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Crisis and Recovery
in Afro-Eurasia

1300-1500 Chapter Outline
+ Collapse and Consolidation
When Mongol armies besieged the Genoese trad-  + The Islamic Heartland
ing outpost of Caffa on the Black Sea in 1346, they « Western Chistendom
not only damaged trading links between EastAsia
and the Mediterranean but also unleashed a dev-
astating disease: the bubonic plague. Defeated
Genoese merchants and soldiers withdrew,
unknowingly taking the germs with them aboard
their ships. By the time they arrived in Messina,
iclly, half the passengers were dead. The rest
were dying. Peaple waiting on shore for the ships'
trade goods were horrified at the sight and
tumed the ships away. Desperately, the captains
went 1o the next port, only to face the same fate
Despite these efforts at isolation, Europeans
could not keep the plague (later called the Black
Death) from reaching their shores. A it spread
from portto por, it eventually contaminated al of
Europe, kiling more than halfof the population.
This story llustrates the disruptive effects of
both the Mongol invasions and the long-distance
trade routes that the Mongols foisted on Afro-
Eurasian societies. In the thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries, Mongol armies swept into
and took control of vast regions of Affo-Eurasia
Afthough the invasions ushered in an age of nten-
sifled cultural and polfical contact, the channels
of exchange—the land routes and seaanes of
human voyagers—became accidental condts for
deadly microbes. These germs devastated societ-
fes far more decisively than cid Mongol warfae.
They were the real “murderous hordes” of world

Ming China
+ Conclusion

Core Objectives
DESCRIBE the nature and
origins of the crises spanning
Afto-Eurasia during the four-
teenth century.

ASSESS the impact of the Black
Death on China, the Islamic
‘world,and Europe.

COMPARE the ways In which
regional ulers in postplague
Afto-Eurasia attempted to
construct unified states and
ANALYZE the extent and nature:
of thelr successes.

EXPLAIN the role that religious

ing the lslamic world, Europe,
and Ming China i the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries.
EXAMINE the way art and archi-
tecture reflected the poltical
reslites ofthe Islamic world,
Europe, and Ming China after
the Black Death.

COMPARE how Ottoman, Ibe-
rian, and Ming rulers extended
their terrtories and regional
influence.

belief systems played n rebuid-
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CHAPTER 11

history,infecting people from every community, class, and culture they encountered.
So staggering was the Black Death's tollthat population densites did not recover
for 200 years. The most severely affected regions were those that the Mongols had
brought together: settlements and commercial hubs along the old Sik Roads and
around the Mediterranean Sea and the South China Sea. While segments of the
Indian Ocean trading world experienced death and disruption, South Asian societies,
which had escaped the Mongol conquest, also escaped the dying and politcal dis-
ruptions associated with the Black Death.

This chapter explores the ways in which Afro-Eurasian peoples restored what
they thought was valuable from old traditions after these crises, while discarding
what they thought had failed them in favor of radically new institutions and ideas.
Much of the recovery had striking similaities across Afro-Eurasia, as societies reaf-
firmed their most deeply held and long-standing beliefs. Chinese rulers looked to
Confucian thought and wel-known dynastic institutions to provide guidance going
forward. In the Muslim heartland, a small band of Turkish-speaking warriors—the
Ottomans—channeled the energies of arevived Islam to expand their own territory
‘and the Musiim world. Europeans also invoked their traditions. In the Iberian Penin-
sula, politcal elites used a resurgent Catholicism to spread their poltical power and
drive Muslim communities out of Europe. Europeans also created new dynastic mon-
archies and looked to their distant past in Greek and Roman culture for inspiration.

Radically new institutions and ideas appeared across Afro-Eurasia in the after-
math of the Black Death. Notable among these was the outburst of cutural activiy

Global Storylines

The spread of the Black Death and the collapse of the Mongol
Empire sets off crises across Afro-Eurasia, with major
demographic, political, economic, and cultural consequences.

Across Afro-Eurasia, continuity in religious beliefs and cultural
institutions accompanies changes in political structures in
Europe, the Muslim world, and China.

