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The Transcontinental Empire of 
Chinggis Khan

The Mongols
�Genghis Khan’s Tax Laws:

– If you do not pay homage, 

we will take your prosperity.

– If you do not have prosperity, 

we will take your children.

– If you do not have children, 

we will take your wife.

– If you do not have a wife, 

we will take your head.

�Used cruelty as a weapon � some areas never 

recovered from Mongol destruction!

The Death of Chinggis: the Divided 
Mongol Empire
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Kubilai Khan and the Yuan Dynasty 

1279-1368
– Pax Mongolica [“Mongol Peace”]

• Adopted aspects of Chinese culture

• Religious toleration

• Buddhists, Nestorians, Latin Christians, 

Daoists, Muslims

• Encouraged foreign trade & foreign 

merchants to live and work in China.

• Much greater exchange

• Traders grow in wealth and status

Patterns of Long-Distance Trade

• Silk roads

• Sea lanes of Indian Ocean basin

• Trans-Saharan caravan routes

• Development of trading cities, Emporia

• Invasions cause local devastation but expand 

trade network

The Mongol Empire and the Global 
Exchange Network
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Marco Polo 

1254-1324

� A Venetian merchant

� Traveled through Yuan
China:  1271-1295

� Sent on many diplomatic 
missions throughout 
Kublai’s empire.

� Served as governor in 
China for 3 years

� Wrote many novels 
documenting his travels

Travel and trade from the twelfth to the fourteenth century

Diplomatic Travelers

• In Baghdad, Invites Mongols to convert to Christianity

• Mongols counter-offer: Christians accept Mongol rule or 

face destruction
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Missionary Travelers

• Sufi missionaries follow trade 

routes

• Buddhist Monks travel from India 

to China, Korea, and Japan

• Christian missionaries

– Orthodox priests travel north 

to Russia

– Catholic priests follow 

Crusaders 

– Cardinal Ricci travels to China

• Translates Biblical texts, 

builds Churches

Cultural Exchanges
• Songs and Stories – troubadours

• European scientists consulted with Muslim 

and Jewish counterparts on understanding of  

natural world

• The magnetic compass from China 

Spread of Crops

• Citrus fruits, Asian rice, cotton

• Sugarcane

– Muslims introduce crystallized sugar to Europeans

– Demand increases rapidly

– Europeans use Muslim precedent of having large 

populations of slaves work on sugarcane 

plantations
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The Fall of the Yuan
• Death of Kublai

– Dynasty already weakened by Song revolt in China

– Unsuccessful campaigns into SE Asia

– Attempted invasions of Japan turned back by typhoons

Recovery in China: The Ming 

Dynasty

• Yuan dynasty collapses, 
Mongols depart

• Orphan raised by Buddhist 
monks, works through 
military ranks, becomes 
Emperor Hongwu

• Proclaims new Ming 
(“Brilliant”) dynasty
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Ming Centralization

• Reestablishes direct rule by Emperor

• Strengthens Confucian education and 

Mandarin system

• Heavy reliance on Eunuchs

– Sterile, could not build hereditary power base

Ming Cultural RevolutionMing Cultural Revolution

� Printing & Literacy

� Cheap, popular books:

�woodblock printing.

� cheap paper.

� Examination system.

� Explosion in literacy. 

� Emperor commissions 7,000 

books Encyclopedia, one of 

the earliest in the world.

� Culture & Art

� Increased literacy 

leads to increased 

interest in cultural 

expressions, ideas, 

and things:

� Literature.

�Painting.

�Ceramics.

�Opera.

Ming Porcelain / Ceramics, 17 c.
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Ming Vases, 17 c.

Ming Painting and Calligraphy, 

Ming Painting –“Birds and Flowers”
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Ming Dynasty, 1368-1644

�Golden Age of Chinese Art

– Moderation

– Softness

– Gracefulness

� Landscape paintings, porcelain 
jars, silks, poetry, fiction, 
drama, music & dance 
flourished.

�Hundreds of thousands of
workers constructed the
Forbidden City.

The Forbidden City:  China’s New 

Capital

The Forbidden City:  China’s New 

Capital

Ming Silver MarketMing Silver Market
� Triangle route:

� Philippines to China to Japan.

� Silver floods Chinese Market

� Reduces price of Chinese goods in Europe

� Increases interest in Chinese culture & ideas in 

Europe.

� Encourages Europeans in conquest & trade.
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• Admiral Zheng He

– State sponsors commercial ventures

• to India, Middle East, Africa

� China’s “Columbus?”

Exploration and Colonization

�1498 --> Da Gama reached Calcutta, China’s favorite 

port.

Isolationism
• Zheng’s fleet brought little wealth, and was costly to 

maintain. 

• Ming reluctant to have foreigners mix with Chinese

• Neo-Confucian values stressed Chinese cultural 

supremacy.

