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IV AN AGE OF CROSS-
CULTURAL INTERACTION,
1000 TO 1500 C.E.

time trade built on the political stability, eco-

nomic expansion, and demographic growth of

the postclassical era. By the fourteenth century,

mariners called at ports throughout the Indian

Ocean basin from southeast Asia to India, Cey-

lon, Arabia, and east Africa, while sea-lanes

through the South China Sea offered access to

ports in the islands of southeast Asia, China,

Japan, and Korea. Commercial goods traveled

over the Indian Ocean in larger quantities than

ever before. From the eleventh century forward,

cargoes increasingly consisted of bulky com-

modities such as timber, coral, steel, building

materials, grains, dates, and other foodstuffs.

This trade in bulk goods indicated a movement

toward economic integration as societies of the

Indian Ocean basin concentrated increasingly

on cultivating crops or producing goods for ex-

port while importing foods or goods that they

could not produce very well themselves.

Demographic growth, increased agricultural

production, and economic expansion helped

to underwrite rapid political development in

sub-Saharan Africa and western Europe. Pow-

erful regional states and centralized empires

emerged in west Africa and central Africa, and

a series of wealthy city-states dominated the east African

coast. In western Europe the decentralized states of the

early middle ages evolved into more tightly centralized

regional states. Rulers in several of these states were able

to organize networks of military retainers and political

supporters who strengthened the claims of central au-

T he half millennium from 1000 to 

1500 C.E. differed markedly from ear-

lier eras. During classical and postclassical

times, large, regional societies situated in

China, India, southwest Asia, and the Medi-

terranean basin dominated the eastern

hemisphere. Peoples of these lands built

extensive networks of trade and commu-

nication that spanned the eastern hemi-

sphere and influenced the development of

all its societies. From 1000 to 1500 C.E.,

however, nomadic Turkish and Mongol

peoples overran settled societies and es-

tablished vast transregional empires from

China to eastern Europe.

Nomadic peoples toppled several postclassi-

cal states, most notably the Song empire in

China and the Abbasid realm in southwest

Asia. By building empires that transcended

the boundaries of postclassical states, how-

ever, nomadic Turks and Mongols laid a po-

litical foundation for sharply increased trade

and communication between peoples of dif-

ferent societies and cultural regions. Indeed,

their empires prompted the peoples of the

eastern hemisphere to forge closer links than ever before

in history. By the mid-fourteenth century, merchants,

diplomats, and missionaries traveled frequently between

lands as far removed as Italy and China.

Increased trade in the Indian Ocean basin also pro-

moted more intense cross-cultural communications. Mari-
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thorities against local challengers. Increasing

volumes of trade favored this movement to-

ward centralization in sub-Saharan Africa and

western Europe, since taxes levied on trade

helped to finance the professional bureau-

crats and armed forces that centralized states

required.

Although they did not participate in the de-

mographic and economic expansion of the

eastern hemisphere, the indigenous peoples

of the Americas and Oceania also built larger

and more centralized societies from 1000 to

1500 C.E. Centralized empires appeared in

Mesoamerica and Andean South America,

while agricultural societies emerged in several

regions of North America. Even in the absence

of large domesticated animals, trade networks

linked peoples as far distant as Mexico and

the Great Lakes region. Pacific island societies also moved

toward tighter political organization. Because they lived

on small land bases distributed irregularly throughout a

vast ocean, Pacific islanders had no realistic possibility of

building large imperial states. Within their own agricul-

tural and fishing societies, however, they established tightly

centralized kingdoms that organized public affairs and

sponsored distinctive cultural traditions.

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries C.E., much

of the eastern hemisphere experienced difficulties not

only because of warfare arising from the conquests of no-

madic peoples but also because of epidemic bubonic

plague and global climatic changes that brought cooler

temperatures. In building their transregional empires, no-

madic peoples sometimes devastated the lands that they

conquered, throwing societies and economies into tur-

moil. While facilitating trade and travel, no-

madic empires also made it possible for dis-

eases to spread rapidly over long distances,

and during the fourteenth century, epidemic

bubonic plague became a hemispheric phe-

nomenon. Meanwhile, cooler weather resulted

in lower agricultural yields in many lands, and

in some far northern lands, it made agriculture

impractical. Together with military destruction

and pandemic plague, reduced agricultural

production led to political, social, and eco-

nomic problems throughout much of the east-

ern hemisphere.

Nevertheless, by the mid-fifteenth century,

peoples from China to western Europe were

recovering from those difficulties and rebuild-

ing prosperous societies. In their own quest for

prosperity, western European peoples unwit-

tingly laid the foundations of a new era in world history.

While searching for sea routes to Asian markets, European

mariners happened on the continents of North and South

America. They soon ventured into the Pacific Ocean,

where they found their way to Australia and the Pacific 

islands. Their voyages brought the world’s various peoples

for the first time into permanent and sustained communi-

cation with one another, and their interactions triggered 

a series of consequences that profoundly influenced mod-

ern world history. The European voyages that gave rise to

this interdependent and interconnected world took place

precisely because of the movement toward increasing in-

teraction in the eastern hemisphere during the centuries

following 1000 C.E. The period from 1000 to 1500 C.E. set

the stage for the modern era of world history. ■
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18 Nomadic Empires and
Eurasian Integration
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Guillaume Boucher was a goldsmith who lived during the early and middle decades of the

thirteenth century. At some point, perhaps during the 1230s, he left his native Paris and went

to Budapest, which was then a part of the kingdom of Hungary. There he was captured by

Mongol warriors campaigning in Hungary. The Mongols noticed and appreciated Boucher’s

talents, and when they left Hungary in 1242, they took him along with other skilled captives

to their central Asian homeland.

For at least the next fifteen years, Boucher lived at the Mongol capital at Karakorum.

Though technically a slave, he enjoyed some prestige. He supervised fifty assistants in a work-

shop that produced decorative objects of gold and silver for the Mongol court. His most in-

genious creation was a spectacular silver fountain in the form of a tree. Four pipes, concealed

by the tree’s trunk, carried wines and other intoxicating drinks to the top of the tree and then

dispensed them into silver bowls from which courtiers and guests filled their cups. Apart from

his famous fountain, Boucher also produced statues in gold and silver, built carriages, de-

signed buildings, and even sewed ritual garments for Roman Catholic priests who conducted

services for Christians living at Karakorum while seeking converts in the Mongol empire.

Boucher was by no means the only European living at the Mongol court. His wife was a

woman of French ancestry whom Boucher had met and married in Hungary. The Flemish

missionary William of Rubruck visited Karakorum in 1254, and during his sojourn there he

encountered a Frenchwoman named Paquette who was an attendant to a Mongol princess,

an artisan from Russia (Paquette’s husband), an unnamed nephew of a French bishop, a

Greek soldier, and an Englishman named Basil. Other European visitors to the Mongol court

found Germans, Slavs, and Hungarians as well as Chinese, Koreans, Turks, Persians, and Ar-

menians, among others. Many thirteenth-century roads led to Karakorum.

Nomadic peoples had made their influence felt throughout much of Eurasia as early as

classical times. The Xiongnu confederation dominated central Asia and posed a formidable

threat to the Han dynasty in China from the third to the first century B.C.E. During the second

and third centuries C.E., the Huns and other nomadic peoples from central Asia launched the

migrations that helped bring down the western Roman empire, and later migrations of the

White Huns destroyed the Gupta state in India. Turkish peoples ruled a large central Asian

empire from the sixth through the ninth century, and the Uighur Turks even seized the capi-

tal cities of the Tang dynasty in the mid-seventh century.

