trade connected  peoples from the Malay 
Peninsula (the southern extremity of the Asian conti-
nent), India, China, and East Africa, among whom 
there was an enormous variety of languages, cultures, 
and religions. In spite of this diversity, certain socio-
cultural similarities linked these  peoples, espe cially in 
Southeast Asia.

For  example, by the fifteenth century inhabitants of 
what we call Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and 
the many islands in between all spoke languages of the 
Austronesian  family, reflecting continuing interactions 

The Port of Calicut in India  The port of Calicut, located on the west coast of India, was a center 
of the Indian Ocean spice trade during the  Middle Ages. Vasco da Gama arrived in Calicut in 1498 and 
obtained permission to trade there, leading to hostilities between the Portuguese and the Arab traders 
who had previously dominated the port. (Private Collection/The Stapleton Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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among them. A common environment led to a diet 
based on rice, fish, palms, and palm wine. Rice, har-
vested by women, is prob ably indigenous to the region, 
and it formed the staple of the diet. The seas provided 
many varieties of fish, crabs, and shrimp, and fishing 
served as the chief male occupation, well ahead of agri-
culture. Also, sugarcane grew in profusion, and it was 
chewed as a confectionery and used as a sweetener.3

In comparison to India, China, or even Europe 
after the Black Death, Southeast Asia was sparsely pop-
ulated.  People were concentrated in port cities and in 
areas of intense rice cultivation. Another difference 
between Southeast Asia and India, China, and Europe 
was the higher status of women —  their primary role in 
planting and harvesting rice gave them authority and 
economic power. At marriage, which typically occurred 
around age twenty, the groom paid the bride (or some-
times her  family) a sum of money called bride wealth, 
which remained under her control. This practice was 
in sharp contrast to the Chinese, Indian, and Euro-
pean dowry, which came under the husband’s control. 
Property was administered jointly, in contrast to the 
Chinese principle and Indian practice that wives had 
no say in the disposal of  family property. All chil-
dren, regardless of gender, inherited equally, and when 
Islam arrived in the region, the rule requiring sons to 
receive double the inheritance of daughters was never 
implemented.

Respect for women carried over to the commercial 
sphere. Women participated in business as partners and 
independent entrepreneurs, even undertaking long sea 
voyages to accompany their wares. When Portuguese 
and Dutch men  settled in the region and married local 
women, their wives continued to play important roles 
in trade and commerce.

In contrast to most parts of the world other than 
Africa, Southeast Asian  peoples had an accepting atti-
tude  toward premarital sexual activity and placed no 
premium on virginity at marriage. Divorce carried no 
social stigma and was easily attainable if a pair proved 
incompatible. Either the woman or the man  could ini-
tiate a divorce, and common property and children 
were divided.

Trade with Africa and the   
Middle east
On the east coast of Africa, Swahili-speaking city-states 
engaged in the Indian Ocean trade, exchanging ivory, 
rhinoceros horn, tortoise shells, copra (dried coconut), 
and slaves for textiles, spices, cowrie shells, porce-
lain, and other goods. The most important cities were 
Mogadishu, Mombasa, and Kilwa, which had con-
verted to Islam by the eleventh century.  Peopled by 
confident and urbane merchants, the cities were known 
for their prosperity and culture.

West Africa also played an important role in world 
trade. In the fifteenth century most of the gold that 
reached Europe came from the Sudan region in West 
Africa and, in particular, from the kingdom of Mali 
near present-day Ghana. Transported across the Sahara 
by Arab and African traders on camels, the gold was 
sold in the ports of North Africa. Other trading routes 
led to the Egyp tian cities of Alexandria and Cairo, 
where the Venetians held commercial privileges.

Inland nations that sat astride the north-south cara-
van routes grew wealthy from this trade. In the mid-
thirteenth century the kingdom of Mali emerged as an 
important player on the overland trade route. In later 
centuries, however, the diversion of gold away from 
the trans-Sahara routes would weaken the inland states 
of Africa politically and economically.

Mansa Musa  This detail from the Catalan Atlas of 1375, 
a world map created for the Catalan king, depicts a king 
of Mali, Mansa Musa, who was legendary for his wealth 
in gold. European desires for direct access to the trade in 
sub-Saharan gold helped inspire Portuguese exploration 
of the west coast of Africa in the fifteenth century. (Detail 
from the Catalan Atlas, 1375 [vellum], by Abraham Cresques (1325–1387)/
Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, France/The Bridgeman Art Library)

•	bride wealth  In early modern Southeast Asia, a sum of money the 
groom paid the bride or her  family at the time of marriage. This practice 
contrasted with the dowry in China, India, and Europe, which the husband 
controlled.
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Gold was one important object of trade; slaves were 
another. Slavery was practiced in Africa, as it was vir-
tually everywhere else in the world, long before the 
arrival of Europeans. Arab and African merchants took 
West African slaves to the Mediterranean to be sold in 
European, Egyp tian, and  Middle  Eastern markets and 
also brought eastern Europeans to West Africa as slaves. 
In addition, Indian and Arab merchants traded slaves 
in the coastal regions of East Africa.

The  Middle East served as an intermediary for trade 
between Europe, Africa, and Asia and was also an 
important supplier of goods for foreign exchange, 
espe cially silk and cotton. Two great rival empires, the 
Persian Safavids and the Turkish Ottomans, dominated 
the region, competing for control over western trade 
routes to the East. By the mid-sixteenth century the 
Ottomans had established control over eastern Medi-
terranean sea routes to trading centers in Syria, Pales-
tine, Egypt, and the rest of North Africa. Their power 
also extended into Europe as far west as Vienna.

Genoese and Venetian  Middlemen
Compared to the riches and vibrancy of the East, 
Europe constituted a minor outpost in the world trad-
ing system, for European craftsmen produced few 
products to rival those of Asia. However, Europeans 
desired luxury goods from the East, and in the late 
 Middle Ages such trade was controlled by the Italian 
city-states of Venice and Genoa. Venice had opened 
the gateway to Asian trade in 1304, when it established 
formal relations with the sultan of Mamluk Egypt and 
started operations in Cairo. In exchange for European 
products like Spanish and En glish wool, German metal 
goods, and Flemish textiles, the Venetians obtained 
luxury items like spices, silks, and carpets from middle-
men in the eastern Mediterranean and Asia Minor. 
Because  Eastern demand for European goods was low, 
Venetians funded their purchases through shipping 
and trade in firearms and slaves.

Venice’s ancient trading rival was Genoa. By the 
time the Crusades ended around 1270, Genoa domi-
nated the northern route to Asia through the Black 
Sea. From then until the fourteenth century, the Gen-
oese expanded their trade routes as far as Persia and 
the Far East. In 1291 they sponsored a failed expedi-
tion into the Atlantic in search of India. This voyage 
reveals the early origins of Genoese interest in Atlantic 
exploration.

In the fifteenth century, with Venice claiming vic-
tory in the spice trade, the Genoese shifted focus from 
trade to finance and from the Black Sea to the west-
ern Mediterranean. Located on the northwestern coast 
of Italy, Genoa had always been active in the western 
Mediterranean, trading with North African ports, 
southern France, Spain, and even En gland and Flan-

ders through the Strait of Gibraltar. When Spanish and 
Portuguese voyages began to explore the western Atlan-
tic (see page 467), Genoese merchants, navigators, and 
financiers provided their skills and capital to the Ibe-
rian monarchs.

A major element of Italian trade was slav ery. Mer-
chants purchased slaves, many of whom were fellow 
Chris tians, in the Balkans of southeastern Europe. 
After the loss of the Black Sea trade routes —  and thus 
the source of slaves —  to the Ottomans, the Genoese 
sought new supplies of slaves in the West, eventually 
seizing or buying and selling the Guanches (indige-
nous  peoples from the Canary Islands), Muslim pris-
oners and Jewish refugees from Spain, and, by the early 
1500s, both black and Berber Africans. With the growth 
of Spanish colonies in the New World, Genoese and 
Venetian merchants became important players in the 
Atlantic slave trade.

Italian experience in colonial administration, slav-
ing, and international trade served as a model for 
the Iberian states as they pushed European expansion 
to  new heights. Mariners, merchants, and financiers 
from Venice and Genoa —  most notably Christopher 
Columbus —  played crucial roles in bringing the fruits 
of this experience to the Iberian Peninsula and to the 
New World.

The European Voyages  
of Discovery

 Why and how did Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of expansion?

Europe was by no means isolated before the voyages of 
exploration and its “discovery” of the New World. But 
because Europeans did not produce many products 
desired by  Eastern elites, they were modest players in 
the Indian Ocean trading world. As Europe recovered 
after the Black Death, new European players entered 
the scene with novel technology, eager to spread Chris-
tianity and to undo Italian and Ottoman domination 
of trade with the East. A century after the plague, Ibe-
rian explorers began the overseas voyages that helped 
create the modern world, with immense consequences 
for their own continent and the rest of the planet.

Causes of european expansion
European expansion had multiple causes. The first was 
economic. By the  middle of the fifteenth century 
Europe was experiencing a revival of population and 
economic activity after the lows of the Black Death. 
This revival created renewed demand for luxuries, espe-
cially spices, from the East. The fall of Constantinople 
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and the subsequent Ottoman control of trade routes 
created obstacles to fulfilling these demands. European 
merchants and rulers eager for the profits of trade thus 
needed to find new sources of precious metal to exchange 
with the Ottomans or trade routes that bypassed the 
Ottomans.

Why were spices so desirable? Introduced into west-
ern Europe by the Crusaders in the twelfth century, 
pepper, nutmeg, ginger, mace, cinnamon, and cloves 
added flavor and variety to the monotonous European 
diet. Not only did spices serve as flavorings for food, 
but they were also used in anointing oil and as incense 
for religious rituals, and as perfumes, medicines, and 
dyes in daily life. Apart from their utility, the expense 
and exotic origins of spices meant that they were a 
high-status good, which European elites  could use to 
demonstrate their social standing.

Religious fervor and the crusading spirit were 
another important catalyst for expansion. Just seven 
months separated Isabella and Ferdinand’s conquest of 
the emirate of Granada, the last remaining Muslim 
state on the Iberian Peninsula, and Columbus’s depar-
ture across the Atlantic. Overseas exploration thus 
transferred the militaristic religious fervor of the recon-
quista (reconquest) to new non-Chris tian territories. As 
they conquered indigenous empires, Iberians brought 
the attitudes and administrative practices developed 
during the reconquista to the Americas. Conquista-
dors fully expected to be rewarded with land, titles, 
and power over conquered  peoples, just as the leaders 
of the reconquista had been.

A third motivation was the dynamic spirit of the 
Renaissance. Like other men of the Renaissance era, 
explorers sought to win glory for their amazing exploits 
and demonstrated a genuine interest in learning more 
about unknown waters. Scholars have frequently 
described the European discoveries as an outcome of 
Renaissance curiosity about the physical universe. The 
detailed journals kept by European voyagers attest to 
their fascination with the new  peoples and places they 
visited.

Individual explorers often manifested all of these 
desires at once. Columbus, a devout Chris tian, aimed 
to discover new territories where Chris tianity  could be 
spread while seeking a direct trade route to Asia. The 
motives of Portuguese explorer Bartholomew Diaz 
were, in his own words, “to serve God and His Majesty, 
to give light to those who were in darkness and to grow 
rich as all men desire to do.” When the Portuguese 
explorer Vasco da Gama reached the port of Calicut, 
India, in 1498 and a native asked what he wanted, he 
replied, “Chris tians and spices.”4 The bluntest of the 
Spanish conquistadors (kahn-KEES-tuh-dawrz), or 
conquerors, Hernán Cortés, announced as he prepared 
to conquer Mexico, “I have come to win gold, not to 
plow the fields like a peasant.”5

Ordinary seamen joined these voyages to escape pov-
erty at home, to continue a  family trade, or to win a 
few crumbs of the great riches of empire. Common sail-
ors were ill-paid, and life at sea meant danger, unbear-
able stench, hunger, and overcrowding. For months at 
a time, 100 to 120  people lived and worked in a space 
of 1,600 to 2,000 square feet.

The  people who stayed at home had a powerful 
impact on the voyages of discovery. Merchants pro-
vided the capital for many early voyages and had a 
strong say in their course. To gain authorization and 
financial support for their expeditions, they sought offi-
cial sponsorship from the Crown. Competition among 
European monarchs for the prestige and profit of over-
seas exploration thus constituted another crucial factor 
in encouraging the steady stream of expeditions that 
began in the late fifteenth century.

The small number of Europeans who  could read pro-
vided a rapt audience for tales of fantastic places and 
unknown  peoples. Cosmography, natural history, and 
geography aroused enormous interest among educated 
 people in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. One of 
the most popular books of the time was the fourteenth-
century text The Travels of Sir John  Mandeville, which 
purported to be a firsthand account of the author’s 
travels in the  Middle East, India, and China. Although 
we now know they were fictional, these fantastic tales 
of cannibals, one-eyed giants, men with the heads of 
dogs, and other marvels were believed for centuries. 
Columbus took a copy of Mandeville and the equally 
popular and more reliable The Travels of Marco Polo on 
his voyage in 1492.

Technology and the  
rise of exploration
Technological developments in shipbuilding, naviga-
tion, and weaponry enabled European expansion. Since 
ancient times, most seagoing vessels had been narrow, 
open boats called galleys, propelled by slaves or convicts 
manning the oars. Though well suited to the placid 
waters of the Mediterranean, galleys  could not with-
stand the rougher conditions in the Atlantic. The need 
for sturdier craft, as well as population losses caused by 
the Black Death, forced the development of a new style 
of ship that would not require much manpower. Over 
the course of the fifteenth century the Portuguese 
developed the caravel, a small, light, three-mast sailing 
ship with triangular lateen sails. The caravel was much 

•	 conquistador  Spanish for “conqueror”; a Spanish soldier-explorer, such 
as Hernán Cortés or Francisco Pizarro, who sought to conquer the New 
World for the Spanish crown.

•	 caravel  A small, maneuverable, three-mast sailing ship developed by the 
Portuguese in the fifteenth century that gave the Portuguese a distinct 
advantage in exploration and trade.
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more maneuverable than the galley. When fitted with 
cannon, it  could dominate larger vessels.

This period also saw great strides in cartography and 
navigational aids. Around 1410 Arab scholars reintro-
duced Europeans to Ptolemy’s Geography. Written 
in the second century, the work synthesized the geo-
graphical knowledge of the classical world. It repre-
sented a major improvement over medieval cartogra-
phy, showing the world as round and introducing the 
idea of latitude and longitude to plot a ship’s position 
accurately. It also contained significant errors. Unaware 
of the Americas, Ptolemy showed the world as much 
smaller than it is, so that Asia appeared not very far to 
the west of Europe. Both the assets and the flaws of 
Ptolemy’s work shaped the geographical knowledge 
that explorers like Christopher Columbus brought to 
their voyages.

The magnetic compass made it  pos sible for sailors 
to determine their direction and position at sea. The 
astrolabe, an instrument invented by the ancient Greeks 
and perfected by Muslim navigators, was used to deter-
mine the altitude of the sun and other celestial bodies. 
It permitted mariners to plot their latitude, that is, 
their precise position north or south of the equator.

Like the astrolabe, much of the new technology that 
Europeans used on their voyages was borrowed from 
the East. Gunpowder, the compass, and the sternpost 
rudder were Chinese inventions. Advances in cartog-
raphy also drew on the rich tradition of Judeo-Arabic 
mathematical and astronomical learning in Iberia. In 
exploring new territories, European sailors thus called 
on techniques and knowledge developed over centuries 
in China, the Muslim world, and trading centers along 
the Indian Ocean.

