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Preface

The Project on Asia in the Core Curriculum began in 1984 to
support the introduction of material on Asia into the core curric-
ula of undergraduate institutions throughout the country. Three
“Guides for Teaching” are the result of dialogue between Asian
specialists and colleagues specializing in the Western tradition
who most often teach the introductory, general education courses
in the various academic disciplines. There was no attempt to
stress Asia at the expense of the West. The purpose was to iden-
tify texts, themes, and comparative concepts that would provide
avenues of entry for Asian material into core courses in literature,
history, and the social sciences.

The guides are entitled: Asia in Western and World History,
Masterworks of Asian Literature in Comparative Perspective,
and Asia: Case Studies in the Social Sciences. Each volume
contains approximately forty essays by leading specialists that
suggest a range of possibilities for introducing material on Asia.
The essays are arranged to provide the widest choice of approaches
to meet the reader’s pedagogical needs. While the guides are dis-
crete publications, they form a series that facilitates interdiscipli-
nary teaching: An instructor who chooses, for example, to draw
upon William Hauser's discussion of Tokugawa Japan in world
history in this volume will also find material of interest in Donald
Keene’'s essay on Chikamatsu’'s “Love Suicides at Sonezaki” (in
Masterworks of Asian Literature in Comparative Perspective),
in William W. Kelly's article on “Rural Society in Japan: Past and
Present,” in Theodore Bestor’s discussion of “Urban Life in Japan,”
and in Stephen R. Smith’s essay on “The Family in Japan” (in
Asian Case Studies in the Social Sciences).

The Project on Asia in the Core Curriculum has involved over
one hundred scholars from seventy-five public and private under-
graduate institutions throughout the United States. It has been
chaired at Columbia University by a panel composed of Wm. The-
odore de Bary, Ainslie T. Embree, and Carol Gluck.



xii PREFACE

The National Endowment for the Humanities, the Henry Luce
Foundation, the Panasonic Foundation, and the U.S. Department
of Education have sponsored the project. We are deeply indebted
to these sponsors for their continuing support.

We welcome any and all contributions to this ongoing curricu-
lar dialogue.

Roberta Martin
Project Director



Guide to the Reader

Asia in Western and World History is divided into four sections
devoted to Asia in Western History, Asia in World History, Modern
Asia 1600-1900, and Themes in Asian History. The first section,
Asia in Western History, offers insights that might be integrated
into courses focused on the history of Western civilization and of
Western thought. The section begins with four introductory es-
says that set the broad stage for the relation of Asia to the West
historically and geographically. The essays that follow discuss in
chronological order significant aspects of the interconnections be-
tween Asian and Western history.

The second section of the volume, Asia in World History, begins
with an introductory essay of the same title and continues with
essays, again chronologically organized, that discuss major devel-
opments in world history. This section includes primary essays on
developments in world history in a given time period, such as
“Separate Spheres and New Links: A New Stage in World History,
1000-1500" by Peter N. Stearns, and parallel essays, such as the
two that follow the Stearns’ article (“The Case of China” by Mi-
chael Marmé and “The Case of Japan” by H. Paul Varley). The
parallel essays elaborate upon the developments of the period in
relationship to a particular Asian country or region.

The third section of the volume, Modemn Asia, 1600—1990,
includes essays on the recent histories of China, India, Japan,
and Korea arranged chronologically and then by country.

The fourth section of the volume, Themes in Asian History,
discusses important themes or historical perspectives useful in
teaching the histories of South Asia, Southeast Asia, China,
Japan and Korea as well as the relations of Asia and Latin Ameri-
can and Japan and America, and intercultural exchange between
Asia and the West.

Xiii



xiv GUIDE TO THE READER

In the Postscript, “Summaries of the Essays” provide a brief
survey of the contents of the articles and indicate chapters
containing related material. These summaries are designed to
assist the reader seeking to identify those essays most relevant to
a particular topic or course.

A “crib-sheet” on East Asia, for use with the National Standards
for World History, and timelines of Asian history are included at

the end of the volume for reference.
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Introduction

Ainslie T. Embree and Carol Gluck

We began this project as curricular optimists, members of a rather
large group of teachers and scholars committed to gathering materi-
als on Asia for use in undergraduate courses. Our task, we thought,
was relatively simple, since others had already done most of the
work. Western civilization and world history had long been taught in
colleges around the country, while Asian history and civilization had
acquired an impressive pedagogical pedigree in recent years. We had
only to bring the two together and align existing Asian content with
existing Western and world history curricula. As long as the range of
choice was broad enough to allow instructors to make selections
appropriate to their needs, the deed would be done: Asia could join
the world in the core curriculum.

Not quite. In the dozen years since the project started, nearly
every one of our naive assumptions was demolished—fruitfully
demolished but demolished nonetheless. The definition of world
history changed, as schools and scholars worked to reframe the
subject in suitably late twentieth-century terms. The academic
debates and instructional experiments that today make world his-
tory such a dynamic field made it a moving target for curricular
enterprises like ours. The canonical course in Western civ also
came in for renewed controversy, not only because of the common
claim that it was too Eurocentric but because, in the politicized
mood of the early 1990s, some said that it was not Eurocentric
enough. Meanwhile the discipline of history continued to shift its
methodological weight away from politics and economics in the
direction of social and cultural history. Yet much of the existing
material on Asia devoted more attention to rulers and their dynas-
ties than it did to families and their daughters.

Even the terms changed under examination. Asia, we said, was

XU



xvi  INTRODUCTION

half the world, but what—or where—was “Asia”? Here the territory
includes western Asia, better known as the Near or Middle East;
the larger part of a supercontinental “Eurasia,” which ranges from
North Europe to South China; South Asia, primarily the Indian
subcontinent; Southeast Asia, from Burma to the Phillippines;
and East Asia, mostly China, Japan, and Korea. But such an
“Asia” is clearly in the eye of the beholder, the constructed Self or
Other which changes with time, place, and those who do the
beholding. And so the process of constructing “Asia” and the
“West” became a curricular topic in itself. In both instances the
name suggests a singular, putative unity that masks the diversity
of historical experience to which historyteaching is vocationally
devoted. Just using the term Asia put us at risk of repeating the
errors of reification that we hoped to correct.

If “Asia” seemed to grow in substantial weight, “the world”
sometimes shrank to a shadow of its global self. World history,
yes, but the history of whose world? The attention focused, in
fact, on Eurasia—on “East” and “West” as we know it, “our” world.
The southern hemisphere is barely mentioned: Africa coastally,
Latin America barely and not in its pre-Columbian heights, the
south Pacific not at all. But “we” of North America are not there
either, the legacy of the segregation of American history from
world history in the curriculum. And the genuinely globalized
twentieth century in itself receives scant notice, at least in global
terms, the commonalities of its historical experience divided into a
few country-sized chunks. In the course of this project we learned
again and again the limitations of our conceptual “world,” and the
lesson proved humbling and salutary at the same time.

Because the work was designed to provide usable material on Asia
for integration into existing courses, we accepted the arbitrary divi-
sion between Western and world history. This distinction means that
the section on Western history stands firmly anchored in “the West”
and includes “Asia” where it appeared on the horizon of those who
stood in a similar position in the past. Whether Islamic interaction
in the European world or European imperialism in the Asian world,
Europe remains the focus. But Asian history is treated in its own
right, not only as Europeans of the time may have construed it. The
material is meant to serve the needs of a Western civ course ex-
panded by an Asian perspective: it is the world seen from the West
but with Asia in it. For the wider context of Western history itself,
one has to turn to the world history section.

In world history Asia is present, literally, from the first, since
the essays stand not in a single cultural spot but range across
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boundaries and borders, looking to see how the world was linked
at different times and how different parts of the world compared
in common human experiences. Indeed, in so far as world history
is aggressively and ecumenically comparative, Asia’s civilizations,
empires, religions, and technologies frequently set the standard of
comparison for other places. In world history, no time, no society
is supposed to stand a priori in a privileged position; there is no
one golden age, no single historical model. When China flourished
in the Tang and the Song, its achievements draw attention; when
the West rose to modern dominance, its story becomes the center.
And ideally, the rest of the world ought not to disappear com-
pletely while those central stories are being told. In fact, it usually
does, since the lust for coverage is world history’s deadliest sin
and has constantly to be restrained.

The wide open spaces of world history ought to have been
easier than the fortress of Western civ to “infiltrate” with Asian
history recounted on its own terms. But it did not turn out so
here, in part because a number of the main essays presented
their subjects in categories originally based on Western experi-
ence. If the definition of the neolithic revolution derives from the
cereal growers of Asia Minor, then other peoples who settled down
to grow rice and millet in southeast Asia or maize in Meso-America
may not quite qualify as agricultural revolutionaries. This take-
over of the narrative line sometimes made world history seem like
western history writ global. As a result, we often found ourselves
“adding Asia” to the main story, without necessarily getting inside
the action and changing the categories themselves. That is why
the short pieces on Asia often follow the main essay, seeming
supplemental rather than integral to “the course of world history,”
a misleading impression that further work must correct.

Thus the guide is very much a work in progress, which does
not pretend to offer a coherent framework or integrated corpus in
itself. Instead, it is an assemblage of materials on Asia for teach-
ers to browse through and choose from—a kind of curricular
commonplace book. The third section, “Themes in Asian History,”
serves as a historical glossary, and the postscripts, too, are meant
for reference use. Much is left out. Two types of “SOS” are notice-
able—one, the Same-Old-Story, the march of political and intellec-
tual history caused by the underrepresentation of social history;
and two, the Same-Old-Sources, primarily documentary, largely
omitting the wealth of visual objects and material culture. Primary
texts, many of them literary, remain one of the most effective
devices through which to incorporate Asia into history courses.
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Some of these texts are mentioned here, and others can be found
in the two accompanying guides on literature and social science.

Of the three guides in the series, history proved the least tractable
to the process of “incorporation” of Asian content into various core
curricula. Some said this was because social science seeks compara-
tive generalities and literature reveals universals of human experi-
ence while history dwells ever in the realm of the particular. While
the point is arguable, there is no doubt that specificity is history’s
province and that historyteaching and historywriting tend to follow
the contours of language, nation, and region. “World historians” are
few in number, and those who teach world history usually stretch
themselves across vast areas of non-expertise to do so. Considering
the difficulty, it is amazing how many teachers have newly taken the
challenge to include unfamiliar material in their Western and world
history offerings. We know because we worked with numbers of
them in the course of this project. Similarly, historians are also
working to reconceive the framework of world history in newly in-
tegrative and multiple ways. History may not be as far along in
comparative perspective as social science or as “universally” accessi-
ble as literature, but the effort is clearly underway to rethink the
human past. In the process, schooling and scholarship have the
chance to work together, each helping the other, so that history
curricula can be both sound and teachable at the same time.

This guide is a small part of this effort, and we thank the many
people who have contributed to it: from world historians such as
William McNeill and Philip Curtin who helped us with the “whole”
to the specialists who provided the many “parts” on Asia and
elsewhere. But most especially, our thanks go to the participants
in the NEH Institute, which stretched over several years: the
paper writers, the critics, and most of all, the teachers, whose
names are appended here. Editorial gratitude goes to Madge
Huntington, who ably guided every aspect of production, assisted
by Lynette Peck and Winifred 1. Olsen. The National Endowment
for the Humanities, the Henry Luce Foundation, the Panasonic
Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Education provided gen-
erous support. The greatest debt is to Roberta Martin, the director
of the project, whose vision was matched only by her steadfast-
ness and grace. Because of their enthusiasm, we started as opti-
mists; because of our own limitations, we sank sometimes into
despair; because of all of them and because of the challenge of
history, we ended as optimists once again, knowing that others
are already far beyond us in the effort to do a better job of teach-
ing not only Asia’s history but the world’s.



I

Asia in Western
History



This page intentionally left blank



Asia in Western History: Introductions

ASIA IN WESTERN HISTORY

Ainslie T. Embree

The purpose of the essays in the following section is not to pre-
sent material that may be useful in introducing courses on Asian
civilizations or on world history in the undergraduate curriculum,
but rather to look at Western history and to note the times and
places where the different Asian civilizations interacted with the
West in some significant fashion. What we are suggesting here,
then, is not so much the incorporation of Asian material into the
curriculum, but rather a work of excavation, of discovering Asia
within the existing framework of courses on European or Western
civilization. The purpose of the essays is the enrichment of such
courses by a deepening of knowledge of the intersection between
European and Asian civilizations, with the emphasis more on
their context in Western history than on the history of the Asian
civilizations themselves. The complexity of relationships between
Europe and Asia is pointed up in the first essay by Rhoads
Murphey’s reminder that while Europe and Asia are one land
mass, and while many of the ideas that we think of as “Western,”
including all the major religions, came from regions that we now
label “Asia,” the great centers of civilization in both Europe and
Asia were separated from each other by formidable deserts,
steppes, and mountains. As a number of the essays note, the
oceans would eventually provide the most encompassing points of
intersection.

These points of intersection, many of which are noted in Mi-
chael Marmé’s “Brief Syllabus of Asia in Western History,” may be
conveniently grouped under four headings: Asia in Western
thought; trade and commerce; imperial expansion; and war. These
topics are obviously all interrelated, and many of the essays in
this section touch upon more than one of them.

In regard to Asia in Western thought, something of our inten-

3
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tion is summed up in the title of an undergraduate seminar
started at Columbia College in the mid-1960’s: “Asia in the West-
ern Historical Imagination.” This was essentially an exercise in
intellectual history, tracing the extraordinary persistence of cer-
tain ideas about Asian society in classical Western thought from
ancient Greece to the Enlightenment; later the seminar was nar-
rowed to a focus on India, with a wider range of materials, includ-
ing travelers’ accounts, novels, and poetry. An experiment was
also made in one section of the college’s core curriculum course,
“Introduction to Contemporary Civilization in the West,” which is
based on a reading of works regarded as significant for Western
historical developments, of drawing attention to the use made by
authors of references to Asia, especially India and China. This was
indeed a work of “excavation” because very often editors of the
texts widely used in such courses had left out passages referring
to Asia, thinking they were not relevant to the authors’ main
arguments. In fact, such references are often very germane to
points they were making about Asia presented as the Other,
where societies seem to function on very different sets of presup-
positions from those of the West, and it is over and against these
strange societies that the authors tended to judge their own.
Some of these ideas about Asian social and political life, irrespec-
tive of their validity, have an astonishing persistence in Western
intellectual history, and they have shaped ideas about the nature
of our own society as well as creating attitudes towards Asian
countries that have undoubtedly at times influenced the political
behavior of Western nations towards them.

Cho-yun Hsu gives an overview of these influences, and George
Saliba deals specifically with the enormously important, but often
slighted, interfusion of Islamic culture into Europe in the period
before 1500. In his essay, Leonard Gordon discusses ideas about
Asia in Western thought, with special reference to the interest of
the Enlightenment thinkers in China. In the case of India, he
notes the more pragmatic reasons for the views of British publi-
cists. Harvey Goldman analyzes the images of Asia in the writings
of three of the most powerful thinkers of the nineteenth century,
Hegel, Marx, and Weber, showing the relation of these images to
their theoretical systems and the ways in which their ideas have
reinforced Western intellectual perceptions of Asian societies.
While none of the essays in this volume deals specifically with art
and religion, attention is given to these aspects of cultural interac-
tion in the second volume in this series, Masterworks of Asian
Literature in Comparative Perspective. In a Western civilization
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course, a consideration of the fascination in nineteenth-century
Europe and America with Chinese and Japanese art and with
Indian religion would be a natural development.

Despite, however, this interest in the cultural achievements of
Asian civilizations, trade and commerce almost always provided
the most widely diffused contacts between them and the Western
world. A letter that King Manuel of Portugal wrote to King Ferdi-
nand and Queen Isabella in 1499, just after he had received word
of Vasco da Gama’s voyage to India, echoes these interests in Asia:

“We learn that they did reach and discover India and other
kingdoms and lordships bordering upon it; that they entered and
navigated its sea, finding large cities, large edifices and rivers, and
great populations, among whom is carried on all the trade in
spices and precious stones ... Of these they have brought a
quantity.”?

This was a reminder of how much more important the real Asia
was to Europe than the faux-Indies discovered by their man,
Columbus, reflecting not so much what da Gama actually saw as
what dreams of Asian wealth, based on many centuries of actual
contacts, had prepared them for.

Marc Van De Mieroop’s essay, reaching back to the very begin-
nings of contacts between the areas we label Asia and Europe,
focuses on developments in Europe for which Asian influence is
most assured. He concludes that while many ideas originated in
Asia, they were remodeled and then reexported to Asia, a process
of interchange that characterizes the close interaction of the two
continents. In a revision of a much misunderstood aspect of his-
tory, Morris Rossabi argues that a major contribution to such
interaction was made by the Mongols, who inextricably linked
Europe and Asia in their great conquests extending from China to
the marchlands of eastern Europe. Derek Linton’s essay follows
the great changes in the intersection of Europe and Asia in the
period between 1500 and 1850, and he points out that a
historiography that insists upon seeing the period in terms of
“seeds of empire” misses the fundamental fact that for a long time
the Europeans were simply traders in Asia. Later technological
developments in Europe combined, somewhat fortuitously, with
political events in different areas of Asia to give them a territorial
foothold, notably in India and Southeast Asia.

It was this territorial foothold that led to the great age of Euro-
pean imperialism in the nineteenth century. Linton’s essay deals
with the role of the rivalry of the European trading companies in
the acquisition of empires, and Edward Malefakis in his essay
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emphasizes a point that is often forgotten, namely, that European
influence was not decisive in any of the great Asian states prior to
1750. He then sets the age of imperial expansion into the context of
European events, including the immense economic and industrial
changes that took place in the eighteenth century. He concludes
with an examination of the changes, both in Asia and Europe, that
led to the end of the European empires.

War, as a point of intersection of Asia in Western history, does not
find explicit treatment in any of our essays, but in fact it is implicit
in them all. Herodotus, as Van De Mieroop points out, made a sharp
distinction between Asia and Europe, and this was based partly at
least on his perception of the Persian attack on the Greeks. In the
nineteenth century, this was transformed into the opposition of the
Asian spirit of despotism with the European love of freedom. This
view surfaces very strongly in writers discussed by Gordon and
Goldman. The Islamic world very early was pictured as making
unceasing war on the West, not as the source of cultural transfusion
that Saliba celebrates in his essay. Rossabi’s Mongols got a particu-
larly bad press as brutal hordes, threatening the West. War is also a
necessary theme in the explications of trade, commerce, and imper-
ial conquest in the essays by Linton and Malefakis. It is not until the
twentieth century, however, that an Asian power, Japan, practices
its own version of imperialist aggression.

The final essay, by Marilyn Young discusses this shift from a
self-confident West, intruding into Asian space, to resurgent Asian
powers asserting their sovereignty. She sees this as an action upon
the part of conquered or near-conquered elites to regain control of
their national destiny through modernization and the creation of a
sense of nationalism. Looking at the Cold War in relation to Europe,
America, and Asia, she concludes that “in the wake of the Cold War,
historical processes of economic, social, and political change, of the
shifting definitions of national identity and autonomy, of the ten-
sions among regional rivalry, cooperation, and global integration
become central to our analysis.”? This would surely be one useful
way to conclude a course in Western history that had attempted to
mark its points of intersection with the civilizations of Asia.

NOTE

1. Cited in E.G. Ravenstein, ed., The First Voyage of Vasco da Gama
{London: Hakluyt Society Publications, Old Series, No. 99, 1898), pp.
113-14

2. See M. Young, in this volume, p. 195.



Asia in Western History: Introductions

THE SHAPE OF THE WORLD:
EURASIA

Rhoads Murphey

Our purpose here is to enrich the student’s understanding of
Western civilization by pointing out its interconnections with Asia
throughout history. The origins of what we call Western civiliza-
tion are really in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Asia Minor (Anatolia, or
Asiatic Turkey), Phoenicia (modern Syria, Lebanon, and Israel),
and the Aegean. Influences on early Western civilization came also
from ancient Persia, still farther east. The Greeks and the Romans
had their major connections not northward (until quite late in the
Roman Empire) but eastward, from where, they realized, most of
the wealth and the sophisticated ideas came; all of the world
religions, including Christianity, are Asian in origin.

THE EURASIAN LANDMASS

Eurasia is a single landmass. Europe is really a geographical
expression and a cultural entity rather than a separate continent.
Asia extends southwest to the Suez Canal and the Dardanelles.
But the great classical civilizations of East and South Asia grew
up far to the east, a long and difficult distance from Europe. After
the decline and disappearance of classical Mesopotamia, Egypt,
and Persia, and after the fall of Rome, civilization in the West grew
up largely in isolation from what was going on at the other end of
the Eurasian landmass. That western Europe and eastern Asia
are joined together has been of lesser importance than that the
center of Eurasia is occupied by the world’s largest steppe and
desert, surrounded at the eastern end by the world’s highest
mountains. These have remained formidable barriers, and the
sparse and varied populations that lived in what has been called

7
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“the dead heart of Asia” often made their living by preying on
travelers or raiding trade caravans. It was not a safe route.

Marco Polo and some half-dozen of his contemporaries made
that journey safely because they traveled to China under the
protection of the Great Khan during the reign of the Mongols, who
in the thirteenth century had conquered most of Eurasia and
imposed their rule on it, the Pax Tartarica, or Pax Mongolica.
Unfortunately, their reign lasted only a short time—less than a
century—and with its collapse the empire fell apart into rival local
kingdoms and general disorder. Later travelers to the East had to
go the long way around, by sea, but that route was not developed
until the end of the fifteenth century, and very few people made
the journey until considerably later.

CROSS-EURASIAN CONNECTIONS

Long before Marco Polo’s time, the civilizations at the western and
eastern ends of the Eurasian landmass had acquired their own
distinctively different forms and styles. Polo brought back to Eu-
rope hard information about China for the first time. Many people
read, or heard about, his travels, but not many took his account
literally. But in fact the tales he told were reasonably accurate,
apart from the bits about magic, which was a feature of nearly all
medieval tales. It is said that when, on his deathbed, his confes-
sor bade him to “take back all those terrible lies,” Polo replied, “I
have not told the half of what I saw.” But although his tales were
discounted, they sparked the Age of Discovery and the search for
a sea route to those fabled rich civilizations in the East: India,
China, the Spice Islands of Southeast Asia, and what Polo referred
to as “Cipangu” (Japan), which he could only describe as hearsay.
Marco Polo and his tales were widely known, and obviously many
must have more than half believed them; Columbus carried with
him a copy of Polo’s journal. But until da Gama’s voyage in 1498,
from Lisbon to Calicut on the southwest coast of India, the major
civilizations of Europe and Asia grew up largely in independent
spheres.

Not entirely so, however. The clearest evidence of a very early
Indo-European connection is probably contained in the languages
of North India and of Europe. They are all descended from a
common ancestor, as becomes clear by comparing words and
their meanings in Sanskrit with their equivalents in modern En-
glish, German, and French, as well as in classical Greek or Latin,
and with the modern languages of north India. The common an-
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cestor language was that of the Aryans, who probably originated
in what is now Iran. One group of them went east and ended up
in India. Other groups went west, among them the Dorian invad-
ers of Greece (hence the origins of classical Greek), the Hittites,
who moved into what is now Turkey, and the Kassite invaders of
Mesopotamia, all in the centuries around 2000 B.C.E.

INDEPENDENCE OF ASIAN CULTURAL SPHERES

After the Aryan diaspora, the civilizations of the East and the
West largely developed in their own ways, but not without signifi-
cant contact. As a whole, Asian civilization developed earlier, and
was more advanced and varied than that of the West, which was
attracted to “the riches of the Orient.”

India remained in more or less unbroken contact with the West
both before and after the Aryan migration. In the fourth century
B.C.E., Alexander the Great invaded India and brought back much
information about it. The Greeks subsequently maintained exten-
sive trade with India, not only in goods but in ideas as well, for
they recognized India as an important center of religion and phi-
losophy. The Romans too were acquainted with India, and im-
ported goods and medical knowledge on an even larger scale than
did the Greeks. As in later centuries of East-West trade, the West-
erners found it hard to come up with goods to exchange for Asian
spices, cottons, silks, porcelain, and tea, products of more highly
developed cultures whose people had little interest in the often
cruder Western commodities. Much of what the West imported
from Asia thus had to be paid for in cash, and one finds hoards of
Roman coins at many sites along the west coast of India and Sri
Lanka and as far east as Malaya.

Christianity was among the West’s exports to India. In fact, the
Church of South India, still a thriving enterprise, claims to be the
oldest Christian church in the world, founded, it is said, by
Thomas the Apostle (he of the doubts). India was certainly part of
the Hellenic world, or of the world known to the Mediterranean
people of New Testament times. Ships engaged in trade with India
made the voyage from the Gulf of Suez regularly. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that Christianity reached South India very early, and
remained as another link between the two worlds.

Connections to the east of India were much weaker. Cathay, as
Polo called China, lay so far beyond the mountains and deserts of
central Asia that no Westerners had ever been there or talked to
anyone who had. Until Marco Polo’s time, the West did not learn
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much more about it than Herodotus knew in the fifth century
B.C.E., which was very little: “As far as India the country is peo-
pled, but beyond that no one knows what sort of country it is.”

At the more or less contemporaneous height of the Roman and
the Han Dynasty empires, between the second century B.C.E. and
the second century C.E., when both empires were reaching out in
search of conquest or probing beyond their frontiers, there were
some tantalizingly near misses at direct contact. The Romans ran
a long campaign in central Asia from the first century B.C.E. to the
first century C.E. to conquer the Parthians (Persians) of Iran.
Roman legions were fighting in western Persia while the Chinese
were making contact with other groups in eastern Persia. The two
armies might well have met, and the two empires might have
cooperated against their common enemy. If they had, it would
have made a great difference in the subsequent shape of both the
Chinese and Roman civilizations. In 166 C.E., a group of jugglers
who turned up at the Chinese court claimed to have come from a
great empire to the west ruled by someone whom the Chinese
transcribed as “An-dun,” presumably one of the Antonys; the
dates fit. Earlier, in 42 B.C.E., the Chinese army fought with local
forces near what is now Tashkent, far beyond its normal range. In
their accounts of the battle the Chinese expressed curiosity about
how their opponents, when hard pressed, would crowd together
and hold their shields overlapping above their heads, walking
away from their tight spot with spears pointing outward. This is in
fact an accurate description of the Roman testudo (tortoise) forma-
tion. The troops were probably local auxiliaries rather than Ro-
mans, but the hand of imperial Roman training is clear.

Although the Chinese had heard tales from travelers of a great
empire somewhere to the west on the shores of a great ocean, and
knew that this was the destination of much of the silk China
exported, they knew very little about its people or culture. The silk
went west through a long series of central Asian and Near Eastern
middlemen before it ended up in Rome. The Romans were equally
ignorant about China; they called it Seres, the Latin word for
silk. Pliny and other Roman historians complained about the
drain of Roman gold to pay for Chinese silk and Indian spices
and cottons.

With the fall of Rome (476 C.E.), the West lost direct touch with
Persia and India, and Europe withdrew into itself. After the fall of
the Han Dynasty in China (220 C.E.) and the fall of the Guptas in
India (540 C.E.), Asia experienced a period similar to, but of
shorter duration than the European Dark Ages. While India at



THE SHAPE OF THE WORLD: EURASIA 11

this period was politically fragmented, its sophisticated culture
and external trade, especially to Southeast Asia, continued to
flourish. In the seventh century, China, under the Tang Dynasty,
witnessed a glorious revival and the resumption of contacts west-
ward. But for all their interest in the wider world and their wel-
coming of foreigners, the Chinese were able to learn very little of
what Western civilization was like. They were curious enough
about the foreigners who showed up at the Tang capital, near
modern Xian, to sculpt and paint them with great care. But Tang
China did not reestablish contact with the sources of the civiliza-
tion from which these people had come. Perhaps the most import-
ant East-West communication during the millennium between the
fall of the Han and Marco Polo’s journey was the accidental result
of a Tang military expedition into central Asia in 751 C.E. The
expedition was repulsed near Samarkand by a Turkish force,
which captured several Chinese. It was these captives who intro-
duced to the West the recently developed Tang art of printing and
the earlier (Han period) invention of paper. The returning expedi-
tion, however, brought back to China very little knowledge of what
lay beyond the mountains and the great deserts of central Asia at
the western end of Eurasia.

Indian connections with areas and cultures to the west were
closer, but also more troublesome. Turks, Persians, Afghans, and
other central Asian groups that had converted to Islam swept into
India first as raiders and then as conquerors, beginning in the
eleventh century C.E. Most of these groups brought with them an
infusion of Persian culture that began to blend with older Indian
culture. Under the Mughal Dynasty (c. 1526-1707), North India
{the south remained beyond their control) became still more open
to and maintained close touch with areas to the west and with the
emerging states of Europe. Italian craftsmen worked on the Taj
Mahal, and many Europeans traveled to India. The Mughal em-
perors were cosmopolitan figures who corresponded with Euro-
pean monarchs, and under their rule new ideas and techniques
were exchanged with the West.

ROLE OF ASIA IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WEST

Europeanists often do not adequately acknowledge the import-
ance of Asian influences on the West. Montesquieu based his
vision of the well-ordered society largely on what he had learned,
via the early Jesuits, about the Chinese state. Voltaire spoke of
China as having achieved the Platonic ideal, a state ruled by
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philosopher-kings. He and his contemporaries of the Enlighten-
ment were astonished to learn that in China official posts were
open only through competitive examination, and that only edu-
cated men had access to power. The Europeans of the Enlighten-
ment admired China as a better governed, better ordered society
than their own. Indirectly. their views of China and India influ-
enced the American children of the Enlightenment and helped
shape the Jeffersonian vision of an educated citizenry. During this
period the Confucian order gained wide admiration among Euro-
peans, who were enamored with all things Chinese: paintings,
furniture, flowered wallpaper, and gardens.

Indeed, well before the Enlightenment, it was the material
wealth of Asia that sparked the Age of Discoveries. There had
always been a stream of trade, both overland and across central
Asia and via sea by Arab vessels from India to western Asia. On
the east coast of the Mediterranean, in trade bases like Tyre,
Sidon, or Antioch, Asian goods were picked up by the Venetians,
who distributed them to northern Europe. When the Venetians
captured Constantinople on the pretext of engaging in one of the
Crusades, they gained still greater access to the source of Asian
goods; strategically located at the northern end of the Adriatic,
Venice grew rich as the supplier to Europe. It was no accident
that the Polos were Venetian merchants. It was Venetian and
western and central Asian Muslim trade profits as well as Polo’s
tales of Cathay that inspired the voyages of Columbus, Magellan,
Drake, and da Gama. In fifteenth-century Portugal Prince Henry
the Navigator developed the ships and the technology to pursue
this trade. The Portuguese worked hard at it for over a century,
and were richly rewarded when da Gama returned to Lisbon with
the first cargo of spices, sold for an immense profit, most of it in
Amsterdam. When news of da Gama’s return reached Venice, the
ruler there declared official mourning, realizing that the Venetian
trade monopoly had been broken. Portuguese profits inspired the
Dutch and then the English to likewise develop their sea trade
capabilities.

The birth of modern Europe, with the revival of trade and
towns, the rise of an urban merchant group, and the technologi-
cal revolution beginning with the Renaissance, owed something to
the lure, the example, and the stimulus of trade with Asia. Euro-
peans would not have been able to develop the sea routes and to
found their colonial empires without their use of earlier Asian
discoveries: gunpowder, the compass, ships with watertight com-
partments, multiple masts, and a sternpost rudder instead of the
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awkward and unseaworthy steering oar. Arab, Indian, and Chi-
nese innovations in ship design and rig were basic to the later
success of the Europeans. Although the credit frequently goes to
the Arabs, mathematics, perhaps the most basic tool of all for
modern science, is an Indian innovation, as are algebra (though
the term is Arabic) and “Arabic” numerals. The Arabs merely
transmitted them, as they did other Indian innovations, such as
the concepts of zero, infinity, and the decimal system. The finest
steel and cotton cloth also originated in India.

CONCLUSION: ASIA AS HALF THE WORLD

Asia accounts for between half and two-thirds of the population of
the world; as far as we know, it has always been so from the
beginning of recorded time. Its modern population surges, since
the seventeenth century, have kept it in the position of demo-
graphic dominance which it occupied in Roman times and before.
Asia also comprises two of the world’s major centers of civiliza-
tion, India and China, whose models spread respectively to South-
east Asia and to Korea, Vietnam, and Japan. The Mediterranean,
the third major world center, has been involved with and influ-
enced by the civilizations of Asia throughout its history. Europe’s
ongoing and enriching contacts with Asia are of fundamental im-
portance to the modern world.



Asia in Western History: Introductions

BRIEF SYLLABUS OF ASIA IN
WESTERN HISTORY

Michael Marmé

The West did not develop in a vacuum. The Asia of which Europe
was aware played a crucial role throughout, not least as the
“other” whose—stereotyped—image provided the foil for the West's
efforts at self-definition. Interaction and interchange with non-Eu-
ropean civilizations enriched and reshaped Europe’s cultural, ma-
terial, and political heritage. A systematic presentation of Asian
contributions helps students see this process historically. It
breaks through the image of the inevitability of Western history,
and provides an opportunity to introduce the notion that context,
chronology, and process continuously shape reality. At the same
time, by introducing the rest of the world as something other than
the passive recipient of Western progress, the tendency toward
ethnocentrism is mitigated.

NEOLITHIC REVOLUTION AND THE RISE OF
CIVILIZATION IN WESTERN ASIA

The clusters of basic innovations which appear in western Asia at
the dawn of history (agriculture, sedentary communities, religion,
followed by the rise of city-states with all they imply—stratified
societies, organized religion, administration, armies, public works,
writing, law, art, technological innovation, and eventually em-
pires) define civilization and provide the contours within which
society develops from 4000 B.C.E. to the industrial revolution. The
different ways these innovations were developed in Mesopotamia,
in Egypt, and in Israel may be briefly sketched and their contribu-
tion to Western development summarized.

14
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GREECE

Anatolian city-states of western Asia played a crucial role in the
development of Greek literature, philosophy, and science. The Per-
sian Wars grew directly out of the economic and political import-
ance of these city-states and stimulated Herodotus to identify
those characteristics that distinguished Greek from non-Greek.

THE HELLENISTIC ERA

The models which legitimated and organized Hellenistic king-
doms owed more to the Persian than to the Athenian empire. In
western Asia and in Egypt, Hellenistic rule led to the interac-
tion of Greek and indigenous cultural traditions, producing a
hybrid culture. Alexander’'s expedition to India was far more
important for its effect on the Western imagination than it was
as an event in Indian history. Although a certain amount of
trade as well as intellectual and artistic interaction with Bactria
can be traced, this interchange was of limited significance for
both sides.

ROMAN REPUBLIC AND EMPIRE

Rome was in many ways heir to the Hellenistic kingdoms and,
through them, to the traditions of the ancient Near East. Western
Asia and North Africa were economically important, and “the con-
quered who conquered the conquerors” were bearers of the hybrid
culture of the Hellenistic age, not the cultural traditions of fifth-
century B.C.E. Athens. The trade in spices with India and in silks
with China provides evidence of the extent of the Roman world,
although such trade was far less significant to Rome than its
continued appropriation of ancient Near Eastern developments
from Oriental models of rulership to Hellenistic science (Galen,
Ptolemy) and Eastern mystery cults.

RISE OF CHRISTIANITY

Christianity is one of the most spectacular instances of the influ-
ence of Near Eastern (or western Asian) culture on the develop-
ment of the West. Christianity’s west Asian origin, its initial
spread in the Judaic and Hellenistic parts of the Roman Empire,
and its competition with other Eastern religions (notably the cults
of Iris and of Mithra) all deserve emphasis.
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BREAK-UP OF EMPIRE IN THE WEST,
PERSISTENCE IN THE EAST

The Persian role in the breakup of the Roman Empire was import-
ant: The rise of the Sassanid Dynasty (226-651 C.E.) posed an
organized threat on the eastern frontier (broadly speaking, what is
now eastern Syria and Iraq), leading to the eastward shift of politi-
cal and military power. Many of the barbarians—notably the
Spartocids (source of Goths, Vandals, and other Germanic tribes),
the Sarmatians, and the Hephthalites (or Huns)—who invaded the
West spent long periods of time north and west of Persia;
Sassanid expansionisin may have helped trigger their movement
west. The Byzantine Empire that survived in the east was largely
Asian, and was heavily dependent on trade. Important sectors of
that trade (the silk trade with China, the spice trade with the
Indies) were at the mercy of hostile powers: Persia, under the
Sassanids, and Axum at the mouth of the Red Sea. When
Sassanid rulers tried to reinvigorate their kingdom, they employed
Byzantine models, notably in the area of tax collection; during the
sixth and early seventh centuries, they also provided refuge for
pagans and heretics who had fled Byzantine persecution. Persia
should thus be viewed as another avenue preserving and trans-
mitting the classical culture of Byzantium.

THE RISE OF ISLAM: RESPONSE OF
BYZANTINES AND FRANKS

Islam, the third major monotheistic movement to originate in
western Asia, has striking affinities with Judaism and Christian-
ity. The conquest of Persia, the Middle East, and North Africa by
followers of Islam was facilitated by Arab tolerance for “people of
the book” as well as the alienation of Monophysite and Nestorian
victims of Orthodox Byzantine and Zoroastrian persecution. Origi-
nally, no attempt was made to convert the non-Arab population:
the gradual nature of the process facilitated Islamic assimilation
of classical culture. To provide stability, the Umayyads in Damas-
cus (661-750 C.E.) copied Byzantine and Sassanid administration,
ceremonies, and art; employed clerks who were learned in those
traditions; and acted as patrons of classical learning. Western-Is-
lamic interchange took place in the economic as well as the mili-
tary and diplomatic realms. As example and as challenge, Islam
fostered the revitalization of political organizations in both eastern
and western Europe.
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FEUDALISM AND THE CRUSADES

The Crusades should be seen as part of the continuing struggle
against Islam by Spain and Sicily. The Syria/Palestine region was
the site of numerous petty states, Christians were numerous, and
the Byzantines periodically conquered parts of the region. It was
thus relatively easy for the Franks to insert themselves into an
already crowded field without provoking a dramatic response. In
the event, the Crusades were more successful at providing Europe
with greater knowledge of the East and stimulating demand for its
products than at permanent recapture of the Holy Land. Venice
consolidated its position as intermediary between the Near East
and Europe, even (in 1204) encouraging the Crusaders to sack its
erstwhile patron, Constantinople. Expansion of trade, with the
diversion of profits to Italy, contributed to the commercial and
urban revival of western Europe.

THE HIGH MIDDLE AGES

Islam was important as a conduit of classical Mediterranean cul-
ture—particularly Aristotelian thought—as well as of technical in-
novations from South and East Asia to Europe. Dante’s
Inferno—which places Avicenna and Averroes in the First Circle
but consigns Mohammed and Ali to horrible punishments below—
is illustrative of the ambivalent Western attitude.

THE CRISIS OF THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

Although not chronologically accurate, the Mongols and Marco
Polo seem so peripheral to the High Middle Ages that treatment
might be deferred to the fourteenth century—when the spread of
Marco Polo’s “tall tales” and the diffusion of East Asian discoveries
(notably gunpowder) throughout Europe began to have an impact.
The Genoese were particularly eager to exploit the commercial
possibilities of the Pax Mongolica. (Marco Polo’s description of
Kinsai [Hangzhou] is a reading worth assigning.) The brief era of
direct contact did not have massive economic or intellectual reper-
cussions for either culture, but it did fire the imaginations of
traders who saw profit to be made by eliminating the Islamic and
Venetian middlemen.

THE RENAISSANCE AND THE RISE OF
NATIONAL MONARCHIES

The rise of the Ottomans, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
the most formidable military power in Europe and the Near East,



18 MICHAEL MARME

had both a military/political and an intellectual impact on the
West. Their use of firearms provided the model for a new, more
expensive military force more firmly under the ruler's control.
Although Ottoman advances in the East and South coincided with
Spain’s final victory over Islam in Granada, Islam remained a
threat—and an inspiration. The fall of Constantinople in 1453
played a far less crucial role in the Renaissance than was once
believed, although refugees to Europe may have reinforced inter-
est in Neoplatonism and facilitated mastery of Greek.

REFORMATION AND RELIGIOUS STRIFE

Until the late sixteenth century, religious wars between Catholics
and Protestants were accompanied by the ongoing struggle—in
central Europe as well as in the Mediterranean—between Islam
and Christianity. Ottoman advances in North Africa threatened to
make the Mediterranean a Muslim lake. The Mediterranean re-
mained an economically important arena, both in its own right
and as a channel of European trade with the Indies. Although in
hindsight it is clear that Ottoman expansion had run its course
by 1580, Ottoman military campaigns as late as the 1680s perpet-
uated a European sense of threat from that quarter.

AGE OF DISCOVERIES AND THE CREATION
OF EMPIRES

The Iberians and the Genoese were, for their separate reasons,
intent on breaking Islamic/Venetian control of trade with the
East. The aim of both Portuguese and Spanish expeditions was to
reach Asia—Columbus believed the islands he discovered were
part of Japan. Where strong states existed, Europeans were able
to occupy ports only at the sufferance of the local rulers. (Indeed,
in Safavid Persia, trade with the Europeans enabled Shah Abbas
to strengthen the monarch’s hand internally.) Although the Portu-
guese quickly identified and captured most key points in the In-
dian Ocean, their failure to take Aden allowed Islamic traders to
survive and regroup. Spanish control of the Philippines illustrates
the geographic range of the European empires; the activities of the
Dutch East India Company in the Indies demonstrate the ruth-
lessness of which Europeans were capable when interest dictated
and opportunity allowed; Catholic missionary activity in China
and Japan illustrates the possibilities and problems of cultural
exchange not accompanied by political control.
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THE “CRISIS” OF THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Although examples from as far away as China can be invoked to
suggest that the seventeenth-century “crisis” was a global phe-
nomenon, the Ottoman case seems perhaps the closest parallel to
that of western Europe.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT

Asia—and particularly China—played a significant role. The image
of a wealthy, peaceful, and well-governed kingdom ruled by be-
nevolent despots with the help of the “learned” appealed to many
of the philosophes.!

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION AND THE
NAPOLEONIC ERA

The Egyptian campaign was a way of restoring French access to
the wealth of India and the East.

EUROPEAN IMPERIALISM

India under the East India Company and the Raj is the most
dramatic example of the changes brought about by Europe’s im-
perial expansion. In China, Emperor Qianlong’s condescending
letter to George III in 1793 or Lin Zexu’s explanation of anti-
opium policy in 1839 dramatize the enduring—but increasingly
unsustainable—self-confidence of the Chinese. In Japan, the
emperor’s Charter Oath of 1868 symbolizes the determination to
maintain Japanese autonomy by adopting the ways of the West.
Attempts at reform in the Ottoman Empire (with Egypt treated as
a separate case) illustrate the difficulties of guided reform from
above.

NATIONALISM AND IMPERIALISM,
1870-1914

Japanese speed in industrializing, creating a constitutional gov-
ernment and joining the scramble for colonies and concessions—
in 1905 defeating a “backward” Western power (Russia)—
demonstrated to other Asians that the West might not forever
monopolize wealth and power.
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THE TWENTIETH-CENTURY CRISIS, 1914-1945

By bankrupting Europe, decimating a generation, and shattering
its self-confidence, World War I transformed the position of West-
ern imperialists in the eyes of Asians. The loss of European moral
legitimacy invigorated nationalist movements in India and China.
The place Japan was offered in the postwar Western club of pow-
ers proved unsatisfactory. The Depression exacerbated unresolved
tensions, undermining the prospects for authoritarian moderniza-
tion in China and encouraging Japan—like other “have-not” pow-
ers—to strike out on its own.

THE SOVIET UNION

The USSR was both an Asian country and an Asian power. The
rationale Lenin devised for revolution in Russia made Marxism
appear increasingly relevant in the unindustrialized world. Com-
munism provided a role for educated elites, a way to reject im-
perialism without embracing the whole of an obviously inadequate
tradition, and a model for postrevolutionary development. Not
surprisingly, this model proved attractive throughout Asia, Africa,
and Latin America.

DECOLONIZATION AND REVOLUTIONARY
NATIONALISM

After 1945, European powers could no longer bear the burdens of
empire. The political, economic, social, and cultural arrangements
which replaced direct or indirect Western dominance were, how-
ever, deeply influenced by the West. One way of illustrating how
truly profound were the changes Europe triggered—while under-
lining how ephemeral was European hegemony—is to analyze the
triumphant nationalist movements in India, China, and Iran.

GREAT POWER RIVALRY IN THE
NUCLEAR AGE

The waning of European power outside Europe was accompanied
by the dominant role extra-European “superpowers” played within
Europe. The Cold War was fought on other fronts, the future of
the West at one time or another allegedly turning on events in
Korea, Vietnam, or the Persian Gulf. Japan emerged as a major
“Western” power.
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NOTE

1. Short passages from Voltaire could be paired with brief selections
from Jonathan Spence’s Emperor of China (particularly those in which
the Kangxi emperor concludes that Western science must have originated
in China and that the Jesuits must surely be mistaken: no father, much
less a divine one, would demand the death of his only son).
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ASIJAN INFLUENCES ON
THE WEST

Cho-yun Hsu

NOMADIC MIGRATION IN THE EURASIAN STEPPES

EARLY NOMADIZATION

Before 2000 B.C.E. there were only small areas of cultivation in
the southern part of central Asia. The remainder of the vast
stretch of the Eurasian steppes was inhabited by peoples who
engaged in hunting, herding, and in some rudimentary plant cul-
tivation.

About 2000 B.C.E. nomadic pastoralism was gradually devel-
oped by the people who occupied the area between the Ural
Mountains and the Caspian and Aral seas. They were the first to
develop horseback riding, wheeled transportation, and the use of
animals not only for meat but also for the production of dairy
food.

As a result of greater mobility, this type of economy spread
across a large geographic area. By 1500 B.C.E. it was widely dis-
persed, resulting in the emergence of secondary centers of no-
madic pastoralism radiating north to Lake Baikal, west to the
Black Sea, and south to the Hindu Kush.

By 1200-1100 B.C.E., the impacts of these secondary disper-
sions were also felt in the other regions of the Eurasian continent.
Peoples speaking precursors of the Indo-European languages es-
tablished states in West Asia; the Hyksos invaded Egypt; and the
seafaring peoples were active in the eastern Mediterranean. The
movement of Indo-European speaking groups, the “Aryans,” was
to change the ethnic composition of the Indian subcontinent for-
ever. To the east, wars by Shang and Zhou China probably also

22



ASIAN INFLUENCES ON THE WEST 23

established a permanent pattern of confrontation along the north-
ern Chinese border. To the west, there was a sudden increase in
migration in the area of Asia Minor and Greece among nomadic
peoples who originated in central Asia; they caused disturbances
along the transition zones between the steppe and the agricultural
lands. Scythian bands overran all of southern Russia and pene-
trated even to the center of Europe.

XIONGNU EXPANSION IN THE QIN-HAN
PERIOD (221 B.C.E.~220 C.E.) AND THE
MASSIVE MOVEMENT OF PEOPLES

The Qin-Han dynasties embraced a vast empire that covered the
entire Chinese agricultural area along the northern steppe, and
stretched from eastern Siberia to central Asia. The Xiongnu were
a confederation of several nomadic peoples that included ethnic
groups speaking proto-Turkish, proto-Mongolian, and proto-
Tungusic languages. Numerous states and tribes in the steppe
region were in one way or another subjugated by the Xiongnu.
The struggle between China and the Xiongnu lasted for centuries,
and its effects could be felt in the West in two ways. In the
mid-second century B.C.E., one of the states, known as Yue Zhi in
the Chinese records, was defeated by the Xiongnu. Its people
moved from their original site (in the modern Chinese province of
Gansu) to settle in Bactria in western central Asia. This migration
precipitated a disturbance that caused a surge of migration across
the Parthian Empire, almost destroying it. All traces of Hellenism,
the last vestiges of Alexander’s conquest of central Asia, were
completely erased. Another consequence of the struggle between
China and the Xiongnu was the appearance in Europe of the
Huns. In 44 B.C.E. one faction fled in defeat from Mongolia to
settle in Russian Turkestan. These were the ancestors of the
Huns, who in the fourth century C.E. crossed the Volga and the
Don to invade Europe under the leadership of Balamir and Attila.

This movement of the Huns pressed the Goths to move further
westward: the Goths sacked imperial Rome. In the footsteps of the
Huns followed other Asian successors—the Avars and the Bulgari-
ans. These groups drove the Slavic peoples to enter and finally
conquer the Eastern Roman Empire, just as the Germans con-
quered the Roman Empire in the west.

The repercussions of this movement of nomads in East Asia
were also felt in West Asia and India. The Hephthalites, descen-
dants of the Yue Zhi, caused numerous disturbances on the bor-
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der of the Sassanid Empire in Persia in the fifth century C.E.;
they also invaded the Gupta Empire in India in 500. The domi-
nation of the Hephthalites lasted until 565, when they were
replaced by the Tujue [T'u-chiieh] (Turks). A remnant of the
Hephthalite people fled to the West and established a Mongol
khanate in Hungary. Known as the Avars in Latin records, they
attacked the Byzantine Empire and fought with the Germanic
tribes to the west until they were overcome by Charlemagne in
the early ninth century.

THE TURKIC PEOFPLES AND ISLAM

At the time China was reunited under the Sui-Tang dynasties
(689-907 C.E.), the masters of central Asia were new groups of
nomads, the Tujue, whose name refers to a whole group of na-
tions sharing the common language known as Turkish, and the
Uigurs. The Tujue nomadic empire was perhaps the strongest one
on the Eurasian steppes since the Xiongnu.

By the mid sixth century, the Turkic Empire extended eastward
to Mongolia and westward to Sassanid Persia. In the seventh
century, Arab Muslims rapidly ascended to prominence in Asia
and the eastern Mediterranean world. The Tujue were caught in
the struggles between the Chinese and the Arabs. In 751, the
Chinese lost a decisive battle to the allied forces of the Tujue and
the Arabs. Thus, central Asia, occupying the area between China
and the West, embraced a form of Islam that included Turkic
elements.

The Tujue Empire was succeeded in 744 by that of another
Turkic people, the Uigurs, who remained the dominant power in
central Asia until the twelfth century. This non-Arabic ethnic
group was to share the mission of spreading the Islamic faith and
protecting one-fourth the region in which it was practiced. The
rise of the Seljuk sultanate around the eleventh century, there-
fore, should be viewed as reflecting both the Islamization of the
Turks and the Turkicization of a large part of the Middle East,
especially Anatolia and Asia Minor.

The Russian steppe, from the sixth century, had been the home
of numerous groups of Asian nomads, including the Avars, the
Bulgars, and the Magyars, all of whom were descendants of earlier
Asian nomads from previous waves of migration. Later, various
Turkic peoples arrived and dwelt side by side with the earlier
settlers.

We should not overlook the fact that the Arabs, who spread
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the faith of Islam as well as their military and political domi-
nance over the entire Mediterranean basin, were also western
Asians, who made great contributions to the development of
Western civilization.

THE MONGOL EXPANSION AND ITS IMPACT

Genghis Khan's sweep across the Eurasian steppeland gained for
him a gigantic empire. The Mongol warriors reached as far west as
the Danube; their descendants ruled the Transoxiana and Russia
for centuries. The Mongols left a permanent imprint on eastern
European history. Genghis Khan’s remote ‘descendants also es-
tablished the Mongol (Mughal) Empire in India in the early six-
teenth century. In the Middle East, descendants of Genghis Khan
were challenged by Tamerlane in the early fifteenth century. That
the Mongols eventually embraced the Islamic faith of their former
subjects is testimony to the strength of Islam.

EXCHANGE OF MATERIAL CULTURE
THE SILK ROAD

The Silk Road was not a visible highway, but actually several
overland caravan routes stretching from China to the Mediterra-
nean world. Since the Han Dynasty Chinese imperial troops
guarded it as a supply line, used by its merchants and other
travelers between China and the central Asian states. At its west-
ern end, the Silk Road fantailed into several lines that linked
central Asia with Europe. Although silk was the principal com-
modity shipped to the West, other materials, such as spices, pre-
cious stones, and even livestock, were traded along the way. Silk
woven in China was often rewoven or altered at stops along the
way in order to accommodate Western tastes. Coins minted in the
West and in central Asian states have been found in archaeologi-
cal sites along the route. The financial loss to the Roman Empire
due to the importation of silk and the luxurious style of living
among the aristocrats were regarded by Gibbon as major factors
contributing to the fall of Rome. Not all the profit from this trade,
however, went to China. People all along the route took their
share. The wealth gathered in central and West Asia probably
financed, indirectly, the spectacular rise of nomadic empire-build-
ers in their effort to dominate both Asia and the West, as de-
scribed in the first section.
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MARITIME ACTIVITIES AND THE SPREAD
OF NAUTICAL TECHNOLOGY

Before the age of exploration beginning in the late fifteenth cen-
tury, the sea routes between Asia and Europe were mainly via the
Indian Ocean. Since medieval times, maritime trade had been
more significant than overland trade because the cargo of a single
ship greatly exceeded the capacity of a caravan. Arabs, Indians,
Chinese, and Southeast Asians routinely exported by ship spices,
silk, porcelain, precious items, and even timber. The knowledge
and techniques developed by these Asian seafarers were borrowed
by their counterparts in the West and contributed to the expan-
sion of maritime trade everywhere. While developments in cos-
mography and the nautical sciences were made in both East and
West, the main contributions, up to the fifteenth century, came
from Asia. These included the sprit sail from India, the lateen sail
of the Arabs, the mariner’s compass and axial stempost rudder
from China. Multiple masts were also used by Asians, and com-
partmentation was first developed by the Chinese, an innovation
which Europeans came to appreciate only centuries later. A key
element in maritime contacts between Asia and Europe was the
European effort to explore new routes to Asia, which led to Euro-
pean expansion and the “discovery” of the New World. After the
fifteenth century, monetary changes in Europe, related to a mas-
sive influx of gold and silver from America, attracted many Asian
products into the European marketplace. Thus global economic
interdependency took root in the form of Europe-Asia-American
triangular exchanges.

BOTANICAL AND ZOOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE

Traders and travelers introduced many exotic but also useful spe-
cies of Asian fauna and flora to Europe.! Of course, some species
were introduced to Europe at a very early date; wheat, for in-
stance, was probably introduced from West Asia to Europe as
early as the Neolithic period. A good number, however, were
brought to Europe either along the overland Silk Road or later via
the sea route.

OTHER CONTRIBUTIONS FROM ASIA

Asian innovations in such areas as agriculture, mathematics, me-
chanical engineering, and navigation, to name a few, are extraor-
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dinary.? In addition, European culture is indebted to Asia for such
social institutions as the written examination, civil service system,
censorial system, and paper currency.

EXCHANGE OF IDEAS
THE INFLUENCE OF ISLAM

The rapid rise of Islam in West Asia posed an unprecedented
challenge to the Europeans in both the military and intellectual
areas. The threat of Islamic invasion was felt all over the Mediter-
ranean area as well as in the eastern region of the Byzantine
Empire. It provided Europe with a compelling reason for forming a
united front; indeed, the realignment of the European nations was
a desperate response to the threat of Islam’s expansion. The Cru-
sades and the rise of Charlemagne may also be seen as responses
to the challenge of Islam.

At the same time. Arab scholars in the medieval era served as
transmitters of the Greco-Roman classical legacy, allowing Euro-
peans to become reacquainted with their own cultural heritage.
Indeed, the Renaissance in Europe was triggered by the Islamic
transmission of classical learning.

CONFUCIANISM AND THE EUROPEAN
ENLIGHTENMENT

The trade between Asia and Europe, in conjunction with the
Jesuit missionary movement in Asia, brought to Europe a new
body of knowledge about Asian civilization. Although India always
had been a part of the European conception of Asia, China and
Japan had remained remote and vague entities. Ironically, Portu-
gal and Spain, the first nations that ventured into Pacific waters,
benefited little from their contacts with China and Japan, which
they regarded as mere “exotic” curiosities. It was the philosophers
of Italy and France who were inspired by information about
China’s state structure, especially the organization of its civil ser-
vice, to reassess their ideas of the state and of human values.
They regarded Confucianism as an intellectual foundation for a
new humanitarian utopia. This attitude, which informed the
thinking of the philosophers of the French Enlightenment, partic-
ularly Voltaire’s concept of universal history and his stress on
reason, was more a reflection of the desire to establish a new
order—for example, a nation-state to replace the authority of the
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Christian Church and a bureaucracy to replace feudalism—rather
than an effort to adopt Chinese institutions.

ORIENTALISM IN ART AND LITERATURE

Asian influence on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European
art, while not revolutionary, did accelerate such trends as natu-
ralism, symbolism, and ornamentation that were already under
way. The importation of large quantities of Chinese silk and por-
celain, as well as Indian and Persian rugs and carved pieces,
introduced Europe to new subjects, perspectives, and artistic pat-
terns. Asian animals, such as the elephant, tiger, and peacock,
and Asian plants, such as the peony and the willow, appeared in
European painting and decoration. Indian arches and domes and
Chinese pavilions and bridges began to appear in European archi-
tecture and landscapes; baroque and rococo ornamentation
clearly reflected Asian influences. Ironically, European tastes in-
fluenced Asian arts; export porcelain, for example, was decorated
in Chinese seaports to appeal to the European market. Likewise,
the design of export furniture and featherwork, which was richly
ornamented, was probably the result of dialogue between the pro-
ducer and his customer.

Even in the medieval period Indian stories had been brought to
the West. Boccaccio’s Decameron included tales derived from such
Indian sources as the Panchatantra, Mahabharata, and Ramay-
ana. The Chinese legendary sage king, the Yellow Emperor, was
the model for the Itallan romance Il magno Vitei. And, to an even
greater degree, Islamic elements, for example, from the great col-
lection of Arabic stories, The Arabian Nights, were incorporated
into the European literary repertoire. Contacts between Asia and
Europe increased especially after the Jesuits introduced Asian
literary sources and styles to Europe.

The non-Christian Orient inspired fantasy and romance, and its
influence was evident in the literatures of Italy, France, and north-
ern Europe in the genres of poetry, drama, and didactic prose.

CONTEMPORARY COMPETITION

THE END OF WESTERN COLONIALISM AND
THE REEMERGENCE OF ASIAN INDEPENDENCE

European colonialism reached its zenith in the twentieth century.
On the eve of the Second World War, most of Asia was, in one way
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or another, subjugated to the West. In the aftermath of the war,
European domination gave way to Asian self-determination. China
had struggled throughout the past one-and-a-half centuries to
resume a pivotal role in Asia, and it is once again a major power
with which to be reckoned. The peoples of South Asia are orga-
nized into six independent states, and ten Southeast Asian states
are independent and sovereign. Today, economic, political, and
cultural relations between Asia and Europe are conducted on an
internationally reciprocal basis.

REVIVAL OF ISLAMIC POWERS

Throughout the nineteenth century, the European powers, partic-
ularly France and Great Britain, had actively engaged, for their
own interests, in independence movements throughout the Otto-
man Empire, notably in Egypt, Morocco, and Algeria. These move-
ments accelerated after the First World War, leading tc the
creation of Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Palestine, and
Jordan. All of them struggled against foreign domination, and
their geopolitically strategic location, combined with the wealth
derived from petroleum resources, have ensured the newly inde-
pendent Arab states a new and significant role in world affairs. At
the same time, they have witnessed a revival in the Islamic faith
and tradition. These factors will continue to affect Arab interac-
tion (and confrontation) with the West.

ASIAN COMMUNISM AND ITS IMPACT ON
RELATIONS WITH THE WEST

The second half of the twentieth century was marked by the rise
of Communist blocs in Eastern Europe and in East Asia, both of
which were partly due to Soviet influence. China, North Korea,
and the states on the Indochina peninsula all turned to commu-
nism. Communism combined with nationalism to form a powerful
driving force in these Asian nations.

ASIA’S NEWLY INDUSTRIALIZED COUNTRIES
AND THE CHANGING WORLD ECONOMIC SYSTEM

The postwar rise of Japan as a major economic power was phe-
nomenal. In more recent decades, states along the edge of the
Asian continent, the newly industrialized countries (NICs), like-
wise recorded dramatic rates of economic growth. South Korea,
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Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and most likely Thailand, Malay-
sia, and Indonesia, together with Japan, may form a third major
economic bloc competing with those of North America and west-
ern Europe as well as act as a challenge to the communist econo-
mies in the region. Also, the interdependence resulting from a
global economic system may foster the emergence of a global
community of nations, in which both the East and the West will
play equally significant roles.

NOTES

1. The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of Natural History
lists the following items as originating in Asia: almonds, anise, black
mustard, black pepper, chestnuts, cinnamon, cloves, garlic, ginger, gin-
seng, lichee nuts, nutmeg, mace, opium poppy, pistachio, tea, walnut;
alfalfa, barley, buckwheat, millet, oats, rice, rye, sorghum, vetch, wheat;
apple, apricot, artichoke, banana, bean, beet, breadfruit, cabbage, canta-
loupe, carrot, cherry, citron, coconut, cucumber, date, eggplant, fig,
ginkgo, gooseberry, jujube, kumquat, leek, lemon, lentil, lettuce, lime,
lotus, lupine, mango, olive, orange, onion, peach, pear, persimmon,
plum, pomegranate, quince, radish, soybean, spinach, tangerine, taro,
turnip; cotton, flax, hemp, jute, pandanus, palm, paper mulberry, san-
dalwood; camel, carp, chicken, cow, donkey, duck, goat, goldfish, goose,
elephant, parrot, peacock, pig, rhino, reindeer, sheep, silkworm, water
buffalo, yak.

2. It was from Asian cultures that the West borrowed the following:
keystone arch, roof tile, porcelain, iron chain suspension bridge, seg-
mented arch bridge, piston bellows, bucket-type water wheel, canal lock
gates, windlass, pulley, deep drilling, use of coal-petroleum, lacquer, field
terracing, fish farming, service cultures, horizontal loom, kite, spinning
top, wheelbarrow, breast straps for horses, horse collars, rocket, winnow-
ing machine, abacus, paper, printing, algebra, calculus, binary system,
efficient sails, fore and aft rigging, sternpost rudder, magnetic compass,
crossbow, composite bow, gunpowder.



Asia in Western History: Essays

THE BEGINNINGS OF
CONTACT AND
INTERDEPENDENCE:
WESTERN ASIA AND
THE WEST

Marc Van De Mieroop

INTRODUCTION

Before a discussion of the contacts between Europe and Asia can
be undertaken, some caveats must be offered. Although Herodo-
tus made a clear distinction between Europe and Asia, the bound-
aries between these two continents are not strict, and they do not
always separate into two distinct cultural areas. This is especially
true for the areas bordering on the Aegean Sea which are con-
nected by the Greek islands. The west coast of Anatolia therefore
often belonged in antiquity to the cultural sphere of Greece, and
many scholars would regard the entirety of western Asiatic history
before Islam as part of European history. As this volume treats
Asia in its modern geographic definition, I will consider Mesopota-
mian and eastern Mediterranean history as part of western Asian
history.

Contacts between Europe and Asia clearly started during Euro-
pean prehistory, probably as early as the Paleolithic period. A
major problem in the study of these contacts is that evidence is
often very limited and therefore subject to various interpretations.
This problem becomes more acute when we compare the highly
literate cultures of western Asia to those of prehistoric Europe.
Many important developments seem earlier and better understood
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in Asia, but they may also have been indigenous to Europe.
Scholarly opinion has wavered between support for foreign intro-
duction and native evolution on many topics, and in this paper I
have tried to select those developments on which Asian influence
is almost certain.

DEVELOPMENT OF AGRICULTURE

Due to its proximity to Anatolia and the Levant, the Aegean is the
locus of the earliest and most intense contacts between western
Asia and Europe. A dramatic change in the way of life occurred in
Greece around 7000 B.C.E. with the introduction of agriculture
and the domestication of animals.

The domestication of plants and animals was a process of long
duration which began in three regions of the ancient Near East:
the Levant, Anatolia, and the Zagros Mountains (in present-day
Iran). The process that led to full-fledged agriculture involved a
slow change in the relationship between humans and their natu-
ral environment. Man’s control of the food resources found in the
wild involved four basic activities: (1) the selective sowing of seeds
or breeding of animals, (2) crop and animal husbandry, (3) the
harvesting of these food resources, and (4) the storage of seeds
and maintenance of select animals to ensure an adequate repro-
ductive source for the subsequent year. The evolution from reli-
ance on wild resources to full dependence on agriculture took
place over the period from the tenth to the sixth millennium
B.C.E.

In the glacial and early postglacial periods, man lived as a
hunter-gatherer. This lifestyle was nomadic, as man followed the
migrations of the hunted animals and searched for wild plant
resources in different areas. The nomadic lifestyle was not as
strenuous as one might expect; anthropological research in re-
gions where wild strands of cereals are available, such as south
central Anatolia, shows that in three weeks a family could har-
vest, by hand or with stone-bladed sickles, more grain than it
could eat in an entire year. There was thus no apparent need for
people living in areas with abundant plant and animal life to
engage in agriculture. A still not adequately resolved question is
why agriculture was developed. Possible explanations have fo-
cused on climatic change and population pressure, but the data
available to us are too incomplete to determine the influence of
these factors on changes in lifestyle.

The first stage in the development of agriculture involved the
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cultivation of wild strands of cereals in areas where they did not
naturally grow. As the heads of wild cereals shatter when the seed
ripens, those types are difficult to harvest. When the seeds were
sown by man and the plants harvested with sickles, a natural
selection of nonshattering types occurred. A slow evolution took
place in the type of cereals available; the wild, shattering types
were replaced by domesticated, nonshattering ones.

At first, reliance on domesticated cereals was minimal. The
major part of the food supply was still provided by wild resources.
Such a mixed economy was that of Jericho in the Levant in the
pre-pottery Neolithic A period (c. 8500-7600 B.C.E.). An abun-
dance of wild wheat and sufficient groundwater for cultivation
made a year-round settlement possible. By the end of the ninth
millennium agricultural villages existed in the Levant, and during
the eighth millennium the mixed type of economy spread west-
ward into Anatolia and eastward into the valleys of the Zagros
Mountains. At around 7000 B.C.E. we find the first evidence of
pottery, which became widespread in the ensuing millennium.

The pace of agricultural expansion quickened in the seventh
millennium, and the new technology was introduced along the
eastern Mediterranean coast and on the islands; agricultural sites
appeared on the Greek mainland in Thessaly and on Crete. The
sites may originally have been aceramic but soon adopted the
pottery styles prevalent in Anatolia. Throughout the entire region
sheep herding became a major economic enterprise. Cereals and
sheep, which were not native to Greece, are thought to have been
introduced from southwest Asia.

Meanwhile, in the Zagros Mountains the evolution of agricul-
ture continued, and by the sixth millennium the food economy
relied entirely on domesticated species. During that millennium
agriculture also spread throughout the entire Mediterranean re-
gion of Europe. Within the Zagros area agriculture advanced fur-
ther with the development of irrigation techniques. In the foothills,
where rainfall was only intermittently sufficient for agriculture,
water was diverted from rivers to irrigate the fields. Originally the
fields fanned out around the natural water resources and were
irrigated by small channels, as is attested in Choga Mami, east of
Baghdad, around 6000 B.C.E. This system was easily improved by
replacing the small channels with longer, straight canals along
the sides of which several fields could be located; this technology
was subsequently exported to areas such as the Mesopotamian
lowlands, where rainfall was never adequate for agriculture. At
about 5500 B.C.E. the first settlers in southern Iraq appeared.
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They may have originally relied on water from marshes for their
irrigation, but soon developed a system of canals tapping water
from the Euphrates River. The superior fertility of the land en-
abled massive settlement in that area, and the first urban society
developed there in the period from 5500 to 3000 B.C.E.

Over the following millennia a gradual evolution from village
economy to palace civilization took place in the Aegean. The fa-
mous Mycenean (c. 2000-1100 B.C.E.) and Minoan (c. 3000-1100
B.C.E.) palaces were the administrative centers of their regions
and are evidence of a highly stratified and developed society. They
may have been shaped by influences from the East; archaeological
remains in Greece and the Greek islands from the third millen-
nium show similarities with Anatolian culture. Yet Minoan society
seems to have evolved autonomously, and the later Mycenean
culture was mainly influenced by Minoan Crete. Although con-
tacts with western Asia and Egypt existed throughout the follow-
ing two millennia, elements typical of Bronze Age Greek culture
were not borrowed from these areas. Neither the unfortified pal-
aces of Minoan Crete nor the strongholds of Mycenean Greece had
their predecessors in Asia. The point of departure for these cul-
tures may thus have originated in the East, but they developed
independently afterward.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE ALPHABET

After the collapse of Greek Bronze Age civilization around 1200
B.C.E., the basis for classical Greek culture was laid in the so-
called Dark Age. One of the important elements of the classical
civilization was the use of the alphabet, a writing system using a
small number of characters, each representing one letter. The
Greeks were aware that they had borrowed the alphabet from the
East; they referred to their letters as Phoenician and ascribed
their introduction to the legendary Cadmus. The names of the
letters, for example, alpha and beta, do not make sense in Greek
but are derived from Semitic words: aleph, “oxhead,” and beth,
“house.” The early Greek letter forms show clear affiliation with
the western Semitic ones, and the order of the letters in the Greek
alphabet is the same as in the Aramaic and Hebrew alphabets.
Modern archaeological information suggests that the Phoenician
alphabet originated in the Syro-Palestinian area with the develop-
ment of the proto-Canaanite script. Short inscriptions appear on
potsherds and other objects dating from the seventeenth or six-
teenth century B.C.E. that have been found in the Palestinian sites
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of Gezer, Shechem, and Lachish. They contain realistically drawn
pictograms representing letters whose readings were mainly based
on the acrophonic principle. Thus the drawing of a house, beit in
Semitic languages, represented the letter beth.

The inspiration for this writing system probably came from
Egypt, where the hieroglyphic system was an entirely pictorial
script, including 104 signs to write syllables. The writing system
did not indicate vowels, and most syllabic signs indicated two or
three consonants with any combination of vowels. The drawing of
a house, for instance, represented the consonants p and r, and
could be read par, per, pur, pura, para, etc. Twenty-four of the
signs, however, each indicated one consonant with any vowel; for
example, na, ne, ni, nu, or n by itself were indicated with the sign
derived from the drawing of a stream. These twenty-four signs
represented all the consonants in the Egyptian language, and the
writing system would have been alphabetic if these alone had
been used. Throughout the history of the Egyptian language, how-
ever, bi- and triconsonantal signs remained in use, as did logo-
grams, which are signs indicating an entire word. The people who
developed the proto-Canaanite script may have had knowledge of
this Egyptian group of signs and used it as the basis for their
writing system.

The alphabetic system of the proto-Canaanite script was not
the only one developed in the Syro-Palestinian area. From the city
of Ugarit on the Syrian coast we have a large number of clay
tablets inscribed with an alphabetic cuneiform script, dating to
the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries B.C.E. The Ugaritic texts
are of special interest since they form the largest group of western
Semitic alphabetic inscriptions of the second millennium B.C.E.,
and contain examples of tablets inscribed with an abecedary, i.e.,
letters written in a fixed alphabetic order. This order was basically
the same as that of the first millennium B.C.E. western Semitic
and Greek alphabets.

The writing of the proto-Canaanite script was not standardized;
due to the original pictographic nature of the letters, they could
be written from right to left, left to right, vertically, or in boustro-
phedon (alternate lines from right to left and left to right). Out of
the proto-Canaanite script developed the Phoenician script in the
eleventh century, the writing of which was fixed from right to left.

When the Greeks adopted the alphabetic writing system they
introduced two innovations. They used four signs which indicated
consonantal sounds not existing in Greek to indicate the vowels a,
e, i, and o, and they developed five new signs, three to indicate the
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consonants phi, chi, and psi, and two to indicate the vowels u
and the long o (omega). Thus the Greek alphabetic system was
the first to indicate both consonants and vowels.

There is a heated debate over the date when the Greeks
borrowed the alphabet. The earliest Greek inscriptions date
from the eighth century B.C.E., and many scholars believe that
the writing system was received in that century. The Pho-
enicians at that time were very active as traders in the Mediter-
ranean, and must have had commercial contacts with Greece. A
major problem with such a late date, however, is the direction
of writing. The archaic Greek inscriptions were sometimes writ-
ten from left to right, sometimes from right to left, and some-
times in boustrophedon; only in the fourth century was the
direction uniformly from left to right. This is in contrast with
the Phoenician script, which was systematically written from
right to left from the middle of the eleventh century on. This
would suggest that the Greeks borrowed the Phoenician script
at an earlier date. We have extremely little information about
Greece in the period between the twelfth and ninth centuries.
That there are no extant inscriptions from that period is not a
strong argument for the absence of a Greek alphabetic writing
system, however. In the Syro-Palestinian area very few inscrip-
tions predating the eighth century are known, but the few that
exist show that an alphabetic writing system was in use. Only
in the eighth century did inscriptions become numerous in the
Syro-Palestinian area. In Greece, likewise, inscriptions from be-
fore the eighth century may have existed but have not been
found.

One might question the validity of the term alphabet for the
western Semitic writing systems of the second and first millen-
nia B.C.E. The scripts indicate only consonants, with their vo-
calization reconstructed by the reader based on knowledge of
the language. In cases where the reader was unable to accu-
rately determine the vowels to be read, e.g., when foreign names
were written, the script allowed for the use of the weak conso-
nants aleph, he, jod, and vav to indicate whether the vowel a, e,
i, or u was to be read. As these indicators were not consistently
used, we cannot regard them as a system of vocalization, but as
an aid to the reader in cases when the vocalization was not easily
determined. The development of an alphabet representing both
consonants and vowels is thus to be ascribed to the Greeks, and
their system probably influenced the later Hebrew and other Se-
mitic systems where vowels are indicated with vowel points.
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COINAGE

Historians of ancient Greece commonly consider coinage to have
been a typical Greek institution, although it had been developed
by the Anatolian Lydians in the late seventh century B.C.E., and
despite the absence of any ancient Greek statement that this
invention was an important innovation. Although the value of the
earliest coins in electrum, gold, or silver was theoretically guaran-
teed by the authority that minted them, they were routinely
weighed to determine whether they had been tampered with. The
earliest coins were thus still primarily standardized amounts of
precious metal. The use for trading purposes of metal objects
(coils, rings, blocks), usually made of silver, but also of gold and
lead, was an ancient Near Eastern practice attested in Babylonian
texts as far back as the third millennium. Taxes and rents and
the values of all sorts of commodities were expressed in amounts
of silver. This shows the existence of a monetary system as early
as the late third millennium. In the late eighth century in Assyria,
there appeared bread-shaped objects of purified silver whose
value was certified by the temples. Excavations at Zincirli in
southern Turkey have produced silver ingots with standardized
weights, dating to ca. 730, whose value was guaranteed by the
king through an inscription. These objects played the same role in
trade as did the earliest Lydian and Greek coins, and it is likely
that the idea of minted coins was a development of earlier Near
Eastern traditions which were known in ancient Lydia.