Between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, nomadic peoples became more prominent

than ever before in Eurasian affairs. Turkish peoples migrated to Persia, Anatolia, and India,

where they overcame existing authorities and established new states. During the thirteenth

O P P O S I T E : Chabi, a Nestorian Christian and the favorite wife of Khubilai Khan, wearing the
distinctive headgear reserved for Mongol women of the ruling class. 461
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and fourteenth centuries, the Mongols established themselves as the most powerful people of

the central Asian steppes and then turned on settled societies in China, Persia, Russia, and east-

ern Europe. By the early fourteenth century, the Mongols had built the largest empire the world

has ever seen, stretching from Korea and China in the east to Russia and Hungary in the west.

Most of the Mongol states collapsed during the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, but

the decline of the Mongols did not signal the end of nomadic peoples’ influence on Eurasian

affairs. Although a native Chinese dynasty replaced the Mongol state in China, the possibility

of a Mongol revival forced the new dynasty to focus attention and resources on its central

Asian frontier. Moreover, from the fourteenth through the seventeenth century, Turkish peoples

embarked on new campaigns of expansion that eventually brought most of India, much of

central Asia, all of Anatolia, and a good portion of eastern Europe under their domination.

The military campaigns of nomadic peoples were sometimes exceedingly destructive.

Nomadic warriors often demolished cities, slaughtered urban populations, and ravaged sur-

rounding agricultural lands. Yet those same forces also encouraged systematic peaceful inter-

action between peoples of different societies. Between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries,

the imperial campaigns of Turkish and Mongol peoples forged closer links than ever before

between Eurasian lands. By fostering cross-cultural communication and exchange on an un-

precedented scale, the nomadic empires integrated the lives of peoples and the experiences

of societies throughout much of the eastern hemisphere.

Turkish Migrations and Imperial Expansion

Turkish peoples never formed a single, homogeneous group but, rather, organized
themselves into clans and tribes that often fought bitterly with one another. Turkish
clans and identities probably emerged after the Xiongnu confederation broke apart
in the first and second centuries C.E. All Turkish peoples spoke related languages,
and all were nomads or descendants of nomads. From modest beginnings they ex-
panded their influence until they dominated not only the steppes of central Asia but
also settled societies in Persia, Anatolia, and India.

Nomadic Economy and Society
Nomadic societies in central Asia developed by adapting to the ecological conditions
of arid lands. Central Asia does not receive enough rain to support large-scale agri-
culture. Oases permit intense cultivation of limited regions, but for the most part
only grasses and shrubs grow on the central Asian steppe lands, and there are no
large rivers or other sources of water to support large-scale irrigation systems. Hu-
mans cannot digest grasses and shrubs, but grazing animals thrive on them. To take
advantage of the vast open spaces of central Asia, nomads herded grazing animals,
especially sheep and horses, but also cattle, goats, and camels.

Nomadic peoples drove their herds and flocks to lands with abundant grass and
then moved them along as the animals thinned the vegetation. They did not wander
aimlessly through the steppes but, rather, followed migratory cycles that took account
of the seasons and local climatic conditions. They lived mostly off the meat, milk, and
hides of their animals. They used animal bones for tools and animal dung as fuel for
fires. They made shoes and clothes out of wool from their sheep and skins from their
other animals. Wool was also the source of the felt that they used to fashion large tents
called yurts in which they lived. They even prepared an alcoholic drink from animal
products by fermenting mare’s milk into a potent concoction known as kumiss.

Nomadic Peoples 
and Their Animals
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The aridity of the climate and the nomadic lifestyle limited the development of
human societies in central Asia. Only at oases did agriculture make it possible for
dense populations to congregate. Settlements were few and small—and often tempo-
rary as well, since nomads carried their collapsible felt yurts with them as they drove
their herds. Nomads often engaged in small-scale cultivation of millet or vegetables
when they found sources of water, but the harvests were sufficient only to supplement
animal products, not to sustain whole societies. Nomads also produced limited
amounts of pottery, leather goods, iron weapons, and tools. Given their migratory
habits, however, both intensive agriculture and large-scale craft production were prac-
tical impossibilities.

Thus nomads avidly sought opportunities to trade with settled peoples, and as
early as the classical era brisk trade linked nomadic and settled societies. Much of
that commerce took place on a small scale as nomads sought agricultural products
and manufactured goods to satisfy their immediate needs. Often, however, nomads
also participated in long-distance trade networks. Because of their mobility and their
familiarity with large regions of central Asia, nomadic peoples were ideally suited to
organize and lead the caravans that crossed central Asia and linked settled societies
from China to the Mediterranean basin. During the postclassical era and later, Turk-
ish peoples were especially prominent on the caravan routes of central Asia.

Nomadic society generated two social classes: nobles and commoners. Charis-
matic leaders won recognition as nobles and thereby acquired the prestige needed to
organize clans and tribes into alliances. Normally, nobles did little governing, since
clans and tribes looked after their own affairs and resented interference. During times
of war, however, nobles wielded absolute authority over their forces, and they dealt
swiftly and summarily with those who did not obey orders.

A painting from the late fourteenth century by the central Asian artist Mehmed Siyah Qalem suggests the physical
hardships of nomadic life. In this scene from a nomadic camp, two men wash clothes (upper left), while another blows 
on a fire, and a companion tends to a saddle. Bows, arrows, and other weapons are readily available (top right).

Nomadic and 
Settled Peoples

Nomadic Society
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The nobility was a fluid class. Leaders passed noble status along to their heirs, but
the heirs could lose their status if they did not continue to provide appropriate lead-
ership for their clans and tribes. Over the course of a few generations, nobles could
return to the status of commoners who tended their own herds and followed new
leaders. Meanwhile, commoners could win recognition as nobles by outstanding
conduct, particularly by courageous behavior during war. Then, if they were clever
diplomats, they could arrange alliances between clans and tribes and gain enough
support to displace established leaders.

The earliest religion of the Turkish peoples revolved around shamans—religious
specialists who possessed supernatural powers, communicated with the gods and na-
ture spirits, invoked divine aid on behalf of their communities, and informed their
companions of their gods’ will. Yet many Turkish peoples became attracted to the re-
ligious and cultural traditions they encountered when trading with peoples of settled
societies. They did not abandon their inherited beliefs or their shamans, but by the
sixth century C.E. many Turks had converted to Buddhism, Nestorian Christianity,
or Manichaeism. Partly because of their newly adopted religious and cultural tradi-
tions and partly because of their prominence in Eurasian trade networks, Turkish
peoples also developed a written script.

Over the longer term, most Turks converted to Islam. The earliest converts were
Turkish nomads captured in border raids by forces of the Abbasid caliphate in the early
ninth century and integrated into the caliphate’s armies as slave soldiers. The first large-
scale conversion came in the late tenth century, when a Turkish ruling clan known as
the Saljuqs turned to Islam and migrated to Iran in hopes of improving their fortunes
through alliance with Abbasid authorities and service to the caliphate. Between the
tenth and the fourteenth centuries, most Turkish clans on the steppes of central Asia
also adopted Islam, and they carried the new faith with them when they expanded their
political and military influence to new regions.

That expansion took place when nomadic leaders organized vast confederations
of peoples all subject, at least nominally, to a khan (“ruler”). In fact, khans rarely
ruled directly but, rather, ruled through the leaders of allied tribes. Yet when organ-
ized on a large scale, nomadic peoples wielded enormous military power, mostly be-
cause of their outstanding cavalry forces. Nomadic warriors learned to ride horses as
children, and they had superior equestrian skills. Their arrows flew with deadly accu-
racy even when launched from the backs of galloping horses. Moreover, units of war-
riors coordinated their movements to outmaneuver and overwhelm their opponents.