The Portuguese in Africa and Asia
For centuries Portugal was a small and poor nation on 
the margins of European life whose principal activities 
were fishing and subsistence farming. It would have 
been hard for a medieval European to predict Portu-
gal’s phenomenal success overseas after 1450. Yet Por-
tugal had a long history of seafaring and navigation. 
Blocked from access to western Europe by Spain, the 
Portuguese turned to the Atlantic, whose waters they 
knew better than did other Europeans. Nature favored 

the Portuguese: winds blowing along 
their coast offered passage to Africa, its 
Atlantic islands, and, ultimately, Bra-

zil. Once they had mastered the 
secret to sailing against the wind 

to return to Europe (by sailing 
farther west to catch winds 
from the southwest), they 
were ideally poised to lead 
Atlantic exploration.

The Portuguese Fleet Embarked for 
the Indies  This image shows a Portuguese 
trading fleet in the late fifteenth century 
bound for the riches of the Indies. Between 
1500 and 1635 over nine hundred ships sailed 
from Portugal to ports on the Indian Ocean in 
annual fleets composed of five to ten ships. 
Portuguese sailors used astrolabes, such as 
the one pictured here, to accurately plot their 
position. (fleet: British Museum/HarperCollins Publishers/
The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY; astrolabe: © The Trustees 
of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY)
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In the early phases of Portuguese exploration, Prince 
Henry (1394–1460), a dynamic younger son of the 
king, played a leading role. A nineteenth-century scholar 
dubbed Henry “the Navigator” because of his support 
for the study of geography and navigation and for the 
annual expeditions he sponsored down the western 
coast of Africa. Although he never personally partici-
pated in voyages of exploration, Henry’s involvement 
ensured that Portugal did not abandon the effort 
despite early disappointments.

Portugal’s conquest of Ceuta, an Arab city in north-
ern Morocco, in 1415 marked the beginning of Euro-
pean overseas expansion. In the 1420s, under Henry’s 
direction, the Portuguese began to  settle the Atlantic 
islands of Madeira (ca. 1420) and the Azores (1427). 
In 1443 they founded their first African commercial 
 settlement at Arguin in North Africa. By the time of 
Henry’s death in 1460, his support for exploration was 
vindicated —  in Portuguese eyes —  by thriving sugar 
plantations on the Atlantic islands, the first arrival of 
enslaved Africans in Portugal (see page 477), and new 
access to African gold.

The Portuguese next established fortified trading 
posts, called factories, on the gold-rich Guinea coast 
and penetrated into the African continent all the way 
to Timbuktu (Map 16.2). By 1500 Portugal controlled 

the flow of African gold to Europe. In contrast to the 
Spanish conquest of the Americas (see page 471), the 
Portuguese did not establish large  settlements in West 
Africa or seek to control the political or cultural lives of 
those with whom they traded. Instead they sought 
easier and faster profits by inserting themselves into 
pre-existing trading systems. For the first century of 
their relations, African rulers were equal partners with 
the Portuguese, protected by their experienced armies 
and European vulnerability to tropical diseases.

In 1487 Bartholomew Diaz (ca. 1451–1500) 
rounded the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of 
Africa (Map 16.2), but storms and a threatened mutiny 
forced him to turn back. A decade later Vasco da Gama 
(ca. 1469–1524) succeeded in rounding the Cape while 
commanding a fleet in search of a sea route to India. 
With the help of an Indian guide, da Gama reached 
the port of Calicut in India. He returned to Lisbon 
with spices and samples of Indian cloth, having proved 
the possibility of lucrative trade with the East via the 

•	Ptolemy’s Geography  A second-century-c.e. work that synthesized  
the classical knowledge of geography and introduced the concepts of 
longitude and latitude. Reintroduced to Europeans in 1410 by Arab 
scholars, its ideas allowed cartographers to create more accurate maps.

Pepper Harvest  To break the monotony of their bland diet, Europeans had a passion for pepper, 
which —  along with cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and ginger —  was the main object of the Asian 
trade. We can appreciate the fifteenth-century expression “as dear as pepper”: one kilo of pepper 
cost 2 grams of silver at the place of production in the East Indies and from 1 to 10 grams of silver in 
Alexandria, Egypt; 14 to 18 grams in Venice; and 20 to 30 grams at the markets of northern Europe. 
Here natives fill vats, and the dealer tastes a peppercorn for pungency. (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, 
France/Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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Cape route. Thereafter, a Portuguese convoy set out for 
passage around the Cape every March.

Lisbon became the entrance port for Asian goods 
into Europe, but this was not accomplished without a 
fight. Muslim-controlled port city-states had long con-
trolled the rich trade of the Indian Ocean, and they 
did not surrender it willingly. From 1500 to 1515 the 
Portuguese used a combination of bombardment and 
diplomatic treaties to establish trading factories at Goa, 
Malacca, Calicut, and Hormuz, thereby laying the 
foundation for a Portuguese trading empire in the 

 sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The acquisition 
of port cities and their trade routes brought riches to 
Portugal, but, as in Africa, the Portuguese had limited 
impact on the lives and religious faith of  peoples 
beyond Portuguese coastal holdings. Moreover, Portu-
guese ability to enforce a monopoly on trading in the 
Indian Ocean was always limited by the sheer distances 
involved and the stiff resistance of Indian, Ottoman, 
and other rivals.

Inspired by the Portuguese, the Spanish had also 
begun the quest for empire. Theirs was to be a second, 

  Mapping the Past
MAP 16.2    Overseas Exploration and Conquest in the 
Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries  The voyages of discovery 
marked a dramatic new phase in the centuries-old migrations of 
European  peoples. This map depicts the voyages of the most 
significant European explorers of the period.

AnALyzing ThE MAP  Consider the routes and dates of the 
voyages shown. How might the successes of the earlier voyages 
have contributed to the later expeditions? Which voyage had the most impact, and why?

COnnECTiOnS  Do you think the importance of these voyages was primarily economic, political, or 
cultural? Why?
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entirely different, mode of colonization leading to 
large-scale  settlement and the forced assimilation of 
huge indigenous populations.

Spain’s Voyages to the Americas
Christopher Columbus was not the first navigator to 
explore the Atlantic. In the ninth century Vikings 
established short-lived  settlements in Newfoundland, 
and it is prob able that others made the voyage, either 
on purpose or accidentally, carried by westward cur-
rents off the coast of Africa. In Africa, Mansa Musa, 
emperor of Mali, reportedly came to the throne after 
the previous king failed to return from a naval expedi-
tion he led to explore the Atlantic Ocean. A document 
by a scholar of the time, al-Umari, quoted Mansa 
Musa’s description of his predecessor as a man who 
“did not believe that the ocean was im pos sible to cross. 
He wished to reach the other side and was passionately 
interested in doing so.”6 Portugal’s achievements in 
Atlantic navigation made the moment right for Chris-
topher Columbus to attempt to find a westward route 
across the Atlantic to Asia in the late fifteenth century.

Christopher Columbus, a native of Genoa, was an 
experienced seaman and navigator. He had worked as 
a mapmaker in Lisbon and had spent time on Madeira. 
He was familiar with such fifteenth-century Portu-
guese navigational aids as portolans —  written descrip-
tions of the courses along which ships sailed —  and the 
use of the compass as a nautical instrument. Columbus 
asserted in his journal: “I have spent twenty-three years 
at sea and have not left it for any length of time worth 
mentioning, and I have seen every thing from east to 
west [meaning he had been to En gland] and I have 
been to Guinea [North and West Africa].”7

Columbus was also a deeply religious man. He had 
witnessed the Spanish conquest of Granada and shared 
fully in the religious fervor surrounding that event. 
Like the Spanish rulers and most Europeans of his age, 
Columbus understood Chris tianity as a missionary reli-
gion that should be carried to all places of the earth. 
He thus viewed himself as a divine agent: “God made 
me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth 
of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John . . .  
and he showed me the post where to find it.”8

Rejected for funding by the Portuguese in 1483 and 
by Ferdinand and Isabella in 1486, Columbus finally 
won the support of the Spanish monarchy in 1492. 
Buoyed by the success of the reconquista and eager to 
earn profits from trade, the Spanish crown agreed to 
make him viceroy over any territory he might discover 
and to give him one-tenth of the  ma te rial rewards of 
the journey.

Columbus and his small fleet left Spain on August 3, 
1492. Columbus dreamed of reaching the court of the 

Mongol emperor, the Great Khan, not realizing that 
the  Ming Dynasty had overthrown the Mongols in 
1368. Based on Ptolemy’s Geography and other texts, 
he expected to pass the islands of Japan and then land 
on the east coast of China.

After a brief stop in the Canary Islands, he landed 
on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, which he 
christened San Salvador and claimed on behalf of the 
Spanish crown. In a letter he wrote to Ferdinand and 
Isabella on his return to Spain, Columbus described the 
natives as handsome, peaceful, and primitive. Believ-
ing he was somewhere off the 
east coast of Japan, in what he 
considered the Indies, he 
called them “Indians,” a name 
that was later applied to all 
inhabitants of the Americas. 
Columbus concluded that 
they would make good slaves 
and  could quickly be con-
verted to Chris tianity. (See 
“Listening to the Past: Colum-
bus Describes His First Voy-
age,” page 468.)

Scholars have identified the 
inhabitants of the islands as the 
Taino (TIGH-noh)  people, 
speakers of the Arawak lan-
guage, who inhabited Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic) and other islands in the 
Caribbean. From San Salvador,  Columbus sailed south-
west, landing on Cuba on October 28. Deciding that 
he must be on the mainland of China near the coastal 
city of Quinsay (now Hangzhou), he sent a small 
embassy inland with letters from Ferdinand and Isa-
bella and instructions to locate the grand city. Although 
they found no large  settlement or any evidence of a 
great kingdom, the sight of Taino  people wearing gold 
ornaments on Hispaniola suggested that gold was 
available in the region. In January, confident that its 
source would soon be found, he headed back to Spain 
to report on his discovery.

On his second voyage, Columbus took control of 
the island of Hispaniola and enslaved its indigenous 
 peoples. On this and subsequent voyages, he brought 
with him  settlers for the new Spanish territories, along 
with agricultural seed and livestock. Columbus him-
self, however, had  little interest in or capacity for gov-
erning. Arriving in Hispaniola on his third voyage, 
he  found revolt had broken out against his brother, 
whom Columbus had left behind to govern the colony. 
An investigatory expedition sent by the Spanish crown 
arrested Columbus and his brother for failing to main-
tain order. Columbus returned to Spain in disgrace 
and a royal governor assumed control of the colony.
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On his return voyage to Spain in February 1493, Christopher 
Columbus composed a letter intended for wide circulation and 
had copies of it sent ahead to Isabella, Ferdinand, and others 
when his ship docked at Lisbon. Because the letter sums up 
Columbus’s understanding of his achievements, it is considered 
the most important document of his first voyage.

“ Since I know that you will be pleased at the great success 
with which the Lord has crowned my voyage, I write to inform 
you how in thirty-three days I crossed from the Canary Islands to 
the Indies, with the fleet which our most illustrious sovereigns 
gave me. I found very many islands with large populations and 
took possession of them all for their Highnesses; this I did by 
proclamation and unfurled the royal standard. No opposition 
was offered.

I named the first island that I found “San Salvador,” in honour 
of our Lord and Saviour who has granted me this miracle. . . .  
When I reached Cuba, I followed its north coast westwards, and 
found it so extensive that I thought this must be the mainland, 
the province of Cathay.* . . .  From there I saw another island 
eighteen leagues eastwards which I then named 
“Hispaniola.”† . . .

Hispaniola is a wonder. The mountains and hills, the plains 
and meadow lands are both fertile and beautiful. They are most 
suitable for planting crops and for raising cattle of all kinds, 
and there are good sites for building towns and villages. The 
harbours are incredibly fine and there are many great rivers 
with broad channels and the majority contain gold.‡ The trees, 
fruits and plants are very different from those of Cuba. In His-
paniola there are many spices and large mines of gold and 
other metals.§ . . .

The inhabitants of this island, and all the rest that I discov-
ered or heard of, go naked, as their mothers bore them, men 
and women alike. A few of the women, however, cover a  single 
place with a leaf of a plant or piece of cotton which they weave 

for the purpose. They have no iron or steel or arms and are not 
capable of using them, not because they are not strong and well 
built but because they are amazingly timid. All the weapons 
they have are canes cut at seeding time, at the end of which 
they fix a sharpened stick, but they have not the courage to 
make use of these, for very often when I have sent two or three 
men to a village to have conversation with them a great number 
of them have come out. But as soon as they saw my men all fled 
immediately, a father not even waiting for his son. And this is 
not because we have harmed any of them; on the contrary, 
wherever I have gone and been able to have conversation with 
them, I have given them some of the various things I had, a 
cloth and other  articles, and received nothing in exchange. But 
they have still remained incurably timid. True, when they have 
been reassured and lost their fear, they are so ingenuous and so 
liberal with all their possessions that no one who has not seen 
them would believe it. If one asks for anything they have they 
never say no. On the contrary, they offer a share to anyone with 
demonstrations of heartfelt affection, and they are immediately 
content with any small thing, valuable or valueless, that is given 
them. I forbade the men to give them bits of broken crockery, 
fragments of glass or tags of laces, though if they  could get 
them they fancied them the finest jewels in the world.

I hoped to win them to the love and  ser vice of their High-
nesses and of the whole Spanish nation and to persuade them 
to collect and give us of the things which they possessed in 
abundance and which we needed. They have no religion and 
are not idolaters; but all believe that power and goodness dwell 
in the sky and they are firmly convinced that I have come from 
the sky with these ships and  people. In this belief they gave me 
a good reception everywhere, once they had overcome their 
fear; and this is not because they are stupid —  far from it, they 
are men of great intelligence, for they navigate all those seas, 
and give a marvellously good account of everything —  but 
because they have never before seen men clothed or ships 
like these. . . .

Listening to the Past
Columbus Describes  
His First Voyage

Primary
Source

Columbus was very much a man of his times. To 
the end of his life in 1506, he believed that he had 
found small islands off the coast of Asia. He never real-
ized the scope of his achievement: that he had found a 
vast continent unknown to Europeans, except for a 
fleeting Viking presence centuries earlier. He  could not 
know that the lands he discovered would become a 
crucial new arena for international trade and coloniza-
tion, with grave consequences for native  peoples.

Spain “Discovers” the Pacific
The Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci (veh-
SPOO-chee) (1454–1512) realized what Columbus 
had not. Writing about his discoveries on the coast of 
modern-day Venezuela, Vespucci stated: “Those new 
regions which we found and explored with the fleet . . .  
we may rightly call a New World.” This letter, titled 
Mundus Novus (The New World), was the first docu-
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In all these islands the men are seemingly content with one 
woman, but their chief or king is allowed more than twenty. The 
women appear to work more than the men and I have not been 
able to find out if they have private property. As far as I  could 
see whatever a man had was shared among all the rest and this 
particularly applies to food. . . .  In another island, which I am 
told is larger than Hispaniola, the  people have no hair. Here 
there is a vast quantity of gold, and from here and the other 
islands I bring Indians as evidence.

In conclusion, to speak only of the results of this very hasty 
voyage, their Highnesses can see that I will give them as much 
gold as they require, if they will render me some very slight 
assistance; also I will give them all the spices and cotton they 
want. . . .  I will also bring them as much aloes as they ask and 
as many slaves, who will be taken from the idolaters. I believe 
also that I have found rhubarb and cinnamon and there will be 
countless other things in addition. . . .

So all Christendom will be delighted that our Redeemer has 
given victory to our most illustrious King and Queen and their 
renowned kingdoms, in this great matter. They should hold 
great celebrations and render solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity 
with many solemn prayers, for the great triumph which they 
will have, by the conversion of so many  peoples to our holy 
faith and for the temporal benefits which will follow, for not 
only Spain, but all Christendom will receive encouragement 
and profit.