MONOTHEISM

It is commonly held that the religious concept of monotheism
originated in western Asia in the late second or early first millen-
nium B.C.E. Although the teachings of Ekhnaten in Egypt (four-
teenth century B.C.E.) and Zoroaster in Iran (scholars disagree on
the time he lived; suggestions range from the eighteenth to the
sixth century B.C.E.) emphasized the power and importance of one
god—Aten in Egypt and Ahura Mazda in Iran—they acknowledged
the existence of other divine beings and did not claim that their
preferred deity was the creator of all things. It is only in the
Hebrew Bible that we find a single god and creator. That this idea
was developed by the Israelites is clear, but the date of its origin is
difficult to pinpoint. A major problem in the reconstruction of the
Israelite religion stems from the difficulty of dating the books of
the Bible. In the historical books there are many indications that
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polytheism was accepted in Israel. The early prophets did not
refute the existence of other gods, but only reacted against the
worship of foreign gods such as Baal. Even the first command-
ment does not explicitly deny the existence of other gods besides
the god of Israel. Thus the early religion of Israel may be more
correctly described as monolatrous. On the other hand, there are
several passages in the Bible that emphasize the power of the God
of Israel, such as the description of the creation in the first chap-
ter of the Book of Genesis. It is likely that this emphasis on
monotheism was of late date, probably after the Exile, from 587 to
539 B.C.E., when the Jews were in captivity in Babylonia, a coun-
try with entirely different religious ideas from their own. When
allowed to return to Palestine, they were confronted with the
major task of rebuilding the country and its capital city, Jerusa-
lem. The idea of a sole, omnipotent deity could have been useful
in rallying the people for this cause. The development of a strict
monotheistic ideology might have been a result of the view that
the Exile was a punishment from god for their tolerance of other
deities. Monotheism is therefore of a more recent date than is
generally accepted, and its development falls outside the period
covered in this paper. Only when this ideology was firmly estab-
lished among the Jews, and borrowed by Christians and Muslims,
did it spread throughout the world.

The contributions of western Asia were thus of tremendous
importance to the development of culture in Europe; indeed,
many elements of European culture derived from the cultures of
the ancient Near East. Ideas borrowed from the East often under-
went revisions in Europe and were then reexported to Asia. Con-
tinuous exchange has shaped the development of culture in the
two regions throughout history.
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INTRODUCTION

The chronological limits for the interaction between Asian and
Western cultures discussed in this section will range over the time
span from the death of Alexander the Great (312 B.C.E.} until the
European Renaissance (c. 1550 C.E.). The geographical part of
Asia most concerned with this interaction during the early part of
the time span was mainly western Asia, including Egypt, the
African extension of western Asia, and the Syro-Palestinian Pla-
teau. Other parts of Asia, mainly India and China, came to play a
more important role during the later portion of the chronological
period under discussion.

Culturally, this period should be further divided into two major
intervals. The first occupies the early part of this period, in which
the concern will be with the Greek legacy as it moved from the
Greek mainland to the Afro-Asian city of Alexandria and the west-
ern Asian cities of Syria and Palestine, the Anatolian region, and
the Mesopotamian Valley. In this period, some consideration
should be given to the role played by the Sassanian Empire, first
as a counterpart of the Byzantine Empire, and then as a link
between central Asia, India, and China, and the cities of western
Asia. The second main interval under question is the one marked
by the interaction of Islam and medieval Europe, with the cultural
wind now blowing mainly in the westerly direction, from the cities
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of western Asia and the Mediterranean to western Europe. Those
two main intervals should not be perceived as being clearly de-
marcated by inviolable boundaries, because we know, for exam-
ple, that the Islamic civilization shared the territory of western
Asia with the Byzantine Empire, the treasure house of the
Hellenistic legacy, for a period close to a millennium before the
Byzantine Empire was finally dissolved by the invading Ottoman
Turks. During this millennium of proximity, both Byzantium and
Islam learned to live together in war and peace, and at times, as
in the case during the invasion of the Crusades, they both suf-
fered the same fate at the hands of the western Europeans.

HELLENISTIC TIMES: THE MELTING OF
WESTERN ASIA

The empires that came to inherit the vast territories conquered by
Alexander the Great, whether it was the Ptolemies of Egypt (c.
322-131 B.C.E.) or the Seleucids of western Asia (c. 322-64
B.C.E.), were anything but Greek in character. The local cultural
traditions inherited by these empires were all of Asiatic origin,
and sooner or later, after the transmission of ideas from the
eastern native population to the western Greeks, the inherited
eastern ideas came to be considered mainstream Greek traditions.
One such transmission of ideas from East to West, or rather a
conquest of the Greek cities by the eastern traditions of the people
just conquered by Alexander the Great, can be dramatically
illustrated by the origin and development of the Stoic philosophi-
cal school. The founder of the school, Zeno of Citium (340-265
B.C.E)), is traditionally regarded as a Semite of Asian origins who
finally migrated to mainland Greece and established his school
there. His influence was not restricted to the Greek city of Athens,
where he established his school, but definitely bypassed it to
include the intellectual theater of the early Roman Empire, when
such famous figures as Seneca (c¢. 4 B.C.E.-65 C.E.) were among
his disciples. During the second half of the Hellenistic period,
such western Asiatic figures as Posidonius of Aphamea (in mod-
ern-day Syria) (c. 135-50 B.C.E) left their own impact on the
development of the Stoic school, by naturalizing it within the
Roman empirical outlook. Similar statements can be made of Neo-
platonism, a later intellectual movement, traditionally considered
to have been started by Ammonius Saccas of Alexandria, but
really propounded by Plotinus (205-270), who was born in Egypt
and educated in Alexandria under Ammonius, but, like Zeno,
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finally migrated west and settled in Rome towards the middle of
the third century of our era.

What these two philosophical schools represent is the ability of
Asian intellectual currents to infiltrate, stimulate, and shape the
thought of the western empires of the times: first the Hellenistic
empires, and then the Roman Empire. The fact that both schools
leaned heavily on the Greek heritage in the first place, be it the
heritage of Aristotelian or Platonic philosophy, can in no way be
denied. But it is also a fact that neither Stoicism nor Neoplaton-
ism can really claim to be of pure Greek character. The Asian
elements injected into each of these two schools of philosophy are
of such a significant proportion that some would consider them
more as “Oriental” philosophies rather than Western or Greek
ones.

In another quarter, the scientific tradition during the same
early chronological interval is equally impressive. Here too, the
main scientific currents may have started in mainland Greece—al-
though Greek traditions connect their major scientific figures with
the lands of the East, in their terms, Egypt or Mesopotamia—but
the actual flowering of Greek science took place outside mainland
Greece; once more, the city of Alexandria played an important role
for a period of at least half a millennium. When one thinks of
Euclid (fl. 280 B.C.E.), Apollonius (fl. 230 B.C.E.), Eratosthenes (c.
273-192 B.C.E.), Ptolemy (fl. 150 C.E.), and Pappos of Alexandria
(fl. 300-350), all of whom were connected with the city of Alexan-
dria at one time or another, one is made aware of the depth of the
interaction between mainland Greece and the African extension of
western Asia, which is to say Egypt. All of these scientists played
a major role in shaping what later came to be known as Greek
science. In fact Greek astronomy, for example, is inconceivable
without the work of Ptolemy, and Greek geometry is bare bone
without Euclid.

Similarly, Greek medicine and pharmacology flourished outside
mainland Greece as well. Although the major figure of Greek med-
icine, Hippocrates, was born on an island between the Asian and
the European sides of the Greek world of antiquity, the later
much more famous physician Galen (fl. 150 C.E.) was born in
Pergamum in Asia Minor, and practiced medicine outside main-
land Greece. Similarly, the father of pharmacology, Dioscorides (fl.
c. 50 C.E.), was born in Anazarbos, also in Asia Minor, near the
city of Tarsos in Cilicia, and very close to Asia proper.

In fact, the birthplace of these scientists is not as important as
the traditions preserved in the classical sources that connect their
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science with that of the Asian continent, mainly Mesopotamia and
Egypt. During Hellenistic times, contact with India was also es-
tablished, and some exchange of ideas must have occurred along
that axis. But that contact is poorly documented. In contradis-
tinction, the astronomical works of Hipparchus and Ptolemy re-
veal an intimate knowledge of the astronomical tradition of
Mesopotamia, and that claim has been well documented. At times
whole concepts were lifted out of the Mesopotamian sources and
incorporated into the Greek sources. Modern research has already
revealed, for example, that the highly accurate value for the length
of the mean synodic lunar month as reported by Ptolemy, on the
authority of Hipparchus, is nothing but the very same exact value
of the Babylonian astronomers. This is by no means the only
point of contact between Greek astronomy and Babylonia, for it is
not accidental that Ptolemy uses the observations of the earlier
Babylonian astronomers to establish his own theories, and begins
the era for his own observations with the reign of the Babylonian
king Nabonassar (748 B.C.E.). On the whole, the classical tradi-
tions connecting major Greek scientific figures with the Orient,
mainly western Asia, were not totally unfounded.

Other contacts which were not referred to in the classical
sources must have also taken place. To continue the case of
astronomy, modern research has also revealed a much larger
area of contact between the Greek and the Mesopotamian civili-
zations; such contacts were documented only recently. In his
monumental works on ancient astronomy, O. Neugebauer has
already traced in great detail such varied areas of contact be-
tween Greek and Babylonian astronomy that it is now impossi-
ble to think of the development of Greek astronomy without the
Babylonian antecedents. To mention only one obvious instance
of indebtedness, think of the sexagesimal system (a system of
numeration with base sixty rather than ten as in the decimal
system), which was invented in Mesopotamia, used throughout
the Greek astronomical sources, and survives until this very
day in our division of time into hours, minutes, and seconds,
each unit being sixty parts of the lower one. While discussing
Babylonian influence on Greek astronomy, Neugebauer as-
serted in the chapter which he devoted to the “Origin and
Transmission of Hellenistic Science” in his now classic book,
The Exact Sciences in Antiquity: “. . . Babylonian influence is
visible in two different ways in Greek astronomy: first, in con-
tributing basic empirical material for the geometric theories
which we have outlined in the preceding section; second, in a
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direct continuation of arithmetical methods which were used si-
multaneously with and independently of the geometrical methods.”!

Before we consider the next interval in our chronological period,
we should perhaps draw attention to the intervening years be-
tween the end of the second century C.E., when the best Greek
scientific production began to wane, and the seventh century,
when the Muslim Empire was born. This period witnessed the
success of Christianity over the competing religious cults, and
particularly over the prevalent Greek philosophical schools that
had almost become universal during Roman times. The intellec-
tual, moral, and religious impact of Christianity, whose roots and
form were cast in the mold of the traditional monotheistic legacies
of the ancient western Asian civilizations, cannot be emphasized
enough, nor can it be properly appreciated when we are still living
within its vigorous grip till this very day. The intellectual, moral,
and religious issues raised by Christianity are still directing much
of our daily behavior, and, in a sense, are far from being com-
pletely understood, because, in most instances, we still react to
the discussion of these issues, or even to their impact, with un-
critical emotional responses.

For the Byzantine Empire, beginning with the conversion of
Constantine the Great, Christianity became the all-encompassing
way of life. There was no longer any felt need for the sciences and
the philosophies of pagan times. Books which did not deal with
the salvation of the soul were discarded and at times even burned.
As a result, the total sum of the knowledge of antiquity was on its
way to perishing, due both to systematic neglect by the Byzantine
intellectual class and to its reduction to elementary treatises, of
the school textbook type, which contained only as much informa-
tion as the study of the new faith required. In the scientific do-
main, for example, the net result was a general decline from the
standard that was achieved by the end of the second century. By
the seventh century, when Islam came into the picture, there were
hardly any schoolboys in Byzantium who could still read Euclid
and Ptolemy and understand their works. The Byzantine rulers,
on the other hand, must have at least appreciated the importance
of such works as treasures, for they preserved most of the manu-
scripts, which were copied from one generation to the next, and
when Muslim rulers requested them they were sent to them as
part of the national treasure exchange, or a royal gift category.
Had it not been for such exchanges, and for such concern on the
part of the Muslim rulers to acquire those manuscripts, the
course of history, as it is related to the spread and development of
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science, would have definitely been different from what it came to
be. I doubt very much if any of the Greek scientific masterpieces
would have been appreciated as they are now had it not been for
the care and study that these masterpieces received during the
Islamic period.

Nevertheless, the conquest of the Byzantine Empire by the
Christian faith was neither uniform nor immediately successful.
We know of the survival of pagan doctrines throughout the em-
pire, and we know of several attempts to suppress those pagan
beliefs and practices, as was witnessed, for example, during the
reign of Justinian (5627-565) when he finally closed the Athenian
school of philosophy, thus ending by formal action the last vestige
of pagan philosophy. At other times we know of emperors them-
selves who went back to espouse pagan doctrines. The name of
Julian the Apostate (361-363) comes immediately to mind in this
regard.

But on more fundamental grounds. even when Christian faith
was accepted as the faith of the empire, there was no universal
agreement as to the interpretation of that faith. Here too the
opposition between the East and the West became quite visible,
and by the middle of the eleventh century, even the Christian
Church itself, the most successfully organized body, split into two
halves, the western half with allegiance to the Pope in Rome, and
the eastern half having its own jurisdiction over its own territory,
which was mainly the Asian domain. But the eastern half itself
was neither uniform nor universally ruled by one doctrine. A
sheer reference to the various schisms of the early church, from
Nestorians to Jacobites to monophysites, etc., should convince
even the casual reader of early church history of the seriousness
and the spread of religious schisms.

The debates within the Christian Church, which went on for
centuries, and are still going on, are the best illustration of the
virile interaction between the East and the West over the major
dogmas of the Christian faith, itself an essentially western Asiatic
doctrine. But the schisms themselves, the official policies of the
Byzantine Empire during its long history as the official seat of
Christendom, and its official persecution or adoption of pagan
doctrines, also allow us to appreciate the role played by the
Sassanian Empire, just to the east of Byzantium. During that
oscillating history, the Sassanian Empire became the bridge for
eastern doctrines, such as Manichaeism, to migrate to the West
and to the East well beyond central Asia. It also became the refuge
for Western “heretics” who were no longer welcome in the Byzan-
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tine domain. Between the fourth and the seventh century we hear
of various schools being totally uprooted from Byzantine territory
and transplanted within the Sassanian realm. Just the reference
to the Athenian school of philosophy, and the later Nestorian
school of Edessa during the sixth century, should be sufficient
reminders of the role of refuge played by the Sassanian Empire.

But under such conditions of actual migrations of people and
ideas back and forth, one has to assume that influences on both
sides would sink much deeper than one suspects. Religious as well
as scientific, technological, and cultural ideas must have been felt on
both sides of the boundary, and their mere presence must have been
enough to direct the form and fate of the opposite side.

A much more systematic recourse to the ideas of neighboring
cultures and their assimilation and reformulation was to be wit-
nessed during the next period that we shall consider.

THE ISLAMIC PERIOD

The original spread of Islam over the territories of what used to be
part of Byzantium, namely the land mass covered by modern
Syria and Egypt, and over the whole domain of the Sassanian
Empire, brought the nascent religion into direct contact with civi-
lizations and regions that were only indirectly accessible before.
This does not mean that there were no contacts, say, between
ancient Syria and the Arabian Peninsula—the birthplace of
Islam—before the advent of Islam. In fact some loan words from
Greek or Latin that have been preserved even in the Koran,
Islam’s holy book, attest to this early contact, and to its consider-
able spread; significantly enough, the early generation of Muslims
thought of these loan words as perfectly Arabic words.

As a civilization, Islam tended to seek answers to the problems
that were facing it in whatever quarter it could find them. These
problems were naturally numerous, partly because Islam was
simply another competing religion following on the heels of the
two quite successful monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christi-
anity, and partly because Islam emerged from the very beginning
both as a religion and as a worldly power that was bent on
changing the order of the relationships among men and between
man and God.

But just like the two previous monotheistic religions, to which
Islam claimed to be a continuation and a culmination, it too was
cast in the mold of western Asiatic religious beliefs, in contradis-
tinction to the inner Asiatic religions of China and India. In Islam,
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for example, one still found, just as in Judaism and Christianity,
the same ancient Semitic moral codes that protected the poor, the
orphan, and the widow. But attempting to organize a worldly
power based on the religious precepts of a new religion, a feat left
unaccomplished by the previous two religions—notwithstanding
the role played by Byzantium vis-a-vis the church-—was by no
means an easy task.

Without previous experience to benefit from, and without spe-
cific divine instructions as to how to proceed, the organizational
predicament of Islam as a government and as a religious move-
ment became immensely difficult. The death of the Prophet, who
had managed to lead the Muslims in both his worldly and reli-
gious capacities, in the year 632 exacerbated the situation and
created conditions that required immediate answers. The solution
opted for was to pursue a curious mixture of purely Arabian
traditions and the traditions of the subjugated population. From a
consultative participatory government by men, who were chosen
from among many on account of their piety, their wisdom, or their
loyalty to Islam and the Prophet—as a tribal chief would have
been normally chosen—Islam quickly moved to a quasi-hereditary
government—in the Sassanian and Byzantine style—within the
first three decades of its existence. But in the long run neither the
idea of hereditary government nor that of participatory govern-
ment became law, and consequently neither could establish itself
firmly as the paramount doctrine throughout Islamic history. As a
result, Islam left itself open to forces from outside its proper
domain to give it direction in regard to the most crucial aspect of
its political philosophy.

But political philosophy was not the only sphere in which this
openness, and some may say vulnerability, manifested itself. In
social and intellectual terms, and from the eastern side, Islam
first came under the influence of Sassanian traditions, which we
know had already incorporated Indian and Chinese outlooks.
From the West, and by default, it became the heir to the
Hellenistic tradition. Naturally, therefore, both traditions, Eastern
and Western, were fused together under the auspices of the new
Islamic civilization, and were recast in a new form, which was now
expressed in Arabic, the new universal language of culture.

To illustrate the synthesizing power of the Islamic civilization,
we take a few outstanding examples. For instance, the Indian
invention of the decimal system, which we still use today, and
which did not create a dramatic change in India itself, became the
most important contribution that Islam reorganized and ulti-
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mately popularized by elevating it to a universal status after its
introduction to medieval Europe. During this process of reor-
ganization several factors were equally involved. From China,
through the central Asian city of Samarkand, the making and use
of paper, which was also limited in China itself, was taken over by
Islam at the beginning of the eighth century and by the end of
that century became so widespread that very early on one notes
the existence of Arabic names such as the “paper maker.”

By combining the invention of the decimal system, and by ex-
tension the methods of calculation, with the ready use of paper,
several conditions were changed within Islam itself. First, the new
and cheap technology of paper revolutionized the form and con-
tent of intellectual ideas by creating more accessible information
as well as new modes of operations. Books, for example, became
cheaper to own and easier to acquire. One went down to the
marketplace, bought some paper from a “paper maker” store, and
either copied whichever book was needed right there on the prem-
ises or commissioned someone at the store to copy the book.

Second, in terms of content, the new arithmetic of India, which
was apparently carried on an erasable dust board, with its own
set of rules, was reorganized before the middle of the tenth cen-
tury so as to be performed with paper and pen. This not only
changed the formal arrangement of the arithmetical procedures of
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division—for now they
could be arranged differently since the numbers in the operation
would no longer be erased—but also gave the practitioner the
ability to review the operations which were already performed;
this allowed one first to spot the places of errors, and then to
reduce their occurrence.

Therefore, in a typical eclectic fashion resembling its approach
to social and political problems, here too Islam took over an In-
dian invention, applied to it a Chinese technological innovation,
and recast it in a new form to be delivered to the rest of the world
as a new product. As a result, our modern persistence to call the
Indian numerals, which are so called in Arabic, as “Arabic” nu-
merals, and to refer to computational operations as “algorithms”—
after the name of the famous Muslim mathematician and
astronomer al-Khwarizmi, originally from the central Asian dis-
trict of Khwarazm, who wrote on Indian arithmetic and on the
new field of algebra—attest to the Islamic achievement in that
regard, to our indebtedness towards that civilization, and to some
of the modes of the cultural transfer of ideas from East to West.

But it would be foolish to assume that the main concern of
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Islamic civilization was to accumulate ideas of other cultures and
to fuse them together in new forms, although that was indeed the
end result in most cases. The main concern was obviously for the
self-definition and self-perpetuation of the culture itself. There
was recourse to other cultures only when the need for their input
was deemed essential for the proper domain of the Islamic civili-
zation. Of course, different needs created different assimilation
patterns, and produced different results.

At this point, and within the limitation of this discussion, it
would be impossible to document in any detail the circumstances
of each assimilated idea, invention. or new technique. However,
the general development of Islamic civilization can be described in
some general terms. The general trend seems to point first to the
East for the initial inspiration and only later to the Hellenistic
side. Acquisitions of translated texts, be they in astronomy, math-
ematics, medicine, or the like, came first from the regions which
used to be within the domain of the Sassanian Empire, itself a
bridge to India and China, or from India proper. The first astro-
nomical texts in Islam, for example, were either direct translations
of Sassanian astronomical texts or adaptations thereof. The first
arithmetic was referred to as Indian arithmetic. And finally, the
first medical works included translations of Indian medical texts.
By the ninth century, however, the needs of the civilization re-
quired that it seek more sophisticated texts in all such fields,
which used to be referred to collectively as natural philosophy.
Astronomical, mathematical, and philosophical texts were then
sought within the Byzantine domain, and were rendered into Ara-
bic, the lingua franca of intellectual discourse. For reasons that
are beyond this context, the Hellenistic legacy replaced the
eastern tradition very quickly, but not before the organic interac-
tion of the two traditions at the hands of Muslim intellectuals had
already taken place.

To give an example of this fascinating process of interaction, we
take the development of the field of trigonometry. On the one
hand, through the East, specifically India, Arabic-writing scien-
tists working within Islamic civilization were introduced to the
concept of the trigonometric function which we now call the “sine”
function. For various reasons, and for religious needs, this func-
tion was quickly adopted, and quickly employed in the production
of all the other remaining trigonometric functions, namely the
cosine, the tangent, the cotangent, the secant, and the cosecant.
From the Greek Hellenistic sources, on the other hand, the astro-
nomical texts which were translated into Arabic, chief among
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them the Almagest of the second-century Alexandrian astronomer
Claudius Ptolemy, contained the inefficient trigonometric function
the “chord.” By the middle of the ninth century, i.e., when the
translation process was still going on, Arabic-writing scientists
who were commenting on the Almagest, paraphrasing it, or mod-
eling their astronomical works on it all included in their text the
full range of the trigonometric functions, whose origins did indeed
stem from the Indian sine function. The end product was a typi-
cally eclectic Arabic science, which we now refer to as trigonome-
try, and whose origins could be sought in both the East, as
traditionally defined, and the West, as represented by the ori-
entalized Hellenistic tradition, but could never be found in its fully
developed form in either of these two traditions.

Because of such circumstances, and on account of the pur-
poseful and systematic attempts on the part of the Arabic-writing
scientists to appropriate whatever solutions they could find to
their problems, from whatever quarters they could find them,
Islamic civilization became the main depository of Eastern and
Western traditions, and the main melting pot where conflicting
ideas collided, and where new syntheses were forged. As a result,
new disciplines were created, and new approaches to old prob-
lems figured out.

These synthesizing attempts were not restricted to the two dis-
ciplines of arithmetic and trigonometry discussed above. They
included, among other things, creative new applications of already
existing disciplines. The strictly rigorous aspects of the Greco-
Hellenistic science of logic, for example, were applied to Islamic
religious problems on almost all levels, ranging from the discus-
sion of the attributes of God to the actual interpretation of Islamic
law for everyday needs. In addition, logic also invaded gram-
matical studies, sometimes offering new ways of conceptualiza-
tion, but at times standing in direct conflict with their intent
and purpose.

For all practical purposes, this pervasive eclecticism, and the
systematization process that encompassed every field, created an
unprecedented phenomenon in human history. First, within a
period of about one hundred years, from the middle of the eighth
to the middle of the ninth centuries, almost every scientific and
philosophical text from either East or West was translated into
Arabic, and put at the disposal of the intellectual guardians of the
Islamic civilization. In the case of the western Greek texts, we
have remarked above that they had been all but forgotten for
more than six hundred years, even within Byzantium, where the
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Greek language was still spoken. Second, varied disciplines and
techniques were creatively harmonized to produce new disciplines
and techniques that were typically Arabic, retaining only echoes of
their previous origins.

When we now think of the geographical extent of this new
melting pot, as we are at the moment calling the Islamic civiliza-
tion, from the farthest reaches of the Iberian Peninsula on the
Atlantic to the steppes of central Asia in the east, and as far south
as India, and north as the southern rim of Europe, the Byzantine
territory and the central Asian stretch, we can readily appreciate
the role played by this civilization in shaping the future directions
of world civilization.

To think of medieval Europe, for example, it would be impos-
sible to predict the direction the Renaissance would have taken
without the translations of the scientific and philosophical texts
from Arabic, which were already cast in the Arabic garb that we
have just described. But it is also impossible to conceive of such a
Renaissance had it not been for those very same translations.
Without this decisive contact with Arabic texts, Europe, and by
extension the rest of modern civilization, would have been quite
different from what they came to be.

In a marginal way, one should also remember that, contrary to
common opinion, those translations were not a simple transfer
from Arabic to Castilian or Latin, just as these texts were not
simply transferred from Greek, Pahlevi, or Sanskrit into Arabic.
But most importantly, whatever happened in medieval Europe
during this period, these translations were definitely not a direct
rehabilitation of Greek thought that had already belonged to Eu-
rope before, as one might nowadays read in most secondary
sources on the subject. We have already stressed the Eastern
elements that were fused with the inherited Greek tradition, the
native Arabic additions which were necessitated by the need of the
nascent religion of the new community, and the emergence of new
disciplines that were not even known in classical Greek antiquity.
All these speak against the common conception that cultural and
scientific transfers are mere borrowings of intact objects.

On a different note, we should equally stress that the interac-
tion between Europe and Islam was not always peaceful, nor was
it always along predictable paths. During the period of the most
creative transfer of Arabic knowledge to the Latin West, the Latin
West was exporting to the East, specifically to the land of Islam,
one wave of crusaders after another, all presumably seeking to
free the “Holy Land” from the clutch of the “infidel” Muslims.
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Incidentally, the last one of these crusading waves spent its en-
ergy fighting against Constantinople, the eastern seat of Chris-
tianity, and did not make it to the Holy Land. But even in the
midst of this environment of hostility, prejudice, and stereotyping,
cultural contacts continued unabated, and both cultures took a
very deep look at one another in the process. A remarkable diary
of a Syrian gentleman living during this period has survived. From
it we can detect the image of a barbaric Europe swamping the
eastern Mediterranean lands with a senseless war that had no
clear aim or purpose. On the western side, we all know of the
image of the famous Saladin, the archenemy of the Crusaders,
and the one who actually broke their back, who was systemati-
cally portrayed as the enemy, but was also portrayed with a deep
sense of admiration.

On the positive side, and on a more systematic level, just as in
the early period of the Islamic civilization, the Latin West sought
during the medieval Renaissance specific texts and ideas from the
Muslim lands, and incorporated them into its own civilization. At
the beginning, these texts dealt with “practical” subjects such as
astrology and alchemy, but just as in the East, texts dealing with
almost every branch of human knowledge were very quickly
sought thereafter.

Although this process of emulating and incorporating Arabic
writings and Arabic techniques had started sometime during the
tenth century, it continued well into the seventeenth century.
During this period, one can hardly think of a subject that had
escaped the direct influence of Arabic sources. Modern European
languages, in all their dialects and families, still bear witness to
that massive transfer of knowledge. From the names of stars,
which are still predominantly Arabic up till this very day and not
Greek as they originally were; to the Arabic numerals; to the
method of calculation by arranging numbers in units, tens, hun-
dreds, etc., from right to left and not in the European style from
left to right as one would have expected; to the direct borrowing of
whole machines such as the Astrolabe, which was copied in struc-
ture as well as in design; and finally to the hordes of linguistic
terms such as algebra, algorithm, alcohol, etc., which still betray
their Arabic origin; one can ponder the extent and the depth of
this interaction between western Europe and Islamic civilization.
Who can now sift this massive corpus and weed out these Arabic
concepts and still be able to say what is European and what is
Islamic in the body that remains?

But to document this process of interfusion and interdependence
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is very difficult indeed. Some transfers and interactions are easier to
document than others. When it is the matter of texts being trans-
lated, or water-lifting devices being appropriated, or windmills being
transported across cultural boundaries—and all of these did take
place—it may at times be a simple process of tracing antecedents to
points of origin. But in most cases, the process of transfer is usually
shrouded with mystery, and sources are sorely lacking,.

To name only a few instances, we know, for example, that a
magnetic spoon was used in China for purposes of divination from
very early times. We also know that there are several medieval Ara-
bic texts from the eleventh and the twelfth centuries that speak of a
magnetic needle being mounted on a piece of wood or on any float-
ing substance to use for navigation. But the period and the context
during which this needle became an actual compass, to be employed
solely for navigation and to give Europe the critical edge in the age of
exploration, both remain vastly uncharted territories.

We also know that printing was known in China, both in its block
form and in movable type. We now also know that block printing at
least was very widely practiced in the lands of Islam from about the
ninth until the fifteenth or sixteenth century. But we do not have the
slightest clue whether such technology did indeed influence the
movable type printing in fifteenth-century Europe.

Similarly, the concluding example comes from the area of astron-
omy. For years secondary sources have described in great detail the
virtues and revolutionary character of Copernican astronomy. People
have even pointed to that astronomy as signaling the new revolu-
tionary era of Western science. But modern research conducted
within the last thirty years or so has uncovered Islamic astronomical
sources that contain the very same mathematical techniques and
theorems used by Copernicus to construct his own geometric mod-
els, and to whose originality he lays no claim. As a result of this
research, our basic understanding of Copernican astronomy is radi-
cally altered. We can now see, for example, that the description of
the lunar motion as laid down by Copemicus is in every respect
identical to that of Ibn al-Shatir of Damascus {d. 1375,) who wrote
his own work some two hundred years earlier. Similarly, the descrip-
tion of the motions of the other planets and that of Mercury reveal
striking similarities with the works of Muayyad al-Din al-“Urdi (d.
1266), also of Damascus, and of Nasir al-Din al-Tasi (d. 1274) of
Maragha in northwest modern Iran, both of whom wrote some three
hundred years earlier than Copernicus.

We can certainly make the case that Copernican astronomy, as
it was articulated in the sixteenth century, was definitely a con-
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tinuation of the same kind of research that was actually con-
ducted some three hundred years earlier in the Muslim lands. But
we have no clue whatsoever whether Copernicus knew of these
texts, in the sense that he actually saw them, or had them trans-
lated or summarized for him. We can affirm that it was not mere
coincidence that, at so many points, very involved mathematical
theorems and techniques can still be detected in the works of
Copernicus and his Muslim predecessors. But we cannot describe
with any level of certainty the method by which Copernicus could
have reached the same results. At the moment, this is probably
the most difficult area to investigate, but at the same time the
most fascinating area of cultural transfer, presenting, as it does, a
unique example of the intricate ways and means through which
ideas migrate from one culture to another.
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THE MONGOLS AND
THE WEST

Morris Rossabi

INTRODUCTION

Eurasian history proper begins in the second half of the thir-
teenth century with the Mongols. Though their empire did not last
for long—some authorities assert it survived for as little as forty
years, and it certainly did not endure for much more than a
century—they made a major contribution by inextricably linking
Europe and Asia. The states and empires of the two continents
had traded with each other as early as the first century B.C.E.,
and nomadic peoples from Asia such as the Xiongnu had raided
and invaded European territory since the fourth century C.E. The
fabled Silk Road, which wound its way from northwest China
through the oases of central Asia, the towns and marketplaces of
Persia, and the ports on the Mediterranean and then westward to
Europe, had facilitated trade between Asia and Europe. But there
had been no direct relations between Europe and East Asia and
no European had set foot in China until the Mongol invasions.
The Mongol conquests ushered in an era of frequent and ex-
tended contact. Once the Mongols had achieved relative stability
and order in their newly acquired domains, they neither discour-
aged nor impeded relations with foreigners. Though they never
abandoned their claims of universal rule, they were hospitable to
foreign travelers, even those whose monarchs had not submitted.
They encouraged and expedited travel in the sizable section of
Asia that was under their rule, though conflicts among the vari-
ous Mongol khanates did, on occasion, interfere with transport
and trade. There were numerous hazards to intercontinental con-
tact—bandits, rebellions against Mongol rule, and the perils of
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desert and mountain travel. Yet European merchants, craftsmen,
and envoys were, for the first time, permitted to journey as far as
China. European monarchs and the popes exchanged letters and
emissaries with the great khans; nearly all the Mongol khans
promoted trade. Asian goods reached Europe along the caravan
trails, and the European demand for these products eventually
inspired the search for a sea route to Asia. Thus the Mongol era
indirectly led to the European age of exploration of the fifteenth
century, which culminated in the discovery of the sea route
around the Cape of Good Hope to Asia and in the unsuccessful
effort of Christopher Columbus to find a western route to the
Indies. From Mongol times on, the flow of people and products
from Europe to Asia increased dramatically. Developments in Asia
often had reverberations in Europe and vice versa.

HISTORICAL VIEWS OF THE MONGOLS

Yet the Mongols generally have been cast in a harsh, negative
light. A thirteenth-century Persian historian wrote of their “mas-
sacring, plundering, and ravaging.” Describing one of their cam-
paigns, he noted that “with one stroke a world which billowed
with fertility was laid desolate, and the regions thereof became a
desert, and the greater part of the living dead, and their skin and
bones crumbling in the dust; and the mighty were humbled and
immersed in the calamities of perdition.”! A contemporary Arme-
nian chronicler described -the Mongols as “terrible to look at and
indescribable, with large heads like a buffalo’s, narrow eyes like a
fledgling’s, a snub nose like a cat’s, projecting snouts like a dog’s,
narrow loins like an ant’s, short legs like a hog’s, and by nature
with no beards at all.”? One modern Western scholar has sug-
gested that the Mongols introduced more brutality into Chinese
court life, that they “brought violence and destruction to all as-
pects of China’s civilization,” and were “insensitive to Chinese
cultural values, distrustful of Chinese influences, and inept heads
of Chinese government."3 Soviet scholars characterize the Mongols
as destructive and disruptive and contend that Genghis Khan
(Chinggis Khan) and his successors ruined the economies and
depopulated some of the regions they subjugated.*

Unfortunately, the victorious Mongols themselves left scant ac-
counts of their campaigns and of the rule and administration of
their empire, since they did not develop a written language until
the time of Genghis. Thirteenth-century sources are meager, and
most of our knowledge of the Mongols derives from the chronicles
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of the peoples they conquered: the Chinese, Koreans, Armenians,
Arabs, and others. It is understandable, then, that they were often
depicted as brutal and tyrannical; some of the more outlandish
tales of Mongol cruelty, however, must be discounted.

Some contemporary Western accounts were less hostile and
perhaps more objective: since Europe, except for Russia and
briefly Hungary and Poland, had not suffered from Mongol raids
and invasions as had Islamic central Asia and Persia, its chroni-
clers did not share the antipathy toward the Mongols of many
Muslim peoples and historians. Indeed, their perceptions were
largely shaped by the stories about Prester John, a legendary
Christian ruler in the Orient.5 The Nestorian communities of the
Middle East which had learned of the existence of coreligionists
among the nomadic peoples to the east probably championed the
myth of a benevolent Christian ruler. Western Christians, in turn,
looked to this monarch as an ally in their Crusades against the
Muslims. According to contemporary Western annalists, in the
middle of the twelfth century this Christian king had defeated the
Saracens and appeared willing to help the Crusaders. The king
was modeled on the Mongol khan of the Karakitai state in central
Asia, Yeli Tashi, who had, in fact, routed the Muslim Seljuk
sultan Sanjar in 1141. Yeli Tashi was not a Christian nor did he
intend to collaborate with the West, but the Western image of a
sage Christian ruler based in central Asia persisted.

DEVELOPMENT OF WESTERN INTEREST
IN THE MONGOL EMPIRE

More accurate and reliable information reached Europe as a result
of the travels of papal emissaries in the thirteenth century. When the
Mongol armies, under Batu Khan, arrived in Hungary in 1241, they
aroused in Europeans fear and, simuitaneously, renewed hope for
an alliance against the Saracens. Pope Innocent IV (1243-54) dis-
patched the Franciscan John of Plano Carpini either to convert the
Mongols to the Western form of Christianity and attract their sup-
port or at least to establish friendly relations. The diplomatic objec-
tives of the mission were not fulfilled, as the Mongol khan rejected
conversion and instead demanded that the European monarchs and
the pope submit. Despite this discouraging response, John of Plano
Carpini's embassy was invaluable because he wrote a history of the
Mongols that included a detailed account of their religion, morality,
clothing and food, military tactics and strategy, customs, and re-
sources and products, which excited European interest in the
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East.® A letter in 1248 from a Mongol commander in the Middle
East to King Louis IX (“St. Louis”) of France generated even
greater excitement, as it called for a coalition against the Muslims.
Although the death of the khan later that year ended exploration
of such an alliance, in 1253 King Louis sent Friar William of
Rubruck on an unofficial mission to the Mongol court. He too was
unable to effect an agreement with the Mongols, but his tales of
the East likewise generated interest in trade with the Orient.

The resulting growth in commerce may be attested in the detailed
and precise information contained in the fourteenth-century com-
mercial handbook compiled by Francesco Balducci Pegolotti. This
Italian merchant, who himself never undertook a journey across
Eurasia but instead gathered data from other traders, sketched a
route from Azov in southern Russia to Hangzhou in southern China
and identified various modes of travel—camel, boat, ass, or horse—
from the major halting places. He provided seemingly exact figures
for transport and customs duties, and advised merchants on the
number of men and pack animals needed to escort a caravan. He
also reassured them by reporting that “the road you travel from
Tana [Azov] to Cathay is perfectly safe, whether by day or by night,
according to what the merchants say who have used it.””

MARCO POLO AS CATALYST

Marco Polo was, without doubt, the critical intermediary in the
West's increasing interest in and growing involvement with East
Asia. The Venetian traveler, whose book was to be the principal
source of information for Europeans on China for at least two
centuries, reputedly reached the court of Kublai Khan in 1275,
though some scholars have speculated that in fact he may not
have reached China at all and that his knowledge of East Asia
derived from conversations with Persian or Arab merchants or
travelers.® His own exaggerated and certifiably false claims (that
he was governor of Yangzhou and that his military expertise led to
the Mongol victory over the Chinese in the battle of Xiangyang), as
well as curious omissions from his book (he fails to mention tea
and teahouses, acupuncture, Chinese writing, and foot binding),
have given rise to such speculation. Yet as a leading scholar has
observed, “until definite proof has been adduced that the Polo
book is a world description, where the chapters on China are
taken from some other, perhaps Persian, source (some expres-
sions he uses are Persian), we must give him the benefit of the
doubt and assume that he was there after all.”
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Accompanying his father and uncle who had visited the court of
the khans several years earlier, Marco arrived in China as an
impressionable and alert twenty-one-year-old. Kublai Khan, who
had asked the elder Polos to return with one hundred learned
Christians to help him proselytize and rule, was disappointed that
they had returned without the Christians he had requested but
quickly became enchanted with young Marco, who was intelligent
enough to have become proficient in several languages, including
Persian, while traveling to China. He entrusted a variety of re-
sponsibilities to the relatively inexperienced Venetian, who later
exaggerated their significance. Nonetheless, Marco traveled
around China and observed much of the Mongol Empire.

What first impressed Marco and, through his descriptions, Euro-
peans was the luxuriousness and splendor of the court. At Kublai’s
lavish banquets his staff could feed over 40,000 people. Lacquered
bowls brimmed with meat and rice, and fine gold pitchers overflowed
with kumiss, the fermented mare’s milk favored by the Mongols.
Jugglers, acrobats, magicians, and wrestlers from all over the known
world entertained at these splendid occasions. Perhaps even more
elaborate were Kublai's annual hunts, on which he was accompa-
nied by an enormous retinue, including 10,000 falconers. Trained
leopards and lynxes helped the hunters bag wild oxen, deer, and
bears. Kublai was carried by four elephants on which a wooden
room covered with cloths of silk and gold was balanced.

The power and prosperity of the Mongols were most clearly
revealed in the palaces and buildings they constructed in
Shangdu and Daidu (modern Beijing). Set in the cool plains of
Inner Mongolia, Shangdu became Kublai’'s haven in the summer.
He built a magnificent marble palace with countless rooms whose
walls were adorned with paintings of animals, trees, and flowers.
Xanadu, as Samuel Taylor Coleridge referred to it, was indeed a
“stately pleasure dome.” Parks, streams, and pavilions sur-
rounded the palace, and roaming the grounds were special breeds
of white mares and cows whose milk was reserved for the khan
and his family. The plan for Daidu was similarly elaborate. The
architects envisioned a city built around a square with twelve
gates leading to the center, with avenues broad enough to allow
horsemen to gallop nine abreast. Throughout the city would be
markets displaying wares from as far away as Samarkand,
Baghdad, and Riazan, and pagodas and observatories showing
Tibetan, Persian, and Indian influences.

The size and organization of the Mongol domains also as-
tounded Marco. Hangzhou, the capital of southern China con-
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quered by Kublai's troops in 1276, had a population of at least 1.5
million. By contrast, Marco’s native city of Venice, one of the com-
mercial centers of Europe, had only 100,000 inhabitants. The
Mongols also maintained an elaborate trade network, which they
encouraged and facilitated through the use of paper money, an
innovation that impressed Marco. The khan’s seal on the paper
notes guaranteed their acceptance throughout his domains. To fos-
ter commerce and to hasten the dispatch of important messages,
Kublai had established postal stations twenty-five to thirty miles
apart all over his territories. Each station maintained more than 300
horses, facilities for lodging, and food and supplies for men and
animals. Messengers could, using the postal station system, travel
250 miles a day to deliver significant news, a remarkably efficient
mail service for the thirteenth—or any other—century. The length
and breadth of the Mongol domains was staggering—almost 10,000
miles from east to west and stretching from Korea to western Russia
in the north and from Burma to Iraq in the south.

Marco’s description’ of specific Chinese and Mongol innovations
and inventions contributed even further to European interest. He
was the first Westerner to note the use in China of coal as a heating
fuel, which enabled the Chinese to take several baths a week—un-
heard of in Europe. He also described the production of fine porce-
lain, for which Europeans eventually cultivated a keen appreciation.
His account of Mongol battles and victories alerted Europeans to the
military prowess and tactics of this nomadic steppe people.

Marco naturally commented on the government, cults, and reli-
gions (emphasizing Kublai’s leanings toward Christianity) at the
Mongol court, but it was the economic information he offered that
clearly had the greatest initial impact on Europeans. The opu-
lence of the palaces, the seemingly endless variety of products,
and the accessibility of Muslim and Chinese merchants whetted
the appetites of European traders who believed that even with the
costs of transcontinental travel they could still earn sizable profits
by importing products from East Asia. They were also tantalized
by the magnitude of the populations in the East, which presum-
ably offered huge markets for Western products. This was perhaps
the beginning of the dream that tens of millions of customers in
East Asia craved European goods.

Marco’s account encouraged not only merchants but also mis-
sionaries. His report of Kublai’s interest in Christianity and of the
number of Mongol and Chinese converts to Nestorianism inspired
renewed efforts at proselytization. The arrival in Europe of the
Nestorian prelate Rabban Sauma, who had received Kublai's
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blessing to travel from Beijing to visit the holy sites in Jerusalem,
stirred hopes for mass conversions in the East. Upon reaching Per-
sia, Rabban Sauma had been entrusted by the Mongol khan there
with the task of forming an alliance with Christian Europe against
the Islamic Mamluk Dynasty of Egypt. During his trip of 1287-88,
Rabban Sauma had audiences with the Byzantine Emperor An-
dronicus II in Constantinople, King Philip the Fair of France in Paris,
and King Edward I of England in Bordeaux, and he celebrated
Easter in Rome with Pope Nicholas IV. He returned with a letter from
Philip the Fair, urging the Mongol ruler of Persia to accept baptism
and to permit Christians “to instruct the faithful in the teachings of
the Roman Church."!® His embassy also may have prompted the
pope to dispatch John of Monte Corvino to establish the first resi-
dent mission in China. Though John was unsuccessful in his at-
tempts to disseminate Christianity among the Mongols, he
nonetheless received an appointment as archbishop of Daidu and
was the precursor of later, more sustained missionary efforts.

PERSIA AS INTERMEDIARY

Though intrepid Western merchants and missionaries traveled
across Eurasia to China, much of the Mongol and East Asian
impact on Europe was transmitted through Muslim intermediar-
ies. Persian merchants within the Mongol domains were the prin-
cipal conveyors of Chinese goods to the Byzantines and Europeans,
and Westerners were often exposed to East Asian innovations and
influences through these traders. Chinese painting and porcelains
became well known in Persia, where they strongly influenced the
genre of miniature painting and Islamic ceramics. Chinese medi-
cal techniques and beliefs were introduced in Persia and were
apparently so appealing that the great historian Rashid al-Din
was able to compile an encyclopedia of Chinese medicine. To be
sure, Persian astronomy and financial administration influenced
China, but Persia’s principal contribution was its role in the
transmission of Chinese advances to the West.!!

SUMMARY

In sum, the Mongol era witnessed the first personal encounters
between Europeans and East Asians. European merchants and
missionaries returned to their native lands with accounts of their
travels to China, dispelling some of the myths about the East
while introducing new ones. They also stimulated an appetite for
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products from the East, leading eventually to the age of European
maritime exploration whose primary aim was to discover a sea route
to Asia. Ironically, this search had an unexpected but critical result:
as one scholar has noted, “when Columbus left Spain to discover a
sea route to the East Indies and to Cathay, land of the Great Khan,
he had a copy of Marco Polo’s book on board his ship. And so it
came that instead of achieving a renewed contact between the Far
East and the West a new world was discovered.”!2
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Derek S. Linton

INTRODUCTION

According to the distinguished Indian historian K.M. Panikkar,
the arrival of Vasco da Gama at Calicut in 1498 inaugurated an
era of Western dominance that would last until the end of the
Second World War.! Such a claim, characteristic of the historio-
graphical school that detected “the seeds of empire” in all Euro-
pean contact, is overly teleological.? Initially the Europeans lacked
the means to create an Asian empire. The ability of the Portu-
guese and their successors, the Spanish, Dutch, and English, to
establish direct trade relations with Asia and sustain a permanent
foothold in India and the Far East depended upon the accelerat-
ing development of European shipbuilding, navigational tech-
niques, and naval gunnery.3

While enjoying a significant advantage on the seas, the Euro-
pean interlopers were far from invincible, as evidenced by the loss
of two of six Portuguese warships in a sharp and bloody engage-
ment with the Chinese imperial navy in 1522, or Portuguese en-
counters with the navy of Acheh in northern Sumatra in the
1580s.4 European sea power in Asian waters owed more to the
indifference of the rulers of the land-based empires in India and
China than to technical superiority. Local rulers were largely un-
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concerned with mercantile matters that generated relatively little
revenue in comparison with agricultural taxation. Moreover, their
courts were far from the sea, and, in the case of China, earlier
involvement with maritime affairs had been expensive and politi-
cally unsettling. Thus they deemed imitating the Europeans and
arming naval vessels not worth the trouble.’ Nor in general were
the Europeans a major military threat. To be sure, a handful of
ill-informed Spanish conquistadors in the Philippines might idly
dream of conquering China,® but until the early nineteenth cen-
tury Europeans were in no position to challenge major Asian em-
pires on land. After all, not only could most Asian powers field
considerably larger armies, but several (Mughals, Malacca) pos-
sessed substantial batteries of cannon as well. To grasp the nar-
rowly circumscribed limits of European military technology and
power projection, one need only recall that throughout much of the
“Age of Discovery” the Hapsburg monarchy was faced with serious
pressure from the janissary armies of the Ottoman Empire.

Far from immediately heralding a new era of European hegemony,
it would be more accurate to speak of an initial Age of Partnership.”
The foundation of this partnership relied in part on coercion; the
acts of real and symbolic violence committed by both the Portuguese
and the Dutch often make it difficult to distinguish between trade,
piracy, and protection rackets. But to gain a foothold the Europeans
depended on the assistance of Asian navigators, informants, sailors,
and merchants. To survive and thrive they would necessarily be-
come entangled in a host of alliances, formal and tacit, with native
rulers and enmeshed in long-term contracts and associations with
primary producers and merchant communities. In many instances
the European trade “empires” would become almost autonomous
entities, deriving more of their profits from the local country trade
than from long-distance exchange with the metropolitan center.
Over time their bonds to Europe would weaken, their orientation
becoming more Asian than European.

Although the Portuguese presence modified to some degree the
organization and scope of trade between India and the West, the
direct sea route to India would initially have a far more profound
impact on Europe itself than on Asia. While the traditional cara-
van routes that had long transported spices, silks, jewels, porce-
lain, and other luxury goods from Asia to the Levant and from
there to Venice died slowly, the existence of an alternative and
direct route would ultimately contribute to shifting the preponder-
ance of economic activity and trade from the Mediterranean to the
Atlantic ports. In part because of the European discovery of the



ASIA AND THE WEST IN THE NEW WORLD ECONOMY 65

New World, Venice and Genoa would yield to Lisbon, Antwerp,
Amsterdam, and London. To carry on the high-profit but risky
Asian trade, with its longer time frame, European merchants
would invent and invest in new forms of enterprise, like the joint
stock East India trading companies. Mounting demand for Asian
commodities would spur Europeans to seek new sources of wealth
to finance this trade, especially gold and silver, and impel them to
develop new products or redesign traditional ones to accommo-
date the tastes of Asian clienteles. Moreover, in order to ensure
the supply of goods, European merchants would rapidly become
proficient in finding niches in the highly reticulated intra-Asian
trade. To stanch the outflow of bullion and to meet this literally
insatiable European demand for Asian products, enterprising Eu-
ropean merchants would eventually search for import substitutes,
the domestic manufacture of porcelain and lacquered furniture or
the printing of calico being obvious cases. Asian trade would be a
critical influence on the growth of merchant capitalism. Subse-
quent import substitution would stimulate European industry.
But it would be the relative poverty of Europe, the desire to gain
access to and tap the fantastic wealth of Asia rather than
Europe’s capacity for imperial conquest that would launch Euro-
peans on a long career of exploration, direct trade, military ex-
ploits, and missionary activity in Asia.

If we are to ascribe epochal significance to the rounding of the
Cape of Good Hope, as did Panikkar or even Adam Smith in the
Wealth of Nations, it is because this voyage directly united distant
parts of the world. Subsequently the maritime activities of the Portu-
guese, Dutch, and Spanish initiated the creation of a universal mar-
ket.8 This initially loosely knit world economy would predate
European empires in Asia by centuries, and a more robust and
much metamorphized world economy would survive their collapse.

THE PORTUGUESE TRADE NETWORK IN ASJIA

Accounting for the surprising ascendance of Portugal, a somewhat
minor medieval state, to a global maritime power has occasioned
historical revision in recent decades. Probably the most common
strategy has been to deny the secondary status of Portugal in the
Middle Ages. Braudel, synthesizing such reinterpretations, argued
that Portugal had been pivotal to European trade networks since
the end of the thirteenth century, a crucial link between the
Italian city-states and England, Flanders, and the Baltic. He and
other historians have asserted that already by the end of the
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fourteenth century, Portugal was a proto-mercantile state, “equiv-
alent to Venice and the Terrafirma combined,” a state in which
the landed aristocracy was eclipsed or being transformed into a
service nobility, a state in which merchants, often Genoese or
Florentines, in alliance with the crown played a considerable
role.® While not overlooking the importance of Italian merchant
communities, Immanuel Wallerstein has argued with greater
plausibility that the original impulse for Portuguese expansion in
the Atlantic in the fifteenth century issued from the land hunger
of second sons and declining seignorial revenues of the Portu-
guese aristocracy. Even in 1500 Portugal was a predominantly
poor agrarian society of lords and peasants with a population
approaching one million. While northern European nobilities were
involved in endemic internal or intra-European warfare, the
strength of the Portuguese state and its geographical position
made outward thrust into North Africa and the Atlantic the fa-
vored solution to the “crisis of feudalism.” In this venture, the
interests of nobles, merchants, and the monarchy coincided. To
the question “Why Portugal?” Wallerstein replied, “Because she
alone of European states maximized will and possibility.”10

The story of Portugal’s fifteenth-century exploration of and ex-
pansion into the Atlantic and along the African coast is well
known. Motivated by prospects of profitable trade, rich agricul-
tural land, and Christian allies against the Muslims and spon-
sored by such monarchs as Henry the Navigator, John II, and
Manuel, the “Grocer King,” Portuguese explorers colonized the
islands of the Atlantic, including the Azores, Cape Verde Islands,
and Sao Thomé, where they started sugar plantations, and estab-
lished forts and warehouses along the west African coast.!! This
Atlantic prelude would have several consequences for Portugal's
subsequent approach to Asia. First, in trading along the African
coast, the Portuguese bypassed the Muslim-organized trans-
Saharan caravan trade in gold, ivory, and slaves. Their success in
this endeavor certainly suggested the enticing possibility of cir-
cumventing the Mameluke and Ottoman stranglehold on the
Levantine spice trade by discovering a direct sea route to the East.
Second, it led to the construction of better oceangoing vessels and
enabled the Portuguese to refine their nautical skills and naviga-
tional techniques. Third, the Portuguese erected much of the in-
stitutional framework for trade that they would later transfer to
Asia. The crown-merchant nexus and chain of forts and factories
essential for the African trade would soon become characteristic
features of the Portuguese trade “empire” in Asia. Thus when Dias
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rounded the Cape of Good Hope in 1487, demonstrating the feasi-
bility of a sea route to the Indies, Portugal was well positioned to
embark upon direct and permanent trade with the East.

A decade later, King Manuel charged da Gama with the tasks of
reaching India by sea, probing the prospects for spice trade, and
allying with Christian rulers.!?2 Da Gama acquitted the first of these
tasks on May 20, 1498, when he anchored north of Calicut, the
major spice port on the Malabar Coast. Thus Portuguese seamen
had begun the arduous process of mastering the winds and waters
of the Indian Ocean. Despite the visit to Calicut by Pero de Covilham
at the behest of John II a decade earlier, da Gama and his crew were
appallingly ignorant about customs and conditions on the Malabar
Coast. So convinced were they of the presence of Christian rulers
beyond the Islamic world that they mistook a Hindu temple for a
Christian church. The gifts they brought for the samorin, or sea raj,
of Calicut were ridiculed as inappropriate for the ruler of one of the
world's great ports. More fateful than Portuguese ignorance, how-
ever, was the strong presence of Islamic merchants, who conducted
the Calicut/Red Sea spice trade and who apparently feared Portu-
guese intrusion. The religious and economic antagonisms of the
Middle Eastern merchants and the Portuguese led to a number of
skirmishes, guaranteeing that future Portuguese forays to the Indian
coast would not always be peaceable.

The refusal of the samorin to ban Islamic traders led the Portu-
guese court to attempt to procure a monopoly of the spice trade in
the Indian Ocean and to build forts and maintain a permanent
Indian Ocean fleet to secure it, thus laying the basis for the
militarization and politicization of Indian Ocean trade. Already on
his second voyage, in 1502, da Gama began constructing forts on
the Malabar Coast. The grand geopolitical strategy of the Portu-
guese crown to monopolize the spice trade, a strategy that pre-
supposed considerable knowledge about Asian spice production
and trade routes, culminated under the second viceroy Alfonso de
Albuquerque between 1509 and 1515.1%3 The capture of Goa by
this ruthless conquistador gave the Portuguese a superb port
strategically placed between the trading centers of Malabar and
Gujarat from which to monitor the west coast of India. Retaining
this port depended on the cooperation of the local Hindus against
their former Muslim overlords and on wars in the interior which
diverted the powerful ruler of Bijapur, Ismael Adil Shah, and his
predominantly Turkish forces. Moreover, Albuquerque's brutal
slaughter of 6,000 Muslims after the second capture of the island
of Goa undoubtedly terrorized the indigenous population. Equally
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important for the spice trade was Albuquerque’s stunning con-
quest and sack of Malacca, which in the early sixteenth century
was the largest, wealthiest and most significant entrepot linking
India and the Far East.!4 While the superior military coordination
of the Portuguese was certainly decisive in their victory over the
sultan’s elephant-mounted cavalry and numerically superior artil-
lery, here too local support was essential. Not only did the Portu-
guese supplement their forces with Indian mercenaries, but they
obtained crucial aid from local Chinese merchants who objected
to the sultan’s oppressive rule and corrupt justice. But despite
Albuquerque’s successes in setting up forts and even in taking
over Hormuz at the head of the Persian Gulf, his failure to seize
Aden or establish some other fort on the Red Sea meant that one
waterway essential for the Levantine spice trade eluded Portugal’s
grasp, and as a result, its aspirations to obtain a total monopoly
over the spice trade would never be fully realized. Moreover, Por-
tuguese control over the Moluccan spice trade was weak, and they
faced continual opposition from the rulers of Acheh and the sul-
tan of Ternate, who destroyed the Portuguese fort there in
1574. Before its sphere of influence in the East could be solidi-
fied, the Portuguese would also have to counter claims from the
Spanish, who had established a foothold in the Philippines.

Nonetheless the fortified Portuguese trade network that
emerged in the Da Gama/Albuquerque era and continued to ex-
pand over the next half-century attained impressive dimensions.
It included over fifty forts and factories stretching from east Africa
to Macao and Nagasaki, with significant presence in the Moluccas
and Sri Lanka as well as the Malabar Coast of India. Even at its
height, the Portuguese and half-Portuguese population in Asia,
almost all male, reached at most 16,000, and the recruitment of
adequate numbers of Portuguese soldiers and sailors consistently
proved difficult.!® Hence officials were often forced to rely on na-
tives. The trade network remained centered on the west coast of
India, with its administrative capital in Goa, where a complex
Luso-Indian society formed, and its major ports at Cochin, Goa,
and Diu.16

Essentially this trade network performed three functions. First,
it supplied the Portuguese crown with large amounts of pepper
and other spices and drugs, from which the monarch garnered a
significant part of his income. Second, in order to ensure that the
crown exercised a monopoly over the European pepper and spice
trade, it tried to prevent spices from reaching the Levant and
Venice. Third, the royally governed territories or Estado da India
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imposed duties on mercantile trade along the west coast of
India.!” In addition, of course, numerous Portuguese merchants,
officials, and adventurers acquired riches in the local carrying
trade or engaged in various forms of what Max Weber would call
booty capitalism: plundering, extortion, piracy, slaving, smug-
gling, and mercenary soldiering for Asian rulers.!® The extensive
Portuguese trade in fabrics between the Coromandel Coast, the
Bay of Bengal and Malacca, for example, was almost exclusively
private. To carry out each of these functions the Portuguese devel-
oped various mechanisms of trade and mercantile control, which
also affected the volume and composition of the flow of commeodi-
ties not only between Asia and Europe but also along the western
Indian coast.

Most important from the viewpoint of the Portuguese crown was
the annual royal pepper fleet. During the first three decades of the
sixteenth century an average of more than six ships departed
annually from the Malabar Coast and returned to Lisbon with
cargoes whose combined weight averaged over 1.46 million
kilos.!® The spices were sold at the Casa da India, largely at set
rates, to the Antwerp pepper syndicate.?® Usually as much as 80
percent was ordinary pepper, which was valued as a meat preser-
vative and for its ostensible medicinal properties. In response to
European demand, pepper production on the Malabar Coast may
have more than doubled during the sixteenth century.?! Ship-
ments invariably included substantial quantities of other spices
as well: ginger, cloves, cardamon, cinnamon, mace, and nutmeg,
some of which were brought to the Malabar Coast from Malacca
or Sri Lanka for transshipment.?? In fact, as the century pro-
gressed, the proportion of pepper declined in relation to rarer and
more expensive Moluccan spices. In addition, such items as san-
dalwood, sealing wax, indigo, brazil wood, Chinese silk, porcelain,
rubies, incense, musk, and even some Indian slaves and an occa-
sional elephant figured in the cargoes of the Portuguese fleet.

The Portuguese monarchy could expect enormous profits from
such voyages. In the 1520s a quintal of pepper (c. 120 Ibs.) pur-
chased for 2.5 cruzados in India fetched 30 to 40 cruzados in
Portugal.?® Albuquerque estimated that between 1510 and 1520
the crown derived close to half of its revenue from Asian trade.
The French economic historian Pierre Chaunu has estimated that
the value of the Portuguese royal spice trade equaled almost
7,500 tons of silver, whereas the total value of the ship-borne
Mediterranean grain trade was 9,000 tons of silver. The Goa/Lis-
bon spice trade was very big business indeed.?*
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Related to the royal monopoly in Portugal was the Estado da
India’s efforts to monopolize the Asian spice trade, especially in
pepper, and make certain that little spice reached the Venetians
and other Mediterranean rivals from the Levant. Although this
monopoly was never complete, for much of the sixteenth century
it was highly effective. C.H. Wake concludes that throughout most
of the first half of the sixteenth century as well as during the
1570s and 1580s Portugal provided about 75 percent of Europe’s
pepper and probably a larger percentage of its other spices.25 By
slightly undersupplying the market in order to maintain high
prices, Portugal certainly ceded a niche to Venice and other Medi-
terranean merchant cities which had been predominant in the
fifteenth-century European spice trade. After the discovery of the
Cape route, however, only when repeated disasters befell the Por-
tuguese Indian fleet, as occurred throughout the 1550s, did the
Levantine pepper and spice trade assume much importance. The
Red Sea spice trade conducted by Moslem merchants revived and
would suffice for the Islamic Middle East, but in relation to Euro-
pean spice demand it was largely a spot market.

To create their monopoly the Portuguese relied on a system of
passes or cartazes for merchant ships in the Indian Ocean.26 All
merchant vessels were required to obtain from the Portuguese
authorities for a nominal sum a pass listing the captain, crew, size
of the ship, cargo, destination, and armaments. Native ships were
forbidden to carry pepper and spices. Any ship intercepted without
a pass or in violation of its terms was confiscated and its crew
either killed or enslaved. Moreover, merchant vessels were required
to stop at Portuguese ports on both legs of their journey to pay
duties on their cargoes. This system of naval policing, later supple-
mented by convoys, was far from total. Much pepper was trans-
ported overland from the Malabar Coast to the Middle East, and
numerous small boats skirted along the coast and slipped by the
Portuguese navy into the Red Sea.?” Moreover, such illegal trade
was often overlooked for bribes by the notoriously corrupt Portu-
guese officials. But the policing system was still sufficient to secure
Portugal’'s dominant position in the European pepper trade.

The duties exacted on local coastal trade, usually about 5 per-
cent of the assessed value, made up over 60 percent of the reve-
nues of Goa and the other Portuguese forts and factories.?8 Such
duties may initially have caused a decrease in coastal trade, but
the Portuguese clearly fostered some types of commerce. Most
important was the import of horses from the Middle East to India.
Duties from this trade alone reached 65,000 cruzados in Goa



ASIA AND THE WEST IN THE NEW WORLD ECONOMY 71

during the 1540s, and Indian rulers at war were willing to pay the
Portuguese to deprive their enemies of fresh horses.?? Although
their profitable spice trade was harmed by the royal monopoly, if
anything, the merchants from Gujarat, the largest and most ac-
tive merchant community in Asia, whose wealth and organization
could rival anything in Europe, seem to have benefited from the
Portuguese presence. They expanded their dealings in such tradi-
tional items as cotton textiles, indigo, and saltpeter while raising
prices to offset the Portuguese duties at Diu and Goa.3° Moreover,
Portuguese officials trading on their own account often employed
Gujarati intermediaries, who became increasingly central to Asian
and Middle Eastern trade throughout the sixteenth century.

This introduces a final point about the economics of the Portu-
guese trade network in the East. Much commerce was intra-Asian
carrying trade using locally built vessels with largely Asian crews.
To be sure, this trade often intersected with the long-distance
Asian-European commerce, a necessity since the Portuguese and
their successors had little to offer that was in demand in Asia. But
the carrying trade proved so profitable that in the second half of
the sixteenth century it was probably far more significant than
the trade between India and Europe.3! The pattern of trade in
Portugal’s outposts in China and Japan, Macao, and Nagasaki
demonstrates this point. After several disastrous expeditions to
China between 1517 and 1524 which completely failed because of
Portuguese aggression and Ming xenophobia, official contact be-
tween Portugal and China broke off until 1557.32 In 1557 the
Portuguese finally attained recognition from regional officials for
an extraterritorial but permanent foothold in Macao, recognition
affirmed by the Ming court only decades later. The Portuguese
population of this merchant outpost quickly grew to 900. More-
over, an earlier imperial ban on trade with Japanese pirates gave
the “southern barbarians,” as they were known to the Chinese
and the Japanese, the prospect of dominating the trade between
China and Japan, where the Portuguese had been trading spices
for silver, teaching gun production, and carrying out missionary
activity for a decade. A merchant ship would thus set out from
Goa with a cargo of Gujarati textiles, Flemish clocks, wine, and
crystal, which were traded in Malacca for spices, sandalwood, and
hides, before proceeding to Macao, where these goods, as well as
silver, were exchanged for silks and porcelains. In Japan, these
Chinese products were sold for silver and Japanese swords and
lacquerware. Thereupon the ship would return to Macao to con-
vert the silver, which was scarce in China, into gold and copper,
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and to purchase pearls, ivory, and silk destined for Goa. The
entire journey usually took at least two years. While such voyages
brought the concessionaires much wealth and the intra-Asian
trade enriched Portuguese merchants and officials in the East,
they added little to the revenues of the increasingly fiscally
strapped Portuguese monarchy, which failed to organize the Asian
carrying trade for its own benefit. (Much the same could be said of
the Spanish trans-Pacific Manila galleon trade that brought the
silver of Spanish America to Manila, where it was traded for Chi-
nese silks and porcelains.) Rather, the Asian trade network be-
came a vast system of out-relief for impecunious nobles, royal
favorites and well-connected courtiers.33

The diminishing importance of Asian trade as a source of royal
revenues and the tendency of the Goa-centered Asian network to
become autonomous contributed to the decay of the empire.34
Some decline in revenue may also be attributable to official cor-
ruption and the need to placate regional rulers by granting free
cartazes or duty-free trading privileges. But the roots of decline
probably lay more in Portugal itself. From the 1520s the Portu-
guese monarchs ran up extraordinary debts, which required that
they mortgage their Asian profits to the Antwerp pepper syndicate
in advance. As was the case with the Spanish monarchy which
absorbed Portugal in 1580, rather than generating a new type of
post-feudal state or fostering new forms of merchant capitalism,
the Portuguese crown dissipated its windfall profits in courtly
extravagance and military adventures, such as the North African
crusade undertaken by King Sebastian. Much of the wealth de-
rived from trade flowed into the pockets of Portuguese merchants
and officials in India or else the coffers of northern European
merchant bankers like the Fuggers or Konrad Rott of Augsburg.
While the Portuguese trade network retained its autonomy, the
union between Spain and Portugal gave the Dutch, who were
fighting for their independence against Spain, a pretext to launch
an assault on Portugal’s eastern trade network, thus confirming
the shift in economic power from southern to northern Europe
that was already well under way. The Dutch would reorganize the
network according to the principles of a more rationalized mer-
chant capitalism.

THE DUTCH EAST INDIA TEA COMPANY

Although the Portuguese possessed armed naval vessels and had
access to Japanese and New World silver, their trade network was
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overextended and undermanned, making it extremely vulnerable
both to local rulers and other European naval powers. The Dutch,
with their larger navy and more maneuverable ships, their supe-
rior sea power and greater resources, ousted the Portuguese from
many of their trading forts over a sixty-year period, from 1605 to
1665. Portuguese commanders received little assistance from
their government, which was far more concerned with protecting
its interests in Brazil. By 1665 not only Malacca (1641) and the
Portuguese settlements on Sri Lanka (1658} but even Cochin,
Portugal’s premier port on the Malabar Coast, had fallen. Of its
major outposts, only Goa and Macao remained; Portuguese con-
tinued, however, to serve as a major mercantile language in Asia
into the eighteenth century.3® The Dutch governor general at Ba-
tavia, van Diemen, would write in 1642 that

most of the Portuguese in India look upon this region as their
fatherland. They think no more of Portugal. They drive little or
no trade thither, but content themselves with the interport trade
of Asia, just as if they were natives thereof and had no other
country.36

If the sixteenth century was the era of the Portuguese in Asian-
European trade, the seventeenth century was to be that of the
Dutch, although they were never free of European competition,
specifically from the English and French.

The Dutch not only seized much of the Portuguese trade net-
work, but adopted many of their institutions (forts and factories)
and practices (passes, spice monopoly). They also introduced sev-
eral innovations. The first was the establishment of the United
East India Company (VOC), a novel form of merchant association,
to conduct trade. Second, they moved the center of their trade
network from the western coast of India to Batavia, which made
the east coast of India, Japan, and especially the Indonesian ar-
chipelago of greater importance in their trade network. Third, the
Dutch actually organized and limited the production of spices, in
contrast to the Portuguese, who had simply concentrated on po-
licing trade. Fourth, they systematized the intra-Asian carrying
trade, largely in order to restrict the export of specie from Holland.
Finally, the Dutch altered the composition of commodity exports
to Europe: spices declined in importance while the share of tex-
tiles, coffee, porcelain, and a host of lesser products increased.

The United East India Company (VOC), a chartered trading
company,3? was founded in 1602 at the behest of influential polit-
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ical leaders to harness Asian trade to national purpose and put an
end to the ferocious competition among the numerous Dutch
companies that had been interloping in the Portuguese trade net-
work for a decade. It was given a monopoly of Dutch trade east of
the Cape of Good Hope and west of the Straits of Magellan, and
was further endowed with the right to defend itself from attack, to
negotiate treaties, and to build forts. The company was adminis-
tered by a labyrinthine bureaucracy to which the wealthiest mer-
chants belonged.

Thus from the outset the VOC fused national policy and private
merchant interests. While this fusion was typical of chartered
companies in the era of mercantilism, two aspects of the company
were not. First was the enormousness of its initial capitalization,
6.5 million guldens. Second was the long time frame for voyages
and the need to make fixed investments in warehouses, ships,
and forts; instead of treating each voyage as a separate enterprise,
accounts were to be settled every ten years. Rather than with-
drawing their capital, investors in need of liquid funds had to sell
their shares on the bourse. Thus, in practice, the United East
India Company quickly became a joint stock company. However,
as the economic historian Jan de Vries cautions, this should
probably be interpreted as a pragmatic response to the specula-
tive and long-term nature of Asian voyages rather than as an
expression of capitalist development logic or as a precursor of
industrial joint stock ventures.

In any event, the company certainly gave a massive fillip to
East Indian trade. While in the sixteenth century the Portuguese
sent an average of six vessels to Asia each year, in the 1610s and
1620s the VOC sent an average of more than twelve, and by the
second half of the century were sending about two hundred
ships each decade, half of all European vessels voyaging to the
east. Tonnage rose even more rapidly than the number of
ships.38 By the end of the century the company employed
12,000 people.?® The dividends paid on its shares were enor-
mous, 25-30 percent during its first six years. The arrival of a
VOC ship was a major event; the cargo of a ship that returned in
June 1634 included:

326,733 1/2 Amsterdam pounds of Malacca pepper; 297,446 1b.
of cloves; 292,623 Ib. of saltpeter; 141,278 Ib. of indigo; 483,082
Ib. of sappan wood; 219,027 pieces of blue Ming ware; 52 fur-
ther chests of Korean and Japanese porcelain; 75 large vases
and pots containing preserved confections, much of it spiced
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ginger; 660 1lb. of Japanese copper; 241 pieces of fine Japanese
lacquer work; 3,989 rough diamonds of large carat; 93 boxes of
pearls and rubies (misc. carats); 603 bales of dressed Persian
silks and grosgrains; 1,155 Ib. of raw Chinese silk; 199,800 1b.
of unrefined Kandy sugar.4?

As the large amounts of Japanese and Chinese wares and of
cloves indicate, the Dutch had moved the center of trade
eastward, recognizing that the Moluccas were not only a source of
wealth in their own right, but the crossroads of trade between
India, China, and Japan. In defiance of company policy, its gover-
nor, Jan Piet Coen, seized the Javanese port of Jakarta, where in
1619 he founded Batavia as an alternative to Malacca.*! By the
mid-seventeenth century, Batavia had developed into a Dutch
town, complete with city hall, sawmills, flour mills, and even a
Spinhuis for female delinquents, although the town was also
home to a large Chinese community.4? It was from Batavia that
“the Dutch wove the immense web of traffic and exchange which
would eventually make up their empire. . . .”*3 From Batavia they
made forays into Ceylon and established trade relations in Bengal
and along the Coromandel Coast of India, and organized trade
with China and Japan. After 1639, when the Tokugawa shogun-
ate expelled the Portuguese for allegedly supporting a rebellion in
which Japanese Christians were active, the Dutch held a Euro-
pean monopoly in trade with Japan, even though they were con-
fined to the tiny island of Deshima off Nagasaki.44

Moreover, under Coen’s direction, the company sought to se-
cure a more complete monopoly of nonpepper spices than the
Portuguese had, by eliminating trade by local merchants as well
as other European powers and by restricting output. In imposing
restrictions, Coen took advantage of the weak and fragmented
authority of local rulers; in so doing he was a pioneer of colonial-
ism.#> Local headmen on the Moluccan island of Amboina were
compelled to deliver their cloves exclusively to the Dutch, ostensi-
bly in return for protection against the English and Portuguese.
The entire population of the island of Banda was killed or de-
ported as slaves in 1621, and their land with nutmeg trees
handed over to Dutch colonists. Several thousand slaves were
taken from Bengal and Arakan (Burma) to work the Dutch spice
plantations in the Moluccas. Clove production was confined to
Amboina, and after 1625 armed Dutch canoes made expeditions
to other islands to chop down illicit trees. When in 1651 the
inhabitants of Ceram, rebelling against these policies, killed 160
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Dutch, the Dutch retaliated by forcibly resettling 12,000 Ceram-
ese on Amboina and Manipa. The Dutch soon acquired a well-de-
served notoriety for cruelty. But while their production controls
were certainly effective in monopolizing the spice trade, it is
doubtful that the profits so obtained exceeded the costs of en-
forcement. The brutal policy inaugurated by Coen, however, cer-
tainly paved the way for the system of sugar and coffee
plantations set up in the eighteenth century.

Coen also emphasized the importance of the intra-Asian carry-
ing trade, and in 1619 outlined his plan for the development of a
trade network which was to extend from the Persian Gulf to
Japan.*6 Because of VOC indebtedness and its desire to minimize
the outflow of bullion, some of the specie required by this plan
had to be obtained in Asia; it was partly because they could profit
from disparities in the price of Japanese silver and Chinese gold
that the Dutch assiduously built trade relations with the two
countries. Over 15,000,000 guldens worth of silver were exported
from Japan by the Dutch during the 1640s alone; its export was
banned by the Japanese in 1668.47

By virtue of their monopoly of the spice trade and their privi-
leged position in Japan, by mid-century the Dutch were able to
carve out a major role in the intra-Asian trade. Indeed, the profits
from the carrying trade may have sustained the company through
the crisis years of the 1630s and 1640s when, due to the Thirty
Years’ War, plagues, and harvest failures, demand for Asian prod-
ucts declined precipitously.#® (At that time there were certainly
some signs of crisis in China and Japan as well, including failed
harvests, epidemics, and economic dislocation exacerbated by bul-
lion shortages.*® The civil war accompanying the fall of the Ming
dynasty curtailed the export of Chinese porcelain to Europe.59) In
1648 the company directors considered the country trade and the
profit from it to be the soul of the company and that it “must be
looked after carefully because if the soul decays, the entire body
would be destroyed.”®! Not all the profits of the carrying trade,
however, went to the shareholders, since VOC officials were no less
corrupt than the Portuguese.52 Nevertheless, so important was the
intra-Asian trade that its stagnation in the early eighteenth cen-
tury, especially on the Coromandel Coast, which was torn by war-
fare, has been suggested as a major explanation, along with
excessive dividend payments, for the VOC’s weakened position in
relation to the English East India Company.53

For many decades (approximately 1680-1730) this decline of
the carrying trade was masked by the revival of trade between the
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East and Amsterdam, a revival already evident by the late 1660s.
This upswing reached a peak around the turn of the century, after
which trade with the East grew slowly. The value of sales of goods
from the East in the Amsterdam Chamber, the chamber in which
half the VOC’s goods were sold, almost tripled, rising from 8.7
million guldens in 1648-50 to 17.7 million in 1668-70, and to 21
million guldens in 1698-1700.5* Porcelain items from Japan and
China, textiles and saltpeter from India, and later coffee and tea
steadily displaced pepper. Whereas in 1668-70 pepper still
brought in almost 30 percent of the Amsterdam Chamber’s reve-
nue, by 1698-1700 it had fallen to slightly more than 13 percent.
During the same period, the value of textiles soared from under
25 percent of the revenues in Amsterdam to over 43 percent.
Calicoes and muslins became mainstays of European fashion. An
English politician claimed in 1681, “As ill weeds grow apace, so
these manufactured goods from India met with such a kind recep-
tion from the greatest gallants to the meanest Cook Maids, noth-
ing was thought so fit to adorn their persons as the Fabrik from
India.”™® Lower food prices in Europe during the last half of the
seventeenth century may have meant that sectors of Europe’s
urban population had greater discretionary income, enabling
them to the purchase more textiles, porcelains, and luxuries.56

Although the lack of statistical data makes an overall assess-
ment impossible, economic historians such as Jan de Vries have
pointed to the importance of the Asian trade for European eco-
nomic development:

Consider the “demonstration effect” that non-western imports
exerted on the European economy. The importation of Chinese
and Japanese porcelain gave rise to imitations in Holland, where
delftware was created, in Germany, where the first European
porcelain was made, and in England, where by the early eigh-
teenth century potteries enjoyed a growing mass market. Tea
and coffee found an acceptance in Europe that changed social
customs (and increased the demand for porcelain). . .. The im-
portation of Indian calicoes uncovered a widespread demand
that threatened the established woolens and linens industries of
Europe. When England prohibited the importation of calicoes to
protect its woolen industry, a domestic cotton industry arose to
supply the new market. . . .57

English manufacturers soon pioneered new methods of textile
production that could meet the Indian challenge. Increasingly the
English East India Company also proved to be alert to opportuni-
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ties provided by the consumer revolution of the eighteenth century.
Less encumbered by a past in the spice trade, more attuned to the
prospects of trading in new commaodities, and already well positioned
to take advantage of the disintegration of the Mughal Empire, the
English would relegate the Dutch to a secondary status.