Few armies were able to resist the mobility and discipline of well-organized no-
madic warriors. When they found themselves at a disadvantage, they often were able
to beat a hasty retreat and escape from their less speedy adversaries. With that mili-
tary background, several groups of Turkish nomads began in the tenth century C.E.
to seize the wealth of settled societies and build imperial states in the regions sur-
rounding central Asia.

Turkish Empires in Persia, Anatolia, and India
Turkish peoples entered Persia, Anatolia, and India at different times and for different
purposes. They approached Abbasid Persia much as Germanic peoples had earlier ap-
proached the Roman empire. From about the mid-eighth to the mid-tenth century,
Turkish peoples lived mostly on the borders of the Abbasid realm, which offered abun-
dant opportunities for trade. By the mid- to late tenth century, large numbers of Saljuq
Turks served in Abbasid armies and lived in the Abbasid realm itself. By the mid-
eleventh century the Saljuqs overshadowed the Abbasid caliphs. Indeed, in 1055 the

Nomadic Religion

Turkish Conversion 
to Islam

Military Organization

Saljuq Turks and 
the Abbasid Empire
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caliph recognized the Saljuq leader Tughril Beg as sultan (“chieftain” or “ruler”).
Tughril first consolidated his hold on the Abbasid capital at Baghdad, then he and his
successors extended Turkish rule to Syria, Palestine, and other parts of the realm. For
the last two centuries of the Abbasid state, the caliphs served as figureheads of author-
ity, whereas actual governance lay in the hands of the Turkish sultans.

While some Turkish peoples established themselves in Abbasid Persia, others
turned their attention to the rich land of Anatolia, breadbasket of the Byzantine em-
pire. Led by the Saljuqs, Turkish peoples began migrating into Anatolia in large num-
bers in the early eleventh century. In 1071 Saljuq forces inflicted a devastating defeat
on the Byzantine army at Manzikert in eastern Anatolia and even took the Byzantine
emperor captive. Following that victory Saljuqs and other Turkish groups entered
Anatolia almost at will. The peasants of Anatolia, who mostly resented their Byzantine
overlords, often looked upon the Saljuqs as liberators rather than conquerors.

The migrants thoroughly transformed Anatolia. Turkish groups displaced Byzan-
tine authorities and set up their own political and social institutions. They levied taxes
on the Byzantine church, restricted its activities, and sometimes confiscated church
property. Meanwhile, they welcomed converts to Islam and made political, social, and
economic opportunities available to them. By 1453, when Ottoman Turks captured
the Byzantine capital at Constantinople, Byzantine and Christian Anatolia had be-
come largely a Turkish and Islamic land.

While the Saljuqs spearheaded Turkish migrations in Abbasid Persia and Byzan-
tine Anatolia, Mahmud of Ghazni led the Turkish Ghaznavids of Afghanistan in raids

A wall painting from a cave at Dunhuang, a major oasis on the silk roads, depicts a band of
sword-wielding thieves (left) holding up a party of Turkish merchants (right). According to
convention, the artist represented the Turks with pale skin, long noses, and deep-set eyes.

Saljuq Turks and 
the Byzantine Empire

Ghaznavid Turks and
the Sultanate of Delhi
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on lucrative sites in northern India. When the Ghaznavids began their campaigns in
the early eleventh century, their principal goal was plunder. Gradually, though, they
became more interested in permanent rule. They asserted their authority first over
the Punjab and then over Gujarat and Bengal. By the thirteenth century, the Turkish
sultanate of Delhi claimed authority over all of northern India. Several of the Delhi
sultans conceived plans to conquer southern India and extend Muslim rule there,
but none was able to realize those ambitions. The sultans faced constant challenges
from Hindu princes in neighboring lands, and they periodically had to defend their
northern frontiers from new Turkish or Mongol invaders. They maintained an enor-
mous army with a large elephant corps, but those forces enabled them to hold on to
their territories rather than to expand their empire.

Turkish rule had great social and cultural implications in India, as it did in Anato-
lia. Mahmud of Ghazni was a zealous foe of Buddhism and Hinduism alike, and he
launched frequent raids on shrines, temples, and monasteries. His forces stripped
Buddhist and Hindu establishments of their wealth, destroyed their buildings, and
often slaughtered their residents and attendants as well. As Turkish invaders repressed
Buddhism and Hinduism, they encouraged conversion to Islam and enabled their
faith to establish a secure presence in northern India.

Though undertaken by different groups, for different reasons, and by different
means, the Turkish conquests of Persia, Anatolia, and India represented part of a
larger expansive movement by nomadic peoples. In all three cases the formidable mili-
tary prowess of Turkish peoples enabled them to move beyond the steppe lands of
central Asia and dominate settled societies. By the thirteenth century, the influence of
nomadic peoples was greater than ever before in Eurasian history. Yet the Turkish
conquests represented only a prelude to an astonishing round of empire building
launched by the Mongols during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

A carved statuette
depicts a Turkish
sultan of the
thirteenth century,
perhaps Tughril II or
Tughril III, while at
prayer.
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Map 18.1 Turkish empires and their neighbors, ca. 1210 C.E. After about 1000 C.E., nomadic Turkish peoples conquered and ruled settled
agricultural societies in several regions of Eurasia and north Africa. How were Turkish peoples able to venture so far from their central Asian homeland?
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The Mongol Empires

For most of history the nomadic Mongols lived on the high steppe lands of eastern
central Asia. Like other nomadic peoples, they displayed deep loyalty to kin groups or-
ganized into families, clans, and tribes. They frequently allied with Turkish peoples
who built empires on the steppes, but they rarely played a leading role in the organiza-
tion of states before the thirteenth century. Strong loyalties to kinship groups made it
difficult for the Mongols to organize a stable society on a large scale. During the early
thirteenth century, however, Chinggis Khan (sometimes spelled “Genghis Khan”)
forged the various Mongol tribes into a powerful alliance that built the largest empire
the world has ever seen. Although the vast Mongol realm soon dissolved into a series
of smaller empires—most of which disappeared within a century—the Mongols’ impe-
rial venture brought the societies of Eurasia into closer contact than ever before.

Chinggis Khan and the Making of the Mongol Empire
The unifier of the Mongols was Temüjin, born about 1167 into a noble family. His fa-
ther was a prominent warrior who forged an alliance between several Mongol clans
and seemed likely to become a powerful leader. When Temüjin was about ten years
old, however, rivals poisoned his father and destroyed the alliance. Abandoned by his
father’s allies, Temüjin led a precarious existence for some years. He lived in poverty,
since rivals seized the family’s animals, and several times he eluded enemies seeking to
eliminate him as a potential threat to their own ambitions. A rival once captured him
and imprisoned him in a wooden cage, but Temüjin made a daring midnight escape
and regained his freedom.

During the late twelfth
century, Temüjin made an
alliance with a prominent
Mongol clan leader. He also
mastered the art of steppe
diplomacy, which called for
displays of personal courage
in battle, combined with in-
tense loyalty to allies—as well
as a willingness to betray al-
lies or superiors to improve
one’s position—and the abil-
ity to entice previously unaf-
filiated tribes into coopera-
tive relationships. Temüjin
gradually strengthened his
position, sometimes by forg-
ing useful alliances, often 
by conquering rival con-
tenders for power, and occa-
sionally by turning suddenly
against a troublesome ally.
He eventually brought all
the Mongol tribes into a 
single confederation, and in
1206 an assembly of Mongol

This painting by a Chinese artist depicts Chinggis Khan at
about age sixty. Though most of his conquests were
behind him, Chinggis Khan’s focus and determination are
readily apparent in this portrait.