This is a brief account of the facts.

Written in the caravel off the Canary Islands.**

15 February 1493
 At your orders 
 THE ADMIRAL ”
Source: J. M. Cohen, ed. and trans., The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus 
(Penguin Classics, 1958), pp. 115–123. Copyright © J. M. Cohen, 1969, London. 
Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. How did Columbus explain the success of his voyage?

2. What was Columbus’s view of the Native Americans he met?

3. Evaluate Columbus’s statements that the Caribbean islands 
possessed gold, cotton, and spices.

4. Why did Columbus cling to the idea that he had reached 
Asia?

ment to describe America as a continent separate from 
Asia. In recognition of Amerigo’s bold claim, the con-
tinent was named for him.

To  settle competing claims to the Atlantic discover-
ies, Spain and Portugal turned to Pope Alexander VI. 
The resulting Treaty of Tordesillas (tawr-duh-SEE-
yuhs) in 1494 gave Spain everything to the west of an 
imaginary line drawn down the Atlantic and Portugal 
everything to the east. This arbitrary division worked 

in Portugal’s favor when in 1500 an expedition led by 
Pedro Álvares Cabral landed on the coast of Brazil, 
which Cabral claimed as Portuguese territory.

The search for profits determined the direction of 
Spanish exploration and expansion in South America. 

Christopher Columbus, by ridolfo Ghirlandio. Friend of 
raphael and teacher of Michelangelo, Ghirlandio (1483–1561) 
enjoyed distinction as a portrait painter, and so we can 
assume that this is a good likeness of the older  Columbus. 
(Museo Navale di Pegli, Genoa, Italy/Scala/Art Resource, NY)

*Cathay is the old name for China. In the logbook and later in this letter 
Columbus accepts the natives’ story that Cuba is an island that they can cir-
cumnavigate in something more than twenty-one days, yet he insists here 
and during the second voyage that it is in fact part of the Asiatic mainland.

†Hispaniola is the second-largest island of the West Indies; Haiti occupies 
the western third of the island, the Dominican Republic the rest.

‡This did not prove to be true.

§These statements are also inaccurate.

**Actually, Columbus was off Santa Maria in the Azores.

•	Treaty of Tordesillas  The 1494 agreement giving Spain everything 
west of an imaginary line drawn down the Atlantic and giving Portugal 
everything to the east.
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Because its profits from Hispaniola and other Carib-
bean islands were insignificant compared to Portugal’s 
enormous riches from the Asian spice trade, Spain 
renewed the search for a western passage to Asia. In 
1519 Charles V of Spain commissioned Ferdinand 
Magellan (1480–1521) to find a direct sea route to 
the spices of the Moluccas, islands off the southeast 
coast of Asia. Magellan sailed southwest across the 
Atlantic to Brazil, and after a long search along the 
coast he located the treacherous strait off the southern 
tip of South America that now bears his name (see 
Map 16.2). After passing through the strait, his fleet 
sailed north up the west coast of South America and 
then headed west into the Pacific  toward the Malay 
Archipelago. (Some of these islands were conquered 
in the 1560s and were named the Philippines for 
Philip II of Spain.)

Terrible storms, disease, starvation, and violence 
haunted the expedition. Sailors on two of Magellan’s 
five ships attempted mutiny on the South American 
coast; one ship was lost, and another ship deserted and 
returned to Spain before even traversing the strait. 
Magellan himself was killed in a skirmish in the Malay 
Archipelago. At this point, the expedition had enough 
survivors to man only two ships, and one of them was 

captured by the Portuguese. Finally, in 1522, one ship 
with only eighteen men returned to Spain, having trav-
eled from the east by way of the Indian Ocean, the 
Cape of Good Hope, and the Atlantic. The voyage —  
the first to circumnavigate the globe —  had taken close 
to three years.

Despite the losses, this voyage revolutionized Euro-
peans’ understanding of the world by demonstrat-
ing  the vastness of the Pacific. The earth was clearly 
much larger than Ptolemy’s map had shown. Magellan’s 
expedition also forced Spain’s rulers to rethink their 
plans for overseas commerce and territorial expansion. 
Although the voyage made a small profit in spices, the 
westward passage to the Indies was too long and danger-
ous for commercial purposes. Thus Spain soon aban-
doned the attempt to oust Portugal from the  Eastern 
spice trade and concentrated on exploiting its New 
World territories.

early exploration by Northern 
european Powers
Spain’s northern European rivals also set sail across the 
Atlantic during the early days of exploration, search-
ing for a northwest passage to the Indies. In 1497 John 

Juan Vespucci’s World Map, 1526  As chief pilot to the Spanish crown, Juan Vespucci oversaw constant revisions 
to royal maps necessitated by ongoing voyages of discovery and exploration. This map shows the progress of 
Spanish knowledge of the New World some thirty years after Columbus. (The Granger Collection, NYC —  All rights reserved.)
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Cabot (ca. 1450–1499), a Genoese merchant living in 
London, landed on Newfoundland. The next year he 
returned and explored the New En gland coast. These 
forays proved futile, and at that time the En glish estab-
lished no permanent colonies in the territories they 
explored.

News of the riches of Mexico and Peru later 
inspired  the En glish to renew their efforts, this time 
in the extreme north. Between 1576 and 1578 Martin 
Frobisher (ca. 1535–1594) made three voyages in and 
around the Canadian bay that now bears his name. 
Frobisher brought a quantity of ore back to En gland 
with him in hopes that it contained precious metals, 
but it proved to be worthless.

Early French exploration of the Atlantic was equally 
frustrating. Between 1534 and 1541 Frenchman Jacques 
Cartier (1491–1557) made several voyages and explored 
the St. Lawrence region of Canada, searching for a pas-
sage to the wealth of Asia. When this hope proved 
vain, the French turned to a new source of profit within 
Canada itself: trade in beavers and other furs. As had 
the Portuguese in Asia, French traders bartered with 
local  peoples whom they largely treated as autonomous 
and equal partners. French fishermen also competed 
with the Spanish and En glish for the teeming schools 
of cod they found in the Atlantic waters around 
Newfoundland.

Conquest and Settlement
 What was the impact of Iberian conquest 

and  settlement on the  peoples and 
ecologies of the Americas?

Before Columbus’s arrival, the Americas were inhabited 
by thousands of groups of indigenous  peoples with dis-
tinct languages and cultures. These groups ranged from 
hunter-gatherer tribes organ ized into tribal confedera-
tions to  settled agriculturalists to large-scale empires 
connecting bustling cities and towns. The best estimate 
is that the  peoples of the Americas numbered between 
35 and 50 million in 1492. Their lives were radically 
altered by the arrival of Europeans.

The growing European presence in the New World 
transformed its land and its  peoples forever. Violence, 
forced labor, and disease wrought devastating losses, 
while surviving  peoples encountered new political, 
social, and economic organizations imposed by Euro-
peans. Although the exchange of goods and  people 
between Europe and the New World brought diseases 
to the Americas, it also gave both the New and Old 
Worlds new crops that eventually altered consumption 
patterns across the globe.

Spanish Conquest of the  
Aztec and Inca empires

In the first two decades after Columbus’s arrival in the 
New World, the Spanish colonized Hispaniola, Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, and other Caribbean islands. Based on 
rumors of a wealthy mainland civilization, the Span-
ish  governor in Cuba sponsored expeditions to the 
Yucatán coast of the Gulf of Mexico, including one in 
1519 under the command of the conquistador Hernán 
 Cortés (1485–1547). Alarmed by Cortés’s brash ambi-
tion, the governor decided to withdraw his support, 
but Cortés quickly set sail before being removed from 
command. Accompanied by eleven ships, 450 men, 
sixteen horses, and ten cannon, Cortés landed on the 
Mexican coast on April 21, 1519. His camp soon 
received visits by delegations of unarmed Aztec leaders 
bearing gifts and news of their great emperor.

The Aztec Empire, also known as the Mexica 
Empire, comprised the Mexica  people and the  peoples 
they had conquered, and it had grown rapidly in 
size  and power in the early fifteenth century. At the 
time of  the Spanish arrival, the empire was ruled 
by  Moctezuma II (r. 1502–1520), from his capital at 
Tenochtitlan (tay-nawch-teet-LAHN), now Mexico 
City. The Aztecs were a sophisticated civilization with 
an advanced understanding of mathematics, astron-
omy, and engineering and with oral poetry and histor-
ical traditions. As in European nations at the time, 
a hereditary nobility dominated the army, the priest-
hood, and the state bureaucracy and reaped the gains 
from the agricultural labor of the common  people.

Within weeks of his arrival, Cortés acquired trans-
lators who provided vital information on the empire 
and its weaknesses. (See “Individuals in Society: Doña 
Marina /  Malintzin,” page 472.) To legitimize his author-
ity, Cortés founded the  settlement of Veracruz and had 
himself named its military commander. He then burned 
his ships to prevent any disloyal or frightened followers 
from returning to Cuba.

Through his interpreters, Cortés learned of strong 
local resentment against the Aztec Empire. The Aztec 
state practiced warfare against neighboring  peoples 
to secure captives for religious sacrifices and laborers for 
agricultural and building projects. Once conquered, 
subject tribes paid continual tribute to the empire 
through their local chiefs. Realizing that he  could exploit 
dissensions within the empire to his own advantage, 
Cortés forged an alliance with Tlaxcala (tlah-SKAH-
lah), a subject kingdom of the Aztecs. In October a 

•	Aztec Empire  Also known as the Mexica Empire, a large and complex 
Native American civilization in modern Mexico and Central America that 
possessed advanced mathematical, astronomical, and engineering 
technology.
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Bernal Díaz gave Malintzin high praise. In his history, written 
decades after the fact, he described her as beautiful and intel-
ligent, revered by native tribesmen, and devotedly loyal to the 
Spanish. He stated repeatedly that it would have been im pos-
sible for them to succeed without her help. Cortés mentioned 
Malintzin only twice in his letters to Spanish king Charles V. He 

acknowledged her usefulness as 
his interpreter but described her 
only as “an Indian woman of this 
land,” giving no hint of their per-
sonal relationship. No writings 
from Malintzin herself exist.

Malintzin is commonly known 
in Mexico and Latin America as La 
Malinche, a Spanish rendering of 
her Nahuatl name. She remains a 
compelling and controversial fig-
ure. Popular opinion has often 
condemned La Malinche as a trai-
tor to her  people, whose betrayal 
enabled the Spanish conquest 
and centuries of subjugation of 
indigenous  peoples. Other voices 
have defended her as an enslaved 
woman who had no choice but to 
serve her masters. As the mother 

of a mestizo (mixed-race) child, she has also been seen as a 
founder of the mixed-race population that dominates modern 
Mexico. She will always be a reminder of the complex interac-
tions between indigenous  peoples and Spanish conquistadors 
that led to the conquest and the new culture born from it.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. Why was the role of interpreter so important in Cortés’s 
conquest of the Aztec Empire? Why did Malintzin become 
such a central figure in interactions between Cortés and the 
Amerindians?

2. What options were open to Malintzin in following her path? 
If she intentionally chose to aid the Spanish, what motiva-
tions might she have had?

Individuals in Society
Doña Marina / Malintzin

In APrIl 1519 HErnán CorTés And HIs FolloWErs 
received a number of gifts from the Tabasco  people after he 
defeated them, including a group of twenty female captives. 
Among them was a young woman the Spanish baptized as 
Marina, which became Malin in the Nahuatl (NAH-wha-tuhl) 
 language spoken in the Aztec Empire. Her high status and 
importance were recognized with 
the honorific title of doña in Span-
ish and the suffix -tzin in Nahuatl. 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who 
accompanied Cortés and wrote the 
most important contemporary his-
tory of the Aztec Empire and its 
conquest, claimed that Doña 
Marina (or Malintzin) was the 
daughter of a leader of a Nahuatl-
speaking tribe. According to his 
account, the family sold Marina to 
Maya slave traders as a child to 
protect the inheritance rights of 
her stepbrother.

Marina possessed unique skills 
that immediately caught the atten-
tion of Cortés. Fluent both in 
Nahuatl and Yucatec Maya (spoken 
by a Spanish priest accompanying 
Cortés), she offered a way for him to communicate with the 
 peoples he encountered. She quickly learned Spanish as well 
and came to play a vital role as an interpreter and diplomatic 
guide. Indigenous pictures and writings created after the con-
quest depict Malintzin as a constant presence beside Cortés as 
he negotiated with and fought and killed Amerindians. The ear-
liest known images show her interpreting for Cortés as he meets 
with the Tlaxcalan lord  Xicotencatl, forging the alliance that 
would prove vital to Spanish victory against the Aztecs. 
Malintzin also appears prominently in the images of the Floren-
tine Codex, an illustrated history of the Aztec Empire and its 
conquest created near the end of the sixteenth century by 
indigenous artists working under the direction of Friar Ber-
nardino de Sahagún. All the images depict her as a well-dressed 
woman standing at the  center of interactions between the 
Spanish and Amerindians.

Malintzin bore Cortés a son, Don Martín Cortés, in 1522 
and accompanied him on expeditions to Honduras between 
1524 and 1526. It is im pos sible to know the true nature of their 
personal relationship. Cortés was married to a Spanish woman 
in Cuba at the time, and Malintzin was a slave, in no position 
to refuse any demands he made of her. Cortés recognized 
their child and provided financial support for his upbringing. 
Malintzin later married one of Cortés’s Spanish followers, Juan 
Jaramillo, with whom she had a daughter. It is unknown when 
and how she died.

Online Document Project
How did spanish and Amerindian artists depict Malintzin?  
Examine Spanish and Amerindian representations of Malintzin’s 
role in the conquest, and then complete a quiz and writing 
assignment based on the evidence and details from this 
chapter.

See inside the front cover to learn more.

Doña Marina translating for hernán Cortés. (The Granger 
Collection, NYC — All rights reserved)
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combined Spanish-Tlaxcalan force occupied the Aztec 
city of Cholula, second largest in the empire, and mas-
sacred thousands of inhabitants. Strengthened by this 
display of ruthless power, Cortés formed alliances with 
other native kingdoms. In November 1519, with a few 
hundred Spanish men and some six thousand indige-
nous warriors, he marched on Tenochtitlan.

Historians have long debated Moctezuma’s response 
to the arrival of the Spanish. Unlike other native leaders, 
he refrained from attacking the Spaniards but instead 
welcomed Cortés and his men into Tenochtitlan. Moct-
ezuma was apparently deeply impressed by Spanish vic-
tories and believed the Spanish were invincible. Sources 
written after the conquest claimed that the emperor 
believed Cortés was an embodiment of the god Quetzal-
coatl, whose return was promised in Aztec myth.

While it is im pos sible to verify those claims, it is 
clear that Moctezuma’s weak and hesitant response 
was disastrous. When Cortés —  with incred ible bold-
ness —  took Moctezuma hostage, the emperor’s influ-
ence crumbled. During the ensuing attacks and coun-
terattacks, Moctezuma was killed. The Spaniards and 
their allies escaped from the city suffering heavy losses. 
Cortés quickly began gathering forces and making 
new alliances against the Aztecs. In May 1521 he led a 
second assault on Tenochtitlan, leading an army of 
approximately one thousand Spanish and seventy-five 
thousand native warriors.9 

The Spanish victory in late sum-
mer 1521 was hard-won and was 
greatly aided by the effects of small-
pox, which had devastated the 
besieged population of the city. After 
establishing a new capital in the 
ruins of Tenochtitlan, Cortés and 
other conquistadors began the sys-
tematic conquest of Mexico.