By the late seventeenth century Europeans had been present in
Asia for two centuries. They had gained considerable knowledge of
trade and trade routes, established close ties to Asian merchants,
and indeed become an integral part of intra-Asian trade. But they
by no means dominated Asian trade, and in many areas Asian
wealth and productivity still probably exceeded that of Europe.
Real colonialism, made possible by the exceptional fragmentation
of indigenous power, was practiced only by the Dutch in the
Moluccas. European trading posts like those in Nagasaki, Macao,
or Hooghly could exist only if tolerated by native rulers.

But the decline of major Asian powers, especially the Mughals,
the advance of industrialization in Europe—spurred in part by
competition from Asian imports—and the further development of
European military organization and technology would soon desta-
bilize the balance of wealth and power. In the eighteenth century,
England began to change its status from a “limited thalassocracy”
to an Asian colonial power, a process that would not reach its
completion until the mid-nineteenth century.

NOTES

I would like to thank William S. Atwell for having read and commented
on an earlier draft of this article.
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ASIA AND THE WEST IN THE
NEW WORLD ORDER—
FROM TRADING COMPANIES
TO FREE TRADE
IMPERIALISM: THE BRITISH
AND THEIR RIVALS IN ASIA,
1700-1850

Derek S. Linton

INTRODUCTION

By the beginning of the eighteenth century European merchants
had been trading directly in Asia for over two hundred years. The
Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, English, and French had all estab-
lished permanent footholds and become recognized communities
within the Asian trading world. European mercantile settlements
were well ensconced in port cities like Surat, Hooghly, Cochin,
Bantam, Canton, and Nagasaki. In addition, Goa, Macao, Bom-
bay, and Batavia had been developed as European forts and facto-
ries. Mughal and Chinese officials welcomed the massive influx of
gold and particularly silver brought by European commerce, since
bullion was becoming vital for their steadily monetarizing revenue
systems. European demand for Asian goods and the substantial
European involvement in the country trade quickened economic
life in Bengal, along the Malabar and Coromandel coasts of India,
and in the Canton delta, redounding to the benefit of artisans,
sailors, farmers, and merchants.!

Rulers and consumers, not to mention pirates and smugglers,
also gained from the rapid growth in direct Asian trade, particu-
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larly in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. As a
quid pro quo for chartering East India companies and granting
them monopolies, European governments could demand loans
and levy duties. Saltpeter imports from India, vital for the manu-
facture of gunpowder, eased the provisioning of armies.2 While
many of the goods such as precious gems, Japanese lacquerware,
or Chinese porcelain graced the households of the wealthy, spices
and Indian cotton goods (which by 1700 had replaced spices as
the major import from the East) were used by members of all
social strata. Tea drinking rapidly spread to all classes, prompting
the English social reformer, Joseph Hanway, to lament in 1756,
“It is the curse of the nation that the labourer and mechanic will
ape the lord . . . There is a lane where beggars are often seen . . .
drinking their tea. You may see labourers mending the road
drinking their tea. . . ."® Thus the availability of a wide range of
Asian products contributed to the rise of consumerism in Europe,
where entrepreneurs began to manufacture such products as
Delft, English, or Meissen porcelain, displacing the original im-
ported goods in the domestic market. In particular, the develop-
ment of English calico printing and, most importantly, the
mechanization of the cotton textile industry were spurred by the
Asian example.

Despite the mutual advantages accruing from this multifaceted
long-distance commerce, trade relations between Europe and Asia
were not free of problems. While Asia seemed a sinkhole for bul-
lion, there was little demand for other European exports. At the
same time, imports of Indian piece goods posed stiff competition
to European textile industries.

By 1700, an estimated 10 million guldens worth of gold and
silver—over a fourth of the annual output of Latin American pre-
cious metals—was wending its way around the Cape to Asia.* As
much as 80 percent of imports from Asia were paid for in silver.

Even in the seventeenth century sophisticated mercantilists
like the East India merchant Thomas Mun, arguing in terms that
foreshadowed Ricardo’s theory of relative advantage, cast doubt
on the purely negative consequences of the specie drain.5 For
them, bullion was a commodity like any other. Because of Span-
ish ownership of Latin American mines, bullion could be procured
more cheaply in Europe than in the East. By freely exporting
specie in order to purchase and reexport Eastern goods otherwise
unobtainable or more expensively produced in Europe, England
would accumulate more wealth than by restricting the outflow of
silver and gold. But this analysis ran counter to conventional
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mercantilist doctrine, which equated the wealth of states with
stockpiles of precious metals. Hence throughout most of the sev-
enteenth century European exchequers attempted, with only
moderate success, to control the exit of gold and silver.

Such concerns and restrictions, however, did have substantive
effects. European interloping in Asian coastal shipping, the “country
trade,” was undertaken in part to limit bullion exports from Europe.
Trading companies hoped that multilateral intra-Asian trade would
finance the purchase of Asian goods for the European market, for
example, through the exchange of pepper for cotton piece goods or
opium for tea. Moreover, under public pressure, they sought to
augment the export of European manufactured goods to the East.®
But apart from some woolen pieces, used as draperies or as Muslim
prayer rugs, metals like copper and mercury, and such luxury goods
as clocks, coral, and ivory, European companies could find little,
apart from bullion, that appealed to Asian customers.

The reasons for this peculiarly lopsided structure of trade con-
tinue to be debated. According to classical trade theory, the influx
of bullion to the East should have raised price levels, reducing the
comparative advantage of such Indian goods as textiles. Although
data on Asian prices in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
are fragmentary, there are few indications of widespread inflation-
ary pressures. (Limited evidence of inflation in eighteenth-century
India can be imputed to war, famine and other nonmonetary
causes.”’) Two explanations have been advanced for the ability of
Asian economies to absorb vast quantities of bullion without nota-
ble inflation. The first is the monetarization of Asian economies
that resulted when the bullion was minted into coins, which were
then funneled into domestic trade or commerce with other regions
of Asia. The second claims that there was a special Asian propen-
sity to hoard.® Gold in India and silver in China served as reposi-
tories of wealth and were buried in gardens or wrought into gold
jewelry and ornaments used for dowries, for conspicuous display,
or as insurance against calamity. While supporters of either posi-
tion recognize that both monetarization and hoarding took place,
proponents of the first position regard the economic behavior of
Asians and Europeans as essentially similar, whereas those of the
latter assert that distinctive Asian social structures and cultural
values resulted in hoarding. Although the empirical evidence is far
too slender to decide these issues, the debate is a potentially
fruitful one for elucidating similarities and differences in Euro-
pean and Asian economic orientations and social structures in the
early modern period.
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Whatever the reasons, the capacity of Asian economies to ab-
sorb large quantities of bullion without major inflation enabled
Indian cotton fabrics to retain their competitive edge until well
after the onset of the industrial revolution. This was largely attrib-
utable to lower costs of production, although diversity, technical
skill, and high quality also mattered. In 1736 it was estimated
that wages in France were six times higher than in Bengal.® The
East India companies were able to garner high profits in Europe
by marketing an extraordinary variety of low-cost Indian piece
goods: chintzes, dungarees, ginghams, diapers, percales, calicoes,
and taffetas. Fabrics were sometimes sold at more than four times
their procurement prices. Such imports, however, faced strong
opposition from domestic textile interests; their protests prompted
the English government to ban calicoes in 1700 and to introduce
high tariffs on other Indian fabrics, the latter measure instituted
also to raise revenue. France protected its domestic textile manu-
facture against Asian imports as well. Despite legislation that
permitted the English East India Company to import calicoes only
for reexport, large quantities of banned Indian fabrics continued
to be sold illegally in England, testimony to the vitality of the
trade and the consumer’s preference for the attractive and high-
quality Indian fabrics.

If European governments were concerned mainly about the eco-
nomic consequences of Asian trade, most problematic for Asian
rulers were the political and military activities of European trad-
ing companies: their demands for trading privileges, their use of
naval power to blockade ports and eliminate rivals, their con-
struction of fortified settlements. Such measures obviously in-
fringed on the sovereignty of Asian potentates. As K.N. Chaudhuri
has written of the attitudes of Mughal rulers,

What mattered to them was the indisputable fact that the Euro-
pean traders were totally different from any other Asian com-
mercial groups with which they came into contact. For one thing
the corporate structures of the Companies gave them a collective
strength and unity of purpose not available to the individual
groups of merchants trading with or resident in the Mughal
Empire. Through their command over sea power, the chartered
Companies were also in position to inflict material damage to the
seaborne trade of the Empire. A tacit recognition of the political
reality was implicit in the treatment given by Asian rulers to the
local Chiefs of the East India Company’s main trading establish-
ments. In the European travel accounts of Surat, for example,
the heads of English and Dutch factories appear as the co-
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equals of the Mughal ruling elite in life style and they were
treated as such on the point of diplomatic status.1¢

Ever since the arrival of the Portuguese, suspicion, brutality,
violence, and lawlessness invariably surrounded European enter-
prise in Asia. The Dutch had colonized extensively in the
Moluccas and enslaved islanders; panicked by a false rumor of a
planned revolt, they massacred thousands of Chinese laborers in
Batavia in 1740.!! Although it could not pose a serious military
threat, the English company waged war on the Mughal Empire
between 1686 and 1690. But as the Mughal historian Khafi Khan
has noted, even during this war, European trade was valued too
highly to consider expelling the companies.!2

Indeed, trade was far too lucrative and beneficial for either
side to contemplate a rupture. An “age of partnership,” based
on a dynamic equilibrium between Asian and European com-
mercial interests, still prevailed in 1700. Close collaboration
with local merchants, moneychangers, and officials was indis-
pensable to the functioning of European mercantile companies.
The country trade was still conducted with Asian crews in
Asian-built cargo vessels, and in India it was often jointly fi-
nanced by European, Gujarati, and Bengali merchants. Even in
Bengal, which was heavily penetrated by Europeans, the com-
panies and their servants probably carried less than half the
seaborne trade.!3 Nonetheless, the foundations of a world eco-
nomic system linking Europe, the Americas, and Asia had been
laid by the eighteenth century.

The international division of labor and economic integration
that developed between 1550 and 1750 has been aptly summa-
rized by K.N. Chaudhuri as follows:

American treasure helped to finance Spain’s balance of indebt-
edness. The cost advantage enjoyed by Genoese bankers and
later by the Dutch and English in the entrepot trade accumu-
lated capital in the hands of Europe’s most efficient entrepre-
neurs. This capital helped to finance the imports of Indian
cotton textiles, Asian spices and Chinese silks and tea. Indian
textiles and cowries were in turn exchanged for African slaves
who produced new agricultural commodities in the New World
for consumption in the Old. The circuit seems to have ended as
Barbados sugar sweetened Chinese tea in porcelain cups copied
from products of Ching-te-chen kilns in imperial China.l4

With the secular upswing of the eighteenth and nineteenth
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centuries, Eurasian trade relations and the international political
economy underwent a series of far-reaching transformations,
bringing the “age of partnership” to an end and inaugurating the
era of European “free trade imperialism.” Cooperative, albeit
tense, trade relations gave way to trade based on unequal ex-
change, and colonial economic policies which fostered underdevel-
opment were introduced. Instead of exporting manufactured
goods to Europe for bullion, many regions of Asia became exclu-
sively exporters of raw materials, often produced on European-
owned and European-managed plantations. For the first time,
they also became net importers of European finished goods, thus
helping to sustain the industrial revolution. Eastern wealth was
channeled to European investors. These new arrangements were
undergirded by the enormous expansion of European economic
and military power, but would also be facilitated by changes
within Asia itself as well.

Four elements conjoined to bring about these decisive transfor-
mations. First was the triumph of the English East India Com-
pany (EIC) over its Dutch and French rivals. Second was the
decline of Mughal power, which opened up opportunities for Euro-
pean aggrandizement in the Indian subcontinent. The English
East India Company was drawn by its commercial interests into
the political intrigues and warfare that marked Mughal disintegra-
tion. The upshot was the British colonization of Bengal in the
1750s and 1760s, a major turning point. Third was the subse-
quent colonization of Bengal under the administration of the EIC,
which set out to refashion the Bengali economy to meet its own
needs. The institutions of the new colonial economy largely dis-
placed native bankers and merchants, gave rise to a more com-
mercialized agricultural system, and finally eradicated the
export-oriented textile sector. Fourth was the tremendous growth
of the China trade, especially the trade in tea; the English East
India Company battened on the growth of the tea trade. The
London-Calcutta-Canton nexus was made manifest by the trade
in Bengali opium for Chinese tea, which was then shipped to
England. The Opium War of 1839-42 and the resulting treaty port
system showed that even the Chinese Empire was no longer invul-
nerable to the new economic and military might of England as the
company era gave way to the age of colonialism. Ironically, the
very success of the EIC contributed to its downfall. Although long
waning, the company era would end definitively with the dissolu-
tion of the English East India Company following the Sepoy Mu-
tiny of 1857.
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THE PREEMINENCE OF THE ENGLISH
EAST INDIA COMPANY

By the third quarter of the eighteenth century, the English East
India Company had soundly defeated its French rival and was
steadily surpassing the Dutch East India Company (VOC). The
reasons for its success are complex, and include organizational,
economic, military, and political factors. The more streamlined
business organization and simpler corporate practices of the En-
glish East India Company enabled British merchants to carve out
a large niche in the Asian country trade. Also, because of the
Dutch quasi-monopoly of spices, the English company was forced
to deal largely in other commodities than spices. In particular,
Indian textiles and Chinese tea would be the foundation of Eura-
sian trade starting in the late seventeenth century and a major
source of the profits with which the company would erect its
empire. Third, the better organization and greater wealth of the
English East India Company provided the wherewithal for it to
overcome its French rival during the warfare of the mid-eighteenth
century. The triumph of the English East India Company would
parallel the emergence of London as a port and financial center of
international significance and the rise of England to great power
status.

Founded by London merchants, the EIC was capitalized at
about one-tenth the value of its Dutch rival, and initially it treated
each voyage as an entirely independent enterprise. The Dutch
virtually drove the EIC from the Spice Islands and thus compelled
it to retreat to India. There it established unfortified factories at
Surat and Hooghly under Mughal suzerainty, as well as at Madras
on the Coromandel Coast. The company governed no Asian port of
its own comparable to Goa or Batavia until 1669, when it reluc-
tantly accepted Bombay from Charles II. Unable to enforce the
sort of trade monopoly policed by the VOC, the English company
permitted its servants to engage in the country trade on their own
account. Although business surged in the last decades of the
century, the EIC was confronted with well-organized political op-
position in Parliament from merchant interlopers who demanded
that its monopoly be rescinded. In the 1690s these opponents set
up a rival company. As mentioned, it was also assailed by textile
manufacturers who thought the company’s primary role should
be to export English woolens rather than to import Indian piece
goods.

In 1708 the English East Indian trade was rejuvenated when
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the old East India Company and the newer company of interlopers
finally concluded their merger to form the United East India Com-
pany. Not only was this recast company far more heavily capital-
ized than either predecessor, at 3.2 million pounds; but by
lending this capital to the government, which was strapped for
revenue as a result of the War of the Spanish Succession, and
maintaining close relations with the Bank of England, the United
Company was guaranteed strong political and financial backing.
Double-digit annual profits and 8 percent dividend rates soon
confirmed the solidity of the United Company.!® Moreover, its
minor role in the spice trade and its concentration in India proved
to be no longer liabilities but advantages.

Another advantage enjoyed by the company was a far more
streamlined structure than that of its continental competitors,
especially the VOC with its labyrinthine bureaucracy.!® A twenty-
four-member court of directors elected annually from stockholders
presided over the company. In reality the directorate was com-
posed of a closed, self-perpetuating oligarchy. The company di-
vided its Asian operations into four administrative units: three in
India (Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta) and the fourth in Canton.
All company accounting was centralized in London. In the eigh-
teenth century the structure of the East India Company ap-
proached Max Weber’s ideal type of rational bureaucracy, with
clear lines of descending authority, an upward flow of informa-
tion, and strict demarcation of functional tasks.

Two company policies that distinguished it from its rivals de-
serve mention. First, although the company manned its ships and
maintained strict control over their captains and crews, the ships
themselves were rented rather than owned. This meant that at the
outset the EIC required less fixed capital; it reduced the
company’s risks and enhanced its flexibility. But by the mid-eigh-
teenth century the EIC was held hostage by a tightly knit London
shipping interest which colluded to charge exorbitant shipping
rates.!” Second, rather than monopolizing the country trade, the
company encouraged both its servants and licensed free mer-
chants to conduct intra-Asian trade on their own account. As the
historian P.J. Marshall has pointed out,

A policy begun in weakness was eventually invested with princi-
ple. Freedom of trade, it was argued, would enable the servants
to earn fortunes which cost the Company nothing, while at the
same time it would turn the English settlements into thriving
ports from which the Company could collect a large revenue in
customs and taxation.!8
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Both of these arguments seem valid. The size and prosperity of
Calcutta waxed in tandem with the growth of the British-owned
private merchant fleet carrying the Indian country trade. More-
over, Marshall's case studies suggest that many East India Com-
pany officials who served in Bengal during the eighteenth century
could realistically expect to retire to a country estate and live a
gentleman’s life in England.1® As a result of company trade policy,
British merchants were soon undercutting the VOC’s Asian trade.
It is clear that Dutch officials, prohibited from private trading
until the 1740s, often violated the rules and cooperated closely
with British merchants.2? Certainly many EIC officials were also
corrupt, but by providing a legal outlet for their voracious greed,
the company restrained speculation. To some degree, it even man-
aged to transform the private vices of its servants into public
virtues advantageous to the company.

The aggressive invasion of the country trade by British private
merchants helped to undermine the VOC, but probably more im-
portant was the dominant position which the EIC attained in the
more dynamic sectors of Eurasian commerce, the trade in textiles
and tea. In 1684 over 1.7 million pieces of fabric were imported
from the East,?! and between 1730 and 1750 annual imports
often reached close to a million pieces. Moreover, in the eigh-
teenth century more expensive and better-quality fabrics, pur-
chased in the marketing centers or arangs of Bengal, accounted
for as much as 80 percent of the company’s sales.

Above all, however, it was tea that made the East India
Company’s fortune. The company’s zenith coincided with what the
French historian of Chinese trade, Dermigny, has appropriately
entitled “the era of tea.”?2 Much about the spread of tea drinking
in England and on the continent remains surprisingly obscure.23
Already in the 1650s small quantities seem to have been available
for medicinal purposes, and one early London coffee house adver-
tised it as an exotic drink. But only in the late 1660s did the East
India Company import tea on a regular basis, largely from Tai-
wan. Two decades later, the company tried to enter direct trade
with China, initially without success. Even so, by the first decade
of the eighteenth century, imports already surpassed 100,000
pounds. Among the gentry tea drinking may have been part of the
“civilizing process.” Tea reduced the intake of liquor, and tea time
presented an opportunity for sexually mixed sociability. For labor-
ers and the poor, tea became an inexpensive and tasty medium
for imbibing energy-replenishing sucrose calories and moistening
their daily bread.
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In 1716 the East India Company was able to secure permanent
direct trade with Canton, thus ensuring itself a regular supply
and laying the basis for long-term China trade. Company tea
imports rose exponentially: almost 9 million pounds of tea were
officially imported between 1721 and 1730, 37 million pounds
between 1751 and 1760.2¢ But until tariffs were lowered in the
1780s, smuggling tea was big business, and the British govern-
ment acknowledged that legal tea imports probably made up as
little as half the real supply.

The EIC took the lead and engrossed the lion's share of Euro-
pean tea imports. The Dutch originally bought tea in Batavia, but
it deteriorated during the long voyage to Europe since it was
shipped in bamboo cases rather than zinc-lined chests. Moreover,
the VOC sold fewer varieties, since it could buy only what Chinese
merchants offered. When in 1729 the VOC finally resolved to
purchase directly in Canton, the English company was already
firmly in place and went so far as to buy up all available green tea
in order to forestall Dutch orders.25> The belated arrival and lim-
ited role of the Dutch in Canton betokened the less venturesome
approach of the VOC than that of its English rival.

GROWING INVOLVEMENT IN INDIAN POLITICS

If the EIC gradually overtook its Dutch competitor in economic
performance, its victory over the French was largely political and
military. Despite earlier interest in eastern trade, it was only after
1664 that Louis XIV's great finance minister Colbert launched a
serious French Company of the Indies. In contrast to the VOC or
the EIC, the French company was purely a state-sponsored syndi-
cate; that its agents were often unqualified political appointees
rather than merchants certainly contributed to its lackluster per-
formance.?® Nonetheless, by the 1680s the company had set up
profitable factories in Surat, at Pondicherry on the Coromandel
Coast, and in Bengal. But undercapitalization, France’s schemes
to colonize Madagascar, and its incessant warfare with the Dutch
converged to keep the company teetering on the brink of bank-
ruptey. It finally went into liquidation during the War of the Span-
ish Succession. Reconstituted in 1725, the company flourished
during the next quarter-century, when between eighteen and
twenty ships departed annually for the East. Its prime source of
profits was the textile trade on the Coromandel Coast, but its
commerce with China also expanded steadily. Even at its height,
however, the volume of French trade was probably one-fourth that
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of the EIC. As was often the case with the French in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, promising economic initiatives
were soon stifled by warfare. Between 1744 and 1763 France and
England were embroiled in almost continuous military operations
in India. Despite some efforts by the trading companies to neu-
tralize the East, in order to avoid costly military campaigns, na-
tional and military interests ultimately overrode mercantile
concerns.?’ As a result, the French role in the East was rendered
insignificant.

Two important military innovations, both of which ironically
were pioneered by the French, but then used to greater advantage
by the British, were introduced in Asia at this time. The first was
a revolution in military organizational strategy, whereby European
officers drilled uniformed armies composed of Europeans, Eura-
sian “topasses,” and native sepoys. Armies were trained to lay
down synchronized volleys of musket fire rather than fighting as
aggregates of individual soldiers. The effectiveness of this strategy
was demonstrated at the Battle at Adyar River, south of Madras,
in 1746, where an army of French and native troops trained in
musket volley defeated a force of 10,000 Indian soldiers allied
with Britain.?® By 1750, however, the British forces were following
the French example. With its greater financial strength the EIC
was able to recruit a larger army and defeat the French and their
allies in southern India.

The second innovation was the active involvement of the Euro-
pean companies in Indian politics and rivalries. While English
East India Company officials originally conceived of intervention
exclusively as a means of protecting trade, their French counter-
parts sought political allies as a way of building a French empire
in India. Military alliances should be concluded in return for eco-
nomic and territorial concessions. It was a vision, however, that
would be realized by their rivals, the British, in Bengal.

The prerequisites for interventions by the French and English
companies in Indian politics were the precipitous decline of the
Mughal state and the accompanying devolution of power into the
hands of regionally based princes and nawabs, the latter still
nominally governing for the Mughals. A variety of interpretations
has evolved to account for the collapse of the Mughal Empire.
According to Braudel, the perennial campaigning of the Islamic
emperor Aurangzeb against the Hindu Marathas and Sikhs virtu-
ally bankrupted the empire.?? The bloody intrigues for succession
that followed his death further paralyzed the regime, and by mid-
century the empire was reduced to a sort of theater state with
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some vestiges of authority but little real power. Its collapse was
accompanied by considerable economic dislocation as the depre-
dations of Maratha warriors, widespread banditry, and the finan-
cial demands of warfare curtailed production and trade.

To C.A. Bayly, however, the interpretation of the fall of the
Mughals as a result of decadence and political anarchy is overly
simple.3° His recent work describes the various kingdoms, military
adventurers, and new social groups that rushed into the vacuum left
by the Mughal disintegration. Not only were these new social groups
often heavily involved in commerce, but their commercial activities
sometimes transcended caste distinctions. A new society, based on
aristocratic landownership and merchant capitalism, began to crys-
talize. In many cases these commercial elites allied with the Euro-
pean trading companies to guarantee the stability necessary to
continue trade, thus playing an active role in the process that ulti-
mately led to the colonization of India. Gujarati merchants, for ex-
ample, encouraged the English East India Company to protect trade
and shipping activities; it was at their urging that in 1759 the
British wrested control of the city from the impotent Mughals.

A similar process, and one with far more spectacular conse-
quences, played itself out in Bengal, where the nawabs had been
autonomous rulers for decades.3! Appointed nawab of Bengal in
1756, Siraj-ud-Daula’s excessive demands for funds from tax
farmers and the great Parsi banking house of Jagat Seth turned
them against him; his purge of the military and administration
outraged generals and officials. When the EIC fortified Calcutta,
largely against French attack, Siraj’'s army sacked Calcutta and
drove the British out, thereby incurring the wrath of the local
merchant community as well. In revenge the EIC raised an army
of almost 3000 Europeans and sepoys to retake Calcutta. The
company, in league with the Jagat Seths and disaffected members
of the nawab’s military and administrative establishment, de-
feated him in the battle of Plassey in 1757. But three years later,
Siraj’s successor was in turn replaced when he refused to cede
land revenues to the company to offset its losses on military
operations. It was clear that henceforth the East India Company
would determine who would rule Bengal.

THE TRANSITION FROM MERCANTILISM
TO IMPERIALISM

The de facto rule of the East India Company in Bengal was legally
ratified in 1765 when the Mughal emperor recognized the com-
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pany as the diwan, or revenue agent, of the province. The com-
pany immediately reduced the nawab’s army to ceremonial func-
tions and ensured that its own mercenary troops monopolized the
means of control. Thus without any initial plan or expectation of
creating a colonial empire and over the objections of its directors
in London, who were averse to political entanglements which di-
verted the company from trade, the East India Company had
established itself in less than a decade as the colonial ruler of
northeast India’s most prosperous state. This takeover would have
been utterly impossible, however, if the exactions of the new
nawab had not been widely considered illegitimate and if the EIC
had not received strong support among the indigenous political
and commercial elite, like the house of Jagat Seth.

As colonial administrator of Bengal, the East India Company in
1767 agreed to pay the British state £400,000 annually;3? its
relationship with the British government was further institution-
alized by the India Act of 1784, which set up a board of control to
superintend the company’s operations and finances, which were
in disarray. But the privileged position of the company drew fire
from Adam Smith, Edmund Burke, and Bristol and Liverpool mer-
chants, who protested its administrative abuses and its monopoly
of Indian trade. They would be effective in loosening the
company’s hold over the India trade in 1793 and in eliminating its
monopoly of trade between India and Britain entirely through the
Charter Act of 1813.33 But throughout the period the company
dominated the Bengali economy.

Its policies had several major economic repercussions. Com-
pany servants and private merchants used their newly acquired
political power to encroach on sectors of the Bengali economy,
such as the salt monopoly, previously reserved by the nawab.34
The salt monopoly became a major source of income, as did
opium production, which by the 1830s yielded one-seventh of the
total revenue of British India.

Several other changes also had long-term significance, both
economic and social. First, of course, was that the company, as
diwan, collected the taxes and fees that had previously filled the
nawab’s treasury. This meant that it had to import very little
bullion into Bengal. The stream of silver dwindled to a trickle as
Bengali revenue was used to purchase Bengali goods for export
and to finance the army and administration. Although Bengal still
maintained a positive balance of trade, it became a net exporter of
bullion, reversing the traditional pattern. Complaints of specie
shortage soon followed.3® There can be no question that the com-
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pany and its servants drained wealth from Bengal to Britain,
although the size of this drain and its overall impact have been
subject to debate, with estimates ranging from 100 million
pounds during the first fifty years of British rule to as high as ten
times that amount.36 While these funds did not in and of them-
selves finance British industrialization, which initially required
little capital, they certainly did strengthen Britain's international
financial position.

Whatever the effects, by 1789-90 British revenues from Bengal
reached approximately 3 million pounds annually.3” Whether
company taxation was more burdensome to the local population
than that of the Mughals remains an open question, but collection
was certainly more assiduous. Already by the 1770s the company
had appointed European supervisors to ensure that tax farmers
and zamindars, usually large land-owning revenue collectors, de-
livered their contracted sums.38 Fearing that extortion by native
tax farmers was Kkilling the golden goose, in 1793 Governor Corn-
wallis translated Whig notions of property and rural improvement
into Bengali.3® The Permanent Settlement Act of 1793 converted
the complex revenue-collecting rights of zamindars into absolute
private property. In exchange for this legal tenure, zamindars
were expected to pay a fixed sum to the company collectors in
perpetuity. By freezing the level of taxation and consolidating
property rights, company officials believed landowners would be
induced to improve their land. These expectations were largely
unfulfilled, however, since land values were considerably over-
assessed and zamindars were unable to meet their payments.
Consequently, the Settlement Act was followed by a turnover of
over 40 percent of taxable landed property in Bengal.#? Taxation
thus tended to deter agrarian improvement.

The EIC also attempted to stimulate export-oriented agriculture
and agroindustry. Following the famine of 1770, which killed at
least a fourth of the Bengali population and seriously damaged
the silk industry, the company sedulously revived sericulture by
offering rent-free land to peasants willing to cultivate mulberry
trees, bringing silkworm eggs from China, and even introducing
Italian silk winders to teach new techniques. During the next
decade raw silk exports to England rose to 560,000 lbs. annu-
ally.#! When the American Revolution cut off exports of indigo to
England, the company advanced loans to encourage private Euro-
pean merchants to start indigo factories.#? Although initially spo-
radic, indigo production took off in northern India after the turn
of the nineteenth century due to the vast increase in demand for
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dyes by the English textile industry and the absence of alternative
sources of supply. In 1828, at the end of the indigo boom, there
were as many as 900 European-owned indigo factories in Bengal,
with up to half a million employees and dependents and aggregate
profits of between 1 and 2 million pounds.*® To guarantee high
profits, however, factories often coerced peasants into growing
indigo and then kept them in debt peonage; it was an oppressive
system that frequently precipitated riots. The company promoted
other commercial crops as well, such as sugar cane—especially
during the Napoleonic Wars, when the West Indies supply de-
clined—and, increasingly, opium and cotton, which, as will be
discussed below, were essential for the China trade.** As one
writer noted in 1835, however, the increased opium production in
Bengal after the mid-1820s “had enhanced the value of the land
fourfold, enriched the Zamindars, maintained thousands of people
employed in collecting and preparing the drug. . . .”#3

While the social effects of the commercialization of Bengali agri-
culture continue to be debated, such observations suggest that it
did conduce to some positive outcomes. Some zamindari landown-
ers profited greatly from planting indigo, poppies, or mulberries.46
Wages of propertyless Bengali day laborers probably rose some-
what during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
But while many peasants freely switched to cash crops in expecta-
tion of higher income, most seem to have accrued heavy debts,
since advances were necessary to plant crops like sugar cane. In
addition to the usual vagaries of the weather, they became vulner-
able to volatile price fluctuations associated with distant events
such as the Napoleonic Wars or the slumps in England between
1826 and 1935. The revenue demands of the EIC, shortages of
bullion, and international market conditions led to serious de-
pression in some rural regions during the 1830s.47

The most serious consequence of company economic policy,
however, concerned the fate of Indian textile manufacture in the
early colonial era. In a word, British colonialism destroyed the
vibrant export textile sector and deindustrialized India.*® By the
last half of the eighteenth century Bengali textile manufacture
was facing serious difficulties as a direct result of company policy.
Although general demand for Indian piece goods remained high in
Europe, prices were stable or fell in the 1770s and 1780s. To main-
tain its profits, the company had to obtain its supplies at low cost;
it did so by eliminating competitors and imposing onerous con-
straints on weavers.*® First, despite company lip service to open
trade, its agents prevented Dutch, French, or private merchants
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from buying in the arangs, thus creating a monopsony. Second,
before advancing weavers the cash necessary to buy yarn, the
company compelled them to sign contracts granting it exclusive
rights over their output. In principle, weavers were exempt from
various forms of taxation, one of the few benefits of the trade. But
in the 1770s and 1780s, as company revenue demands mounted,
weavers began to be subjected to heavy taxation by the zamin-
dars.50 As a result, many weavers simply abandoned their trades
and returned exclusively to farming, which was rendered an in-
creasingly viable option since the situation of agricultural workers
had improved somewhat as a result of the higher land/labor ratio
after the famines of 1770 and 1787. Thus company policy had
the unintended consequences of harming the export-oriented tex-
tile trade and inhibiting structural adaptation.

British policy and the mechanization of the English cotton in-
dustry would complete what company policy had begun. As de-
scribed by Braudel, the growth of the cotton industry in England
was itself a response to the challenge of Indian production:

The cotton revolution, first in England, but very soon all over
Europe, began by imitating Indian industry, went on to take
revenge by catching up with it, and finally outstripped it. The
aim was to produce fabrics of comparable quality at cheaper
prices. The only way to do this was to introduce machines—
which alone could effectively compete with Indian textile work-
ers. That had to wait for Arkwright's water frame (1769) and
Crompton’s mule (1775-8) which made it possible to produce
yarn as fine and strong as the Indian product, one that could be
used for weaving fabric entirely out of cotton. From now on, the
market for Indian cottons would be challenged by the developing
English industry—and it was a very large market indeed, cover-
ing England and the British Isles, Europe ... , the coast of
Africa where black slaves were exchanged for lengths of cotton,
and the huge market of colonial America, not to mention Turkey
and the Levant—or India itself. Cotton was always produced
primarily for export: in 1800 it represented a quarter of all Brit-
ish exports; by 1850 this had risen to fifty per cent.5!

Although Braudel does not mention it, the timing of English
mechanization can be plausibly linked to the inability of the EIC
to maintain the supply of Indian piece goods during the disruptive
warfare of the 1750s and 1760s. In the late 1750s prizes were
offered in England for inventions to increase yarn production,
thus giving incentives to inventors like Arkwright.52 In the mid-
1760s British entrepreneurs, like the calico printing shop of Rob-
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ert Peel, one of the key figures in the industrial revolution,
stepped into the market temporarily undersupplied by the EIC.53
Beginning in 1813, when a new company charter opened India
to the free trade of British merchants, English manufacturers
were able to export cotton fabric to the land that originally pro-
duced it: they carried calico to Calicut. Indian exports to Great
Britain and the European continent had already fallen by over a
third, however, during the Napoleonic Wars due to high tariffs in
Britain (between 35 and 66 percent ad valorem for various types
of cloth) and the French exclusion of British reexports.5*
England’s infant cotton industry thrived under these high tariffs.
During the commercial boom which lasted from 1815, the year
the Napoleonic Wars ended, until 1827-28, the export of Indian
piece goods to Europe effectively ceased as cheaper English cot-
tons supplanted them. English cottons also drove Indian piece
goods from the American and Asian markets. Moreover, aided by
low tariffs of 2.5 percent ad valorem on British imports, English
fabrics and yarn soon invaded the Bengali market, and by 1817
the Bengali imports of English piece goods surpassed exports to
England. Within fifteen years over £2 million worth of cotton
goods was being imported annually. Although these imports prob-
ably covered less than 10 percent of Indian domestic demand, the
growth of the Indian market for English cotton exports “did much
to alleviate the generally gloomy trading conditions of the period
from the later 1820s to the mid-1840s."%% During this period ex-
port-oriented spinners, weavers, and dyers in India were ruined
and immiserated as surely as were the handloom weavers of En-
gland. Once-flourishing weaving towns like Dacca decayed into
insignificance. Reported the governor general in Calcutta in 1832,

Cotton piece goods, for so many ages the staple manufacture of
India seem thus forever lost. . . . The sympathy of the Court is
deeply excited by the Report of the Board of Trade exhibiting the
gloomy picture of the effects of the commercial revolution, pro-
ductive of so much suffering to numerous classes in India, and
hardly to be paralleled in the history of commerce.5®

Although EIC and British policy destroyed its manufacturing
base for foreign trade, in the first half of the nineteenth century
Bengal continued to run a positive external trade balance thanks
to its agricultural exports, e.g., opium, indigo, and raw cotton.
Internal trade in grain continued to flow along the Ganges and its
tributaries. And what became of the Bengali merchant communi-
ties and merchant capital that had been so crucial for the British
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takeover? Native merchants retained their hold on inland trade
and money-lending, though even intra-Indian trade seems to have
been somewhat hampered by tolls until they were abolished in
1835.57 Some merchants purchased zamindar land or urban real
estate, and others switched to retailing imports, as opportunities
for investment and involvement in foreign trade dried up.58

After the 1780s, when company servants were forbidden to
trade directly on their own account, their investments were placed
with agency houses, usually owned and operated by Scotsmen.
Such houses soon became multiple-purpose financial institutions
combining banking and brokerage activities.>® They owned ships,
invested in indigo and sugar factories, financed and insured the
intra-Asian country trade, exchanged currencies, and made loans
at high interest. Their close association with the indigo industry,
however, made them extremely sensitive to gluts, as evidenced by
the collapse of several leading Calcutta agency houses in 1833. In
periods of tight money they sometimes received advances from the
EIC. With their access to company funds, its servants, and private
British merchants and their affiliations with London banks, the
agency houses gradually displaced the native agents who had
previously been indispensable in acquiring goods for trading,
lending money, and overseeing the private finances of company
servants. After Plassey such agents had numbered among the
wealthiest men in Calcutta.® For some indigenous financiers, like
the once powerful house of Jagat Seth, the British conquest was
the beginning of the end. By the 1790s, forced to compete with
the agency houses in its foreign exchange operations, Jagat Seth
was in serious decline. A handful of Bengalis were able to become
junior partners in European agency houses or even to start
houses of their own along European lines, but for most the in-
creasing dominance of foreign trade by British firms meant an
introversion of capital into local or regional trade and a loss of
status from a position of partnership with British mercantile in-
terests to one of subordination.

This subordination was particularly evident in Calcutta, where
even the wealthiest Indian merchants and landlords lived in the
congested native section, or Black Town.6! Perhaps as symbols of
their intermediate position, their houses sometimes combined
courtyards and other traditional elements with external features
adopted from the Europeans, like Corinthian columns. The sev-
eral thousand European residents—company officials, judges,
lawyers, and free merchants—were concentrated in White Town,
in the Chowringhee District, where, pampered by hosts of Indian
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servants, they recreated the life style of the English gentry. The
British lived in detached villas with verandas which had the “ap-
pearance of Grecian temples.”®2 Along Fort William's Esplanade,
which constituted the geographic and social center of European
life, were arrayed the official buildings of the British administra-
tion. From the 1780s, when company officials were increasingly
joined by their families, the British shopped in European emporia
like Dring’s or the Lall Bazaar, which sold everything from pickled
herring to pianofortes. The reformation of manners and morals
and the spread of evangelical Christianity—Tory reactions against
the French Revolution—that were sweeping society in England
were also evident among the British in Calcutta. Not only were
heavy drinking and gambling, which had been notorious among
company officials, frowned upon, but the keeping of Indian concu-
bines was no longer tolerated.®® Although segregation was far
from complete, relations were increasingly those between master
and servant, not partners and equals.

The dawn of the nineteenth century also brought tightened
political control, founded on an imperialist ideology and infused
with modern racist sentiments.5* To a great extent, this change
was prompted by Britain's experience in the Napoleonic Wars.
Fearing that the rulers of Mysore and the Maratha confederation,
who were advised by French officers, would be able to build and
equip armies that could oust the EIC, Governor General Lord
Wellesley set about enlarging the army, adding cavalry, and plan-
ning a better-organized military supply system. By 1799 his army
defeated Sultan Tipu of Mysore and was able to hold the Marathas
at bay. His troops were also deployed against the French and their
Dutch allies during the Napoleonic Wars in Ceylon, Java, South
Africa, and Egypt. Indeed, the army in India would provide the
muscle of the British Empire in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East
until independence in 1947. Wellesley and his successors en-
couraged the collection of information and development of knowl-
edge that would buttress British military and administrative
power. They promoted the study of Indian languages, gathered
intelligence on the economic and military potential of Indian rul-
ers, and mapped the subcontinent.

By 1815, the East India Company was completing the transi-
tion from trading company to ruler of a military despotism fi-
nanced from Indian revenues, which in 1819 amounted to 22
million pounds.®> Indeed, the entire subcontinent was rapidly ca-
pitulating to British military power. Moreover, at least in Bengal,
the economy was well on the way to becoming that of an underde-
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veloped colony, with a commercialized agricultural sector shaped
by British interests. By the 1820s Bengal was an exporter of
agricultural raw materials and an importer of English manufac-
tured goods. Its textile export sector was already distressed and
dying. Similar trends were apparent along the Coromandel Coast,
too. International events and market conditions also affected
India’s economy. Revolts in Latin America in the 1830s combined
with the reduction of textile exports resulted in a serious bullion
shortage.

The three central problems which from a European perspective
had plagued Eurasian trade in the early eighteenth century were
disappearing in India: silver no longer flowed east from London to
Bengal, since Indian exports were paid for with Indian funds;
British traders commanded those commodities, namely, cotton
textiles, that Indians wished to purchase; as a result, Indian piece
goods no longer competed with European fabrics, whether in Eu-
rope or on third markets. Moreover, Indian raw materials were
increasingly being substituted for silver to balance the China
trade.

In China as well, the transformation of the pattern of trade
would not be brought about by purely economic means. To invert
Marx, it would be the heavy artillery of British gunboats, not the
cheap prices of British commodities, that would batter down Chi-
nese trade barriers.

THE CHINA TRADE

By the 1780s the structure and pattern of trade between the East
India Company, by far the largest trade company operating in
China, and the port of Canton had become relatively fixed.6¢ The
Chinese strictly regulated trade in an effort to contain the barbar-
ians from the West. Under the Eight Regulations, foreigners were
confined to their factory precincts, foreign women were denied
entry, they were not permitted to winter in Canton, etc. The East
India Company was compelled to deal exclusively with the cohong,
a loose association of Chinese merchants licensed by the imperial
government. While feigning indifference to foreign commerce,
however, Chinese officials recognized that EIC business in Canton
was an important source of income.

Although supplemented by silk, nankeen, china ware, and
“drugs” such as rhubarb and camphor, tea was by far China’s
most important export to Europe. Exports to Great Britain, where
the EIC held a monopoly, skyrocketed in the last decades of the
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eighteenth century as duties on tea were reduced from 100 per-
cent to 12.5 percent by the Commutation Act of 1784, which
made smuggling unprofitable, increased consumption, and actu-
ally increased government revenues. The China trade accelerated.
Whereas in the 1770s fewer than ten EIC ships arrived in Canton
in a season, by the end of the 1780s the number varied between
twenty-five and twenty-nine.” EIC imports of bulk tea rose from
almost 6 million Ibs. in 1783 to 15 million lbs. in 1785, and would
grow to an annual average of about 30 million lbs. by the 1820s.68
By 1830 the British Exchequer was bringing in over £3 million
annually from tea duties, about a tenth of its total revenue, and
almost the entire profit of the EIC, perhaps £1-1.5 million, could
be traced to the tea trade.

The difficulty for the EIC, of course, was paying for Chinese tea.
To be sure, Chinese mandarins found European watches and
mechanical toys (“singsongs”) amusing; Geneva artisans even
made specially designed Chinese watches.®® But the only really
important European export to China was woolens. During the
1780s the value of woolen exports to China rose to more than
£400,000 annually.”® It is doubtful, however, that this reflected a
Chinese passion for wool cloth. Rather, the EIC apparently re-
tailed these piece goods at a loss, largely to mollify British textile
interests. Even so, in the 1780s, the EIC’s bullion imports to
Canton were sometimes double the value of the merchandise im-
ports, at a time when Britain’s war with Spain made it difficult to
acquire silver coins.

Although the system worked passably well, the EIC, private
traders, and other foreign merchants were dissatisfied with the
drain of bullion and chafed at the galling restrictions imposed by
the Chinese government. Company officials then hit upon the idea
of stopping the bullion drain by financing the China trade with
Indian goods.”! They also hoped to circumvent the Canton regula-
tions by securing a Southeast Asian port, a British equivalent to
Batavia, that could serve as a naval base and an entrepot where
Chinese merchants could be attracted outside the framework of
the confining Canton system.”’? Such a base was actually built in
northern Borneo; it soon failed, though similar notions motivated
the founding of Singapore in 1819. Hopes of protecting the tea
trade, ending trade restrictions, and expanding exports of English
manufactured goods to China prompted the 1793 mission to Bei-
Jjing of Lord Macartney, former governor of Madras. He requested,
inter alia, three new ports, a warehouse in Beijing, extraterritorial
merchant settlements near Chusan and Canton, and permanent
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ambassadorial representation.”® The emperor peremptorily dis-
missed all the requests as wild ideas. In his famous response to
George III, not only did he strongly reaffirm the arrangements
with the Hong in Canton, he assured the king that China pos-
sessed all things, that he “set no value on objects strange or
ingenious . . .” and that he had “no use for your country’s manu-
factures.”74

Nonetheless, both the structure and pattern of trade relations
were already being loosened and would unravel completely within
a few decades. The two factors working to destroy these arrange-
ments were, first, the erosion of the company’s monopoly and the
concomitant growth of the free merchant community and, second,
the takeoff of the opium trade.

Even before its monopoly of the China trade ended in 1833, the
company had come to depend on licensed British private mer-
chants for its system of payments in Canton.”> This was especially
true after 1813, when the India monopoly ceased. Private mer-
chants sold Indian or Malaccan Straits goods such as cotton,
opium, tin, and rattan in Canton for silver. They would then trans-
fer their silver to the EIC for bills of exchange redeemable in Lon-
don, thereby remitting their funds back to England. Increasingly
this complex system of transfers became a way of laundering and
recycling profits from the opium trade. Although the EIC exercised
a monopoly over the production and sale of opium in Bengal and
earned a substantial portion of its revenues from its opium auc-
tions in Calcutta, to preserve its official status, the company re-
frained from selling the illegal narcotic in China. Private merchants,
however, who were shut out of the tea trade by the EIC monopoly
could sell opium to the Chinese. From this situation arose a sym-
biotic arrangement between private merchants and the EIC based
on the transfers of opium, silver, and tea.

Opium was the key to the entire trade relationship, as it was
the only commodity for which the Chinese had a sure and rapidly
rising demand. Chinese opium consumption had probably been
climbing since the seventeenth century, when it began to be
smoked with tobacco, initially introduced by Europeans from
South America. A Qing edict of 1729 criminalized opium, and in
the early nineteenth century only about 4,000 chests each weigh-
ing 140 lbs. were imported annually into China, largely via
Macao.”® Despite periodic crackdowns by Chinese officials, con-
sumption grew exponentially throughout the 1820s and 1830s. In
1836 more than 1,800 tons of opium worth over £3.6 million
poured into China, making it the world’s single most valuable
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trading commodity.”” As a result of the opium trade, for the first
time in history China’s trade balance showed a deficit, with per-
haps £7.6 million worth of silver leaving China between 1828 and
1836.78 From an official Chinese perspective, the outflow of silver
destroyed the reason for engaging in foreign trade. Moreover, Chi-
nese officials estimated that 1 percent of China’s entire population
and perhaps 20 percent of its high officials and wealthy gentry
were addicts.” As in India, in the 1830s foreign trade was eroding
China’s monetary system, resulting in higher prices for the silver
with which peasants were required to pay taxes and therefore
adding to rural unrest. Worse still, the opium trade was being
foisted on China by foreigners and was pursued through bribery,
corruption, and gangsterism.®? In 1838 the Chinese government
embarked on a major campaign to extirpate drug trafficking,
whether by native Chinese or foreigners, a policy that clashed
with the financial interests of increasingly aggressive British mer-
chants.

Manchester manufacturers and private British merchants had
lobbied in the late 1820s and early 1830s to end the monopoly of
the China trade by the EIC, which they accused of failing to
further the interests of British manufacturers and of passively
complying with the restrictive Canton system.®! The end of the
EIC monopoly in 1834, however, did not bring about the desired
benefits, and the same coalition continued to pressure the British
government to open up Chinese trade. Imperial Commissioner Lin
Zexu’'s campaign to crush the opium trade served as a golden
opportunity to pursue such an aim. Lin’s seizure of merchants’
opium and his attempts to force the British merchant community
to agree to stop the contraband trade heightened tensions, and
the refusal of the British to hand over a sailor who had murdered
a Chinese peasant triggered hostilities.5? British merchants
charged that the Chinese seizure of opium was a deadly insult to
the British flag, and that China’s failure to accept free trade and
to deal with other nations as equals constituted grounds for war.
Lord Palmerston, the prime minister, was easily persuaded to
send an expeditionary force. The flag followed trade; free trade
demanded war.

With their overwhelming naval superiority and more accurate
guns, the British easily won the war in 1842.83 Indeed it was the
first war in which iron steamers, “fire wheel boats” to the Chinese,
were used extensively. On land, too, the ill-prepared Chinese army
displayed little military prowess against the Indian sepoys. In the
late summer of 1842 the humiliating Treaty of Nanjing was con-
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cluded, with the imperial regime agreeing to pay an indemnity of
over £4 million, ceding Hong Kong island, opening the ports of
Canton, Amoy, Foochow, Ningpo, and Shanghai to free trade and
consular representation, and setting up a uniform system of low
tariffs.84

The Treaty resulted in an enormous expansion in the volume of
trade. Chinese tea exports spiralled from 66 million Ibs. to 109
million between 1845 and 1855, while silk exports rose almost
sixfold. Over the same period, opium imports almost doubled to
60,000 chests. The commodities traded, however, remained unaf-
fected by the war. Whether because of immutable tastes or lack of
purchasing power, the Chinese showed little interest in Western
manufactured goods. Moreover, Chinese officials were dilatory in
reforming the tariff system as demanded by the British. With its
centralized government, integrated economy, long tradition of cul-
tural unity, and sense of superiority, China proved far less coop-
erative and more resistant to Western demands, and its economy
more impervious to Western goods, than had been the case in
India.8%

But, despite the widening military, technological, and economic
gap between Europe and Asia, even at mid-century there were
very decided limits to Western power. Western penetration had
always depended to some degree on Asian political weakness and
economic receptivity. Although they had succeeded in battering
down the old trading system, the British were not entirely suc-
cessful in their efforts to introduce a satisfactory replacement. The
treaty ports existed as foreign excrescences, and were never or-
ganically linked with the Chinese domestic economy.

Nonetheless, the British had dismantled the old system. What-
ever the illusions of Chinese officialdom, the British were no ordi-
nary barbarians. Their military superiority, still largely naval and
organizational, and their economic dynamism had enabled them
to conquer and colonize India and to embarrass the Chinese em-
pire. Many Chinese tea and silk producers had become dependent
on European demand. Whether under EIC rule in Bengal or under
the rule of the Dutch in the East Indies, Asian peasants had
become suppliers of unprocessed agricultural products—tea, cof-
fee, cotton, spices, raw silk, and sugar—for the delectation of
Europeans while Asian elites increasingly consumed imported Eu-
ropean manufactured goods.

The vital importance of Asian empire and trade was widely
recognized in Britain even during the 1850s and 1860s, the high
era of laissez-faire, when European tariffs reached their lowest
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point in the nineteenth century. By 1860, 13.5 percent of Britain’s
imports came from Asia and 16.4 percent of its exports were
destined for Asian markets. Asia was as important to British trade
as was the United States.®¢ While Britain and the Netherlands
were the only colonial powers in Asia by mid-century, and most
other European nations purchased their Asian goods from these
two, some continental industries, like the silk industry of France,
drew their raw materials from the Far East. Liberal free traders
cheered Palmerston’s use of naval power to maintain open trade
relations in China in 1857-58. Peter Harnetty has argued that
the proponents of free trade known as the Manchester school of
free trade economics vigorously supported imperial economic de-
velopment in India in mid-century.

In this period, the Indian economy appeared to the Lancashire
cotton interests as an ideal complement to Great Britain’s econ-
omy: India would provide both raw materials for British industry
and a vast market for British manufactures. Commercial pene-
tration of India required a planned program of public works and
significant investment by the state.87

Even Cobden, the apostle of free trade, ruefully admitted, “If
you talk to our Lancashire friends they argue that unless we
occupied India there would be no trade with that country, or that
someone else would monopolize it, forgetting that this is the old
protectionist theory which they formerly used to ridicule.”8® The
notion of empire harmonized readily with the free trade demands
of merchants opposed to trading companies and those of manu-
facturers for export markets in the East. Moreover, in the Royal
Navy and Indian army, Britain commanded effective instruments
for ensuring unequal economic relations.

CONCLUSION

Thus between 1700 and 1850 trade and political relations be-
tween Europe and Asia were dramatically transformed. Europeans
had conquered India, the East Indies, and Ceylon by the mid-
nineteenth century, and were able to dictate the conditions of
trade to China.

To be sure, even in 1700 Europeans enjoyed some significant
advantages when operating in the Asian trading world. First, they
had access to large quantities of silver, which enabled them to
establish themselves in the Asian trading world. Second, because
European governments and mercantile companies sought to de-
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crease bullion flows to the East, trading companies were encour-
aged to find other ways of financing their exports to Europe. They
thus intruded in the intra-Asian country trade,® acquiring exten-
sive knowledge of Asian trade networks and commodities in the
process. Although European merchants often cooperated closely
with their Asian counterparts, in the long run, their position in
the country trade would allow them to displace much native ship-
ping and underwrite much of their European trade with profits
from Asian goods. Third, Europeans possessed superior ships and
naval armaments; naval technology was one of the few areas in
which Europeans had any significant advantage. This advantage
increased slowly but steadily between 1500 and 1850, largely
pushed forward by political rivalries in Europe among Great Brit-
ain, France, and the Netherlands. Because naval activities ap-
peared to be of marginal importance to the land-based empires of
China or Mughal India, there was little incentive to imitate the
Westerners. This meant that powerful Asian rulers conceded to
the Europeans uncontested control over seaborne trade. This
points to the fourth decisive advantage of the Europeans. At least
in northwest Europe, a far closer relation existed between mer-
cantile interests and the state than was the case in Asia. John
Fairbank has written that Qing policy on overseas trade “usually
handicapped rather than aided the Chinese merchant. . . . Peking
seems to have been fearful of overseas commercial expansion on
the part of Chinese merchants.” There were, of course, distinc-
tions within Europe as well. It was notably the Dutch and English
rather than the French or Portuguese that fared best in Asia. In
the latter cases, trade was largely subordinate to political ends,
whereas in the former two, trading companies retained consider-
able autonomy while counting on military support from their gov-
ernments, which in turn could count on financial backing from
the monopolistic trading companies. It was Holland and England,
where absolutism failed to develop and where the relation between
state power and mercantilism was symbiotic rather than fused,
that ultimately prevailed in Asia. Finally, the merchant companies
themselves, with their records and bureaucracies, gave the Euro-
peans great advantage in Asian trade. They had a broader vision
than smaller family associations of Armenian or Gujarati mer-
chants could have. With their wealthy and powerful stockholders
they could bring pressure to bear on their domestic governments;
with their larger and better armed ships they could obtain conces-
sions from Asian rulers.

Several further changes within both Europe and Asia were nec-
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essary, however, before Europeans could move from partnership
to empire. First, European dominance would have been impossi-
ble without the political disintegration of Asian powers and with-
out the cooperation of native collaborators. It was the fragmentation
of native rule that enabled the Dutch to colonize the Spice Islands
of the East Indies in the seventeenth century, just as it was the
collapse of the Mughals that enabled the EIC to evolve from a
purely trading company to a colonial power. The decline of
Mughal power was in no respect caused by the EIC, but the
company proved to be the major beneficiary and legatee. Indige-
nous merchant and banking communities turned to it for protec-
tion from the depredations of contending native rulers and to
restore order and stabilize trade. The resources of the EIC and the
French enabled them to operate as political and military entrepre-
neurs in the complex internecine struggles that accompanied
Mughal decline. It should be noted, however, that the political
involvement of the EIC which led to the colonization of Bengal was
opposed by the company's directors in London, who sought to
avoid the expense and dangers of warfare. Regular profits, not
colonization, was their aim.

The takeover of Bengal had fateful consequences, however.
Most importantly, it provided the EIC with revenues to construct a
major subimperialist system in India, with a European-style
army, one of the largest in the world, that would be instrumental
in Britain’s conquest of all India and the expansion of its power
elsewhere in Asia. Second, the company’s economic policies led to
the commercialization of agriculture and the decline of export-ori-
ented textile manufacture in India. Henceforth, India became a
source of raw materials, and its commercial crops provided the
means for financing the British tea trade. Third, the new position
of the EIC in Bengal emboldened the attack of free traders on
company privileges. From a protracted parliamentary struggle
that lasted from the 1780s to the 1830s, the free traders would
emerge triumphant. With less capital and in need of quicker prof-
its in an increasingly competitive environment, the free traders
were less inclined to function within the traditional rules and
framework of Asian trade. Instead they energetically pressed for
governmental action to open up Asian economies to European
goods and for ending restrictions on trade. Thus the free mer-
chants played a primary role in the Chinese opium trade and in
lobbying the government to end the restrictive Canton system.

In this they were aided by a more militant campaign to foster
British exports, a campaign launched by Midlands textile inter-
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ests in the context of the slump of the 1830s and the agitation for
greater middle-class political representation. Textile interests had,
of course, been intimately engaged with Asjan trade policy since
the end of the seventeenth century, with English manufacturers
fighting for protectionist measures against Indian calicoes and
urging the EIC to sell more woolens in Asia. Similar lobbying was
to be found in France and the Dutch Republic. After the Napole-
onic Wars, the Midlands cotton lords pushed to establish export
markets in India and China. Having developed the potential to
export cheaply in a protectionist cocoon, they would demand free
trade in Asia, to be enforced if necessary by British gunboats and
Indian sepoys. The new interest constellation of independent mer-
chants and manufacturers eventually introduced the imperialism
of free trade, first manifest in the Opium War from 1839-42. Ironi-
cally, this new imperialism depended on and would be superim-
posed over the former monopoly system of the EIC. Company
sepoys and ships opened Chinese markets to British textiles. By
the mid-nineteenth century, however, the company era was over.
The age of silver exports had yielded to the age of iron gunboats.
European technology, warfare. manufacture, and commercial pol-
icy were beginning to have revolutionary effects on much of Asia.
The basis for this free trade imperialism depended as much on
processes unleashed within Asia as within Europe; it would be of
far shorter duration than the confident and triumphant merchants
could have guessed at the dawn of the Victorian age.
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Asia in Western History: Essays

ASIA IN WESTERN THOUGHT

SOME SUGGESTED READINGS

Leonard A. Gordon

The study of Asia in Western thought may be considered in the
context of the sociology of knowledge. It is thus relevant to con-
sider the sources of the images and motivations underlying the
development of a body of knowledge to compare the views of those
having direct experience with those of armchair theorists, of spe-
cialists with nonspecialists; to inquire about whether there are
any significant differences between popular images and official or
scholarly images of Asia. Further, one might look for changes in
perception over time, by country, and among groups within a
society. For example, it is useful to know whether those having a
direct interest view Asia differently from those having no such
interest. A consideration of the practical consequences in terms of
official policy and attitudes, if any, that have resulted from these
images might also be instructive.

For the purposes of understanding Western traditions, it is
useful to consider Western ideas and understanding of Asia in the
context of Western cultural and intellectual development. Con-
versely, one might consider the impact which Western ideas about
Asia have had on Asia itself, i.e., how have the people of India,
China, or Japan responded to Western attitudes about them.

This selection of readings, with comments so brief that they
necessarily omit context, is offered here to present widespread
Western views of Asia as a whole, with emphasis on India and
China. A similar outline might focus on, for example, Japan and
Southeast Asia or consider the impact of Asian art on Western
thought and culture, and the like.

117
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THE ANCIENT WORLD

A. Herodotus (484—c. 420s B.C.E.; see The Persian Wars, III. 89-
117; IV. 1-82; VI. 101-4, 135-36). Presents the idea of extremes,
i.e., the farther away a country is from Europe, the bigger, the
more populous, and the more affluent it is. India is far away.
Describes the strangeness of “barbaric” Asian hordes and their
grandiose architectural style, notes that they lack the individual-
ity of Europeans, a theme which continues into the present.

Refers to northwest India and the valley of the Indus, and men-
tions their satrapies, their little despotisms. Tells of the Scythians
and their mythical history. Writes not from direct observation, and
presents what became the stereotypical view of nomadic Asians.

B. Hippocrates (5th c. B.C.E.; in Airs Waters Places.) Claims
that because the climate in Asia is more uniform than in Europe,
the Asian temperament is likewise more uniform. As a result, the
Asians are feeble and lazy, are not martial, and are lacking in
spirit. Asian culture is stagnant. The unchanging East is another
theme that endured in the Western mind.

C. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.; see Politics, VIII 7). Claims that
Asians are more willing to accept despotism than Westerners.
Greece is the mean between Europe and Asia. Asia is less civilized
than Greece. Climate influences culture: Asia is hot, while Europe
is cold or temperate. Asians have skill and intelligence, but not
spirit; the Greeks have all three.

D. Strabo (64 B.C.E.-21 C.E.; see The Geography of Strabo, BKk.
2, Chaps. 5, 18-26; Bk. 15, Chap. 1). Describes groups in Arabia
and India, and declares European culture more developed. Peo-
ples and their cultures can be compared. Irregularity is evidence
of independence and cultural development. Draws on the account
of Megasthenes, who was sent to Magadha in the fourth century
B.C.E. as Greek ambassador to India. Relates fabulous tales, but
in general is more skeptical than Herodotus.

E. Arrian (100 C.E-?; see Indica). Mainly an account of
Alexander’s invasion. Draws on Megasthenes. Notes that India
was often invaded and its people taught by outsiders. Tells of the
seven castes and says Indians have no slaves. He says they tell no
falsehoods, In contrast to the view of many Westerners, who have
claimed that Asians, particularly Indians, are lacking in veracity.
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THE MIDDLE AGES

In a map of the City of God, the world is depicted as a circle, with
Jerusalem at the center; Asia appears in the top half of the circle
and Europe and Africa below. This was a common depiction at
that time. (See Donald E. Lach. Asia in the Making of Europe. Vol.
1: The Century of Discovery, bk. 1. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1965, p. 23.)

Marco Polo (1254?7-13247; see The Travels of Marco Polo, sec-
tions on China and India and also Southeast Asia). This account
by the most famous traveler to the East brings in a romantic
element, describing great riches and enormous cities, as well as
notable battles. His book kept alive through many centuries the
European notions of the East as a source of riches.

RENAISSANCE AND EARLY MODERN,
FOURTEENTH TO SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

A period of renewed contact between Asia and Europe. Europeans
continued to have a vague and often fantastic image of Asia, due
in part to the tales of Marco Polo. With the fifteenth-century
voyages of discovery, a new and growing body of information be-
came available. By the seventeenth century, Europeans were re-
ceiving a more complex, differentiated, and thus more accurate
picture of Asia and its subareas (South, Southeast, and East
Asia), although old images did not disappear.

A. Matthew Ricci (1552-1610; see Louis J. Gallagher, ed.,
China in the Sixteenth Century: The Journals of Matthew Ricci.
New York: Random House, 1953; Jonathan Spence. The Mem-
ory Palace of Matteo Ricci. New York: Penguin Books, 1985). In
seeking to convert the Chinese to Christianity, Ricci, a Jesuit,
searched for a more “native” approach (adapting indigenous
customs), in contrast to that of the Dominicans and Francis-
cans, who insisted that missionaries must use Latin, and re-
fused to compromise by accepting ancestor worship or
reverence for Confucius. The Jesuits, charged with adopting
Chinese customs, became involved in the “rites controversy.”
This referred to the sanction by the Jesuits of Chinese ancestor
worship as a civil rite and therefore permissible to Christians.
Other Christians objected to this step by the Jesuits, insisting
that they were sanctioning pagan rituals. This involved whether
Christians could sanction ceremonies or rites involving Chinese
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elements mixed with Christian ones. In raising the issue of the
universality of Christianity, Ricci anticipated claims of universal-
ity of Western ideologies and values, including science, democ-
racy, technology, Marxism, etc.

B. Jean Bodin (1529?7-1596; see Six Books of a Commonweale.
Bk. II, Chap. 2). In discussing antiquity, he claims that Asians
were barbaric compared to the Greeks. In later times the people of
Europe proved to be prouder and more belligerent than those of
Asia. Cites despotic monarchies as a feature of Asia.

C. Shakespeare’s India: A Midsummer Night's Dream {1594-
957), Act II, Scene 1:

Puck: A lovely boy, stolen from an Indian king;
She never had so sweet a changeling . . .

Titania: Why are thou here,
Come from the farthest steep of India?

The fairy land buys not the child of me.
His mother was a votaress of my order:
And, in the spiced Indian air, by night,
Full often hath she gossip’d by my side,

To fetch me trifles, and return again,
As fro a voyage, rich with merchandise.

Locates India in a distant, mythic fairy world, where there are
votaries of fairy queens; refers to the luxuries (spices), and even a
“lovely boy,” an Indian prince, that may be obtained there.

D. Francois Bernier (1620-1688; see Travels in the Mogul Em-
pire A.D. 1656-1668). A first-hand description of Hindustan, not
armchair reporting based on the works of others; gives a detailed
and lively description of India, though it is vitiated by his antipa-
thy to its religious customs and by his sweeping and inaccurate
generalizations about the economy, administration, and laws.

THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

Connections with Asia continued to grow in this period, with
increasing commerce, exploration, and “discovery” of the world
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beyond Europe. Europeans applied their more accurate knowl-
edge of Asia in criticisms of European institutions, religion, laws,
and customs, and in an effort to understand human nature.

Asian and other non-European cultures and particularly religions
were juxtaposed to their Western counterparts. Some writers looked
sympathetically, even idealistically, on non-European cultures; Vol-
taire especially sought to show that wisdom was possible without
Christianity. Montesquieu, in his comparative schema of govern-
ments, focused on Asian despotism, as had writers in antiquity.

A. Montesquieu (1689-1755; see The Spirit of the Laws [1748],
Bk. III; Bk. IV, Chap. 3; Bk. VIII, Chap. 19; Bk. XVII; Bk. XVII,
Chaps. 1-6; Bk. XIX, Chaps. 1-20). Analyzes three types of poli-
ties: republic, monarchy, and despotism. Examples of the repub-
lic, which is characterized by public virtue, are Greece, Rome,
Switzerland. The essential characteristic of the monarchy is
honor; the monarch rules by law and the role of aristocracy is
vital. Monarchies are mainly European (England is the prime ex-
ample) and are viewed as moderate. It is in Europe that the spirit
of freedom, which springs from Germanic and other sources, is to
be found. Despotism, in contrast, is rule by fear; a single ruler
holds the reins of power and changes direction as caprice or whim
moves him.

Montesquieu, too, brings in the geographic element; associates
vast plains and warm climate with servility and despotism; large
populations in vast areas are terrorized and kept in line by des-
pots. In contrast, the European landscape invites moderation,
freedom, honor, and virtue.

On the other hand, cites admirable qualities of China, particu-
larly the orderly manners of its vast population and its well-
drained lands. India also has lenient laws. Both of these nations
must, according to his schema, be despotic, although his data
often contradict this.

In an earlier work, The Persian Letters, c. 1721-22, Montes-
quieu uses the examples of Persia, the Orient, and Asia, to criti-
cize French society and institutions as well as to criticize the
non-West. His is thus a more relativistic understanding of the
world. Tries to give accurate information on some of these Asiatic
areas based on his reading.

B. Voltaire (1694-1778; see Essai sur les moeurs [Ancient and
Modern History], c¢. 1762, Chaps. 1-3, 121, 127-29; and article on
China in Philosophical Dictionary). Criticizes other universal histo-
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ries for ignoring the East. In this tour of the globe from east to
west, acknowledges European debt to Asia, which he refers to as
the “nursery of the arts”: Europeans were barbarians when the
fertile East developed its civilization.

In China he finds a vast, unchanging empire enduring for
4,000 years. Notes that Chinese silk, porcelain, glass were im-
ported and later imitated by Europe. Contrasts Chinese civiliza-
tion with that of Europe: “Nature seems to have bestowed on this
species of men, so different from the Europeans, organs sufficient
to discover all at once, what was necessary to their happiness, but
incapable to proceed further; we, on the other hand, were tardy in
our discoveries; but then we have speedily brought everything to
perfection.” In explaining their lack of progress, he mentions the
difficulty of the Chinese language and respect for parental and
governmental authorities and their veneration of the past, al-
though he is extremely respectful of Chinese religion and morality
and offers an admiring description of the Chinese sage.

Mentions India’s moral tales, and its contribution of chess and
arithmetic. Westerners trade their precious metals for India’s pre-
cious commodities. Indian law is generally wholesome, but ridicu-
lous customs, e.g., sati, and widespread superstitions abound.
The Indians, too, made early achievements and then went into
stagnation and decline. Explains that this is due to the Indian
climate, which is conducive to effeminacy and indolence. Men-
tions temperate and frugal Brahmins who can be admired, but
they too have degenerated over time and lost their ancient purity.

In other works, e.g., Candide, c. 1750, Voltaire takes a global,
relativistic view of the world to criticize the West as well as the
customs of other areas. Cites differences among religions and
societies in other parts of Europe, the Middle East, North Africa,
and the Americas.

VIEWS OF INDIA UNDER THE BRITISH RAJ

From the mid-eighteenth century onward, as the British became
increasingly involved in and finally ruled India, the body of Western
literature on India swelled. Two British approaches to India have
been identified: the first is the sympathetic, Orientalist approach,
and the second is the critical, reformist, Westernizing approach.
From the late eighteenth century on there were the Orientalists
who wanted to understand Asian cultural traditions and intro-
duce them to the West (see, e.g., selections from William Jones in
P.J. Marshall, ed. The British Discovery of Hinduism in the Eigh-
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teenth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970, pp.
196-290). These early Orientalists in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries believed that a revival of India’s golden age was
possible under British rule. They were followed in this idea by the
Romantics, the Theosophists at the end of the nineteenth century,
and then by “Orientalized” Westerners like Christopher Isherwood
and others in the twentieth century who found the West lacking.

The other approach—paternalistic and often hostile—was taken
by Western reformers who may or may not have had direct con-
tact with India. Important among them was Charles Grant, who
succeeded in 1813 in reforming the charter of the East India
Company so that evangelical Christian missionaries could come
into British India. Another was James Mill (1773-1836), who in
his The History of British India (1817) wrote that Brahmins were
the “most audacious ... and most unskillful fabricators, with
whom the annals of fable have yet made us acquainted.” Mill and
many other reformers were influenced by age-old stereotypes: that
Asian rule was characterized by absolute monarchies, that Asian
religions consisted of wild legends, and that their customs were
depraved, or ridiculous. Another reformer, Thomas Macaulay,
maintains in “Minute on Education” (1835) that there is little of
value in the traditions and literature of the East and that English
and Western learning is what these societies most needed.

AN ORIENTAL RENAISSANCE? ASIA IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY GERMAN THOUGHT

A. On German thinkers and other late eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century Orientalists, see A. Leslie Willson, A Mythical
Image: The Ideal of India in German Romanticism. Durham: Duke
University Press, 1964; and Raymond Schwab, The Oriental Re-
naissance. Europe’s Rediscovery of India and the East 1680-
1880. New York: Columbia University Press, 1984.

B. Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803; see Outlines of a
Philosophy of the History of Mankind. 1784-91. Vol. 2, Bk. XI).
Expresses reverence and admiration for India and sees the Orient
as the place of the childhood of mankind and where language first
developed. Admires the wisdom of the Brahmans, but criticizes the
Hindus for their spirit of resignation, and for such customs as sati.

C. Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860; see The World as Will
and Idea. 3 vols. London: Triibner, 1883-86; translated from the
German in which the first volume appeared in 1819} found Indian
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thought, especially in the Vedas and Upanishads, a source of
personal consolation, and believed that Indian wisdom would
change Europe.

D. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) in the sections
on the Orient in The Philosophy of History specified a lack of
subjectivity and moral conscience in China, in contrast to the
West, from the Greeks to the Prussians. He said that in China the
emperor commands and all men obey. There is equality without
civil freedom. The people are hampered by superstition and lack a
spiritual religion.

Describes India as being static; a region of fantasy and sensibil-
ity but with a degradation of the divine because all were raised to
the level of divine. The people were guided by an inner morality
but followed trivial observances. They had no history, no self-con-
sciousness. The society was characterized by diversity and rigid
separation. There was no ethical code, and the goal of their reli-
gion was union with nothingness. Politically, there was no true
state and hence no civil freedom. Hegel also comments on the
prevalence of arbitrary despotism in this part of the Orient.

E. Karl Marx (1818-83; see “The British in India,” June 10,
1853; “The Future Results of the British Rule in India,” July 22,
1853; “The Revolt in India,” July 17, 1857, and many other arti-
cles, available in a variety of collections).

Up to the time of Western contact, India was stuck in tradi-
tional patterns, with despotic government and unchanging vil-
lages. The British introduced tremendous changes, setting in
motion the processes of modernization in India while at the same
time exploiting India for their own purposes. Mentions the stulti-
fying quality of village life in India as elsewhere; the people need
an energetic bourgeoisie to move their society off dead center.

EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY

A. The Marxist tradition: V. I. Lenin (1870-1924; see The Na-
tional-Liberation Movement in the East. Moscow: Foreign Lan-
guages Publishing House, 1962. A collection of articles on the
Middle East and Asia, 1900-1923).

In view of the isolated nature of the Russian Revolution and
abortive communist revolutions in Europe, predicts that revolu-
tion may occur in Asia and colonial areas before it occurs in
advanced Europe. Focuses on nationalist-cum-revolutionary
movements in Asia.



SUGGESTED READINGS 125

B. Max Weber (1864 —1920; see H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills,
eds. From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1958; also Weber’s studies of comparative reli-
gion, The Religion of China. Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1951; and The
Religion of India. Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1958].

Undertakes an extensive survey of China and India as part of
his study of religion, economy, and society, in order to place his
theory of the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism in a
global framework. Points to lack of economic development in
China and India as compared to the modern West, and offers
explanations of this difference in development.