Chinggis Khan’s 
Rise to Power
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leaders recognized Temüjin’s supremacy by proclaiming him Chinggis Khan (“univer-
sal ruler”).

Chinggis Khan’s policies greatly strengthened the Mongol people. Earlier nomadic
state builders had ruled largely through the leaders of allied tribes. Because of his per-
sonal experiences, however, Chinggis Khan mistrusted the Mongols’ tribal organiza-
tion. He broke up the tribes and forced men of fighting age to join new military units
with no tribal affiliations. He chose high military and political officials not on the basis
of kinship or tribal status but, rather, because of their talents or their loyalty to him. Al-
though he spent most of his life on horseback, Chinggis Khan also established a capital
at Karakorum—present-day Har Horin, located about 300 kilometers (186 miles) west
of the modern Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar—where he built a luxurious palace.
As command center of Chinggis Khan’s empire, Karakorum symbolized a source of
Mongol authority superior to the clan or tribe. Chinggis Khan’s policies created a
Mongol state that was not only much stronger than any earlier nomadic confederation
but also less troubled by conflicts between clans and tribes.

The most important institution of the Mongol state was the army, which magni-
fied the power of the small population. In the thirteenth century the Mongol popula-
tion stood at about one million people—less than 1 percent of China’s numbers.
During Chinggis Khan’s life, his army numbered only 100,000 to 125,000 Mongols,
although allied peoples also contributed forces. How was it possible for so few people
to conquer the better part of Eurasia?

Like earlier nomadic armies, Mongol forces relied on outstanding equestrian skills.
Mongols grew up riding horses, and they honed their skills by hunting and playing
competitive games on horseback. Their bows, short enough for archers to use while
riding, were also stiff, firing arrows that could fell enemies at 200 meters (656 feet).
Mongol horsemen were among the most mobile forces of the premodern world, some-
times traveling more than 100 kilometers (62 miles) per day to surprise an enemy. Fur-
thermore, the Mongols understood the psychological dimensions of warfare and used
them to their advantage. If enemies surrendered without resistance, the Mongols usu-
ally spared their lives, and they provided generous treatment for artisans, crafts work-
ers, and those with military skills. In the event of resistance, however, the Mongols
ruthlessly slaughtered whole populations, sparing only a few, whom they sometimes
drove before their armies as human shields during future conflicts.

Mongol Political
Organization

A Persian manuscript illustration depicts Chinggis Khan and his
cavalry in hot pursuit of retreating forces.

Mongol Arms
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Once he had united the Mongols, Chinggis Khan turned his army and his attention
to other parts of central Asia and particularly to nearby settled societies. He attacked the
various Turkish peoples ruling in Tibet, northern China, Persia, and the central Asian
steppes. His conquests in central Asia were important because they protected him
against the possibility that other nomadic leaders might challenge his rule. But the Mon-
gol campaigns in China and Persia had especially far-reaching consequences.

Chinggis Khan himself extended Mongol rule to northern China, dominated since
1127 C.E. by the nomadic Jurchen people, while the Song dynasty continued to rule

Sources from the Past

Marco Polo on Mongol Military Tactics

The Venetian Marco Polo traveled extensively through central Asia and China in the late thirteenth century, when
Mongol empires dominated Asia. His book of travel writings is an especially valuable source of information about the
Mongol age. Among other things, he described the Mongol way of making war.

Their arms are bows and arrows, sword and mace; but
above all the bow, for they are capital archers, indeed the
best that are known. . . .

When a Mongol prince goes forth to war, he takes
with him, say, 100,000 men. Well, he appoints an offi-
cer to every ten men, one to every hundred, one to
every thousand, and one to every ten thousand, so that
his own orders have to be given to ten persons only, and
each of these ten persons has to pass the orders only to
another ten, and so on, no one having to give orders to
more than ten. And every one in turn is responsible only
to the officer immediately over him; and the discipline
and order that comes of this method is marvellous, for
they are a people very obedient to their chiefs. . . .

When they are going on a distant expedition they
take no gear with them except two leather bottles for
milk, a little earthenware pot to cook their meat in, and
a little tent to shelter them from rain. And in case of
great urgency they will ride ten days on end without
lighting a fire or taking a meal. On such an occasion they
will sustain themselves on the blood of their horses,
opening a vein and letting the blood jet into their
mouths, drinking till they have had enough, and then
staunching it. . . .

When they come to an engagement with the enemy,
they will gain the victory in this fashion. They never let
themselves get into a regular medley, but keep perpetu-

ally riding round and shooting into the enemy. And as
they do not count it any shame to run away in battle,
they will sometimes pretend to do so, and in running
away they turn in the saddle and shoot hard and strong
at the foe, and in this way make great havoc. Their
horses are trained so perfectly that they will double
hither and thither, just like a dog, in a way that is quite
astonishing. Thus they fight to as good purpose in run-
ning away as if they stood and faced the enemy because
of the vast volleys of arrows that they shoot in this way,
turning round upon their pursuers, who are fancying
that they have won the battle. But when the Mongols
see that they have killed and wounded a good many
horses and men, they wheel round bodily and return to
the charge in perfect order and with loud cries, and in a
very short time the enemy are routed. In truth they are
stout and valiant soldiers, and inured to war. And you
perceive that it is just when the enemy sees them run,
and imagines that he has gained the battle, that he has
in reality lost it, for the Mongols wheel round in a mo-
ment when they judge the right time has come. And
after this fashion they have won many a fight.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

In what ways do the military practices described by
Marco Polo reflect the influence of the steppe environ-
ment on the Mongols?

SOURCE: Marco Polo. The Book of Ser Marco Polo, 3rd ed. Trans. and ed. by Henry Yule and Henri Cordier. 
London: John Murray, 1921, pp. 260–63. (Translation slightly modified.)
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in southern China. The conquest of China began in 1211 C.E. when Mongol raiding
parties invaded the Jurchen realm. Raids quickly became more frequent and intense,
and soon they developed into a campaign of conquest. By 1215 the Mongols had
captured the Jurchen capital near modern Beijing, which under the new name of
Khanbaliq (“city of the khan”) served also as the Mongol capital in China. Fighting
between Mongols and Jurchen continued until 1234, but by 1220 the Mongols had
largely established control over northern China.

While part of his army consolidated the Mongol hold on northern China, Ching-
gis Khan led another force to Afghanistan and Persia, ruled at that time by a succes-
sor to the Saljuqs known as the Khwarazm shah. In 1218 Chinggis Khan sought to
open trade and diplomatic relations with the Khwarazm shah. The shah despised the
Mongols, however, and he ordered his officials to murder Chinggis Khan’s envoys
and the merchants accompanying them. The following year Chinggis Khan took his
army west to seek revenge. Mongol forces pursued the Khwarazm shah to an island
in the Caspian Sea, where he died. Meanwhile, they shattered the shah’s army and
seized control of his realm.

To forestall any possibility that the shah’s state might survive and constitute a
challenge to his own empire, Chinggis Khan wreaked destruction on the conquered
land. The Mongols ravaged one city after another, demolishing buildings and mas-
sacring hundreds of thousands of people. Some cities never recovered. The Mongols
also destroyed the delicate qanat irrigation systems that sustained agriculture in the
arid region, resulting in severely reduced agricultural production. For centuries after
the Mongol conquest, Persian chroniclers cursed the invaders and the devastation
they had visited upon the land.