More remarkable than the defeat 
of the Aztec Empire was the fall of 
the remote Inca Empire in Peru. 
Living in a  settlement perched more 
than 9,800 feet above sea level, the 
Incas were isolated from the Meso-
american civilization of the Aztecs. 
Nonetheless, they too had created a 
vast empire in the fifteenth century that rivaled those 
of the Europeans in population and complexity. The 
Incas’ strength lay largely in their bureaucratic effi-
ciency. They divided their empire into four major 
regions containing eighty provinces and twice as many 
districts. Officials at each level used the extensive net-
work of roads to transmit information and orders back 
and forth through the empire. While the Aztecs used a 
system of glyphs for writing, the Incas had devised a 
complex system of colored and knotted cords, called 
khipus, for administrative bookkeeping. The empire 

also benefited from the use of llamas 
as pack animals (by contrast, no beasts 
of burden existed in Mesoamerica).

By the time of the Spanish inva-
sion, however, the Inca Empire had 
been weakened by a civil war over suc-
cession and an epidemic of disease, 
possibly smallpox, spread through 
trade with groups in contact with 
Europeans. The Spanish conquistador 
Francisco Pizarro (ca. 1475–1541) 
landed on the northern coast of Peru 
on May 13, 1532, the very day the Inca 
leader Atahualpa (ah-tuh-WAHL-
puh) won control of the empire after 

five years of fighting his brother for the throne. As 
Pizarro advanced across the Andes  toward Cuzco, the 
capital of the Inca Empire, Atahualpa was also heading 
there for his coronation.

Like Moctezuma in Mexico, Atahualpa was aware 
of the Spaniards’ movements. He sent envoys to greet 
the Spanish and invited them to meet him in the pro-
vincial town of Cajamarca. Motivated by curiosity 

•	 Inca Empire  The vast and sophisticated Peruvian empire centered at 
the capital city of Cuzco that was at its peak in the fifteenth century.

Inca Women Milking Cows  This illustration of Inca 
women milking cows is from a collection of illustrations by 
a Spanish bishop that offers a valuable view of life in Peru in 
the 1780s. (From Codex Trujillo, Bishop Baltasar Jaime Martínez Compañón, 
Palacio Real, Madrid, Spain/Photo: Albers Foundation/Art Resource, NY)
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about the Spanish, he intended to meet with them to 
learn more about them and their intentions. Instead 
the Spaniards ambushed and captured him, extorted 
an enormous ransom in gold, and then executed him 
on trumped-up charges in 1533. The Spanish then 
marched on to Cuzco, profiting, as with the Aztecs, 
from internal conflicts and forming alliances with local 
 peoples. When Cuzco fell in 1533, the Spanish plun-
dered immense riches in gold and silver. 

How was it  pos sible for several hundred Spanish 
conquistadors to defeat powerful empires command-
ing large armies, vast wealth, and millions of inhabi-
tants? Historians seeking answers to this question have 

emphasized a combination of 
factors: the boldness and 
audacity of conquistadors like 
Cortés and Pizarro; the mili-
tary superiority endowed by 
Spanish firepower and horses; 
the fervent belief in a righ-
teous Chris tian God imparted 
by the reconquista; division 
within the Aztec and Inca 
Empires that produced native 
allies for the Spanish; and, of 
course, the devastating impact 
of contagious diseases among 
the indigenous population. 
Ironically, the well-organ ized, 
urban-based Aztec and Inca 
Empires were more vulnerable 

to wholesale takeover than more decentralized and 
fragmented groups like the Maya, whose indepen-
dence was not wholly crushed until the end of the sev-
enteenth century.

Portuguese Brazil
Unlike Mesoamerica or the Andes, the territory of Bra-
zil contained no urban empires but instead had roughly 
2.5 million nomadic and  settled  people divided into 
small tribes and many different language groups. In 
1500 the Portuguese crown named Pedro Álvares 
Cabral commander of a fleet headed for the spice trade 
of the Indies. En route, the fleet sailed far to the west, 
accidentally landing on the coast of Brazil, which Cabral 
claimed for Portugal under the terms of the Treaty of 
Tordesillas. The Portuguese soon undertook a profit-
able trade with local  people in brazilwood, a source of 
red dye.

In the 1520s Portuguese  settlers brought sugarcane 
production to Brazil. They initially used enslaved 
indigenous laborers on sugar plantations, but the rapid 
decline in the indigenous population soon led to the 
use of forcibly transported Africans. In Brazil the Por-

tuguese thus created a new form of colonization in the 
Americas: large plantations worked by enslaved  people. 
This model of slave-worked sugar plantations would 
spread throughout the Caribbean in the seventeenth 
century.

Colonial Administration
By the end of the sixteenth century the Spanish and 
Portuguese had successfully overcome most indige-
nous groups and expanded their territory throughout 
modern- day Mexico, the southwestern United States, 
and Central and South America. In Mesoamerica and 
the Andes, the Spanish had taken over the cities and 
tribute systems of the Aztecs and the Incas, basing their 
control on the prior exis tence of well-established poli-
ties with organ ized tribute systems.

While early conquest and  settlement were conducted 
largely by private initiatives (authorized and sponsored 
by the state), the Spanish and Portuguese governments 
soon assumed more direct control. In 1503 the Span-
ish granted the port of Seville a monopoly over all traf-
fic to the New World and established the House of 
Trade, or Casa de Contratación, to oversee economic 
matters. In 1523 Spain created the Royal and Supreme 
Council of the Indies, with authority over all colonial 
affairs subject to approval by the king. Spanish territo-
ries themselves were divided initially into two viceroy-
alties, or administrative divisions: New Spain, created 
in 1535, with its capital at Mexico City; and Peru, cre-
ated in 1542, with its capital at Lima. In the eighteenth 
century two additional viceroyalties were added: New 
Granada, with Bogotá as its administrative center; and 
La Plata, with Buenos Aires as its capital (see Map 16.2).

Within each territory, the viceroy, or imperial gov-
ernor, exercised broad military and civil authority as 
the direct representative of Spain. The viceroy presided 
over the audiencia (ow-dee-EHN-see-ah), a board of 
twelve to fifteen judges that served as his advisory coun-
cil and the highest judicial body. As in Spain,  settlement 
in the Americas was centered on cities and towns. In 
each city, the municipal council, or cabildo, exercised 
local authority. Women were denied participation in 
public life, a familiar pattern from both Spain and pre-
colonial indigenous societies.

In Portugal, the India House in Lisbon functioned 
much like the Spanish House of Trade, and royal rep-
resentatives oversaw its possessions in West Africa and 
Asia, as did governors in Spanish America. To secure the 
vast expanse of Brazil, however, the Portuguese imple-
mented a distinctive system of rule, called captaincies, 
in the 1530s. These were hereditary grants of land 
given to nobles and loyal officials who bore the costs of 
settling and administering their territories. Over time, 
the Crown secured greater power over the captaincies, 
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appointing royal governors to act as administrators. 
The captaincy of Bahia was the site of the capital, Sal-
vador, home to the governor general and other royal 
officials.

Throughout the Americas, the Catholic Church 
played an integral role in Iberian rule. Churches and 
cathedrals were consecrated, often on precolonial sacred 
sites, and bishoprics were established. The papacy 
allowed Portuguese and Spanish officials greater control 
over the church than was the case at home, allowing 
them to appoint clerics and collect tithes. This control 
helped colonial powers use the church as an instrument 
to indoctrinate indigenous  people in European ways of 
life (see page 479).

Indigenous Population Loss and 
economic exploitation
From the time of Christopher Columbus in Hispan-
iola, the conquerors of the New World made use of 
the  encomienda system to profit from the  peoples 
and  territories they encountered. This system was a 
legacy of the methods used to reward military leaders 
in the time of the reconquista, when victorious offi-
cers received feudal privileges over conquered areas in 
return for their  ser vice. First in the Caribbean and then 
on the mainland, conquistadors granted their follow-
ers the right to employ groups of Native Americans as 
laborers and to demand tribute payments from them 
in exchange for providing food, shelter, and instruc-
tion in the Chris tian faith. Commonly, an individual 
conquistador was assigned a tribal chieftain along with 
all the  people belonging to his kin group. This system 
was first used in Hispaniola to work goldfields and 
then in Mexico for agricultural labor and, when silver 
was discovered in the 1540s, for silver mining.

A 1512 Spanish law authorizing the use of the 
encomienda called for indigenous  people to be treated 
fairly, but in practice the system led to  terrible abuses, 
including overwork, beatings, and sexual violence. 
Spanish missionaries publicized these abuses, leading 
to debates in Spain about the nature and proper treat-
ment of indigenous  people (see page 481). King 
Charles V responded to such complaints in 1542 with 
the New Laws, which set limits on the authority of 
encomienda holders, including their ability to trans-
mit their privileges to heirs.

The New Laws provoked a revolt among elites in 
Peru and were  little enforced throughout Spanish ter-
ritories. Nonetheless, the Crown gradually gained con-
trol over encomiendas in central areas of the empire 
and required indigenous  people to pay tributes in 
cash, rather than in labor. To respond to a shortage of 
indigenous workers, royal officials established a new 
government- run system of forced labor, called repar-

timiento in New Spain and mita in Peru. Administra-
tors assigned a certain percentage of the inhabitants of 
native communities to labor for a set period each year 
in public works, mining, agriculture, and other tasks. 
Laborers received modest wages, which they  could use 
to fulfill tribute obligations. In the seventeenth cen-
tury, as land became a more important source of wealth 
than labor, elite  settlers purchased haciendas, enor-
mous tracts of farmland worked by dependent indige-
nous laborers and slaves.

Spanish systems for exploiting the labor of indige-
nous  peoples were both a cause of and a response to the 
disastrous decline in the numbers of such  peoples that 
began soon after the arrival of Europeans. Some indig-
enous  people died as a direct result of the violence of 
conquest and the disruption of agriculture and trade 
caused by warfare. The most important cause of death, 
however, was infectious disease. Having  little or no 
resistance to diseases brought from the Old World, the 
inhabitants of the New World fell victim to smallpox, 
typhus, influenza, and other illnesses. Overwork and 
exhaustion reduced indigenous  people’s ability to sur-
vive infectious disease. Moreover, labor obligations 
diverted local  people from tending to their own crops, 
leading to malnutrition, starvation, and low fertility 
rates. Labor obligations also separated nursing mothers 
from their babies, resulting in high infant mortality 
rates.

The pattern of devastating disease and population 
loss established in the Spanish colonies was repeated 
everywhere Europeans  settled. Overall, population 
declined by as much as 90 percent or more but with 
important regional variations. In general, densely popu-
lated urban centers were worse hit than rural areas, and 
tropical, low-lying regions suffered more than cooler, 
higher-altitude ones. Some scholars have claimed that 
losses may have been overreported, since many indig-
enous  people fled their communities —  or listed them-
selves as mixed race (and thus immune from forced 
labor) —  to escape Spanish exploitation. By the mid-
seventeenth century the worst losses had occurred and 
a slight recovery began.

Colonial administrators responded to native popu-
lation decline by forcibly combining dwindling indig-
enous communities into new  settlements and impos-
ing the rigors of the encomienda and the repartimiento. 

•	 viceroyalties  The name for the four administrative units of Spanish 
possessions in the Americas: New Spain, Peru, New Granada, and La Plata.

•	 captaincies  A system established by the Portuguese in Brazil in the 
1530s, whereby hereditary grants of land were given to nobles and loyal 
officials who bore the costs of settling and administering their territories.

•	 encomienda system  A system whereby the Spanish crown granted the 
conquerors the right to forcibly employ groups of Indians; it was a 
disguised form of slav ery.
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By the end of the sixteenth century the search for fresh 
sources of labor had given birth to the new tragedy of 
the Atlantic slave trade (see page 603).

Patterns of Settlement
The century after the discovery of silver in 1545 
marked the high point of Iberian immigration to the 
Americas. Although the first migrants were men —  
conquistadors, priests, and colonial officials —  soon 
whole families began to cross the Atlantic, and the 
European population began to increase through natu-
ral reproduction. By 1600 American-born Europeans, 
called Creoles, outnumbered immigrants. By 1650 
European-born and Creole Spaniards numbered 
approximately 200,000 in Mexico and 350,000 in the 
remaining colonies. Portuguese immigration to Brazil 
was relatively slow, and Portuguese-born  settlers con-
tinued to dominate the colony.

Iberian  settlement was predominantly urban in 
nature. Spaniards  settled into the cities and towns of 
the former Aztec and Inca Empires as the native popu-
lation dwindled through death and flight. They also 
established new cities, such as Santo Domingo on His-
paniola and Vera Cruz in Mexico. Settlers were quick to 
establish urban institutions familiar to them from 
home: city squares, churches, schools, and universities.

Despite the growing number of Europeans and the 
rapid decline of the native population, Europeans 
remained a small minority of the total inhabitants 
of  the Americas. Cortés and his followers had taken 
native women as concubines and, less frequently, as 
wives. This pattern was repeated with the arrival of 
more Iberians, leading to a substantial population of 
mixed Iberian and Indian descent known as mestizos 
(meh-STEE-zohz). The large-scale arrival of enslaved 
Africans, starting in Brazil in the mid-sixteenth cen-
tury, added new ethnic and racial dimensions to the 
population (see pages 603–611).

The Era of Global Contact
 How was the era of global contact shaped 

by new commodities, commercial empires, 
and forced migrations?

The centuries-old Afroeurasian trade world was forever 
changed by the European voyages of discovery and 
their aftermath. For the first time, a truly global econ-
omy emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, and it forged new links among far-flung  peoples, 
cultures, and societies. The ancient civilizations of 
Europe, Africa, the Americas, and Asia confronted 
each other in new and rapidly evolving ways. Those 

confrontations often led to conquest, forced migra-
tion, and brutal exploitation, but they also contributed 
to cultural exchange and renewal.

The Columbian exchange
The travel of  people and goods between the Old and 
New Worlds led to an exchange of animals, plants, and 
diseases, a complex process known as the Columbian 
exchange. As we have seen, the introduction of new 
diseases to the Americas had devastating consequences. 
But other results of the exchange brought benefits not 
only to the Europeans but also to native  peoples.

European immigrants wanted to eat foods familiar 
to them, so they searched the Americas for climatic 
zones favorable to crops grown in their homelands. 
Everywhere they  settled, the Spanish and Portuguese 
brought and raised wheat with labor provided by the 
encomienda system. Grapes and olives brought over 
from Spain did well in parts of Peru and Chile. Perhaps 
the most significant introduction to the diet of Native 
Americans came via the meat and milk of the live-
stock that the early conquistadors brought with them, 
including cattle, sheep, and goats. The horse enabled 
both the Spanish conquerors and native populations to 
travel faster and farther and to transport heavy loads 
more easily.

In turn, Europeans returned home with many food 
crops that became central elements of their diet. Crops 
originating in the Americas included tomatoes, squash, 
pumpkins, peppers, and many varieties of beans, as 
well as tobacco. One of the most important of such 
crops was maize (corn). Because maize gives a high 
yield per unit of land, has a short growing season, and 
thrives in climates too dry for rice and too wet for 
wheat, it proved an espe cially important crop for the 
Old World. By the late seventeenth century, maize had 
become a staple in Spain, Portugal, southern France, 
and Italy, and in the eighteenth century it became one 
of the chief foods of southeastern Europe and southern 
China.

Even more valuable was the nutritious white potato, 
which slowly spread from west to east —  to Ireland, 
En gland, and France in the seventeenth century, and 
to Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Russia in the eigh-
teenth, contributing everywhere to a rise in popula-
tion. Ironically, the white potato reached New En gland 
from old En gland in the early eighteenth century. The 
Portuguese quickly began exporting chili peppers from 
Brazil to Africa, India, and Southeast Asia along the 
trade routes they dominated. Chili peppers arrived in 
continental North America when plantation owners 
began to plant them as a food source for enslaved Afri-
cans, for whom they were a dietary staple.