• There was no ambition to convert the outside world 

to Confucianism.
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Social and Cultural Change in the 
Middle East

• Religious leaders in control by 1300

• Landlords dominate peasants

– Serfdom

• Gradual Economic decline

• Breakup of Abbassid Rule

– Crusaders Reconquer Spain

– Destruction of Baghdad by Mongols, 1258

Tamerlane the Conqueror 

(1336-1405)

• United the Khanate of Chaghatai

• Converted to Islam

• Poor governing organization

• Power struggles divide empire

• Influenced other empires:

– Mughal

– Safavid

– Ottoman
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Tamerlane’s Empire about 1405 CE

(Timurid Dynasty)

The Ottoman Empire

• Osman declares 

independence from the 

Caliphate

• Followers known as 

Othmanlis (Ottomans)

• Ottoman forces in 

conflict with Tamerlane 

• Attack Byzantine 

Empire, conquered 

Constantinople

Osman I (OthmanOsman I (OthmanOsman I (OthmanOsman I (Othman))))

IstanbulIstanbulIstanbulIstanbul
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A Power Vacuum in International 
Leadership

• Mongols

– Decline with the death of Timur

• Byzantine Empire

– Constantinople sacked by Ottoman Turks

• Ottomans 

– Not an international power . . . Yet.

• China

– Withdraws from global exploration to focus on 

internal issues

• The Little Ice Age, c. 1300 CE

– Decline of agricultural output leads to widespread 

famine, specifically in 1315-1317 resulting in the 

death of millions

– Warm summers stopped being dependable in N. 

Europe

– Bubonic Plague spreads from south-west China

• Carried by fleas on rodents

• Mongol campaigns spread disease

• Merchants carry disease along Silk Road

The Rise of the West

The Black Death

Yersinia pestis (Bubonic 
Plague) seen at 2000x 

magnification. 

Illustration of the Black Death from 
the Toggenburg Bible (1411).

From the Dance 
of Death by 

Hans Holbein 
the Younger 

(1491). 
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Symptoms of the Black Plague

• Inflamed and discolored lymph nodes in neck, 
armpits, groin area

– Buboes, hence Bubonic

• 60-70% mortality rate, within days of onset of 
symptoms

• Extreme northern climates less affected

– Winter hard on flea population

• India, sub-Saharan areas unaffected

– Reasons unknown

Buboes

Mongols, merchants, travelers spread 
disease west

• 1346 Black Sea ports
• 1347 Mediterranean ports

• 1348 Western Europe

Population Decline (millions)
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Results of the Black Plague

• Guilds become more powerful

• Production increases

• Feudalism ends

• The  authority of the Church is 

questioned

• Anti-Semitism once again rises

• Monarchs becoming increasingly powerful

– weakening of local Lords

• Growth of Urban Centers

– Commercial Centers

– Italian city states

• Large standing armies 

– continuous religious and territorial wars (100 years war)

• New ideas and technology 

• Reconquista and Mongol invasions

Sources of Dynamism:
Medieval Vitality

The Renaissance, 14th-16th c.

• “Rebirth” of classical culture

• Italy City-states take the lead

• Personal fame for artists

• Artists express interest in 

Byzantine, Asian worlds

• Secular trend
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The Humanists

• Humanities: literature, history, 
moral philosophy

• Deeply devoted to Christianity

• Devoted to rediscovering 
classical Latin texts

• Rejection of monastic lifestyle in 
favor of morally virtuous life 
while engaged in the world

– Marriage, business

• Reconciliation of Christianity 

with rapidly changing European 

society and economy

Western Expansion
• Reconquista

– Castile and Aragon allied through marriage

– Rediscover classical learning

– Christians expel Muslims, Jews 

European Exploration in the Atlantic 

and Indian Oceans

• Motives: profit, missionary activity

– luxury products like sugar and pepper

– Gold shortage by 1400

• Impetus to find other routes

– Trade threatened by Ottomans

• Portuguese early leaders in exploration

– Prince Henry the Navigator 

• Search for sea route to Indian Ocean
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Colonization of the Atlantic Islands

• The Genoese Vivaldi brothers

– Canary Islands, Madeiras, possibly the Azores

• Spanish expeditions along west African coast.

– Investments in sugarcane plantations

– Dramatically increases volume of slave trade

Indian Ocean Trade

• Attempt to avoid using Muslim middlemen in 

trade with east

• 1488 Bartolomeu Dias sails around Cape of 

Good Hope

– 1497-1499 Vasco de Gama sails this route to India 

and back

• Portuguese gun ships attempt to maintain 

trade monopoly

• Beginnings of European imperialism in Asia

Path of Vasco da Gama 1497 - 1499
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Chinese and European voyages of exploration, 

1405 – 1498

Christopher Columbus

• Search for western sea route to Indian Ocean

• Portuguese consider his proposal impractical, 

reject it

• Fernando and Isabel of Spain underwrite 

voyage, departs in 1492

• Makes landfall in San Salvador

– Believed he had reached islands off coast of Asia

Christopher Columbus [1451-1506]Christopher Columbus [1451-1506]
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Outside the World Network

• Americas and Polynesia not part of 

international trade

Political Issues in the Americas

• Aztec and Inca challenged after 1400

– Aztecs face resistance from subjects

– Inca expansion jeopardizes the state

• Local leaders a threat

Expansion, Migration, and 
Conquest in Polynesia

• 700-1400

– Migrations, conquest

– Hawaii settled

• Then cut off from Polynesia
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Polynesian Expansion

Isolated Achievements by the 

Maoris
• New Zealand settled as early as the 8th 

century

• Maori

– Population expansion

– Sophisticated art

Adding Up the Changes

• 1400 a time of change globally

– Technological change (compass, astrolabe)

• Africa relatively unaffected

– New relations with Muslim worlds
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Global Connections:

1450 and the World
• New, enduring contacts 

• China begins a period of exploration

• Transcontinental connections consolidated

Population Trends (pt 1)
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Population Trends (pt 2)