By the time of his death in 1227, Chinggis Khan had laid the foundation of a vast
and mighty empire. He had united the Mongols, established Mongol supremacy in
central Asia, and extended Mongol control to northern China in the east and Persia
in the west. Chinggis Khan was a conqueror, however, not an administrator. He ruled
the Mongols through his control over the army, but he did not establish a central
government for the lands that he conquered. Instead, he assigned Mongol overlords
to supervise local administrators and to extract a generous tribute for the Mongols’
own uses. Chinggis Khan’s heirs continued his conquests, but they also undertook
the task of designing a more permanent administration to guide the fortunes of the
Mongol empire.

The Mongol Empires after Chinggis Khan
Chinggis Khan’s death touched off a struggle for power among his sons and grand-
sons, several of whom had ambitions to succeed the great khan. Eventually, his heirs
divided Chinggis Khan’s vast realm into four regional empires. The great khans ruled
China, the wealthiest of Mongol lands. Descendants of Chaghatai, one of Chinggis
Khan’s sons, ruled the khanate of Chaghatai in central Asia. Persia fell under the au-
thority of rulers known as the ilkhans, and the khans of the Golden Horde domi-
nated Russia. The great khans were nominally superior to the others, but they were
rarely able to enforce their claims to authority. In fact, for as long as the Mongol em-
pires survived, ambition fueled constant tension and occasional conflict among the
four khans.

The consolidation of Mongol rule in China came during the reign of Khubilai
(sometimes spelled Qubilai), one of Chinggis Khan’s grandsons. Khubilai was per-
haps the most talented of the great conqueror’s descendants. He unleashed ruthless
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attacks against his enemies, but he also took an interest in cultural matters and
worked to improve the welfare of his subjects. He actively promoted Buddhism, and
he provided support also for Daoists, Muslims, and Christians in his realm. The fa-
mous Venetian traveler Marco Polo, who lived almost two decades at Khubilai’s
court, praised him for his generosity toward the poor and his efforts to build roads.
Though named great khan in 1260, Khubilai spent four years fighting off contenders.
From 1264 until his death in 1294, Khubilai Khan presided over the Mongol empire
at its height.

Khubilai extended Mongol rule to all of China. From his base at Khanbaliq, he re-
lentlessly attacked the Song dynasty in southern China. The Song capital at Hangzhou
fell to Mongol forces in 1276, and within three years Khubilai had eliminated resis-
tance throughout China. In 1279 he proclaimed himself emperor and established the
Yuan dynasty, which ruled China until its collapse in 1368.

Beyond China, Khubilai had little success as a conqueror. During the 1270s and
1280s, he launched several invasions of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Burma as well as a
naval expedition against Java involving five hundred to one thousand ships and
twenty thousand troops. But Mongol forces did not adapt well to the humid, tropi-
cal jungles of southeast Asia. Pasturelands were inadequate for their horses, and the
fearsome Mongol horsemen were unable to cope with the guerrilla tactics employed
by the defenders. In 1274 and again in 1281, Khubilai also attempted seaborne inva-
sions of Japan, but on both occasions typhoons thwarted his plans. The storm of 1281
was especially vicious: it destroyed about 4,500 Mongol vessels carrying more than
one hundred thousand armed troops—the largest seaborne expedition before World
War II. Japanese defenders attributed their continued independence to the kamikaze
(“divine winds”).
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Map 18.2 The Mongol empires, ca. 1300 C.E. The Mongol empires stretched from Manchuria and China to Russia and eastern Europe. 
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As Khubilai consolidated his hold on east Asia, his cousins and brothers tightened
Mongol control on lands to the west. Mongols of the group known as the Golden
Horde overran Russia between 1237 and 1241 and then mounted exploratory expe-
ditions into Poland, Hungary, and eastern Germany in 1241 and 1242. Mongols of
the Golden Horde prized the steppes north of the Black Sea as prime pastureland for
their horses. They maintained a large army on the steppes, from which they mounted
raids into Russia. They did not occupy Russia, which they regarded as an unattractive
land of forests, but they extracted tribute from the Russian cities and agricultural
provinces. The Golden Horde maintained its hegemony in Russia until the mid-
fifteenth century, when the princes of Moscow rejected its authority while building a
powerful Russian state. By the mid-sixteenth century Russian conquerors had ex-
tended their control to the steppes, but Mongol khans descended from the Golden
Horde continued to rule the Crimea until the late eighteenth century.

While the Golden Horde established its authority in Russia, Khubilai’s brother
Hülegü toppled the Abbasid empire and established the Mongol ilkhanate in Persia.
In 1258 he captured the Abbasid capital of Baghdad after a brief siege. His troops
looted the city, executed the caliph, and massacred more than two hundred thousand
residents by Hülegü’s estimate. From Persia, Hülegü’s army ventured into Syria, but
Muslim forces from Egypt soon expelled them and placed a limit on Mongol expan-
sion to the southwest.

When the Mongols crushed ruling regimes in large settled societies, particularly in
China and Persia, they discovered that they needed to become governors as well as
conquerors. The Mongols had no experience administering complex societies, where
successful governance required talents beyond the equestrian and military skills es-
teemed on the steppes. They had a difficult time adjusting to their role as administra-
tors. Indeed, they never became entirely comfortable in the role, and most of their
conquests fell out of their hands within a century.

The Mongols adopted different tactics in the different lands that they ruled. In
Persia they made important concessions to local interests. Although Mongols and
their allies occupied the highest administrative positions, Persians served as ministers,
provincial governors, and state officials at all lower levels. The Mongols basically al-
lowed the Persians to administer the ilkhanate as long as they delivered tax receipts
and maintained order.ilkhanate (EEL-kahn-ate)

In 1280 a famous Chinese court painter, Liu Guandao, depicted Khubilai Khan (center) with 
a hunting party. The emperor wears Chinese silks under Mongolian furs, and the hunters’
equipment includes Mongolian bows, arrows, and satchels.
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Over time, the Mongols even assimilated to Persian cultural traditions. The early
Mongol rulers of Persia mostly observed their native shamanism, but they tolerated
all religions—including Islam, Nestorian Christianity, Buddhism, and Judaism—and
they ended the privileges given Muslims during the Abbasid caliphate. Gradually,
however, the Mongols themselves gravitated toward Islam. In 1295 Ilkhan Ghazan
publicly converted to Islam, and most of the Mongols in Persia followed his example.
Ghazan’s conversion sparked large-scale massacres of Christians and Jews, and it sig-
naled the return of Islam to a privileged position in Persian society. It also indicated
the absorption of the Mongols into Muslim Persian society.

In China, in contrast, the Mongol overlords stood aloof from their subjects, whom
they scorned as mere cultivators. They outlawed intermarriage between Mongols and
Chinese and forbade the Chinese to learn the Mongol language. Soon after their con-
quest some of the victors went so far as to suggest that the Mongols exterminate the
Chinese people and convert China itself into pastureland for their horses. Cooler heads
eventually prevailed, and the Mongols decided simply to extract as much revenue as
possible from their Chinese subjects. In doing so, however, they did not make as much
use of native administrative talent as did their counterparts in Persia. Instead, they
brought foreign administrators into China and put them in charge. Along with their
nomadic allies, the Mongols’ administrative staff included Arabs, Persians, and perhaps
even Europeans: Marco Polo may have served as an administrator in the city of
Yangzhou during the reign of Khubilai Khan.