OTHER MODERN VIEWS

There is a great range of views regarding Asia, some still attempt-
ing to prove the backwardness and static nature of the East, and
others, the wisdom and advanced thought of Asia. Classic com-
parative studies and monographs, and commonly used textbooks
provide widely divergent characterizations of Asia; novels set in
Asia may also be of interest.

Karl Wittfogel. Oriental Despotism. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1957. Tries to show the prevalence in Asia of extensive,
bureaucratic systems controlling large populations. Wrote this
study of Asian systems against the backdrop of Stalinist Russia.

Joseph Needham. Science and Civilization in China. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1954. 6 volumes (and abridged edi-
tion, 1978). Documents scientific outlook and developments
throughout Chinese history to show that in early times, science
was more advanced in China than in the West.

Christopher Isherwood, ed. Vedanta for the Western World. New
York: Viking Press, 1960. Writers in this collection argue that a
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SYNOPSIS

Enlightenment thinkers, having inherited stereotypes of Asia
passed down from antiquity, also had access to a growing body of
information about the East from travelers, missionaries, and trad-
ers. This essay examines the comparative political schema of
Montesquieu, who characterized Asia as the home of despotism,
and then the universal historical sketch of Voltaire, who placed
the creative childhood of the human race in China and India.
Both used Asia to gain perspective on the West, but found that
the West of their time had advanced ahead of Asia.

Then the focus shifts to early British imperial views of India,
mainly those of sympathetic Orientalists like Sir William Jones
and hostile reformers influenced by evangelicalism and utilitari-
anism. Jones and subsequent Western scholars made a positive
contribution to the study of Indian traditions and linked Sanskrit
and languages derived from it to the Indo-European linguistic
family. Charles Grant, James Mill, and Thomas Macaulay were
among those who held that the people of India were in dire need
of Western reforming measures.

All of these trends (using Asia or parts of it in grand schemes,
sympathetic scholarship, and hostile condemnations) have contin-
ued into the twentieth century as Asians have also made great
strides in retrieving and evaluating their own traditions.
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In the long history of relations between Europe and Asia, many
historians have maintained that from the late 1400s, there was a
new beginning. With the voyages of discovery, Europeans grad-
ually began to gain more knowledge about Asia, which they incor-
porated into the existing body of information and prejudices.
Ideas of the strange and fabulous East in the works of writers
such as Herodotus, Hippocrates, Aristotle, Strabo, and Arrian,
and the reports of the medieval traveler Marco Polo that some
called “ridiculous,” existed side by side with later reports of mer-
chants, travelers, adventurers, and missionaries.

The objective of this essay is to examine briefly some of the
views put forth by Europeans in the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries and to consider some of the ways in which writ-
ers at the time used the versions of Asia that came to their
attention. Before looking into some of these texts, it is necessary,
however, to mention some difficulties of “knowing” Asia or Asians,
and even of understanding the writers who have tried to do so.

Beyond the basic problems for Westerners of learning difficult
foreign languages and understanding cultural frameworks which
may be very different from their own, another kind of question
has been raised by critical analysts of society—from Marx to
Gramsci to Michel Foucault to Edward Said—about the process of
knowing. In Said's Orientalism, a historical and critical investiga-
tion of Western scholarship on the Islamic East from the late
eighteenth century, Said maintained that the Orient as described
by Westerners was their own creation, limited by their narrow
understanding of the “other” involved as well as by their own
political agendas. Western writers have portrayed the Islamic oth-
ers as inferior and deficient, particularly when contrasted with
Europeans, who represented dynamic and rapidly developing soci-
ety. Following Gramsci, Said maintained that “cultural hegemony”
was at work in their writings, which “. . . were shot through with
doctrines of European superiority, various kinds of racism, im-
perialism, and the like, dogmatic views of ‘the Oriental’ as a kind
of ideal and unchanging abstraction.”!

Following in the steps of Said, but with a mind of his own and
with his own grievances to spell out in the field of South Asian
studies, Ronald B. Inden has written “Orientalist Constructions of
India” and Imagining India. Inden is more directly concerned than
Said with epistemological questions related to the cultural ones
about “knowing” India. He, too, talks of the hegemonic context,
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but for Western versions of India, rather than the Islamic world,
since the later eighteenth century. To greatly simplify his argu-
ment, Inden holds that Western writers have in their “knowing” of
India also measured it by a single standard, i.e., “the Euro-Ameri-
can manifestation of human nature’s unitary essence—rational,
scientific thought and the institutions of liberal capitalism and
democracy.” The static state of India is explained by reference to
the “irrational (but rationalizable) institution of ‘caste’ and the
Indological religion that accompanies it, Hinduism.” Human
agency and individual action, as well as political institutions as
they exist in the West, are lacking, says Inden, in descriptions of
South Asia. He objects to the societal and cultural explanations
for South Asia’s inferiority and to the unitary view of human
nature which they evince.

Inden mentions a number of what he calls “hegemonic texts,”
totalizing views of India from James Mill to Vincent Smith to A.L.
Basham, which put forth the kinds of views he condemns. But he
takes his argument one step further. He insists that the sympa-
thetic views of such writers as William Jones, Max Muller, and
A.L. Basham are really the linked complements of the negative
views of the harsh writers like the evangelicals and utilitarians.
Both groups include the same “facts” about India, but evaluate
them differently. Thus, non-violence can appear as cowardice to
some Western writers and as noble to some others, but still refers
to the same cultural traits of weak and divided India. He strains, I
think, to locate all in the Orientalist camp. Inden wants an end to
Western hegemonic relations to India, wants a view of human
nature more diverse and tentative than so far used to confront the
subtleties of India, and a revival of South Asians describing them-
selves without Western frameworks to guide them.

There is much in the writing of Said and Inden about knowing
and knowers of the East that is persuasive. There is no doubt that
Western values since antiquity and Western hegemony in recent
centuries have shaped efforts to learn about “the other” in all
non-European parts of the world. Furthermore, as Inden sug-
gests, middle-class, usually white, scholars become entangled in
similar difficulties learning about others in their own societies.
What I would suggest, however, is that as we analyze views of Asia
held by earlier writers, we also try to understand the social con-
text in which they were writing, for they frequently utilized infor-
mation about Asia, itself shaped by Western preconceptions, for
their own particular purposes; this was certainly true of many of
the Enlightenment and early British writers. Furthermore, it is
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necessary to understand how the objectives of Western writers on
Asia have evolved over time.

II.

Writers from Aristotle in the fourth century B.C.E. to Montesquieu
in the first half of the eighteenth century referred to the territories
from the Levant eastward as Asia, the East, the Orient, lumping
diverse areas together as one. Viewing Asia as a vast landmass
with a hot climate, and its people as deficient in a vital quality,
Aristotle made it an example of subject populations and despotic
rulers.

Within the century in which Aristotle lived, Megasthenes was
sent to India in an official position in the wake of the invasion of
Alexander the Great. Although it has been lost, his description of
rivers, castes, and civic administration of India was quoted by
later writers, including Strabo and Arrian. While ancient writers
had access to this descriptive account of India, they tended to
focus their attention on the peoples of nearer rather than farther
Asia, and purveyed fantastic stories of distant “barbaric” peoples
to incredulous Westerners. Nevertheless, elements of these stories
were passed on for a thousand years, until 1200 C.E., when in-
trepid travelers, notably Marco Polo, but also other traders and
missionaries, began to visit South and East Asia.

Once the age of exploration and the commercial revolution
began, new sources of information became available in the West.
By 1550, a good deal of new knowledge of China, Japan, and
India was made available in Europe, particularly through the re-
ports of merchants and travelers, and the letters of Jesuit mission-
aries. From the sixteenth century, writers including Montaigne,
Bodin, and Le Roy began to face the implications of these new
cultural worlds. Donald Lach has summed up part of his investi-
gations in this way:

A growing consciousness of the tumultuous variety in the world
was accompanied by a sturdy sense of tolerance for diversity,
even in religion. . . . The historians ... sought self-consciously
to examine the implications of the discovery of the world. . . . In
his Method Bodin identified history as a discipline which should
be secular rather than religious and should focus on the study
of all human societies and institutions. He accounted for diver-
sity by reference to climate and geography. But within diversity
he perceived unity in the problems common to all societies:
governmental institutions, religion, emigration, and colonization.
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... Le Roy and La Popeliniere were impressed by the interrelat-
edness of the world and by the effects of events in distant places
on Europe itself. Both clearly understood that Europe had much
to learn in practical and intellectual matters from the high civili-
zations of Asia.3

Through the following centuries, European travelers, traders,
and missionaries continued to describe Asia, or parts thereof, for
their countrymen at home. One of the more influential of these
writers, at least about India, was Frangois Bernier, a physician
and adventurous traveler who spent most of the years 1656 to
1668 in Mughal India. What reports—even those of sophisticated
writers like Bernier—make clear is that every traveler carried his
mental baggage of preconceptions and values with him and ques-
tioned them only grudgingly.

Bernier drew a vivid picture of the war of succession, finally
won by Aurangzeb, in the Mughal Empire of Hindustan. He de-
scribed, from the Christian viewpoint, the court life and religious
practices of India, but his overall assessment of the country was
colored by his understanding that the emperor owned all the land
and that there was no private property. This, he insisted, led to
despotism, barbarous customs, and the economic desolation of
India. He compared Mughal India, under the sway of tyrants, to
an idealized France, where anyone might hold land and all men
were under the rule of law, so that the poorest subjects could
obtain redress of their grievances. Such a rule of law, he asserted,
did not exist in India, where each man was out for himself and
there was no concern for others and no peaceful economic or
political life. Though he gives a detailed and lively description of
India, it is vitiated by his antipathy to its religious customs and
by his sweeping and inaccurate generalizations about the econ-
omy, administration, and laws.*

French writers of the Enlightenment had access to Bernier's
account as well as earlier writings, which had been pouring forth
from European printing presses since 1550. But old stereotypes,
e.g., European freedom and Asian despotism, were not easily
given up or questioned. In The Persian Letters, for example, Baron
de Montesquieu helped shape a genre subsequently popular in
the eighteenth century. It consisted of letters written by “Persian”
visitors to Europe satirizing and criticizing French institutions.
Although Montesquieu read a number of contemporary sources
about Persia, his object was not to know Persia, but to criticize his
own country and civilization. He ridiculed the church, the decay
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of the monarchy under Louis X1V, and the lax and wicked morals
of aristocratic French society. However, in The Persian Letters,
Montesquieu offered criticism of both sides: he criticized the
France he knew firsthand and the Persia he knew from the ac-
counts of travelers. He indicted Islam, the treatment of women in
Persia, and hypocrisy in both Europe and Persia. The result is a
more relativistic view of the world and an acknowledgement of the
existence of other civilizations beyond that of Europe. Making a
fictional foreign observer the mouthpiece of his criticisms of Euro-
pean institutions and customs allowed him to be more scathing
than he might ordinarily have been. This literary device was uti-
lized by other writers of the eighteenth century, including Voltaire,
Diderot, and Oliver Goldsmith, to criticize the West. The foreigner
who represents the author’s voice and point of view thus appears
more humane and sensible than the culture he is describing. It is
a device that opens the door to cultural relativism and undercuts
authority and tradition at home.

Enlightenment thinkers were profoundly concerned with the
bases of government, the shaping of an ideal political order, and
the protection of basic liberties. In his massive comparative study
The Spirit of the Laws (1748), Montesquieu wrote that the physical
and moral environments shaped governments. He classified gov-
ernments into three types, the republic, the monarchy, and des-
potism, to each of which he linked a basic principle necessary for
political stability. In the republic (Greece, Rome, Switzerland), this
was public virtue; this quality was rare or difficult to maintain,
the stability of a republic was fragile. In a monarchy (several
European states), honor or prestige was the crucial principle: the
monarch ruled by law, but another body, such as the aristocracy,
was necessary to restrain and guide the monarch in moderation.
Montesquieu was primarily concerned with the decline of monar-
chy and the fate of liberty in France. What he feared most was
despotism, the arbitrary, lawless rule of one over all. Where was
this third type to be found?

In Asia, notably in China, Montesquieu reasoned that vastness
and hot climate invited despotism. Asian despots terrorized the
servile masses; they held sway through fear and ruled by caprice.
The huge populations of China and India were due in part to the
fertility of the women. Although he pointed to some positive char-
acteristics of these Asiatic despotisms—effective irrigation systems
in China and lenient laws in India—these scarcely mitigated his
negative vision of Asia, a grim and gruesome world with slaving
masses and despots of unlimited power. Although some of his
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own data contradict it, he retained his vision of Asia in order to
provide a sharp contrast to humane, well-functioning England.
Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws is a way station on the
Western route from Aristotle’s ancient despotisms in Asia to
Wittfogel's Oriental Despotism, this last reached by way of Marx.

The bleak picture of Asia described by Montesquieu did not go
unquestioned. Frangois Quesnay, as leader of the physiocrats in
eighteenth-century France, gave first place in the economy to agri-
culture. Opposing selfish merchants and mercantilism, he called
for a single tax on the net output of the land.? In looking around
for a stable, flourishing polity in which agriculture was the basis
of the economy and such a tax was the main source of govern-
mental revenues, he hit upon imperial China. Contradicting Mon-
tesquieu, Quesnay argued that, rather than a capricious despot,
the Chinese emperor was more a constitutional monarch, govern-
ing according to natural law to which he himself was subject. The
Chinese emperor thus became an acceptable model of the “en-
lightened despot” to many philosophes who were often more con-
cerned with the liberty of the educated few than with the political
participation of the masses. An enlightened ruler, presumably
instructed by men such as themselves, would suit their purposes.

Quesnay’s lengthy and not uncritical description of China,
based primarily on missionary sources, was widely read. The
esteem accorded to scholars and the centrality of education in
China won abundant praise from the physiocrat, as did the
importance placed on agriculture and the security of property.
Although unhappy with reports of Chinese dishonesty in trade
and with some religious practices, he strode forth to combat
Montesquieu's views, calling them a “jumble of ideas.”®

While Quesnay attacked Montesquieu on the nature of the Chi-
nese government and expressed concern for political and eco-
nomic institutions, Voltaire was involved with putting China to
other uses. A prolific, versatile, and hugely popular author, Vol-
taire was more concerned with religious, cultural, and historical
matters than with political organization.

Voltaire was a fervent enemy of the Catholic church and of
orthodox Christianity in general; he was deeply interested in an-
cient, complex alternatives to Christian chronology, pretensions,
and wisdom. In his Philosophical Dictionary and elsewhere, he
frequently cited Chinese sages or Brahmin pundits. The antiquity
of Chinese and Indian civilization was of decisive concern to him,
for if either or both of these non-Western civilizations predated the
Mosaic teaching and the chronology of the Old Testament and
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offered a non-Christian wisdom he could offer to the West, he
would best his Christian opponents. That neither the Chinese nor
the Indians had been instructed by the ancient Hebrews was of
great importance to him.

China and India were given priority of place in Voltaire’s world
history, Essai sur les moeurs (translated as Ancient and Modern
History), in which he claimed that the West had learned from the
genius of the East and should not neglect it; Europeans were still
barbarians at the time Eastern civilization was blossoming. On
China, he wrote:

Nature seems to have bestowed on this species of men, so differ-
ent from the Europeans, organs sufficient to discover all at once,
what was necessary to their happiness, but incapable to proceed
further; we, on the other hand, were tardy in our discoveries;
but then we have speedily brought everything to perfection.?

He depicted a vast, unchanging Chinese empire that had early on
reached great heights, and then remained more or less static for
4000 years. Like Quesnay, he said that despotism in China was
not thoroughly autocratic, but restrained, concerned for the pub-
lic welfare, and open to the complaints of citizens. He attributed
China’s lack of growth to the difficulty of its language and its
veneration of authority and the past.8

Voltaire praised Confucian morality and insisted that the Chi-
nese were neither atheists nor idolaters, but worshiped the Su-
preme Being. The wisdom of Confucian teachings drew his praise,
but he had no praise for Buddhism, an import from India which,
according to his understanding, involved superstition, idolatry,
and materialism. Confucian teachings, which provided public and
private morality and respect for the ruler, parents, and teachers,
were an alternative to Christian teachings.®

While not as attractive as China, India was also to be respected
for its antiquity and its contributions to civilization:

The Indians being at all times a trading and industrious people,
were necessarily subjected to a regular police ... [and] must
have enjoyed the protection of wholesome laws, without which
the arts are never cultivated. . . . Since the time of that monarch
[Alexander], the Indians have enjoyed their liberty, plunged into
an excess of effeminacy, occasioned by the heat of their climate
and the richness of their soil.10

India gave to the world its moral fables, chess, arithmetic, and
many precious commodities. But according to Voltaire, India had
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degenerated into a world of superstition; the practice of sati par-
ticularly drew his ire. He rejected Bernier’s description of India as
a land of princes and slaves, but did believe that, like China, India
was no longer the positive creative force in the world that it had
once been. The light of reason now shone elsewhere; Voltaire and
his fellow philosophes, above all, held the torch.

Nevertheless, by giving prominence to Asia and recognizing
Asian contributions to the vast construction of human civilization,
Voltaire offered a much more detailed picture than did European
“universal” historians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
He considered the possibility that human history began in India
and that the ancient Egyptians learned from the Indians.l! Now
Asian civilizations, China and India, in particular, were “on the
map” of Western versions of world history, just as sixteenth-cen-
tury cartographers gave Asia a more accurate place in their depic-
tion of the world. Voltaire, as arrogant and Eurocentric as he may
have been, thus helped reshape world historical writing. Enlight-
enment writers gave Asia and Asians an important role in com-
parative and historical schemas for understanding cultures
synchronically and through time. Some of them studied Asian
languages, cultures, and texts, and began to place Asian tradi-
tions into more accurate relationship with those of the West.

j118

While French philosophes were engaged with comparative politics
and universal history, British merchants and soldiers were in-
volved in conquering India. Over a period of about one hundred
years, the British gradually conquered large parts of South Asia
and arranged for indirect rule in other areas. They extended their
control from coastal areas inward. Under the regulating acts
passed in the second half of the eighteenth century, they blocked
out three presidencies, Bengal, Bombay, and Madras, with the
capital of British India in Calcutta.

Many efforts had been made by Europeans since the sixteenth
century to obtain, read, and understand Indian texts. However,
with British rule Europeans gathered many more manuscripts,
developed their knowledge of Indian languages, and wrote trea-
tises on Indian religion, law, mythology, and languages.

The first governor-general, Warren Hastings, had risen in the
East India Company service to preeminence in India, but was
besieged by dissatisfied groups at home, by enemies in his own
council, and by antagonists among the Indians. However,
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throughout his term as governor-general Hastings was an ardent
patron of research into things Indian. At the same time that he saw
the utility of learning about the native population by examining their
culture, beliefs, and texts, he also firmly supported those who were
curious about Indian religious texts. Not all of his colleagues had a
practical outlook on the usefulness of this “Orientalism”; dictionaries
of Sanskrit or Bengali, they argued, might be useful in a revenue
court, but their compilation might lead into hitherto unknown
realms. But Hastings encouraged Charles Wilkins to make the first
important translation from Sanskrit into English, a version of the
Bhagavad Gita. In his letter to the chairman of the East India
Company in 1784, recommending Wilkins’ work, Hastings wrote,

Every accumulation of knowledge, and especially such as is
obtained by social communication with people over whom we
exercise a dominion founded on the right of conquest, is useful
to the state: it is the gain of humanity: in the specific instance
which I have stated, it attracts and conciliates distant affections;
it lessens the weight of the chain by which the natives are held
in subjection; and it imprints on the hearts of our own country-
men the sense and obligation of benevolence. Even in England,
this effect of it is greatly wanting. It is not very long since the
inhabitants of India were considered by many, as creatures
scarce elevated above the degree of savage life; nor, I fear, is that
prejudice yet wholly eradicated, though surely abated. Every
instance which brings their real character home to observation
will impress us with a more generous sense of feeling for their
natural rights, and teach us to estimate them by the measure of
our own. But such instances can only be obtained in their writ-
ings: and these will survive when the British dominion in India
shall have long ceased to exist, and when the sources which it
once yielded of wealth and power are lost to remembrance. 12

Hastings saw the instrumental uses of religious and legal texts
to help keep order among the population, but was never blind to
the other, non-utilitarian uses of scholarly investigations.

In 1768, Alexander Dow, another East India Company servant,
published “A Dissertation concerning the Customs, Manners,
Language, Religion and Philosophy of the Hindoos,” which also
attracted a considerable readership. Dow tried to distinguish be-
tween a pure and a corrupted Hinduism.!® Though he found
many “ridiculous” and “puerile” customs, he also wrote that

The Brahmins, contrary to the ideas formed of them in the west,
invariably believe in the unity, eternity, omniscience and omnip-
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otence of God: that the polytheism of which they have been
accused, is no more than a symbolical worship of the divine
attributes, which they divide into three principal classes. Under
the name of Brimha [Brahma], they worship the wisdom and
creative power of God; under the appellation of Bishen [Vishnu],
his providential and preserving quality; and under that of
Shibah [Siva], that attribute which tends to destroy.14

Like other early British writers on Hinduism, Dow was search-
ing for equivalents of Christian beliefs and concepts, and thus
stretched Hindu terms and ideas to make them fit. Though he had
limited competence in Indian languages, he recognized the rich-
ness, complexity, and antiquity of Hindu belief and practice. The
achievements of Nathaniel Brassey Halhed, Charles Wilkins, and
William Jones were of a higher order, for their linguistic skills
allowed them to penetrate further into original sources.

In the introduction to A Code of Gentoo Laws (1776), Halhed
noted that he was confuting the common European notion that
Hindus had few written laws. Indeed, he noted that

the world does not now contain annals of more indisputable
antiquity than those delivered down by the ancient Bramins.
Collateral proofs of this antiquity may be drawn from every
page of the present Code of Laws, in its wonderful correspon-
dence with many parts of the Institutes of Moses, one of the first
of known legislators; from whom we cannot possibly find
grounds to suppose the Hindoos received the smallest article of
their religion or jurisprudence, though it is not utterly impossi-
ble, that the doctrines of Hindostan might have been early trans-
planted into Egypt, and thus have become familiar to Moses. !5

Like many orthodox Christians and deists, Halhed compared
the chronology of the ancient Hebrews with that of ancient Hin-
dus to see which might be earlier. He also compared the laws of
each people and held them up to the clear light of eighteenth-
century reason. He found many similarities and some differences,
but was, in general, impressed with the range and humanity of
Hindu laws.

In his introduction to the translation of the Bhagavad Gita,
Wilkins differentiated between pure and vulgar Hinduism. He
tried to make sense of the beliefs of Hindus, noting that they in
fact really believed “in one God, an universal spirit,” but that the
Brahmins conducted all kinds of rude ceremonies to make their
bread.!6

The translation and even the glowing praise by Hastings did not
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go unnoticed. This translation of a major Hindu religious text,
along with Jones’s translation of Kalidasa's charming play
Shakuntala (also Sakuntald), was an important stimulus to the
interest in ancient Indian culture that was gathering momentum
at the end of the eighteenth century.

In this birth of Western studies of India, William Jones played a
major role. Before his Indian career (1783-94), Jones had gained
respect as a scholar of languages, Persian in particular, and had
trained for the law. Having secured an appointment as a judge in
Bengal in 1783, Jones became the driving force of a group of
Oriental scholars in Calcutta. The Asiatic Society was formed with
the patronage of the governor-general and was to be modeled on
the Royal Society.!?

Sh.ortly after his arrival in Calcutta, Jones began to learn San-
skrit. In studying Hindu, Roman, and Greek gods, he found seem-
ingly endless similarities among them and wrote that,

we shall perhaps agree at last ... that Egyptians, Indians,
Greeks and Italians proceeded originally from one central place,
and that the same people carried their religion and sciences into
China and Japan; may we not add, even to Mexico and Peru?!8

But it was regarding the origins of large groupings of languages
that Jones made an even more vital suggestion. In “On the Hin-
dus,” an essay for the Society’s publication Asiatick Researches,
he wrote:

The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonder-
ful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than
the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to
both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in
the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced
by accident; so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine
them all three, without believing them to have sprung from some
common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists. . . .19

Though links had been suggested by others and the task of
confirming his insight was to be done by later students, Jones'’s
views gained wide acceptance in Europe. He had extended the
family of European languages into the Indo-European family of
languages, and established a linguistic connection between the
peoples of India and Europe.

Following Jones, many Europeans and Asians made significant
contributions to the understanding of the development and basic
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elements of Asian languages. They compiied dictionaries and
wrote grammars (using, by the bye, the writings of ancient gram-
marians of India like Panani). Through their work, Europeans and
Asians have jointly built up a considerable field of linguistic, cul-
tural, and religious studies.

Iv.

During the same period when East India Company servants and
other Europeans were beginning to explore Indian culture in a
more searching and sympathetic fashion, an opposing view of
Indian civilization was also being formulated. This view, one hos-
tile to Indian achievements, society, and religion, was propounded
by Europeans labeled evangelicals and utilitarians. Their view has
been enormously influential, particularly among those British
concerned with Indian affairs. They must be described briefly here
because of their wide currency from the late eighteenth century
through the period of the British Raj. Charles Grant may be taken
to represent the views of evangelicals on India; among the utilitar-
ians, there is no doubt that the most widely read scholar was
James Mill.

Grant’s years in India spanned 1768 to 1790, when he returned
to Great Britain, but he remained influential in Indian affairs until
his death in 1823. Throughout his later career, he argued that
India was one of the most decadent societies on the face of the
earth; fundamental reform was needed and should be spear-
headed by Christian missionaries backed by the East India Com-
pany. In a tract written in 1792 and reprinted in 1797, 1813, and
1833, he wrote,

Despotism is not only the principle of the government of
Hindostan, but an original, fundamental, and irreversible princi-
ple in the very frame of society. The law . . . rests entirely on the
following fundamental position: . . . that certain classes or race of
the society are in their elementary principles, in the matter from
which they were formed, absolutely of a higher nature, of a supe-
rior order in the scale of being, to certain other classes. ... Now
the evils that flow from such an arrangement are infinite . . . here
the chain of servitude is indissoluble and eternal. Though the
highest orders be guilty of the most flagitious wickedness, pervert
the use of power, become weak, arrogant and oppressive, the
frame of society can suffer no change. . . . The lowest rank . . . is
doomed to perpetual abasement and unlimited subjection. . ..
This whole fabric is the work of a crafty and imperious priest-
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hood, who feigned a divine revelation and appointment, to invest
their own order, in perpetuity, with the most absolute empire
over the civil state of the Hindoos, as well as over their minds.20

The utilitarian writer James Mill painted an even direr picture
of human corruption. Though writing from a more secular point of
view, Mill focused on some of the same evils as had Grant, and
called the Brahmins the “most audacious . . . and most unskillful
fabricators, with whom the annals of fable have yet made us
acquainted.! His description of Hinduism is no less severe:

In the conception of it no coherence, wisdom, or beauty, ever
appears: all is disorder, caprice, passion, contest, portents,
prodigies, violence, and deformity. . . . Flattery, founded upon a
base apprehension of the divine character, ingrafts upon a mean
superstition.22

Mill focused on what he saw as the absurdity, depravity, and
obscenity of Hindu ceremonies. Like Grant, Mill felt he had to
refute any kind words that Sir William Jones had to say about
Hinduism and Indian society.23

Though Mill had never been to India, Grant had. So the long-
time resident and the armchair theorist presented many of the
same analyses and evaluations. They were participants in a new
age of unabashed British power in India. Grant and Mill, along
with Edmund Burke, were legitimizers of the British role and
voices calling for fundamental reform; it was time to remake India
in the British image.24 As the relative failure to convert Indians to
Christianity became evident, what Stokes called “authoritarian
utilitarianism” blended with old-style paternalism became the
order of the day.25

Thomas Macaulay, a novice in India, and innocent of any
knowledge of Indian language, played an important role in the
decision to make English the medium of instruction in higher
education throughout India. He wrote in his 1835 “Minute on
Education™:

We have a fund to be employed as government shall direct for
the intellectual improvement of the people of this country. ...
have never found one among them [the Orientalists] who could
deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth
the whole native literature of India and Arabia. . . . The claims of
our own language it is hardly necessary to recapitulate. It
stands preeminent even among the languages of the West. . . . it
is possible to make natives of this country thoroughly good En-
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glish scholars; and that to this end our efforts ought to be
directed. . . . We must at present do our best to form a class who
may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we gov-
ern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and color, but English in
taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.26

The elite of India were henceforward educated through the me-
dium of English, but they continued to use and develop their own
languages and practice their own religion. The British could partly
mold India in their own way, but their efforts had unforeseen
consequences as nationalism grew apace from the late nineteenth
century to the British departure in 1947.

V.

Following the pioneering work of Halhed, Wilkins, and Jones in
Calcutta, and others like the Frenchman A.H. Anquetil-Duperron,
who translated Zoroastrian texts and the Upanishads from Pers-
ian to French, in the late eighteenth century, a great expansion of
Asian studies took place in France, Germany, and Britain
throughout the nineteenth century. Raymond Schwab has as-
sessed the significance of this development as follows:

Only after 1771 does the world become truly round; half the intel-
lectual map is no longer a blank. In other words, this is not a
second Renaissance but the first, belatedly reaching its logical
culmination . . . little by little a widening historical vision expanded
the horizon of creative thinkers. . . . Henceforth the world would be
one where Sanskrit and linguistics, even for those unaware of
them, would have changed the images peopling time and space. . . .
[Tihe orientalists ... brought back a view of humanity different
from that of the gold-hunters and the slave merchants. ... All
notions concerning revelation and civilization would be reexam-
ined. . .. [Tlhe continent of the Hindus, the Chinese, and the
Sumerians regained—with all the grandeur of its metaphysical tra-
dition . . . with all the weight of its intellectual seniority, which we
had unveiled—the power to question us. . .. Asia suddenly began
to seem again an equal in modern controversies.27

Schwab’s enthusiasm and focus on European scholars and writ-
ers on the Orient should not lead us to forget the realities of
empire building during the nineteenth century. Though the writ-
ings of the Orientalists suggest greater Western understanding
and appreciation of other civilizations, this was still an age of
ruthless conquest and blatant racism. The British were not de-
terred in the Opium War by the wisdom of Confucius or in the
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conquest of Burma by the message of Buddha. Nor did the
French, for all their chairs of Asian languages, behave any less
cruelly in Cambodia and Vietnam in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries. Were these imperial conquests and the growth of
Oriental studies in the West two parts of the same process?
They were no doubt related, for the outward movement of the
Europeans allowed the more scholarly and reflective among
them the opportunity to study Asian (and African) cultures,
history, and languages. While some may have served the cause
of imperialism, others have enhanced understanding—among
Westerners and, indeed, among Asians themselves—of Asian
cultures through their scholarship: in certain instances they
have preserved ancient artifacts of Asian civilizations that
would otherwise have been lost. Is the invaluable Sanskrit-to-
English dictionary of M. Monier-Williams a product only of
Western ethnocentrism? Are we to discard all the work done by
Western Orientalists because of the imperialist attitudes and
racism that infect a certain measure of it? Or should we build
upon their efforts, taking what is positive and useful in con-
structing a more multicentered, subtle, and complex under-
standing of Asian civilizations as well as our own?

During the Indian nationalist movement, the Bengali poet
Rabindranath Tagore said that for a long time India had “lost
interest in itself.” He blamed British imperialism, but he also put
some responsibility on the shoulders of his countrymen:

If we had only kept ourselves acquainted with our country, that
would have been something,—but so lazy are we, we know next
to nothing about her. The foreigner writes our history, we trans-
late it; the foreigner discovers our grammar, we cram it. If we
want to know what there is next door, we have to look into
Hunter. We gather no facts first hand,—neither about men, nor
comunerce, nor even agriculture. And yet, with such crass indif-
ference on our own part, we are not ashamed to prate about the
duties of others towards our country.28

In recent decades, the people of India, as well as other formerly
colonial peoples, have taken up the task of studying and preserv-
ing their cultures. While it is important that they take the lead in
this endeavor as much as possible, others—scholars from the
West or elsewhere—should not be excluded because of the preju-
dices that colored so much of Oriental scholarship in the past.
Studies of Asia can benefit from the different perspectives that
Asian and non-Asian scholars each bring to their work.
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Asia in Western History: Essays

ASIA IN WESTERN THOUGHT

IMAGES OF THE OTHER: ASIA
IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY
WESTERN THOUGHT—HEGEL,
MARX, AND WEBER

Harvey Goldman

SYNOPSIS

This essay examines the works of Hegel, Marx, and Weber as a
fruitful source for understanding Western intellectual representa-
tions of Asia. Hegel strove to integrate the “East” as a stage of the
development of “spirit” culminating in the modern Germanic Prot-
estant world. Marx, though condemning the cruelties of the West’s
colonial exploitation of Asia, nonetheless also integrated the East
into a theory of development, believing that the advance of capital-
ism into Asia would rescue the East from the backwardness of its
culture. Weber, on the other hand, did not try to fit Asia into a
theory of stages of historical progress, but he still viewed it from
the perspective of its capacity to produce an analogue to the
“Occidental personality” that had helped make the West what it
was. Despite the rich and imaginative portraits of Asia in the work
of these thinkers, they each put Asia into a Eurocentric scheme
and agenda of their own that forced them to oversimplify and
reduce many aspects of Asian culture and society.

To what extent the intellectual and cultural encounter with
Asia affected nineteenth-century European thought and culture is
difficult to measure, as are the relations between such thought
and both popular views of Asia and the development of Western
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society and culture.! The experience of Asia clearly influenced,
and was strongly influenced by, European economies and their
political and military policies. It also influenced the arts in every
form and inspired a scholarly engagement with the “Orient” in all
of its manifestations, though that engagement was not without
serious distortion.? England and France were pioneers, not only
in colonialism, but in making available Asian texts of all kinds, as
well as generating studies of Asian religious, social, and political
life more generally. Yet it was Germany, through the intensity of
its engagement and the profundity of its thinkers and writers,
that was the home of the “renaissance” of Oriental studies, espe-
cially of India, and of much of the greatest and most influential
philosophical and social thought of the century.

Our concern here is the representation or “construction” of the
Orient in the works of a few of the great thinkers that Germany
and the West produced then: G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831), the last
great philosophical system builder, whose work was the culmina-
tion of the Western philosophical tradition since Plato; Karl Marx
(1818-1883), Hegel's most powerful critic, who produced a materi-
alist interpretation of history that sought to comprehend all socie-
ties from the ground up; and Max Weber (1864-1920), the
founder of modern social science, who recognized the importance
to Occidental self-understanding of a serious encounter with
Asian culture in all its forms.

Despite the great differences between them, Hegel, Marx, and
Weber had enormous influence, not only in the West but in Asia.
Indeed, their works are a fruitful vehicle for understanding West-
ern conceptions more generally, for as we learn from recent an-
thropological thought, the way a culture represents the “other” of
a different culture involves not simply translating the reality of
that other but imposing a meaning as well. More to the point,
“every version of an ‘other,” wherever found, is also the construc-
tion of a ‘self.” "3 Thus, while representations by Western thinkers
of the “other” of Asia reveal crucial aspects of European under-
standing of the Orient, they also illuminate the larger theoretical
schemes of these thinkers, and, through them, some of the West’s
more important and characteristic “discourses” as well.

A number of cultural and social facts influenced the West’s
experience of Asia. First was the European view of the ancient
Greeks, whose understanding of “Asia” was mediated by the Pers-
ian wars and later by the conquest of parts of Asia to the Indus
valley by Alexander the Great. Herodotus, for example, visited
Persia and Egypt, and left impressive accounts of their culture
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and life. At the same time, he interpreted the Persian wars as a
struggle between East and West and as the preservation of an-
cient freedoms from mass enslavement by an Asian emperor.
Though Greek freedoms were themselves built on slavery; though
Asian “enslavement” tolerated the greatest diversity of cultural,
religious, and ethnic groups; and though Eastern religious ele-
ments undoubtedly influenced the religious mysteries of Greece
and Rome, these facts were deemed of lesser account than the
important elements of philosophy, politics, and culture that
Hellas had bequeathed to the West by its victory. Second were the
complicated attitudes toward the Islamic peoples, which Catholic
Europe had seen as barbarians in control of the “Holy Lands.” It
had been forgotten that Arabic culture had flourished and pre-
served and translated ancient Greek texts at a time when West-
erners outside of the church could no longer even write their
names. Third was the fact of Turkish power in the eastern Medi-
terranean and the “underbelly” of Europe, which, despite Euro-
pean naval and military strength, was an uncomfortable reminder
of Europe’s vulnerability to “incursions” from Asia. Fourth, and
most importantly, were the greater and greater exploratory, colo-
nial, and imperial ventures undertaken in East and South Asia,
which produced not only new sources for the encounter with
Asian culture but also embroiled the European powers in world-
wide conflicts, exploitation, and domination. European percep-
tions were also linked to the fear, among a number of thinkers,
that the West and its economic system would lapse into crisis,
rigidify, and lose its dynamism in a social organization that would
cripple individual development. Thus, the overdeveloped bureau-
cratization of Egypt, the immobility and lack of movement of
China, the horrors of the caste system of India: each of these
images of Asia had enormous negative symbolic power in the
imagination of Europeans. Yet, before the time of the domination
of capitalism and its extension to all sectors of life, the Orient was
viewed as a source of principles for wise rule and balanced social
order, as well as for religious wisdom. Intellectuals like Leibniz,
Schopenhauer, and the Physiocrats were much more open than
later figures to learning about Asian social order and learning
from the wisdom they believed resided in the East. Apart from the
case of Adam Smith, the fear of stasis and rigidity became wide-
spread only with the extension of capitalism and the development
of romanticism, when evils of all kinds were projected onto Asia,
although the reverse idealization of Asia occurred as well.

In nineteenth-century Europe, there were as many vantage
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points on Asia as there were thinkers, each one motivated by a
different need to use, appropriate, or understand the East. At the
same time, the thinkers we are considering here all steeped them-
selves in the literature on Asia. Hegel sought to integrate the East
into a picture of “spiritual” development and the development of
freedom, taking as his vantage point what he regarded as the
achievements of modern Protestantism and the Germanic world.
For him, Asia, Greece, Rome, and the Protestant German world
were sequential stages in the unfolding and development of
“spirit” in history. Thus, Hegel could grasp Asian culture only in
terms of its relation to a spirit whose culmination and fulfillment
he found in the West. Marx, on the other hand, focused on West-
ern social and economic “foundations,” and examined the East
both historically—in terms of its “old” modes of production that
were being surpassed by the modern capitalist mode—and politi-
cally—ecriticizing the barbaric exploitation of the East by the colo-
nial powers of the West. While recognizing the cruelties of the
capitalist mode of production as it expanded over the earth, he
still believed that capitalism furthered the general advance of hu-
mankind. Asian culture—backward, enslaved, and riddled with
mystical and primitive religion—needed the liberation and mod-
ernization that capitalism could bring, despite the destruction it
also brought. In this way, Marx hoped to find a silver lining in the
dark cloud of imperialism. Yet he never really condoned the vio-
lent destruction of the old patterns of life. Weber, who did greater
justice to the integrity, value, and many-sidedness of Asian expe-
rience than the others, did not try to fit the East into similar lines
of development. He was interested, rather, in what a culture
equips men and women for, what it encourages and what it pre-
vents. Nonetheless, Weber evaluated Asia through the optic of his
notion of the “Occidental personality,” to discover whether in Asia
there were sources of innovation and inner-worldly character
strength and mastery comparable to those that had appeared in
the West at the time of the birth of capitalism. Because of this, he
could not provide a rounded picture of Asian culture and its
genuine difference.4

HEGEL AND THE ORIENTAL SPIRIT

Hegel's obvious attempt to undermine the esteem in which Asian
culture was held during the nineteenth-century “renaissance” of
Oriental studies suggests that he feared the potentially corrupting
influence of Asian culture on Western thought and mores. He
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claimed, for example, that the much-vaunted “knowledge” of the
Indians and Egyptians was shown each day to be emptier than
formerly believed,5 and that it would have been better for their
reputation had Chinese philosophers like Confucius never been
translated.® Some people even believed that there was as much
“social virtue and morality” in Asia as in the Christian states,
which, if true, would cast doubt on the idea of progress in history.
But this, said Hegel, is an error created by the “forms” of the East,
which are so enchanting that we overlook the dreadful “content”
of Asian culture.” For a man who believed that the unfolding of
“spirit” meant the development of the self-consciousness of free-
dom and that the Germano-Christian world was the highest stage
of this unfolding, any Western attitude that went beyond purely
historical respect for Asian notions of truth and the good must
have seemed a profound and dangerous step backward. Indeed,
though Hegel argued that religion is one of the modes of absolute
spirit, he was cautious in his attitude toward Asian religion.

It still must not be forgotten that religion may take a form
leading to the harshest bondage in the fetters of superstition
and man's degraded subservience to animals. . . . This phenom-
enon may at least make it evident that we ought not to speak of
religion at all in general terms and that we really need a power
to protect us from it in some of its forms and to espouse against
them the rights of reason and self-consciousness.8

Thus to Hegel it is not religion in general but Western religion,
principally Christianity—and, in particular, Protestantism—that is
the vehicle through which absolute spirit reveals itself.

For Hegel, reality as it is does not show us the truth of things.
It is thought that discovers truth, and thought is more real than
its objects. Reality thus lies not in appearance but in the thought
that comprehends it. The divine Idea—a conception Hegel takes
from Plato—is the truth of history and the foundation of reality;
spirit, which can be discovered by thought, is the motive force of
history, embodied in concrete phases of historical development.
The Idea is, in fact, the concept of “spiritual self-consciousness”
that world history develops, the potential which spirit makes ac-
tual. Spirit is the Idea “brought down from formal ideality to full
embodiment in human experience.”™ Indeed, spirit and the course
of its development is the substance of history and of all reality.
Thus, world history is the exhibition of spirit striving to attain
knowledge of its own nature. But since, for Hegel, “freedom” in
every sense is the sole truth of spirit, world history represents
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phases in the progress of the self-consciousness of freedom. The
“self-actualization” of spirit is the focus of philosophy, which com-
prehends history, and truth lies in the entirety of the development
of spirit and not in any single phase.

It is into this framework of the unfolding of spirit that Hegel
strives to fit Asia in his Philosophy of History. In Asia “arose the
light of spirit, and therefore the history of the world,” but it is only
“Hither” Asia (Persia, Syria, Asia Minor, etc.), and not “Farther”
Asia (China, India)—that is, the world of Caucasians, who act in
history, rather than Mongols, who are stationary—that originated
all religious and political principles. Even so, only Europe has
been the theater of the real development of these principles.

Hegel used two principal metaphors to express the relation of
East and West. The first metaphor is that of a man whose first
sight is the sun, which rises in the East and sets in the West. For
Hegel, the “history of the World travels from East to West, for
Europe is absolutely the end of history, Asia the beginning.” The
initial reaction of a formerly sightless man on seeing the rising
sun for the first time is astonishment and forgetfulness of self and
individuality. This is the experience of the East, overpowered by
and suffused with emerging spirit. But once the sun has risen,
astonishment subsides, and the individual begins to perceive ob-
jects and then proceeds to contemplate his own inner being and,
ultimately, the relation between the two. Contemplation is then
left behind for activity, and by the end of day, the person has
erected a building from his own “inner sun.” In the evening, the
person contemplates his creation and esteems it higher than the
original and physical sun. This is the experience of the West, of
Greece, Rome, and Germanic Christianity, where humankind has
developed a conscious and free relation to spirit. “If we hold this
image fast in mind, we shall find it symbolizing the course of
history, the day’s work of Spirit.”0

The second metaphor is that of human development from child-
hood, which is the East, to old age, which is the West. In this
metaphor, the East is the home of unreflective consciousness,
where individuality and subjective freedom are unknown. This is
“the childhood of history,” and all are subject to a supreme being
like children obeying parents, with undifferentiated identities. Not
surprisingly, the model of the Chinese world for Hegel is the
family relation. But the move west, to Hither Asia, takes human-
kind beyond the repose and trustingness of the child and into a
boisterous and active life, the “boyhood” of history, found in Syria
and Egypt, followed by “adolescence,” represented by the Greek
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world, where individuals now truly form themselves. Rome repre-
sents the active and mature manhood of history, building objects
that civilize the world. Finally, after long struggle, spirit turns inward
and, through that, pacifies the external world, represented by the
Christian development of the Germanic world. This is the old age of
history. But unlike the old age of nature, which is weak, the old age
of spirit is mature and strong, even though the “Mohammedan prin-
ciple,” Islam, intrudes on it. This Protestant religious teleology, subli-
mated into history, provides the links between all elements of spirit
and of world history, and reveals “the ultimate result which the
process of history is intended to accomplish.”!!

These poetic metaphors, of course, are hardly neutral in their
implications for understanding Asia. Indeed, in their simple eth-
nocentrism and their arrangement of history in a line leading to
the Hegelian present, the morning-evening and child-adult meta-
phors illuminate a stage of Western narcissism and its encounter
with the “alien” much more than they do the experience and
reality of Asia. Unfortunately, a great number of Hegel's interpre-
tations of Asian religion, philosophy, and history are suffused
with short-sighted condemnation and the inability to see anything
in Asia but backwardness, immorality, lack of regard for life, and
a stunted and infantilized spirit that, fortunately for history, was
overcome by the West. Hegel had only praise for Alexander bring-
ing Greek culture to Asia “in order to elevate into a Greek world
this wild medley of utter barbarism, bent solely on destruction,
and torn by internal dissensions, these lands entirely sunk in
indolence, negation, and spiritual degeneration.”12

Hegel believed that history must be evaluated in terms of the
development of freedom.!3 From that perspective, the Oriental
world did not consider the human being as such as free and
believed in the freedom of only one person, the tyrant. The Greco-
Roman world, where the consciousness of freedom first arose,
believed that some human beings were free, and instituted de-
mocracy, followed by aristocracy. Only in the Germano-Christian
world is it understood that the human being as such is free, and
thus only there does the freedom of spirit constitute the essence
of the world.

To Hegel, China and India lie outside the history of freedom,
hence outside world history. In China, all are subject to the pater-
nal care of the Emperor in a world with absolute equality but
without freedom. Moreover, Chinese religion is linked to the state
and has not risen to that stage of development known in the West,
where religion means the “retirement” of the spirit into itself. True
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faith is only possible, to Hegel, where individuals can seclude
themselves. But in China, the human being has no inherent
worth or dignity and is without the power of personal decision
and subjective freedom. Thus, though Chinese religion seems to
be moral, it is filled with magic and superstition. Chinese art, too,
is without spiritual qualities, Chinese science merely empirical
and useful, not theoretical—the Chinese could not even construct
a reliable calendar—and even the language is an obstacle to the
development of real knowledge! Similar problems lie in jurispru-
dence, ethics, and philosophy. Thus, Hegel concludes, “everything
which belongs to spirit—unconstrained morality, in practice and
theory, heart, inward religion, science and art properly so-called—
is alien to it.”14

To Hegel, no genuine philosophical knowledge exists in the
Orient, but only a religious mode of thought pervading everything.
In Asian thought the individual has value only through identifica-
tion with a higher “substance” or being, and so does not exist as a
subject. Moral thought, as in Confucius, is commonplace, Hegel
claims, and a single work of Cicero’s is more comprehensive and
better than all the books of Confucius taken together. The Yi Jing
[I Ching] evidences no conception of universal natural or spiritual
powers. Of Lao Zi (Lao Tzu), he says: “What is there to be found in
all this learning?” Indian philosophy, too, he argues, lacks objec-
tivity, and stands within Indian religion as Scholastic philosophy
stood within Christian dogmatism. Thus: “The Idea has not be-
come objective in the Indian philosophy; hence the external and
objective has not been comprehended in accordance with the Idea.
This is the deficiency in Orientalism.”15

In Indian religion, which Hegel calls a religion of “fantasy,” the
fundamental conceptions are “baroque and wild and are horrible,
repulsive, loathsome distortions.” Although they recall the highest
elements of the Idea, they are stunted because their fundamental
spiritual nature is not understood. Everything is made divine, and
human beings place themselves on the same level with the rest of
nature: they do not know their nature to be higher than the
nature of a spring or a tree. Thus, among the Hindus, life is
despised, and human beings do not value themselves. This “per-
verted character of the Hindu mind” leads to the sacrifice of wives,
children, and self in suicide. The people of India are, therefore,
“sunk in the most complete immorality.”!®

In Hinduism, spirit resides in a dream state, and the Hindu is
incapable of rational reflection. Since there is a universal deifica-
tion of all finite existence, the divine is degraded. Further, the
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stereotyping of the caste system condemns Indians to “the most
degrading spiritual serfdom.” Thus, “neither morality, nor justice,
nor religiosity is to be found.” Instead, deceit and cunning are the
fundamental character of the Hindus. India does have ties to the
world—through Sanskrit and through emigration to the West—
and strikes a special chord within the West as a “Land of Desire.”
In fact, the world longs for access to its treasures, spiritual and
natural. Indeed, “it is the necessary fate of Asiatic Empire to be
subjected to Europeans; and China will, some day or other, be
obliged to submit to this fate.” This will be an advance over Asian
despotism, whose worst form is found in India. While other Asian
nations know despotism, they see it as contrary to right order and
are roused to resentment. But in India, no one sees despotism as
abnormal, for there is no sense of personal independence. Finally,
the Hindus are incapable of writing history, since that requires
understanding and objectivity, and thus the comprehension of
one’s own existence as independent, whereas in India all fixed
rational and definite conceptions of the ideal are degraded and
dissolved into the Hindu spirit of dreaming and transiency.1”

In contrast to Farther Asia, Hither Asia, the Near East, is cred-
ited with much greater spiritual advance. Indeed, Hegel calls the
Persians the first historical people. Persia is the scene of develop-
ment and revolution, the origin of the first great moral religion,
Zoroastrianism, with neither consolidated totalities, as in China,
nor anarchy and caprice, as in India. Here, each people is free.
The seafaring Phoenicians free the human spirit from bondage to
nature, while in Judea and Egypt, spirit is elevated further, per-
vading life and institutions. '8

Islam, or what Hegel calls Mohammedanism, is, of course, a
much later development and an advance over the negative and
enslaving spirit of Asia. For Islam, worship of Allah was the only
final aim. God is the absolute One, and before Him the human
being has no interests of his own. Indeed, Islam displays a ten-
dency toward absolute fatalism and lack of respect for life. No
practical end has any intrinsic worth, and all ends must aim to
bring about worship of God. Thus, Islam was restrained by noth-
ing, enthusiastic only for abstractions. Yet the Arabs were without
national or caste distinctions, and without regard for race. Who-
ever converted gained equality of rights with all other believers,
Under Islam philosophy flourished, and scientific knowledge
passed from the Arab East to the West. Still, Hegel claims, the
Arabs did not actually advance philosophy because they estab-
lished no principle of self-conscious reason, relying instead on
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revelation. Eventually, the Islamic East sank into vice like the rest
of Asia. “Islam has long vanished from the stage of history at
large, and has retreated into Oriental ease and repose.”1°

What can we say of Hegel's interpretative approach as a whole and
of the source of its blindness to the complexity and meaning of Asian
experience more generally? In the first place, the problem was not
sources. Hegel was incredibly well informed, and apparently drew on
all of the English, French, and German sources that had become
available since the birth or rebirth of Oriental studies in the eighteenth
century. He knew all of the sacred works of the East, as well as
modern studies of the social and political life of Asia. Hegel's problem
derives instead from his need to represent and interpret every aspect
of spirit or culture, East and West, in terms of a totalizing history.
Within Hegel's perspective, the East is revealed for its “contributions”
to spirit (the sun has to rise somewhere; there has to be a childhood at
some time}, but also for its inability to develop in a Western manner, a
manner vindicated by Hegel as a more advanced form of the develop-
ment of spirit. Though Hegel often conceives spirit in organic meta-
phors of unfolding, spirit ultimately follows a unidirectional, if not
linear, path.

Consider the metaphor of childhood. The East is childhood, be-
cause the Christian West, which opposes and conquers the East
spiritually and politically, is taken to be adulthood. Once Western
maturity is made the standard, Eastern childhood follows directly.
Thus Hegel must interpret Asia symbolically, because Asia is not
granted its own story, independent of a Eurocentric vision of history.
In Hegel, there can be only one story, the story of how spirit has come
to localize itself and fulfill itself in the West. If spirit is only a single
flower unfolding from within itself, then there can be only one story of
its life cycle. The normal diversity and richness of nature are here
overthrown. Hegel's history, as the realm of spirit's “nature,” is a
garden with only one plant, though seen in many “moments” and
“stages” of development, and Asia becomes only a part of the story of
that one plant, an earlier stage, whose fullest flower is Germano-Prot-
estant culture and society.

In a sense, Hegel is egalitarian, in that his belief in unidirec-
tional development and in the progress of spirit leads him to find
all “earlier” stages of spirit, including earlier Western ones, in
some way limited, measured by what spirit can attain. Hegel has
thus erected a unified edifice with places for everything in human
culture, though these places are all stepping stones for the emer-
gence of his own world. His judgments of human experience re-
flect the perspective of his world and system as the culmination of
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the Western and world-historical tradition. He did correctly see
the relation of his system to the rest of the Western tradition,
because the great nineteenth-century thinkers after Hegel—Marx,
Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche—understood their efforts to overturn,
undermine, or destroy the Hegelian system as an attack on the
Western tradition generally, from its birth in Plato to its “end” in
Hegel .20

Hegel strove to assimilate what he saw in Asia to a system that
could not comprehend it adequately. Hegel could not grasp the
“concept” of the alien without reduction, and he demonstrated,
though unintentionally, that his notion of spirit could not penetrate
to the heart of Asian life. Rather than engaging Asia in real dialogue,
he looked to see if and to what extent it belonged to the same
“family” from which he himself derived. Clearly, it did not. Yet that
inability cannot account for Hegel's derogation and caricature of so
much of Asian experience. Despite his vast knowledge and the great-
ness of his intellect, Hegel seems unfortunately to have shared in the
racial and cultural stereotypes that pervaded Europe.

MARX AND THE ASIATIC MODE OF PRODUCTION

Marx’s intellectual career was built on a critique of Hegel and of
the Hegelian interpretation of history. Instead of seeing history in
terms of the unfolding of spirit, Marx placed concrete material
existence at the foundation of human culture, society, and poli-
tics. For Marx, religion, law, morality, and the state have no his-
tory independent of the society that has produced them, and they
must be interpreted in terms of the social organization of produc-
tion, whether it is the village commune, the slave society, the feudal
organization of town and country, or the bourgeois mode of manu-
facturing and industry. Thus, though religion, law, and morality
always represent in some form the “truth” of a society, it is a truth
rooted in the limits and possibilities of a specific material life.

Marx was thus able to overcome much of Hegel's provincialism
and ethnocentrism by grounding the development of freedom in
specific modes of production, which, unlike the stages of Hegel's
spirit, can appear anywhere on earth. Indeed, Marx witnessed the
extension of capitalism throughout the world in the nineteenth cen-
tury, as well as the direct domination and exploitation of British and
French imperialism. At the same time, he saw the capitalist mode of
production as the last “antagonistic” mode, that is, the last that
would be based on exploitation, and thus, to Marx, we do not live at
the end of history, as Hegel thought, but on the verge of it.
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Yet, as a correspondent for the New York Tribune, Marx was
also a chronicler of the travails of Asia at the hands of European
colonialism. Though he analyzed the European powers’ struggle
over Persia, and argued that Japan’s feudal organization of landed
property and developed small-scale agriculture “gives a much
truer picture of the European Middle Ages than all our history
books,”! Marx focused principally on China and India as objects
of European exploitation. Thus, to understand Marx’s representa-
tion of Asian experience, we have to consider, first, his materialist
interpretation of history; then his analysis of the nature and place
of the Asiatic mode of production in the context of the uniqueness
of capitalism and its preconditions; and finally, his portrait of Asia
under colonial domination.22

Marx’s materialist interpretation of history begins in his cri-
tique of Hegel's interpretations of religion, state, and, ultimately,
history. Marx argued that religion cannot be viewed as a form of
the appearance of absolute spirit, but that it is, rather, a sphere of
illusion. In religion, humankind forgets that it is the actor and
subject of history, and attributes both its suffering and control
over the world to a realm of Gods who are actually human powers
projected into a magical beyond. Religion thus expresses the suf-
fering and the hopes of redemption that arise in specific condi-
tions of oppression, yet it teaches people that they are powerless.

In the same way that religion makes God the creator of human-
kind, thus inverting the true relation, so too does philosophy make
consciousness or spirit superior to all concrete material existence.
Philosophy claims to find the source of value in the human being,
but in fact it depletes individual life on behalf of an illusion, thus
undermining action, for it attributes true significance to the uni-
versal of spirit, which merely finds its concretization in the particu-
lars of life. Only by recognizing that the true condition of
humankind is material, rooted in the organization of production
for existence, can humankind overcome its illusions and act. Ac-
cording to Marx, then, we must not focus on consciousness and its
development but on conscious material existence, something Hegel
ignored in his picture of Asia and of history generally. Thus, in
Marx, instead of a history of the stages of development of spirit, we
find a history of modes of production, a history of humankind’s
development of its material life, which is, as spirit and reason were
for Hegel, the reality behind appearances.

In The German Ideology Marx gives a first version of the stages
of the modes of production in terms of property ownership. The
first mode is tribal ownership, an extension of the natural division
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of labor in the family, characterized by hunting and gathering,
and, at its highest stage, agriculture. The second mode is ancient
communal and state ownership, produced by uniting several
tribes into a city, and including at its higher stages the ownership
of movable and immovable property. The third mode is feudal or
estate ownership, rooted in the country rather than the town,
with large manors and an enserfed small peasantry rather than
the slaves held in the first two forms. The fourth form is capitalist
private property ownership.

A decade later, Marx added a new mode of production, describ-
ing at least three forms of property or periods of ownership, which
Eric Hobsbawm characterizes as “alternative routes” out of the
primitive communal form.23 They are the Asiatic or Oriental, the
ancient (Greece and Rome), and the Germanic-feudal. Along with
the modern bourgeois form, they are described by Marx elsewhere
as marking “progressive epochs” in the formation of society. These
four modes of production, however, do not necessarily form a
chronological sequence of development, although the bourgeois
form does grow out of the feudal form. They are to be understood,
rather, as independent modes, analytically distinct, with their
own “laws of motion” and laws of decline. Marx’s understanding of
Asjan society is rooted in his analysis of the Asiatic mode of
production.24

In all modes of production preceding capitalism, production
aims at subsistence of the individual proprietor and his family
and the satisfaction of needs, and trade only occurs with the
surplus that remains after needs are met. Unlike previous modes,
capitalism aims at the production of commodities for exchange
and meets needs as a consequence of this production rather than
as its direct aim. For the capitalist mode of production to appear,
owners of money wealth and means of production, oriented to
production of commodities for profit, must encounter owners of
“free” labor power in the marketplace, who sell that labor power
as a commodity for use by owners of money. For free laborers to
emerge, people must be released from the land as their productive
workplace, which implies the “dissolution of small, free landed
property as well as of communal landownership resting on the
oriental commune."?® For owners of money wealth and means of
production to emerge, there must be concentration of wealth and
means among individuals disposed to use them for pursuit of
profit in commodity production and exchange, and this, too, re-
sults from the dissolution of previous modes of production and
ownership.
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For Marx, the most fundamental form of landed property is
found in the Asiatic or Oriental mode of production, grounded in a
natural community built around families and clans. In this mode,
there is no private ownership of land, and the earth is considered
the property of the commune.?¢ Indeed, in “most of the Asiatic
landforms,” Marx says, it is not unusual to find a despot above
these communities, who appears as the higher or sole proprietor.
In one form of the Asiatic mode, “Oriental despotism,” communal
agriculture requires the creation of large-scale irrigation through
hydraulic works or aqueducts. The climate from the Sahara to
India made artificial irrigation by canals and waterworks the very
basis of Oriental agriculture. This led to regulation of agriculture
by central governments, as in Egypt, India, Persia, and Arab
Spain and Sicily.2” In Oriental despotisms, the state takes the
greater part of the social surplus product in its own hands as
tribute. This leads to bureaucratization, whose staff are social
strata maintained purely by this surplus and constituting the
dominant power in society, as in China, India, and Egypt.28 Thus,
in Asia the state is landowner and sovereign at once, with no
private landed property, and it can be more despotic or more
democratic, depending on whether the higher power is a remote
figure, a chief within the clan, or an association of patriarchs.??

The Asiatic mode of production is very stable, even static, re-
sisting evolution despite “aimless movements on the political sur-
face,” and Marx gives various reasons for this: the concentration
of public works in the hands of a strong state, the character of the
natural economy, the absence of private property in land, and the
fact that self-reproducing villages form a world unto themselves
and “vegetate independently alongside one another.”3° While Asi-
atic states are continually dissolving and being refounded, “the
key to the riddle of the unchangeability of Asiatic societies” lies in
the simplicity of their productive organization, the union of small-
scale agriculture with domestic industry in the household.3! In-
deed, there is no more solid foundation for stagnant Asiatic
despotism than the “idyllic republics” of the Indian village. To
Marx, “the breaking up of those stereotyped primitive forms was
the sine qua non for Europeanization. . . . The destruction of their
archaic industry was necessary to deprive the villages of their
self-supporting character.”32

In his discussion of European imperialism, Marx focused less
on the mode of production than on the interaction of European
invaders and native cultures. Indeed, Marx hoped that the disrup-
tion of China and India would help to spark revolutions there
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which would not only change the ancient social systems but also
drain European treasuries and cause crises that would shatter
the capitalist order. For Marx, the end of the “barbarous and
hermetic isolation from the civilized world” of the Asian empires
signaled the dissolution of the old mode of production and the
social order built upon it. England was using direct political and
economic power, technical superiority, and low-priced commodi-
ties to destroy the framework and forms of production of Indian
society. The sickening destruction and misery inflicted on India by
British plunder meant the loss of an ancient civilization and tradi-
tion and its hereditary means of subsistence, without establishing
a new order.32 Even so, Marx said, the old mode was so resistant
in India and China that the English were succeeding only grad-
ually.34

Still, Marx suggested, we must not lose sight of the order being
undone, for the destruction of the economic basis of “these small
semi-barbarian, semi-civilized communities” has produced “the
only social revolution ever heard of in Asia.”

We must not forget that these idyllic village communities, inof-
fensive though they may appear, had always been the solid
foundation of Oriental despotism, that they restrained the
human mind within the smallest possible compass, making it
the unresisting tool of superstition ... and rendered murder
itself a religious rite. ... We must not forget that these little
communities were contaminated by distinctions of caste and by
slavery . .. that they transformed a self-developing social state
into never changing natural destiny.3%

Is this a judgment like Hegel's, or is Marx simply striving to find
some good that can come from the inevitable worldwide domina-
tion of capital, despite its barbarity?

Marx’s attitude toward Asia has some similarities with Hegel's.
He deplores the backwardness and degradation of Asian society,
along with its fixity and stagnation, because it holds the possibili-
ties of human development in thrall, both materially and cultur-
ally. Marx does this because he situates the various modes of
production in an historical order that measures them strictly in
terms of their advance of human productive powers, and he un-
derstands culture only in terms of its reflection of relations of
production. Still, Marx acknowledges the integrity and the histori-
cal and cultural role of the Asiatic mode as a pre-capitalist form
with laws of motion of its own. Though Marx is aware of the
“advance” that capitalism marks over more primitive productive
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modes, he is also aware of the staggering costs in human suffer-
ing, costs paid in Europe over centuries and now paid, though
more painfully, over decades in Asia. Despite his conviction that
Asian culture stifles human development, in his later writings
Marx looked more and more for the ways in which Asiatic resis-
tance to Western inroads, formerly disparaged as backwardness,
could obstruct the cruel advances of British imperialism. He cer-
tainly defended the right and need of the dominated Asian peoples
to defend themselves with all means at their disposal, and he
exposed the hypocrisy of “the Christianity-canting and civiliza-
tion-mongering British government” which compelled the growth
of opium in Bengal and its sale in China and committed hideous
atrocities in its Asian wars, while denouncing the Hindus for their
barbarity.36

Thus, the picture of the Asian “other” in Marx is complex. On
the one hand, Asian civilization is understood in terms of its own
mode of production. On the other hand, that mode supported a
culture and society of the most backward kind. On the one hand,
Asia is a victim of the cruelties and domination of self-interested
European imperialism, whose resistance to oppression Marx ap-
plauds. On the other hand, the intervention of Europe brings
social revolution to Asia. From the perspective of the world econ-
omy spawned by capitalism, which advanced human productive
powers but was built on exploitation, Marx saw Asian civilization
as a stage which would be destroyed inevitably by Western arms,
Western trade, and the universalization of the capitalist mode of
production. Though this would be, in its way, an advance, it
would also mean the loss of a culture that had endured for centu-
ries. From the perspective of an enemy of capitalism and a friend
of suffering humanity, Marx saw Asia in terms of the West’s effort
to make itself the ultimate subject and power of history, and he
deplored the costs to the oppressed and defended their resistance.
Marx could not confront the cultural structures of Asian society in
their own terms because of his assimilation of culture and econ-
omy into his own historical system, but he was also unable to
confront the cultural structures of the West on any better terms.

Marx was one of the figures of his century most critical of the
exploitation of East by West. True, he dealt with the East often as
a potential “trigger” for progressive Western developments rather
than in terms of its own cultural logic, and he sincerely believed
in progress through capitalist development. But he never saw
Asians as objects of mere curiosity or scorn. Without racist feeling
of any kind, Marx at least confronted the human costs of the
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worldwide dominion of capitalism without unambiguously endors-
ing the civilizing powers of the West.

WEBER AND THE STRUCTURE OF
THE ASIAN SELF

In his pursuit of categories adequate for comprehending society,
Weber drew on the history and cultural order of every society he
could study. Though Weber’s works are filled with a knowledge of
Asia, it is principally in his works on Asian religion that he pro-
vided a sustained analysis of the Orient, having read every avail-
able Western source, and revealed a rich portrait of the social and
political facts of the East and of the richness, diversity, and cul-
tural meanings to be found there. Though he did not correctly
grasp all of the features of the East, he did not “Orientalize” it,
several commentators to the contrary.3” Nor did he conceal his
standpoint or his agenda. Indeed, he defended the potential contri-
bution of analyses from totally different standpoints than his own.

Weber did not strive to put Asia into an historical line of any
kind. Still, his concern to understand the origins of capitalism led
him to examine Asian religions and society in terms of their ability
to have advanced indigenous capitalist development or prevented
it. To him this meant analyzing the modes of shaping the “person”
that Asian religions cultivated, to see if they contained sources of
rational capitalist innovation and to evaluate their capacity for
“inner-worldly” mastery of the kind generated by ascetic Protes-
tantism. Naturally, there were many aspects of Asian culture that
Weber could not appreciate from a search for analogies to the
“Occidental personality.” We must first understand Weber's con-
ception of the origins of a capitalist spirit in the development of
capitalism, and then consider his comparisons of Western “per-
sonality formation” with those forms found in Asia.

Weber argued that material conditions alone could not account
for the emergence of capitalism in the West. Something more was
required at its origins to turn capitalist enterprise into a dominant
economic system, for the older “traditionalist” economic order was
a formidable barrier to systematic rational innovations. What
must have been present, he argued, was a new “spirit” opposed to
the traditionalist spirit, a disposition in some individuals to en-
gage in practical rational conduct at a level of intensity that could
overcome older ways of pursuing profit. Now that capitalism is
dominant, it can shape people to its needs, but at its origin this
was not so. Thus, Weber searched for a transformative force, an
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agent of historical change present in the interstices between two
different systems of material life. This was the “spirit of capital-
ism,” an ethos of worldly conduct that helped nascent capitalism
struggle against tradition and establish itself, which, he argued,
was created by the new saints of Calvinism.

Weber then embarked on a vast comparative project to confirm
the importance and uniqueness of the capitalist spirit in the de-
velopment of capitalism, to see what other cultures might have
given birth to capitalism, and to find out why they did not. But in
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber discovered
not only the origin of the unique “spirit” of modern capitalism: he
discovered as well, he believed, a source of strength that had
transformed and fortified the Puritan believer into a hardened
“tool” of godly purposes. Weber posited the existence and action of
a new type of “character” generated in the Reformation, capable of
extraordinary feats of action and innovation, carried on with great
intensity and energy.3® For modern capitalism to have developed
as it did, Weber argued, a new kind of person must have existed, a
person with special qualities and capacities for work, and an
inclination for the rationalized labor that capitalism brought with
it. It was Calvinism, through its notion of “calling,” that created
the ascetic Occidental “personality” of the Puritan entrepreneur.

To Weber, being a “personality” means having “an inner core . . .
an above all regulated unity of life conduct, deriving from some
central point of view of one’s own,” built on devotion and submissive
service to an ideal whose demands must be carried out rationally.3°
Though Weber speaks occasionally of the possibility of “personality”
existing elsewhere, specifically in Asia, the “occidental ideal of ac-
tively acting ‘personality’, based ... on a center, be it religious
concerning the beyond, be it inner-worldly,” is unknown to, and
would be disapproved of by, all the religions of Asia.4®

Of all the world’s religions, only ascetic Protestantism created
the generalized motivations to seek salvation through exertion in
a calling and in sanctified inner-worldly ascetic and profitable
work. To Weber, only this unifying discipline, or one just like it,
could produce “personality” in the truest sense, and only these
personalities, perfected by and acting through a calling, ever
helped to create the “spirit of capitalism.” No such personalities
and no such spirit could have emerged, in Weber’s view, from the
adaptation to the world of Confucianism, the rejection of the
world of Buddhism, the magic garden and traditional vocational
ethic of Hinduism, or the desire for rule of the world and feudal
enjoyment of Islam.
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For Weber, there were four elements that constituted the na-
ture of personality: first, unification and systematization of life on
the basis of an ultimate sacred value, usually provided by proph-
ecy; second, ascetic conduct, based on subjugation of the natural
self that faith in the value makes necessary but only strength of
character makes possible; third, an orientation toward the realiza-
tion or service of the value in practical action; and fourth, a
channeling of human energies and purposes through the discipl-
ine of the calling. Weber set the Occidental development of “per-
sonality” against models of self and meaning in other religious
cultures. The other models were not judged to be “failures” or
“negative” when compared to the modern Occident; still, their
shortcomings vis-a-vis the Occidental personality and its power
and possibilities are manifest everywhere in Weber’s work, espe-
cially from the point of view of the strength with which they
endow adherents for action in the world.

According to Weber, Confucianism, the most important religion
of China, does develop the “personality,” but in a way totally
different from the West. Confucianism was the “status ethic” of a
group of officials, possessors of feudal prebends, who were secular
and rationalistic. Its ideal was the “gentleman” educated in aes-
thetics and literature who devoted his life to the study of the
classics. Chinese religious development, according to Weber, was
determined by the fact that in China there was no supra-mun-
dane God, and “a tension against the ‘world’ never emerged, be-
cause an ethical prophecy of a supra-mundane God posing ethical
demands was fully missing.” “Never has the Chinese ‘soul’ been
revolutionized through a prophet.” There was, hence, no tension
between God and the natural world, between ethical demand and
human failing; consequently, there was no leverage for influencing
conduct through the generation of “inner forces that were not
purely traditionally and conventionally bound.” Confucian duties
always consisted of expressions of piety toward living or dead
relatives and ancestors, “never toward a supra-mundane God and
therefore never toward a holy ‘object’ or ‘idea.” ” Thus, the foun-
dation of Occidental personality was missing. “The Confucian was
lacking the central rational methodology of life of the classical
Puritan, religiously determined from within."4!

The Confucian ideal was propriety and “the shaping of the self
to an all-sided harmoniously balanced personality” through adap-
tation to the eternal order, wakeful self-control, and the repres-
sion of irrational passions. This led not to specialized service in a
calling but to a preference for bureaucratic office that would per-
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mit the pursuit of well-roundedness. The refined man or gentle-
man was not a “tool” or a means, but an “end in himself.” The
Confucian personality was not shaped like the Puritan from the
“inside” standing against the world but from the “outside,” not
from a unified core, but as adaptation to the world. Thus, Confu-
cianism “could not let arise any striving toward unity from within,
which we connect with the concept of ‘personality.’ "42

To Weber, then, Confucian personality is “negative” in compari-
son with Occidental personality because, first, it lacks an over-
arching transcendental goal, which alone can inspire the
individual toward self-transformation “from within”; second, it
lacks an ethical tension with the world to motivate the self to
conquer itself and the world; and, finally, its ethos calls for “self-
perfection” and sees the self as an “end in itself.” Whatever else
Confucianism accomplished, it could never lead to transformation
of the social order, nor allow the development of an inner strength
for overcoming the weight of the world and its traditions on behalf
of goals posited or defended from within. Thus to Weber, Confu-
cianism was an ethos of readers, not innovators, of beautiful
gestures, not actors, of gentlemen, not real “personalities.”

Weber saw obstacles to the emergence of personality of the
modern Occidental kind in South Asia as well. Buddhism, for
example, was the religion of contemplative, mendicant monks who
rejected worldly life and treated their followers as laymen. Created
by intellectuals, and based on the teachings of an “exemplary”
prophet who rejected the world, Buddhism rejected rational pur-
posive activity as leading away from salvation. Indeed, according
to Weber, all of the mass religions of Asia accepted the world as
eternally given as it was; there was thus no tension and no motive
to transform the world in accordance with divine commands. In
Buddhism there was no deity, no savior, no prayer, no religious
grace, no eternal life, and no predestination. Buddhism sought
wakeful self-control of all natural drives and a psychic state free
from passion and desire. In Buddhism, as in Puritanism, salva-
tion is a purely personal act of the single individual. Buddhism
believes in karma, which Weber describes as “the universal cau-
sality of ethical recompense.” Despite Buddhism’s asceticism and
its subjugation of self through the overcoming of desire, “it is not
the ‘personality,” but the meaning and value of the single act”
which matters.43 Thus, the inner core or center of Occidental
“personality” is missing in Buddhism. Once again leverage over
the world and the self that comes from an ethical prophecy with
“demands” is missing.
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Hinduism’s “carriers,” according to Weber, were originally a
hereditary caste of genteel and cultured literati, the Brahmans,
not unlike the Confucians, whose magical charisma rested on
their possession of sacred “knowledge.” For Hinduism as for Bud-
dhism, there is an automatic functioning of the ethical process,
and no consequences of actions are ever “lost” or unexperienced.
At the same time, Hinduism demands ritualistic purity. It has no
election by divine grace, and each individual creates his own
destiny exclusively. According to Weber, Hinduism provides
choice among a variety of possible holy “ends” toward which a
believer may strive, and the means appropriate for the religious
life depend on which end is sought. Ultimately, however, “knowl-
edge,” whether mystical or literary, is the path to the highest
holiness and the means of domination over the self and the world.
Thus Hinduism seeks the “meaning” and significance of the world
and life, rather than leaving such issues to a supra-mundane
creator. Despite the emergence of an opposition of the godly and
the “worldly"—an opposition that “conditioned” the systematiza-
tion of life conduct in the Occident, that is, the “ethical personal-
ity"—Weber maintained that for the Hindu an * ‘inner-worldly’
autonomous life methodology of occidental character was . . . not
possible. 44

The notion of salvation through acting to meet the “demands of
the day,” which Weber considered “the basis of all the specific
occidental meaning of ‘personality,’ ” was alien to Hinduism.4% Nor
could Asiatic thought ever associate eternal punishment and re-
wards with the transitory deeds of this world and the demands of
an all-powerful god, despite the significance of life in this world
for reincarnation. Thus, though it could be said to have a concep-
tion of personality, Hinduism could never give to life on earth the
significance, and hence the tension and leverage, that the Occi-
dent found in its own notions of the beyond. Nor could the highly
ritualized and ceremonial structure of religion lead to the search
for a unique individual self of the Occidental type. Indeed, “all
asiatic, highly developed intellectual soteriologies would reject the
occidental ideal of actively acting ‘personality’ resting on a cen-
ter."46

However, there was still an important place in Hinduism for
“identity” through work. According to Weber, Hindu law had an
“organic, traditionalistic ethic of vocation,” similar to the medieval
Catholic ethic but more consistent. Thus, Hinduism solved the
problem of the tension between its demands and the unethical
powers of this world through “the relativizing and differentiating
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of ethics in the form of ‘organic’ (as opposed to ascetic) ethics of
vocation.”t” There were, hence, no absolutely unethical callings in
the world. Callings or castes were providentially ordained, and
there were different ethical obligations and different functions for
each. Further, only devotion to one’s calling and remaining in it
could guarantee the fulfillment of the Hindu promise of rebirth.
The social theory of Hinduism thus elaborated not a universally
valid ethic, but a dharma, or law, for each calling, from war to
prostitution, and in this was quite opposed to the anti-specializa-
tion of Confucianism, but it had no reason to provide principles
for an ethical universalism which could raise general demands on
the self and the world. Indeed, what grace there was was reserved
for those who performed their tasks without regard for results and
without personal interest; otherwise, one becomes entangled in
the world by desires for success and reaps the bitter fruits of
karma. Such an organic ethic does not shape the self for world-
transforming tasks undertaken through the strength of personal-
ity, but remains an ethic accommodating itself to the world and to
the powers that be.