The initial reaction to these crops was sometimes 
fear and hostility. Adoption of the tomato and the 
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potato, for  example, was long hampered by the belief 
that they were unfit for human consumption and poten-
tially poisonous. Both plants belong to the deadly 
nightshade  family, and both contain poison in their 
leaves and stems. Consequently, it took time and per-
suasion for these plants to win over tradition-minded 
European peasants, who used potatoes mostly as live-
stock feed. During the eighteenth-century Enlighten-
ment, scientists and doctors played an important role 
in popularizing the nutritional benefits of the potato.

While the exchange of foods was a great benefit to 
cultures across the world, the introduction of European 
pathogens to the New World had a disastrous impact 
on the native population. The wave of catastrophic 
epidemic disease that swept the Western Hemisphere 
after 1492 can be seen as an extension of the swath of 
devastation wreaked by the Black Death in the 1300s, 
first on Asia and then on Europe. The world after 
Columbus was thus unified by disease as well as by 
trade and colonization.

Sugar and early Transatlantic Slavery
Two crucial and interrelated elements of the Colum-
bian exchange were the transatlantic trade in sugar and 
slaves. Throughout the  Middle Ages, slav ery was deeply 
entrenched in the Mediterranean, but it was not based 
on race; many slaves were European in origin. How, 
then, did black African slav ery enter the European pic-
ture and take root in South and then North America? 
In 1453 the Ottoman capture of Constantinople halted 
the flow of European slaves from the eastern Mediter-
ranean. Additionally, the successes of the Chris tian 
reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula drastically dimin-

ished the supply of Muslim captives. Cut off from its 
traditional sources of slaves, Mediterranean Europe 
turned to sub-Saharan Africa, which had a long history 
of slave trading.

As Portuguese explorers began their voyages along 
the western coast of Africa, one of the first commodi-
ties they sought was slaves. In 1444 the first ship 
returned to Lisbon with a cargo of enslaved Africans. 
While the first slaves were  simply seized by small raid-
ing parties, Portuguese merchants soon found that it 
was easier and more profitable to trade with African 
leaders, who were accustomed to dealing in enslaved 
 people captured through warfare with neighboring 
powers. In 1483 the Portuguese established an alli-
ance with the kingdom of Kongo. The royal  family 
eventually converted to Chris tianity, and Portuguese 
merchants intermarried with Kongolese women, cre-
ating a permanent Afro-Portuguese community. From 
1490 to 1530 Portuguese traders brought between 
three hundred and two thousand enslaved Africans to 
Lisbon each year. There they performed most of the 
manual labor and constituted 10 percent of the city’s 
population.

In this stage of European expansion, the history of 
slav ery became intertwined with the history of sugar. 
Originally sugar was an expensive luxury, but popu-
lation increases and greater prosperity in the fifteenth 
century led to increasing demand. The establishment of 
sugar plantations on the Canary and Madeira Islands 
in the fifteenth century testifies to this demand.

A new World sugar 
refinery in Brazil  Sugar 
was the most important and 
most profitable plantation 
crop in the New World. 
This image shows the 
processing and refinement 
of sugar on a Brazilian 
plantation. Sugarcane was 
grown, harvested, and 
processed by African slaves 
who labored under brutal 
and ruthless conditions to 
generate enormous profits 
for plantation owners. 
(Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, 
France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman 
Art Library)

•	Columbian exchange  The exchange of animals, plants, and diseases 
between the Old and the New Worlds.
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Sugar was a particularly difficult crop to produce 
for profit. Seed-stems were planted by hand, thousands 
to the acre. When mature, the cane had to be harvested 
and processed rapidly to avoid spoiling. Moreover, 
sugarcane has a virtually constant growing season, 
meaning that there was no fallow period when workers 
 could recuperate. The invention of roller mills to crush 
the cane more efficiently meant that yields  could be 
significantly augmented, but only if a sufficient labor 
force was found to supply the mills. Europeans solved 
the labor problem by forcing first native islanders and 
then transported Africans to perform the backbreaking 
work.

The transatlantic slave trade that would ultimately 
result in the forced transport of over 12 million indi-
viduals began in 1518, when Spanish king Charles V 
authorized traders to bring enslaved Africans to New 
World colonies. The Portuguese brought the first slaves 
to Brazil around 1550; by 1600 four thousand were 

being imported annually. After 
its founding in 1621, the 
Dutch West India Company 
transported thousands of Afri-
cans to Brazil and the Carib-
bean, mostly to work on sugar 
plantations. In the late seven-
teenth century, with the char-
tering of the Royal African 
Company, the En glish began 
to bring slaves to Barbados 
and other En glish colonies in 
the Caribbean and mainland 
North America.

Before 1700, when slavers 
decided it was better business 
to improve conditions, some 
20 percent of slaves died on 
the voyage from Africa to the 

Americas.10 The most common cause of death was dys-
entery induced by poor-quality food and water, lack of 
sanitation, and intense crowding. (To increase profits, 
slave traders packed several hundred captives on each 
ship.) Men were often kept in irons during the passage, 
while women and girls were subject to sexual abuse by 
sailors. On sugar plantations, death rates among 
enslaved  people from illness and exhaustion were 
extremely high, leading to a constant stream of new 
human shipments from Africa. Driven by rising 
demands for sugar, cotton, tobacco, and other planta-
tion crops, the tragic transatlantic slave trade reached 
its height in the eighteenth century.

The Birth of the Global economy
With Europeans’ discovery of the Americas and their 
exploration of the Pacific, the entire world was linked 

for the first time in history by seaborne trade. The 
opening of that trade brought into being three succes-
sive commercial empires: the Portuguese, the Spanish, 
and the Dutch.

The Portuguese were the first worldwide traders. In 
the sixteenth century they controlled the sea route to 
India (Map 16.3). From their fortified bases at Goa on 
the Arabian Sea and at Malacca on the Malay Penin-
sula, ships carried goods to the Portuguese  settlement 
at Macao, founded in 1557, in the South China Sea. 
From Macao Portuguese ships loaded with Chinese 
silks and porcelains sailed to the Japa nese port of 
Nagasaki and to the Philippine port of Manila, where 
Chinese goods were exchanged for Spanish silver from 
New Spain. Throughout Asia the Portuguese traded in 
slaves. They also exported horses from Mesopotamia 
and copper from Arabia to India; from India they 
exported hawks and peacocks for the Chinese and 
Japa nese markets. Back to Portugal they brought Asian 
spices that had been purchased with textiles produced 
in India and with gold and ivory from East Africa. 
They also shipped back sugar from their colony in Bra-
zil, produced by African slaves whom they had trans-
ported across the Atlantic.

Becoming an imperial power a few decades later 
than the Portuguese, the Spanish were determined to 
claim their place in world trade. This was greatly facil-
itated by the discovery of immense riches in silver, 
first at Potosí in modern-day Bolivia and later in Mex-
ico. Silver poured into Europe through the Spanish 
port of Seville, contributing to steep inflation across 
Europe. Demand for silver also created a need for 
slaves to work in the mines. (See “Global Trade: Sil-
ver,” page 482.)

The Spanish Empire in the New World was basi-
cally land based, but across the Pacific the Spaniards 
built a seaborne empire centered at Manila in the 
Philippines. The city of Manila served as the transpa-
cific bridge between Spanish America and China. In 
Manila Spanish traders used silver from American 
mines to purchase Chinese silk for European mar-
kets. The European demand for silk was so huge that 
in 1597, for  example, 12 million pesos of silver, 
almost the total value of the transatlantic trade, 
moved from Acapulco in New Spain to Manila (see 
Map 16.4). After 1640, however, the Spanish silk 
trade declined in the face of stiff competition from 
Dutch imports.

In the seventeenth century the Dutch challenged 
the Spanish and Portuguese Empires. The Dutch East 
India Company was founded in 1602 with the stated 
intention of capturing the spice trade from the Portu-
guese. Drawing on their commercial wealth and long 
experience in European trade, by the end of the cen-
tury the Dutch emerged as the most powerful world-
wide seaborne trading power (see Chapter 19).
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Changing Attitudes  
and Beliefs

 How did new encounters shape cultural 
attitudes and beliefs in Europe and the  
New World?

The age of overseas expansion heightened Europeans’ 
contacts with the rest of the world. These contacts gave 
birth to new ideas about the inherent superiority or 
inferiority of different races, in part to justify Euro-
pean participation in the slave trade. Religion became 
another means of cultural contact, as European mis-
sionaries aimed to spread Chris tianity in both the New 
World and East Asia, with mixed results. While Chris-
tianity was embraced in parts of the New World, it was 
met largely with suspicion in China and Japan. How-
ever, the East-West contacts led to exchanges of influ-
ential cultural and scientific ideas.

religious Conversion
Converting indigenous  people to Chris tianity was one 
of the most important justifications for European 
expansion. Jesuit missionaries were active in Japan 
and China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
until authorities banned their teachings (see page 644). 
The first missionaries to the New World accompanied 
Columbus on his second voyage, and more than 2,500 
Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits, and other friars 
crossed the Atlantic in the following century. Later 
French explorers were also accompanied by mission-
aries who preached to the Native American tribes who 
traded with the French.

Catholic friars were among the first Europeans to 
seek an understanding of native cultures and languages 
as part of their effort to render Chris tianity compre-
hensible to indigenous  people. In Mexico they not only 
learned the Nahuatl language, but also taught it to non-
Nahuatl-speaking groups to create a shared language 
for Chris tian teaching. They were also the most vocifer-
ous opponents of abuses committed by Spanish  settlers.

MAP 16.3  Seaborne Trading Empires in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries  
By the mid-seventeenth century trade linked all parts of the world except for Australia. Notice that 
trade in slaves was not confined to the Atlantic but involved almost all parts of the world.

Mexico City

Potosí

Zacatecas

Acapulco
Veracruz

Bogotá

Charleston
New

Orleans

Panama
Cartagena

Lima

Rio de Janeiro

Buenos
Aires

Bahia
Mozambique

Sofala

Cape
Town

Mombasa

Aden

Luanda

Lisbon

London

Seville
Madrid

Amsterdam

Venice
Constantinople

CairoAlexandria

Goa

Calcutta

Malacca

Guangzhou
Ningbo

Nagasaki

Manila

Macao

Slaves
Slaves

Slaves

Silk, Sugar, Rum, Molasses

Su
ga

r

Manufactured goods

Tools
Cloth

Fish 
Pottery

Tools
Cloth

Slaves

Wheat
Timber

Fur
Tar

Pitch

Rugs, Killims,
Copper

Slaves
Slaves

Spices

Spices

Homeward
Trade

Silver

Silk

Silk

Slaves

Slaves

Slaves

Cow
rie

 sh
ells

Pep
per, 

ClothIvo
ry, 

Gold, Slaves Slaves

Porcelain
Silk

Silver

Silver

Sil
k

Arabian
Sea

Red
Sea

Strait of Magellan

Mediterranean Sea

PA C I F I C
O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

I N D I A N  O C E A N

Cape
Horn

Cape of
Good Hope

M
oluccas

Ceylon

NEW
SPAIN

ARABIA GUJARAT

PHILIPPINES

BORNEO

JAVA

MALDIVES

MADAGASCAR
MAURITIUS
(Neth.)

ANGOLA

SUMATRA

CAPE
VERDE

GOLD
COAST

BRAZIL

PERU

GUIANA

PUERTO RICO
CURAÇAO (Neth.)

HAITI

JAMAICA

CUBA

60°N

120°W 90°W 30°W60°W 0° 30°E 60°E 90°E 120°E 150°E

Equator

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of
Cancer

Arctic Circle

Antarctic Circle

60°S

30°S

0°

N O R T H
A M E R I C A

S O U T H
A M E R I C A

A F R I C A

A S I A

AUSTRAL IA

E U R O P E

CHINA

IND IA

P ERS IA

SPAIN
DUTCH REPUBLIC

BRITAIN

PORTUGAL

JAPAN

British control
Portuguese control

Spanish control
Dutch control

Trade good
Silver mine

Arab trade route
British trade route

Chinese trade route
Portuguese trade route

Spanish trade route
Dutch trade route

Spice

0 1,000 2,000 kilometers

0 1,000 2,000 miles

N

S

EW

MCK_5993_16_M03 Seaborne Trading Empires in the Sixteenth and Seventeeth Centuries
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Third Proof
BB161 082

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, left, right
Trim:  55p0 x 34p0

Align top map trim at top page trim
Position map trim at inside page trim

Excess map at outside will be cropped

• 479  

16_MCK_5993_ch16_457_488_r5jm.indd   479 7/18/14   8:49 AM



1st Pass Pages

master

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

Primary
SourceS

480 •

Mexica response to the Franciscans’  
Explanation of Their Mission in 1524

“ You have told us that we do not know the One who gives 
us life and being, who is Lord of the heavens and of the earth. 
You also say that those we worship are not gods. This way of 
speaking is entirely new to us, and very scandalous. We are 
frightened by this way of speaking because our forebears who 
engendered and governed us never said anything like this. On 
the contrary, they left us this our custom of worshiping our 
gods, in which they believed and which they worshiped all the 
time that they lived here on earth. They taught us how to honor 
them. And they taught us all the ceremonies and sacrifices that 
we make. They told us that through them [our gods] we live and 
are, and that we were beholden to them, to be theirs and to 
serve countless centuries before the sun began to shine and 
before there was daytime. They said that these gods that we 
worship give us everything we need for our physical exis tence: 
maize, beans, chia seeds, etc. . . .

All of us together feel that it is enough to have lost, enough 
that the power and royal jurisdiction have been taken from us. 
As for our gods, we will die before giving up serving and wor-
shiping them. ”

Bernal Díaz del Castillo, from The True History  
of the Conquest of New Spain

“ It is a thing to be grateful for to God, and for profound con-
sideration, to see how the natives assist in celebrating a holy 
Mass. . . .  There is another good thing they do [namely] that 
both men, women and children, who are of the age to learn 
them, know all the holy prayers in their own languages and are 
obliged to know them. They have other good customs about 
their holy Chris tianity, that when they pass near a sacred altar 
or Cross they bow their heads with humility, bend their knees, 
and say the prayer “Our Father,” which we Conquistadores have 
taught them, and they place lighted wax candles before the 
holy altars and crosses, for formerly they did not know how to 
use wax in making candles. In addition to what I have said, we 
taught them to show great reverence and obedience to all the 
monks and priests, and, when these went to their pueblos, to 
sally forth to receive them with lighted wax candles and to ring 
the bells, and to feed them very well. . . .  Beside the good cus-
toms reported by me they have others both holy and good, for 
when the day of Corpus Christ comes, or that of Our Lady, or 
other solemn festivals when among us we form processions, 
most of the pueblos in the neighbourhood of this city of Guate-
mala come out in procession with their crosses and lighted wax 
tapers, and carry on their shoulders, on a litter, the image of the 
saint who is the patron of the pueblo. ”
Sources: “The Lords and Holy Men of Tenochtitlan Reply to the Franciscans 
Bernardino de Sahagún, Coloquios y doctrina Cristiana,” ed. Miguel León- 
Portilla, in Spanish Colonial America: A Documentary History, ed. Kenneth 
Mills and William B. Taylor. Reproduced with permission of ROWMAN & 
 LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INCORPORATED, in the format  Book via Copyright 
Clearance Center; Bernal Díaz, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, 
in Stuart B. Schwartz, Victors and Vanquished: Spanish and Nahua Views of the 
Conquest of Mexico (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000), pp. 218–219.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. What reasons do the leaders of Tenochtitlan offer for 
rejecting the teachings of Franciscan missionaries? What 
importance do they accord their own religious traditions?