The Mongols also resisted assimilation to Chinese cultural traditions. They ended
the privileges enjoyed by the Confucian scholars, and they dismantled the Confucian
educational and examination system, which had produced untold generations of civil
servants for the Chinese bureaucracy. They did not persecute Confucians, but they

Mongol Rule 
in China

The siege of Baghdad: a Persian manuscript illustration depicts Mongol forces camped
outside the city walls while residents huddle within.
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allowed the Confucian tradition to wither in the absence of official support. Mean-
while, to remain on good terms with subjects of different faiths, the Mongols al-
lowed the construction of churches, temples, and shrines, and they even subsidized
some religious establishments. They tolerated all cultural and religious traditions in
China, including Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and Christianity. Of Khubilai
Khan’s four wives, his favorite was Chabi, a Nestorian Christian.

For their part the Mongols mostly continued to follow their native shamanist cults,
although many of the ruling elite became enchanted with the Lamaist school of Bud-
dhism that developed in Tibet. Lamaist Buddhism held several attractions for the
Mongols. It made a prominent place for magic and supernatural powers, and in that
respect it resembled the Mongols’ shamanism. Moreover, Lamaist Buddhist leaders
officially recognized the Mongols as legitimate rulers and went out of their way to
court the Mongols’ favor. They numbered the Mongols in the ranks of universal Bud-
dhist rulers and even recognized the Mongol khans as incarnations of the Buddha.
Thus it is not surprising that the Mongol ruling elites would find Lamaist Buddhism
attractive.

The Mongols and Eurasian Integration
In building their vast empire, the Mongols brought tremendous destruction to lands
throughout much of the Eurasian landmass. Yet they also sponsored interaction
among peoples of different societies and linked Eurasian lands more directly than
ever before. Indeed, Mongol rulers positively encouraged travel and communication
over long distances. Recognizing the value of regular communications for their vast
empire, Chinggis Khan and his successors maintained a courier network that rapidly
relayed news, information, and government orders. The network included relay sta-
tions with fresh horses and riders so that messages could travel almost nonstop
throughout Mongol territories. The Mongols’ encouragement of travel and commu-
nication facilitated trade, diplomatic travel, missionary efforts, and movements of
peoples to new lands.

As a nomadic people dependent on commerce with settled agricultural societies,
the Mongols worked to secure trade routes and ensure the safety of merchants pass-
ing through their territories. The Mongol khans frequently fought among them-
selves, but they maintained reasonably good order within their realms and allowed
merchants to travel unmolested through their empires. As a result, long-distance
travel and trade became much less risky than in earlier times. Merchants increased
their commercial investments, and the volume of long-distance trade across central
Asia dwarfed that of earlier eras. Lands as distant as China and western Europe be-
came directly linked for the first time because of the ability of individuals to travel
across the entire Eurasian landmass.

Like trade, diplomatic communication was essential to the Mongols, and their pro-
tection of roads and travelers benefited ambassadors as well as merchants. Chinggis
Khan destroyed the Khwarazm shah in Persia because the shah unwisely murdered the
Mongol envoys Chinggis Khan dispatched in hopes of opening diplomatic and com-
mercial relations. Throughout the Mongol era the great khans in China, the ilkhans in
Persia, and the other khans maintained close communications by means of diplomatic
embassies. They also had diplomatic dealings with rulers in Korea, Vietnam, India,
western Europe, and other lands as well. Some diplomatic travelers crossed the entire
Eurasian landmass. Several European ambassadors traveled to Mongolia and China to
deliver messages from authorities seeking to ally with the Mongols against Muslim
states in southwest Asia. Diplomats also traveled west: Rabban Sauma, a Nestorian
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Christian monk born in Khanbaliq, visited Italy and France as a representative of the
Persian ilkhan.

Like the silk roads in earlier times, Eurasian routes during the era of the Mongol
empires served as highways for missionaries as well as merchants and diplomats. Sufi
missionaries helped popularize Islam among Turkish peoples in central Asia, while
Lamaist Buddhism from Tibet attracted considerable interest among the Mongols.
Nestorian Christians, who had long been prominent in oasis communities throughout
central Asia, found new opportunities to win converts when they went to China to
serve as administrators for Mongol rulers there. Roman Catholic Christians also
mounted missionary campaigns in China. (See chapter 22 for further discussion of
travel during the Mongol era.)

Another Mongol policy that encouraged Eurasian integration was the practice of
resettling peoples in new lands. As a nomadic people, the Mongols had limited num-
bers of skilled artisans and educated individuals, but the more their empire expanded,
the more they needed the services of specialized crafts workers and literate administra-
tors. Mongol overlords recruited the talent they needed largely from the ranks of their
allies and the peoples they conquered, and they often moved people far from their
homelands to sites where they could best make use of their services. Among the most
important of the Mongols’ allies were the Uighur Turks, who lived mostly in oasis
cities along the silk roads. The Uighurs were literate and often highly educated, and
they provided not only many of the clerks, secretaries, and administrators who ran the
Mongol empires but also units of soldiers who bolstered Mongol garrisons. Arab and
Persian Muslims were also prominent among those who administered the Mongols’
affairs far from their homelands.

Conquered peoples also supplied the Mongols with talent. When they overcame a
city, Mongol forces routinely surveyed the captured population, separated out those
with specialized skills, and sent them to the capital at Karakorum or some other place
where there was demand for their services. From the ranks of conquered peoples came
soldiers, bodyguards, administrators, secretaries, translators, physicians, armor makers,
metalsmiths, miners, carpenters, masons, textile workers, musicians, and jewelers. After
the 1230s the Mongols often took censuses of lands they conquered, partly to levy
taxes and conscript military forces and partly to locate talented individuals. The Parisian
goldsmith Guillaume Boucher was only one among thousands of foreign-born individ-
uals who became permanent residents of the Mongol capital at Karakorum because of
their special talents. Like their protection of trade and diplomacy, the Mongols’ policy
of resettling allies and conquered peoples promoted Eurasian integration by increasing
communication and exchange between peoples of different societies.

Decline of the Mongols in Persia and China
Soon after the long and prosperous reign of Khubilai Khan, the Mongols encoun-
tered serious difficulties governing Persia and China. In Persia excessive spending
strained the treasury, and overexploitation of the peasantry led to reduced revenues.
In the early 1290s the ilkhan tried to resolve his financial difficulties by introducing
paper money and ordering all subjects to accept it for payment of all debts. The pur-
pose of that measure was to drive precious metals into the hands of the government,
but the policy was a miserable failure: rather than accept paper that they regarded as
worthless, merchants simply closed their shops. Commerce ground to a halt until the
ilkhan rescinded his order. Meanwhile, factional struggles plagued the Mongol leader-
ship. The regime went into steep decline after the death of Ilkhan Ghazan in 1304.
When the last of the Mongol rulers died without an heir in 1335, the ilkhanate itself
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simply collapsed. Government in Persia devolved to local levels until late in the four-
teenth century when Turkish peoples reintroduced effective central government.

Mongol decline in China was a more complicated affair. As in Persia, it had an
economic dimension. The Mongols continued to use the paper money that the Chi-
nese had introduced during the Tang and Song dynasties, but they did not maintain
adequate reserves of the bullion that backed up paper notes. The general population
soon lost confidence in paper money, and prices rose sharply as a reflection of its di-
minished value. As in Persia, too, factions and infighting hastened Mongol decline in
China. As the richest of the Mongol empires, China attracted the attention of ambi-
tious warriors. Beginning in the 1320s power struggles, imperial assassinations, and
civil war convulsed the Mongol regime in China.