Thus, the Hindu taming of the self did not produce a center
within the individual from which action could be undertaken. The
self, though controlled and ascetic, was not fortified from within
itself to confront the orders of the world and make them over in
ethical service of a deity and its commands. Ultimately, the path
of knowledge was at best a mode of “possessing” the deity or its
secret, rather than of shaping a self for action and service. There
is no path here to the “autonomous” life methodology associated
with Occidental personality.

Weber did not live long enough to provide an analysis of Islam’s
orientation toward “self” and “personality” and to determine
whether there were elements linking it to Judeo-Christian devel-
opments. Still, the slim evidence he provides suggests that Islam
did not play a decisive role in the development of personality,
despite the fact that it believed in predestination, as did Puritan-
ism, and was partly modeled after Judaism. Islam was essentially
feudal in its orientation toward life, work, and the world. It was
fundamentally a religion of world-conquering warriors, a stratum
of knights who were disciplined crusaders of the faith, and as a
religion Islam flourished particularly in wars of faith. Later in its
history, contemplative Sufism changed the orientation of popular
observance and Islam’s cultural orientation. But Islam was never
really a religion of salvation in Weber’s sense, for its character was
essentially political. There was no individual quest for salvation
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and no mysticism, for its religious promises were for this world.
Even predestination concerned events in this world. Thus ascetic
control of everyday life or any “planned procedure” was completely
alien to it.48

Considering the different elements scattered through Weber's
discussions of personality, it seems that the generation of person-
ality depends on four fundamental conditions. First, there must
be a transcendental-like ultimate goal or value, which gives lever-
age over the world through the “tension” it creates between the
believer and the world. Second, there must be a “witness” to
action which is transcendent, seeing the “inner” person, rather
than social, seeing the “outer.” Third, there must be the possibil-
ity of salvation or redemption from death or from the meaning-
lessness of the world and the possibility of a sense of “certainty”
about it. And fourth, there must be no ritual, magical, or external
means for relieving one’s burden, guilt, or despair. Together, these
four conditions anchor the sense of meaning and provide a basis
for action. But one or more of them is missing in every case in
Asia.

For Weber, then, cognizant of the diversity and complexity of
Asian society, politics, and culture, the question was whether
Asian culture could have produced a personality of the Occidental
type, capable of initiating as fateful a development in the East as
was initiated in the West, and the answer was no. But by posing
the question this way, Weber was unable to measure what Asian
culture was capable of in any other terms. Actually, in this limita-
tion, Weber resembles Hegel and Marx: he is just as blind toward
other modes of being, self, and culture in Western religions as he
is toward Asia. Methodologically there is some difference between
his treatment of Eastern and Western religious cultures, for
though Weber grounded his understanding of Protestantism on
the study of religious practices more than on texts, his judgments
of Asian religious experience and its shaping of the person were
based almost solely on texts.*® Thus, it is not surprising that only
ascetic Protestantism emerges whole. The question did not occur
to Weber whether other types of personality might generate
strength, or whether personalities of the Puritan type and the
developments of Western capitalism were so much more prefera-
ble than other alternatives, or whether Western forms might not
exclude other, possibly richer, human possibilities. Whatever the
subtlety of Weber’s analyses of Asia, we cannot look to him for a
complete picture, for his conviction of the contemporary West's
need to generate personalities to assure its continued vitality gov-
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erned and limited his understanding and appreciation of the East.

Despite the range and profundity of their discussions of Asia,
neither Hegel, Marx, nor Weber was fully able to enter into “dia-
logue” with Asia, though Weber did so much more than the others.
Each constructed an Asian “other,” which was not comparable to
the Western self, without questioning the imperative of comparison
and the terms of their representations of the West and the East, or
wondering whether the Occidental self and world could benefit and
learn from a more equal and open encounter with Asia.
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THE RISE AND FALL OF
WESTERN EMPIRE IN ASIA:
1500-1975

Edward Malefakis

Western empires in Asia are far more difficult to deal with than
are those in the Americas or Africa. It is hard to decide even from
when to date them. In Central and South America, the Spanish
empire was established extremely rapidly: in less than two de-
cades, from Cortes’ arrival in Mexico in 1519 to Pizzaro’s over-
throw of the Inca state in Peru in 1535, the conquest of the
continent had been substantially consolidated. In Africa, the pro-
cess was somewhat more prolonged, but it also was mostly con-
centrated into two decades, the 1880s and 1890s. Although there
was a continuous Western presence in Asia from Vasco da Gama’'s
voyage in 1498 onward, the West did not control any substantial
portion of the Asian mainland until nearly three centuries later,
nor would European empires truly dominate Asia as a whole until
almost four centuries had passed.

The main reason for this extremely lengthy process of imperial
penetration is clear. Asia, unlike Africa or the Americas, was a
world of highly articulated societies, with strong state systems
commanding well-organized military forces and, in many areas,
with populations far denser than those of Europe. Most Asian
societies were secure in their identities and traditions because of
their long-established urban centers and their highly developed
literary and religious cultures. Their economies for the most part
either equaled or were superior to those of the West in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries; the West could claim superior-
ity only in maritime technology. Thus, initially Europeans limited
their activities to creating a network of trading posts and
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fortresses on the fringes of the continent, either on islands or
along sectors of the coast where the conditions described above
did not prevail and where the European maritime advantage could
have the greatest impact.

The Portuguese were the first to establish such an “empire” when,
between 1509 and 1515, they conquered a string of outposts from
Ormuz to Malacca and asserted their maritime supremacy by
sweeping from the seas the Arab merchants who had previously
dominated trade. They were followed by the Spaniards, who in the
1570s began to take control of the Philippine Islands. Around 1600,
the English and Dutch both organized East India companies and
sent ships to Asian waters. But by this time, the limits of the easily
conquerable Asian territories had been reached and most of the
struggle of the next half-century was not of Europeans against As-
ians, but of Europeans among themselves for control of the marginal
coastal areas or islands belonging to their rivals. By 1650 the Dutch
had gained supremacy over the English and the Portuguese. With
several critical areas of the Malayan archipelago and Ceylon under
their control, the Dutch established the most significant—though
still very limited—European empire in Asia. Second in importance
was perhaps Spain’s continued dominance over the Philippines. Of
lesser significance were the few possessions retained by the English,
French, and Portuguese on the coast of the Indian subcontinent. By
the mid-seventeenth century, after 150 years of activity, the Europe-
ans probably had not established as strong a presence on the Asian
mainland as had, for example, the Crusaders in the Middle East
during the twelfth century.

The chief reason for the slightness of Western penetration has
already been mentioned: the demographic, cultural, economic,
and political strength of the indigenous societies throughout most
of Asia. There were other reasons as well. It was easier for the
English, French, and Portuguese to concentrate their activities in
the Atlantic basin than to engage in more distant Asian adven-
tures. The Spaniards maintained their presence in the Philippines
more indirectly, via voyages from their colony in Mexico, than
directly, from the Iberian Peninsula itself. The Dutch alone de-
voted most of their resources to their Asian empire, in large part
because while they had been winning the early seventeenth-cen-
tury struggle for control of the East Indies, they had been losing
the struggle in the Atlantic basin. The Portuguese lost to the
Dutch in Malacca, but won over them in Brazil; the English were
driven out of Amboina, but forty years later ousted their Duich
rivals from New York.
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Nor was economic enticement sufficient to warrant herculean
efforts on Europe’s part. The relative significance of the spice
trade, which had been the single most important economic im-
petus to Europe’s entry into Asia, was gradually reduced by the
great gold and silver discoveries of the mid-sixteenth to early
seventeenth centuries in South America, bonanzas that were re-
peated, this time with the diamonds of Brazil added, in the eigh-
teenth century. More continuous in its effects was the sugar boom
that transformed the Caribbean area and northeastern Brazil
from the early seventeenth century onward. Still other activities—
furs and tobacco in North America and the slave trade from Af-
rica—further energized the economy of the Atlantic basin in the
latter part of the century. As against these, spices, fine textiles,
porcelain, and the few other items in which Europe traded with
Asia, while valuable, were of diminishing importance. In short,
Portugal, France, and England found themselves coming around
to a situation similar to the one Spain had been in from the start:
their American empire, with its African slave corollary, was of
greater consequence to them economically and politically than
was their Asian presence. Only for the Dutch, and only after the
1660s, when they were driven out of the Americas, did Asia re-
main of paramount concemn.

For the Asians as well, until 1700, or even 1750, the European
presence had been significant but secondary. Probably the least
important aspect of that presence, ironically, was its most directly
imperial one—the hegemony that first the Portuguese and then
the Dutch achieved in the Malayan archipelago. Although this
was a large area, it was in a relatively isolated corner of that
immense totality known as Asia. Moreover, the Europeans by no
means controlled the entire archipelago; hundreds of indigenous
political or social units co-existed with them. More generally im-
portant for the Asians, perhaps, was the predominance that Euro-
peans established in the inter-Asian oceanic carrying trade; by
bringing a new level of maritime activity, the Portuguese, Dutch,
and Spanish increased commerce among various parts of Asia.
But this too was fairly limited and short-lived: China felt no great
need for foreign trade, and Japan deliberately banned it after
1640.

An inverse correlation holds: the most significant aspects of the
European presence in Asia prior to the eighteenth century were
the least directly imperial ones. The continuous presence of Jesuit
savants in Peking from the 1580s onward brought a flow of Euro-
pean thought to Ming and then Manchu court circles, although
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the ideas transmitted were not necessarily representative of the
best Europe had to offer, nor were they received with as much
seriousness as they deserved, the exotic elements in them attract-
ing more attention than the substantial. Far and away the most
important impact the West had on Asia prior to 1750 was an
unconscious and indirect one. This was the introduction of Ameri-
can food crops, especially corn, sweet potatoes, and peanuts, into
the Asian diet, which seem to have contributed to dramatic
growth in the population of Manchu (Qing) China. Also significant
was the New World silver with which the Europeans, lacking
products that Asians wanted to purchase, paid for much of their
trade. This too was an economic stimulus in China, and contrib-
uted to the prosperity that nation enjoyed during the eighteenth
century.

All in all, European influence was not decisive in any of the
great Asian states prior to 1750. Paradoxically, the society where,
very briefly, it came closest to being critical was the one that
would later prove most resistant to Western control. The possibil-
ity of a strong European presence in Japan manifested itself in
the late sixteenth century both through sporadic intervention in
its flerce civil wars and through the astonishingly rapid and nu-
merous conversions to Christianity that took place. This potential
was never realized, however: Japan was then at the extreme pe-
riphery of Europe’s Asian interests, and the civil wars that gave
Westerners an opening were suddenly ended after 1600 by the
highly absolutist Tokugawa shogunate. Within four decades,
Christianity had been all but eradicated in Japan and other traces
of Western presence or commerce had been eliminated except for
the minuscule Dutch trading outpost that was allowed to remain
at Nagasaki. No similar potential for Western penetration in a
major Asian society would appear for another century.

For the first quarter-millennium of the European presence in
Asia, then, from 1498 to the 1750s, it is reasonable to speak of
Western empires in Asia only if we remember that they were
small-scale units which controlled tiny areas. Three major new
sets of circumstances combined to alter this situation in the mid-
eighteenth century. The most decisive perhaps was the collapse
and rapid disintegration of the Mughal Empire in India, especially
after the 1720s. No match for the Mughal Empire during its 180
years (1526-1707) of unity, the small European coastal enclaves
suddenly acquired great importance in the new Indian political
constellation of dozens of indigenous state units competing
against each other and against the waning Mughal power.
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Moreover, two of the European powers which maintained out-
posts in India, France and England, had become enormously
more powerful in every way—opolitically, militarily, economically—
than they had been when they first arrived in the early 1600s.
Less internally divided by religious and political conflicts, much
wealthier and more populous, they were now, for the first time,
strong enough to act simultaneously in widely separated parts of
the globe. This was proven during the Seven Years’ War of 1756~
63, the first “world war” in history, when the French and English
fought one another in Europe, North America, the Caribbean, and
the Philippines, as well as in India. It was in India that England’s
victory was most decisive, permanently weakening the French and
establishing its own enclaves as the most dynamic and expansive
force on the subcontinent.

The third set of circumstances was the great European eco-
nomic boom of the 1730s onward, which preceded but would
eventually merge into the early stages of the industrial revolution.
American products were still favored, but the growth in European
demand also gave new openings to Asian products, above all to
Indian cottons, tea from China, and coffee from Java. The gap
between the relative economic importance of the Atlantic basin
and of Asia therefore diminished, and more considerable eco-
nomic motivations for Western intervention in Asia appeared than
had existed since the early seventeenth century.

These three factors combined to raise the possibility of an
abrupt expansion of Western empire in Asia. But no such expan-
sion occurred for another century. The massive struggle within
Europe from 1793 to 1815 unleashed by the French Revolution
and the Napoleonic Wars absorbed European attentions and left
only one power active on the Asian scene, England. That power
was satiated after 1815 with the commercial opportunities that
arose because of its precocious industrialization, and with the
contemporaneous opening of vast new markets in Latin America
following the collapse of the Spanish and Portuguese empires
there. Moreover, the English were now paradoxically becoming
more convinced than any European state had been since the
sixteenth century of the drawbacks of empire. To be sure, this
new attitude did not prevent the constant expansion of their In-
dian strongholds, or their seizure of part of Burma in the 1820s.
Nor did it stop them from intervening in Asian affairs when they
deemed this vital to their interests. Nor, finally, did the English
desist from engaging in “free trade imperialism,” the achievement
of their economic objectives without establishing continuous polit-
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ical dominion over a society. The most dramatic example of such
imperialism was probably the war they launched in 183942 to
prevent China from banning opium imports from India.

Nevertheless, it must be recognized that economic liberalism
also helped prevent the English from systematically seeking to
expand their empire; most of their commercial goals could be met
without actually governing Asia, and no other power seriously
threatened their position there (though England, with the para-
noia characteristic of most great powers, sometimes suspected
they did). Even in India they never had a grand plan for conquest;
rather, one local pressure or temptation after another led England
gradually to take over most of the center and south of the subcon-
tinent between the 1760s and the 1830s. The northwestern re-
gions—the Punjab and the areas bordering Afghanistan—proved
more difficult, but in a series of wars in the 1840s they too were
subdued.

Thus, although the signs were already clear by the 1840s, the
truly effective start of Western empires in Asia, outside of India,
should probably be dated from no earlier than the mid-1850s. A
number of factors combined to inaugurate the new stage. Most
important was the cumulative technological transformation of Eu-
rope that had been taking place, especially during the previous
two decades. Industrialization had passed from an age of textiles
to one of iron, with railroads, steamships, heavier cannons, and
breech-loading rifles following. Moreover, industrialization had
spread to continental Europe and to North America as well. New
political factors were nearly as important. The French will to glory,
subdued from 1815 to 1851, was revived by Napoleon III. The
never-absent Russian drive eastward escalated to compensate for
the check Russia had suffered in the west during the Crimean
War of 1853-56. Above all, as a culmination of the gradual disin-
tegration of Manchu rule since the turn of the century, China fell
into civil war of epochal proportions with the Taiping Rebellion of
1850-64 and the several lesser regional and ethnic revolts it
sparked.

What proved to be a dramatic cluster of events began with the
“opening” of Japan in 1853 by the Americans under Commodore
Perry, just ahead of the Russians and the English. Four years
later the “Sepoy Mutiny,” a volcanic succession of military muti-
nies, popular uprisings, and elite revolts, seriously endangered
the English position on the Indian subcontinent for the first time.
England not only hung on, however, but, together with France,
had enough Asian resources to seize Guangzhou in China in
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December 1857. In 1858 the French widened their reentry into
Asia (how well Napoleon III's Crimean War alliance with Britain
had paid off for him!) with an expedition to what later became
Indochina. During the same year Russia took advantage of
China’s disarray by pressing treaty concessions in northeastern
Manchuria. The decade ended with the second Anglo-French War
against China, as Beijing was seized and the Summer Palace
burned in 1860. Along the way, the second Anglo-Burmese War
occurred in 1852-53, the “opening” of Siam took place in 1855, a
brief but important Anglo-Persian conflict erupted in 1856, and
the Dutch started their expansion from Java to Sumatra, the
Celebes, and Borneo between 1856 and 1859. Asia had now been
penetrated on all sides by several Western powers.

What was decisively begun in the 1850s would be completed in
the 1880s and 1890s. Still further European technological might
had been accumulated, higher standards of organization and dis-
cipline characterized Western military forces, and British control
over their Indian army had been made more secure after the
Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. Hence punitive actions that were already
militarily simple in the 1850s had become almost absurdly easy
and cheap by the 1880s. Other factors also contributed to imper-
ial expansion. The new ideologies of social Darwinism and racism
lessened the moral compunctions against colonial war that Euro-
peans might still have been felt at mid-century. The “scramble for
Africa” also stimulated imperial rivalries in Asia. Increased de-
mand for certain Asian products (jute, tin, rubber) made it more
vital to control the territories that produced them. The reversal
after the 1870s of the movement toward free trade, and the
growth of trade restrictions worldwide, caused each European
power to place a greater premium on maintaining colonies, where
its goods could not be denied entry through stiff tariffs.

Within this context of greater military strength, greater con-
tempt for the Asians, and greater fear of potential European ri-
vals, the British and French completed their conquests of Burma
and Vietnam, respectively, in the 1880s. The absorption of Cam-
bodia and Laos by the French, the Malayan Peninsula by the
British, and the rest of the East Indies by the Dutch was mostly
accomplished in the 1890s; the century ended with the scramble
for territorial concessions over important portions of China by all
the great powers, including a major new actor, Germany. The
culmination of it all was the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. This never
approached the scale of the 1857 rising in India, and did not
seriously inconvenience the European powers: indeed, it merely
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gave them a new pretext for further demands, and resulted in
Russia’s occupation of Manchuria. Nevertheless, it probably re-
flected a considerably more unanimous anti-Western feeling
among the indigenous population than had the Indian upheaval.

The establishment of Western empires in Asia was therefore
quite different from what it had been in the Americas or Africa.
They did not arise ex novo to the same extent, but had been
preceded by centuries of non-imperial contact; and once estab-
lished, they were far more heterogeneous and incomplete than in
the other two continents. Only in Java, Burma, the more heavily
populated parts of India, and Russian central Asia was as direct a
political dominion established as that of the Spaniards and Portu-
guese in America or of several European powers in sub-Saharan
Africa. In the greater part of India and in much of Southeast Asia,
colonial rule was indirect, mediated by native princes who nomi-
nally retained a few attributes of sovereignty. Or, as in certain
coastal regions of China, especially in the post-“Boxer” period,
control was exercised on a theoretically temporary basis, under
“lease” or “concession” arrangements. Finally, huge areas of
Asia—Afghanistan, Persia, the Ottoman Empire, Siam, most of
China—nominally retained full sovereignty, despite the extraterri-
torial status they were obliged to grant resident Europeans, and
notwithstanding the profound influence European powers exerted
over most of their policies. Japan also fell into this last category
until the mid-1890s {(and in some senses even until 1899, when
extraterritoriality was rescinded), but it thereafter accentuated the
heterogeneity of the Asian scene by establishing full indepen-
dence, in reality as well as in name.

The varieties of the European experience in Asia in part re-
flected the immensity of the continent, which is really five conti-
nents—West, Central, South, Southeast, and East—and the
differing natures of the precolonial societies. That the Europeans
had been able to establish dominion over them to the extent they
did reflected the huge technological gap that had become manifest
by the 1840s, and the exceptional internal political instability that
emasculated India during the eighteenth century and China dur-
ing the nineteenth. It also reflected European ability to exploit the
divisions that existed among Asians; during the long preimperial
contact, Europeans gained detailed knowledge about their socie-
ties and greater access to dissident groups among them.

Some of the rivalries the Europeans exploited were of one state
against another. This was especially true in the Indian subconti-
nent after the Mughal breakup, but also on India’'s northwestern
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fringes (Afghanistan vs. Persia vs. various northwestern Indian
states) and in Southeast Asia (Burma vs. Siam vs. Cambodia vs.
Vietnam, not to speak of the myriad rivalries among the states of
the Malayan peninsula and archipelago). Only in East Asia—be-
cause of China’s overarching hegemony so long as it remained
united, and Japan’s policy of isolation during the Tokugawa era—
was exploitation of interstate rivalries a minor factor in the growth
of European empire. More frequent still were struggles within a
given state, whether religious, ethnic, regional, or social in nature.
In religious divisions, the Indian subcontinent again is the preem-
inent example, but shares the frequency of ethnic and regional
conflicts with Southeast Asia and—particularly during the great
rebellions of the 1850s and 1860s—with China. Social tensions
existed everywhere, some having arisen as a result of the earlier
European presence: the comprador groups in Canton, and the
zamindar landowners in Bengal were particular sources of ten-
sion. But most of the difficulties long antedated European contact
and stemmed from the social inequalities that characterized al-
most all complex societies at the time, Asian perhaps even more
than European.

Finally, the Europeans could create their own Asian instru-
ments of rule. Aside from the native princes who became depen-
dent on them and the native armies with which they often allied,
the forces of coercion under direct European control ended up
being composed mostly of Asians. This too was not unusual, and
had its counterpart in other conquered territories. Without prece-
dent or later parallel, however, was the Indian army, the most
powerful in Asia until the Japanese army surpassed it in the
1890s and, along with the European naval forces, the chief strik-
ing force during the main stages of the conquest of Asia. A litany
of the places in which the Indian army intervened (usually more
than once) tells the tale: Persia, Afghanistan, Burma, Malaysia,
and China in Asia; Ethiopia, Egypt, Nyasa, Sudan, and Uganda in
Africa. All this for British purposes and at no cost to the British
taxpayer, since the army was supported by revenues extracted
from India. That this instrument could be dangerous was demon-
strated by the great Sepoy Mutiny; but once that rebellion had
been crushed (mostly by other Indian forces), the Indian army was
honed to a high degree of reliability and utility.

The cultural impact of Western imperialism on Asia varied as
much as did the specific forms of Western influence and rule. In
only one region, the Philippines, did the ruling power—Spain—at-
tempt to impose its religion and cultural values more or less
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completely. Despite their almost equally long presence in the In-
donesian archipelago, the Dutch sought political and commercial,
not cultural, hegemony. Something similar might be said for the
British and French enclaves established on the coast of India in
the seventeenth century. Only in the 1820s and 1830s would the
British consciously set out to reform Indian culture, and even this
effort, inspired by the utilitarian liberalism that waxed strong in
England itself during the period, proved brief. Sati, the burning of
Hindu widows on the funeral pyres of their husbands, and other
antihumanitarian rituals were prohibited; the Education Act was
initiated; English was made an official language. But even these
measures were a far cry from the degree of cultural imperialism
imposed earlier by Europeans on the Americas, for example.

Individual Westerners who gained access to Asia through im-
perialism were, of course, culturally more aggressive. By far the
most important among them were the Christianizing missions,
which existed in all Asian nations in the nineteenth century.
For the most part, however, attempts to introduce Christianity
were met with extreme local hostility that frequently served,
especially in China and Vietnam, as a catalyst for anti-Western
disturbances and then for further foreign intervention. Paradox-
ically, the nation that would end up becoming the most Chris-
tianized in Asia except for the Philippines was Korea, the
“hermit kingdom” which had been least subject to the impact of
the West, directly or indirectly.

More significant as an instrument of cultural change was the
inherent appeal of Western secular culture. To some extent its
attractiveness to Asians, especially the Chinese, lay in its appar-
ent link to Western political and economic strength, but the ideals
of inherent human rights and of social and political equality, the
questioning of long-standing religious and secular traditions, also
appealed to many Asians. Acceptance of Western values started
earliest and went deepest in India, primarily due to the lengthy
British presence in Bengal, but also due to the variegated nature
of Hindu philosophy and its relative indifference to social and
political phenomena, which helped make the new ideas more in-
tellectually tolerable.

Newspapers, journals, institutions of higher learning, a literary
movement dynamic enough to be named the Hindu Renaissance,
and a notable intellectual reformer, Ram Mohun Roy, had all
made their appearance in Bengal by the 1830s; in the 1850s a
more adequate institutional framework of primary, secondary,
and university education began to take shape. Thus, as imperial-
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ism was seriously getting under way in the rest of Asia, a West-
ernized elite had already arisen in Hindu India.

Its equivalent among India’s Muslims would be long delayed.
Both in India and elsewhere, peoples of an Islamic tradition would
prove singularly resistant to Western cultural influence, whatever
their ethnicity. The reasons for this are uncertain, but probably
relate to the unique linkage of religious with secular life in the
Islamic religion.

In China, the reasons for the failure of Western culture to
penetrate more deeply stemmed primarily from the extraordinary
power acquired by the elites over the centuries within the context
of a cohesive Confucian worldview. Strongly blending ethical with
social and political values, and bringing to the whole exceptionally
detailed institutional and behavioral articulation, the Confucian
mental order enjoyed a prestige that even the colossal disasters,
internal and external, that befell China in the 1840s and 1850s
could not entirely shake. The “self-strengthening” movements
which began in the 1860s permitted only the most superficial and
begrudging exploration of Western values. Chinese reluctance to
change would not begin to be effectively overcome until half a
century later, after China had endured new military humiliations
first by the French, then by the Japanese, then (in 1900, in
response to the Boxer Rebellion) by an international force which
included all the European powers plus Japan. Only in 1905 did
China initiate a major effort to reform education and send stu-
dents abroad to study modern forms of knowledge.

Most of these students went to Japan, the recent enemy which
had nevertheless gained great stature by successfully modernizing
itself and by defeating a European giant, Russia, on both land
and sea. Japan is the great exception in the Asian equation.
Several other nations—Siam, Persia, the Ottoman Empire, Ethio-
pia—had been able to preserve limited independence within a
colonial context. But none had managed to convert their precari-
ous autonomy into full equality, much less to do so within the
brief space of four decades. To some extent, Japanese exceptional-
ism is explicable by fortunate geographical and temporal circum-
stances. On the fringe of Asia, Japan had neither natural
resources nor so large a population as to arouse serious Western
covetousness. And during the fifteen years from 1853 to 1868,
when Japan was still struggling toward a cohesive response to
foreign intrusion, it was fortunate in that Western attentions were
diverted by the Crimean War, the Indian rebellion, the wars in
China, and the American Civil War.
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But Japan’s true uniqueness was internal. Homogeneous ethni-
cally and culturally, it nevertheless maintained a very fruitful
ambiguity in its political relationships. This ambiguity both per-
mitted strong regional networks of power to exist within a highly
centralized state and allowed an emperor who had not exercised
effective rule for the better part of a millennium to retain a latent
legitimacy. Ambiguity and complexity also characterized the Jap-
anese social ethic, which combined a stress on such military
values as discipline, decisive action, and fierce loyalty with an
equally important emphasis on learning and a cultivated life. The
sword was crossed with the chrysanthemum in a manner unpar-
alleled in any other society, East or West. This combination
proved apt for the new circumstances that confronted Japan,
giving it cohesiveness without rigidity. There were moments when
the synthesis was in danger of breaking down, of course, espe-
cially with the internal split among the original reformers that led
to the Satsuma rebellion of 1877. But, generally speaking, tri-
umph followed triumph in a highly systematic way.

During the 1870s and 1880s Japan focused on internal
change: abolition of feudalism, creation of a modern army and
navy, industrialization, promulgation of legal codes, educational
reform, the appearance of a modern press, modernization of the
administrative structure, adoption of a constitution. By the
1890s, it was strong enough to humiliate China in the 1894-95
Sino-Japanese War, and to induce the Western powers to accept
the abolition of extraterritoriality. In the first decade of the twenti-
eth century, Japan would deploy one of the world’s most powerful
navies; sign a full-scale treaty of alliance with England, the first
Asian power to enter an agreement with a European power as an
equal; decisively defeat Russia in the Russo-Japanese War of
1904-05; and annex Korea. Having already taken Formosa and
the Pescadores from China in 1895, Japan in effect created in two
decades an Asian empire almost comparable in population and
resources to any of the European empires except that of England.
And it joined those powers in the incipient partition of China by
assuming a “lease” over the Liaodong Peninsula and by reaching
agreements with Russia on “spheres of influence” in Manchuria.

Although few realized it at the time, the abrupt rise of Japan
spelled the beginning of the end for European empires in Asia.
This was true for two reasons. Japan’s rise coincided with the
unraveling of the long-lasting and highly unusual web of circum-
stances that had made the nineteenth by far the most peaceful
century in Europe’s history. Japan remained weaker on a world
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level than Britain, France, or Germany, but it was as strong as
any of them locally once growing rivalries required the European
powers to concentrate massive forces in their home continent. It
was a precocious recognition of this shift in the regional and
world balances of power that prompted the British to ally with
Japan in 1902. Geographical proximity, shortness of supply
lines, a strong one-ocean navy, the sympathy toward fellow non-
Europeans that existed among many Asians—all these made
Japan a formidable opponent within Asia, as Russia and later the
United States would learn.

Almost as important was Japan’s role in stimulating Asian na-
tionalism. In China and in colonial Korea the stimulus was mostly
negative. Perhaps humiliation by neighbors which had always
been considered inferior was the straw that finally tipped the
balance against the Confucian worldview that had for so long held
sway in China. After China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese War of
1894-95, radicals among its intelligentsia launched the reform
effort that would all too quickly be cut down by the empress
dowager in 1898. But in Asia as a whole the stimulus to national-
ism provided by the Japanese example was primarily positive,
especially in those regions too distant from Japan to have suffered
from its imperialistic policies. This was true to some extent even
among the Chinese. As stated earlier, Chinese students began to
flock to Japan after 1905, and the new revolutionary organiza-
tions that would eventually overthrow the Manchu dynasty were
created there.

In other ways as well, 1905 was a turning point. From the
beginning of the year, Russia was shaken by the fiercest revolu-
tion it had ever experienced. The Marxian socialist ideas that
gathered strength during that revolution would begin to take hold
elsewhere also, and in countries where they could be cross-fertil-
ized by anticolonial sentiments. But Marxism was not a necessary
ingredient in the new ferment in Asia. For example, Bengal was in
upheaval throughout 1905, as antipartition protest, both popular
and elite, swept the region and gave extremist elements in the
Congress movement greater weight than before. Not since 1857
had British rule in India experienced such determined opposition.
The year 1905 also witnessed the first major Persian revolution;
together with the revolutionary events in Russia and Japan’s vic-
tory in the Russo-Japanese War, this would help inspire a mod-
ernizing effort among army officers in the Ottoman Empire and
lead to the Young Turk revolt of 1908.

Profound stirrings were occurring in many places. Not all of
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them were related to the Japanese stimulus, of course. In India,
for example, nationalism had been growing since the 1880s and
had already passed through a brief extremist phase in the mid-
1890s. But Japan was a major catalyst. Perhaps its impact is best
revealed not in Asia but in distant Greece. Militarily humiliated in
a war with Turkey in 1897, politically humiliated by being forced
to accept foreign control boards during the financial crisis of the
early 1900s, many Greeks sought radical solutions to their plight.
After 1905 the group of young politicians who advocated a drastic
restructuring of their country through greater discipline, rapid
industrialization, and military modernization came to be called . ..
what else but “the Japanese faction™?

The process of decomposition in Europe’s Asjan presence begun
in 1905 would be sharply accelerated between 1914 and 1918,
when Europe reverted to its old traditions of internecine warfare;
at war’s end two imperial powers, Germany and Russia, ceased to
be active in Asia. Superficially, the British and French empires
seemed unaffected; indeed, they actually increased in size as the
collapse of the Ottoman state enabled them to add Palestine,
Syria, and Iraq to their holdings.

Nevertheless, European imperialism had suffered a severe blow
from which it would never recover. Like shock victims the extent
of whose injuries are not immediately apparent, France and espe-
cially England would experience a sometimes ebullient sense of
confidence in the 1920s. But in the 1930s war-caused trauma set
in, and the will to action was further paralyzed by the Great
Depression and by the reemergence of the German danger at
home. The consequence was that in Asia the European colonial
powers in large part ceased to act as such during the interwar
period. They no longer played any role in China, either during its
civil wars of the 1920s or after the Japanese seized Manchuria in
1931 and then invaded China itself in 1937. Inertia, together
with a willingness to allow greater participation by the indigenous
elites in governmental affairs, also marked European colonial poli-
cies in India, the East Indies, and even Indochina.

These concessions were no longer sufficient to satisfy Asian
nationalism, which had been stimulated on all sides by war-re-
lated events. Well over a million native troops and laborers re-
turned home to India and Vietnam from the fronts in Europe, the
Middle East, and East Africa to which their colonial masters had
sent them. Wartime economic booms had created new elites and
greater social ferment in India, and to a lesser extent in Malaysia
and the Dutch East Indies. To maintain order in their colonies,
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European governments had made promises of fundamental post-
war changes which they were now reluctant to keep. In 1917,
after the Bolshevik Revolution, Russia broke European ranks,
strenuously denounced Western imperialism, and called on
Eastern peoples to rise up against it. Led by Wilsonian idealism,
the United States also questioned the legitimacy of imperialism
and encouraged dreams of national self-determination. When few
of the hopes aroused were in fact satisfied at war’'s end, move-
ments of protest proliferated which led to repression and some-
times to brutality—as in the Amritsar massacre of 1919—that
weakened still further whatever tenuous bonds of trust had sur-
vived between ruler and ruled.

In three Asian nations, nationalism assumed especially impos-
ing proportions after the First World War. It was most effective in
Turkey, where between 1919 and 1922 Kemal Atattirk led a revolt
against the harsh European peace terms imposed by the Treaty of
Sévres. His victories prevented the Asia Minor peninsula from
being politically fragmented, as the rest of the Ottoman Empire
had been, and permitted him to create the first aggressively secu-
lar state in the history of Islam.

Nationalism was perhaps most widespread in China, where the
chaos of the republic established by the 1911 revolution against
the Manchu dynasty opened doors to every political faction. But
with the collapse of Russian and German imperialism and the
weakening of the English and French presence, Chinese protest
became focused almost exclusively against Japan, which had
taken advantage of the power vacuum in East Asia by insisting,
for example, that it assume Germany’s concession of Shandong
province. Participation in the anti-Japanese boycott riots of 1919
would be the first major political act of future revolutionary lead-
ers like Mao Zedong. The outbreak in Korea, known as the March
1st Incident of 1919, marked a similar watershed for anti-Japa-
nese Korean nationalism.

The new nationalism in India was the most complex. With
Gandhi’'s emergence as a leader during the war, it reached the
masses to a greater extent than before; the tactics of non-violent civil
disobedience he developed were peculiarly effective in morally dis-
arming the British and touching world opinion. Revolutionary ex-
tremism also shed its earlier religious guise and became a more
secular movement, headed by Subhas Bose. Finally, India’s Muslims
also began to organize more seriously under M.A. Jinnah, as much
against the Hindus as the British. The result was a multisided
conflict that grew steadily over the next two decades.
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Everything militated against the Europeans: the new fragility of
their home continent, the increasingly obvious contradiction be-
tween colonialism and the more democratic values the 1914-18
war had engendered among them, their diminished monopoly of
modern knowledge and culture with the rise of new Asian elites
(Tagore was the first Asian to win a Nobel Prize, in 1913), their
increased dependence on such elites for the functioning of the
colonial economies and administrations, the demographic bal-
ance, which after 1930 began to swing ever more decisively
against them. Europe was already on the defensive when the
Japanese invaded Manchuria in 1931 and inaugurated the great
Asian crisis that would continue for the next two decades, and in
some senses until 1975, when the United States finally accepted
its loss of control over South Vietnam.

In this crisis Europeans would be relatively minor actors: their
paralysis in the face of Japanese aggression against China was a
prelude to their appeasement of nazism and fascism in Europe.
During World War II, the Vichy government permitted the Japa-
nese to occupy Indochina before general hostilities began, the
Dutch were impotent against Japan'’s invasion of the East Indies
in December 1941, and in Singapore in 1942 the British suffered
one of the most humiliating military defeats in their long history.
The British would recover some of their lost credit by their tena-
cious struggle against the Japanese in Burma, and by stopping
the “Free India” army of Bose as it invaded Bengal in the hope of
stimulating a general Indian revolt against them. But for the
French and the Dutch the humiliation suffered was total and
without redemption.

In the postwar era, the British never seriously contemplated
trying to retain direct control of India or Burma; by 1956, after
years of low-grade guerrilla conflict, they came to see the wisdom
of granting independence to the Malaysian states as well. The
Dutch tried to swim against the current in Indonesia, only to be
forced to admit defeat in 1949. For the French, the agony of
decolonization was still more costly; not until a major war had
been fought and lost in Vietnam would they agree to leave in
1954. In short, from 1931 onward, the European powers wan-
dered about the Asian stage as ghosts, still present, but in shad-
owy form. During World War II, their formerly hegemonic roles
would be assumed by Japan and the United States; after the war
was over, the Americans and Asian nationalist leaders of various
kinds became the main actors.

Japan, in the attempt to create its own empire, ironically deliv-
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ered the coup de grace to Western empires everywhere in Asia,
except India, by occupying them militarily. At the same time it
unwittingly brought into being the conditions that eventually per-
mitted the triumph of the Communists in China. Finally, it was
because of Japan that the United States entered the Asian scene
in full force.

The United States had long been present in the Pacific, longer,
for example, than France or Germany: its merchants were active
in the China trade of the early nineteenth century; its ships had
forced Japan to open itself to foreign trade in the treaty of 1854;
its navy had decisively defeated the Spanish in 1898 and taken
the Philippines; its diplomats had proclaimed the “open door”
policy toward China in 1900. But America’s preoccupation with
the settling of its own immense territory in the nineteenth century
and its isolationism in the early interwar period had kept it from
playing a major role in Asian affairs. Another factor was America’s
intoxication with economic success: as in Britain prior to the
1850s and Japan from the 1960s onward, the unspoken assump-
tion in the United States was that economic hegemony could
substitute for political. There was also the long American self-
identification with the idea of freedom: just as pride in their liber-
alism had once made the British reluctant colonialists, so too
pride in their revolutionary origins and their republicanism made
the Americans want to keep their hands clean. To be sure, the
American mind was as compartmentalized as the British had been
earlier, but its contradictions made themselves felt mostly in Latin
America, not Asia.

The United States entered Asia at first as liberator. One can
easily read Machiavellian motives into its policies, but to do so
would be to obscure the generous impulses that were also pres-
ent, and the positive role the Americans played in Asian affairs
prior to the 1960s, even within the framework of the Cold War. As
a result of America’s war effort from 1941 to 1945, China was
saved from the Japanese, and the Japanese were saved from
themselves. In the postwar era, the American occupation of Japan
permitted as great a secular miracle as the Japanese themselves
had performed during the Meiji Restoration and again after the
1960s. Americans set an example of decolonization in the Philip-
pines in 1946, and helped end the war of independence in Indone-
sia in 1949,

No other Western power could match that record of achieve-
ment. It might even be argued that the U.S. occupation of Japan,
in the swiftness and extent of its accomplishments or in the intel-
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ligence and good will which both Americans and Japanese
brought to bear, represented perhaps the highest point in the
centuries-long relationship between Asia and the West. Only one
other forced collaboration between Asians and Westerners, India,
can be compared to it in fruitfulness.

If the American presence in the 1940s and early 1950s was a
high point in the Asian-Western relationship, the American expe-
rience in Vietnam in the 1960s and early 1970s was the nadir.
Under the banner of anticommunism, the United States moved
step by step into a disastrous war; of all the colonial struggles in
the history of Asia, only that waged by the Chinese against the
Japanese in 193745 was costlier in terms of human suffering.

Its defeat in Vietnam convinced the United States of what the
Europeans had learned earlier: that the era of Western imperial-
ism was definitively over. It had always been contra natura, possi-
ble only because of deep but temporary disjunctures in social and
technological development. To some extent these disjunctures
continued to exist, but no longer to the point where a smaller
portion of humanity could so dominate a greater one.



Asia in Western History: Essays

ASIA AND THE WEST IN THE
TWENTIETH-CENTURY
WORLD ORDER

Marilyn B. Young

Teaching world history today brings new rewards as well as new
difficulties, both arising from the radical indeterminacy of the
present time. In his essay for this volume, Peter Stearns describes
the period 1000 to 1500 as “waiting for the Western shoe to drop,”
a situation that is more often referred to as the “Rise of the West.”
So inexorable and powerful was this rise that for five centuries it
seemed impossible that the trajectory would ever curve into a fall.
But in the twentieth century, cyclical theories of history emerged
among poets like Yeats as well as historians like Toynbee and
Spengler, signaling unease and uncertainty about the still ascen-
dant West. Paul Kennedy's recent and popular book, The Rise and
Fall of the Great Powers, flatly announced what would have once
been virtually unthinkable.

Still, rising and falling are orderly linear motions which often
seem to repeat themselves reassuringly throughout history. Yet
the world of such predictable motions has now been rudely dis-
rupted by a new physics whose laws we have yet to learn. The
postwar world offers the teacher of Western history who pays due
regard to the non-Western world a unique opportunity. It is possi-
ble, now, to convey to students a genuine sense of the contin-
gency of history, for if we no longer know where the world is
going, where it came from also appears less inevitable, more cir-
cumstantial. This is of particular importance in terms of teaching
non-Western history as something more than responses to events
in the West.

For half a century or more, it was difficult to think of the world
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outside the Cold War narrative dominated by American and Soviet
power. The United States was the center of a world system of
political, cultural, social, and economic exchanges; the Soviet
Union was the center of a much weaker but no less coherent
system. Both had allies, both vied for the resources and the loyal-
ties of the uncommitted, both employed financial and military
coercion to keep order within their respective systems. Mow that
that story no longer describes the world, we are free to begin
telling the story of the twentieth century anew, with a frank ac-
knowledgement that we do not know where it will end.

The new story must still begin somewhere. Historians will dis-
agree about precisely when: the fall of Singapore to the Japanese
in 1942, the end of World War II in 1945, the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949, President Nixon's pilgrimage
to the Great Wall in 1972, the American defeat in Vietnam in
1975! are all possibilities. The story the historian tells depends a
great deal upon when it begins. But most would agree that what-
ever date is chosen, the relevant issues remain the same all over
the world: modernization, imperialism, nationalism, war, resis-
tance, and revolution.

It is sometimes difficult to convey the meanings of these words
to students for whom nationalism means American patriotism
and the only familiar revolutions are the American and possibly
the French. It requires showing students the postwar world from
the perspective of the colonized rather than the colonizer, and
helping them to understand that the colonized were never merely
passive victims of the West but, no matter how exploited and
suppressed, still always active participants in their own history.

To present this other side of history is to challenge basic histor-
ical categories. The “postwar world,” for instance, like the term
“Far East,” can now be seen to be Eurocentric: after which war?
far from where? In Asia as a whole, which is not at all far from the
East, there has been no single postwar period. In almost every
year since 1945 there was war somewhere: in Korea or Vietnam or
Cambodia; between India and China or between China and Rus-
sia or China and Vietnam.

One result of the expansion of Europe had been the consensus
among the elites of the colonial or semicolonial world that the
return to sovereignty depended on the internal transformation of
their states. Both the colonial powers and the colonized elites
agreed that what was at issue was “modernization,” by which was
inevitably meant “Westernization.” For there could be no doubt
that chronologically the West had got to modernity first. Of course
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there had been a premodern West, but no modern non-West ex-
isted without Western influence. Modernization also seemed to
require a commitment to what the anthropologist Benedict Ander-
son has called the “imagined community” of the nation-state. But
how could nationalism, which must draw upon a people’s distinc-
tive past, be put to the service of such a cosmopolitan project as
modernization? And how would the colonial powers respond to
such efforts, which paid the West the highest form of compliment
by imitating its ways, but at the ironic price of demanding the
withdrawal of Western power? Finally, which of the modernizing
nationalist groups would inherit the newly sovereign nations? For
as Tony Smith has pointed out, “civil war lurks in the heart of
every movement for nationalist liberation.”

In Asia, only Japan was able to preempt Western technology in
the service of its own national autonomy, and it accomplished this
only by joining the ranks of the imperialists. In 1895, when Japan
was itself still subject to unequal treaties imposed by the Western
powers, it succeeded after a short, brutal war in imposing a yet
more onerous treaty on China. But if victory in this first Sino-Jap-
anese War confirmed the colonial ordering of the world, the
longer, yet more brutal war which began, officially, in 1937 per-
manently unhinged it. For however oppressive Japanese imperial-
ism, it claimed to act on behalf of the oppressed themselves, an
Asian leader for an Asian world, a world free of the domination of
the white West. These claims were not entirely spurious: while
keeping its own colonies (Taiwan and Korea) tightly subordinate,
the Japanese encouraged anti-Western independence movements
in India, Burma, and Indonesia and fomented anti-Western senti-
ments everywhere from China to the Philippines.

The Pacific War was among other things a racial war and was
recognized as such by the protagonists. Even if the Allies won, an
Australian diplomat worried, “the Asiatic people might band to-
gether [after the war] to forward their mutual interests. . .. The
idea has an attraction to the Asiatic mind and I feel it must be
watched.” A senior American State Department official urged the
importance of defeating Japan in terms of the “prestige of the
white race and particularly of the British Empire and the United
States.” Why be apologetic about Anglo-Saxon superiority? Chur-
chill mused in 1943, when “we are superior.”® In the European
war it was generally accepted that the enemy was not the German
people but Hitler and the Nazi regime. In Asia, the Japanese
people as a whole were cast as the near subhuman enemy, and
President Roosevelt, for one, wondered whether it was not their
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small skulls that made them such a wicked and despicable race.
The racism of all the belligerents, Japan included, was not simply
a matter of wartime propaganda but, as the historian John Dower
has explained, the terms in which the war was fought, terms
which made it a war of annihilation, a war singularly without
mercy.4

In Tokyo, after the war, twenty-eight “Class A” Japanese civilian
and military officials were indicted as war criminals, and all but
two were sentenced to life imprisonment or death. With the his-
tory of Western imperialistn and the American use of the atomic
bomb in mind, the Indian Judge Radhabinod Pal dissented from
the majority and found for the defense. After all, he argued, the
crimes for which Japan was being judged were hardly crimes at
the time they were committed: “According to [Mr. Justice Jackson
at Nuremberg] a preparation by a nation to dominate another
nation is the worst of crimes. This may be so now. But I do not
see how it could be said that such an attempt or preparation was
a crime before the Second World War when there was hardly a big
power which was free from that taint.”>

The Japanese conquest of the European empire in Asia meant
that European reassertion of that empire after the war would be
contested. Yet there was nothing inevitable about decolonization,
just as there had been nothing inevitable about colonization; and
in every country, decolonization was interactive, just as coloniza-
tion had been. The organization of movements for the recovery of
sovereignty was shaped by the specific history of each colony as
well as by the differing responses of the colonizing country. Brit-
ish accommodation to Indian nationalism, for example, had at
least as much to do with the nature of the Indian nationalist elite
{bourgeois, nonviolent, respectful of property rights, in alliance
with the powerful peasant movement led by Gandhi} as with the
decision of the Labour government to grant independence. In Viet-
nam, by contrast, the declaration of Vietnamese independence in
1945 by a Communist-led nationalist movement was adamantly
resisted by the French; only after three decades of war, first
against the French, then against the Americans, was the divided
country unified as an independent communist nation. Korea
passed from decades of harsh colonial subjugation by the Japan-
ese to the geopolitical division of its peninsula on opposite sides of
the Cold War, a legacy that has yet to be resolved.

One dramatic way to focus the issues of modernization, im-
perialism, nationalism, war, resistance, and revolution is to con-
centrate on China, whose slide from Middle Kingdom to Third
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World country marked, in reverse, the rise of the West. Chinese
movements have served as models for countries as different as
Vietnam (whose early twentieth-century nationalist leaders con-
sulted with reforming Chinese nationalists like Liang Qichao) to
Peru (whose late twentieth-century insurgent leaders of the “Shin-
ing Path” cast themselves as followers of Mao Zedong). For Eu-
rope, too, China had been the center: control of the markets of
Cathay had been the object of European desire since Marco Polo
in the thirteenth century, and Japan’s twentieth-century
challenge to Europe in China was a major source of the hostility
that led to the Pacific War. Indeed much of late nineteenth- and
twentieth-century Asian history can be studied through the lens
of China’s effort to reclaim sovereignty and, within the limits of an
interdependent world, self-determination.

Every variety of reforming and revolutionary possibility was
tested in China. Christian reformers and anarchist, socialist, com-
munist, and even national socialist revolutionaries organized to
seize control of the government in order to strengthen the state
and protect the nation. To trace the course of these efforts is to
recapitulate the history of twentieth-century Western political
movements and their complex Asian naturalizations.

China since 1949 similarly provides a context for reviewing the
full spectrum of approaches to economic development, popular
mobilization, and social change. Bureaucratic capitalism, strict
central planning, experiments with decentralization, the introduc-
tion of the market—the Chinese leadership has at one time or
another, and sometimes simultaneously, pursued them all. Even
a brief review of Chinese policies will suggest the difficulty of
achieving economic prosperity and social justice in a largely poor
and peasant country. We can now see how irrelevant to such a
project were the categories and values of the Cold War. The de-
mocracy movement of 1989 in China,® for example, was hailed at
the time as the latest example of America’s victory over the Soviet
Union. Yet the movement is far more interesting, as well as more
comprehensible, if—among other possible approaches—it is
placed firmly in the context of Chinese student movements of the
past hundred years. More particularly, the movement was in some
measure part of an ongoing dialogue with the most recent revolu-
tionary upheaval in China, the Cultural Revolution.

Indeed, by focusing on the specific history of revolution and
decolonization, the anachronistic paradigm of the Cold War can
no longer be taken as a description of historical reality but rather
as itself requiring interpretation. The Cold War thus joins earlier
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paradigms of conversion as yet another effort to integrate Asia on
terms convenient to the West. In the wake of the Cold War, histor-
ical processes of economic, social, and political change, of the
shifting definitions of national identity and autonomy, and of the
tensions among regional rivalry, cooperation, and global integra-
tion become central to our analysis.

NOTES

1. The Paris Peace Accords were signed in 1973. The United States
closed its embassy and left Saigon in 1975.

2. Tony Smith, The Pattern of Imperialism: The United States, Great
Britain and the Late-Industrializing World since 1815 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1981), p. 121.

3. Quoted in Christopher Thome, Allies of a Kind: The United States,
Britain, and the War against Japan, 1941-1945 (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1978), pp. 8, 730.

4. Of these, seven were sentenced to death, sixteen to life imprison-
ment, one to twenty years, and one to seven years. Two men died during
the trial, and one went insane. See Misiko Hane, Modermn Japan: A Histor-
ical Survey (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1986), p. 345. See also John
Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (New York:
Pantheon, 1986).

5. The Tokyo Judgment, ed. B.V.A. Roling and C.F. Ruter, vol. 2 (Am-
sterdam: APA, University Press, 1977), p. 574.

6. The short life of this movement has yielded an enormous literature.
One of the most interesting accounts is the collection of essays edited by
Jeffrey Wasserstrom and Elizabeth Perry, Popular Protest and Political
Culture in Modern China: Learning from 1989 (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 1991).

SELECTED REFERENCES

Robin Jeffrey has edited an excellent collection: Asia—The Win-
ning of Independence (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981), which
includes essays by Alfred W. McCoy on the Philippines, Anthony
Reid on Indonesia, David Marr on Vietnam, Lee Kam Hing on
Malaya, and one on India by Jeffrey himself. Tony Smith’'s The
Pattern of Imperialism: The United States, Great Britain and the
Late-Industrializing World since 1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1981) puts “The American Century” in world per-
spective and discusses France as well as Great Britain and the
United States in the chapter on decolonization. John Dower’s
account of the Pacific war, War without Mercy: Race and Power in
the Pacific War (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986) and Christo-
pher Thorne’s Allies of a Kind: The United States, Britain, and the



196 MARILYN B. YOUNG

War against Japan, 1941-1945 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1978) make the racial nature of the war inescapable. Bene-
dict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins
and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983} is a stimulating
discussion of the roots of nationalism, and Thomas McCormick’s
America’s Half-Century: U.S. Foreign Policy in the Cold War (Balti-
more: John Hopkins Press, 1989) puts the post-1945 United
States in a world-systems framework. Jonathan Spence has made
it easy to recommend books on modern China, from his literary
and intellectual history of China's revolutionaries, The Gate of
Heavenly Peace: The Chinese and Their Revolution (New York:
Viking Press, 1981), to his recent The Search for Modern China
(New York: Norton, 1990). Two further works on nationalism and
colonialism will help shift the perspective of both student and
teacher: Partha Chaterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial
World (London: Zed Books, 1986) and Albert Memmi, The Colo-
nizer and the Colonized (Boston: Beacon Press, 1967).



I1

Asia in World
History



This page intentionally left blank



Asia in World History: Introduction

Asia in World History
Carol Gluck

Teaching world history is both necessary and impossible. It is neces-
sary because we know that the conventional boundaries of historical
knowledge are too narrow for the world today. It is impossible be-
cause the expanse of world history across space and time is too broad
for the classroom. Our curricular appetites are admirable; so, too, is
our indigestion. Steering the instructional straits between the
flatlands of coverage and the cliffs of coherence, we veer first one way,
then the other. The lure of coverage seems to me the greater danger,
materialized by the heft of most world history textbooks and the
drop-a-pencil, miss-an-empire syllabi that, bowing to good global in-
tentions, find it hard to leave anyplace or anybody out. It is hard, and
there is no single solution to the problem of inclusion. Selection, often
brutal in its excisions, is the only answer. And if it leaves much of
world history on the curricular cutting-room floor, at least the story
that remains may make compelling narrative sense. The bad news is
that we cannot do it all in one course. The good news is that the
possible principles of selection are varied enough to enable each of us
to teach to our strengths and still be true, historically, to the world.

WAYS TO WORLD HISTORY

The choices of approach are expanding every year. The days of
ICCINAH—that parochial wonder known as the Introductory College
Course in Non-American History—are numbered.! Fewer of us will
contend with the double negative of trying to introduce the Non-West
into Non-American history. But many will seek to bring the world into
courses on Western Civilization, the name itself an instance of pecu-
liarly American nomenclature. The term does not exist in this form in
Europe, where—although it is seldom taught because of the domi-
nance of national histories—it would at least be recognized as what it
is: European history, expanded to include its allegedly classical ori-
gins. Not that Western Civ courses are obsolete; on the contrary, the
need for such historical grounding has grown as American secondary
education has fallen away from fundamentals. But Western Civiliza-
tion is no substitute for knowledge of the wider world. And the “World
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History” long offered in high schools in the U.S. (also in Japan and
China) amounted to European history, too, whether it moved from the
Greek ecumene to the EC, from the ice age to the cold war, or, less
ebulliently, from the black death to the Holocaust.

When it comes to the inclusion of Asia, the historical hazards here
are by now well-marked. Classic textbook examples include the Con-
junctive approach, which imperially conjoined the West and the
world. In Palmer’'s A History of the Modern World, the Portuguese
encircled the globe in a paragraph, ushering in what one Indian
scholar sharply called “the Vasco Da Gama epoch of Asian history.”2
Then, in another paragraph, Asia produced calico, chintz, and “china”
for the consumption of eighteenth-century Europe. A page or two
described nineteenth-century Asia, as Europe took imperialist control
over significant chunks of it—or, in the words of the text, as “Euro-
pean history broadened out into the history of the world.” The “revolt
of Asia” and “the end of colonial empires” brought the imperial narra-
tive to its twentieth-century end, two pages each.3 It is important to
note that Palmer’s classic text was nothing if not true to the temper of
its times, for much of mid-century Euro-America saw “the modern
world” in precisely these terms.

The Collision model presents modern Asia in an impact-response
mode, reacting to the imperialist threat or civilizational stimulus of
the West rather than acting in the context of its own histories. Fo-
cused on modernity, this particular Westcentrism discussed, as the
famous Teng-Fairbank title put it, China’s Response to the West, or in
Reischauer’s works, Japanese “responsiveness” to the “challenge of
the West” in the nineteenth century.* Not only did these historians
define modernization in Western, primarily American, terms, but the
benchmark of comparative responsiveness led to the “Japan suc-
ceeded, China failed” storyline that has taken so long to unseat.
Primarily a postwar U.S. phenomenon, the collision (or more gently,
encounter) model suffused the English-language scholarship on mod-
ern East Asia.5 As the founding Asianists in their fields, Reischauer
and Fairbank were scarcely Eurocentric in their concerns, but like
Palmer, their rendering of Asian history epitomized the thinking of
their age, which still saw Asia in terms of the Western impact upon it.

Less scholarly, but more prevalent, at least in American texts, was
the Narcissistic lens, which focused on Asia only when the West saw
itself. In the three mentions of Japan in many a high-school textbook,
Marco Polo first provides the name Cipangu, then Commodore Perry
opens the country to commerce, and, finally, General MacArthur
brings the gift of democracy. Let these past examples of Conjunction,
Collision and Narcissism show that times have changed in the way we
teach about Asia in the world.

Scholarly interest in world history has surged in many countries as
the twentieth century winds down, leaving a legacy of globalization
that seems as ineluctable as it is hard to fathom. One need not wax
romantic over the global village or indulge in rhetorical globaloney to
recognize the imprint of the world on the individual, local, and na-
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tional futures of everyone in it. Just as the world has a future in
common, the logic goes, it has a past as well. Many courses set out to
convey the history of the present world, generally defining the present
as “the modern.” Rounding up the usual chronological suspects in
this case means a line-up of the last several centuries, which because
they did in fact encompass “the rise of the West” often leads to the
charge of Eurocentrism. But since contesting such Eurocentrism is
one of the goals of recent world history, resistance to the theme of the
“westernization of the world” has generated a number of innovative
approaches intended to decenter the West without denying its central
role in the modern world.

The aim, according to Michael Geyer and Charles Bright, is “to
present the world’s pasts as history or, more likely, as a braid of
intertwined histories.”® They divide the efforts into two kinds. The
first takes its lead from the “grand civilizational studies” of William H.
McNeill and Marshall Hodgson and practices comparative history,
usually with some macro-thematic focus, like power, empire, or tech-
nology.” By focusing on what are often called “major” world civiliza-
tions, of which Europe is only one—and a late one at that—the
regional sweep shows Asia’s prominence in earlier periods as well as
the historical context for the West's later rise.® Scholars like Janet
Abu-Lughod have transposed Wallerstein’s world-systems theory from
its locus in the post-1500 capitalist West to other times and other
places, in her case thirteenth-century Eurasia under the Mongols.®
K.N. Chaudhuri has written a Braudelian comparative history that
covers a millennium of “economy and civilization of the Indian
Ocean.” His series of maps showing “the world” as it looked first with
Mecca, then Delhi, Jakarta, and Peking in the center offers a graphic
rendering of the civilizational space of the Indian Ocean regions he
discusses.!0 The titles of these two books, Before European Hegemony
and Asia Before Europe, suggest that this work is in part compensa-
tory, employing theories developed from European experience to
demonstrate that similar phenomena existed elsewhere (and earlier)
in world history. But the globalizing of both historical and historio-
graphical attention in a regionally more evenhanded manner is also a
sign that civilizational analysis can escape the ethnocentrisms and
essentialisms so often associated with this approach.

The second strategy identified by Geyer and Bright is what I think
of as “trans-" history. They associate it with the study of movement
and migration, travelers and trade, diasporas and borderlands, and
link these to antecedent histories of discovery, nomads, and maritime
empires. Few of these scholars call themselves world historians, and
many are linked to cultural studies. They share an interest in edges,
margins, and borders, which is a way to “trans-"cend the center,
whether it be the dominant social class, the homogeneous nation-
state, or the ideologies associated with them. By studying peoples
who cross borders, like the African or Chinese diasporas, these schol-
ars cross borders themselves and write “trans-"national history. Bor-
der-crossing has long been the forte of world history, which cares for
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the caravans, the connections, the conduits of people, goods, and
ideas that cross continents and seas.

Such crossing also makes it feasible to “trans-"gress the conven-
tions of national histories, received narratives, and disciplinary
boundaries. A world historian such as Philip Curtain was more likely
to evoke “the Atlantic” as a historical space than a historian of U.S.
national history. And the newer work shows a similar aptitude in
cultural politics, as in Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic.}! The trans-
gressive, or oppositional, aspect enables the “trans-"scholars to re-
trieve parts of the past ignored in the dominant narrative, such as the
people who did not settle down into agriculture but continued to hunt
and gather or those who did not subside into nation-states but re-
mained pastoral peoples. Hence the remark that we need a “Nomado-
logy, the opposite of a history.” In contemporary times the movement
of people—migration, diasporas, refugees, tourists—and the move-
ment of ideas—popular culture, mutual images, information—occur
on a global scale, requiring a global history.!?2 The great virtue of
border-crossing history lies in its ability to transcend conventional
categories. Following the paths of the Chinese diaspora, for example,
unlooses the concept “the Chinese” from the territorial nation-state
and reveals a social, economic, and cultural story of enduring histori-
cal significance.

There are many other innovative approaches to international,
transnational, interregional, comparative, and global history—the
proliferation of names represents the ferment of intellectual activity.!3
New organizations like the World History Association (and its Journal
of World History), collections of primary materials like Kishlansky’'s
Sources of World History, resources on the different world regions
available in university outreach centers, in print, on film and on the
internet—the pedagogical infrastructure for world history, by what-
ever name it calls itself, is developing with great speed.!* Indeed, few
historians today remain unaffected by the late twentieth-century im-
perative to think across boundaries. Good national history, too, now
requires a global perspective, disciplinary hybridity, and a transgres-
sive imagination. It is the way of the world.

PEDAGOGICAL POTHOLES

It is not, however, an easy way. While scholars expand the vistas of
world history and innovative courses sprout in curricular gardens,
the work of shaping a syllabus has, if anything, grown more difficult.
We know too little to do world history justice, but that has long been
true. What is new is that we now also know too much—too much
about the pitfalls and the problems that attend the teaching of some-
thing as large and complicated as world history.

If one follows the “comparative civilizations” route, for example, one
has to choose which civilizations and when. At first glance it may
seem sensible to highlight the regional histories at their peaks, so
that the rise of Islam takes center stage from the seventh to the tenth
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centuries, Song China around the turn of the millennium, and Eu-
rope of the three revolutions—scientific, social, and industrial—at the
onset of modern times. But in such a peaks-and-glories scheme,
Ainslie Embree has reminded us that South Asia is apt to disappear
once its ancient empires, religions, and social (“caste”) systems have
been treated, leaving India forever immured in an image of changeless
“tradition.”’® In a broadly thematic chronology, it is easy enough to
trace the “birth of civilization(s)” in Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and
the Indus Valley without serious chronological violation. But the con-
sequence of adherence to chronology may be that “the vanished civili-
zations of Mesoamerica,” as one highly rated world history textbook
calls them, appear separately, and later, without conceptual links to
the other civilizational “births"—if indeed they appear at all. In this
particular textbook the Olmecs, Mayas, and Aztecs enter, for three
pages, so that the Spanish can get on with the business of conquer-
ing them.!6

If one rides with the nomads or sails with the seafarers, the course
gains the advantage of showing the connectedness of peoples across
time and space. In the works of William McNeill and in Lynda
Shaffer's “Concrete Panoply of Intercultural Exchange” in this vol-
ume, the moving stream of germs, crops, spices, stirrups, warriors,
bureaucrats, pilgrims and every manner of idea from Arabic numerals
{(Indian, actually} to the transcendental religions traverses the Afro-
Eurasian land mass and crosses the great oceans.!” The dynamic
arrows of color that sweep across the maps of Eurasia in a historical
atlas graphically depict the spread, not only of silk and armies, but
also of Islam and Buddhism across vast distances.!® Students always
respond to Marco Polo and the Pasta Connection, the fateful Colum-
bian exchange, the New World origin of Italian tomatoes and Irish
potatoes, and the rest. But too much of this, and history becomes a
shopping list. Also, too great a stress on interaction, interfusion,
interchange, and interdependence—I think of this as the “inter-" ap-
proach—can sometimes give cultural diffusionism an exaggerated
role. It can also repress the transformations wrought by peoples along
the way, as if Chinese culture moved through Korea to Japan on a
transit visa, without stopping long enough for any Korean admixture.
Nor did the Arabs, as George Saliba argues here, simply “preserve”
ancient Greek and Indian knowledge and then pass it on when the
medieval West was “ready” for it. Instead Islamic civilization synthe-
sized, systematized, transmuted—and then transmitted—the “lost”
knowledge of the classical past.

The recent move to “trans-"history suggests looking around the
edges and across the borders of the canonical “major civilizations” to
find historical spaces that equally well, or sometimes better, exem-
plify the patterns of the human experience. In some cases regions lost
to the historian’s gaze can be reconstituted. As with Braudel's Medi-
terranean—though better, 1 think, without his focus on the deep
structures of unchange—the Indian Ocean, the Black Sea, Eurasia
under the Mongols, the “lands below the winds” in Southeast Asia, all



204 CAROL GLUCK

reveal stories rich in both civilization and interchange.l® All were
effaced from conventional history by the latter-day nation state and
by modern arrangements of global and regional power, which is to
say, their historical presence was anachronistically rubbed out. Eras-
ing the erasure has obvious appeal to historians at the end of a
century in which nation-states not only dominated but did so vio-
lently. To study regions that were multiethnic, non-territorial
entrepdts of trade and culture can seem an antidote to a hypernatio-
nal present and a link to a transnational future. Certainly the study
of the history of Okinawa works this way in relation to hypernational
Japan: for centuries a peaceful, prosperous center of trade between
north and southeast Asia, the Ryukyuan kingdom is evoked to
counter the closed-off island-country identity of mainland Japan. But
as with the other approaches, such a relativizing emphasis can only
go so far. A world history consisting entirely of edges would be empty
at its center.

Choosing the topics to include is but part of the challenge. There is
also the question of the story. The grand narrative of world history is
often characterized, in Peter Stearns’ words, as “the study of how the
world got to be what it is today.”?° But what is it today? We are
unlikely to agree, the more so since the answer is different for differ-
ent people in different places. Grand narratives, by their nature, tend
to tell a single story and so do not easily accommodate such differ-
ences. Our awareness of this fact makes us cautious. One common
choice today is the story of the integration of the globe, what one
otherwise expansive world historian moderately calls “the creeping
unity of mankind."?! But even this innocuous plotline presents prob-
lems. It is tempting, for example, to assume that integration is a value
in itself, and if global connectedness is a good, then well-connected
societies may be privileged and eras of integration stressed. One sees
this in the way post-Ming China is treated: I think of it as the Chinese
Admiral syndrome.

Why, ask historians, after Admiral Zheng He traveled the vast
reaches of the Southern Seas (Indian Ocean), reaching the Red Sea
and the shores of Africa in the fifteenth century, did the Ming court
cease the maritime expeditions? Although much scholarly ink has
been spilt assessing the multiple internal reasons for this decision,
the stereotypical impression is that China “withdrew” from the seas
Jjust as the Iberians were about to embark, thereby losing its chance
to girdle the globe.2?2 Historians offer similar judgments about the
“central kingdom” complex that made the Qing emperor reject the
diplomatic overture of the English king in 1793 with the oft-quoted
remark that “we have never valued ingenious articles, nor do we have
the slightest need of your Country’s manufactures.” Rather than eval-
uate the rebuff in the context of Qing dominance of the East Asian
international order, China is judged to have missed the commercial
boat in the currents swirling toward modern global trade. In both
cases “anti-foreign” China is presented as having isolated itself from
the main—read, proper—direction of world history.?3 In a contrasting
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instance, Japan receives credit for having thrown its civilizational lot
in with Western-style modernity in the nineteenth-century, a turn of
events that not only “integrated” Japan into the (Western) world order
but also resulted in Japanese imperialism, which is integration of a
less well praised sort.

These examples are not meant to dismiss the narrative of integra-
tion, only to suggest that whatever narrative one selects, similar pit-
falls await. Another problem with a strong storyline is its tendency
toward linearity. Nearly all history is written backward from the pres-
ent, which means we know how the story comes out. It is hard not to
tell the past as a straight line to the present and easier to disavow
historical inevitability than it is to escape the teleology of the “us” and
the “now.” The yearning for progress remains strong, as if we need to
feel that each historical phenomenon “adds” something to the world.
World history is cumulative, as the textbooks used to put it.

From the neolithic revolution and the emergence of ancient civiliza-
tion to the informational revolution and the emergence of a global
economy, world historical narratives are often driven by “origins” and
“revolutions.” It is presented as good to be “first"—to be the “cradle” of
civilization, the “inventor” of paper, the “originator” of the joint stock
company (though not the founder of tyranny, the father of genocide,
or the first master of ecological destruction). This sometimes becomes
a civilizational jousting match: Song China was already modern in the
eleventh century; Tokugawa Japan was already postmodern in the
eighteenth century, or a competition for historical “firsts” that resem-
bles the recent national scrambles to build the highest skyscraper or
the longest suspension bridge. Once the “first” instance has occurred,
the narrative favors acute change, as in “revolution,” whether real or
metaphorical, over the slower drama of settlement and stability.

This obsession with origins and change belongs, of course, to the
temper of modernity. Thus world history seems to march forward, in
one direction, towards “the” modern, as if there were only one such
thing. It is the old Hegel Line, which many writers of Universal His-
tory shared, as Leonard Gordon and Harvey Goldman show in their
essays here. For Hegel, history moved from its origins through change
to its end, or fulfillment, not only through time but through space as
well. Since he assigned origins to Asia and fulfillment to Europe, the
East was left, famously, immobile or asleep. To contest this view in
the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, Japanese like
Fukuzawa Yukichi and Chinese like Liang Qichao argued that in the
new age history would reverse direction and move instead from West
to East. But though they changed the direction of history, the notion
of a single history moving in a linear or dialectical way toward a single
outcome—history as the moderns defined it—survived the cultural
transposition intact. Americans developed their own version of the
Hegel Line. Peter Stearns reports that his students learned in high
school that civilization begins in Mesopotamia, moves westward first
to Greece and Rome, then to France and England, and culminates
{surprise) in the United States. Stearns went on to hypothesize that
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perhaps it then transmigrates to California and “splits off in an earth-
quake and sails to Japan.”?* Students in Japan would be unlikely to
see it that way, but then this El Nifio image of civilization as a
prevailing Westerly ought by now to be beside the point.

We no longer regard Asian civilization as the childhood of history
any more than we accept the old European image of the New World
savages, noble or primitive, as the embodiment of Europe’s past,
from which Europeans had so dazzlingly progressed. We know that
there is more than one story, and yet we are seduced by the narra-
tive sweep. The struggle to keep the stories multiple is sometimes a
simple matter of reminding ourselves that not everyone in the world
did the same thing at the same time—alright, folks, now settle down
and plant seeds—and sometimes a complex task of addressing the
tension between the commonality of human experience and the di-
versity of the patterns in which it is historically embodied. To avoid
the Toynbee teeter-totter—one civilization up, another down—it
helps to keep the Unevenness Principle in mind. For even if we
choose to tell an interrelated story of the world’s past, at least we
may do so without rounding everything and everyone off. This is
especially important in recent history, since the structural uneven-
ness of the world’s multiple modernities is one of the salient charac-
teristics of modern times.

One may multiply the narratives and still face the fact that it is the
winners who write history. Morris Rossabi’s rehabilitation of the
Mongols in his chapter here works against the deeply etched image of
the plundering hordes, an image generated in large part by the peo-
ples whom the Mongols subjugated. The Mongol empire neither wrote
much of its own history at the time of its flourishing nor prevailed to
write—and rewrite—it at a later date. So Mongol history disappeared
into pieces of other people’s pasts, and the historical space of their
once vast Eurasian empire fragmented into cartographic units of later
times. Though they had once been conquered, the peoples who sur-
vived to tell their tales became history’s winners, passing on to pos-
terity their own dim view of the Mongols.25

More serious perhaps than the kingdoms lost to winner’s history is
the damage done by the modern nation-state. Because nations use
their history in service of identity, they tend to usurp the entire past,
imprisoning centuries and sometimes millennia within recently estab-
lished national boundaries. Pakistan was founded in 1947, but it
traces its history back to Mohenjo-daro. Indonesia did not exist until
1945, but it has fashioned a unitary national past, primarily out of
Javanese cloth. What is “India” in the earlier centuries? Or “Ukraine”
and others of the aggressively national newer nations? Even in mod-
ern times there is work to do in “rescuing history from the nation,” as
the title of a recent book on China urges.2® For national history not
only coopts the long past but also drives out present heterogeneity, so
that other histories—of minorities, for example—disappear from the
story. The received national narratives limit our ability to do justice to
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social history and cultural construction, two areas of great interest
that remain underrepresented in the teaching of world history. And
finally, national history obscures the connectedness that constitutes
most definitions of globalization, whether in the form of
deterritorialization, transnational corporations, or “global
ethnoscapes.”” In this sense, too, national histories serve world his-
tory poorly.

Add to these and other substantive and narrative problems the
dilemma of historical correctness. World history is nothing if not
multicultural; that is its inherent nature. But it is impossible to get
everybody in, and the excisions can be invidious. Africa almost al-
ways gets short shrift, although adopting a Hodgsonesque interre-
gional approach to the Afro-Eurasian historical space can help in the
earlier periods. “Big” countries, including England and Japan, over-
shadow “small” ones like Brazil and Canada. Politics and war, trade
and technology take over from families and gender, work and daily
life. World history is mostly male, not only because patriarchy domi-
nates but because the story so often centers on elites. One sometimes
feels that the exclusion is total: that there are no people in the world,
only peoples; no human beings, only humankind.

And all the peoples are mutually ethnocentric. This unedifying fact
can at least be used as a decentering device. Tracing the distinction
between the civilized and the barbarian, which is as old as civilization
itself, shows how the definitions changed over time, how things
looked different from different sides, and how these elemental con-
structions of the Other operated in history, for both good and ill. One
can avoid the nasty—and dangerous—essentialism of the civilizatio-
nal approach of Samuel Huntington by refusing to draw the wagons
into a circle around one’s own (superior) place.?® Indeed, perspective
is precisely what world history can teach. “Western capitalism in its
totality” Marshall Sahlins reminds us, “is a truly exotic cultural
scheme, as bizarre as any other.” We are simply blinded by its seem-
ing practicality to “the cunning of culture” that supports it.2°

The politics of teaching world history presents another problem,
but not one that I hope will prevail. Rhetorical care must be taken.
Richard Bulliet has described the debate among the authors of a
recent world history textbook over the use of the word “tribe.” Arab
tribes were admissible, but not so tribes in Africa or among Native
Americans. The historians decided not to use the word at all, with but
one exception: “The Twelve Kin-Groups of Israel” seemed awkward.30
In regard to the politics of inclusion, most world historians have
already taken their stand. In principle, everything belongs, including
the United States; in practice, most things must be omitted. World
history does not replace either American history or Western Civiliza-
tion. It is neither the history of “the West” nor the “Non-West” but of
the whole, and the whole does not always divide along such lines. In
this respect the goals of world history seem clearer than the practice;
the struggle for coherence lies ahead.
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MACRO-MICRO MANAGING

So far the road to coherence seems to lead, roughly speaking, in two
different directions: one, macro, the other, micro. The macro ap-
proach is the most familiar, taking on the world as a whole, from
hominid beginnings to twentieth-century endings, across the oceans
and the continents. In his much-used textbook, Stavrianos wrote
“perched upon the moon” looking down on “spaceship earth.” While
the lunar approach strikes me as a stretch, it is possible to follow
selected grand themes of metageography and megahistory, so that a
narrative builds around the relation of society and the environment,
the integration of the globe, or—in one impressive attempt to gender
the world history survey—causes of order and disorder in different
societies at different times.3!