2. What evidence does Díaz provide for the conversion of the 
indigenous  people in the city of Guatemala?

3. How and why do you think the attitudes of indigenous 
 peoples might have evolved from those expressed in the 
first document to those described in the second? Do you 
think the second document tells the whole story of religious 
attitudes under Spanish rule?

•  In justifying their violent conquest of the Aztec and Inca 
civilizations, Spanish conquistadors emphasized the need to 
bring Chris tianity to heathen  peoples. For the conquered, the 
imposition of Chris tianity and the repression of their pre- 
existing religions were often experienced as yet another form of 
loss. The first document describes the response of the recently 
vanquished Aztec leaders of Tenochtitlan to Franciscan mis-
sionaries. Despite resistance, missionaries eventually succeeded 
in converting much of the indigenous population to Catholicism. 
In the second document, a firsthand account of the Spanish 
conquest written a few decades after the fall of Tenochtitlan, 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo expresses great satisfaction at the 
Catholic piety of some indigenous communities.

Viewpoints 16.1
Chris tian Conversion in New Spain

Primary
SourceS
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   Picturing the Past
Mixed races  The unprecedented mixing of   
peoples in the Spanish New World colonies inspired 
great fascination. An elaborate terminology emerged  
to describe the many  pos sible combinations of 
indigenous, African, and European blood, which were 
known collectively as castas. This painting belongs to  
a popular genre of the eighteenth century depicting 
 couples composed of individuals of different ethnic 
origin and the children produced of their unions. 
(Schalkwijk/Art Resource, NY)

AnALyzing ThE iMAgE  What do these images 
suggest about the racial composition of the population 
of Spanish America and the interaction of  people with 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds? Who do you 
think the audience might have been, and why would 
viewers be fascinated by such images?

COnnECTiOnS  What elements of this chapter might 
suggest that these are romanticized or idealized 
depictions of relations among different racial and 
ethnic groups?

Religion had been a central element of pre- 
Columbian societies, and many, if not all, indigenous 
 people were receptive to the new religion that accom-
panied the victorious Iberians. (See “Viewpoints 16.1: 
Chris tian Conversion in New Spain,” at left.) It is esti-
mated that missionaries had baptized between 4 and 9 
million indigenous  people in New Spain by the mid-
1530s.11 In addition to spreading Chris tianity, mission-
aries taught indigenous  peoples European methods of 
agriculture and instilled obedience to colonial masters.

Despite the success of initial conversion efforts, 
authorities became suspicious about the thoroughness 
of native  peoples’ conversion and lingering belief in 
the old gods. They  could not prevent, however, the 
melding together of Catholic teachings with elements 
of pagan beliefs and practices. For  example, a sixteenth-
century apparition of the Virgin Mary in Mexico City, 
known as the Virgin of Guadalupe, which became a 
central icon of New World Catholicism, seems to have 
been associated with the Aztec Mother Earth goddess, 
Tonantzin.

european Debates About  
Indigenous  Peoples
Iberian exploitation of the native population of the 
Americas began from the moment of Columbus’s 
arrival in 1492. Denunciations of this abuse by Cath-
olic missionaries, however, quickly followed, inspiring 

• 481  
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Silver in vast quantities was discovered in 1545 by the Spanish, at an altitude 
of fifteen thousand feet, at Potosí in un settled territory conquered from the Inca Empire. A half cen-

tury later, 160,000  people lived in Potosí, making its population compar able to that of the city of 
London. In the second half of the sixteenth century the mine (in present-day Bolivia) yielded perhaps 

60 percent of all the silver mined in the world. From Potosí and the mines at Zacatecas and Guanajuato 
in Mexico, huge quantities of precious metals poured forth.

Mining became the most important industry in the colonies. The Spanish crown claimed the quinto, 
one-fifth of all precious metals mined in South America, and gold and silver yielded the Spanish monarchy 

25 percent of its total income. One scholar has estimated that 260 tons of silver arrived in Europe each year 
by 1600.* Seville was the official port of entry for all Spanish silver, although a lively smuggling trade existed.

The real mover of world trade was not Europe, however, but China, which in this period had a population 
approaching 100 million. By 1450 the collapse of its paper currency had led the Ming government to shift to a 
silver-based currency. Instead of rice, the traditional form of payment, all Chinese now had to pay their taxes in 

silver. The result was an insatiable demand for the world’s production of silver.
Japan was China’s original source, and the Japa nese continued to ship large quantities of silver ore until the 

depletion of its mines near the end of the seventeenth century. The discovery of silver in the New World provided 
a vast and welcome new supply for the Chinese market. In 1571 the Spanish founded a port city at Manila in the 
Philippines to serve as a bridge point for bringing silver to Asia. Throughout the seventeenth century Spanish 
 galleons annually carried 2 million pesos (or more than fifty tons) of silver from Acapulco to Manila, where Chinese 
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Global Trade
merchants carried it on to China. Even more silver 
reached China through exchange with European mer-
chants who purchased Chinese goods using silver 
shipped across the Atlantic. European trade routes to 
China passed through the Baltic, the Mediterranean, 
and the Ottoman Empire, as well as around the Cape 
of Good Hope in Africa. Historians estimate that ulti-
mately the majority of the world’s silver in this period 
ended up in China.

In exchange for silver, the Chinese traded high- 
quality finished goods desired by elites across the 
world, including fine silks, porcelain, and spices. 
To ensure continued demand for their products,  
Chinese merchants adapted them to Western tastes.

Silver had a mixed impact on the regions involved. 
Spain’s immense profits from silver paid for the tre-
mendous expansion of its empire and for the large 
armies that defended it. However, the easy flow of 
money also dampened economic innovation. It  
exacerbated the rising inflation Spain was already 
experiencing in the mid-sixteenth century. When the 
profitability of the silver mines diminished in the 
1640s, Spain’s power was fundamentally undercut.

China experienced similarly mixed effects. On the 
one hand, the need for finished goods to trade for 
 silver led to the rise of a merchant class and a new 
 specialization of regional production. On the other 
hand, inflation resulting from the influx of silver  
weakened the finances of the Ming Dynasty. As the 
purchasing power of silver declined in China, so did the 
value of silver taxes. The ensuing fiscal crisis helped 
bring down the Ming and led to the rise of the Qing in 
1644. Ironically, the two states that benefited the most 
from silver —  Ming China and Spain —  also experi-
enced political decline as a result of their reliance on it.

The consequences were most tragic elsewhere. In 
New Spain millions of indigenous laborers suffered 
brutal conditions and death in the silver mines. 
Demand for new labor for the mines contributed to 
the intensification of the African slave trade.

Silver ore mined at Potosí thus built the first global 
trade system in history. Previously, a long-standing 
Afroeurasian trading world had involved merchants 
and consumers from the three Old World continents. 
Once Spain opened a trade route across the Pacific 
through Manila, all continents except Australia and 
Antarctica were linked.

Silver remained a crucial element in world trade 
through the nineteenth century. When Mexico won 
independence from Spain in 1821, it began to mint its 
own silver dollar, which became the most prized coin 
in trade in East Asia. By the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, when the rest of the world had adopted 
gold as the standard of currency, only China and Mex-
ico remained on the silver standard, testimony to the 
central role this metal had played in their histories.

*Artur Attman, American Bullion in the European World Trade, 
1600–1800 (Goteborg, 1986).

•	Valladolid debate  A debate organ ized by Spanish king Charles V in 
1550 in the city of Valladolid that pitted defenders of Spanish conquest and 
forcible conversion against critics of these practices.

•	Black Legend  The notion that the Spanish were uniquely brutal and 
cruel in their conquest and  settlement of the Americas, an idea propagated 
by rival European powers.

vociferous debates in both Europe and the colonies 
about the nature of indigenous  peoples and how they 
should be treated. Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566), 
a Dominican friar and former encomienda holder, was 
one of the earliest and most outspoken critics of the 
brutal treatment inflicted on indigenous  peoples. He 
wrote:

To these quiet Lambs . . .  came the Spaniards like 
most c(r)uel Tygres, Wolves and Lions, enrag’d with 
a sharp and tedious hunger; for these forty years past, 
minding nothing else but the slaughter of these 
unfortunate wretches, whom with divers kinds of 
 torments neither seen nor heard of before, they have 
so cruelly and inhumanely butchered, that of three 
millions of  people which Hispaniola itself did con-
tain, there are left remaining alive scarce three 
hundred persons.12

Mounting criticism in Spain led King Charles V to 
assemble a group of churchmen and lawyers to debate 
the issue in 1550 in the city of Valladolid. One side of 
the Valladolid debate, led by Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, 
argued that conquest and forcible conversion were both 
necessary and justified to save indigenous  people from 
the horrors of human sacrifice, cannibalism, and idola-
try. He described them as barbarians who belonged to 
a category of inferior beings identified by the ancient 
Greek philosopher Aristotle as naturally destined for 
slav ery. To counter these arguments, Las Casas and 
his supporters depicted indigenous  people as rational 
and innocent children, who deserved protection and 
tutelage from more advanced civilizations. Both sides 
claimed victory in the debate, but it had  little effect on 
the situation in the Americas.

Elsewhere in Europe, audiences also debated these 
questions. (See “Viewpoints 16.2: Two Views of ‘Nat-
ural Man,’ ” page 484.) Eagerly reading denunciations 
of Spanish abuses by critics like Las Casas, they derived 
the Black Legend of Spanish colonialism, the notion 
that the Spanish were uniquely brutal and cruel in their 
conquest and  settlement of the Americas. This legend 
helped other European powers overlook their own 
record of colonial violence and exploitation.

New Ideas About race
At the beginning of the transatlantic slave trade, most 
Europeans would have thought of Africans, if they 
thought of them at all, as savages in their social customs 
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Montaigne on natural Virtue

“ I find that there is nothing barbarous and savage in this nation 
[Brazil], by anything that I can gather, excepting, that everyone 
gives the title of barbarism to everything that is not in use in his 
own country: as indeed we have no other level of truth and reason, 
than the  example and idea of the opinions and customs of the 
place wherein we live; there is always the perfect religion, there 
the perfect government, and the most exact and accomplished 
usage of all things. They are savages at the same rate that we say 
fruits are wild, which nature produces of herself and by her own 
ordinary progress; whereas in truth, we ought rather to call those 
wild whose natures we have changed by our artifice and diverted 
from the common order. In those, the genuine, most useful, and 
natural virtues and  properties are vigorous and sprightly, which we 
have helped to degenerate in these, by accommodating them to 
the pleasure of our own corrupted palate. . . .

These nations then seem to me to be . . .  not much remote 
from their original simplicity. The laws of nature . . .  govern them 
still. . . .  It is a nation wherein there is no manner of traffic, no 
knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name of magis-
trate nor political superiority; no use of  ser vice, riches or poverty, 
no contracts, no successions, no dividends, no properties, no 
employments, but those of leisure, no respect of kindred, but 
common, no clothing, no agriculture, no metal, no use of corn or 
wine; and where so much as the very words that signify lying, 
treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, detraction and pardon 
were never heard of. ”
William Shakespeare, The Tempest
CALIBAN:  This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,

Which thou takest from me. When thou camest first,
Thou strokedst me and madest much of me, wouldst give me
Water with berries in’t, and teach me how
To name the bigger light, and how the less,

That burn by day and night: and then I loved thee
And show’d thee all the qualities o’ the isle,
The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Cursed be I that did so! All the charms
Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you!
For I am all the subjects that you have,
Which first was mine own king: and here you sty me
In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me
The rest o’ the island.

PrOSPerO:  Thou most lying slave,
Whom stripes may move, not kindness! I have used thee,
Filth as thou art, with human care, and lodged thee
In mine own cell, till thou didst seek to violate
The honour of my child.

CALIBAN:  O ho, O ho! would’t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me; I had  peopled else
This isle with Calibans.

PrOSPerO:  Abhorred slave,
Which any print of goodness wilt not take,
Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,
Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour
One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like
A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes
With words that made them known. But thy vile race,
Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures
Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou
Deservedly confined into this rock,
Who hadst deserved more than a prison.

CALIBAN:  You taught me language; and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For learning me your language!

Sources: The Essays of Michel Seigneur de Montaigne, trans. C. Cotton (London: 
Alex Murray & Son, 1870), pp. 133–134; William Shakespeare, The Tempest (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1915), pp. 25–27.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. What evidence does Montaigne provide for his claim that the 
Brazilians were closer to nature than Europeans? Why does 
he judge their society to be in some ways superior to that of 
Europeans?

2. In Shakespeare’s play, what advantages does Prospero 
believe he has given to Caliban, and how does Caliban react 
to his claims?

3. What contrasting view of “natural man” emerges from these 
two passages? What evidence do they provide for Europeans’ 
reaction to the  peoples encountered in the New World?

•  European encounters with the New World produced conten-
tious debates over the nature of native  peoples and how to treat 
them. In contrast to prevailing views of the time, French jurist 
Michel de Montaigne rejected the notion that there is one uni-
versally correct way of life. In his essay “On Cannibals,” he 
argued that indigenous cultures seemed barbaric only because 
they were unfamiliar and that their natural simplicity was supe-
rior to the artifice of European civilization. In his play The 
Tempest, William Shakespeare refuted Montaigne’s trust in 
nature with his harsh portrait of Caliban (a play on the word 
cannibal). Caliban is the primitive and violent inhabitant of a 
Caribbean island, who has been enslaved by the sorcerer Prospero 
for the attempted rape of Prospero’s daughter Miranda.

Viewpoints 16.2
Two Views of “Natural Man”
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and religious practices. They grouped 
Africans into the despised categories of 
pagan heathens or Muslim infidels. As 
Europeans turned to Africa for new 
sources of slaves, they drew on beliefs 
about Africans’ primitiveness and barbar-
ity to defend slav ery and even argue, like 
Sepúlveda with regard to indigenous 
Americans, that enslavement benefited 
Africans by bringing civilization and 
Chris tianity to heathen  peoples. In 1444 
an observer defended the enslavement of 
the first Africans by Portuguese explorers 
as necessary “because they lived like 
beasts, without any of the customs of 
rational creatures, since they did not even 
know what were bread and wine, nor gar-
ments of cloth, nor life in the shelter of a 
house; and worse still was their igno-
rance, which deprived them of knowl-
edge of good, and permitted them only a 
life of brutish idleness.”13

Over time, the institution of slav ery fostered a new 
level of racial inequality. Africans gradually became 
seen as utterly distinct from and wholly inferior to 
Europeans. In a transition from rather vague assump-
tions about Africans’ non-Chris tian religious beliefs 
and general lack of civilization, Europeans developed 
increasingly rigid ideas of racial superiority and infe-
riority to safeguard the growing profits gained from 
plantation slav ery. Black skin became equated with 
slav ery itself as Europeans at home and in the colonies 
convinced themselves that blacks were destined by 
God to serve them as slaves in perpetuity.

Support for this belief went back to the Greek phi-
losopher Aristotle’s argument that some  people are 
naturally destined for slav ery and to  biblical asso-
ciations between darkness and sin. A more explicit jus-
tification was found in the story of Noah’s curse upon 
the descendants of his disobedient son Ham to be the 
“servant[s] of servants.” Biblical genealogies listing 
Ham’s sons as those who  peopled North Africa and 
Kush (which includes parts of modern Egypt and 
Sudan) were interpreted to mean that all inhabitants 
of those regions bore Noah’s curse. From the sixteenth 
century onward, many defenders of slav ery cited this 
story as justification.