Apart from financial difficulties and factional divisions, the Mongol rulers of
China also faced an onslaught of epidemic disease. By facilitating trade and commu-
nications throughout Eurasia, the Mongols unwittingly expedited the spread of
bubonic plague (discussed in chapter 22). During the 1330s plague erupted in south-
western China. From there it spread throughout China and central Asia, and by the
late 1340s it had reached southwest Asia and Europe, where it became known as the
Black Death. Bubonic plague sometimes killed half or more of an exposed popula-
tion, particularly during the furious initial years of the epidemic, and it seriously dis-
rupted economies and societies throughout much of Eurasia. In China depopulation
and labor shortages that followed on the heels of epidemic plague weakened the
Mongol regime. (Plague would also have caused serious problems for the Mongol
rulers of Persia had the ilkhanate not collapsed before its arrival.)

The Mongols also faced a rebellious subject population in China. The Mongols
stood apart from their Chinese subjects, who returned the contempt of their con-
querors. Beginning in the 1340s southern China became a hotbed of peasant rebellion
and banditry, which the Mongols could not control. In 1368 rebel forces captured
Khanbaliq, and the Mongols departed China en masse and returned to the steppes.

Despite the collapse of the Mongol regimes in Persia and China, Mongol states
did not completely disappear. The khanate of Chaghatai continued to prevail in cen-
tral Asia, and Mongols posed a threat to the northwestern borders of China until the
eighteenth century. Meanwhile, the khanate of the Golden Horde continued to dom-
inate the Caucasus and the steppe lands north of the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea
until the mid-sixteenth century, when a resurgent Russian state brought the Golden
Horde down. Like Mongols in China, however, Mongols in Russia continued to
threaten until the eighteenth century, and Mongols who had settled in the Crimean
peninsula retained their identity until Joseph Stalin forcibly moved them to other
parts of the Soviet Union in the mid-twentieth century.

After the Mongols

By no means did the decline of the Mongols signal the end of nomadic peoples’ in-
fluence in Eurasia. As Mongol strength waned, Turkish peoples resumed the expan-
sive campaigns that the Mongols had interrupted. During the late fourteenth and
early fifteenth centuries, the Turkish conqueror Tamerlane built a central Asian em-
pire rivaling that of Chinggis Khan. Although Tamerlane’s empire foundered soon
after his death, it deeply influenced three surviving Turkish Muslim states—the
Mughal empire in India, the Safavid empire in Persia, and the Ottoman empire based
in Anatolia—and also embraced much of southwest Asia, southeastern Europe, and
north Africa.
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Tamerlane the
Whirlwind
The rapid collapse of the
Mongol states left gaping
power vacuums in China and
Persia. While the native Ming
dynasty filled the vacuum in
China, a self-made Turkish
conqueror named Timur
moved on Persia. Because he
walked with a limp, contem-
poraries referred to him as
Timur-i lang—“Timur the
Lame”—an appellation that
made its way into English as
Tamerlane.

Born about 1336 near
Samarkand, Tamerlane took
Chinggis Khan as his model.
Like Chinggis Khan, Tamer-
lane came from a family of
the minor nobility and had
to make his own way to
power. Like Chinggis Khan, too, he was a charismatic leader and a courageous war-
rior, and he attracted a band of loyal followers. During the 1360s he eliminated rivals
to power, either by persuading them to join him as allies or by defeating their armies
on the battlefield, and he won recognition as leader of his own tribe. By 1370 he had
extended his authority throughout the khanate of Chaghatai and begun to build a
magnificent imperial capital in Samarkand.

For the rest of his life, Tamerlane led his armies on campaigns of conquest. He
turned first to the region between Persia and Afghanistan, and he took special care to
establish his authority in the rich cities so that he could levy taxes on trade and agricul-
tural production. Next he attacked the Golden Horde in the Caucasus region and Rus-
sia, and by the mid-1390s he had severely weakened it. During the last years of the
century, he invaded India and subjected Delhi to a ferocious sack: contemporary chron-
iclers reported, with some exaggeration, that for a period of two months after the at-
tack not even birds visited the devastated city. Later Tamerlane campaigned along the
Ganges, although he never attempted to incorporate India into his empire. He opened
the new century with campaigns in southwest Asia and Anatolia. In 1404 he began
preparations for an invasion of China, and he was leading his army east when he fell ill
and died in 1405.

Like his model Chinggis Khan, Tamerlane was a conqueror, not a governor. He
spent almost his entire adult life planning and fighting military campaigns: he even
had himself carried around on a litter during his final illness, as he prepared to invade
China. He did not create an imperial administration but, rather, ruled through tribal
leaders who were his allies. He appointed overlords in the territories he conquered,
but they relied on existing bureaucratic structures and simply received taxes and trib-
utes on his behalf.

Given its loose organization, it is not surprising that Tamerlane’s empire experi-
enced stresses and strains after the conqueror’s death. Tamerlane’s sons and grandsons

Spoils from Tamerlane’s campaigns and raids enriched
the conqueror’s capital at Samarkand. They financed,
among other buildings, the magnificent tomb where
Tamerlane’s remains still rest.
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engaged in a long series of bitter conflicts that resulted in the contraction of his empire
and its division into four main regions. For a century after Tamerlane’s death, how-
ever, they maintained control over the region from Persia to Afghanistan. When the
last vestiges of Tamerlane’s imperial creation disappeared, in the early sixteenth cen-
tury, the Mughal, Safavid, and Ottoman empires that replaced it all clearly reflected the
Turkish Muslim legacy of the lame conqueror.

The Foundation of the Ottoman Empire
Chapter 28 will discuss the Mughal empire in India and the Safavid empire in Persia,
both of which emerged during the early sixteenth century as Tamerlane’s empire 
finally dissolved. The early stages of Ottoman expansion predated Tamerlane, how-
ever, and the foundation of the Ottoman empire throws additional light on the influ-
ence of nomadic peoples during the period 1000 to 1500 C.E.

After the Mongol conquest of Persia, large numbers of nomadic Turks migrated
from central Asia to the ilkhanate and beyond to the territories in Anatolia that the
Saljuq Turks had seized from the Byzantine empire. There they followed charismatic
leaders who organized further campaigns of conquest. Among those leaders was
Osman, who during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries carved a small
state for himself in northwestern Anatolia. In 1299 Osman declared independence
from the Saljuq sultan and launched a campaign to build a state at the expense of the
Byzantine empire. After every successful operation Osman attracted more and more
followers, who came to be known as Osmanlis or Ottomans.

A N AT O L I A

A R A B I A

P E R S I A

I N D I A

E G Y P T

Constantinople

Jerusalem

Mecca

Medina

Baghdad

Nishapur

Isfahan

Samarkand

Delhi
Nile

Tigris

Tigris

Tigris

G
anges

Euphrates

In
dus

A r a b i a n  S e a

Aral Sea

Mediterranean Sea  

R
ed Sea  

Persian Gulf 

C
a s p

i a n
 S

e a
  

Black Sea

HINDU
KUSH

CAUCASUS  MTNS. 

H I M A L A YA S  

Tamerlane’s empire

0

4000 km0 2000

2000 mi1000

Map 18.3 Tamerlane’s empire, ca. 1405 C.E. Notice the similarity between Tamerlane’s empire and the ilkhanate of Persia outlined on Map 18.2. 
To what extent do you think the cities and the administrative infrastructure of the region facilitated Tamerlane’s efforts to control his empire?