Several macro-narratives are imbedded in the essays in this vol-
ume. Extracting a sub-narrative that focuses on Asia in world context
might yield, in caricature, an account divided into three main periods:
I. The Beginning, or The Invention of Everything; II. The Middle, or
the Afro-Eurasian era; IlI. The Modern, or the Invention of Everything
Else. The name “Asia” here is an anachronism. Geographically, Asia,
like Europe, is a cartographic fiction, as the authors of The Myth of
Continents insist; the continental terrain is Eurasia.3? Nomenclatur-
ally, Asia did not call itself “Asia” until the mid-nineteenth century
and then by incorporation of the Western name, that is, from outside.
By the same token, “Europe” also defined itself against the outside
infidels and Turks, and the idea of Europe only took real root after
the French Revolution. Geopolitically, Asia began to think itself
“Asian” in the twentieth century and not until the century’s end did
Asia assert its identity as “Asian” in an empowered sense—not unlike
the Euro-thinking since the Second World War. Both “Asia” and “Eu-
rope,” then, are ideas that developed historically, rather late, and in
juxtaposition to the outside world. Not that China or France lacked a
view of the world and a sense of their place in it, only that the 3present
notions of Asia and Europe came quite late in historical time.3

The Beginning, or The Invention of Everything, from Homo
sapiens sapiens, Paleolithic times—or wherever one decides to start—
until about 300 CE, is the original period of “firsts.” Special attention
is given here to four of these: the Neolithic revolutions, the emergence
of early civilizations, the ancient empires, and the transcendental
religions. The beginnings of agriculture, long associated with cereals
in Catal Hiyuk in Anatolia—as if something like cultivation ever hap-
pened “first” in an single place—also occurred in China (millet],
Southeast Asia (rice), Mesoamerica (maize} and perhaps other places.
Walter Fairservis here takes the older diffusionist view, which empha-
sizes the Neolithic revolution in Western Asia, while Cho-yun Hsu
notes that there was already a cultural “Chineseness” to late Neolithic
China. Others have also identified characteristics of this Chineseness
from the Neolithic to the Han, including hierarchical social distinc-
tions, massive labor mobilization, an emphasis on ritual, an ethic of
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service, and so on.3* Even Neolithic China was relatively densely
peopled, and Rhoads Murphey claims that Asia always had between
half and two-thirds of the world’s population. (If today’s global popu-
lation were reduced to a village of 100 people, 57 would be Asian, 21
European, 14 from the Americas, and 8 from Africa.)

Having planted the seeds, people invented “civilization.” Now that
we no longer say that “history begins at Sumer,” the four great river-
ine civilizations can be treated together: Mesopotamia on the Tigris-
Euphrates; Egypt on the Nile, Harappa in the Indus valley, and
Shang-Zhou China on the Yellow River. The trick here is not to let
one case generate the definition of “civilization” for all. Marc Van De
Mieroop credits Western Asia with the alphabet, coinage, and mono-
theism, and the textbook portrait that Fairservis uses clearly does
derive from Sumer—writing, cities, and so on. It might be better to
invert the order and begin with the Shang; or divide the class into
groups and compare civilizational characteristics—anything that
makes the point that people “civilized” themselves in various ways.
And, by all means, include the great Mesoamerican civilizations as
well. In this period Shang-Zhou China developed such abiding fea-
tures as the Chinese state, its cosmology, social hierarchy, and king-
ship (the mandate of heaven), thus demonstrating that while early
civilizations addressed common problems, they also evolved distinc-
tive and enduring solutions.

The ancient empires, roughly 500 BCE to 300 CE, also lend them-
selves to comparison (and inversion): The Persian empire, Alexander’s
conquests, the Mauryan empire in India, Rome in the West, and the
Qin-Han empire in China were all universal empires, which devised
political and ideological devices to maintain coherence in what Rich-
ard Billows here calls a “supranational state.” The term is anachro-
nistic but useful, in that it evokes the empire’s need to imagine itself
as a far flung community—of citizens in Rome, of common culture in
China. Out of the feudal disunity of the Zhou came the Chinese ideal
of unity, which Hsu argues made the Han empire different from that
of Rome, and which, according to Frederic Wakeman, remained a
fundamental theme throughout China’s history.

The emergence of the transcendental religions was related to the
universal empires. Although writers here disagree about Jaspers’
term, “the axial age,” in the broad sweep of things—which this is—the
rise of Buddhism, Jainism, Confucianism, Taoism, Greek philosophy,
and (the dates are off) Zoroastrianism does point to a religious fer-
ment in the three-quarters of the millennium before Christ. More
important than chronological confluence, however, is the role these
religions played in systematizing the transcendental, as Peter Awn,
Julia Ching, and Willard Oxtoby argue. The later development of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam inherited this stance toward the
ultimate, at the same time that monotheism resonated with the meta-
phorical unity demanded by imperial rule. Unlike Christianity and
Islam, Confucianism, Irene Bloom shows, eschewed a revealed text
and rendered the ordinary ultimate. By any standard of world histori-



210 CAROL GLUCK

cal inclusion, the great religions —and their movement across great
spaces—had great significance then, as they do now.

Until this time—300 CE—apart from the emergence of early man in
Africa, some attention to Sub-saharan peoples and the Mesoamerican
Olmecs, most of what is conventionally considered to be “history”
happened on the continent between Egypt and China. Broadly speak-
ing, civilization was Asian. Britain, with its “pagan” stones, was a
remote Roman outpost, and in northern Europe, beyond the Danube,
the “barbarians” had begun to stir.

In The Middle, the Afro-Eurasian Era, from the fourth to the
mid-fourteenth century, the narrative emphasis shifts to scenes of
interfusion and the contact of cultures, or at times, the lack of it.
Eurasia, the real geographical continent, became a real historical
space. What William MacNeill calls the Eurasian ecumene encom-
passed continental trade across the silk route, the maritime economy
of the Indian Ocean, and the diffusion of religion, as Buddhism
moved to China and Islam across the continent. It was the millen-
nium of “Southernization,” in Lynda Shaffer’s view, when, from India
and elsewhere, sugar, cotton, spices, mathematics, trade routes and
religions “created a prosperous south from China to the Muslim Medi-
terranean.”® Richard Bulliet calls it the “Era of Asian Discovery,”
produced by the travelers and traders who brought the cultural capi-
tal of remote parts of Eurasia into contact that bore rich hybrid fruit.
One such fruit was the efflorescence of Tang China, which S.AM.
Adshead called the world’s center, and the striking “modernity” of
Song China, described here by Michael Marmé and Robert Hymes as
the most flourishing society in the world of its time.®¢ Under the
Mongols the Arabs and Marco Polo both contributed to the
Southernization of distant medieval Europe, which had for centuries
remained isolated in its “separate sphere.”

The consequences of Eurasian cultural diffusion and flourishing
development were immense. From the Tang, Chinese culture crossed
the Eastern Sea to Japan, which, like Britain, lay on the periphery of
civilization. Adopting Chinese writing and political practices, Japan,
Korea, and Annam entered what Joshua Fogel calls the “Sinic world.”
The societies of Asia, in Peter Stearns’ account, “constituted the de-
veloped world,” from which Europe, aware of its inferiority, later
sought to learn. Meanwhile Song “over-development,” followed by the
Mongol conquest, damped Chinese splendor. But when Europeans
began to voyage, their goal was the riches of the East, and Columbus
insisted to his dying day that he had sailed to India. By the seven-
teenth century, when Francis Bacon singled out the three discoveries
that had changed the world, he did not even realize that the compass,
printing, and gunpowder had all come Europe’s way from Song
China. Out of these and out of Europe’s earlier sense of inferiority
came the beginning of modern times.

The Modern, or the Invention of Everything Else, from the fif-
teenth century through the present, saw the West rise, in two phases,
which Loyd Lee calls “the rise of an interdependent world.” Because
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the rise was neither inevitable nor direct, it pays to attend to the
complexities and contingencies of the processes of Western domina-
tion, which included the workings of that exotic cultural scheme,
capitalism. The early modern phase, from 1450 to 1700, saw the
globe encircled, with disastrous consequences for the “New World”
but not for the old. Both Derek Linton and Edward Malefakis stress
here, as Eric Wolf once did, that for almost three centuries the Euro-
pean merchants worked in “partnership” with local counterparts on
the sea margins of India, China, and Southeast Asia.3” Nonetheless,
John Cell argues that with the beginning of the Wallersteinian “world
system” in the sixteenth century, Europe began a rise to economic
dominance that was powerful—although, in Cell's view, anomalous in
a world order normally characterized by balance or anarchy rather
than hegemony. European mercantilism was driven by a “headless”
polycentric system of competitive states, a geopolitics quite different
from the imperial dynasties of the Ming and Qing. For different rea-
sons but with similar consequences, both Ming China and Tokugawa
Japan turned inward, away from contact with the European commer-
cial powers. In view of Asia’s earlier centrality, I tend to think of the
subsequent rise of Europe as “the revenge of the periphery.”

During the second phase of this period, from the end of the 18th
century, the classical form of modernity was “invented” in Europe:
industrialization, the nation-state, expanded political participation,
changes in social formation, first to an enlarged middle class, later to
mass society, and increased integration in the world. This textbook
definition of the modern derived from its first historical instance in
England and France, just as the definitions of civilization had once
derived from Sumer. But, like “civilization” the patterns of “moder-
nity” would eventually be multiple; only instead of occurring, more or
less, independently in different parts of the world, modernity would
move out from its origins, sometimes at the barrel of a gun, until it
had become, more or less, indigenized around the globe. The dis-
agreement here between Morris David Morris and Derek Linton about
the fate of India’s cotton industry gives evidence that “proto-modern”
developments that were already occurring indigenously sometimes
clashed and sometimes meshed with the advancing modernity of the
West. Such is the significance of an interdependent world.

Because the increased integration of Europe in the world took the
form of the so-called New Imperialism, Asia was subjected to a
challenge it could not rebuff, not only because the West came with
force but also because of complicated internal factors. These ranged
from the decline of the Mughal empire in India to internal rebellion in
China. From the late nineteenth to the late twentieth-century, the
main Asian story was the intertwined struggle to escape the yoke of
the West and to gain the ground of the modern and to do so, as
Madeleine Zelin writes, while still remaining Chinese—or Japanese, or
Filipino. This, of course, was the main world story as well: from
Turkey to Thailand, from Mexico to Iran, from Tonga to Turkestan,
the modernizing imperative was everywhere. Not that every society



212 CAROL GLUCK

pursued the same modernity, or even sometimes, modernity at all,
but the globalization of money and power made insulation and isola-
tion nearly impossible. The historiographical rule is to grant each
society the process of its own modern condition. Japan’s was short
and sharp, while China experienced a “long modernization” that
stretched across a century and two revolutions and has not ended
yet. The West’s imperialist hegemony, in contrast, lasted but a hun-
dred years, and, as Marilyn Young points out, the cold war paradigm,
too, is now an anachronism. The new world disorder presents a
challenge for everyone, and Asia stands at the center of that
challenge.

The macro-historical principle here is that modernity happened
first in the West, but is not by virtue of that fact, Western. Just as
cities are not Sumerian, Christianity is not West Asian, Islam is not
Saudi Arabian, and railroads and rockets are not Euro-american—not
any more, that is. They all belong to the world, and in five hundred
years, the same will be said of such modern phenomena as capitalism
and the nation-state. It is the unevennesses that are the problem.
One glance at The State of the World Atlas will serve to make graphic
the terrible imbalances in nearly every quarter of global life, not least
the fact that the United States alone consumes two-thirds of the
world’s resources.3® The macro-narrative may as well end there; the
history certainly will not.

The micro-approach to world history can be more briefly discussed,
since it is not much apparent in these pages, although I am partial to
it myself. Instead of a meganarrative “from the muck to the stars” (in
Geyer and Bright's words), one takes specific instances of history and
“world-izes” them. To world-ize is both to place the specific local,
regional, or national case steadfastly in a global context and also to
pursue the commonalities of human experience through the lens of
the local. One could teach world history entirely through the history
of Japan, the Indian Ocean, the United States—or all three together.
One could do the same with themes like family and work, women
through the ages, subaltern cultures, modes of production, etc., as
long as the themes are situated in real historical times and places.
My essays on the patterns of Japan’s past and Japan’s modernities
might, I think, be usefully broken out into world history. Certainly the
world’s past can be told from inside Asia and Africa just as it can
from inside Europe.

As a contribution to the Columbus quincentennial of 1992, Martin
Bernal, of Black Athena fame, taught a course at Cornell entitled
“America and the World Before 1492.” It unsettled received notions in
a suitable fashion. In a different way, the global cultural contextual-
ization provided in the sumptuous volume Circa 1492 made world
history out of the Columbus-discovers-America national fable.39 In
1996 Anders Stephanson and I offered a course at Columbia entitled
“Histories of the Present: Modernity and Geoculture,” whose entire
purpose was to subvert our ways of looking at the modern world by
juxtaposing different historical “sites” (“Africa,” “Europe,” the Ameri-
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cas, India, and Japan) with our strikingly inadequate theoretical con-
ceptions of modernity. I think a “History of the Modern World Seen
Through Newfoundland” would tell the story of modern times as well
as any meganarrative. And Ray Huang's book, 1587: A Year of No
Significance, can serve as the fulcrum for a unit that explores the
world of imperial China.%° The curricular imagination in this regard is
unrestrained.#! The advantage of micro-world history is its anchoring;
it can be palpably concrete without losing its links to the big ques-
tions. And it helps to avoid the eighth deadly sin of coverage.

At the end, it comes back to coherence and evenhandedness. Ide-
ally, we should be able to devise a world history course that could be
taught in any country, without adaptation. It would have a strong
narrative; a clear chronology; accessible primary sources; human sto-
ries; maps, visual images, films, and fiction; a sixth sense for the
connectedness of things, and a generous moral tone. It might excite
the imagination and incite action, perhaps even rising to the
challenge of James Joyce’s evocation of “History, thy rill be run un-
hemmed as it is uneven.”
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Asia in World History: Essays

THE NEOLITHIC TRANSITION:
HUNTING-GATHERING TO
SEDENTARY VILLAGE
FARMING AND PASTORALISM

Walter A. Fairservis

It is generally accepted by anthropologists that Homo sapiens
sapiens emerged during the last stage of the Pleistocene epoch
and that he inhabited Eurasia as early as 50,000 years ago.
Variations developed as the species adapted to diverse environ-
mental factors; the modern human races are the consequence.

Environmental factors, which included extremes of cold and hot
climate, differences in nutrition, selective values relative to dis-
ease, and regional stresses of a hunting-gathering way of life,
caused genetic changes of a complex type that stimulated cogni-
tive capabilities. Science has not yet defined these changes, but it
is clear that the human mind was stimulated to an unprecedented
degree. One result was the development of speech, a symbolic way
of communicating and of obtaining vicarious experiences. This
contributed to the creation in the human brain of a cognitive
memory bank far beyond the enactive and iconic levels character-
istic of hominids in earlier Pleistocene times.

The late Pleistocene also saw the final development of the spe-
cies and varieties of fauna and flora which were to characterize
the landscape. These included potentially domesticable forms
such as the millets, wheats, barleys, rice, and legumes, as well as
goats, sheep, dogs, cattle, buffalo, onagers, and horses.

With the gradual retreat of the last great glacier in Eurasia
there was a shift of the earth’s climatic zones north of the equator
toward their modern positions. There was also the effect on eco-
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logical zoning whereby flora and fauna characteristic of alpine
terrain moved up into mountainous regions and were replaced by
those of temperate zone ecologies in the lower levels, and by those
of semitropical or even arid ecologies in the lowest-lying regions.
As a result of these changing conditions numerous ecological
niches were created, running from seashores to the crests of
mountain ranges. Some of these, such as the great river basins,
plains, and deserts, extended over vast areas; others, as exempli-
fied by upland valleys, oases, marshes, and lake shores, were
smaller in area.

This ecological variety created equivalent variations in the
hunting-gathering way of life. For example, there developed a
flint-blade tool technology which called for the use of various tools
in the making of a final complex artifact. Except in Europe, where
cave paintings and a variety of figurines and ornaments shed
some light on socio-religious developments, the rest of Eurasia
offers little extant evidence of anything other than technological
and economic ways of life. The evidence suggests that hunting-
gathering in small bands with rather precise seasonal movement
within given regions was the norm in most parts of Asia. In Eu-
rope there were larger concentrations of pesople and the animal
and plant resources upon which they depended. Some historians
have argued for sizable tribal groups in western and southern
France, evidence of which are the famous cave clusters of the
Dordogne, in which were religious sanctuaries where magic hunt-
ing rituals were performed. At Dolni Vestonice in Slovakia, a
Gravettian site dated about 24,000 B.C.E., there is evidence of
camps near a river where hunters slaughtered numbers of young
mammoths which concentrated there in winter. This meat
resource, along with small mammals, fish, and edible materials
such as hazelnuts, allowed for a concentration of probably at least
a hundred people at each camp, and for several thousand in the
region proper.

A similar situation seems to have prevailed in much of central
and western Europe, differing only in emphasis upon certain food
animals: reindeer, bison, horse, buffalo, etc. Indeed, where ade-
quate studies have been made the evidence suggests that the
whole spectrum of locally available plants and animals was ex-
ploited, not only for subsistence but for dyes, paint, shelter, arti-
facts, and probably medicinal purposes, which is typical among
hunting-gathering peoples everywhere.

One hypothesis enjoying widespread support among historians
is that as the last phases of the Pleistocene occurred and the
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variety of ecological niches appeared, some groups migrated north
and eastward in search of the plants and animals upon which
they had traditionally depended. Thus Ice-Age hunters of the
Gravettian type may have moved into the Ukraine as the tundra-
taiga biozones with which they were familiar slowly receded north-
ward. Others have hypothesized that groups remained in the
same region while gradually changing the basis of their subsis-
tence. A more likely hypothesis is that the group’s movements
within a region along traditional seasonal routes made certain
ecologies in a changing climate more acceptable as a new subsis-
tence basis than others. For example, highland-lowland migration
would be altered to take advantage of changing conditions that
resulted in longer summers and shorter winters as long as subsis-
tence resources necessary to a hunting-gathering way of life were
available.

About 14,000 years ago Homo sapiens sapiens divided into
groups along several general lines: those who located in increas-
ingly marginal areas and maintained older ways of life; those who
occupied regions where regular sources of subsistence were
widely available; and those who were in proximity to a variety of
ecological niches. The consequences were different for each group.
The first group faced gradual extinction as the Pleistocene envi-
ronment faded away. The second group exhibited a conservative
trend, continuing an established pattern of subsistence, such as
that found among the shellfish- and fish-hunter-gatherers of the
Jomon of Japan or the so-called Mesolithic hunters of central and
western India and the Hoabinhian of Southeast Asia. The third
group—prevalent in western Asia from the Caspian Sea littoral
westward to southeastern Europe and including the slopes of the
Zagros Mountains, the Mediterranean littoral, and the basins of
the river systems (those of both interior and exterior drainage)—
developed varieties of economic dependencies. There were vole
and seal hunters in the Caspian region; gazelle, deer, and onager
hunters in the marginal lands fringing the growing deserts; wild
cattle, boar, and deer hunters in the Anatolian highlands; goat
and sheep hunters on the slopes of the Zagros; fishers along the
maritime and lakeside shore. Throughout there is evidence of
active gathering of wild grains, legumes, nuts, and herbs, as well
as snails, tortoises, and the like. It is notable that in this region
many of the groups with different subsistence emphases were in
contact with each other and shared many traits. Indeed, there is
evidence that obsidian, horn, seashell, and perhaps native dyes
were traded across considerable distances.
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It seems certain that in the process of natural selection generally,
variety is a factor in stimulating change. Whether one can reduce
that to a principle of challenge and response, as did the historian
Toynbee, is debatable, but it is perhaps no coincidence that the first
successful experiments in the domestication of plants and animals
took place in western Asia in precisely the region where there was
the greatest variety of subsistence emphases. We can assume that
this variety was matched by differences in language, and by changes
in social organization reflective of the economic exploitation of the
different ecological niches. Most interesting, however, is that by and
large there were no major technological innovations, although tool-
making became increasingly refined (small, even tiny, blade tools
were inserted into bone or wooden handles or shafts). The introduc-
tion of the bow and arrow and the use of grinding in the manufac-
ture of artifacts were not, in this sense, revolutionary. Thus it can be
argued that improvements in technology did not in themselves spur
the domestication of plant and animal life and the development of
sedentary village farming.

Rather, it was increased cognitive awareness together with in-
tensified exploitation of contiguous ecological niches that consti-
tuted the key factors in the fundamental transition to agriculture,
what is called the Neolithic revolution. R.J. Braidwood’s propen-
sity theory, which states that Homo sapiens sapiens was in direct
contact with those plants and animals which were potentially
domesticable, gains greater validity when one recognizes that
change is gradual and evolutionary when it occurs in isolated
groups, but that innovation or experimentation in one area can
lead to rapid change spreading among groups which are in regu-
lar contact with one another.

The basis of innovation and change is therefore to be found in
western Asia, where diverse groups were in contact. Domestica-
tion is a fairly complex process which requires human interfer-
ence in the life cycle, and thus the behavior, of otherwise wild, or
feral, species. In horticulture, this means obtaining control over
seed bearing, planting, protecting, and nurturing growth. The
plants are then harvested and kernels are processed into flour,
which is then used to make an edible product. The plants must be
artificially selected according to their ability to survive in ecologies
other than their own. Similarly, animal life, particularly sheep and
goats at the earliest stages of animal domestication, must develop
a dependence on man for food and protection. Animals which
breed in sufficient number are required to ensure a durable sup-
ply of meat, milk, and wool or fur.
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There is little doubt that one consequence of the hunting-gath-
ering way of life which characterized human history for millennia
was a profound familiarity with a wide spectrum of plant and
animal life. This familiarity almost certainly existed before the
advent of Homo sapiens sapiens. The difference, however, was
that in late Pleistocene and early recent times populations divided
into different ecological niches contiguous to one another, in-
tensely exploiting these niches; they also had the cognitive capa-
bility to store experience in memory and thus possessed a more
sophisticated intellectual capacity than ever before. The concern
now was not merely to find subsistence but to create it. Such
subsistence on agriculture developed in different parts of the
world. In western Asia cereals (wWheat and other grains) formed the
basis for the Neolithic revolution, in MesoAmerica, maize, and in
East and Southeast Asia, millet and rice. The degree to which the
transition to subsistence on agriculture was an indigenous devel-
opment or was stimulated by diffusion from the earlier known
sites in western Asia is a question of controversy. (See “After-
word.”)

The site which provides the best data for understanding some
aspects of the process that led to domestication of plants and
animals is Catalhiiyiikk in central Anatolia. It is a large mound
located near marshland in a basin of interior drainage which is
one of the most important grain-growing areas in modern Turkey.
Still only partially excavated, Catalhtiyiik produced numerous oc-
cupation levels dating to a period around 6000 B.C.E. The excava-
tors unearthed a settlement of mud-brick houses whose walls
butted against one another, allowing for no alleyways or avenues.
Entrance to the houses was through holes in the thatched and
plastered roofs. Each house had an oven hearth and a storeroom.
Dramatically, there were earthen benches around three of the
walls, under which were found the skeletons of men, women, and
children (the adults separated by sex). Some of the bones were
stained with red ochre, and objects of daily life—necklaces and
tools—were found among them. The disjointed bones indicate that
the deceased were initially taken away from the settlement to have
their flesh removed either by deliberate defleshing or, more likely,
by local birds of prey. The cleaned bones were then interred in the
houses. Most striking were a series of paint-on-plaster murals
found in certain rooms, thought to be shrines. These murals
show, among other things, hunting rituals carried out by males
while females watch. The female role, in turn, is depicted by
modeled clay breasts attached to the walls, within which are wea-
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sel or fox jaws, and by stone figurines placed in the grain bins of
the storerooms, some of which show females giving birth.

This important Neolithic site provides an example for under-
standing some aspects of the process that led man from hunting-
gathering to domestication and cereal agriculture in western Asia.
The evidence strongly suggests that at Catalhiiytik males were
hunters of big game and females were agriculturalists. Prior to the
advent of the plow, it was with the hoe and the dibble stick that
grains such as emmer wheat, einkorn, six-row naked barley, and
also peas were cultivated. Males hunted onager, deer, boar, wild
cattle, and sheep. Gathering, probably by both sexes, brought
almond, pistachio, and acorn nuts as well as juniper and hack-
berries to the early human pantry.

The murals depicting hunting rituals provide evidence of sodali-
ties, presumed to be clans, whose membership was confined to
males. Females, as ethnohistorical parallels indicate, owned the
land they cultivated. In such cases matrilineal descent was critical
to the social organization, in which males were pooled by females
in order to ensure that those who were familiar with the hunting
territories remained in residence. Moreover, the custom of burying
the dead within the settlement ensured the presence of the spirits
of the deceased and thus the permanency of the household.

This sexual division of labor suggests that females were the first
to domesticate plants because child-rearing and household man-
agement made it necessary to gather plants in the proximity of the
settlement. Harlan has demonstrated that a family of five, working
for a week or so in the fields, could harvest enough wild grain in
season to feed the family for a year. This does not, of course,
include the process of converting the wild kernels into flour for
bread-making. Clearly the raw grain is not inedible, but it is the
roasting and grinding which makes grain central in a subsistence
economy. Thus it was in food processing that females made the
critical contribution to plant domestication, as this subsistence
resource became increasingly important in the human diet after
10,000 B.C.E. It can be stated with certainty that sharp observa-
tion coupled with general experimentation led from simple imita-
tion of the natural process (i.e., the sowing of seed by drop-off
from the ripe plant and the scattering by wind) to the development
of methods of planting, nurturing growth, and providing protec-
tion from birds during the harvesting season. Eventually, of
course, the reaping of grain in quantity led to the need for storage,
and thus the storage bin became a characteristic feature of
human settlements from Anatolia to southwestern Iran, from the
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shores of the Levant to the slopes of the Zagros Mountains in
western Iran. It is evident from this distribution that prehistoric
people were cartying seed of wild grains, which are essentially
upland flora, to lowlands, and were increasingly successful in
developing lowland tolerance for grain growth generally.

The flocking tendency of wild goats and sheep was critical in
their domestication. These animals are likewise found in upland
habitats, where they gather in sizable groups. Such habitats
occur on the slopes of the Zagros and Elburz mountains in Iran.
In consideration of pet-making, whereby young animals are given
human care which establishes dependencies in the ensuing adult,
it is not unexpected that man was able to develop flocks of sheep
and goats. In this development the dog was probably a necessity.
This animal also grew from a dependent puppy to a tamed adult
dependent on man for a degree of care, returning protection and
assistance in herding the flocks. It is noteworthy that sheep flock
tightly and move together, whereas goats act far more individu-
ally. It is good strategy to mix goats with sheep; the former pro-
vide a more stable flock, resistant to the panic to which sheep are
prone. It is probable that early goat domestication had something
to do with this factor. Sheep are grazers, providing abundant
meat and wool; goats are browsers, capable of finding food in the
same ecologies without interfering with the sheep.

Hunting was still a significant part of the year’s activities in
much of western Asia as late as 5500 B.C.E. Thus from 10,000 to
5500 B.C.E. or even later in some parts, the settlements show a
mix of domesticated or semidomesticated plants and animals with
those on which hunter-gatherer societies depend. Each region
varies in the kinds of animals and other subsistence resources
evidenced. The settlement patterns found at Catalhilyilk are re-
peated, although less elaborately, in other settlements: secondary
burial within houses, closely clustered houses, storerooms, female
figurines, small flint and grinding tools, and proximity to fields
capable of grain cultivation. Clearly, settlements became increas-
ingly permanent at this time. As far east as Baluchistan in central
Asia, however, there is evidence of transhumance, the seasonal
movement of flocks between uplands and lowlands. There seems
little doubt that as hunting game became less an essential activity
and more a matter of prestige, the seasonal following of the game
to some degree ran counter to the thrust toward permanency of
settlement; the sexual division of labor noted at Catalhtiyik was
thus reinforced.

In sum, over a five-thousand-year (or longer} period in western
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Asia human societies gradually shifted away from the utilization
of a wide spectrum of plants and animals and concentrated upon
a select body of plants and animals for subsistence. This transfor-
mation, which likely originated in the highland areas (what Braid-
wood has called the hilly flanks of the classical Fertile Crescent),
was made possible by the availability of potentially domesticable
plants and animals, the variation of ecologies, where innovation in
one niche often spread to contiguous niches, and the cognitive
capability of man to relate results of one stage to other stages in
the process of invention. This cognitive development deserves
comiment. Jean Piaget, the eminent French pioneer in scholarship
on child cognitive development, delineated stages in this process.
According to his work, as advanced and modified by Jerome Bru-
ner and others, a child moves from a one-to-one relationship to
his environment as he learns through his physical senses what is
hot or cold, comfortable or uncomfortable, etc., to a one-with-oth-
ers relationship as he conceives of self in the context of his rela-
tions to others or, in effect, becomes aware of his social identity.
The final stage is one in which the child reacts to symbols, i.e.,
signs relative to the surrounding environment, whether physical
or social, without requiring the immediate presence of that which
is signified. The cognitive evolution of hominids is roughly paral-
lel, demonstrated by the increasing evidence of the evolution of
the species from the Australopithecine stage, characterized by an
essentially mammalian reaction to nature, to the Homo erectus
stage (as exemplified by Peking man), marked by the growth and
distribution of larger social groups, and finally to the symbol-
using Homo sapiens Neanderthalensis and later the Homo sapiens
sapiens phases associated with early human cultures. There is no
doubt, in fact, that Homo sapiens sapiens is the most advanced in
symbol utilization and development, from which derives one of
civilization’s most telling attributes, writing. However, in the pe-
riod during which domestication was taking place, the critical
symbolic activity was speech. The growing complexities of the
domestication process, together with the attendant social and
ideological shifts, resulted in an increase of words. That is, for
every innovation a new substantive (noun) had to be used to link
the initial idea to the process of creation to the final idea or
product. This was generally true whenever tools were made in the
remotest times, that is, the idea was expressed before the final
product was created. However, with domestication the process
was more complicated. It was not only a matter of naming objects,
people, and phenomena, like the seasons or the rise and fall of the
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sun and moon. Marshak has demonstrated that this naming pro-
cess was already under way in the Paleolithic, the period before
the development of agriculture. But the verbalization or statement
of action required a meaningful shift in cognition. For when there
are two complementary objects (for example, a mortar and a pes-
tle) and each lacks identity without the other, the relationship is
expressed with a verb, to mortar, to pestle, to grind, to pound, etc.
In other words, for every substantive there has to be an active
verbal equivalent. Thus in the process of domestication we have
both new nouns and new verbs. In the creation of verbs from
nouns there is a mental stimulus in the symbolic order of a most
profound kind. Thus from all the objects, known relationships
between objects, and assumptions as to social organization, pol-
ity, and ideology, a sophisticated vocabulary of substantives and
verbal equivalents emerges. Whatever the language that was spo-
ken at this stage of development (possibly an agglutinative form
based on root morphemes affixed to a fairly simple syntax), with
domestication came greater complexity. This pressed speakers to
find words to express such abstracts as next year, fertility, dan-
ger, death, and perhaps even concepts of justice and happiness.

The archaeological evidence in western Asia demonstrates that
over the critical five-thousand-year period (ca. 10,000 to 5000
B.C.E.), domestication—if not always central—was nonetheless in-
creasingly present and was beginning to reach into Europe and
across the Iranian plateau toward the Indian subcontinent and to
the limits of the cultivable lands of the west Turkestan region of
central Asia. Thus, agriculture, once independently developed,
also spread to other areas by diffusion.

From 5500 to 4000 B.C.E. significant changes were taking place
in western Asia and immediately adjacent regions. It appears that
while big game and thus hunting were rapidly disappearing, not
only did farming increase in importance but more and more farm-
ing settlements were locating in fertile alluvial foothill country and
plains. With this change also came the domestication of cattle.
Wild cattle inhabit grasslands and the edges of marshes and riv-
ers, moving seasonally according to the availability of forage.
Studies indicate that cows with their young form distinct clusters,
while bulls roam more individually in loose, often far-flung,
groups. Bulls select certain cows in estrus periods and remain
sentinel over them in times of crisis, but the protection of the
young from carnivores is primarily the cow’s role; the clustering of
the cows in a herd is a viable defensive tactic. Cattle, like sheep,
are grazers, in contrast to browsing goats. As they moved into the
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grasslands where good soil and water were found, farming com-
munities were coterminous with sheep flocks; goats remained
ubiquitous. Presumably, cattle were domesticated at first for
the subsistence advantages of meat, hide, and horn, but later
took hold as a source of milk and probably butter, as adult
cows were retained in herds and bulls selected out for breeding
and slaughter.

Cattle were a great boon, not only as an important food
resource but also, increasingly, for their energy. Sometime after
5000 B.C.E. the plow was invented in western Asia; initially it was
a simple wooden apparatus, but later more efficient stone plows
were developed.

The seasonal migration of cattle herds led to the development of
pastoral societies, whose primary dependence was upon the
herds; they also engaged in cultivation of grain or obtained agri-
cultural products via trade. The sedentary farming communities
which now sprung up in the fertile lowlands had to limit the size
of their herds, as cattle competed with the farmer in the use of the
grassland or cultivable soils; cattle were used increasingly as
draught animals, and to a lesser extent as sources of meat and
milk.

The development of village farming brought other significant
changes in sedentary societies. Social organization shifted from
a tendency toward a matrilineal kinship system rooted in female
possession of cultivated land (as in Catalhtliytuk) to a patrilineal
kinship system with property passed on from father to son or a
chosen male heir. This may have been a consequence of the shift
from hunting to farming as males, no longer having big game to
chase, became involved in herding cattle and cultivating ever
larger tracts of land. With the invention of the plow, the possibility
of exploiting the land was increased, although the plow demanded
greater strength from the farmer.

Wealth and power in village society increasingly depended on
the possession of land or, in the case of pastoralists, cattle. The
need for male heirs who would work the land led to polygyny, the
practice of a man having several wives at once. In patrilocal-patri-
lineal societies, exogamy was practiced, whereby the wife left her
birth family to live in the husband’s residence. Extended families,
with all the sons, their wives, and children residing with the
parents in the patriarchal household, were common. In cases
where the daughter remained home and her husband or hus-
bands lived with her and a male heir was not produced, sororal
contracts were arranged. Under such a contract the son of a wife’s
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or husband’s sister was designated as heir. As a result, barring
disease or other local factors of mortality, population grew rather
rapidly.

The central position of the eldest male as both authority and
lineage leader of the family resulted in a characteristic funeral
practice in western Asia. Although cemeteries were located at the
outskirts of villages, the body or the skull, in some cases plas-
tered over with a likeness of the deceased male, was buried in the
floor of the house. This demonstrated respect for the dead and
ensured the continuity of the lineage. Rather spectacular exam-
ples of such remains have been found at the mound of Tell-es-
Sultan at Jericho in Palestine and at numerous other sites in
western Asia.

The sodalities, or groupings, which bound males collectively in
the hunting of animals when intensive cooperation was necessary
underwent a change in response to the problems posed by seden-
tary life. The most critical problem was that of a father having
several sons but only a limited amount of land (or cattle). If each
son received a share, the property would be fractionalized. If one
son, the eldest, for example, was the sole heir, he would have to
provide for the other sons, a situation that often led to familial
conflict. One solution was what the Chinese later called “the divi-
sion of the stove” or “family division,” whereby some sons estab-
lished homes elsewhere at the expense of family unity. Another
was the development of familial clans, with descendants ac-
knowledging the original ancestor and celebrating rites using the
symbols and rituals of the main family. Though other kinds of
sodalities may have existed, the familial clan, whose members
were often widely dispersed, was probably typical of the time. The
repetitive designs painted on pottery which are found with in-
creasing frequency as one goes from Anatolia to eastern Iran are
evidence of this custom. Though some of the designs were purely
ornamental and others probably religious in origin, certain of
them were familial in representation. The division of extended
families was then one consequence of the rise of sedentary village
farming and pastoralism.

The continued focus on females in cultist practices derived from
the previously central place of females in both the economy and
social organization. There is evidence of cultism in which human
females were central even before the earliest experiments in do-
mestication. The famous Venuses of the Upper Paleolithic of Eu-
rope (or the possible female shamanism at Dolni Vestonice) and
figures with female breasts and the sharp teeth of carnivores
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show females to have been central to certain cults. The depiction
on a figurine from Catalhtiytik of a human birth by a female
between two leopards indicates a relationship between birth and
death, or at least the dangers attendant on giving birth. Signifi-
cantly, no phallic symbols (common to later cultures) are known
in this period in western Asia. Birth, agriculture, females, danger,
death were all bound together in the symbolism of the time. Later,
as the control of agriculture in the village economy passed from
the female, the central theme of the female and fertility still per-
sisted in cultist practices. Female figurines from later periods
have been found in the habitation debris of villages and, though
some may be dolls, their style and prevalence reinforce the idea
that the ancient cults still persisted. At the famous site of Tepe
Hissar in northeastern Iran, the graves of females in the cemetery
contain painted pottery on which is depicted the leopard motif
and stamp seals bearing designs known from far earlier times.

As can be determined from modern excavations, the western
Asian village at that time comprised a number of earthen-floored
brick-adobe houses separated by alleyways and usually informally
arranged. Each house contained a hearth, perhaps an oven, and a
storage facility. The floor plans varied; some were round while
other were square or rectangular, and the rooms were of varying size
and shape. Several families or households probably lived together.
At almost every excavation the remains of mortars, pestles, rollers,
knives, pots, beads, pins, and other artifacts of daily life have been
found. Bones, seeds, and broken artifacts were apparently tossed
into nearby alleyways and are occasionally found on the habita-
tion floor, perhaps suggesting that tidiness was not a high prior-
ity. The often beautifully painted and fired pottery, the expertly
woven reed mats and cloth of woven hair, as well as the order of the
houses themselves, give an impression of a good life within the
bounds of survival nature had laid down. Study of the skeletal
remains at Catalhiiylik suggests that malaria was a factor in the
mortality rate, but there is also indication that over the centuries the
site was inhabited, life expectancy grew to about thirty-five years of
age for males and about thirty for females. Thus natural selection
resulted in a longer lifespan and an increasing adaptation to the
sedentary conditions of village life. As populations grew, villages
developed and spread throughout western Asia.

With the migration movement of people toward the lower hill
country and grasslands, settlements sprang up in the alluvial
basins of riverine territories such as that of the lower Tigris and
Euphrates. On the lower Tigris, the meandering river course and
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the drainage streams from the nearby hills to the east provided
ideal watered alluvial land for farming. In the hills, weir damming,
which permitted the diversion or storage of stream flow, was al-
ready practiced by farming communities; settlement at critical
points where streams conjoined was related to the capability of
controlling water flow through weirs. The villages established at
these conjunctions grew in importance, some of them eventually
becoming the cities of Sumeria, one of the world’s earliest civiliza-
tions. An important factor in this development was the gradual
change in polity which intensive village farming brought about.

We can assume that in the earliest villages where agriculture
was prominent, what Braidwood has called “secondary village
farming,” leadership was essentially a family affair under the au-
thority of a male. As villages grew and a number of families, not
always related, made up the population, village elders or those
who held the family leaderships met in council to consider pan-
village affairs. In situations where a number of villages were tied
together by marriage and trade, as well as by common interests of
defense, of access to water and other natural resources, and of
the equitable distribution of subsistence resources in times of
difficulty, perhaps clan representatives met to elect regional lead-
ers. In time, with the accumulation of wealth and consequent
power, leadership roles became hereditary and a familial dynastic
situation arose, with attendant alliances forged among the lead-
ers. As new settlements were established, certain village farming
communities developed as nonsubsistence administrative bureau-
cracies to resolve questions of water and land control and to
respond to the need for goods and services distribution in order to
maintain authority and to keep settlements cohesive. This would
eventually lead to the development of city-states, a later conse-
quence of sedentary settlement.

Another change was the gradual diffusion of village farming and
cattle pastoralism westward into what is now the Balkan area and
the Danube basin and eastward toward the Indian subcontinent
and eastern Asia. This was a slow movement, not a migration. It
was propelled by such factors as family fission, the need for pas-
turage for larger herds (particularly where herd size determined
wealth), prolonged periods of drought, and a need for better fields
for cultivation. Most likely a desire for aggrandizement was also a
factor, as human ambition in the more populous areas of western
Asia sought to control lands and people for the local benefit.
Though in large part a later story, the search for raw materials
such as metal ore, hard stone, fine wood and semiprecious stones
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(like lapis, carnelian, jasper, and serpentine) also played a role. As
in the biblical story of the Tower of Babel, the movement and
concentration of people at this time resulted in differences in
language, economic growth, style of ornamentation, and social
identity. These differences, readily identifiable by modern archae-
ologists, are testimony to an ongoing process of change, adapta-
tion, and diffusion.

Though the above discussion traces developments in western
Asia, it must be emphasized that developments in domestication,
technology, and social organization were observable in other parts of
Asia and were going on at the same time in other regions as well.

At Bagor in central India there is evidence of experimentation
in grain cultivation perhaps as early as 6000 B.C.E. Rice and
small cattle were probably domesticated in Thailand (Ban
Chiang) after 5500 B.C.E. Recent work in China by archaeolo-
gists and paleontologists has unearthed strong evidence of the
indigenous development of domesticated millet (fifth millennium
B.C.E.) and rice (perhaps a few centuries later). Since these two
plants were basic to later Chinese agriculture, this early develop-
ment suggests the indigenous foundations of Chinese civilization.
Other evidence is accumulating in both Southeast Asia and
China of the early domestication of such later staples of the east
Asian economy as tea, mulberry, soybeans, and the water buf-
falo. There is little doubt that in much of Eurasia at the close of
the Pleistocene, groups were experimenting with potentially
domesticable plants and animals.

As early as 6000 B.C.E., settled life dependent on grain domesti-
cation and cattle transhumance was established in the Indus
River plain, as evidenced at Mehrgarh in the low plain of Kachi in
present-day Pakistan. It seems clear that this development was
the first in the evolution of settled life on the Indian subcontinent.
In China, the situation was more complex. The site of Banpo [Pan
P'o] in the Wei River basin, dating to around 4000 B.C.E., repre-
sents China's earliest developed village farming community of the
Yangshao culture. Its population practiced a slash-and-burn type
of shifting agriculture largely dependent on the cultivation of an
indigenous millet. In general, Yangshao sites are found in what
K.C. Chang has referred to as China’s nuclear area, which in-
cludes the alluvial plain at the conjunction of the Wei River and
the Huang He (Yellow River), and the eastward region of the great
North China loessic and alluvial plain, where classical Chinese
civilization had its seat. The interest of sites like Banpo lies in the
provocative mixture of independently developed indigenous traits
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and those that may well have resulted from contact and diffusion
from the western Asian developments described above. Although
Yangshao settlements were characterized by the mobility associ-
ated with slash-and-burn agriculture, large communities of more
than eighty houses have been found. At Banpo, both ground-level
and semisubterranean houses of wattle-and-daub and post con-
struction have been identified, suggesting single-family occu-
pancy. Grain storage bins and animal pens found in the center of
these house clusters, however, also suggest communal sharing.
Evidence has been found of a great longhouse, constructed at a
later stage in the center of the village square. This house was
partitioned into rooms, each with its own hearth.

The area around Banpo was probably forested; it is no coinci-
dence, then, that pigs, essentially forest animals, were domesticated
and became very much a part of the economy. At that time they
were also widely used in Europe to reclaim forest lands.

As one might expect, in the technology of Yangshao settlements
there was a prevalence of the stone axes and adzes necessary for
felling trees, and the chisels and hammers, scrapers, and knives for
carving wood. Also commonplace were ground stone hoes and shov-
els for clearing and digging fields that were to be planted. Stone,
shell, bone, and antler provided the material for the necessary ar-
rowheads, awls, beads, fishhooks, sinkers, etc., familiar to village life
throughout the world. In addition, Yangshao artisans made utilitar-
ian pottery in a variety of forms and finely painted ceramic vessels,
largely used as burial objects. In cemeteries that were part of the
village, the dead were laid out accompanied by objects of daily life
and often by these decorated vessels. Some of these decorations
represent human figures and include designs suggesting rituals,
perhaps pertaining to fertility and ancestor cults.

The Yangshao type of village farming is unique to East Asia,
although there are similarities to the West in the painted pottery,
the domestic pig, the cultivation of grain, burial customs, etc.
These similarities need not be interpreted as signs of the diffusion
of ideas as such. These early Chinese sites, which are chronologi-
cally at least three thousand years later than the western Asian
sites showing domestication, essentially arose independent of di-
rect contact with areas to the west, although there may have been
some contact of which we have no evidence.

Along the Chinese coast, especially to the south and along lake
shores, there is increasing evidence of a people using cord-marked
pottery, dependent on shellfish and netted fish, and already having a
technology which enabled them to cut trees, make canoes, and hunt
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effectively. The suggestion is made that these people also created
gardens in which they grew tubers, edible roots, and wild millets
ancestral to the later cultivated types. One possible hypothesis is
that the contact between these ancestral Chinese (an eastern
branch of Homo sapiens sapiens) and the myths and techniques of
western domestication resulted in the development of domestication
in China’s nuclear area. This is for future work to determine.

Following the Yangshao in central China, the Lungshanoid
stage of developed village farming, thoroughly Chinese in charac-
ter, arose and became the preamble to the civilization to come.
This stage will be discussed in the next chapter.

In sum, the development of sedentary village life in Asia was the
consequence of a variety of factors, including greater cognitive
awareness due to the changing geographical conditions at the end
of the Ice Age. The exploitation of varied but contiguous ecological
niches led to the Neolithic Revolution, and to the development of
pastoral sedentary agricultural societies, which were the prelude
to the different indigenous civilizations that arose in the centuries
to come.

AFTERWORD

In any modern presentation of ideas based on archaeological evi-
dence, there is an inherent imprecision which is frustrating to
those educated in the hard sciences. This lack of exactness arises
directly out of the fact that human remains, whether physical or
cultural, are preserved only randomly. Most of what had once
been a way of life is lost. This is a given in archeological interpre-
tation and is particularly so in dealing with evidence of the early
human past of Eurasia.

However, modern science, represented by such fields as pale-
opathology, paleobotany, and paleozoology that use radiocarbon
and thermoluminescence techniques of dating and apply research
on geomorphological evolution and paleoclimatology, is now able
to reconstruct a portion of an extinct way of life with considerable
accuracy, from which the anthropologist can make assumptions
about cultural behavior. Where there is no solid evidence, we are
required to speculate.

What concrete evidence we do have makes it possible to sketch
in, as it were, certain fundamental steps in the early history of
humankind.

In the case of the revolutionary transition from hunting-gather-
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ing to sedentary village farming and pastoralism, I have argued
that this first occurred in western Asia because, in a nuclear area
in which potentially domesticable plants and animals were pres-
ent, diverse ecologies were occupied by diverse cultural groups. A
valid counterargument is that a similar situation existed else-
where in the world, although with differing patterns and conse-
quences. This theory of first emergence in western Asia rests upon
the contention that the necessary preconditions existed there on a
scale not matched elsewhere.

The growing evidence that western Asia was a meeting
ground for cultural and human strains drawn from northeast-
ern Africa, eastern Europe, and Iran demonstrates that diverse
cultural influences were a precondition to the transition to set-
tled life. Nowhere else in either Europe or Asia did such diver-
sity exist or did an integrating process occur on a comparable
scale in the ecological setting previously described. Whether
the invention of agriculture was the act of individual genius or
the consequence of numbers of people manipulating the fea-
tures of local ecologies on a pragmatic and experiential basis,
the fact remains that acceptance of innovation, not simply
the innovation itself, is the critical factor. There is no doubt at
all that with the close of the Pleistocene there were probably
many inventions critical to settled life in areas far from western
Asia, but these tended to occur in relative isolation and gener-
ally gained little acceptance at the time. Certainly it appears
that a complex of innovations creating the conditions neces-
sary for settled life did occur outside of the area, but at a
demonstrably later time. The factor of diffusion from west to
east must be given due consideration. Clearly, the combination
of a high level of cognitive awareness evolving out of a sophisti-
cated integrative prehistory and ecological and cultural diver-
sity was responsible for the first appearance of settled village
farming in Asia. Nothing in the archaeological evidence un-
earthed so far appears to contradict this assumption.

A second reservation can be made concerning male-female roles
and how they changed with the advent of the plow. A number of
societies in the world engage in labor-intensive plant cultivation
without evidence of a period of female control of that cultivation.
But according to an analysis of social organization by G.P. Murd-
ockl based on data gathered from 250 societies in all parts of the
world, that situation is rare:

“The condition which most frequently lifts [the woman’s] eco-
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nomic contribution to a level above that of the man is the intro-
duction of agriculture into a society previously dependent upon
hunting and gathering. Since agriculture is usually woman’s work
matrilocal residence and matrilineal descent tend to be particu-
larly common among lower agricultural peoples” (p. 205). The
shift to patrilocal and patrilineal societies can occur “when men
supplant women as tillers of the soil, often in consequence of
harnessing their domestic animals to the plow” (p. 206). The inter-
pretation of the remains at Catalhtiyiik, as set forth on previous
pages, is not at variance with Murdock’s sample. There it is very
clear that females were the agriculturists and males the hunters.

NOTE

1. G.P. Murdock, Social Structure {New York: Macmillan Co.,
1949), pp. 202-6.
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Asia in World History: Essays

PRIMARY CIVILIZATION
IN ASIA

Walter A. Fairservis

Civilization, as defined by many anthropologists, is the most com-
plex stage in the evolution of human culture. It is a stage at which
symbolic behavior achieves most dramatic form in such activities
as writing and art—and in which large parts of the human popu-
lation are concentrated in communities or states. Characteristi-
cally, a civilization organizes the population into distinct groups
based on a division of labor. These groups include not only sub-
sistence raisers (farmers, herders) but also artisans or laborers in
specialized crafts (metallurgy, weaving, goldsmithing, brickmak-
ing, pottery) whose products are used by the larger community.
Common to most civilizations are the groups (bureaucrats, sol-
diers, rulers) dependent on but controlling the producers of sub-
sistence and artifacts. Religion is often pantheistic, manifested in
rituals, specialized buildings, temples, temple servants. In some
polities the rulers have a special relationship to the deity or dei-
ties (god-kings, priest-kings).

In general, because civilizations are built on large interacting
populations, goods and services exchange is complex and often
involves nonresident groups (merchants, pedagogues, wandering
entertainers) who help identify a people’s sense of place in the
world.

A distinction is often made between primary civilizations, which
develop in large part indigenously (those of Egypt, Sumeria, the
Harappans, Three Dynasty China [see below page 245-248 for a
discussion of Three Dynasty, or San Dai, China), and secondary
civilizations, which through contact or conquest succeed the pri-
mary civilizations and develop in part out of them (Achaemenid
Persia, Classical Greece and Rome, the Mauryan Empire in India).

236
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It is the primary civilizations that developed directly out of local
sedentary farming and pastoralism that concern us here, particu-
larly the Sumerian civilization in the area between the Tigris and
the Euphrates rivers known as Mesopotamia, which, along with
the Egyptian, emerged around 3200 B.C.E. A half a millennium or
so later similar developments occurred in the so-called nuclear
areas, the Indus Valley in South Asia and the Yellow River basin
in East Asia.

In making this distinction one runs into a problem of definition.
For many archaeologists studying the remains of ancient cultures,
it is a culture’s accomplishments in technology (such as state-
wide irrigation systems, metal smelting and casting, sophisticated
instruments of calculation), its monuments (pyramids, temple
platforms, rock-cut tombs, hard-stone sculpture), its complex
achievements in chemistry, and its sophisticated system of
graphic symbols (writing, iconography) that qualify it to be consid-
ered a civilization. Since these advanced achievements relate to
concepts of government and belief and possibly to sophisticated
levels of thought, they provide a basis for assumptions about the
character of the life of the time. This view supports the material
positivism that sees technology as the foundation of civilization
and equates the ultimate destruction of that technical foundation
with the fall of the civilization historically.

A review of the cultures of early human history demonstrates
that some had achieved high levels of technological accomplish-
ment in a number of categories. Graphic symbolism, anticipating
a system of writing, for example, was widely used in southeastern
Europe as early as 4000 B.C.E., and it is known that large-scale
engineering endeavors were undertaken in the late fourth and
third millennia B.C.E. in central Asia (Turkmenistan) and the
Indo-Iranian borderlands. Comparison of these remains from cul-
tures which had no known direct successors with those of other
cultures which evolved into primary civilizations shows little dif-
ference in many aspects. Thus the seeds of civilization were not
confined to those areas where civilization did eventuate. It is likely
that stages in the development of civilization have been fixed
rather arbitrarily by scholars on the basis of the preserved evi-
dence, which emphasizes technology. At their early, primarily
technological, stages Sumeria, Egypt, Harappa, and Three Dy-
nasty China have been generally included as phases of the great
civilizations but are more properly seen as their precursors.

Some social scientists, historians, and other scholars argue
that civilization only emerges when there is higher abstract
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thought, manifest in scientific activity, philosophical questioning,
and the institutionalization of morality and its rationalization in
ethical conduct and law. While this is demonstrated in a variety of
ways, there is general agreement among these scholars that engi-
neering achievements and other pragmatic demonstrations of ap-
plied knowledge are not in themselves criteria for the presence of
civilization. Nor can one cite urbanization or the development of
cities as a prerequisite for civilization. It can be demonstrated that
numerous cultures had cities and knew urban life but did not
develop into civilizations. Indeed, civilizations characterized by
generally nonurban populations are very well known, such as
early Pharaonic Egypt and Shang China.

Writing, as a commonly cited criterion for civilization, provides
us with a more concrete basis for settling the controversy between
what some call technocracy versus humanism in determining the
presence of civilization. But there are two critical phases in the use
of writing: an accounting and naming phase, and a literary and
history phase. It is to a consideration of these two phases that we
may turn in determining the presence or absence of civilization.

Chronologically one has to look at developments in southern
Mesopotamia, for it is here that the world’s first civilization, the
Sumerian, appeared. Southern Mesopotamia, the so-called Fertile
Crescent, is a flat area dominated by the meandering Tigris River.
Relatively little rain falls in the region, but the rich alluvium,
watered by the Tigris and subsidiary river flow emanating from
the hills to the north, makes it highly productive agriculturally. It
is a stoneless land with marshes in the delta area; thus clay and
reeds are the primary building materials. The wood of palm trees
is available in some areas.

In the period when village farming was developing, movement
into the region was characterized by settlement at critical junction
points where water access (and eventual control) was ensured.
These settlements became centers of agricultural activity. Central-
ized storage facilities also appear to have been a magnet for the
growth of these centers. Temples to a particular deity were erected
and eventually became the most prominent structures of the de-
veloping centers.

There is evidence, for example in Sumerian records of assem-
blies of elders, that the farmer-settlers were initially gathered into
clans with leadership provided by distinguished lineages. In time,
wealth in land and the control of water (depending on whether
one’s land was at the head or the base of the irrigation system)
became the decisive factors in determining leadership. As popula-
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tions grew, established, dependable leadership became necessary
to manage a redistribution system based on centralized storage
and to control intersettlement rivalries that might lead to warfare.
Indeed, a number of later Sumerian epics refer to great warrior
kings, like Gilgamesh, and there is abundant archaeological evi-
dence that defensive walls were constructed around the expand-
ing centers on the Tigris plain.

Critical to an understanding of how the Sumerian civilization
arose from these centers is the fact that not only was there active
intersettlement contact—belligerent, economic, and social—but
there were regular interactions with peoples to the east, in what
became Assyria and is now western Iran, to the north in present-
day Syria, and probably as far to the west as the Levant. It was
this variety of contact that provided an essential stimulus for
development. The need for raw materials—stone, metal ores,
wood, spices—in the resource-poor plain motivated trade and in-
ternational contact. Writing, which in its proto-formm had been
essentially pictographic, now became more efficient. It was a
highly functional system, evolving initially to respond to account-
ing needs arising from storage and trade activities but gradually
used for literary, historical, and legal purposes. Tokens, small
objects used to represent commodities and whose number and
size symbolized quantity, were also used as coins to represent
merchandise of various sorts for barter. The designs on the tokens
were probably precursors of the signs used in the writing system
itself. The orthography, highly influenced by the use of reed sty-
luses with which marks (cunei) were impressed into clay tablets,
developed into an efficient cursive system (called cuneiform}, in
keeping with what seems to have been a fundamental characteris-
tic of Sumerian civilization: the search for and development of an
ordered society.

The clay tablets that have so far been deciphered offer substan-
tial evidence of a belief that man was created to serve the gods
through sacrifice, entertainment, and worship rituals. But at the
same time, humanity was expected to order its own affairs; it is
here that Sumerian civilization comes into full fruition. Not only
were the ravages of flood, drought, and plague to be dealt with,
but warfare, the problems of social friction in what may be called
cities, and the need for reliable standards of value in the mercan-
tile and politico-economic world of the times had to be addressed.
Institutionalized order was required in divine worship and in the
regulation of human affairs. The multiethnic, multioccupational,
multivalue quality of the time apparently motivated far-reaching
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speculation, for ethnocentric as the Sumerians appeared to be,
they nonetheless were concerned that their order be rooted in
some kind of universal principle rather than in one arising out of
a given city or group. This principle related human order to cos-
mic order, one result of which was the development of codified
law. The famous Code of Hammurabi, a later Babylonian king,
arose out of the precedents of earlier Sumerian codes. The laws
were pragmatic and efficient; they involved the services of judges
and witnesses and strove to avoid the vagaries of interpretation as
far as possible. They were nevertheless described as having been
received from the gods, and it was regarded as the wish of the
gods that they be followed. In this the kings (who achieved their
position by virtue of lineage or dynastic confirmation) were the
instruments of the gods and the secular advocates of legal justice.
The term priest-king may be an appropriate label for them.

The Sumerians (the name is derived from the biblical reference
to the Plain of Shinar or Sumer and is used by scholars to differ-
entiate their language from other ancient Mesopotamian lan-
guages} may have been inheritors of the accomplishments of
earlier settlers (the Ubadians, who may have entered the plain
around 4000 B.C.E.). By 3100 B.C.E., they were the masters of the
place. Their original homeland was probably the Zagros Moun-
tains to the east, and in memory of that place it appears they
created on the flat plain mountains of brick, upon which they built
their temples. These temple mountains, referred to later as ziggu-
rats, were often over fifty feet in height and extended over an area of
many hundreds of feet. Perhaps the presence of these platformed
places of worship represented stability in an uncertain world, for the
duress of the times and the accelerating variety of contacts with
other cultures led to speculation about man and the universe and a
rather astonishing period of innovation. The Sumerians were accom-
plished architects and the first to use the brick vault, the arch, and
the dome. They appear to have developed the sailboat and the
four-wheeled cart (often pulled by onagers or oxen). They knew
how to solder metal and rivet bronze; they perfected the plow and
the potter’s wheel. In addition to their accomplishments in law,
the Sumerians are also credited with having been the first to
establish schools and a pharmacopoeia, to collect proverbs, histo-
ries, and love songs, and to hold literary debates. Whether or not
future research will confirm these “firsts,” the fact is that the Sumer-
ian worldview was innovative and speculative. It was also somewhat
pessimistic. A deep-seated sense of human inadequacy in the face of
the forces of nature occurs in Sumerian writing. The discovery by
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the hero in the Epic of Gilgamesh of his own mortality in a
universe ruled by the gods is echoed in Sophocles’ tragedy about
Oedipus, suggesting that the origins of the classic Greek
worldview may lie in part in that of the Sumerians.

The history of Sumeria is one of constant internecine combat
between the numerous city-states that were the successors to the
earlier settlements of the Shinar region. The Sumerians were also
subject to attacks by surrounding peoples, notably the Semitic pas-
toralists of Wahia, numerous powerful groups from the north and
west, and the Elamites, a city-oriented group to the east. Sumerian
political independence was lost after 2000 B.C.E., but the culture
provided the foundation for later Mesopotamian civilizations.

Egypt, located in the northern part of Africa, was part of the vast
civilized ecumene which originated in the eastern Mediterranean late
in the fourth millennium B.C.E. The Egyptian civilization developed
from Neolithic settlements in the fertile Nile River valley. A ruler
named Menes founded the first Egyptian dynasty in about 3100
B.C.E., initiating 3000 years of Egyptian dynasties. The king (Pha-
raoh, Per-ha, or great house) was also a deity, and the royal tombs
(including the pyramids) were built to ensure material comfort in the
afterlife, an important part of Egyptian religious belief.

In contrast to Mesopotamian community centers, in Egypt there
were small, scattered administrative centers set in alluvial areas
along the Nile and its tributaries, and much of the population re-
mained essentially rural. The capital was first Memphis and later
Thebes.

Isolation and the agricultural dependability brought by the Nile,
coupled with the arduous but productive work of the Egyptian
peasantry, sustained the essential good fortune of the Egyptians.
Two important developments resulted: a state cult with the king-
pharaoh at its center and a fundamental morality given practical
form. For the first, the Pharaoh was regarded as the essential
cohesive force in the state: he was born God, “Sun of Ra,” the sun
god, and was also the secular authority, dependent on a growing
bureaucracy critical for effective administration. Here the role of
morality had its most pervasive influence. There were two re-
sources for this bureaucracy: members of a landed aristocracy,
whose origins were mostly found in local chiefdoms, and the gen-
eral populace, where a man of ability might technically rise from
peasant beginnings to vizier. Morality was expressed in a concept
called ma’at, which essentially meant “truth,” but a wider inter-
pretation included ideas of duty, responsibility, and the knowl-
edge that wisdom was not confined to noblemen or the privileged.
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Good family relationships were recognized as demonstrating prac-
tical morality. Administrators, at any level, were required by
society’s moral order to observe ma’at in all that they did. In later
times, in fact, one would have to stand before the gods and be
judged as to whether one had observed “truth” in life or not, with
consequences good or bad accordingly. In this sense of responsi-
bility for one’s action, codified law (in early Egyptian civilization)
was unnecessary.

Egyptian writing, called hieroglyphics (*sacred carvings” in
Greek), was first used for naming and accounting and gradually
for rituals in mortuary cults and temples. The capability of writing
abstract concepts using hieroglyphics, concepts like idea (before
action), truth, creation, etc., is immensely significant in the evolu-
tion of thought. One aspect was a developing investigation into
nature considered as object. The study of anatomy and the effect
of injury on the human body, the solution of problems in geome-
try, algebra, and trigonometry, and the concept of sidereal time
were some of the results of Egyptian investigations into nature.

The Sumerian and Egyptian civilizations are in sharp contrast
to one another: the former dynamic, innovative, and in general
holding a pessimistic view of the cosmos; the latter stable, conser-
vative, with an optimistic view regarding man'’s place in the uni-
verse. Thus out of roots in early western Asian and northern
African history two essentially different civilizations arose. Geog-
raphy played its role but did not determine concepts of time and
space in the two civilizations. Both Sumerian law and Egyptian
moral order arose out of a concern for human life and the desire
to promote human character as the basis of civilization itself.

In both the Sumerian and the Egyptian cases, there was an
early stage of development (i.e., Mesopotamia before the Sumerian
city-states, predynastic Egypt) followed by a second stage which
produced a writing system for naming and accounting as well as a
level of technological innovation that supported the creation of
cities or states (archaic Egypt, early dynastic Sumer [ca. 3200~
2600 B.C.E.]). In both cases this was followed by a concern with
abstract ideas of justice, happiness, human behavior, and univer-
sals in man’s relationship to self and the cosmos; and concerns
with nature epitomized by the deities and in observable natural
life (Middle Kingdom Egypt, middle and late dynastic Sumer |[c.
2500-2000 B.C.E.]). In my view, only when a culture has devel-
oped to this stage can it be said to constitute a civilization.

Early civilizations in India and China invite similar consider-
ation. The earliest culture in the Indian subcontinent is known as
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the Harappan civilization, named for the site at Harappa in the
Indus Valley in present-day Pakistan, discovered in the early
1920s. A second large “urban” site belonging to the Harappan
civilization was that of Mohenjo-Daro, located on the west bank of
the Indus River in northern Sind and dating to the same time as
the Sumerian civilization, probably 2300-1750 B.C.E. The fact
that the Harappan culture was first discovered at these two large
urban-like sites prompted some scholars to refer to it as an em-
pire or state and to posit the existence of citadels, colonies, great
kings, extensive trade, peasantries, etc. Continuing research of
the Harappan culture, however, has revealed over a thousand
rather small sites spread over a vast territory, from the vicinity of
Delhi to the Narbada River in western India, with the greater
number in the Indus River valley in Pakistan. Harappan sites
have also been found as far away as Baluchistan and, remark-
ably, Badakhshan in northeastern Afghanistan, and probably in
Kashmir as well. The majority of Harappan settlements were
short-lived; even Mohenjo-Daro may have been occupied for less
than two hundred years. Study of these sites also reveals that
they were generally functional parts of a larger whole. That is, the
sites included industrial centers (with kilns, metal smelting facili-
ties, and shell or clay working areas), seasonal cattle camps, ad-
ministrative and storage centers, and large capitals along main or
subsidiary rivers. One gets the impression of a dispersed but
organized society made up of agricultural specialists, herders,
urban craftsmen, merchants, and bureaucrats integrated in an
efficient symbiotic political and economic relationship.

The artifacts of the Harappans are essentially objects used in
daily life. The few small but beautifully made statues, expressive
clay figurines, and some well-executed jewelry do not bespeak the
range of monumental art and design associated with the artifacts
found in Egypt and Mesopotamia. Most intriguing are small,
square seal-like tablets cut in soft stone with pierced bosses,
indicating that they were to be worn on the person. These usually
are engraved with motifs of domesticated bovids, goats, or, more
rarely, wild animals—tiger, elephant, buffalo, or rhinoceros. These
main symbols are generally surrounded by five or six graphemes
which only recently have been deciphered as references to the
name and status of the individual, who was usually a clan chief,
or to his occupation or role in the bureaucracy. The larger animal
motifs, in turn, are references to some form of totemic clan. These
are divided into moieties signified by wild and domestic animals.
It is probable that these objects were worn by women as symbolic
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statements of the marriage contract which cemented intersettle-
ment relationships. They are found in habitation debris, and their
motifs are widespread among Harappan settlements, demonstrat-
ing pansodality relationships that were essential in keeping soci-
ety cohesive as it rapidly expanded its geographic range.

The roots of the Harappan culture appear to be among Neolithic
village farming groups and pastoralists. At Mehrgarh in the low-
lands of eastern Baluchistan there are indications of transhu-
mance as early as 6000 B.C.E., followed by stages of sedentism.
Adjacent areas also reflect this trend, demonstrating an essential
tie between upland and lowland peoples through transhumance
and trade. What stands out is a process we can call “Indianiza-
tion,” by which the western Asian culture is substantially replaced
by a style deriving from life on the Indian subcontinent, separate
from the cultures to the west. The depictions of Indian flora and
fauna motifs are striking. Certain ornaments and costumes on
figurines, their bangles, turbans, draped cloth or dhoti-type loin-
cloths, are distinctly Indian. Iconographic images of bangled, dais-
seated chiefs, peacock-feather-bedizened females, wedding
processions, the pandal, the hooved-female anthropomorphs, buf-
falo-horn headdresses likewise provide undeniable evidence of an
indigenous subcontinental style. The Harappans contributed their
own technological innovations as well. They used the lunar calen-
dar and probably kept records of the passing months with an
abacus-like device; theirs was a base-eight number system, and
there is evidence that precise accounts and records were kept of
grain storage and of measurements for house construction. They
built large fired-brick structures, cultivated cotton, and may have
domesticated the elephant and the water buffalo; they experi-
mented with rice growing, probably had the windmill, sailed
square-rigged vessels up and down river, probably engaged in
coastal shipping, and used four-wheeled carts. They appear to
have attempted city planning, and built excellent drainage and
sewer systems.

There were apparently classes of chiefs responsible for the set-
tlements who owed ritual and material tribute to paramount
chiefs located in the urban centers (of which there are now at
least five known). Wealth was counted in measures of grain and
cotton and, most prestigiously, numbers of cattle. The larger
herds required reliable pasturage and water, motivating move-
ment away from cultivated fields. This pressure to seek new pas-
turage may have influenced the demise of the Harappan world,
since even strong sodalities, interclan marriage, and hegemonies
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of leadership under paramount chiefs were weakened as they
spread across ever greater geographic distances. Although the
reasons remain unclear, Harappan civilization gradually disap-
peared as it was absorbed into the vast heterogeneous ethnic
mosaic of the subcontinent.

One looks in vain for evidence of kingship, colleges of priests,
armies, traditional arts, pantheons of deities, literatures, law
codes, or even lengthy inscriptions describing cultural life. The
Harappans spoke a form of early Dravidian language and used a
borrowed (proto-Elamitic) ideosyllabic writing system. It did not
seem to go beyond the stage of naming, accounting, and identify-
ing objective things. The Harappans appear to have been tribe-ori-
ented and, in terms of polity at least, organized as chiefdoms.
Their gods were characteristic of tribal culture in a pastoral set-
ting, with images of bulls, males with headdresses, females preg-
nant or with a child. Their social organization reflected a
well-balanced, cohesive economy. The Harappans gave way before
the next stage of Indian civilization, which arose during the stress
of the movement of the Indo-Aryans into North India in the sec-
ond millennium B.C.E. It is conceivable that Indian civilization, as
expressed in the Vedas, the Vedanta, and the Mahabharata, and
which gave birth to Buddhism and Jainism (all before the time of
Christ), was shaped by the interaction of central Asian concepts
brought by the invading Indo-Aryans with the existing Harappan
technological and economic achievements. Although Harappan
civilization did not directly lead to subsequent developments, it
may well have influenced the character of later Indian civilization.

Early civilization in China presents a quite different story. The
combination of Chinese traditional historical methods and the
recent emphasis in anthropology on theories about the origin of
the state has strongly influenced comparisons of early Chinese
civilization with other primary civilizations. In the case of China,
early civilization is represented by the Three Dynasties (or San
Dai), the Xia (ca. 2200-1750 B.C.E.), the Shang (ca. 1750-1100
B.C.E.), and the Zhou (ca. 1100256 B.C.E.). Historically these
were believed to have succeeded one another, but modern re-
search suggests that they were somewhat contemporaneous.
Much of this period, from approximately 1600 to 500 B.C.E., was
coterminous with the Bronze Age in China, which is convention-
ally dated from approximately 1600 to 500 B.C.E. The Xia was
centered in Henan, the early Shang in Shandong and the Zhou in
Shaanxi. In the pre-Bronze Age, Neolithic village farming cultures
coalesced by about 2500 B.C.E. into a general cultural panregional
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entity called the Longshanoid in the Yellow River valley in North
China. While there were regional differences, there is much that
was common throughout the area: permanency of village settle-
ments; dependence on grain agriculture supplemented by fishing
and hunting; similar tool kits (adzes, knives, sickles, many of
polished stone); similarities in kinds of pottery, both handmade
and, more rarely, wheel-made pottery; and similar ensembles of
horn, shell, and bone objects of daily life. Some sites in Shandong
are surrounded by stamped earth walls, and there are cemeteries
containing both poorly and richly furnished burials, suggestive of
class differentiation based on wealth. Scapulimancy was regularly
practiced, and there is some evidence of fertility cults.

The Xia Dynasty until recently has been largely regarded as a
mythic one, since nothing in the archaeology of North China could
be specifically referred to as Xia. Now, however, the Xia is identi-
fied with the Erlitou culture in Henan. This identification indi-
cates that early Chinese civilization largely derived from the
commonalities of indigenous Neolithic culture of the Longshanoid.

More is known about the Shang and the Shang Dynasty (ca.
1750-1100 B.C.E.) because of the archaeology, especially from the
excavations of Anyang, one of the Shang capitals. Evidence from
other sites is rapidly accumulating.

The Shang is differentiated from the Longshanoid background
by the presence of horse-drawn wheeled chariots; new forms of
pottery; tools, weapons, and magnificent ritual vessels cast in
bronze; cowrie shell and fine jades as exotic symbols of wealth;
human sacrifice (especially in connection with an imperial funer-
ary cult); and, above all, a developed writing system found most
frequently inscribed on oracle bones, although also on bamboo
and bronze. These artifacts are obviously related to wealth, power,
and status. The oracle writing itself is much concerned with the
affairs of the Shang state. The king's actions were prescribed by
interpreting the cracks found (usually) on turtle plastrons after
heating. From this kind of evidence and later Chinese written
accounts of the Shang, there emerges a picture of a king con-
cerned with ensuring the safety of his state. The state was regu-
larly threatened by both internal disorder and alien attack. The
king ensured his own status by requiring his officials to carry out
administrative tasks to ensure the well-being of the Shang state.
Surrounded by well-to-do officials presumed to be members of the
royal clan or distinguished aristocratic clans in a hierarchically
stratified society, the Shang king had a strong hand and produced
ritual proofs of his power. He enhanced this power by building
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large palaces on platforms; by accumulating bronzes, jade, cowrie,
and other valuables; and by having elaborate rituals and funerary
rites performed by members of the lineage and court. The latter
involved the building of pit-graves with burial chambers and the
sacrifice of animals, especially dogs, as well as large numbers of
humans, which presumably made up the retinue of the deceased
in the afterlife.

In Anyang, the area surrounding the palaces and temples ex-
tended along both banks of the river Huan and was occupied by
noblemen’s residences, workshops, cemeteries, and house clusters
of commoners. It was a busy, dynamic urban cluster stretching for
thousands of yards, in considerable contrast to the pre-Shang
villages, whose existence, often far from rivers, depended on rain-
fall, which allowed for the widespread distribution of grain agricul-
ture over the northern Chinese plain. A number of Shang centers,
like that of Anyang, have been identified, reinforcing the classic
picture of peripatetic rulers regularly moving over their kingdom
from town to town, backed up by a substantial warlike chariotry.
Rural China that emerged from earlier farming villages was subject
to the vagaries of despotic rulership. This picture remains true
apparently until the golden age of the Zhou rulers. Was the Shang
Dynasty representative of Chinese civilization? An answer is possi-
ble only by knowing the content of Shang writing. Chinese writing
is based upon an ideographic system in which each character
represents a word or concept. A rebus could allow for combining
ideographic representation with sound symbols. Thus early Chi-
nese writing already shows a sophistication in development that
indicates it could have been used for literary purposes. In fact, the
oracle writing seems to have been primarily used for the naming of
the members of lineages, both ancestors and living, with reference
to familial clans; identifying town names, military units, subunits
with sodalities, class, rank, etc.; and divination. Indeed, one is
struck by the absolutism which makes significant in public affairs
only the future or success of rulers in ruling the state. The pres-
sure on the rulers and their followers led to innovations in admin-
istration and ritual, but among a limited group. In large part the
rural parts of China remained, it seems, at the Longshanoid level,
parochializing, probably, what Shang cultural universalism
brought to the rural world.