After 1700 the emergence of new methods of observ-
ing and describing nature led to the use of science to 
define race. Although previously the term referred to a 
nation or an ethnic group, henceforth “race” would be 
used to describe supposedly biologically distinct 
groups of  people whose physical differences produced 
differences in culture, character, and intelligence. Bib-
lical justifications for inequality thereby gave way to 
allegedly scientific ones (see page 740).

Chapter Summary

Prior to Columbus’s voyages, well- developed trade 
routes linked the  peoples and products of Africa, 
Asia, and Europe. Overall, Europe played a minor 
role in the Afroeurasian trade world because it did 
not produce many products desired by  Eastern elites. 
Nevertheless, Europeans —  espe cially Venetian and 
Genoese merchants —  sought to tap into the goods 
and wealth of Afroeurasian commerce. As the econ-
omy and population recovered from the Black Death, 
Europeans began to seek more direct and profitable 
access to the Afroeurasian trade world. Technological 
developments such as the invention of the caravel 
and the magnetic compass enabled men like 
 Christopher Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan to 
undertake ever more ambitious voyages.

In the aftermath of their conquest of the Aztec and 
Inca Empires, the Spanish established new forms of 
governance to dominate native  peoples and exploit 
their labor, including the encomienda system. The 
arrival of Europeans brought enormous population 
losses to native communities, primarily through the 
spread of infectious diseases. Disease was one element 
of the Columbian exchange, a complex transfer of 
germs, plants, and animals between the Old and New 
Worlds. Over time, the Columbian exchange brought 
new crops to both the New and Old Worlds —  crops 
that eventually altered consumption patterns inter-
nationally. These exchanges contributed to the crea-
tion of the first truly global economy. Tragically, a 
major component of global trade was the transatlan-
tic slave trade, in which Europeans transported, under 

C h r O n O LO g y
1271–1295 Marco Polo travels to China

1443 Portuguese establish first African trading post at Arguin

1492 Columbus lands on San Salvador

1494 Treaty of Tordesillas ratified

1518 Atlantic slave trade begins

1519–1522 Magellan’s expedition circumnavigates the world

1521 Cortés conquers Aztec Empire

1533 Pizarro conquers Inca Empire

1571 Spanish establish port of Manila in the Philippines

1602 Dutch East India Company founded
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Just three years separated Martin Luther’s attack on the Catholic Church in 1517 
and Ferdinand Magellan’s discovery of the Pacific Ocean in 1520. Within a few 
short years western Europeans’ religious unity and notions of terrestrial geogra-

phy were shattered. Old medieval certainties about Heaven and earth collapsed. In the ensuing 
decades Europeans  struggled to come to terms with religious differences among Protestants and 
Catholics at home and with the multitudes of new  peoples and places they encountered abroad. 
While some Europeans were fascinated and inspired by this new diversity, too often the result 
was suffering and violence. Europeans endured decades of religious civil war, and indigenous 
 peoples overseas underwent massive population losses as a result of European warfare, disease, 
and exploitation. Tragically, both Catholic and Protestant religious leaders condoned the trade 
in slaves that ultimately brought suffering and death to millions of Africans.

Even as the voyages of discovery contributed to the fragmentation of European culture, they 
also played a role in state centralization and consolidation in the longer term. Henceforth, com-
petition to gain overseas colonies became an integral part of European politics. While Spain’s 
enormous profits from conquest ultimately led to a weakening of its power, over time the Neth-
erlands, En gland, and France used profits from colonial trade to help build modernized, central-
ized states.

Two crucial consequences emerged from this era of expansion. The first was the creation of 
enduring contacts among five of the seven continents of the globe —  Europe, Asia, Africa, North 
America, and South America. From the sixteenth century onward, the  peoples of the world were 
increasingly entwined in divergent forms of economic, social, and cultural exchange. The second 
was the growth of European power. Europeans controlled the Americas and gradually assumed 
control over existing trade networks in Asia and Africa. Although China remained the world’s 
most powerful economy until at least 1800, the era of European dominance was born.

ConneCtions

horrific conditions, Africans to labor in the sugar 
plantations and silver mines of the New World. Euro-
pean nations vied for supremacy in global trade, with 
early Portuguese success in India and Asia being chal-
lenged first by the Spanish and then by the Dutch, 
who took control of trade with the East in the mid-
seventeenth century.

Increased contact with the outside world led Euro-
peans to develop new ideas about cultural and racial 
differences. Debates occurred in Spain and its colo-
nies over the nature of the indigenous  peoples of the 
Americas and how they should be treated. Europeans 
had long held negative attitudes about Africans; as 
the slave trade grew, they began to express more rigid 
notions of racial inequality and to claim that Africans 
were inherently suited for slav ery. Most Europeans, 
with some important exceptions, shared such views. 
Religion became another means of cultural contact, 
as European missionaries aimed to spread Chris tian-
ity in the New World.

NOTeS
 1. Marco Polo, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, the Venetian: Concerning the 

Kingdoms and Marvels of the East, vol. 2, trans. and ed. Colonel Sir 
Henry Yule (London: John Murray, 1903), pp. 185–186.

 2.  Thomas Benjamin, The Atlantic World: Europeans, Africans, Indians 
and Their Shared History, 1400–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2009), p. 56.

 3. A. Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, 1450–1680. Vol. 1: 
The Land Under the Winds (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1988), pp. 3–20.

 4. Quoted in C. M. Cipolla, Guns, Sails, and Empires: Technological 
Innovation and the Early Phases of European Expansion, 1400–1700 
(New York: Minerva Press, 1965), p. 132.

 5. Quoted in F. H. Littell, The Macmillan Atlas: History of Chris tianity 
(New York: Macmillan, 1976), p. 75.

 6. Quoted in J. Devisse, “Africa in Inter-Continental Relations,” in 
General History of Africa. Vol. 4: Africa from the Twelfth to the Six-
teenth Century, ed. D. T. Niane (Berkeley, Calif.: Heinemann Edu-
cational Books, 1984), p. 664.

 7. Quoted in F. Maddison, “Tradition and Innovation: Columbus’ 
First Voyage and Portuguese Navigation in the Fifteenth Century,” 
in Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration, ed. J. A. Levenson 
(Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1991), p. 69.

 8. Quoted in R. L. Kagan, “The Spain of Ferdinand and Isabella,” in 
Circa 1492: Art in the Age of Exploration, ed. J. A. Levenson (Wash-
ington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1991), p. 60.

 9. Benjamin, The Atlantic World, p. 141.
10. Herbert S. Klein, “Profits and the Causes of Mortality,” in The 

Atlantic Slave Trade, ed.  David Northrup (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. 
Heath, 1994), p. 116.

11.  David Carrasco, The Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoamerican Cultures 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 208.

12. Quoted in C. Gibson, ed., The Black Legend: Anti-Spanish Attitudes 
in the Old World and the New (New York: Knopf, 1971), pp. 74–75.

13. Quoted in James H. Sweet, “The Iberian Roots of American Racist 
Thought,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, 54 (Janu-
ary 1997): 155.
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review and explore

Identify Key Terms
Identify and explain the significance of each item below.

bride wealth (p. 461)
conquistador (p. 463)
caravel (p. 463)
Ptolemy’s Geography (p. 464)
Treaty of Tordesillas (p. 469)

Aztec Empire (p. 471)
Inca Empire (p. 473)
viceroyalties (p. 474)
captaincies (p. 474)
encomienda system (p. 475)

Columbian exchange (p. 476)
Valladolid debate (p. 483)
Black Legend (p. 483)

review the Main Ideas
Answer the focus questions from each section of the chapter.

1. What was the Afroeurasian trade world like prior to the era of European 
 explo ration? (p. 458)

2. Why and how did Europeans undertake ambitious voyages of expansion? 
(p. 462)

3. What was the impact of Iberian conquest and  settlement on the  peoples and 
ecologies of the Americas? (p. 471)

4. How was the era of global contact shaped by new commodities, commercial 
empires, and forced migrations? (p. 476)

5. How did new encounters shape cultural attitudes and beliefs in Europe and the 
New World? (p. 479)

Make Connections
Analyze the larger developments and continuities within and across chapters.

1. What range of attitudes  toward new and unknown  peoples did you encounter 
in this chapter? How do you explain similarities and differences in attitudes 
 toward such  peoples?

2. To what extent did the European voyages of expansion and conquest inaugu-
rate an era of global history? Did this era represent the birth of “globalization”? 
Why or why not?

3. How did European motivations for expansion compare to those of the Roman 
Empire, the Arab world under Islam, or the Mongols in Central Asia?

Make It Stick
 LearningCurve 

Go online and use LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.
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Suggested reading
Crosby, Alfred W. The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492, 30th 

anniversary ed. 2003. An innovative and highly influential account of the environmental 
impact of Columbus’s voyages.

Elliot, J. H. Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America, 1492–1830. 2006. A 
masterful account of the differences and similarities between the British and Spanish Empires 
in the Americas.

Fernández-Armesto, Felip. Columbus. 1992. An excellent biography of Christopher Columbus.
Mann, Charles C. 1491: New Revelations on the Americas Before Columbus, 2d ed. 2011. A 

highly  readable account of the  peoples and societies of the Americas before the arrival of 
Europeans.

Menard, Russell. Sweet Negotiations: Sugar, Slavery, and Plantation Agriculture in Early Barbados. 
2006. Explores the intertwined history of sugar plantations and slav ery in seventeenth- 
century Barbados.

Northrup,  David, ed. The Atlantic Slave Trade. 1994. Collected essays by leading scholars on 
many different aspects of the slave trade.

Parker, Charles H. Global Interactions in the Early Modern Age, 1400–1800. 2010. An examina-
tion of the rise of global connections in the early modern period, which situates the European 
experience in relation to the world’s other empires and  peoples.

Pérez-Mallaína, Pablo E. Spain’s Men of the Sea: Daily Life on the Indies Fleet in the Sixteenth 
Century. 1998. A description of the recruitment, daily life, and career paths of ordinary sail-
ors and officers in the Spanish fleet.

Pomeranz, Kenneth, and Steven Topik. The World That Trade Created: Society, Culture, and the 
World Economy, 1400 to the Present. 1999. Explores the creation of a world market through 
the rich and vivid stories of merchants, miners, slaves, and farmers.

Restall, Matthew. Seven Myths of Spanish Conquest. 2003. A re-examination of common ideas 
about why and how the Spanish conquered native civilizations in the New World.

Schmidt, Benjamin. Innocence Abroad: The Dutch Imagination and the New World, 1570–1670. 
2001. Examines changing Dutch attitudes  toward the New World, from criticism of the 
cruelty of the Spanish conquest to eagerness for their own overseas empire.

 Online Document Project

interpreting Conquest
how did Spanish and Amerindian artists depict Malintzin?
Examine Spanish and Amerindian representations of Malintzin’s role in the con-
quest, and then complete a quiz and writing assignment based on the evidence 
and details from this chapter.

See inside the front cover to learn more.
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Persian Princess
The ruling houses of the Islamic empires were great patrons of art and architecture. This depiction 
of a princess in a garden is from an early-seventeenth-century palace built by Shah Abbas of the 
Safavid Dynasty in Persia. (Safavid Dynasty [fresco]. Chehel Sotun, or The 40 Columns, Isfahan, Iran/Giraudon/The 

Bridgeman Art Library)

17The Islamic World Powers
1300–1800
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LearningCurve 
After reading the chapter, go online and use LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.

490 •

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

Chapter Preview
The Turkish Ruling Houses: The Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals

Cultural Flowering

Non-Muslims Under Muslim Rule

Shifting Trade Routes and European Penetration

Political Decline

A fter the decline of the Mongol Empire 
in  the mid-fourteenth century, powerful 

new Islamic states emerged in south and west 
Eurasia. By the sixteenth century the Ottoman 
Empire, centered in Anatolia; the Safavid (sah-
FAH-weed) Empire in Persia; and the Mughal 
(MOO-guhl) Empire in India controlled vast 
territories from West Africa to Central Asia, 
from the Balkans to the Bay of Bengal.

Lasting more than six centuries (1299–1922), 
the Ottoman Empire was one of the largest, best-
organ ized, and most enduring political entities 
in world history. In Persia (now Iran) the Safa-
vid Dynasty created a Shi’a state and presided 
over a brilliant culture. In India the Mughal 
leader Babur and his successors gained control 

of much of the Indian subcontinent. Mughal 
rule inaugurated a period of radical adminis-
trative reorganization in India and the flower-
ing  of intellectual and architectural creativity. 
Although these three states were often at war 
with each other, they shared important charac-
teristics and challenges. For instance, their rul-
ing houses all emerged from Turkish tribal orga-
nizations, and they all had to adapt their armies 
to the introduction of firearms. Over time, they 
became strongly linked culturally, as merchants, 
poets, philosophers, artists, and military advis-
ers moved relatively easily across their political 
boundaries. Before the end of this period, Euro-
peans were also active in trade in these empires, 
espe cially in India.

The Turkish Ruling  
Houses: The Ottomans, 
Safavids, and Mughals

 How were the three Islamic empires 
established, and what sorts of governments 
did they set up?

Before the Mongols arrived in Central Asia and Persia, 
another nomadic  people from the region of modern 
Mongolia, the Turks, had moved west, gained control 
over key territories from Anatolia to Delhi in north 
India, and contributed to the decline of the Abbasid 

caliphate in the thirteenth century. The Turks had been 
quick to join the Mongols and were important partici-
pants in the armies and administrations of the Mongol 
states in Persia and Central Asia. In these regions Turks 
far outnumbered ethnic Mongols.

As Mongol strength in Persia and Central Asia dete-
riorated in the late thirteenth to mid-fourteenth cen-
turies, the Turks resumed their expansion. In the late 
fourteenth century the Turkish leader Timur (1336–
1405), also called Tamerlane, built a Central Asian 
empire from his base in Samarkand that reached into 
India and through Persia to the Black Sea. Timur cam-
paigned continuously from the 1360s until his death in 
1405, aspiring to repeat the achievements of  Chinggis 
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Khan. He did not get involved in administering the 
new territories but rather appointed lords and let them 
make use of existing political structures. His conquests 
were exceptionally destructive and benefited only 
Samar kand, where craftsmen and other  specialists were 
forced to move to work for the new rulers. After his 
death, his sons and grandson fought each other for suc-
cession. By 1450 his empire was in rapid decline, and 
power devolved to the local level. Meanwhile, Sufi 
orders (groups of Islamic mystics) thrived, and Islam 
became the most important force integrating the 
region. It was from the many small Turkish chiefs that 
the founders of the three main empires emerged.

The Expansion of the  
Ottoman Empire
The Ottomans took their name from Osman (r. 1299–
1326), the chief of a band of seminomadic Turks that 
had migrated into western Anatolia while the Mongols 
still held Persia. The Ottomans gradually expanded at 
the expense of other small Turkish states and the Byzan-
tine Empire (Map 17.1). The Ottoman ruler called him-
self “border chief,” or leader of the ghazis (GAH-zeez), 
frontier raiders. Although temporarily slowed by defeat 
at the hands of Timur in 1402, the Ottomans quickly 
reasserted themselves after Timur’s death in 1405.

Osman’s campaigns were intended to subdue, not 
to destroy. The Ottomans built their empire by absorb-
ing the Muslims of Anatolia and by becoming the pro-
tector of the Orthodox Church and of the millions of 
Greek Chris tians in Anatolia and the Balkans. In 1326 
they took Bursa in western Anatolia, and in 1352 they 
gained a foothold in Europe by seizing Gallipoli. Their 
victories led more men, including recent converts, to 
join them as ghazis. In 1389 at Kosovo in the Balkans, 
the Ottomans defeated a combined force of Serbs and 
Bosnians. And in 1396 on the Danube River in modern 
Bulgaria, they crushed King Sigismund of Hungary, 
who was supported by French, German, and En glish 
knights. After the victories in the Balkans, the Otto-
mans made slaves of many captives and trained them 
as soldiers. These troops were outfitted with guns and 
artillery and trained to use them effectively.