Safavid (SAH-fah-vihd)

Osman

ben06937.Ch18_457-481.qxd  8/9/07  3:19 PM  Page 478



C H A P T E R 1 8 | Nomadic Empires and Eurasian Integration 479

During the 1350s the Ottomans gained a considerable advantage over their Turk-
ish rivals when they established a foothold across the Dardanelles at Gallipoli on the
Balkan peninsula. The Ottomans quickly moved to expand the boundaries of their
Balkan holdings. Byzantine forces resisted Ottoman incursions, but because of politi-
cal fragmentation, ineffective government, and exploitation of the peasantry, the Otto-
mans found abundant local support. By the 1380s the Ottomans had become by far
the most powerful people on the Balkan peninsula, and by the end of the century they
were poised to capture Constantinople and take over the Byzantine empire.

Tamerlane temporarily delayed Ottoman expansion in the Byzantine realm. In
1402 Tamerlane’s forces crushed the Ottoman army, captured the sultan, and sub-
jected the Ottoman state to the conqueror’s authority. After Tamerlane’s death, Otto-
man leaders had to reestablish their rule in their own realm. This undertaking
involved both the repression of ambitious local princes who sought to build power
bases at Ottoman expense and the defense of Ottoman territories against Byzantine,
Venetian, and other Christian forces that sought to turn back the advance of the
Turkish Muslims. By the 1440s the Ottomans had recovered their balance and begun
again to expand in the Byzantine empire.

Although besieged by Ottoman forces, Con-
stantinople received supplies from the sea for
almost two months before Ottomans destroyed
the city walls and completed their conquest of
the Byzantine empire.

Ottoman Conquests
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The campaign culminated in 1453 when Sultan Mehmed II, known as Mehmed
the Conqueror, captured the Byzantine capital of Constantinople. After subjecting it
to a sack, he made the city his own capital under the Turkish name of Istanbul. With
Istanbul as a base, the Ottomans quickly absorbed the remainder of the Byzantine em-
pire. By 1480 they controlled all of Greece and the Balkan region. They continued to
expand throughout most of the sixteenth century as well, extending their rule to south-
west Asia, southeastern Europe, Egypt, and north Africa. Once again, then, a nomadic
people asserted control over a long-settled society and quickly built a vast empire.

D uring the half millennium from 1000 to 1500 C.E., nomadic peoples of central Asia

played a larger role than ever before in world history. As early as the second millen-

nium B.C.E., they had periodically threatened states from China to the eastern Medi-

terranean region, and from classical times they had traded regularly and actively with

peoples of settled societies. From 1000 to 1500 their relations with neighboring peoples

changed, as they dominated affairs in most of Eurasia through their conquests and their

construction of vast transregional empires. Turkish peoples built the most durable of the

nomadic empires, but the spectacular conquests of the Mongols most clearly demon-

strated the potential of nomadic peoples to project their formidable military power to

settled agricultural societies. By establishing connections that spanned the Eurasian land-

mass, the nomadic empires laid the foundation for increasing communication, exchange,

and interaction among peoples of different societies and thereby fostered the integration

of the eastern hemisphere. The age of nomadic empires, from 1000 to 1500 C.E., fore-

shadowed the integrated world of modern times.

The Capture of
Constantinople

C H R O N O L O G Y
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1206–1227 Reign of Chinggis Khan

1211–1234 Mongol conquest of northern China

1219–1221 Mongol conquest of Persia

1237–1241 Mongol conquest of Russia

1258 Mongol capture of Baghdad

1264–1279 Mongol conquest of southern China

1264–1294 Reign of Khubilai Khan

1279–1368 Yuan dynasty

1295 Conversion of Ilkhan Ghazan to Islam

1336–1405 Life of Tamerlane

1453 Ottoman capture of Constantinople

ben06937.Ch18_457-481.qxd  8/9/07  3:19 PM  Page 480



C H A P T E R 1 8 | Nomadic Empires and Eurasian Integration 481

F O R  F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

S. A. M. Adshead. Central Asia in World History. New York,
1993. A provocative essay on central Asia and its place in the
larger world.

Thomas T. Allsen. Culture and Conquest in Mongol Eurasia.
Cambridge, 2001. Carefully studies the cultural exchanges
sponsored by Mongol rulers, particularly those passing be-
tween China and Iran.

———. Mongol Imperialism: The Policies of the Grand Qan
Möngke in China, Russia, and the Islamic Lands, 1251–1259.
Berkeley, 1987. Scholarly analysis of Mongol empire build-
ing by Chinggis Khan’s successors.

Thomas J. Barfield. The Nomadic Alternative. Englewood Cliffs,
N.J., 1993. A sensitive study of nomadic societies in Africa
and Eurasia by a leading anthropologist.

———. The Perilous Frontier: Nomadic Empires and China. Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1989. Scholarly examination of the relation-
ship between nomadic empires and Chinese society.

Vladimir N. Basilov, ed. Nomads of Eurasia. Trans. by M. F. Zirin.
Los Angeles, 1989. Lavishly illustrated volume that presents
translations of essays by Russian scholars on nomadic societies.

Carter Vaughn Findley. The Turks in World History. New York,
2005. A welcome volume that lucidly outlines the history of
Turkish peoples and discusses relations between Turks and
neighboring peoples.

René Grousset. Conqueror of the World: The Life of Chingis-khan.
Trans. by M. McKellar and D. Sinor. New York, 1966. Lively
account of Chinggis Khan’s life and career.

———. The Empire of the Steppes: A History of Central Asia. Trans.
by N. Walford. New Brunswick, 1970. A popular account,
still useful though somewhat dated, of nomadic empires in
central Asia.

Charles J. Halperin. Russia and the Golden Horde: The Mongol
Impact on Medieval Russian History. Bloomington, 1985. An
insightful study of the Golden Horde and its influence on
Russian society.

Halil Inalcik. The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age, 1300–1600.
Trans. by N. Itzkowitz and C. Imber. New York, 1973. The
best short introduction to early Ottoman history.

Peter Jackson. The Mongols and the West, 1221–1410. London,
2005. Offers a comprehensive review of military, diplomatic,
commercial, and cultural relations between Mongol and Eu-
ropean societies.

Paul Kahn, ed. The Secret History of the Mongols: The Origin of
Chingis Khan. Adapted from the translation of F. W. Cleaves.
San Francisco, 1984. A translation of the Mongols’ history
of their own society, adapted for modern readers.

Adam T. Kessler. Empires beyond the Great Wall: The Heritage of
Genghis Khan. Los Angeles, 1993. Well-illustrated survey 
of nomadic states in central Asia from the Xiongnu to the
Mongols.

Beatrice Forbes Manz. The Rise and Rule of Tamerlane. Cam-
bridge, 1989. Scholarly analysis of Tamerlane’s career and
his empire.

David Morgan. Medieval Persia, 1040–1797. London, 1988. A
brief and insightful survey concentrating on the eras of Turk-
ish and Mongol dominance in Persia.

———. The Mongols. Oxford, 1986. Lucid and witty study: the
best short work on the Mongols.

Tamara Talbot Rice. The Seljuks in Asia Minor. London, 1961.
Well-illustrated survey of Saljuq history and society, concen-
trating on the Saljuqs in Anatolia.

Morris Rossabi. Khubilai Khan: His Life and Times. Berkeley,
1988. Excellent scholarly study of the greatest of the great
khans.

Arthur Waldron. The Great Wall of China: From History to Myth.
Cambridge, 1989. Examines the role of defensive walls, in-
cluding the Great Wall, in Chinese efforts to forestall raids
by nomadic peoples of central Asia.

ben06937.Ch18_457-481.qxd  8/9/07  3:19 PM  Page 481



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName <FEFF0068007400740070003a002f002f007700770077002e0063006f006c006f0072002e006f00720067ffff>
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile true
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