The Zhou Dynasty (ca. 1100-256 B.C.E.), which was established
with the defeat of the Shang and which gradually dominated
North China, saw the reduction of warfare, growth in population,
and significant development within urban areas and across the
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vast countryside. It is no wonder that Confucius, a citizen of the
late Zhou, referred to the accomplishments of the early Zhou
rulers as constituting a golden age. The Zhou produced the theory
of legitimate rule known as the Mandate of Heaven, as well as the
earliest Chinese classics, including the Book of Songs and the Yi
Jing [I Ching ]. When the central Zhou government weakened and
factionalism was renewed, there emerged a number of ideas and
philosophical concepts about the human condition, developed by,
in particular, Lao Zi [Lao Tzu], Zhuang Zi [Chuang Tzu], Mo Zi
[Mo Tzu}, Mencius, and Confucius, and leading to what has been
referred to as China’s Classic Age.

AFTERWORD: WRITING, CITIES, STATES

Few tasks are more controversial in the study of early civilizations
than that of establishing the criteria which enable us to differenti-
ate civilization from culture. There is almost universal agreement
that a fundamental criterion must be writing; my thesis, however,
is that the existence of a form of writing is not in itself sufficient
ground for labeling a culture a civilization. In most cultures some
form of graphic symbolism occurs: for example, the love letters of
the Yukaghir in Siberia, the rock drawings of indigenous peoples
in Australia and the American Southwest, the totem poles of the
Haida in the Pacific Northwest, and the cave paintings in the
Dordogne. Many such graphic statements are concerned with ab-
stract ideas of love, war, trouble, happiness, and the supernatu-
ral. There are also numerous cultures where accounting or
numbering is demonstrated graphically: the quipu of the Inca, the
counting sticks of the Ainu, the lunar calendars of many tribal
peoples. The frequent occurrence of number and references to
personal identity at an early stage in the development of writing
appears to be simply parallel to primitive man’s already estab-
lished use of graphic symbolism. It is no coincidence, then, that
all of the writing systems of primary civilizations are derived from
or remain picture writing: Egyptian, proto-Sumerian, Harappa,
Shang oracular signs. Some of this picture writing has the char-
acter of a rebus. It is often found on seals or in texts identifying
property or the person owning the property, or identifying the self
in ritual or in the social organization.

It should be noted that although Sumerian has a preserved
archaic form, there is little archaeological evidence of the proto
forms of hieroglyphic Egyptian, logosyllabic Harappan, or the
Shang oracular script. This is owing either to the lack of preserva-
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tion of the earlier foundational “texts” or to the fact that in at
least some of these examples writing sprang up rather suddenly.
But whatever its origin, orthography existed because it fulfilled a
functional need. Even the oracle bones of the Shang are archived
in records setting forth kings’ names, eclipses, hunting expedi-
tions, lineages, harvests, rituals, and divinations relative to daily
life. This is in the religious context of a belief in the role of
ancestral deities. This archival quality is found in early Sumer-
ian, early Egyptian, and Harappan seal texts. In all these cases
there is no evidence of a literature, or philosophical or aesthetic
expression bearing on the human condition like that which char-
acterizes Pharaonic Egypt, later dynastic Sumer, Zhou China, or
Vedic India. It can be argued that the roots of the development of
a literature lay in earlier writings or in a rich oral tradition, and
this is in part probably correct, but the actual appearance in a
literature of concern for the human condition involves a complex
shift wherein the written symbol is created to express specific-
ally, concretely, and immediately the whole character of an
idea, no matter how abstract it may be. This entails a far closer
relationship of written symbol to oral speech and the develop-
ment, not only of sophisticated written vocabularies, but of an
ability to relate them syntactically. That development made pos-
sible the growth of concepts in science, law, religious taxonomies,
technology, polity, and other aspects of the human condition,
which are the essential characteristics by which early civiliza-
tions are identified.

In my view, civilization is not urbanization. Urbanization is the
development of communities that serve specific functions for the
culture at large. Characteristically, cities are concentrations of
specialists (craftsmen, bureaucrats, priests, merchants, soldiers,
administrators) centered around a given function (commerce, ad-
ministration, religious service, military control). The interdepend-
ence of the inhabitants and the relationships built upon the
exchange of goods and services within the city and extending to
the nonurban food-producing communities are dynamic elements
in city life. City societies tend to divide into classes according to
occupation, wealth, and political power. Status is essential for the
symbiotic controls of city life, and divisions of rich and poor, noble
and common are often characteristic of city society. Cities have
large populations which exploit the surrounding landscape and
whose members are dependent upon one another. Thus coercive
controls via taxes, police, rules and regulations of exchange, and
protecting armies are in one way or another characteristic of cit-
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ies. Urban centers have basic functions and are located geograph-
ically according to the requirements of those functions: near sea-
ports, along rivers or trade routes, in strategic zones, or in sacred
areas. Though the dynamism of city life often motivates innova-
tion and speculation and thus stimulates the development of a
civilization, urbanization is specifically concerned with human
communities, which can differ widely, as demonstrated by the
differences between such early cities as the royal capital of Shang,
the chiefdoms of Harappa, the metropolitan centers of Sumer, and
the Pharaonic city of Memphis. Indeed, cities do exist in many
contexts, as is demonstrated in Kumasi, Zimbabwe, Machu Pic-
chu, and, in central Asia, Altyn Tepe.

Another concept, that of the state, is also often confused with
civilization. The state can be defined as a political entity, central in
the rulership of a geographically defined area. States usually de-
pend for cohesion on the ability of the governing polity to control
the wealth of the state and to accrue benefits by which the ruled
sustain the order of the society. In some states, like that of Phara-
onic Egypt, the regularity of the Nile flood and the emphasis upon
village life for the inhabitants created a fundamental economic and
social stability that sustained the Egyptian state for centuries. In
Sumeria and Mesopotamia, however, the multiplicity of city-states
and the competition for soil, water, and other resources led to
internecine struggles which, with foreign wars, created instabilities
and the city-states rose and fell accordingly. This is similar to
Three Dynasty China, where the military power of ruling dynasties
was constantly being tested. Throughout the world, states have
been created and have risen and fallen according to their military
and political fortunes. Though states are often the polities of given
civilizations, they do not in themselves constitute civilizations.

SELECTED REFERENCES

Adams, R.McC. The Evolution of Urban Society. Chicago: Aldine, 1966.

Chang, K.C. Shang Civilization. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980.

Emery, W.B. Archaic Egypt. Baltimore: Penguin, 1961.

Fairservis, W.A. Jr. The Fourth River. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988.

Kramer, S.N. The Sumerians. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963.

Wheatley, Paul. The Pivot of the Four Quarters. Chicago: Aldine, 1971.

Wheeler, R.E.M. The Indus Civilization. 3d ed. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968.

Wilson, John A. The Culture of Ancient Egypt. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1951.



Asia in World History: Essays

THE ORIGINS OF CIVILIZATION
IN CHINA

Cho-yun Hsu

Professor Walter Fairservis, after investigating the appearance of
civilization in Mesopotamia and the Nile Valley, suggests that
early developments in these areas led to a culminative stage
where writing for naming and accounting appeared, and that
technological development reached a climax which created sup-
port for cities or states. He argues that such a culmination was
followed by a stage of concern for and achievements involving
abstract ideas of justice, happiness, human behavior, and the
universals in man’s relationship to self and the cosmos, as well as
universals in nature, epitomized in the character deities and those
observable in natural life. He thus defines this latter stage as the
actual presence of a civilization.

Professor Fairservis applies this set of criteria to Chinese his-
tory and, largely adopting K.C. Chang’s concept, he assigns the
early days of civilization to the San Dai, or Three Dynasties (Xia-
Shang-Zhou). | agree in general with Professor Fairservis on his
theory of the origin of civilization and also in principle with his
assignment of early civilization to the Three Dynasties. I would
like to elaborate as follows:

The Neolithic background of early civilization in China should
first be examined. Neolithic China covered a major area of China
proper, with its peripheries stretching into Mongolia, Manchuria,
and today’s northwestern provinces. This extensive landmass is
much larger than any single region in the three ancient civiliza-
tions of the Nile Valley, Mesopotamia, or the Indus Valley. Few
barriers exist within this area which would have compartmental-
ized cultural development into subareas. Interaction among the
local Neolithic cultures in China was thus unavoidable. In late
Neolithic China, i.e., 3000-2000 B.C.E., at least five major cultural
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clusters flourished as contemporaries. They were located in the
middle reaches of the Huang He (Yellow River), the lower
reaches of the Yangzi (Yangtze) River, the middle reaches of the
Yangzi River, the Shandong Peninsula and its adjacent coastal
regions, and the northwest loess highland in the present prov-
inces of Gansu (Kansu) and Shaanxi (Shensi). Beyond these
regions, which can be called China proper, regional cultures in
the north and northeast linked Neolithic China with regional
cultures developed on the pastoral steppelands of lower Asia. In
the mountainous southwest, local cultures seemed to be influ-
enced by Chinese Neolithic culture as well as the cultures de-
veloped in Southeast Asia and the Pacific regions. These
interactions among neighboring cultures should have enriched
participants through contacts and exchanges, even if indirectly.
On the one hand, local cultures in Neolithic China maintained
distinctive characteristics which they inherited from their local
traditions and, on the other hand, late-Neolithic culture
throughout these five regions exhibited remarkable homogene-
ity. There was a certain “Chinese-ness” common to their devel-
opment. If one drew a line across the map of Neolithic China,
the regional culture at the west end of the line would clearly be
different from that at the east end. The transition from one
culture to a neighboring one was so gradual, however, that
there would be little clear-cut demarcation. In other words, in
late Neolithic China a very large pool of cultural “genes” existed
within the territories which are called China today. This is a
situation of great potential which the people of the Nile valley,
Mesopotamia, and the Indus Valley did not enjoy, since their
territories were much smaller.

In late-Neolithic sites in China, village communities comprised
between thirty and seventy houses. Using these figures, I estimate
that in each village there were about two hundred people.
Throughout the entire landmass of the five clusters of regional
culture there were a few thousand villages. Thus, the total popu-
lation who participated in cultural interaction numbered several
million. This is a much larger population than those estimated at
other sites of ancient culture. Moreover, active interregional trade
seems to have been conducted in this large area. It may not be
coincidental that the Xia and Shang states, both of which were
pivotally located in the central plains, led the development which
formed the basis of early Chinese civilization. This location was
advantageous for both the flow of cultural exchange and the accu-
mulation of resources.
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The people of the Xia culture, as judged by the level of develop-
ment represented by the sites of the Erlitou culture, had an or-
ganized state with urban areas which were probably state
capitals. They were able to cast bronze weapons and tools. Xia
writing has not been found as yet. However, pottery marks have
been found in both Shaanxi in the west and Shandong in the
east. Many of the pottery marks resemble Shang writing, although
they may be merely signs representing the names of the owners or
craftsmen. The Xia culture, as represented by the Erlitou phase,
which is dated around 2100 B.C.E., definitely can be regarded as a
prelude of early civilization in China.

There is much better archaeological and literary documentation
of the Shang culture. Remains of Shang sites, including inscrip-
tions on oracle bones, are rich sources of inforrnation on Shang
life and culture. The evolution of political and social structures
during a three-century span can be well constructed by scanning
the change of relationships between the Shang king and his court,
between the royal domain and the subordinate states, and be-
tween man and his gods. The Shang capacity to mobilize re-
sources, human as well as material, may be estimated by
calculating the number of people enlisted in the army and the
amount of labor and wealth that were required to build the royal
palaces, tombs, and ceremonial buildings. Other salient guide-
posts include bronze and pottery ritual vessels, war chariots, and
various cultural artifacts. The characters inscribed on the oracle
bones testify not only to the prevalence of a sophisticated writing
system, but also to the existence of a literary elite who served as
recorders of human affairs and who functioned as mediums be-
tween the living and the dead—between man and the deified cos-
mic forces. Indeed, the Shang people had developed a culture
which could boast of political states, relatively sophisticated tech-
nology, a complex social structure with urban centers, a religion
based on shamanism and ancestor worship, a fairly advanced
agrarian society, and an extensive network of exchange which
brought materials from distant places to the Shang peoples.

These facts have been presented explicitly or implicitly by Pro-
fessor Fairservis. I need to add here some observations on the
spiritual aspects of the Shang people. Shang scribes diligently
recorded the daily routine for all activities—which included state
affairs, religious rituals and ceremonies, festivals and sacrifices—
as well as data on climate and weather, and also noted every-
day concerns. They incorporated both the lunar and solar
cycles and the Shang sixty-day cycle into a complex calendar.
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Although they routinely included the gods of natural forces in
their pantheon of deities, it seems that they also observed rather
objectively the movement of the sun, moon, and other celestial
bodies, as well as seasonal changes. In this way they achieved a
fair degree of precision in their time-keeping system. These activi-
ties and systems went far beyond simple religious motivation.

Furthermore, Shang scribes and recorders probably made seri-
ous efforts to reflect their religious practices. In the repertoire of
Shang oracle bone inscription, there appear to be two distinctive
schools of thought among the literary elite. One school of scribes
(let us call it School A) tended to write bold-faced characters,
rather free in style, and included in the list of deified and wor-
shiped objects a great variety of people and natural forces. This
type of list was far more inclusive than that which included only
deceased kings and queens who were royal ancestors. Another
school of scribes (School B) tended to write well-arranged charac-
ters neatly and carefully in well-regulated styles. They arranged
festivals and offered sacrifices only to the royal ancestors, in ac-
cordance with a precise calendar which prescribed a sequence of
such activities. These two schools dominated the professions of
divination and record keeping. It seems as though society or the
court switched back and forth to employ the services of both
schools.

I would suggest that these two schools of scribes probably
represented two different views of the relationship between man
and his gods. School A provided access to a large number and
type of deities which were to receive the worship of the Shang
court. Their practices coincided with the atmosphere of the Shang
expansion, by which numerous tribes of other local cultures were
absorbed into the Shang political system. For the sake of cultural
integration, the gods and/or ancestral spirits of these people had
to be included in the Shang religion. Thus the Shang scribes of
School A actually displayed a mentality of universalism and
changed fundamentally the formerly exclusive faith of the Shang.

School B developed a different path toward a transcendental
mentality. In arranging all ceremonies mechanically within the
framework of their neat calendars, they seemed to care little about
the will or wishes of the new members of the empire. In the Shang
practice of divination, the individual deity or ancestor was to be
consulted on preferences for the date of a ceremony. In the hands
of the scribes of School B, all procedures became routine. They
did not hesitate to delete from the Shang pantheon a number of
deities that had been included by the scribes of School A. This
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functional approach probably reflected a mentality of rationalism,
which is quite foreign to naive superstition—a hallmark of primi-
tive religion.

The rotation of these two schools of scribes in dominating
Shang religious activities may have compelled some Shang intel-
lectuals to seriously review the basic assumptions of their original
faith. In the twelfth century B.C.E., at the height of its political
power, the Shang Dynasty was challenged by the minor state of
Zhou, located on the relative periphery of the Chinese world.
Shang intellectuals had to face the confusion and desperation of
the collapse of a cultural order which they represented. This may
be assumed to have provided another opportunity for the Shang
intellectual to reflect and to review the old faith. I believe the
experience of living through the crises of conquest and subse-
quent societal breakdown was a key factor in their intellectual
breakthrough, which brought the Chinese mentality one step
closer to the development of civilization.

This is the background to a new interpretation emerging in the
Shang-Zhou juncture. The concept of the Mandate of Heaven did
not appear until the Zhou people tried to legitimize their rule over
the entire Chinese world by dominating the Shang. Many Shang
elite did join the Zhou court to serve as scribes, recorders, and
ritual experts, and may have helped the Zhou shape the concept
that a universal heavenly god, who was the supreme judge of the
conduct of people, could and would decide which ruler should
govern. As revealed in Zhou literature, the Mandate of Heaven was
bestowed upon or taken away from ruling households without
preference or prejudice. The only criterion was their behavior and
performance as rulers. Thus the moral judgment was made by a
supreme god who held the rulers morally accountable in exercising
their political authority. It was indeed a novel approach. Its sudden
emergence in the early Zhou period cannot be a sheer accident. It
was probably tied to the collapse of a powerful kingdom with a
superior culture and to the rise of an otherwise lesser state.

These two developments, the implication of the Shang schools
of scribes in their possible approaches of universalism and ratio-
nalism and the crystallization of a concept of moral accountability
in the belief of the Mandate of Heaven, should be regarded as
having enormous significance in the advancement of abstract
ideas. These conceptual approaches were just as crucial as the
redefinition of the notions of Ma’at and the Akhnaton monotheism
in Egypt or the Gilgamesh quest for the meaning of immortality in
Mesopotamia.
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The axial-age civilization of ancient Judaism, Greek philosophy,
and Christianity that arose in the eastern Mediterranean world
represents great strides in the development of civilization after the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian eras. Likewise, in Shang-Zhou
China, preliminary transcendence also prepared the ground for
the emergence of Confucianism, Daoism, and Mohism. Thus the
dawning of early civilization in China occurred in the Shang-Zhou
period.



Asia in World History: Essays

SOME CONTRASTS AND
COMPARISONS OF ZHOU
CHINA AND ANCIENT GREECE

Cho-yun Hsu

EARLY DEVELOPMENTS

Prior to the rise of the Zhou, the central plain was dominated by
the Shang people, who had developed a mature bronze culture
with a writing system and organized a state that in its initial stage
had been just a chiefdom and then gradually culminated in a
monarchy. The Shang state was probably one of a few entities
that existed along the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow
River and the Yangzi (Yangtze) River drainages. By the late part of
the second millennium B.C.E. the Shang appeared to have been
the strongest of the contenders for dominance in that area until
they were replaced by the Zhou ca. 1200 B.C.E. The early past of
the Zhou is not totally clear to us. They might have been related
to the Xia, who were the major competitors of the Shang. It is
possible that the Xia dominated the yellow earth plain before the
Shang achieved that status. Thus, in traditional Chinese
historiography, the Xia, the Shang, and the Zhou are collectively
called the Three Dynasties. On the other hand, according to their
own legendary past, the Zhou experienced a period of several
centuries during which they eventually gave up agriculture and
over several generations migrated into the Wei River valley, where
they left abundant archaeological remains by which we may verify
their presence. Early Zhou epics depicted their migratory path
along the Jing River to enter the rich Wei valley as they were
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pressed by the Jungdi people. Although there are only a few sugges-
tive clues to their predynastic migration, the long-distance migration
itself, in addition to the claim that they once gave up agriculture,
reveals that there had been rather active movements of peoples along
the transitional zone between the pastoralists in Inner Asia and the
farming cultures in China. The close alliance between the Zhou and
the proto-Tibetan Jiang therefore appears as a natural one.

In other words, the rise of the Zhou seems to be related to the
phenomenon of large-scale movements of peoples in Inner Asia.
The period of such movements probably falls within the middle of
the second millennium B.C.E. The Zhou's final conquest of the
Shang and other states in the central plain was the invasion by a
relatively less civilized nation of a people of an already developed
bronze culture.

The early history of the Greeks bears a similar hallmark. In the
second millennium B.C.E., the Minoans of Crete in the Aegean Sea
had developed a rich bronze culture and hieroglyphic systems
known as Linear A and Linear B. The Minoans also had introduced
literacy to the backward mainlanders. The Mycenaean chieftains in
the middle of the second millennium ruled the south of the penin-
sula as the Helladic cultures pervaded practically the entire main-
land of Greece. Active trading supported these Mycenaean
statelets, which were ruled by regimes that built luxurious palaces.
From the mid-thirteenth through the mid-twelfth centuries B.C.E.,
however, destruction everywhere brought these palaces to ruin.
This is probably the period depicted in the Homeric epics of the
Iliad and Odyssey. It also seems to be related to the widely spread
activities of the Sea Peoples in Egyptian records. Throughout the
late second millennium B.C.E., states in the Nile Valley, Mesopota-
mia, Asia Minor, and the Aegean Sea had become victims of the
turbulence brought about by invaders from the north. It is against
this historical backdrop that the Dorians, a group of northern
migrants, established themselves as masters of the Greek world.
The widespread raids attributed to the Sea Peoples in the Egyptian
records reveal only one end of a long chain of reactions of massive
demographic displacement.

In other words, the southward movement of the Indo-Europe-
ans, including the arrival of the Dorians in Greece, was but one of
a long chain of movements of peoples. What appeared in the
ancient Greek world was the conquest by a backward people in-
vading the more culturally advanced Minoan-Mycenaean states
and, in the process, taking over the lead in the development of a
Greek civilization.
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The rise of the Zhou and of the ancient Greeks resembled
parallel developments taking place separately in the East and the
West. Yet both were related to massive demographic movement in
the inner part of the Eurasian continent. What remains a puzzle
is whether these disturbances caused by the migrations of peoples
were related to one another, and if so, what was their common
origin and what triggered the impulse that created such a long
chain of reactions. At present, these are at best open questions, to
which there is no ready evidence to begin to provide answers.

FORMATIONS OF STATES AND NATIONS

The Zhou's conquest of the “central plain” and its peripheries took
the continuous efforts of at least three royal reigns to complete.
The process was slow and gradual. As a small power located at
the edge of the Chinese world, the Zhou developed a strategy of
establishing garrison stations in key areas in order to control their
newly subordinated peoples, some of whose ancestors could be
traced back to Neolithic days. Few in number, the Zhou were able
to dispatch only a small detachment of their own people to be
stationed, together with others from their close alliances, notably
the Jiang, at strategically crucial localities. The strength of these
garrison stations was then augmented with the descendants of
the Shang forces and other surrendered troops. A network of such
garrison stations, which eventually formed the vassal states of
Zhou feudalism, provided these individual states with a collective
security. The leaders of the garrison detachments were nominally
either the Zhou princes or their descendants. Non-Zhou leaders
were included in the kinship network by matrimonial ties through
cross-marriages between Zhou kinsmen and the cooperative elite
of the non-Zhou peoples, who included descendants of the Jiang,
the Shang, and ruling elements of other older eastern chiefdoms.
The Zhou king enjoyed a dual superior status of being the
overall lord of the hierarchy of the Zhou feudal system and the
patriarch of a vast kinship network that included initially all the
upper levels of the Zhou vassal states, because the same kinship
bonds and matrimonial ties were formed within each of these
vassal states. Obligation to the lord was reinforced by obligations
to the elders and seniors. An extension of the Zhou kinship net-
work, therefore, incorporated the delegation of sovereignty and
authority to its members at all levels of the feudal hierarchy and
established familial relations at the heart of the Zhou system.
Meanwhile, the Zhou royal court successfully maintained a
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strong home base in its old domain of the Wei Valley, while a
second capital was settled in the east, within the former Shang
heartland, to serve as the headquarters of eastern collective secu-
rity. Religious ceremonies of ancestor worship, periodic visits of
the vassals to the court of the lord, reconfirmation of oaths on
occasions of investiture as well as conferences of alliances, and
the crisscrossing of matrimonial bonds among aristocrats, all to-
gether gave the Western Zhou a solid ruling structure to sustain
the stability of Zhou China rather effectively for three to four
centuries. By means of this lasting tradition, the upper class of
the Zhou feudal structure developed a common identity, out of
which emerged an awareness of belonging to the Zhou system
politically and an even stronger awareness of sharing the same
culture. This identity culminated in the foundation of a nation of
people, known as Hua-Xia, as against the “outsiders,” who were
denoted by various terms that meant “barbarians.”

In the case of nation formation in ancient Greece, the process
involved wave after wave of migration of archaic Greek-speaking
peoples, including the Dorians and the Ionians.

By the beginning of the first millennium B.C.E. the Greeks had
established themselves all over the peninsula and had formed
numerous city-states. By 750-500 B.C.E. Greek traders had suc-
cessfully founded trading posts throughout the eastern Mediterra-
nean world. Some of these trading posts then evolved into colonial
city-states, which were often duplicate copies of the mother city as
far as political institutions and social structures were concerned.

The ties among archaic Greek city-states were by no means
strong. Each polis was a sovereign political unit. However, in
much of European Greece, especially in the northwest, the unit
was not a polis, but rather an ethnos, roughly speaking, a nation.
A village that made up an ethnos was only loosely linked in some
type of federation without a given dominating center. Since the
Greek migration generally started from the north, the ethnos
probably predated the polis. The polis may have been a way for
the migrants to distinguish themselves from the natives, and its
fortified center was formed for the sake of defense. The polis was
linked to other city-states through alliances of expediency, and
sometimes through matrimonial ties between elites. Nevertheless,
due to the weak status of the kings, who were checked by power-
ful councils, the royal matrimonial ties did not create the basis for
a permanent network. Therefore, the Greek city-states, being so
independent of each other, were not organized in a large, linked
political structure like the Zhou feudal system. Greek common
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identity was cultural rather than political, a result of sharing the
same migratory background, the same language, and some com-
mon religious faiths, such as the cults of the Delphic oracle and of
Olympia. Greek national awareness became established primarily
as Greeks dealt with outsiders, reaching a climax when the inde-
pendent states joined to fend off the Persian invasion. The
Hellenistic expansion, too, may be considered a cultural rather
than a political one, since it occurred after the days of the domi-
nation of the Greek city-states.

Internally, a Greek city-state, in the early days, was divided into
phylae (or tribes), which could be dated back to the age of migra-
tion before the Greeks had settled into cities. There were strong
households known as gene within the city. Each genos (or clan)
had many dependents who might have been descendants of the
subjugated native population or earlier settlers. The names of the
phylae often were the same in the different city-states. A Dorian
city usually consisted of three phylae, while an Ionian city, al-
though of less uniformity, usually consisted of phylae bearing the
same names as in other Ionian cities. The pluralistic structure of
the Greek city-state left few options other than to develop cooper-
ation among these participating members. The king was therefore
in a weaker position than the council, which was formed to repre-
sent the interests of these powerful households in the city. The
complexity of internal divisions and stratifications of a city-state
testified to its having been developed from a tribal structure su-
perimposed upon the foundation of a subjugated aboriginal layer
or several such layers, as wave after wave of migrations arrived.

The contrast between the cases of the Western Zhou and of
ancient Greece is quite obvious. The Zhou established a solid
home base to rule the peoples in eastern China. On the other
hand, after the Greek migratory population, including the Dorians
and the Ionians, entered Greece and merged with the earlier set-
tlers, there was no power center around which the Greeks could
build up a central authority such as the Zhou managed to main-
tain. Therefore, the Greeks were dispersed rather than attached to
a feudal hierarchy. The Zhou royal house built its hierarchical
edifice of distribution of power upon the foundation of a kinship
structure, and Zhou feudal ethics were derived directly from a
kinship-based code of conduct. All human relationships, there-
fore, were based on the analogy of familial relations. The Greeks,
however, developed their democracy in the sovereign polis, partly
on the basis of surviving tribal interests, and developed a system
in which a diversity of interests of participating groups were re-
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solved by the discussions of a council. The Shang monarchy,
perhaps, had set a precedent for the Zhou to adopt its course
toward a universal state, although the Greeks could easily have
found similar precedents of monarchy in the oriental states in
Mesopotamia. That the Greeks took a different course determined
the evolution of democracy in the West. The universal state in-
fused with familial relations of the Western Zhou and the citizens’
democracy based on the open reconciliation of interests of the
Greek city-states established two enduring and contrasting forms
of government in the history of Western and Asian civilization.

COMPARISONS BETWEEN THE PHILOSOPHIES
OF CONFUCIUS AND PLATO

Although there were significant intellectual developments in both
China and Greece before the times of Confucius and Plato, respec-
tively, Confucius has always been regarded as the most important
fountainhead of the Chinese way of thinking, while Plato’s role in
Western intellectual history is attested to by the saying that all
subsequent philosophies are merely footnotes to his thought.

Confucius (5651-479 B.C.E.) was born in the Spring-and-Au-
tumn period as the ancient order of the Western Zhou feudalism
gave way to the subsequent phase, during which the formner vas-
sal states of the Zhou contended for supremacy in a multistate
world. Ceaseless wars and frequent power struggles led to a pro-
longed time of turmoil called the Period of the Warring States.
Born into a petit aristocrat’s household that had suffered a drastic
decline in social status, Confucius devoted his lifetime to envi-
sioning a stable moral and political order set in contrast to the
disruption of his own age. In so doing, he developed a universal
value system that became the mainstay of the Chinese way of
thinking.

Essentially, Confucius redefined the codes of conduct of Zhou
feudal society into a set of values for all humankind. On the one
hand, he lamented the fall of the ancient order that he idealized
as one built upon the principle of mutual respect among members
of the society, what is known as the principle of reciprocity. It was
from a universal character of humaneness that an individual de-
rived self-esteem and extended the same esteem to the respect of
others. The crucial content of humaneness consisted of sincerity
toward oneself as well as toward others and compassion to under-
stand and forgive the conduct of others. In other words, Confu-
cius regarded that all individuals possessed the sacred right of
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being human. Confucius thus granted to every individual the op-
portunity to be educated and to nurture his or her character
toward perfection of human nature, without discrimination of
birth or background. An ideal society, as Confucius saw it, would
be a society in which each individual member asserted great effort
to nurture his or her own character to the extent of being able to
live harmoniously with other fellow members. There would be a
sage-king who was an exemplar for the people. While each indi-
vidual member of society would be held responsible for being a
good person, the king would reign rather than rule. The fabric of a
perfect world was based on the analogue of a perfect household.
Confucius leaned toward the optimistic expectation that the good-
ness of individuals should be the primary concern, while the col-
lective good would be cherished after the goodness of the
individual had been achieved.

Plato (431?-327 B.C.E.) was born into a distinguished Athenian
aristocratic family. He learned much from Socrates, and then
went further and higher than Socrates in developing a sophisti-
cated system of theories on morality and politics. In Plato’s time,
the Greek world was in a precarious condition. The incessant
wars between Greek city-states and even within cities led his
contemporaries to doubt that any form of government would work
adequately, be it the Spartan oligarchy or the Athenian democ-
racy. Plato, realizing that individualism had led to the death of the
city of Athens, sought to find a philosopher-king who could exer-
cise all powers of the Republic. The Republic would be authoritar-
ian, endowed with sufficient power to create a set of unchangeable
laws by means of which stability and harmony would be guaran-
teed. The Platonic philosopher-king would be an active ruler who
designed, controlled, and sustained a good society of pure reason.
Goodness of individuals, therefore, would be subordinated to the
collective good. The idealized city-state would be made up of three
classes. The highest would be that of the guardians, who received
the benefit of education and functioned as rulers, while the other
two, the auxiliary and the laborers, would not be educated or
given any political power. Therefore, in the Platonic Republic the
opportunity of receiving education would not be a universal right
to be claimed by any citizen. The principle of division of labor in
the Republic would create a stratified society, which would likely
be hereditarily perpetuated.

The contrast between Confucian and Platonic premises is
sharp. Ironically, however, the Confucian literati recruited to serve
the government after the civil service examination was established
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in China during the later dynasties probably constituted an elite
quite similar to the guardians in the Platonic Republic. It is also
ironic that from the Athenian model of government, democracy
became the preferred form of government in Western civilization
and human rights the common goals of all.

In this brief essay, the Western Zhou and ancient Greece are
contrasted in three aspects: the pattern of development in their
initial stages; the respective processes of shaping states and form-
ing a nation; and the fundamental premises of two great thinkers,
Confucius and Plato. From even this brief a presentation, we may
appreciate that distinctive conditions found in the history of dif-
ferent cultures and societies, which bear some resemblance and
have other compatible elements, yet led to remarkable differences
in their actual courses of development. Choices made by human
groups as well as interpretations of such choices eventually deter-
mine the events of human history.
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THE SPREAD OF POWER:
EMPIRES EAST AND WEST

Richard A. Billows

SYNOPSIS

To begin with, a definition of the term empire is proposed, and
it is suggested that the creation of long-term, viable empires
required the prior attainment of a certain degree of civilization
in the imperial region. Four significant factors are put forward
as important, if not always absolutely necessary, prerequisites
for the creation of empires. A historical summary of ancient
empires in Asia follows, concentrating on the period from
roughly 600 B.C.E. to 600 C.E., beginning with the observation
that Asia is made up of four geographically, politically, and
culturally distinct regions which need to be discussed sepa-
rately. It is argued that western Asia, being closely linked to
Europe and Africa, is the most important of the four regions in
terms of its impact on wider world developments, as well as
being the region with the most extensive and interesting devel-
opment of empires. The other three regions—India, China, and
northern Asia—were more isolated from the rest of the world
and, with the important exception of China, did not develop
important and long-lasting empires; these regions are therefore
discussed more summarily. It is concluded that, though obvi-
ously exploitative, the universalist empires developed in west-
ern Asia particularly—the Persian Empire of c¢. 550 to 330
B.C.E. being the most influential model—provided long periods
of peaceful, harmonious, and reasonably just rule to wide re-
gions, thereby helping to create conditions fruitful for the ad-
vancement of civilization.
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CONDITIONS FOR THE CREATION OF EMPIRE

1. A discussion of empires within the broad framework of “Asia
in World History” naturally calls first and foremost for a definition
of the term: what, for our purposes, is to constitute an empire?
Any definition of such a broad and widely used concept as that of
empire is bound to be controversial, and there is not room in the
present context to reason at length concerning the definition.
What is offered here, therefore, is very much a use definition,
proposed only to provide a clear basis for the material on empires
which follows, and by no means intended to be above criticism
but rather to provide a starting point for critical examination of
the problem of what constitutes an empire.

An empire, then, is an institutionalized system whereby a partic-
ular elite, often but not always of a particular national complex-
ion, exploits the populations of wide territories comprising several
formerly autonomous regions and often (even usually) including
peoples of different ethnicity from the ruling elite. In return, the
imperial power normally offers various forms of protection en-
hancing the general comfort and security of life: physical protec-
tion by military force against molestation by unruly elements
within and hostile powers outside the empire; protection, even
promotion, of economic activities such as farming, manufacturing,
trading, etc.; protection of the established social order within the
empire against subversive movements by disaffected or underpriv-
ileged elements; or protection against attempts by powerful local
elites to improve their socioeconomic position at the expense of
the less privileged. In addition, or alternatively, the imperial power
often offers access (or demands adherence) to a “universal” ideal
of some sort which is generally seen as life-enhancing, frequently,
though not necessarily, taking the form of a religion.

2. It is appropriate that the discussion of early empires should
follow chapters on the emergence of “civilization,” for the creation
of empire does seem to hinge on the prior achievement of a certain
level of what we call civilization. For the purposes of this discus-
sion, I should like to draw a distinction between culture and what
I shall refer to as civilization. The latter term has its roots in the
Latin word civitas, with its sense of a settled and to some degree
urbanized community. I take civilization therefore to imply the
attainment by a society of a certain level of material and organiza-
tional infrastructure within a settled way of life. Many societies
with high cultural attainments—e.g., nomadic societies—are



EMPIRES EAST AND WEST 267

therefore nevertheless not classed as civilizations within this
meaning of the term. Four particular features of relatively ad-
vanced social organization seem worth emphasizing as prerequi-
sites for the establishment of large and viable empires, with the
proviso that not all of them need be present in any one case.

2.1. First, and most obviously, there must exist the conditions
for the relatively easy and rapid mobilization and projection of
military force—this naturally on the part of the conquering elite of
the empire. To mobilize and project military power on a significant
scale, sufficient to conquer and police an empire, clearly requires
a large social and economic base. In other words, it requires that
the imperial people be a large and fairly cohesive people, and that
it should have reached a degree of socioeconomic organization at
which a significant percentage of adult males can be spared from
day-to-day economic activity—mostly farming—and made avail-
able instead for military activity.

2.2. The second prerequisite is perhaps less obvious: the exis-
tence of readily alienable wealth in the hands of the subject popu-
lation. The reason for this is that empires are maintained not so
much by the exercise of force as by the threat of its exercise, for
military power is a limited resource and is often expended in its
exercise. While one can sometimes, in the process of conquest,
mount a credible threat to the lives of a people, it is impractical to
maintain this threat. What normally causes people to surrender to
conquest and remain peaceful thereafter is not so much a threat
to their lives as to their property, i.e., to their livelihood. A people
which has little settled (readily alienable) wealth is very hard to
conquer and pacify, because its members can evade the threat of
military force by escape and retaliate by guerrilla tactics. Settled
wealth, however, in the form, for example, of crops, orchards,
large flocks and herds, buildings, and towns, is not easily ren-
dered invulnerable to superior military force. In consequence, rel-
atively settled and wealthy peoples are easier to conquer and
pacify than poor, scattered, nomadic or hill-dwelling peoples.

2.3. Third, and following from the above, is the development of
communications—contacts, mutual knowledge, transport facili-
ties—within a broad region of various peoples, turning it into a
conquerable “world system” {or ecumene, as the Greeks referred
to the eastern Mediterranean and western Asian region which
formed Alexander the Great's empire). A conquering army needs
knowledge of the peoples and terrain to be conquered, and the
availability of passable routes for its operations. Even more so,
the administrators who run the empire when conquered require
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an adequate communications system to be in place. Usually the
requisite knowledge, routes, and overall communications systems
are at least embryonically developed by the growth of intraregional
trading networks, paving the way for conquering armies and gov-
erning administrators to follow.

2.4. The fourth factor commonly present in large and viable
empires is an organizing/unifying/motivating principle or ideal,
either among the ruling people internally or extended to many or
all of the subject people(s). This can be something as simple as a
sense of cultural superiority among the conquering people, as in
the Greco-Macedonian empires of Alexander the Great and his
successors; or it can be an ideal of settled, peaceful, and just
governance, as to some extent in the Persian Empire, and as
certainly developed in the Roman Empire (n.b. the famous lines of
Vergil's Aeneid VI. 851-53: “Remember, Roman, that these shall
be your arts—to rule the nations by your power and to impose the
custom of peace, to treat the humbled with forbearance, and to
war down the arrogant.”}. Often it takes the form of a more or less
complex and universal ideology, frequently religious in origin. This
can range from the relatively straightforward conviction that one’s
own god is more powerful than other gods and authorizes the
winning of universal rule—as in the case of the Assyrians with
their god Ashur—to such relatively idealistic goals as the incorpo-
ration of all peoples into a single social or religious structure, such
as the gradual extension of Roman citizenship in the Roman Em-
pire to cover virtually all free inhabitants by the third century C.E.,
or the missionary zeal of Islam in the seventh and subsequent
centuries C.E. A common factor seems to be that the ideal or
principle which helps to motivate, organize, or unify an empire or
imperial people is generally seen as somehow life-enhancing, and
thus as a positive force in human affairs worth the expending of
effort and blood, and the sacrifice of individual or local autonomy.

A HISTORICAL SUMMARY

To speak or write simply of “Asia,” as if this vast region con-
stituted a single cultural-political continuum, would be a mistake.
In the ancient period, as in many respects still today, Asia con-
sists of at least four major regions largely independent of each
other in terms of cultural or any other interchange. One such
region is western Asia, from the Hindu Kush in the east to the
Mediterranean basin in the west, and from the Black, Caspian
and Aral seas in the north to the Indian Ocean in the south.
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Despite the many and important contacts with the East, this
region has tended to look westward and be linked more closely
with the history of Europe and North Africa than with that of the
rest of Asia. The other three regions are, broadly speaking, the
Indian subcontinent, the region encompassed by modern China,
and the region corresponding to the former Soviet Republics of
northern Asia.

Of course these regions have never been entirely cut off from
each other. The Hindu Kush has never been an effective barrier to
entry into the plains and river valleys of northern India; tribes
from the steppes and tundras of northern Asia have from time to
time penetrated into China and into western Asia and Europe; the
arid plains of central Asia with their sparse but fierce population
did not prevent trade in luxuries along the famous Silk Road
between China and western Asia; and the peripheral lands of
Southeast Asia have generally been as much a meeting place as a
zone of division between the Indian region and the Chinese region.
All the same, the histories of these regions have generally followed
separate paths, and I shall accordingly review them separately.

1. The beginnings of empire in western Asia go back to the
ancient Sumerians in the third millennium B.C.E., from whom
there followed a succession of empires in Mesopotamia and the
surrounding regions, the most significant being perhaps the
Babylonian Empire of Hammurabi in the early second millennium
and the later Assyrian Empire between the ninth and seventh
centuries B.C.E. The Assyrians, hence, already had a long tradi-
tion of empire behind them, and they had certainly developed
universalist aspirations and titulature. The Assyrian kings
claimed to rule as representatives of their god Ashur, and as-
sumed the right to hold sway wherever they pleased—and wher-
ever their armies could enforce their authority.

It was to this ancient Mesopotamian tradition of empire that
the Persians and Medes under King Cyrus fell heir in the sixth
century B.C.E. This empire began as a confederation of the Median
tribes of the northern Iranian plateau with its capital at Ekbatana
(near modern Hamadan). It expanded to include nearly all of the
peoples of mostly Iranian stock in the regions of modern Iran and
Afghanistan, and in the late seventh century played a major role
in the demise of the hated Assyrian Empire. The seizure of power
by the highland tribes of Persis (modern Fars) under King Cyrus,
whose mother came from the Median royal family, was an internal
shift in the balance of power between the Iranian tribes, rather
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than the creation of a new empire. The Medes continued to be
part of the ruling elite of the empire, and outsiders like the Greeks
continued to refer to the Persians and their empire indiscrimi-
nately as “the Medes.”

The Persian takeover did, however, unleash a new period of
expansionist activism, which in the half-century between about
550 and 500 B.C.E. saw all of western Asia from the Indus Valley
in the east to the shores of the Black, Aegean and Mediterranean
seas in the west fall under Persian sway. Though the old Median
capital of Ekbatana and the old Persian centers of Pasargadae and
Persepolis continued to be important, the center of gravity of this
expanded empire shifted westward somewhat. The primary capital
was at Susa in the territory of ancient Elam, a region whose
people were apparently Iranian but which had always formed a
peripheral part of the Mesopotamian region and culture. In addi-
tion, Babylon became an important administrative center, and the
Akkadian language and script of Babylon became the medium of
official documents. Old Persian was retained as a court language,
but the most common spoken language appears to have been a
form of Aramaic, the language of the Semitic tribes of most of
Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine, and the Arabian Peninsula.

The result was that the Persian Empire was heavily influenced
by the Mesopotamian imperial and cultural tradition, as indi-
cated, for example, by the royal titulature: “Great King, King of
kings, King of the lands,” reflecting its universalist aspirations,
inherited from the Assyrian Empire. In many respects, however,
the Persian Empire was a very different entity from that of the
Assyrians. Where the Assyrians had been a harsh, cruel, milita-
ristic, exacting people, the Persians instituted a rule that was
relatively noninterventionist and undemanding, suggesting that
their success in pacifying all of western Asia and ruling it for two
centuries was due not only to their outstanding military qualities
and manpower resources, important as these of course were.

The image of the Persian Empire, among Westerners at least,
has tended to be dominated by its relations with the Greeks, the
one great failure which eventually destroyed the empire. But the
Greek view of the Persians can be very misleading: the successful
refusal of the Greeks to be incorporated into the empire and their
characterization of the Persians as “barbarians” say much about
the Greeks but little about the Persians. Against the unfavorable
Greek view, one must place the view of that other highly individ-
ual nation, the Hebrews: to the author of the second half of the
Book of Isaiah, Cyrus, the Persian emperor, was the Lord’s
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anointed and his empire the Lord’s work. Similarly, the cruel and
hubristic king Xerxes of Greek legend appears in the Book of
Esther as the just and sympathetic Ahasuerus. The Persian Em-
pire, in short, was generally regarded by the peoples of Asia, if not
with favor, at least not with disfavor.

The reason is that the Persian administration was based on the
enhancement and protection of general security and prosperity,
the exaction of a relatively modest tribute, and a considerable
degree of respect for local customs, especially religious customs.
Local elites were fostered and given important roles in the Persian
administration, encouraging them to identify their interests with
those of the Persians. The Persian authorities refrained on the
whole from any extensive meddling in local affairs, and the Per-
sian nobility had developed a code of truth-saying and fair dealing
which impressed even many Greeks, as can be seen from the
sympathetic account Herodotos gives of Persian culture, and from
Xenophon’s romantic biography of Cyrus.

The degree to which the relative mildness and justice of Persian
rule derived from the influence of the Zoroastrian religion is a
matter of dispute. Darius, the king most responsible for creating
the Persian administrative system in the closing decades of the
sixth century, emphasized his relationship to the great god Ahura
Mazda and his truthfulness as the justification for his (usurpa-
tory) royal authority in his famous rock inscriptions at Behistun.
Ahura Mazda is of course the great god of truth of the Zoroastri-
ans, opposed to the evil and lying Ahriman. It may well be that
Zoroastrian fervor provided the initial unifying and justifying im-
petus for Persian conquest, but there is certainly no evidence of
missionary zeal on behalf of Zoroastrianism by the Persians, nor
were the Persians themselves at all exclusive in their attachment
to their god, Ahura Mazda. Many other gods were certainly wor-
shiped at various times by various Persians, and they evinced
little desire to interfere with the religious beliefs of their subject
peoples.

The extraordinarily sudden fall of the Persian Empire to the
Greco-Macedonian army of Alexander the Great between 334 and
330 was due not to significant disaffection against the Persians in
Asia, but to the stagnation of Persian military technology and
method, and indeed of technology and culture generally, after
about 500 B.C.E. The superiority of the heavily armored Greek
infantry to the Persian infantry had been decisively demonstrated
during the Persian invasions of Greece in 490 and 480/79 B.C.E.,
but no lesson had been drawn from the defeats suffered at that
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time, and the Greeks were too disunited to follow up their victo-
ries effectively. The lesson was driven home again at the end of
the fifth century, when an army of ten thousand Greek mercenar-
ies was prevented from conquering the Persian Empire for the
would-be usurper Cyrus II only by the latter's suicidally rash
behavior at the battle of Cunaxa. Even so, the Persians were too
entrenched in their ways by then to change, and sought to com-
pensate for their weakness merely by hiring Greek mercenaries.

The unification of Greece by Philip of Macedon, and the cre-
ation of a professionally trained and led army, enabled Philip’s
son Alexander to conquer all of western Asia with an army of
some forty thousand men, growing to perhaps sixty thousand at
the end of his reign. Three great battles enabled him to secure
western Asia as far as the Caspian Gates: the subject peoples who
had been quiescent under the Persians remained equally quies-
cent under their new masters. It then took Alexander as long
again (another three years) to conquer just Bactria and Sogdia
(roughly modern Afghanistan), where the fierce Iranian tribesmen
refused to accept the decision of battle and resorted to guerrilla
tactics, neatly exemplifying how much easier it is to conquer a
“civilized” foe than a seminomadic one.

The Greco-Macedonian Empire in western Asia was similar to
the nineteenth-century European empires, then, in that it was
made possible by a temporary cultural and technological military
advantage enjoyed by the imperial people. The administration set
up by Alexander and his Seleucid successors was by and large
simply a continuation of that of the Persians, with the major
difference that they encouraged urbanization by establishing a
large number of Greek cities, especially in the lands west of the
Tigris. The chronic disunity of the Greeks, however, soon mani-
fested itself in their new empire, with the ultimate result that the
desire for autonomy of many of the subject peoples of western
Asia was revived and satisfied. By about 250 the Indian and
Iranian lands in the east had separated from the Greco-Macedon-
ian Empire, and most of Asia Minor had likewise become autono-
mous under local dynasts.

Attempts by the Seleucid rulers after about 220 to counter the
dissolution of their empire were scotched by the rise of two new
powers in the region: the Romans in the west and the Parthians in
the east. The Greeks had ceased to maintain their technological
advantage, and were at a disadvantage to the Parthians and Ro-
mans in terms of manpower. The Parthians, being Iranian, were
able to unite against the Greeks, however precariously at times,
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the various tribes of the Iranian region, forming thereby a coali-
tion too strong for the relative handful of Greek settlers in Asia.
Furthermore, they had developed an army and tactics ideally
suited to the population and terrain of the Iranian plateau and
the plains of northern Mesopotamia. The Romans had developed
in their legions a tactically flexible version of the Greek heavy
infantry phalanx, and the burgeoning population of Italy in the
third century B.C.E. gave them a decisive manpower advantage
over all rivals in the Mediterranean basin.

The result of Parthian conquest in the east and Roman con-
quest in the west was that western Asia was divided between two
large empires, a situation that was to prove permanent. Parthian
rule was a lax affair with many ups and downs in its fortunes in
the 350 plus years that it lasted until being overthrown and
replaced by the more tightly organized and disciplined Persian
Empire of the Sassanians in the early third century C.E. Although
this dynasty from Persis (Fars) looked back to the glory days of
the old Achaemenid Persian Empire and had designs on the west-
ern Asian lands which had once belonged to the Achaemenids, it
never succeeded in permanently expanding its western border
much further than the Parthians had, which is to say that the
western boundary of Iranian power remained essentially the Eu-
phrates Valley. The Arab conquests of the seventh century C.E.
pushed this boundary back further east to the Tigris Valley, but
Arab conquests to the east of the Tigris proved ephemeral, and
the lands east of the Tigris Valley have remained Iranian to the
present day.

Roman rule attached Asia west of the river Euphrates to a
tri-continental state, comprising in addition North Africa and
southern and western Europe, for nearly six hundred years. This
extraordinary achievement was made possible in the first instance
by a burgeoning class of peasant farmers in third-century B.C.E.
Italy, which enabled Rome to survive defeat after defeat by its
great western Mediterranean rival Carthage, and in the end to
wear it down and win. The military machine forged in this great
conflict thereupon cast down the empires of Alexander’s succes-
sors like a house of cards early in the second century B.C.E.
Armies of peasant farmers, however, proved unsuited to major
warfare at great distances from Italy. In the late second and early
first centuries B.C.E. a tremendous socioeconomic transformation
took place in Italy whereby the populous peasant class was largely
driven off the land, which was turned into great estates worked by
slaves. In the midst of the resulting social unrest, the enormous
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surplus manpower thus “liberated” from economic activity found a
haven in professional armies, with which Rome annexed north
Africa and western Europe, and defeated attempts by the Anatol-
ian Mithridates and the Armenian Tigranes in the early first cen-
tury B.C.E. to create a great Asian empire in Anatolia and
Syria/Palestine.

The military experience and glory thus obtained by these ar-
mies and their commanders were then used to overthrow the
sociopolitical system in Rome, resulting in the establishment of a
monarchical government by Julius Caesar, Augustus, and their
heirs. These upheavals in Italy gradually exhausted the manpower
on which Roman power had been based, but by the early third
century C.E. Rome had granted citizenship to virtually all free
inhabitants of the empire, and the whole empire thus served as
the recruiting base for its armies. In the crisis caused by the
Germanic and Persian invasions and succession problems in the
third century C.E., for example, it was armies and leaders re-
cruited mainly in the Balkan peninsula and in North Africa that
saved the empire.

If its resources of military manpower were the foundation for
the Roman Empire’s existence, the extension of uniform peaceful
government, and ultimately of Roman citizenship and the benefits
of Roman law, provided its justification. The Romans had, indeed,
developed a concept of “just war” which held that all of their
conquests had been made in the course of “defensive” warfare,
and hence were justified in the eyes of the gods, who consequently
promoted Roman power. And like the Parthians and Sassanians,
the Romans came to regard themselves as successors to the Per-
sian Empire by the favor of the gods. A regular progression of
divine favor and imperial power was established, with universal
rule passing from the Assyrians to the Persians to the Mace-
donians, and so to the Romans. But such theoretical justifications
can have had little broad appeal.

The Roman Empire of course provided the medium for the
establishment of Christianity as a world religion, and for a time in
the fourth and fifth centuries C.E. Christianity, its protection and
promotion, came to be regarded as the justification for the
empire’s existence. In fact, however, Christianity if anything pro-
moted the dissolution of the empire, as the great schisms in the
Christian movement between the “orthodox” believers and “hereti-
cal” sects created bitter tensions and hostilities among different
regions of the empire. Ultimately, for example, most Christians in
Syria/Palestine and North Africa welcomed the Islamic Arab in-
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vaders as rulers in preference to their fellow Christians in Con-
stantinople. Thus if the Roman Empire made it possible for Chris-
tianity to spread, the spread of Christianity made it impossible for
the Roman Empire to continue. The western empire succumbed to
waves of Germanic invaders in the fifth century C.E.; the eastern
part, however, survived for another one thousand years as the
Byzantine Empire, combining Asia Minor and the Balkan Penin-
sula into a Eurasian power which overcame Persian and Arab
threats and survived to transmit knowledge of the ancient world
to late medieval Europe, before finally succumbing to the Ottoman
Turks in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

2. As stated above, in the period under review, the rest of Asia
was largely unaffected by what transpired in western Asia, under-
going its own historical transformations in its own times and
ways. Of the other three regions I identified above, only one—
China—was seriously affected by the growth of empire, at least in
the ancient period (before c. 600 C.E.). China, however, was the
most self-contained and cut off from outside contacts, exerting as
little influence upon the outside world as the outside world influ-
enced it. These three regions of Asia can therefore be dealt with
more briefly than western Asia in the present context of world
history in general and the growth of empire in particular.

2.1. The Indian subcontinent, and especially the great river
valleys of the Indus and Ganges systems, had been the home of
highly developed cultures from very early times, not much (if at
all) later than the Sumerians and Egyptians in the west. The early
history of India is, however, very obscure and shrouded in legend
and myth. There does not appear to have been any significant
attempt to create a large empire in the region before the appear-
ance of Alexander the Great in the Indus Valley in 326 B.C.E. Very
quickly after Alexander’'s death in 323, however, Chandragupta
Maurya conquered most of northern India, forming a large empire
from his base in the upper Ganges basin. Whether this was purely
the outcome of preexisting local factors—competition for primacy
between rival principalities in the Ganges basin, with the winner
going on naturally to broader conquests—or whether the career of
Alexander is to be seen as a catalyst and his weakening of the
Indus Valley states as a precondition for Chandragupta’s success-
ful imperialism is a problem not easily solvable. Perhaps both
explanations are partly true.

Chandragupta’s successors added to his conquests, and the
Mauryan Empire reached its height in the mid-third century
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B.C.E. during the reign of his grandson Ashoka, who added the
eastern coast and thus made the empire virtually coextensive with
the Indian subcontinent (only the southernmost tip of India was
not included). Around 260 B.C.E., Ashoka converted to Buddhism
(which had originated in northern India more than 200 years
earlier), and used the empire as an instrument for spreading
Buddhist teachings, the dharma, as he understood them. Edicts
engraved on rocks and stone pillars chronicle his benevolent poli-
cies. He is said to have established Buddhism in Sri Lanka,
Kashmir, Nepal, Khotan, and Southeast Asia, but historians have
found little material evidence to support these traditional claims.
Not long after Ashoka’s death the empire fell into disunion, and by
about 187 B.C.E. the Maurya dynasty came to an end. India was
again divided up into numerous states. After the eleventh century
Buddhism was virtually eradicated in India, remaining an impor-
tant religion—perhaps ironically—only in areas Ashoka had not
ruled: Sri Lanka, Tibet, China, Burma, Japan.

The second and early first centuries B.C.E. saw a short-lived
empire in northern India established by a Greek dynasty (or dy-
nasties) which had created an independent state in Bactria and
the Hindu Kush (Afghanistan) during the decline of the Seleucid
Empire in western Asia. This soon decayed for lack of Greco-
Macedonian manpower, however, and was destroyed in the first
century B.C.E. by invasions of tribesmen from central Asia. No
pan-Indian empire was again achieved for centuries, until the
Gupta dynasty—again from the upper Ganges basin—succeeded
in uniting much of India in the fourth century C.E., but this
empire too was short-lived. Essentially the experience of India
until modern times (post-1500), therefore, has been political frag-
mentation and cultural and religious diversity, and indeed these
are still its hallmarks.

2.2. Russian central Asia is a special case in this study, since
for largely geographic and climatic reasons its peoples never
reached the stage of “civilization” at which—as I have argued
above—empire becomes a possibility. As a result, the early stage
of human history, that is, the stage at which cultures have not yet
become sufficiently self-aware and literate to leave considerable
historical and documentary evidence of themselves, lasted much
longer in this region than in the rest of Asia, indeed virtually until
modern times. The cultures that did arise in Russian central Asia
were largely of nomadic type, and modern archaeological finds,
such as the fifth-century B.C.E. Altaian tombs at Pazyryk with
their rich nomadic artwork, have shown that they were sometimes
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very impressive. It would be historically unwarranted and by the
definition I have proposed a misnomer to speak of empires in this
region, however. Large conglomerations or confederations of no-
madic tribes there sometimes were, to be sure. Examples are the
Yue Zhi (Yiieh Chih) and the Xiongnu of Chinese records, the
latter perhaps the same as the Hunni who later terrorized the
Roman Empire. But these tribal confederations created what
might properly be called empires only on the (relatively rare) occa-
sions when they erupted from their native steppes and succeeded
in conquering more settled lands to the southwest or southeast.
The prime examples are the short-lived Hunnish empire of Attila
in central Europe and the Mongol empire(s) of Genghis Khan and
his successors. These, however, properly belong to the history of
Europe, western Asia, and China, rather than to that of Russian
central Asia. Only the Russian conquest in the nineteenth century
succeeded in bringing empire to that vast region.

2.3. China occupies a unique place in world history, with its
cultural and ethnic continuity reaching back millennia into the
mists of history, for most of that time virtually cut off from the
rest of the world except for its peripheral lands. As one largely
unversed in Chinese history and culture, I can offer no more than
some brief and general remarks here on the early Chinese empire.
From about 1000 B.C.E. a number of fairly large states grew up in
the valleys of the Huang He (Yellow River) and Yangzi (Yangtze)
River and the intermediate lands, in what is now eastern and
central China. Though the language and culture were broadly
similar in these states, they were frequently at war with each
other. In the fourth century B.C.E. the westernmost of them, Qin
(Ch'in), came under rulers who instituted far-reaching social and
economic reforms with a view to strengthening the state for war-
fare. The key figure seems to have been a philosopher named
Shang Yang, and the reforms involved a restructuring of the sys-
tem of land tenure and the creation of an efficient administrative
bureaucracy. The result was a tremendous growth in the power of
Qin, so that by the decade 230-221 B.C.E. its brilliant and ruth-
less ruler was able to conquer the other states and unite China.
This @in Empire was extremely unpopular, and did not long sur-
vive the death of its founder in 210, but after a few years of chaos
the Chinese states were again united by Liu Ji, the founder of the
Han Dynasty, and this unification proved permanent. Our infor-
mation on all this derives from a history written only about one
hundred years after the events just described by the second-cen-
tury B.C.E. historian Sima Qian.
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From this period on China remained, with occasional brief but
chaotic interruptions, a unified empire, expanding through the
centuries southward into Southeast Asia, westward into central
Asia and Tibet, and northward toward the region of modern Mon-
golia. Its expansion had natural limits: to the north and west lay
the vast and almost empty steppes and deserts of Siberia and
central Asia, difficult and unrewarding to seize or occupy; to the
southwest there was the impenetrable barrier of the Himalayas; to
the south the small but populous countries of Southeast Asia
could be culturally and economically dominated but not easily
conquered, and beyond them lay the Indian Ocean; and to the
east lay the vast reach of the Pacific Ocean, with only the periph-
eral lands of Korea and Japan in the north, again dominated
culturally, and in the case of Korea, at times militarily. These
barriers to expansion were also barriers of protection, however,
isolating China from the rest of the world. Secure behind them
China developed its own culture and its own worldview, seeing
itself as the Middle Kingdom, the center of the world, with only
lesser states on its periphery, and the further away they were, the
less important and more barbaric they were considered.

To be sure, China had contacts with the rest of the world. One
constant security problem came from the nomadic tribes of the
steppes beyond China’s long, open northern border. Thence the
Xiongnu confederation threatened China for centuries, dealt with
by warfare, diplomacy, bribery, and of course wall building. In
connection with the long struggle against the Xiongnu, an em-
bassy was sent west in the late second century B.C.E., headed by
the great traveler Zhang Qian. His mission was to find the Yue
Zhi, a nomadic tribe which had moved westward after defeat in
war, and to persuade them to return and fight the Xiongnu again
as allies of China. He reached Afghanistan shortly after the fall of
the Greek kingdom there c¢. 130 B.C.E., and entered upper India a
little later, some fifty years after the disappearance of the
Mauryan Empire. Later, at the height of the Roman Empire, there
was trade between that empire and China, not only along the
central Asian Silk Road with Parthia as intermediary, but directly
by sea. Intrepid sea captains from the eastern Roman Empire
crossed the Indian Ocean, passed through the Straits of Malacca,
and reached the coast of China itself. None of this was of great
significance, however: a minor trade in luxury goods at best.

The basis for Chinese power, wealth, and unity was the vast
agricultural productivity of the Huang He and Yangtze valleys,
and the huge population sustained thereby. With proper organiza-
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tion and efficient administration, a large surplus population of
soldiers, artists, intellectuals, and courtiers could be sustained.
Administration was the key, and to take care of this there devel-
oped a bureaucracy whose members eventually came to be com-
posed of the literati who dominated Chinese culture and invested
it with the Daoism and Confucianism which summed up their
intellectual and spiritual outlook. Under this system, Chinese cul-
ture reached very great heights by the early Middle Ages, but even
at this time China remained largely isolated from the rest of the
world. In any case, this brings us well beyond the period we are
concerned with here.

CONCLUSION

The contribution of Asian universalist empires to world history,
and particularly of the Persian Empire, the earliest of them and
the one which had most influence both within and beyond Asia, is
to have created the ideal of the supranational state, with peoples
of many regions and cultures living together in at least some
degree of harmony, cooperating for their mutual economic and
security needs. In today’s world the rather dubious European
ideal of national autonomy and self-determination holds sway,
and imperialism is a pejorative word, synonymous with exploita-
tion. Ancient imperialism was of course exploitative, but it should
be clear that it was a two-way street: the subject peoples received
benefits as well as paid tribute, and in the better empires were
gradually assimilated, ceasing to be in any meaningful sense
“subject.” The result was that for long periods large regions of the
world were governed peacefully and knew a certain amount of
stability and prosperity, in contrast to the fruit of nationalism,
which has generally been strife and warfare.
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Asia in World History: Essays

EMPIRE IN EAST ASIA

Cho-yun Hsu

Professor Richard Billows points out three prerequisites for the
establishment of great and viable empires:

(1) The ability to mobilize and project military forces.

(2) The vulnerability of the subordinated peoples; the fear of
losing their properties renders them incapable of resisting
conquest.

(3) A commitment to a religious or philosophical belief—often
in the form of a universal ideology—among the ruling elite
which is sometimes adopted by the subject peoples.

Once a conquest is completed, the ruling elite often seeks to
ensure a continuous and dependable supply of resources, human
as well as material, to sustain the newly established system.

Continuous effort is required to consolidate internally and ex-
pand externally the geographical and cultural potential of the
conquering state. In the case of confrontation between two or
more such expanding states, the need to defend one’s own terri-
tory might lead to offensive and expansion efforts. Sometimes
conflicts might lead to territorial conquest, with the winner an-
nexing the territory of the loser. Sustaining such a coalition re-
quires both the organizational capability for mobilization and
cultural-ideological claims to assimilate all the subjects within the
empire.

The history of Chinese empire building will be examined within
the conceptual scheme proposed by Professor Billows and further
developed.

The feudal Western Zhou (the first part of the Zhou Dynasty,
twelfth to eighth century B.C.E.) is a prototype of the Chinese
imperial system. Its most important legacy to Chinese political
culture is the concept of the Mandate of Heaven, which tran-
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scended both ethnic rule and national boundary. During the next
period of the multi-state system, the Eastern Zhou Dynasty
(eighth to third century B.C.E.), the expansion of individual states
within the common world of Chinese culture reinforced the con-
viction that a single central authority should reign over all lands
that shared the same cultural identity. It was the ensuing dynas-
ties, the Qin (221-206 B.C.E.) and the Han (205 B.C.E.-C.E. 220),
that unified the realm and became the model of empire building
in China. The four-century history of the Han, to which the
Chinese owe their national identity as a people, deserves particu-
lar attention.

The Han Empire was built upon three elements: an administra-
tive bureaucracy, an economy built around intensive farming, and
the universal ideology of Confucianism. The imperial sovereign
claimed the Mandate of Heaven to legitimize his rule. By proclaim-
ing that all people under heaven were potentially imperial sub-
jects and that all lands were potentially imperial domains, the
Han Empire sought to extend its boundaries to the far reaches of
Chinese culture, thus establishing a universal empire.

Bureaucrats were recruited from all over the empire in order
to ensure that regional interests would be represented. Intellec-
tuals, an elite circle that very much overlapped with the bureau-
cracy, held the imperial authority accountable according to
Confucian principles of “ideal governance.” The responsibility of
local administrators consisted of governing by teaching their sub-
jects Confucian ethics. Thus, the reinforcement of state power with
Confucian precepts further universalized the legitimacy of the Han
Empire.

The rural-based Han economy combined intensive farming with
marketing activities. Throughout the entire empire a gigantic, in-
terregional network of exchange brought staple products to mar-
kets. This network of exchange linked local rural communities
with towns and cities. In much the same way, human talent was
circulated through a recruitment network. Even the administra-
tive networks of provinces and counties ran parallel along these
two networks. The Han Empire thus maintained a coherent struc-
ture for the mobilization of resources.

Han agriculture reached a fairly sophisticated level of intensive
cultivation. Han farmers, unlike their Roman counterparts, were
reluctant to move to other locations; colonialization was thus a
slow and gradual process. Increases in population, however, even-
tually must have pressed people to move to less crowded areas
beyond China proper, which consisted of the core areas in the
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Yellow River drainage system. The loess plains of the Yellow River
(Huang He) valley were a major destination. Whether the result of
the government’s attempts to relocate the population or, more
likely, spurred by adverse conditions during times of war and
famine, the migrations of the Han people constituted an impor-
tant factor in the expansion of the empire.

Han expansion beyond China proper followed very different pat-
terns and was pursued for very different reasons in the north and
the south. The northern strategy was basically defensive, to fend
off the threat posed by the Xiongnu nomadic empire along the
steppe. The Han garrisons held territories beyond the Great Wall,
which actually marked the transitional zone between the pasture-
land of the nomads and the farming land of the Chinese. The
expansion toward central Asia along the Silk Road was also more
a military strategy than a policy of the imperial administration.

The expansion southward was undertaken for economic rea-
sons. Chinese settlers gradually migrated southward to lands
which were originally inhabited by non-Chinese native peoples.
The migrants founded their colonies along the main traffic trails,
such as river valleys and lakes in the coastal regions. A branching
network of colonial settlements therefore gradually formed as they
extended into the Huang He drainage basin. Once the colonies
were well established, the Han administration extended its influ-
ence and consolidated power. Throughout Han history, adminis-
trative control grew continuously in the regions beyond the
drainage basins of the Yangtze and the Pearl River (Zhu Jiang).
Eventually all main routes were absorbed by Han counties and
provinces. Although there were campaigns against the natives in
the south, the scale of these operations was relatively small.
Therefore, during the entire process of Han expansion, the princi-
pal objective seemed to be consolidation rather than direct con-
quest by means of military force. The local natives, once
assimilated into the Han population, then became the spearheads
for further Han expansion southward.

Meanwhile, the vast land areas off the main routes and behind
the mountains remained only nominally part of the Han Empire.
In these areas indigenous peoples led their traditional ways of life
without being Sinicized. Subsequent Chinese empires, such as
the Tang, Song, and Ming, are likewise characterized by waves of
expansion and then consolidation. But even today, in a sizable
portion of the southwestern provinces of China, several million
people of non-Han origin have yet to become fully integrated into
the Chinese cultural system.
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There were empires also in the vast Eurasian steppe. The first
was that of the nomadic Xiongnu, contemporaneous with Han
China and its most formidable challenger. The Xiongnu Empire
was actually a confederation of numerous ethnic groups who were
subordinated by the powerful Xiongnu Shang-yu. Among the peo-
ples within the Xiongnu Empire there were certain kinds of frater-
nal relationships which were probably a common feature of the
steppe culture, developed as a defense against the Han farming
people with whom they were in competition. A universalism thus
spread among the Eurasian steppe peoples. Varied nomadic
groups organized themselves into unified entities as they ex-
panded southward: the Xiongnu, the Wuhuan, the Ruanruan,
and other cases. The most renown case is the expansion of the
Mongols, who under their leader Genghis Khan temporarily sub-
jugated all the peoples in Eurasia. Although these nomadic em-
pires could mobilize, they did not survive their rapid expansions.
As the nomadic courts moved into China and other land areas
that supported people with an agrarian lifestyle, they did not
develop a well-organized bureaucracy, and until Islam and Bud-
dhism were adopted there was no sophisticated ideological system
to hold their peoples together.

There was also some hybridization among the Chinese and the
nomadic empires. The Tobas (386-557 C.E.), the Tartar Khitans
(916-1125), the Turchids (1115-1234), the Mongols in China after
Kublai Khan (1271-1368), and the Manchus (1644-1911) are ex-
amples of this phenomenon. A dualism in administration was
usually adopted to rule the empire: traditional fraternal relation-
ships bonded the members of the nomadic confederation while on
the steppe, and a Chinese-style court with Chinese bureaucrats
was put in place to govern the Chinese population.

The nomadic empires extended far beyond China. For example,
the Mongol Empire consisted of many parts, of which China was
only one. As it expanded into China, however, it followed the
Chinese pattern of a continuous process of internal consolidation
of the empire.

Of course, each of these nomadic empires eventually had to
choose between being either more nomadic or more Chinese in
nature. The Tobas opted to be completely Chinese; the Mongols
withdrew from China and returned to their steppe homeland after
the Chinese revolted and overthrew the Mongol overlords. The
Manchus, however, chose to preserve their fraternal relationships
with the Mongols and Tibetans and simultaneously underwent a
rather smooth process of Sinicization to become a Chinese empire
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within China. That empire prevailed until the 1911 Revolution
brought it to an end. Ironically, modern China inherited from the
Manchu dynasty the sovereignty of both Tibet and Mongolia; the
ambiguous relationship between China and these two domains is
a source of controversy even today, some eighty years after the fall
of the Manchu Empire.

In summary, the Chinese empires extended their cultural and
political influence southward, beyond the core area. A thoroughly
Confucianized bureaucracy was essential to the consolidation of
the Chinese imperial system because the cultural carriers and the
political power holders were initially members of the same group
of cultural elites. The Chinese economy, based upon intensive
farming and exchange networks, definitely facilitated the continu-
ous dominance of the core area of China proper—the drainage
areas of the Yellow and Yangzi (Yangtze) rivers. All these factors
made the Chinese pattern of extending power drastically different
from that of the nomadic empires of the Eurasian steppes. The
Chinese pattern also differed from the Roman pattern. Rome dis-
persed its citizens widely to all parts of the empire to serve in its
legions. The Roman world was therefore divided, and the center
shifted to the peripheries. The Romans lacked, as did the Asian
nomads, a well-organized bureaucracy to perpetuate the Roman
order. As a result, the provinces tended to observe local and
regional law rather than the potentially universal Roman law.
Separation of church and state did not give the Christianized
Roman world a group of cultural elites who could simultaneously
Christianize and Romanize the old Roman world and weld it into a
single integrated entity. But only this type of state could have
withstood the centrifugal forces of the establishment of nation-
states by diverse ethnic groups in western Europe. In contrast,
the long survival of the Byzantine Empire may be seen as a conse-
quence of its having followed a pattern of development which was
relatively similar to the Chinese one.
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SYSTEMATIZING THE TRANSCENDENTAL

THE EMERGENCE OF MAJOR
RELIGIONS AND WORLD VIEWS

Peter J. Awn

One function of religion in the modern West is to set communities
apart from one another, not to integrate them. Each religious
world-view by definition purports to possess an essential dimen-
sion of ultimate Truth, if not all Truth itself. Other religious com-
munities with different worldviews are often perceived, therefore,
to be custodians of a lesser truth, if not completely misguided. In
many parts of the modern West religious communities find them-
selves part of a larger society that describes itself as secular, that
is, a society whose structures do not institutionalize the vision of
any one religious community. Consequently, not only does each
religious group feel itself separate from other religious groups, but
it is also conscious of its alienation from secular society, some of
whose institutions it may find morally reprehensible.

In contrast to the modern emphasis on the privatization of
religion and the separation of religious communities from one
another and from secular society, ancient societies envisioned a
more integral world in which all powers, both human and tran-
scendent, interacted to create political and social unity. During
the third and second millennia B.C.E. this interaction took on
particularly creative forms in ancient Mesopotamia, the great river
basin civilization on the Tigris and Euphrates.

The Mesopotamian cosmos was alive with multifaceted, dy-
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namic powers whose intervention was essential for the survival of
society. In third-millennium Mesopotamia, powers were identified
with the realities in which they manifested themselves. Nidaba, the
goddess of the reeds, for example, was coextensive with the very
reed shoots themselves. As Thorkild Jacobsen described, third-mil-
lennium gods were intransitive, locked within the realities whose
power they represented. Thus Nidaba's power related to the build-
ing of reed huts, the cultivation of grains, and even writing, for the
sharpened reed was the stylus used in the writing of cuneiform.
Her influence, however, could not be felt beyond these limits.

The most important of these Mesopotamian powers were related
to the atmosphere and the powers of agriculture: An (the sky),
Enlil (the storm wind), Enki (the sweet waters). The entire pan-
theon was an interactive body with a pyramid structure of author-
ity, often described as henotheism, that is, a high god ruling over
a number of other complex divine powers. Such a structure was
not rigidly determined but allowed for a limited amount of fluidity,
since the actual ruler among the gods at any particular moment
in Mesopotamian history was usually identified with the particu-
lar city or region that had attained political supremacy.

The second millennium points to a significant shift in the way
Mesopotamians dealt with divine power. The former intransitive
powers move beyond their limited purviews to more complex and
abstract functions. Thus Enki, who was identified with the sweet
waters and the irrigation that supported Mesopotamian agricul-
ture, becomes as well the god of intelligence and guile. Enlil, the
god of the storm winds, becomes the god of warriors and military
power. Thus power in its many forms became more complex and
capable of intense and intimate involvement in human society.
The great myths and epics of ancient Mesopotamia reflect vividly
this emerging sophistication. The creation myth, the Enuma
Elish, recounts the interaction of positive and negative forces
leading to the creation of the cosmos and mirrors the stages in the
political evolution of Mesopotamian society. In the Gilgamesh
Epic, man’s struggle for immortality against all odds and his even-
tual acceptance of mortality is poignantly captured in the lives of
the great heros Gilgamesh and Enkidu.

In the first millennium the move toward greater intimacy be-
tween human and divine becomes apparent in the growing em-
phasis on the role of personal gods. Each family possessed a
personal deity who was passed genetically from father to son. The
personal god acted as chief protector and sustainer of the individ-
ual and the family unit.
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The first millennium, however, was an age of political unrest
and instability in Mesopotamia. The increasing failure of the per-
sonal gods to provide security during times of crisis created an
environment of religious skepticism, epitomized by texts question-
ing the justice and even the power of transcendent beings. This
genre of “wisdom” literature is paralleled in ancient Israelite texts
like the Book of Job.

The influence of Mesopotamia on emerging religious world-
views of the ancient Near East is clearly evident in a number of
the holy books of the people of Israel. The Noah story and refer-
ences to Rahab and Leviathan all have their roots in Mesopota-
mian mythology. Most significant, however, are not the textual
parallels but the evolution of religious ideas that takes place in
the Hebrew sources. For no longer is the high god perceived to be
the strongest among a complex pantheon of positive and negative
forces; he eventually is affirmed by the ancient Israelites as the
only transcendent reality. All other powers are not merely impot-
ent but nonexistent. The move from henotheism to radical mono-
theism is critical for the later development of the great Semitic
religious traditions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

We must be careful, however, not to misinterpret the signifi-
cance of this transition from henotheism to monotheism. As prod-
ucts of a culture heavily influenced by Christianity and Judaism,
we often uncritically accept the notion that monotheism is the
sign of a culture’s growing maturity and sophistication. Instinc-
tively Americans understand monotheism to be a more evolved, a
“higher” form of religion. In contrast, polytheistic cultures are
branded as “primitive.” One need only look at the traditional liter-
ature dealing with the religions of the ancient world, especially
ancient India, to see how rampant this prejudice is. For any stu-
dent of religion, such a value judgment in favor of monotheism
has no basis in the observable data and skews one’s ability to deal
seriously with cultures and worldviews different from one’s own.