In 1453, during the reign of Sultan Mehmet II 
(r. 1451–1481), the Ottomans conquered Constanti-
nople, capital of the Byzantine Empire, which had lasted 
a thousand years. The Byzantine emperor, with only 
about ten thousand men, relied on Constantinople’s 
magnificent system of circular walls and the iron chains 
that spanned the city’s harbor. In response, Mehmet’s 
army carried boats over steep hills to come in behind 
the chains blocking the harbor and then bombarded the 
city from the rear. A Transylvanian cannonmaker who 
had deserted the Greeks for the Turks cast huge bronze 
cannon on the spot (bringing raw  ma te rials to the 

scene of military action was easier than moving guns 
long distances), and these guns were used to weaken 
the defensive walls.

Once Constantinople was theirs, the Ottoman sul-
tans considered themselves successors to both the Byz-
antine and Seljuk Turk emperors, and they quickly 
absorbed the rest of the Byzantine Empire. In the six-
teenth century they continued to expand through the 
 Middle East and into North Africa.

To begin the transformation of Constantinople 
(renamed Istanbul) into an imperial Ottoman capital, 
Mehmet ordered wealthy residents to participate in 
building mosques, markets, fountains, baths, and other 
public facilities. To make up for the loss of population 
through war, Mehmet transplanted inhabitants of other 
territories to the city, granting them tax remissions and 
possession of empty houses. He wanted them to start 
businesses, make Istanbul prosperous, and transform it 
into a microcosm of the empire.

Gunpowder, which was invented by the Chinese 
and adapted to artillery use by the Europeans, played 
an influential role in the expansion of the Ottoman 
state. In the first half of the sixteenth century, thanks to 
the use of this technology, the Ottomans gained con-
trol of shipping in the eastern Mediterranean, elimi-
nated the Portuguese from the Red Sea and the Persian 
Gulf, and supported Andalusian and North African 
Muslims in their fight against the Chris tian reconquest 
of Muslim Spain. In 1514, under the superb military 
leadership of Selim (r. 1512–1520), the Ottomans 
turned the Safavids back from Anatolia. In addition, the 
Ottomans added Syria and Palestine (1516) and Egypt 
(1517). Control of Syria gave them control of the holy 
cities of Islam. Control of Egypt gave them access to 
the Indian Ocean, where they competed with the  
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•	Ottomans  Ruling house of the Turkish empire that lasted from 
1299 to 1922.

•	Anatolia  The region of modern Turkey.

•	 sultan  An Arabic word originally used by the Seljuk Turks to mean 
authority or dominion; it was used by the Ottomans to connote political 
and military supremacy.
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  Mapping the Past
MAP 17.1    The Ottoman Empire at Its Height, 1566  The Ottomans, like their great rivals the Habsburgs, 
rose to rule a vast dynastic empire encompassing many different  peoples and ethnic groups. The army and the 
bureaucracy served to unite the disparate territories into a  single state.

AnALyzIng THE MAP  Trace the coastlines of the Ottoman Empire. What were the major port cities of the 
empire? Which regions were encompassed within the empire at its height?

COnnECTIOns  If the Ottoman Empire is compared to Europe of the same period (see Map 18.2, page 527), 
which had more of its territory near the sea? How did proximity to the Mediterranean shape the politics of 
Ottoman-European relations in this period?

Portuguese for control of shipping. Before long the 
Ottomans had extended their rule across North Africa 
to Tunisia and Algeria. For the next four centuries a 
majority of Arabs lived under Ottoman rule.

Suleiman (r. 1520–1566) extended Ottoman domin-
ion to its widest geographical extent (see Map 17.1). 
Suleiman’s army crushed the Hungarians at Mohács 
in 1526, killing the king and thousands of his nobles. 
Three years later the Turks unsuccessfully besieged the 
Habsburg capital of Vienna. From the late fourteenth 

to the early seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman Empire 
was a key player in European politics. In 1525 Francis I 
of France and Suleiman struck an alliance; both believed 
that only their collaboration  could prevent Habsburg 
domination of Europe. The Habsburg emperor Charles V 
retaliated by seeking an alliance with Safavid Persia. 
Suleiman renewed the French agreement with Francis’s 
son, Henry II (r. 1547–1559), and this accord became 
the cornerstone of Ottoman policy in western Europe. 
Suleiman also allied with the German Protestant princes, 
forcing the Catholic Habsburgs to grant concessions to 
the Protestants. Ottoman pressure thus contributed to 

Campaigns 
to Oman,
Malindi Campaign

to India

A L P S

C A U C A S U S  M T S .

YEDISANMOLDAVIA
TRANSYLVANIA

KARAMAN

KURDISTAN

TUNISIA

WALLACHIA

SERBIA

OTTOMAN
HUNGARY

KHANATE OF
THE CRIMEA

ARMENIA

EGYPT

BOSNIA

MESOPOTAMIA

BULGARIA

GREECE

RUMELIA

Land disputed

with Persia

BOHEMIA

NAPLES

AUSTRIA

KINGDOM
OF

HUNGARY

SYRIA

PALESTINE

ALGERIA

POLAND

RUSSIA
HOLY

ROMAN
EMPIRE

GEORGIA

RAGUSA

FRANCE

CIRCASSIA

PERSIA

MONTENEGRO

A R A B I A

GRAND DUCHY 
OF 

MOSCOW

CyprusCrete

Sicily

Sardinia

Malta

Corsica

L IBYAN

DESERT

SYRIAN
DESERT

ANATOLIA

S A H A R A

Alexandria

Gallipoli

Isfahan
Baghdad

Buda

Venice

Rome

Bucharest

Cairo
Jerusalem

Mecca

Damascus

Aleppo

Azov

Adana

Angora
Constantinople

Pest

So�a

Smyrna

Tunis

Tripoli

Bursa

Aswan

15
43

–1
54

4

1565

1551, 1584

1543

1537

1529 1569

1532

1554

Vienna
1529

Lepanto
1571

Mohács
1526

M e d i t e r r a n e a n  S e a

Black Sea
Caspian Sea

Red Sea

Dnieper R.

Danube R.

Volga R.

Don R.

Tigris R.Euphrates R.
40°N

50°N

60°N

30°N

20°N

40°E30°E20°E10°E
0° 50°E

60°E

70°E

N

S

EW

0 100 200 kilometers

0 100 200 miles

Ottoman state, ca. 1300
Ottoman Empire under Suleiman, 1566
Tributary states of the Sultan, 1566
Major Ottoman campaign, 1530–1584
Habsburg Empire, ca. 1550

MCK_5993_17_M01 The Ottoman Empire at Its Height, 1566
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
First Proof
BB161 88

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, left, right
Trim: 55p0 x 35p0

Align top map trim at top page trim
Position map trim at inside page trim

Excess map at outside will be cropped

•	 viziers  Chief assistants to caliphs.
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the official recognition of Lutheran Protestants at the 
Peace of Augsburg in 1555 and the consolidation of 
the national monarchy in France.

In eastern Europe to the north of Ottoman lands 
stood the Grand Duchy of Moscow. In the fifteenth 
century Ottoman rulers did not regard it as a threat; in 
1497 they even gave Rus sian merchants freedom of 
trade within the empire. But in 1547 Ivan IV (the Ter-
rible) brought the entire Volga region under Rus sian 
control (see Map 17.1). In 1557 Ivan’s ally, the Cossack 
chieftain Dimitrash, tried to take Azov, the northern-
most Ottoman fortress. Ottoman plans to recapture the 
area succeeded in uniting Russia, Persia, and the pope 
against the Turks.

Though usually victorious on land, the Ottomans 
did not enjoy complete dominion on the seas. Compe-
tition with the Habsburgs and pirates for control of 
the Mediterranean led the Ottomans to conquer Cyprus 
in 1570 and  settle thousands of Turks from Anatolia 
there. (Thus began the large Turkish presence on Cyprus 
that continues to the present day.) In response, Pope 
Pius V organ ized a Holy League against the Turks, 
which won a victory in 1571 at Lepanto off the west 
coast of Greece with a squadron of more than two 
hundred Spanish, Venetian, and papal galleys. Still, the 
Turks remained supreme on land and quickly rebuilt 
their entire fleet.

To the east, war with Safavid Persia occupied the 
sultans’ attention throughout the sixteenth century. 
Several issues lay at the root of the long and exhausting 
conflict: religious antagonism between the Sunni Otto-
mans and the Shi’a Persians, competition to expand at 
each other’s expense in Mesopotamia, desire to control 
trade routes, and European alliances. (For more on the 
Shi’a faith, see page 494.) Finally, in 1638 the Ottomans 
captured Baghdad, and the treaty of Kasr-I-Shirim estab-
lished a permanent border between the two powers.

The Ottoman political system reached its classic 
form under Suleiman I. All authority flowed from the 
sultan to his public servants: provincial governors, 
police officers, military generals, heads of treasuries, 
and viziers. In Turkish history Suleiman is known as 
“the Lawgiver” because of his profound influence on 
the civil law. He ordered Lütfi Paşa (d. 1562), a poet 
and juridical scholar of slave origin, to draw up a new 
general code of laws that prescribed penalties for rou-
tine criminal acts such as robbery, adultery, and mur-
der. It also sought to reform bureaucratic and financial 
corruption, such as foreign merchants’ payment of 
bribes to avoid customs duties, imprisonment without 
trial, and promotion in the provincial administration 
because of favoritism rather than ability. The legal code 
also introduced the idea of balanced government bud-
gets. The head of the religious establishment was given 
the task of reconciling sultanic law with Islamic law. 
Suleiman’s legal acts influenced many legal codes, 

including that of the United States. Today, Suleiman’s 
image appears in the chamber of the U.S. House of 
Representatives, along with the images of the Athenian 
lawmaker Solon, Moses, and  Thomas Jefferson.

The Ottomans ruled their more distant lands, such 
as those in North Africa, relatively lightly. Governors 
of distant provinces collected taxes and maintained 
trade routes, but their control did not penetrate deeply 
into the countryside.

The Ottoman Empire’s Use of Slaves
The power of the Ottoman central government was sus-
tained through the training of slaves. Slaves were pur-
chased from Spain, North Africa, and Venice; captured 
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Sultan Mehmet II  Mehmet was called “the Conqueror” because at 
age twenty-one he captured Constantinople and ended the Byzantine 
Empire, but he is also known for his patronage of the arts and 
appreciation of beauty. (Topkapi Palace Museum, Istanbul, Turkey/Giraudon/The 
Bridgeman Art Library)
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in battle; or drafted through the system known as 
devshirme, by which the sultan’s agents compelled 
Chris tian families in the Balkans to sell their boys. As 
the Ottoman frontier advanced in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, Albanian, Bosnian, Wallachian, and 
Hungarian slave boys filled Ottoman imperial needs. 
The slave boys were converted to Islam and trained for 
the imperial civil  ser vice and the standing army. The 
brightest 10 percent entered the palace school, where 
they learned to read and write Arabic, Ottoman Turk-
ish, and Persian in prep ara tion for administrative jobs. 
Other boys were sent to Turkish farms, where they 
acquired physical toughness in prep ara tion for military 
 ser vice. Known as janissaries (Turkish for “recruits”), 
they formed the elite army corps. Thoroughly indoctri-
nated and absolutely loyal to the sultan, the janissary 
corps threatened the influence of fractious old Turkish 
families. They played a central role in Ottoman mili-
tary affairs in the sixteenth century, adapting easily to 
the use of firearms. The devshirme system enabled the 
Ottomans to apply merit-based recruitment to military 
and administrative offices at  little cost and provided a 
means of assimilating Chris tians living in Ottoman 
lands. Some Muslims, however, doubted whether janis-
sary converts  could be viewed as reliably Muslim.

The Ottoman ruling class consisted partly of descen-
dants of Turkish families that had formerly ruled parts 
of Anatolia and partly of  people of varied ethnic ori-
gins who rose through the bureaucratic and military 
ranks, many beginning as the sultan’s slaves. All were 
committed to the Ottoman way: Islamic in faith, loyal 
to the sultan, and well versed in the Turkish language 
and the culture of the imperial court. In return for 
their  ser vices to the sultan, they held landed estates for 
the duration of their lives. Because all property belonged 
to the sultan and reverted to him on the holder’s death, 
Turkish nobles, unlike their European counterparts, 
did not have a local base independent of the ruler. The 
absence of a hereditary nobility and private ownership 

of agricultural land differentiates the Ottoman system 
from European feudalism.

Another distinctive characteristic of the Ottomans 
was the sultan’s failure to marry. From about 1500 on, 
the sultans did not contract legal marriages but perpet-
uated the ruling house through concubinage. A slave 
concubine  could not expect to exert power the way a 
local or foreign noblewoman  could. (For a  notable 
exception, see “Individuals in Society: Hürrem,” at 
right.) When one of the sultan’s concubines became 
pregnant, her status and her salary increased. If she 
delivered a boy, she raised him until the age of ten or 
eleven. Then the child was given a province to govern 
under his mother’s supervision. She accompanied him 
there, was responsible for his good behavior, and worked 
through imperial officials and the janissary corps to 
promote his interests. Because succession to the throne 
was open to all the sultan’s sons, fratricide often 
resulted upon his death, and the losers were blinded or 
executed.

Slave concubinage paralleled the Ottoman devel-
opment of slave soldiers and slave viziers. All held posi-
tions entirely at the sultan’s pleasure, owed loyalty solely 
to him, and thus were more reliable than a hereditary 
nobility. Great social prestige, as well as the opportunity 
to acquire power and wealth, was attached to being 
a slave of the imperial household. Suleiman even made 
it a practice to marry his daughters to top-ranking 
slave-officials.

The Safavid Empire in Persia
With the decline of Timur’s empire after 1450, Persia 
was controlled by Turkish lords, with no  single one 
dominant until 1501, when fourteen-year-old Isma’il 
(1487–1524) led a Turkish army to capture Tabriz and 
declared himself shah (king).

The strength of the early Safavid state rested on three 
crucial features. First, it had the loyalty and military 
support of nomadic Turkish Sufis known as Qizilbash 
(KIH-zihl-bahsh; a Turkish word meaning “redheads” 
that was applied to these  people because of the red hats 
they wore). The shah secured the loyalty of the Qizil-
bash by granting them vast grazing lands, espe cially 
on the  troublesome Ottoman frontier. In return, the 
Qizilbash supplied him with troops. Second, the Safa-
vid state utilized the skills of urban bureaucrats and 
made them an essential part of the civil machinery of 
government.

The third source of Safavid strength was the Shi’a 
faith, which became the compulsory religion of the 
empire. The Shi’a believed that leadership among Mus-
lims rightfully belonged to the Prophet  Muhammad’s 
descendants. Because Isma’il claimed descent from a 
line of twelve infallible imams (leaders) beginning with 

•	devshirme  A process whereby the sultan’s agents swept the provinces for 
Chris tian youths to be trained as soldiers or civil servants.

•	 janissaries  Turkish for “recruits”; they formed the elite army corps.

•	 concubine  A woman who is a recognized spouse but of lower status than 
a wife.

•	 shah  Persian word for “king.”

•	Safavid  The dynasty that encompassed all of Persia and other regions; its 
state religion was Shi’ism.

•	Qizilbash  Nomadic Sufi tribesmen who were loyal to and supportive of 
the early Safavid state.

•	ulama  Religious scholars whom Sunnis trust to interpret the Qur’an and 
the Sunna, the deeds and sayings of Muhammad.

•	Mughal  A term meaning “Mongol,” used to refer to the Muslim empire of 
India, although its founders were primarily Turks, Afghans, and Persians.
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