The shifting emphasis from henotheism to monotheism evident in
the ancient Near East has an analogous parallel in the evolving
religious culture of ancient Greece. The Iliad and the Odyssey reflect
clearly the henotheistic structures of the heroic society of second-
millennium Greece. In the fifth and fourth centuries of the first
millennium, however, the philosophical speculation of Plato and Ar-
istotle represents a significant revision of the ancient worldview.

Plato’s theory of forms, especially the primacy of the Form of
the Good, while not an articulated monotheism, does shift the
emphasis from the interaction of numerous powers to the central-
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ity of one originating principle. So too in Aristotle’s theory of the
Unmoved Mover, the origin of the universe is pinpointed in one
supreme reality.

On the level of religious experience, Platonism articulates a
personal involvement with transcendent power, exemplified by
Socrates’ reliance on the voice of theos who guides the course of
his life. So too Plato’s emphasis on the contemplation of the Form
of the Good highlights the centrality of the soul’s unique relation-
ship with the transcendent. It is not necessary here to summarize
the extraordinary role Greek philosophy has played in the articu-
lation of the great Semitic monotheisms. Suffice it to say that the
influence of Greek thought is all-pervasive.

Mesopotamia and ancient Greece are not alone as formative
influences on Semitic religion. The extraordinary richness of an-
cient Iranian religion, especially Zoroastrianism, was to become a
prized legacy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The prophet
Zoroaster lived sometime between 1700 and 1500 B.C.E., although
his dates are disputed. The ancient Iranian society of his time was
tripartite, comprising of priests, warriors, and herdsmen. It ap-
pears that the violence of the marauding warrior class and the
consequent victimization of the more sedentary population im-
pressed on Zoroaster’s mind the need for a more just society.

Zoroaster began to have visions of the Wise Lord, Ahura Mazda,
who revealed himself as the supreme God of Goodness and the
guardian of Asha, truth. The earliest revelations, some of which
may go back to Zoroaster himself, are preserved in the collection
of ancient hymns known as the Gathas, part of the Zoroastrian
scripture, the Avesta.

The notion of revelation is key to understanding Semitic and
ancient Iranian religions. In these revelation traditions a tran-
scendent, omnipotent, and personal creative power breaks into
the historical process to communicate ultimate truth through a
chosen instrument, the prophet. It is presumed that, left to their
own devices, men and women would not be able to discover this
truth on their own, due either to their own finitude or to the active
forces of evil in the cosmos.

The God of Goodness, Ahura Mazda, who reveals himself to
Zoroaster, is not alone in cosmic isolation, for he has a twin,
Angra Mainyu, who has chosen to champion not Asha, truth, but
Drug, the lie. (In middle Persian, Ahura Mazda later became
known as Ohrmazd and Angra Mainyu as Ahriman.) The cosmic
dualism of Zoroastrianism is based on the central principle of
freedom of choice. In the same way that the gods of Goodness and
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Evil freely chose Asha or Drug, so too must each man or woman
choose to become a warrior in the camp of either Ahura Mazda or
Angra Mainyu.

The covenant myth of Zoroastrianism captures best both the
centrality of freedom and the critical link between god and man-
kind. In the myth the beleaguered Good God turns to the souls of
as yet uncreated men and women for help in his battle against the
Evil God. But men and women cannot be coerced into service;
they must freely choose to fight for the Good God. Without the
cooperation of mankind, however, the Good God will suffer defeat
at the hands of Evil. In a very real sense, the Good God needs
men and women to survive. The souls of men and women choose
to commit themselves to the struggle, which will entail their tak-
ing on human forms and being sent to the battleground, which is
earth. In return, the Good God promises mankind eternal life in
paradise.

The weapons of battle for the Zoroastrian are good thoughts,
good words, and good deeds. Anything that improves quality of life
is by that very fact a religious act and a strike against the power
of Evil. Zoroastrian worship, which centers on the Fire Temple,
affirms the goodness of all the fundamental elements of creation.
And Zoroastrian society, with its highly ritualized structure and
concern with purity and pollution, attempts to provide the ideal
environment for the eventual victory of Good over Evil.

In the covenant myth, the Good God promises the souls of men
and women that he will provide them with eternal rewards if they
choose to join battle with him against Evil. Zoroastrian eschatol-
ogy affirms the existence of paradise and the resurrection of the
body. Even those sinners who have followed Angra Mainyu and
are condemned to the fires of hell will eventually be rehabilitated
through the power of goodness.

The ancient Iranian religious worldview is but one half of a
broader religious and cultural movement that can be traced to the
mid-second millennium. For it was at this time that the Aryan
tribes moved into the Indian subcontinent, supplanting a much
older civilization centered in the Indus Valley. It was in this period
that the Sanskrit Vedas began to emerge, voluminous and com-
plex texts comprising hymns, rituals, and, most important, the
ritual of the fire sacrifice which was believed ultimately to control
the universe. These texts are revealed truth, not in the sense that
one finds in Zoroastrianism and the Semitic traditions, where
revelation consists of God breaking into history, but rather a
truth that is discovered by the great sages. The sacred texts of
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ancient India are the products of those who attained a unique
level of wisdom and insight. Only religious specialists were al-
lowed to hear and learn the Vedas, which remained for genera-
tions oral literature.

The gods of the Vedas are atmospheric gods and gods of the
natural elements: Indra, the storm god and god of war; Varuna, the
guardian of cosmic order, rita; Agni, the god of fire; and Soma, a
divine liquid which transforms humans into beings like the gods
(parallel to the sacred drink, haoma, in Zoroastrianism). The tran-
scendent powers described in the Vedas and in later Hinduism form
two categories, the powers of goodness (deva) and the forces of evil
and destruction (ahura). These are the complete opposite of what
one encounters in Zoroastrianism, where the ahuras are the benefi-
cent powers, whose chief is Ahura Mazda, and the devas are evil
powers derived from Angra Mainyu. (In Avestan, the spellings are
daeva and ahura; in Sanskrit, the spellings are deva and asura.)

A number of key principles undergird the religious vision of
ancient India. The most central is that of karma, action, which
presupposes that every act one performs has a consequence.
Karma represents justice in its most relentless form. Every being
in the cosmos is what it is because of what it has made itself
through its own actions. Essential to any understanding of karma
is belief in reincarnation. The soul, or atman, which is eternal,
unchanging, and immutable, migrates from existence to existence,
taking on a lower or higher form depending on one’s karmic state.

It is essential to keep in mind that in the ancient Indian world-
view both gods and humans are on the same side of creation. All
realities, human or superhuman, animal or vegetative, seek the
same goal, liberation from the endless cycle of death and rebirth.
Indian sages insisted that there was no one answer to the origin
of the universe, if there was any answer at all. Clearly there was
no belief in a monotheistic god who created the universe out of
nothing.

In contrast to the Semitic notion of creatio ex nihilo, the ancient
Indian worldview affirmed the eternality of time and repeating
cycles of existence. These cycles devolve into greater states of
corruption, eventually reaching a point when the cosmos is anni-
hilated, only to reemerge in a cycle of perfection which initiates
anew the process of devolution.

The struggle to liberate the atman from the round of death and
rebirth requires rigorous training in yoga, meditation, and detach-
ment from the world of change and flux. The goal of the liberated
atman is to experience its true being, namely its unity with the
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universal substrate of existence, brahman. As the later specula-
tive texts of Hinduism, the Upanishads, affirm, Tat tvam asi, “That
art thou,” in other words, atman and brahman are identical reali-
ties, part of a universal, unchanging, immutable unity.

In the same way that Zoroastrianism emerged from a social
structure of priests, warriors, and herdsman, ancient Indian soci-
ety comprised four classes or colors (varnas): Brahmans (the
priestly class), Kshatriyas (the warrior class), Vaishyas (the mer-
chant and commercial class), and Shudras (the lower class, whose
occupations were often involved with ritually polluting materials).
In addition, there was and still is a large group outside the recog-
nized social structure, known as untouchables, who are shunned
by all four varnas. From this basic social organization eventually
evolved the more complex system of castes, comprising innumera-
ble subsets of the traditional four classes.

In the middle of the first millennium, traditional Indian religion
was challenged from within by a number of sages who criticized
its overly hierarchical religious and social structure. The arhat
ideal, especially, came under fire. The arhat was the exemplar of
the yogi and ascetic whose rigorous physical and spiritual train-
ing had prepared him for liberation in this life. For many this
ideal appeared overly elitist and totally inaccessible because of the
years of training it required.

In response to these anti-Brahmanical religious movements,
the emphasis in Hinduism gradually shifted to devotional religion
as the means to liberation, thus opening the possibility of its
attainment to all, regardless of class or caste. The text which
represents most clearly this shift is the Bhagavad Gita, perhaps
the most influential text in all of modern Hinduism.

The individual whose critique of the Brahmanical synthesis in the
mid-sixth century B.C.E. was to alter dramatically the shape of Asian
religion was Shakyamuni Buddha. In contrast to the social hierar-
chy of traditional Hinduism and its reliance on the arhat ideal, the
Buddha taught a new law or dharma, centering on the four noble
truths and the eightfold path. The four classes of Hinduism as well
as the ritual control of the Brahmans were rejected.

The first of the noble truths asserts that all human existence is
characterized by suffering, because all is touched by imperma-
nence. The second noble truth pinpoints the source of suffering in
human craving, the desire to perpetuate the self. The cure of
suffering is affirmed in the third noble truth as the cessation of
craving. And the fourth noble truth outlines the eightfold path
which brings about the cessation of craving and suffering.
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Essential to the Buddhist path is a commitment to discipline
which focuses on detachment, the development of meditation
techniques, and the attainment of gnosis. In the Old Wisdom
School, or Theravada Buddhism, the monk and the monastic
community become the ideal social contexts in which to attain
enlightenment. In fact one can say that in Theravada Buddhism
the monastery represents the focal point of society. The New Wis-
dom School, or Mahayana Buddhism, opens the goal to all
through devotion and dedication to the bodhisattva ideal. Bodhi-
sattvas are enlightened beings who have vowed to refuse the expe-
rience of Nirvana until they have succeeded in bringing all
sentient beings with them.

Another key area in which Buddhism differs from Hinduism is
in its denial of the existence of the soul or atman as described in
Hinduism. For the Hindu, the atman is the unchanging, eternal,
spiritual core at the heart of changing beings. The effects of karma
on the atman result in the continuing cycle of rebirth. Only by
freeing the atman from all the effects of karma can liberation be
achieved. For the Buddha, this reliance on a permanent and eter-
nal soul was a fundamental flaw in Hinduism, for, in the
Buddha’'s mind, all existence, material or spiritual, is character-
ized by flux, impermanence, and change.

In the same way that Buddhism denies the existence of a per-
manent, immutable, and eternal soul, so too it denies that libera-
tion entails a return to the One that is the substrate of all
existence, for such a One does not exist. Enlightenment in Bud-
dhism leads to the attainment of Nirvana, which is totally without
quality, unthinkable, and incomprehensible. Nirvana is described
more easily in negative terms like “emptiness” than in any positive
terms whatsoever.

The Buddhist message spread from India to China, Japan, and
Southeast Asia. Ironically Buddhism, which has had and contin-
ues to play such a major role in Asia, has ceased to exist as a
serious influence in India, the land of its birth.

Buddhism presents for Westerners a unique religious problem
because of its refusal to affirm the existence of any supreme being
analogous to the god of the Semitic traditions. Because of this,
Buddhism has been perceived by some as atheistic, by others as
no religion at all. Doubtless Buddhism affirms the existence of
transcendent powers, because the cosmos for Buddhists is popu-
lated with thousands of gods, spirits, and bodhisattvas. Once
again, however, it is essential to be aware that all of these cosmic
powers are seeking the same goal as the Buddhist monk, nun,
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layman, or laywoman, namely, enlightenment and Nirvana. There-
fore no god or group of gods is ultimate in any way.

Instead of focusing primarily on a transcendent Other, Bud-
dhism stresses commitment to the three refuges, namely the Bud-
dha, the dharma, and the monastic community, which are the key
vehicles for the attainment of Nirvana. Nirvana, however, is not
god nor should it be seen as even analogous to the god of the
Semitic traditions.

As interesting as Buddhism’s denial of ultimate transcendent
power is the synthesis arrived at during the same time period in
China. For during the sixth century B.C.E., while the Buddha’s
preaching was taking root in India, the great sage Confucius was
active.

The religious worldviews that were articulated by the various
ancient societies in Asia from the fourth through the first millen-
nium B.C.E. remain vibrant forces in the modern world, either in
forms similar to those in which they originated or as formative
influences on other religions and cultures. The emergence of reli-
gious worldviews in Asia cannot be limited solely to the first four
millennia B.C.E. For the end of the first millennium B.C.E. ushers
in the enormous growth and expansion of the great Semitic mono-
theisms, especially Christianity and Islam. The limits of space,
however, allow us only to acknowledge in passing their influence.

Christianity was born in Asia as an offshoot of Palestinian
Judaism. The followers of the rabbi Jesus developed quickly a
sense of separate identity which allowed them to preach salvation
through the risen Messiah to non-Jewish communities through-
out the Asian, African, and European worlds. The early Christian
churches in Palestine, Anatolia, and Persia provided Christianity
with a solid Asian foundation.

As the Christian community matured, developed hierarchical
structures, and pursued a vigorous missionary prograin, it articu-
lated with greater clarity and forcefulness its religious vision.
Jesus is the son of God, born of a virgin, through whose suffering,
death, and resurrection all men and women will be saved.

Christian influence in Asia, which appeared so vibrant during
the first five hundred years of Christian expansion, experienced
significant decline with the coming in the sixth century C.E. of the
third of the great Semitic monotheisms, Islam. The prophet Mu-
hammad was born in the Arabian city of Mecca in c. 570 C.E.,
where he began to receive revelations from God in the year
610. The revelations continued until his death in 632.

Islam understands itself to be the last of the great Semitic
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revelations and thus sees itself as the fulfillment of Judaism and
Christianity. The oral revelations to Muhammad were eventually
collected and preserved in the Qur'an. The heart of Islam is the
affirmation of radical monotheism and the commitment to the
apostleship of Muhammad. Islam shares with Judaism its reli-
ance on a divinely revealed code of law which touches every as-
pect of human life.

The early history of Islam was marked by rapid expansion.
Within a hundred years of the prophet’'s death Islam had spread
east through Persia to the Indian subcontinent and west through
Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and North Africa to Spain. From that time
on, Islam has remained a potent religious and political force in
many Asian cultures and societies.

This brief survey of emerging religious worldviews in Asia has
focused primarily on the history of ideas. It is essential, however,
to bear in mind that the evolution of the history of ideas in Asia is
affected by numerous factors, like the politics, economy, and ecol-
ogy of a particular region at a particular moment in history. Nev-
ertheless, there is a genuine, if limited, advantage in examining
the broad sweep of religious movements that have so shaped the
course of Asian history.
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THE ANALECTS OF
CONFUCIUS, THEN AND NOW

Irene T. Bloom

First-time readers of the Analects of Confucius sometimes experi-
ence a vaguely disquieting intimation that the wisdom of the East
may not travel as well as they had hoped. That the work is a
classic of Chinese and of East Asian culture is indisputable; that
it deserves its reputation as a classic of world culture may seem
less sure. The Analects offers nothing resembling the exhilarating
intellectual journeys of the Platonic dialogues, the robust religious
dramas of the Bible, or the sublime metaphysical visions of the
Upanishads. Nor does Confucius (551479 B.C.E.), though an al-
most exact contemporary of Siddhartha Gotama, the historical
Buddha, present a life story with a mythic shape so compelling
and a central message so immediately intelligible that biographi-
cal fact fades into virtual irrelevance. For most readers Confucius
emerges as an earnest and exemplary teacher, dedicated and
skillful enough that there is little difficulty in seeing how in time
he might gain the stature of a sage. Still, few are likely to nomi-
nate him for the title of father of a nation, savior of humankind, or
world-honored one. From what we can learn of his life, he re-
mained, like most teachers, a person of his time and place.
Confucius often comes to us with a number of tags attached as
well, including one with the clear instruction that his thought is
to be taken as “philosophical” rather than “religious.” This in-
struction is commonly proffered as if it were simple fact, too
obvious to require any explanation, while its very simplicity seems
to ensure its firm adherence to the surface of the text. To insinu-
ate the possibility that this categorization of the Analects as “phil-
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osophical” rather than “religious” is not fact but interpretation or
judgment may entail a considerable challenge. One reason such an
interpretation has gained currency is no doubt that the very concept
of “religion” or “the religious” seems to require an element of tran-
scendence, and it may be unclear whether this exists for Confucius,
so rooted does he at first appear to be in his own time and place.

Not only do we find him using images of rootedness in his
speech when he wants to indicate the source of things and the
basis of their strength and stability, but the roots he speaks of
seem close enough to literal roots that they hardly seem meta-
phorical at all: the primary value of groundedness in an agrarian
society is almost palpable. The way Confucius distinguishes be-
tween root and branch, or between the fundamental and the pe-
ripheral, suggests a deeply practical cast of mind. Yet practicality,
it seems, is often practical primarily within a particular cultural
context and, often enough, is no special concern of religion—at
least, not of religion as it opens outward toward universality.
Inspiration is a religious concern, but if inspiration is taken to
mean, literally, the infusion or internalization of a spirit, then
Confucius may be found too human-centered, too spiritually self-
contained, to allow for that. Ritual, conjoined with art, is another
common and often compelling feature of religious life. But in his
discussions of ritual Confucius may appear fixated on externals,
and never more so than when he speaks of how the details of
ordinary life are to be disposed—what clothing shall be made of,
how food shall be served, how mats shall be arranged, or how
sacrifices shall be offered.! Allowing that in the details of our own
lives we are far removed from Confucius, as we may be in our
estimations of the relevance of “external” detail, he may seem the
less religious and the more remote.

If it happens, then, that the practicality of Confucius is not our
practicality, and if we cannot identify with—or even identify—his
source of “inspiration,” he may tend to recede from our sphere of
sympathetic comprehension. Separated from him by time and by
culture, and mindful of his absorption in an ordinary life that no
longer resembles in obvious ways the ordinary lives we ourselves
lead, we may wonder about the connections between his world
and ours and what our world may have to learn from his. Help
may be needed in hearing the human heartbeat.

The personality of Confucius, in other words, is crucial: this
was true for his contemporaries, and it is no less true for ours.
This is what the Analects is really about. One may begin to come
close to this personality in attending to the nature of the Analects
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as a text. The English word “analects” (from the Greek, analektaq)
means “a selection,” and the Chinese title Lun-yu may be trans-
lated as “conversations.” The text was, of course, not written by
Confucius; it is known that the selection of conversations was
compiled by later followers, perhaps as much as a century after
his lifetime. The twenty short chapters of the Analects represent a
record, or, more aptly, a recollection, of conversations that tran-
spired between Confucius and his disciples, or between Confucius
and the rulers of several of the feudal states that he visited during
the peripatetic phase of his teaching career.? There are also de-
scriptions of Confucius, brief and telling accounts of the way he
appeared as a personality to those who were most intimately
acquainted with him. The conversations are all exchanges that
might actually have occurred in real time, and several of the
disciples emerge in them as individual personalities who receive
differing responses from Confucius according to his assessment of
their personal development—a personalized tuition. Given the na-
ture of the text, the descriptions are multi-perspectival, and it is
particularly interesting to notice that, while the disciples often
seem to suggest that the Master is elusive, slightly beyond their
comprehension, even mysterious in his moral capacities, Confu-
cius himself appears modest and unassuming. He assures his
disciples that he hides nothing from them. Notably inclined to
self-deprecation, he is yet unfailingly dignified.

Most of the conversations recollected in the Analects focus on
the practicalities of interpersonal relationships, personal cultiva-
tion in the context of those relationships, and the relation of
personal cultivation on the part of rulers and ministers to the
conduct of government. The fact that the source, the subjects,
and the tone of the work are all quite human clearly sets the
Analects apart from many of the classics that are reliably recog-
nized as religious. Unlike the Bible or the Qur’an, it does not
purport to be a revealed text. Chinese literature, in fact, claims no
“revealed” or divinely inspired texts even remotely comparable to
the Bible or the Qur’an, nor does it recognize a distinction compa-
rable to that in the Hindu tradition between the Vedic literature
recognized as sruti (texts believed to have been “heard” or re-
vealed, deriving from a supra-human source) and the post-Vedic
literature designated as smrti (texts thought to be “remembered,”
implying a human origin). While the text of the Analects was
subject over the course of centuries to a wide range of interpreta-
tions, based on different ideas about what Confucius actually
meant by what he is recorded to have said, never in the history of
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the tradition would there be cause for controversy between
fundamentalists and proponents of a metaphorical interpretation of
the text. Conventional miracles not infrequently beget controversies,
and this is a text without miracles of a conventional sort. Confucius
may ¢ven be described as adopting a perspective of ordinariness—an
ordinariness that can be thought of as characteristically Chinese in
the sense that it entails a conscious focus on the present life and a
sympathetic acceptance of ordinary humanity.

Just how ordinary the perspective of Confucius was may be
illustrated by comparing any one of a number of conversations
recorded in the Analects with equally famous conversations in the
classic Indian collection known as the Upanishads. In Book 6 of
the Chandogya Upanishad, for example, there is a conversation
about learning between the sage Uddalaka and his already highly
tutored, if not yet wise, son Svetaketu. Svetaketu has spent a
dozen years studying the Vedas with a teacher and has returned,
“conceited, priding himself on his learning, and obdurate.” The
discussion in which his father engages him involves a reflection
by the father, intended for the edification of the son, on the
nature of Being. It opens with the father questioning the son
about what he has learned under the guidance of his teacher:

Did you also ask about that teaching by which what had not
been heard of is heard; what had not been thought of, is thought
of; and what had not been known, is known?3

In other words, asks the father, did you advance to the teaching
that concerns itself with ultimate questions? Svetaketu evidently
has not gotten that far and requires some continuing education
from his father. The ensuing discussion moves slowly but un-
swervingly toward a particular perspective on the nature of a
higher truth, of an ultimate reality involving the identity of the
soul (atman) with the world-soul (brahman).

Given the worldliness of Confucius, we typically find ourselves
in the Analects on ground that is less elevated and more like the
ordinary earth. The opening passage, for example, is likewise con-
cerned with learning:

The Master said, To learn and at due times to repeat what one
has learned, is that not after all a pleasure? That friends shculd
come to one from afar, is this not after all delightful? To remain
unsoured even though one’s merits are unrecognized by others,
is that not after all what is expected of a noble person (junzi
[chun-tzujf?*
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The times having been out of joint, Confucius was consis-
tently thwarted in his hope for an opportunity to prove himself
in the service of a humane ruler, or a ruler whom he might
encourage in the direction of humaneness. That he never at-
tained a high official position must have been a continuing
source of regret for him. Yet here, at the outset of the text, he
expresses an affirmative spirit, alluding to the pleasures of
learning, the joy of being with friends, the resolution to remain
unembittered in the face of life’s disappointments. His concern
is not with ultimate reality, but with a proximate or quotidian
reality—with taking satisfaction in what is available, making
the best of one’s abilities, benefiting from one’s interactions
with others. His concern is not with a person who is twice-born,
but with a person presumed to have one lifetime only—the
junzi, the “noble person” or “gentleman” whose nobility Confu-
cius understands to be based on character rather than on
birth.

In fact, there are several exchanges recorded in the Analects
that might almost suggest the situation of Uddalaka and
Svetaketu in reverse: when disciples come to Confucius with
what, for the.n, are ultimate questions—questions having to do
with knowledge, with what lies beyond death, and with the re-
quirements of serving the spirits of the deceased—Confucius
firmly deflects their questions. “Devote yourself to what you must
rightly do for the people, and respect spirits,” he advises, “but
keep them at a distance.”® And “Before you have learned to serve
human beings, how can you serve spirits?"¢ “Until you know
about the living, how are you to know about the dead?"? In other
words, concern yourself with the people and the life around you;
transfer your focus of attention from matters that are ultimately
beyond you to those that are fully within your ken, and not just
within your ken but within your ordinary experience. At just the
point that Uddalaka tries to draw his son away from the mun-
danely obvious and into the immensity of metaphysical reflection,
Confucius seeks to redirect his disciples away from what he con-
siders ultimately unknowable and into the immediacies of ethical
action.

The questions posed by the disciples bear on the relation be-
tween the living and the dead, the responsibilities of the living to
the dead, and the possible influence of the dead over the living—
issues of immense importance in the religious life of every ancient
culture. Confucius’ responses have been understood to signal an
emergence from what Arthur Waley aptly described as an “au-
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guristic-sacrificial”® mentality and a movement toward values that
are this-worldly and moral. Were the living to devote themselves
primarily to consulting and appeasing the spirits of deceased an-
cestors? Or should the focus of human concern be on the quality
of human interactions and the capacity of the living to act as
moral agents responsible for the conduct of human affairs? The
former view and practice had been central to the religious life of
the earlier Shang period; the latter view was becoming prevalent
at the time of Confucius and is emblematic of his thought. There
was in China’s “axial age,” and above all in the advocacy of Confu-
cius, a transfer of attention from an invisible world to the visible
one, from prognostication to “virtue,” and from external controls
over human affairs to the significant possibility of self-control on
the part of living individuals.

Confucius did not argue for abandoning the belief in spirits or
the sense of connectedness between the living and the dead. Is
there nonetheless evidence that would suggest that this “axial-age”
movement should be understood to involve the replacement of
sacred concerns with secular ones, a shift from a “religious” to a
“philosophical” approach to human existence? Before reaching the
conclusion that Confucius’s concerns were not religious, or that
he dismissed religious attitudes in favor of secular ones, consider-
ation should be given to an alternative possibility: just as there is a
religious background to the questions posed by his disciples, there
is, by implication, a kind of religious message in his response.
Encouraging reflection on this possibility has the advantage of
affording an opportunity for a deeper examination of the criteria of
“the religious” and the implications of transcendence.

It is clear that in the course of the transfer of attention from
other-worldly to this-worldly concerns—this great “axial-age”
movement associated with Confucius—the scope of human com-
petence was enlarged and the sense of personal responsibility
deepened. The Upanishadic questions, “Who am 1?” and “How do I
relate to the totality of Being?” were somehow less urgent and
compelling in the Chinese context than in the Indian.® The funda-
mental questions for Confucius and his later followers were more
along the lines of: “What must I do?” and “What is there in me
that enables me to do it?” Rather than a metaphysics of the
person, such as Uddalaka gradually reveals to Svetaketu,
Confucius’s exchanges with his disciples have to do almost en-
tirely with ethical conduct. The concerns are how a human being
can be expected to act and to interact with others and which
personal resources need to be cultivated in order to make such
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conduct possible. Confucius apparently has little to reveal; rather,
he seems to remind his hearers of what he expects them already to
have learned from their ordinary life experience. Where Uddalaka
seems consummately tender in the education of his son,!© Confu-
cius appears firmly resolved in the presence of his disciples, and
resolve seems to be fundamental to the junzis project.

The concept of a junzi, often translated as “noble person” or
“gentleman,”!! was evolving in the time of Confucius and coming
to be understood to require a developed moral nobility rather than
simply an inherited social nobility. A prepared reader of the Ana-
lects may discover a kind of tension in virtually any of the text’s
references to the junzi. On the one hand, the term has a more
egalitarian implication than it could have had in earlier usage
because in the Confucian perspective anyone can, in principle,
become a junzi; on the other hand, one who aspires to become a
Jjunzi faces stringent moral requirements that apply no less to
attitude and motivation than to behavior. Among the kinds of
conduct that Confucius associated with moral nobility, and evi-
dently expected of the junzi, perhaps the three most important are
filial devotion (xiao), humaneness (ren), and courtesy or ritual
propriety (l). The moral vocabulary of Confucius is by no means
exhausted in these three, but these are central, expressing in
three distinct modes the Confucian awareness of and concern
with human interrelatedness.

Even a brief examination of each of them should make clear
that what contemporary Western readers of the Analects invari-
ably encounter as ideas are, from the perspective of Confucius
and his followers, also practices. That is to say, xiao, ren, and I,
among other Confucian concerns, are not merely concepts but
modes of behavior that are understood to have a bearing on what
a human being will be like as a person, within as well as without.
Embedded in these thoughts are not simply behavioral rules or
standards but expectations about what the practitioner of these
virtues should be like as a personality.

Xiao, or filial devotion,!? is moral behavior with a built-in time
line, as it were, from cradle to grave, and even beyond. Typically,
xiao is associated with the responsibility incumbent upon a child
for the care of parents, and, indeed, the Chinese graph for xiao
shows a son beneath an old man, suggesting both support and
hierarchy. Evidently, xiao had its roots in the most ancient prac-
tices of ancestor veneration in early Chinese religious practice and
in the most ancient concerns for biological continuity of life. How-
ever, in the Analects, as in many later Confucian sources, xiao
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also implies the care that parents give children at the beginning of
life, with the support of parents by children later in life being
understood as the reciprocal of the nurturing the parents have
already provided. Given the moral amplitude involved in the Con-
fucian notion of reciprocity, filial duty takes on what might be
called a spiritual dimension. Confucius is concerned that the care
of parents by children should not be merely a matter of seeing to
their physical needs, without the proper spirit, demeanor, and
involvement. A number of his statements indicate that he takes
the style and spirit of a son’s mourning for his parents after their
death and his ability to carry on the will or intention of his
deceased father to be the most crucial indicator of the son’s own
moral character. Obviously, it is important for the well being of
the parents that they should be served in a spirit of caring that
goes beyond the pro forma satisfaction of an obligation. It is also
important for the child who is caring for the parent because it is
through this care that one develops and expresses one’s own
personality.

The same can be said in the case of ren, the most explicitly
interactive of virtues. In some translations of the Analects ren has
been translated as “benevolence”!3 or “Goodness,”!* but there is
much to recommend “humaneness,” which serves to bring out the
connection between ren as a virtue and another word, also pro-
nounced ren, meaning simply “human” or “human being.” More
than being merely homophones, the two words are cognates. The
graph for “human being” in Chinese is “a summary picture of a
walking man.”!> The graph for “humaneness” or “humanity”
has an added component: alongside the walking person is the
number “two,” suggesting a human being in company with others
or “humanity towards another.”16

At the beginning of the Analects Confucius is quoted as saying
that ren is rooted {literally) in xiao, or filial devotion, suggesting its
source in that complex blend of duty, affection, reciprocity, and
longing. Despite being repeatedly questioned by his disciples
about ren, he generally declines their requests to characterize it or
to identify a particular person as an exemplar of this virtue. How-
ever, at one point he responds to a question by saying, “As for
humaneness—you want to establish yourself; then help others to
establish themselves. You want to develop yourself; then help
others to develop themselves. Being able to recognize oneself in
others, one is on the way to being humane.”!” What this transla-
tion rather freely renders as “being able to recognize oneself in
others,” is, literally, “being able to take what is near and grasp the
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analogy.” The idea is that one begins with an immediate aware-
ness of one’s own desires and, recognizing the similarity between
oneself and others, forms an assessment of the needs and wants of
the other. Motivated by a sense of reciprocity or mutuality, one
responds empathetically; in so doing, one is “on the way” to being
humane. That is, one can at least be sure of moving in the right
direction, and direction is everything. Humaneness in some ways
resembles what, in other traditions, has been represented as the
“golden rule,” but, again, Confucian humaneness is not so much a
concept or a precept as it is an engagement or a practice. Through
being engaged in the practice of humaneness one responds appro-
priately to others and, once again, also refines one’s own personality.

If filial devotion has its origins in the sense of relatedness that
derives from biological inheritance and continuity, and humane-
ness involves an extension of that sense of relatedness, working
outward from the familial source toward a larger community, rit-
ual (l) represents the structure, discipline, or order through
which the sense of human relatedness is expressed, perpetuated,
and celebrated. The graph for li, or ritual, is composed of a radical
element indicating “prognostication” or “presaging” alongside an
element designating a ritual vessel. The graph unmistakably sug-
gests that the ritual of the later Zhou period had its roots in the
most archaic strata of Chinese religious culture and represented
an outgrowth of the practices referred to above as the “auguristic-
sacrificial” mode. In the thought and practice of Confucius and
his followers, who were known as the most ardent and devoted
ritualists,!® the li seem to take on new significance, yet without
being dissociated from their origins in antiquity. In fact, it is the
connection with the past to which Confucius constantly recurs in
his comments about the value of li.

Rites are understood by Confucius as a link with the past, a
time-honored means of celebrating the momentous occasions as
well as the ordinary events of human life. Along with the transfer
of attention to the world of the living that is so striking a feature
of China’s “axial age,” rites are subtly transmuted. Increasingly
associated with reverence, respect, courtesy, and what might be
called “good form,” ritual practice comes to be understood not so
much as a means of propitiating the spirits of the deceased as of
expressing the role of living individuals in a biological continuum
of life and in the human community. Rites are seen to ensure
balance and dignity in human interactions and to allow individu-
als to give appropriate expression to their feelings in morally con-
siderate ways. Again, as in the case of filial devotion and
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humaneness, ritual practice is understood to be conducive to the
cultivation of particular moral attitudes within the self. When
Confucius speaks of humaneness in terms of “mastering one’s self
and returning to ritual,”!® he seems clearly to have something of
this sort in mind. Rites, for him, serve both to develop and to
express a recognition of one’s own humanity along with that of
others. No less than a discipline, ritual represents a formative
experience.

Having considered these three concerns of Confucius—each of
which can be construed as highly contextualized both in concep-
tion and in practice—the question remains whether there is some-
thing in the profession of this teacher that suggests a religious
dimension or that implies an element of transcendence. This way
of posing the question would be misleading, however, were it to
imply that “the religious” is an aspect of life rather than its very
fabric or that transcendence requires a being or power remote
from the human realm which must be experienced by human
beings through grace or the gift of revelation. A distinction be-
tween “secular” and “sacred” is not made by Confucius,?° who
seems, rather, to focus on the ultimacy of the ordinary. His coun-
sel about “devoting oneself to what one must rightly do for the
people,” “serving human beings,” and “knowing the living” may be
understood to reflect “ultimate concerns™! not only because these
represent all that we know on earth, but because human beings
are recognized to be part of an order that is highly interactive. The
service that an individual performs in the world, even in seem-
ingly limited contexts, is found to have an influence in a much
larger frame, with private melding into public as reliably as the
more obvious converse. Filial devotion practiced within one’s own
family, for example, has ramifications in a far wider sphere.22

Confucius may not be “inspired” in the literal sense of the
Latinate English word, but he has an abiding faith in Heaven. The
concept of the Mandate of Heaven (or the ordinance of Heaven)
that had emerged in the early Zhou period, with a largely political
significance,?? finds its way into his later reflections on his own
life in a passage that may well qualify as the world’s shortest
autobiography:

At fifteen, I committed myself to learning. At thirty I established
myself. At forty I no longer had doubts. At fifty I knew the
ordinance of Heaven. At sixty I could hear and comply. At sev-
enty I could follow my heart’s desires without transgressing the
appropriate limits.24
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This brief life history turns, of course, on Confucius’ under-
standing of the ordinance of Heaven and his gradual but steady
progress in accepting it. The order that prevails in the wider world
is found to operate in an individual life as well, and, while it
appears to be just that—an order rather than a deity—it is a
beneficent order and a source of life, support, and even a certain
austere comfort. At the same time, Heaven is also the source of
what is beyond human understanding, including such inexplica-
ble events as the dire illness or untimely death of a blameless and
worthy person.?> Yet for some reason there is barely any tension
generated by the complexity of Heaven’'s role, no soul-searing
search for an answer to the problem of suffering such as is found
in the biblical Book of Job. By the time the Book of Job con-
cludes, a powerful if painful message has been delivered concern-
ing the vastness of God’s universe and the inadequacy of human
understanding to fathoming God’s design—the incomprehensibil-
ity of God. Speaking out of the whirlwind, God has conveyed this
message to Job in a magnificent poem.

The Confucian intuition is different. Heaven, according to Con-
fucius, does not speak. “The four seasons pursue their course,
and all things are born,” he observes, “yet what words does
Heaven speak?"26 The way the question is posed suggests that he
understands Heaven as a natural order rather than a supernatu-
ral power. Yet despite the muteness of Heaven, and the fact that
its ways too cannot always be comprehended, human beings are
not distanced from Heaven as Job is distanced from his God.
Confucius has the confidence that Heaven produced (or, “gave
birth to”) the virtue or power that is in him,?7 a sign, it would
seem, of its protection as well as its validation of his efforts,28
even if those efforts are not always availing in an immediate or
obvious way.

“Heaven alone is great,”?? he says in words hardly less evocative
of awe and admiration than those pronounced by a prophet who
lived more than a millennium later, in a culture remote from his,
in declaring his submission to his God. Elsewhere Confucius is
recorded as saying that, “The noble person is in awe of three
things: he is in awe of the ordinance of Heaven, in awe of great
persons, and in awe of the words of the sages.”° This statement
might appear to contradict the one recorded in the previous quo-
tation, but there may be no contradiction here because the three
objects of awe are so obviously co-implicated: great persons are
great and sages are sages because of their ability to model them-
selves on Heaven3! and their mindfulness of its ordinance.
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Heaven, then, is a natural order in the world, one that favors
moral action. Confucius recognizes, however, that it will not al-
ways be given to human beings to understand Heaven’s function-
ing, a recognition that shows up in his conversations and
observations in a distinctive and often poignant interplay of confi-
dence and resignation. Nor can there be any expectation that the
reward for right conduct or punishment for its opposite will be
immediately apparent within the lifetime of particular individuals:
Heaven’s ordinance is expressed within a longer and larger frame.
Does such a view allow for the possibility of transcendence, and, if
so0, is the conception of transcendence found here one that would
permit some significant comparison with the conceptions found in
other world religions?

The question has been actively debated among Western stu-
dents of East Asia at least since the time of Max Weber’s reflec-
tions on the religion of China the better part of a century ago,3?
and, however much depth and scope we may be able to achieve in
our discussions, it is unlikely to be readily or easily resolved. But
if the possibility of transcendence is recognized as part of the
Confucian vision, it is clearly not transcendence of the world
itself, but transcendence of any sense of incoherence in the world
and transcendence of any sense of separation from the forces that
energize the world and the order that governs it. The transcendent
is not other in the sense that God is generally understood to be
other in the monotheistic religions of the West; rather, it may be
found in a more encompassing reality—in the wholeness of things
in the world and the connectedness among them across time.
Though the human family seems already in the thought of Confu-
cius to be on the way to becoming a model of this connectedness,
the Confucian view of the universe is not essentially anthropocen-
tric.33 Still, human beings are felt to have a home in the natural
order and assurance of the ultimate significance, and even reso-
nance, of moral action. There is something remarkably subtle
about this view, and something immensely powerful as well, a
subtlety and a power that seem to inhere less in the ideas than in
the personality of this very worldly teacher.
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1. See especially Analects, ch. 10.
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plication is that Heaven decreed the overthrow of the Shang dynasty by
the Zhou people owing to the corruption of the Shang, as seen in its
cruel abuse of the people. The Zhou is favored by Heaven, and accorded
the Mandate, on the condition that it rule with appropriate regard to the
interests of the people.

24. Analects, 2:4.

25. Analects, 11:8

26. Analects, 17:19.

27. Analects, 7:22.

28. See also Analects, 9:5, 14:37, and 14:38, where Confucius pro-
fesses confidence in an order far more potent than a menacing adversary.

29. Analects, 8:19.

30. Analects, 16:8.

31. Analects, 8:19.

32. See Max Weber, The Religion of China, Confucianism and Taoism,
translated by Hans H. Gerth (New York: The Free Press, 1951).

33. By this I mean that Confucius and his followers do not see the
universe as having been created for human beings, nor is human domin-
ion over the natural world taken for granted as a feature of the natural
order.
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SYSTEMATIZING THE TRANSCENDENTAL

RELIGIONS AND WORLD
VIEWS IN ASIAN
AND WORLD HISTORY

Julia Ching and Willard G. Oxtoby

The twentieth century has witnessed two world wars as well as
the rise and decline of fascism and communism. It would appear
that we have—in this context, fortunately—failed to produce an
ideology of an enduring nature. However, several of the major
world religious traditions which emerged in the past, appear to
have functioned over large spans of space and time as guiding
ideologies. Indeed, their parallels and certain near-simultaneous
developments have been a topic of fascination to historians.

Looking back some two and a half millennia, we shall first
reflect on the so-called axial age. This term was used by the
German philosopher Karl Jaspers, who spoke of an epoch in an-
tiquity as a turning point in world history, an age that produced
the great civilizations of ancient Greece, Israel, India, and China.
It was this epoch that witnessed the sudden outburst of intellec-
tual and spiritual energy all over the then-known world. Strictly
speaking, this was the sixth century B.C.E., which witnessed such
individuals as the prophetic writer Deutero-Isaiah in Israel,
Zoroaster among the Persians, the philosopher and mystic Py-
thagoras among the Greeks, the sage Confucius in China, and the
religious founder called the Buddha in India.

Reflecting on this list, we should point out that these individu-
als played different world-historical roles. Deutero-Isaiah (the Sec-
ond Isaiah) was basically an anonymous figure who acquired his
name from the incorporation of his chapters into the Book of
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Isaiah, the largest prophetic book in the Hebrew Bible, in which
scholars have discerned composite authorship. He worked among
the exilic Jewish community in Babylon and regarded Cyrus the
Great of Persia, the community’s liberator, as God’s agent. But
the obscurity of this figure as a historical person is such that it is
difficult to ascribe too much influence to him. Pythagoras is al-
most in the same league, since reliable information about him
comes dowr. mainly from Aristotle. Zoroaster eventually exercised
great influence through the religion that bears his name, even
though the prophet’s dates and home region remain a subject of
scholarly dispute, the successive ancient Persian empires differ in
their explicit mention of him, and the religion today has a small
following. Confucius and the Buddha, however, are a different story.
Confucius’s name is associated with an entire cultural tradition
transcending national boundaries, while the Buddha gave rise to a
world religion that rivals Christianity in the extent and depth of its
influence over many populations. While Confucius definitely be-
longed to the sixth century B.C.E., the Buddha’s dates remain uncer-
tain; he belonged either to the sixth or to the fifth century B.C.E.

It is possible to accept the concept of an axial age and give it a
more flexible time period, expanding it backward to the eighth
century B.C.E. to include earlier Hebrew prophets, and to make
room for Zoroaster in case his dates were earlier, and also push-
ing it forward to the fifth century B.C.E. to include the very im-
portant Greek philosophers Socrates and Plato. It is much harder,
indeed impossible, to bend the concept further to include the
figure of Jesus, who came six hundred years later, and that other
prophet, considered by the believers of Islam to be the greatest of
prophets, Muhammad, who belonged to the seventh century C.E.
And indeed, Karl Jaspers himself calls four persons “paradigmatic
individuals” for their impact on later ages, even though they did
not all belong to the same century. He was speaking of Socrates,
the Buddha, Confucius, and Jesus. The other Chinese wise man,
Lao Zi [Lao Tzu], belonged to another class, that of “intellectual
visionaries”"—ranking after Plato and Augustine, who are called
“seminal thinkers.” After these come certain intellectual “disturb-
ers” like Descartes and Hume and then the “creative orderers” like
Thomas Aquinas (12257-74) and the Chinese philosopher Zhu Xi
[Chu Hsi], who preceded him (1130-1200).

The axial age was marked not just by individuals, but also by
entire spiritual and intellectual elites, people belonging to classes
such as the prophets and priests of Israel, the philosophers and
teachers (Sophists) of Greece, the Chinese literati, the Hindu
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brahmans, the Buddhist sangha, and, much later, the Islamic
ulama. They emerged in an age of new visions, and differed from
the magical and ritual specialists of an earlier time. Their influ-
ence radiated to develop new civilizations. Indeed, the whole con-
cept of the axial age has fascinated many people. Novels have
been written imagining persons who traversed the world, meeting
and talking with one after another of the great thinkers and reli-
gious leaders whom we presume to have functioned in isolated
cultures. Jack Finegan's Wanderer Upon Earth (1956) tells the story
of the travels of a certain Yaush, a sixth-century B.C.E. Israelite,
whom Finegan sends all the way to China, while Gore Vidal’'s Cre-
ation (1981) gives the tale of Cyrus Spitama, Zoroaster's grandson,
who lived a century later, traveled just as extensively, and talked to
numerous wise men all over the civilized world.

As mentioned, the great figures of the axial age were prophets,
sages, religious founders. Their beliefs were diverse, but their
influences over civilizations were arguably parallel. The great
prophets, whether in Israel, in Iran, or later in Arabia, are the
teachers of the great monotheistic faiths, with their belief in one
God guiding world history, giving meaning and value to all, and
holding all accountable for their actions. To the extent that Chris-
tianity arose out of a Jewish milieu, we may speak of it too as a
religion belonging to the family of West Asian monotheistic reli-
gions including Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and the later Islam.

In our own times, however, monotheism has come under criti-
cism by scholars who define it as a political ideology linked with
the notion of divine kingship, associated with military conquests
and empires, and often leading to totalitarianism. Our definition
of empire entails the control by one people of others’ regions,
putting these under military occupation and assuring access to
supplies of food and raw materials. In this sense, the ancient
Hebrews never founded an empire; Zoroastrianism might have
provided the initial unifying impetus for Persian conquest (550-
500 B.C.E.) in West Asia, but the extent of its influence remains a
matter of dispute, as Richard A. Billows points out in this volume.
Alexander the Great in his turn wrested much of West Asia from
the Persians, after which he had himself divinized in Egypt (331
B.C.E.)—hardly an act of monotheistic faith. Constantine, in spite
of the vision of conquests in the sign of the cross (312 C.E)
attributed to him, inherited the Roman Empire at a time when
political decline had already set in, due in part to divisive conflicts
among regions and beliefs, including the struggle among Chris-
tians between what in retrospect are termed orthodoxy and here-
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sies. In the third century B.C.E., Ashoka, the protector of Bud-
dhism, expanded the Mauryan Empire, but his belief was hardly
monotheistic and his conquests did not last long, while Confucian
China (which we can hardly describe as promulgating monothe-
ism), as Professor Cho-yun Hsu’s chapter explains, expanded
more through population settlements than through conquests. In
our own day, modern Japan attempted to carve an empire out of
conquests. And while it made use of State Shinto to do so, it could
hardly expect such an ethnopolitical ideology to convert subject
peoples.

Another question has to do with why religions have staked out
their territories where they are now. We think of the Roman Em-
pire becoming Christian, and being taken over by a faith that
came from Palestine. This happened in large part because the
great apostle Paul of Tarsus, coming himself from Asia Minor,
went back there with the zeal of a new convert, and followed the
trade routes in the Roman Empire. The Pax Romana facilitated
the spread of Christianity, which would eventually define Western
civilization. The religion of the Buddha went north and east to
China, Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia, where it exercised a
great historical influence, but never an overweening one like that
of Christianity in Europe. In other words, one could hardly call
East Asia predominantly Buddhist (even during the seventh to
ninth centuries, when Buddhism was at a climax of influence) the
way one could call medieval and postmedieval Europe Christian.
Today, Buddhist influence is still more visible in those parts of
Southeast Asia where Theravada Buddhism dominates and
monks are still numerous—Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos,
and Cambodia—than it is in the Mahayana Buddhist traditions of
East Asia.

The believers of Islam were more an exception than a rule in
their zeal in propagating a monotheistic religion. In the first hun-
dred years after the Hijra (622 C.E.), Arab Muslims took over
formerly Roman and Christian North Africa and pushed into
Spain. They were turned back at Tours, in France, by Charles
Martel (732). Arab Muslims also went east to conquer Persia, and
the religion would spread to the Turkic peoples of central Asia,
who would eventually dominate the Arabs. The Turks, in their
turn, took over Byzantine terrain and continued their thrust into
Europe but were stopped at the gates of Vienna by a combined
European army under the command of the Polish John Sobieski
(1683). After the twelfth century, India became exposed to Islam,
as did Indonesia subsequently, as well as sub-Saharan Africa. Its
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cultural influences over the vast regions were not uniform. While
the Arabic language quickly replaced the Latin vernacular in
North Africa and Greek in the eastern Mediterranean, it did not
take similar hold in Persia. The pattern of conversion was not as
thorough further east, where for centuries Muslims would rule
northern India but remain a minority in its large population. And
beyond the lands to which Islam spread by conquest, traders
would carry and promote Islam: to China, to Indonesia—today the
country with the world’s largest Muslim population—and by sea
to the coast of East Africa and by land to the interior of West
Africa. Nevertheless, non-European domination of continental Eu-
rope, whether by the earlier Huns under Attila or by the Muslims
(Arab or Turkish), was prevented time and again only by a few
strategic battles. The thirteenth-century Mongols with their
Golden Horde also threatened Europe, taking over Kiev (1240) and
defeating German and Hungarian troops on the battlefield, before
a sudden withdrawal (1242) toward the steppes of South Russia.
But the Mongol conquests were made before the Mongols them-
selves had even decided on a religion of choice. This was to be
Tantric or Tibetan Buddhism, at least for some time and for some
of them. Others converted later to Islam, influenced in part by the
people over whom they ruled, such as happened in Persia.

The religious problem with monotheistic religions is their ten-
dency to make exclusive claims for truth. Peter Awn is right to say
in this volume that religions in Western societies have been sepa-
rating people into different communities. This has been the expe-
rience with Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—the Abrahamic
religions of Semitic origin, with their separate claims to definitive
divine revelation. In India, Islam introduced the idea that only its
God is the true God to a Hindu population that was not accustomed
to making an exclusive choice among divinities, a distinction be-
tween “true” gods and “idols.” Christian missionaries did the same in
East Asia, where the Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist traditions, in
spite of conflicts over interests, have always been nonexclusive. Even
today, a Jew, a Christian, or a Muslim finds it difficult to under-
stand why a Chinese or a Japanese might belong to more than one
“religious tradition” at the same time. Indeed, contemporary Japan
appears far from “religious” to an occasional visitor. Yet responses to
questionnaires have indicated that there are more religious believers
in Japan than the entire population put together—since some peo-
ple claim adherence to more than one religion.

To reflect further on Asia and religion, we might wonder why an
Indian religion like Buddhism would find more hospitable terrain
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in China than in its own homeland. Presumably, Ashoka’s military
thrusts prepared the ground for the spread of the religion north-
ward as well as eastward. Political disunity was India’s historical
experience more than political unity, and disunity fragmented
religious influence. Presumably also, Buddhism’s anticaste stance
made the religion less acceptable in longer terms. Jainism, the
other egalitarian and much more ascetical religion, had a founder
in Vardhamana (Mahavira), who was roughly the historical
Buddha’s contemporary (i.e., he too belonged either to the sixth
or the fifth century B.C.E.). It did take root in India, but at the
cost of remaining very small (about two million adherents today)
and making concessions to the caste system.

Another question that may arise in our minds has to do with
why China has not influenced India the way India influenced
China through Buddhism. To explain the spread of Buddhism in
China, we might say that China’s political unity and ethnic and
cultural cohesion had been initially a hindrance and eventually a
help. Buddhist scriptures needed only to be translated into one
written language to be propagated everywhere in the country.
Buddhism, however, became acceptable to the Chinese only be-
cause it adapted to Chinese cultural influences, to the point of
radically transforming—some would say nearly losing—its own
identity and, as mentioned earlier, influencing Chinese civilization
in its turn but never “defining” it. But even as an empire, China
represented a country of settlers who were generally loath to ex-
pand by military conquests—except under the nonethnic Chinese
rulers like the Mongols and Manchus. Confucianism (and Daoism)
spread to Korea, Japan, and Vietnam more through China’s moral
and cultural influence than through any military adventure. The
same happened with the spread of Buddhism in East Asia.

In a sense, also, India’s long periods of political disunity, and
its “introverted” caste system, helped to protect the subcontinent
from receiving strong cultural influences from the outside. The
British period (mid-eighteenth to mid-twentieth century) intro-
duced Western influence without fundamentally changing Indian
religiosity. That Western-educated Indian, Mahatma Gandhi,
eventually challenged British might with his eclectic religious vi-
sion of love and nonviolence. And while he did not start a religion,
his spiritual influence extended far beyond his native land. He
was also unable to prevent the division of British India along
communal lines into two countries, the other Leing the two-part
Muslim Pakistan, whose eastern region subsequently became in-
dependent as Bangladesh.
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India and China eventually made their impact each in a differ-
ent cultural circle. Their earlier historical meeting ground was
central Asia, through which Buddhism went into China. But cen-
tral Asia—including northern Pakistan and today’s Afghanistan—
eventually fell to Islam, which also found its way into North India.
In later times, mainland Southeast Asia was the fertile ground for
mixed or so-called Indo-Chinese influences, even as Islam also
penetrated Malaysia, as did Christianity the Philippines. Of the
great Asian civilizations, China’s was comparatively speaking the
most isolated and the longest lasting. Certainly, it was not re-
moved from outside influences, but it was able in the longer run
to indigenize nonethnic peoples who dominated the country from
time to time. Nevertheless, in our own days, on account of West-
ern and Marxist onslaughts, a cultural rupture has occurred with
the past, the extent of which is still difficult to measure. And then,
just as China’s own culture has encountered a serious crisis, we
hear of claims that the Confucian work ethic has been pushing
forward Asian Pacific economies.

For many decades, the West has witnessed the growth of secu-
larism in its own society while presuming the triumph of atheism
in Communist lands. The recent unraveling of the erstwhile Soviet
Union and its former satellite nations was instructive in more
than one way. We are learning the strength of both religion and
nationalism after four to seven decades of suppression. Prescind-
ing from value judgments we should point out the usefulness of
understanding the forces that have been unleashed. Among other
things, religion was passed on from generation to generation, for
all of seven decades, through family and village influences, espe-
cially in Muslim central Asia. It outlasted Communist ideology.

Moreover, even earlier, we had learned that a religious revival of
sorts had been going on in Communist China after the death of
Mao Zedong (1976), that is, very soon after the devastating Cul-
tural Revolution (1966-76}. There too, both the traditional reli-
gions and Western Christianity, the religion introduced by
missionaries, have continued to demonstrate surprising strength,
through popular attendance at temples, churches, and rituals and
through numerous reports of conversions. At the same time, the
dominance of political ideology—Chinese Marxism—appears to be
assured only by political decree and military support. Whither
China, and whither Chinese civilization, remain open questions.
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THE ERA OF ASIAN
DISCOVERY: TRADE AND THE
CONTACT OF CULTURES

Richard W. Bulliet

INTRODUCTION

No historian questions the fact that in premodern times the great
majority of the population in every civilized society lived as agri-
culturalists or otherwise devoted their working lives to the pro-
duction of basic foods. Yet every historian likewise grants a
special place to the role of movement and trade in civilization.
Implicit in assigning this privileged place to the history of trade
and cultural contact is the notion that change is of particular
interest and that throughout history a great deal of change has
been externally generated.

At the practical level, the history of premodern trade and cul-
tural contact consists in large part of lists of imported or exported
products, techniques, and ideas and accounts of the impact they
had on one or another people. Many important cultural contacts
of this sort precede the written record. Most easily documented
are the material ones. The chicken was domesticated from a
Southeast Asian jungle fowl; but the story of its spread around
the world is largely unknown, and the linkages between widely
separated regions where chickens with black skins are used in
religious rituals remain conjectural. Domesticated wheat and bar-
ley reached northern China from the Middle East, but the story of
who carried the seeds and planted the first crops is lost, and there
is no way of telling whether the impact of the plowing, sowing,
and reaping cycle on sexual division of labor and notions of the
calendar was as important for the Chinese as some historians
have asserted it was for people in the Middle East.
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How certain products became known to distant people in
remotest time must remain obscure, but the evidence of long-dis-
tance exchange is abundant. Obsidian from volcanic islands in
the Mediterranean, lapis lazuli from northeastern Afghanistan,
ivory and mangrove wood from East Africa, bananas from the East
Indies, and frankincense and myrrh from southern Arabia all
became known to peoples in geographically remote locations be-
fore the development of writing in the regions concerned.

In early modern times people’s fascination with new things from
distant lands is much better recorded, and it is apparent that it
was compounded partly of utility and potential for economic ex-
ploitation and partly of love of novelty. The products brought back
from the New World by European explorers—tobacco, potatoes,
turkeys, chocolate, etc.—not only spread rapidly, but excited the
interest of the lettered classes as well. The spread of coffee from
its first use in southern Arabia in the fourteenth century to the
Ottoman Empire, and thence to Europe, is well known, as is the
parallel development among the Ottomans and in Europe of a
craze for coffee houses. Another history traces the tulip from a
central Asian wildflower to an Ottoman and, by way of the Otto-
man Empire, a Dutch obsession in the eighteenth century.

The scientific age saw the appearance of the Napoleonic Société
impériale d’acclimatation, devoted to experimenting with new
plants and animals from all parts of the world. In one enterprise,
the society planned and carried out an experimental introduction
of camels to northeastern Brazil which ended in total failure. Not
long afterward the U.S. Department of War imported camels into
Texas, with similar results; and Australian contractors did the
same with greater success, thus providing the seed of today’s wild
camel population on that continent.

The reason for citing these examples from so many times and
climes is to point out that humans have always been interested in
novelty, and no one period or region can be singled out for this
characteristic. What is important to periods of unusual material
or cultural interchange, therefore, is change in facilitation: how
goods, techniques, and ideas move, political or military con-
straints on movement, inducements for people to undertake dis-
tant journeys, ability of markets to reward novelty, and so forth.

The period from about the third century C.E. to the building of
the pan-Asian Mongol Empire of the thirteenth century seems to
have witnessed, in Asia, a degree of human movement resulting in
material and cultural exchange unprecedented in the historical
record before that time. The importance of this period is often lost
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sight of when it is compared with the subsequent age of European
exploration, but this is partly a matter of Eurocentrism.

In the realm of products, the earlier period saw the dissemina-
tion from and through Asia of citrus fruits, sugarcane, apricots,
rice, and a wide variety of spices and aromatics, including cam-
phor, cinnamon, clove, pepper, and nutmeg. In this light, it would
be difficult to argue that the impact of New World products on diet
has been more important.

Techniques that spread from and through Asia during the pe-
riod in question were of equal historical importance: the stirrup,
with its logical accompaniment the mounted lancer; papermaking;
printing; distillation and other chemical processes; efficient horse
harnessing that enabled farmers to put more land to the plow
without increasing the input of labor; and silk making.

Ideas, however, may have been the most important commodity
in cultural exchange, for 300-1200 C.E. was the world’s most
important period of religious proselytization. Buddhism, Islam,
Christianity, and Manichaeism all spread through Asia, carrying
with them attitudes toward ethics, aesthetics, asceticism, mysti-
cism, and religious law and governance that greatly influenced all
subsequent history.

One way to look at this extraordinary era of cultural contact
and exchange is through the facilitating factors referred to earlier.
The factors we will focus upon will be movements of peoples,
organization of trade, urbanism, and finally religious expansion.

MOVEMENT OF PEOPLES

The beginning of the era under investigation coincides with the
collapse of Roman authority in western Europe and North Africa,
the end of Parthian imperial rule in Mesopotamia and Iran, and
the fall of the Han Empire in China. The strong and prosperous
Gupta Dynasty in India came to power around 320 C.E. as these
other empires were failing, but it had collapsed by the end of the
following century, leaving no major imperial successor state.

Great political upheavals have far-reaching effects. The story of
Germanic and later Scandinavian reshaping of the political map of
western Europe through military action and popular migration is
well known. But these geopolitical perturbations linked to the fall
of Rome helped upset population distributions all the way across
central Asia, just as did the collapse of the Han at the other end of
the continent.

The Huns, who reached Europe from lands far to the east and
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may have been related to the Xiongnu adversaries of the Han of
China’s northern frontier, are well known, but there is a broad
transformation that takes place in central Asia that is more gen-
eral. Central Asia is normally thought of as a land of nomadic
horse pastoralists, but it was inhabited originally by people who
raised cattle and sheep and goats but did not have domestic
horses. When horses became common as a domestic animal, they
were highly valued and assimilated into a preexisting symbol sys-
tem in which celestial gods, and the godliness of worldly kings
who claimed divine association, were represented by wheeled ve-
hicles. Carts, wagons, or wheels are often found in the most
elaborate tombs of this period. The product of this assimilation
was the war chariot, a noble vehicle of enormous symbolic signifi-
cance and much more modest battlefield potential.

The war chariot is a recurrent theme in Middle Eastern, Indian,
North African, and Chinese imagery of the first millennium B.C.E.
Its widespread occurrence is taken as an indicator of the impact
this central Asian development had on surrounding lands. On the
battlefield, the chariot became obsolete fairly soon, though gener-
als in Roman triumphs continued to ride in chariots because of
their symbolic importance. The survival of the chariot cult in the
West is best seen in the unusual cachet of chariot racing well into
the Byzantine period. The Chinese replaced the religiously signifi-
cant two-horse, yoke-based harnessing system with the much
more efficient one-horse, horse-collar-based system and retained
the vehicle mostly for upper-class transportation.

The most striking change in the horse and chariot pattern,
however, occurred in its homeland, central Asia. Horseback rid-
ing, though known from the earliest period of domestication, had
been comparatively insignificant during the era of the war chariot.
During the latter half of the first millennium B.C.E., however, it
emerged as the dominant mode of utilization. The Indo-European
Scythians, or Sakae, continued to bury wheeled vehicles ceremo-
nially, but they rode horses in battle. The stirrup is first attested
in northern Afghanistan in the first century or so C.E. in territory
inhabited by an Indo-European people who had migrated there
from Gansu Province in northwestern China because of political
conflicts with other central Asian peoples, notably the Xiongnu.

In the immediately following centuries, evidence of a vehicle
cult in central Asia dies out, the efficient but symbolically insignif-
icant Chinese-style horse harness is adopted for ordinary carts,
and horse pastoralism becomes synonymous with the military use
of mounted archers. At the same time, there is a massive and
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progressive change in the identity of the populations of central
Asia. The peoples who spoke Indo-European languages generally
disappear or become relegated to urban nodes within a general
population of Turko-Mongolian-speaking pastoralists. Attila’s
Turko-Mongol Huns are the exception in the fifth century C.E.,
but their related descendants have become the rule by the thir-
teenth century when Genghis Khan appears on the scene.

It can be seen in the foregoing example that population
changes, which often appear in history as the inscrutable replace-
ment of one unfamiliar name by another, can occasionally be
correlated with large-scale changes in economic structure, social
organization, and symbol systems.

ORGANIZATION OF TRADE

Movements of people, however, do not produce the same kinds of
cultural exchange produced by trade. For example, migrating peo-
ple are often not agriculturalists. They may not travel with seeds
in their pockets. This is not an absolute rule because the prehis-
toric spread of bananas, coconuts, and certain plants producing
edible tubers and rhizomes from Southeast Asia to Africa in the
west and throughout the Pacific islands in the east almost cer-
tainly came through human migration. This is attested in Africa
by the survival to the present day of an Indonesian language as
the common tongue of the people of Madagascar off the southeast
coast. Clearly, however, the pastoralists of central Asia did not
bring Chinese lemon trees and silkworms with them during their
migrations. Yet this does not mean that their movements were not
connected with the burgeoning of Asian trade in the pre-Mongol
era. Again we will use a particular example to illustrate the inter-
connectedness of the factors favoring cultural exchange.

The Silk Road ran from Mesopotamia, across the Zagros Moun-
tains of western Iran, over or around the eastern end of the
Iranian Elburz Mountains, across the deserts that separate the
Murghab, Amu Darya (Oxus), and Syr Darya {(Jaxartes) rivers in
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, over the Pamir Mountains to the
inland drainage basin of the Tarim River, past Lop Nor and other
saline lakes below sea level at the eastern end of the Tarim basin
(Xinjiang), and finally through the corridor between mountain
ranges known as Gansu Province onto the North China plain.
Traversing this immense distance at the twenty-mile-per-day rate
of a typical caravan was a matter of months, and the perils of
river, desert, and mountain crossings were compounded by the
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continual danger of pillage, whether by nomads, bandits, or some
ruler’s soldiery.

How and when did this extraordinary route come into being?
The latter question is more or less answerable. Evidence clearly
points to the Parthian and Han empires as the western and
eastern termini and to the first couple of centuries B.C.E. as the
time. But the interchange seems not to have been extensive at
that time. Perhaps some intrepid explorer-traders took untold
risks to initiate the contacts, or perhaps they arose more easily
from the connections between central Asian Indo-European tribes
linking the Parthians themselves, who originated as pastoralists
in northeastern Iran, across the entire route to the Indo-European
Yue Zhi of Gansu.

More important than the source of the initial contact was the
growth of the route. During the outward-looking rule of China’s
Tang dynasty (seventh-ninth century C.E.), sophisticated people
in northeastern Iran developed such a taste for expensive, im-
ported Chinese pottery that they began to imitate it in great quan-
tity for sale to people who could not afford the real thing. And in
northern China there was a vogue for beautiful pottery figurines
of camels laden with caravan goods or ridden by obviously non-
Chinese merchants, musicians, or entertainers. Non-Chinese
camel figurines found in Mesopotamia carry loads that duplicate
the distinctive appearance of the loads on the Chinese figurines.
So it is clear that by the time of the rise of Islam in the seventh
century, contact across the Silk Road not only was extensive, but
had affected the material and aesthetic cultures on both ends.

We get only glimpses of what happened in between to facilitate
the transformation of a route of occasional contact into a major
artery of international trade capable of surviving until fatally chal-
lenged by European-dominated maritime trade in the seventeenth
century. Firsthand accounts of central Asia caravan trading in the
twentieth century by Owen Lattimore and others testify to the
complexity of organization required to assemble and move hun-
dreds or thousands of animals, scores of drivers, tons of merchan-
dise specially packed to conform to the weight and balance
characteristics of pack camels, and the supplies needed to keep
beast and human alive during months of travel in the bitter cold
of a central Asian winter.

Camels afford us one glimpse of how this system came into
being. The two-humped or Bactrian camel was native to central
Asia and Iran and was used as a domestic animal from at least
the third millennium B.C.E. onward. The one-humped camel was
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native to Saudi Arabia. Physically the two species share resistance
to thirst and to hunger, which probably explains the survival of
both of these comparatively defenseless species in regions too arid
or barren to support many predators. They differ, however, in
their resistance to heat. The two-humped camel has a long,
shaggy coat during the winter and molts in the spring; one-
humped breeds have much less hair in their torrid native climate
of Arabia.

It is reasonable to assume that two-humped pack camels were
used from the beginning by travelers along the Silk Road. Once
they got to Mesopotamia, however, they must have suffered terri-
bly from summer heat. Yet summer was the most likely time of
arrival because the several-month journey from northern China
usually began in the fall, when the camels were in best condition
after a summer of grazing.

Of course, it must have been evident to traders that Mesopota-
mia had its own camel, the one-humped animal herded in great
numbers by Arabs along the Euphrates desert frontier. But the
one-humped camel obviously could not take the cold of a central
Asian winter. Not surprisingly, some people experimented with
interbreeding one- and two-humped camels. The earliest evidence
of this comes from the first century B.C.E. after the Silk Road had
been opened up.

The offspring of such mixed parentage exhibit what is known as
hybrid vigor; that is, they share characteristics of both parents
but are stronger than either. The hybrid was called a bukht and
was the ideal animal for the Silk Road and other cold-weather
caravan areas such as Iran, Anatolia, and Afghanistan. The prob-
lem was that the bukht, though fertile, produced offspring that
were either runts, if the mate was another bukht, or ordinary one-
or two-humped camels depending upon the species of the other
parent. In short, the ideal caravan camel had to be steadily manu-
factured like a car or a truck. There could never be any herds of
bukhts producing more of their kind, and caravaneers could not
simply buy bukht replacement animals from the nearest nomadic
tribe since there was no particular reason for the tribe to have any
for its own purposes.

The Silk Road, and lesser caravan routes in the same period,
thus gave rise to an animal husbandry industry. The ideal pattern
was to have a herd of female animals of one species and a single
carefully selected male of the other. In a region with abundant
two-humped camels, the male would be one-humped, and vice
versa in one-humped territories.
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Most of the evidence for the extensive breeding of bukhts comes
from the Islamic period, which makes it plausible that the Arab
conquests of the seventh century accelerated the process of live-
stock change. Moreover, Tang dynasty figurines rarely show the
bukht, which may indicate that the industry was devoted mostly
to providing animals for the part of the Silk Road west of the
Pamir Mountains.

These qualifications do not lessen the illustrative value of the
history of the bukht. Discovering an overland route to China,
however it occurred, was doubtless an important feat; but the
conversion of that contact into a major trade artery took a good
deal of ingenuity, investment, and organizational skill. The same
would be true of the equally complex system of coastal trading by
sailing dhow that saw Arab, Iranian, Indian, and Indonesian trad-
ers dealing in a wide array of products from East African man-
grove poles and ivory, to Persian Gulf pearls, to Indian cloth, to
East Indian spices. The exotic products may dominate the story,
but letters written in Judeo-Arabic by Jewish traders from Cairo
about transactions in Malaysia or Indonesia, or Hindu inscrip-
tions left by Indian traders in caves near Lar on the road into the
interior from the Persian Gulf coast in southeastern Iran, provide
hints as to the complexity of the human network undergirding
any major trade artery.

Indian Ocean dhow trading, like the trans-Asian overland
trade, was an industry based upon an elaborate infrastructure
developed over a long period of time. It proved durable and flexible
for centuries and provided an unparalleled conduit for cultural
exchange. European maritime trading eventually ruined both
trading systems, though this seems not to have happened until
the Dutch and the British discovered the cornmercial device of the
joint stock company in the seventeenth century. Even then, the
Indian Ocean system may have provided a rudimentary model for
European ideas about controlling trade on an international basis,
just as the Silk Road may have provided a template for the Eura-
sian empire established by Genghis Khan and his descendants in
the thirteenth century.

The question remains, however, why so much investment was
made in something as superficially implausible as the prospect of
an overland connection between China and Mesopotamia, or in
something as risky as sailing a small boatload of valuable spices
all the way from Sumatra to the Red Sea. For part of the answer
we will turn to the role of urbanism as a factor in facﬂltatmg the
growth of trade and cultural exchange.
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URBANISM

Trade depends upon markets. A dispersed rural population of
farmers or pastoralists provides a poor market for goods imported
from long distances. Before the days of the mail-order catalogue,
distribution networks were generally poor, and monetization was
frequently absent. Royal or aristocratic courts, on the other hand,
could provide a market for high-priced goods; but it was a market
of limited size that might easily be saturated. Important trade
networks cannot thrive on royal patronage alone.

Cities were the most important concomitant of long-distance
trade in the period under consideration. When cities were large
and flourishing, they not only provided facilities for marketing
imported goods, but they served as manufacturing centers for
exportable goods. And the economic vitality stemming in part
from this active trade generated the wealth that made urban pop-
ulations the most important consumers of imported goods.

With regard to China, large cities appear early in history and
are a fairly constant phenomenon. In India the opposite seems to
be the case, although the archaeological record may be weak in
this respect because of perishable materials being used for con-
struction. Further west, Mesopotamia and the Levant are consis-
tently famous for their city-centered polities from the third
millennium B.C.E. onward, but the Iranian and Afghan plateaus
and highlands and the central Asian steppes and river valleys
developed cities rather later and on a smaller scale.

During the period under examination, Asian urbanism signifi-
cantly increased in China with the consolidation of Tang dynasty
rule in the seventh century, immediately followed, in the tenth
century, by the Song Dynasty, which presided over a remarkable
period of economic and demographic growth. In western Asia, the
collapse of Roman authority in the west moved the center of
gravity of the late Hellenistic world to the Middle East. Antioch, in
Syria, and Constantinople became large and prosperous. They
and a number of secondary cities constituted major markets for
imported goods. The replacement in the third century of the
Parthians by the Sassanians had a similar effect in Mesopotamia
and southwestern Iran. Despite the rivalry between the Byzantine
and Persian empires, their collective wealth and urbanism greatly
stimulated trade and contact with lands further to the east.

A second phase of urbanism was even more important and
far-reaching. This occurred under the aegis of Islam between the
eighth and eleventh centuries. The Iranian plateau, where under
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the Sassanids cities had seldom amounted to more than fortress-
centered communities of a few thousand, witnessed the growth of
several cities with populations in the 100,000 range: Nishapur,
Rayy, Isfahan, and possibly others. Similar urban growth took
place in central Asia, with Marv, Bukhara, Samarkand, and Balkh
becoming significantly larger than they had been.

In the absence of evidence indicating a general demographic
surge parallel to that of Song China, the source of this Islamic
urbanism is somewhat mysterious. A strong argument can be
made, however, for rural-urban migration being a concomitant of
increasing conversion to Islam. The Arabs, who conquered an
enormous empire stretching from Spain to the Indus Valley by the
year 711, chose to concentrate their limited manpower by govern-
ing from garrison centers. Taxes and war booty came into these
centers in great quantity, and Islamic religious activities were
almost exclusively carried out there. Early converts to Islam, who
faced ostracism if they were living in predominantly Christian,
Zoroastrian, or Jewish communities, often migrated to these Arab
military and administrative centers. These centers quickly took on
urban characteristics or, if situated in preexisting cities, saw their
populations multiply.

Associated with the conversion factor that impelled new
Muslims toward the growing Muslim cities was the attractive
power of the economic and cultural florescence these cities mani-
fested. Largely unconfined by inherited urban traditions and
tastes, Muslim city dwellers developed many new forms and styles
of manufactures. Money was abundant, and a distinctively new
urban consumer market stimulated extensive increases in trade
both within the Islamic caliphate and with other Asian lands.
Chinese, Indian, and Southeast Asian products, though often
known in western Asia in pre-Islamic times, became increasingly
sought after, both through maritime connections that saw the
growth of a large Arab trading community in China and across
the Silk Road.

One might note, following the discussion earlier of the inter-
connectedness of the various elements facilitating trade and cultural
contact, that the Indo-European-speaking peoples of central Asia
who had gradually been supplanted, as pastoralists, by Turko-
Mongol peoples during the first half-millennium C.E. became con-
centrated in cities. There they became especially active in the
fostering of trade and organization of caravans. Down to the present
day, Persian, an Indo-European language, is readily understood in
the marketplace of Bukhara, a major city in Turkic Uzbekistan.
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While it is difficult to quantify the impact of Islamic and Song
urbanism on trade, there is no questioning the obvious relation-
ship between cultural contact and the growth of cities as consum-
ing and producing centers and as nodes for the organization of
trade during the period under consideration. The fact that Islam
plays a significant role in this development leads to our fourth
and final topic in contact facilitation, namely, religious expansion.

R.UILIGIOUS EXPANSION

It is surely no coincidence that four different religions went
through periods of remarkable geographic expansion during the
period in question. It is hard to imagine this expansion taking
place without well-developed routes of communications and reli-
able support for travelers. On the other hand, traveling missionaries,
pilgrims, converts, and pious laymen unquestionably accentuated
the cultural importance of these routes by their transmission of
religiously based ideas from one religion to another. It would be
difficult to cite a parallel period in world history when so many
different and even conflicting religious ideas were vying for promi-
nence over such an enormous geographical area.

Buddhism is older than Christianity, Manichaeism, and Islam,
but it remained largely confined to the Indian subcontinent for
several centuries after the Buddha’s death around 500 B.C.E. The
first notable missionaries in China worked in the second century
C.E. and arrived there over the Silk Road. One important early
translator of sacred texts was himself a Parthian. The new religion
reached Burma and other parts of Southeast Asia in the fifth and
sixth centuries C.E., and Tibet in the seventh century.

The best-known route of Buddhist expansion is the one across
central Asia. Chinese pilgrims returned to northern India by this
route to search out sacred texts and visit the original centers of
the faith. Accounts written by Fa Xian, wh