In central Eurasia, new rulers—most notably the Ottomans—
rebuild dynasties in place of the Mongols, using a blend of
religion, military expansion, administrative control, and cultural
tolerance.

In western Christendom, new monarchies establish political
order, and the Renaissance brings a cultural rebirth to
societies devastated by plague.

In East Asia, the Ming dynasty replaces the Mongol Yuan
dynasty, using an elaborate Confucian bureaucracy to
oversee infrastructure and long-distance exchange.
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thattook place in wester Europe. Historians have called this flourishing the Renais-
sance (rebirth), for during this era Europeans rediscovered their Greek and Roman
pasts and used inspiration drawn from classical antiquity o bring about far-reaching
innovations inat, architecture, thought, and political and financial nstitutions. While
significant changes reshaped insttutions and ideas in this period, there were also
many continuities. Considering how grievously people suffered and how many
died, it is perhaps surprising how much of the old—particularly religious beliefs and
Institutions—survived the aftermath of Mongol rule and the Black Deat.

Collapse and Consolidation

Although the Mongol invasions overturned political systems, the plague
devastated sociey isclf. The pandemic killed millons, disrupted economies,
and threw communitiesinto chaos. Ralers could explain to their people the
assaults of “barbarians,” but it was much harder to make sense of an invisible
enemy. Nonetheles, in response to the upheaval, new ruling groups moved
‘o reorganize their staes. By making strategic marriages and building power-
fl armies, these rulers enlarged their terriorics, formed alliances, and built
dynastics.

THE BLACK DEATH

‘The spread of the Black Death was the fourteenth century’s most significant
historical development. (See Map 11.1.) Originating in Inner Asi, the dis-
ease afflcted peoples from China to Europe and killed 25 to 65 percent of
infected populations.

How did the Black Death move so far and so fast? One explanation may
lie in climate changes. The cooler climate of this period—scholars refer to a
“Ltle Ice Age”—may have weakened populations and left them vulnerable
todisease. In Europe, for instance, beginning around 1310, harsh winters and
rainy summers shortened growing seasons and ruined harvests. Exhausted
soils no longer supplied the resources required by growing urban and rural
‘populations, while nobles squeezed the peasantry in an effort to maintain
their luxurious lifestyle. The ensuing famine lasted from 1315 t0 1322, during
which time millions of Europeans died of starvation or of diseases against
which the malnourished population had lttle resistance. This climate change
and famine hid the groundwork for the Black Death that soon followed.
Another climate-related factorin the spread of the plague lay in the drying up
of the central Asian steppe borderlands, where BUBORIE plaguc had existed for
centuries. This drought may have forced rodents out of their usual dwelling
places and pressed pastoral peoples, who carried the infectious strains, closer
0 stled agricultural communitis. Fleas transmitted plague from rodent to
rodent, and to humans. The resulting epidemic was terifying, for its causes
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THE BIG
PICTURE

What crises affected
fourteenth-century Afro-
Eurasia and what was the
range of responses to
those crises?

Black Death

Great epidemic of the bubonic
plague that ravaged Europe,
East Asla, and North Afca in
the fouteenthcentury kiing
large numbers of people,
including perhaps as much

a5 onedhir of the European
populaton.

Plague Victim The plague was
highly contaglous and quickly
ledto death. Here a physician
and is helper cover thei noses
10 avold the unbearable stench
emanating from the patient.

were unknown at the time. Infected victims
died quickly—sometimes overnight—and in
agony, coughing up blood and oozing pus
and blood from black sores the size of eggs.

But it was the trading network that
spread the germs across Afro-Eurasia into
famine-struck western Europe. This wider
Afro-Eurasian population was vulnerable
because its members had no immunity to
the discase. The first outbreak in a heavily
populated region occurred in the 13205 in
southwestern China. From there, the dis-
case spread through China and then con-
tinued its death march along the major
trade routes. Many of these routes termi-
nated at the Irlian port ciics, where ships
with dead and dying people aboard arrived
in 1347, From there, what Europeans
called the Pestilence or the Great Mortality
engulfed the western end of the landmas.
Societis in China, the Muslim world, and
Europe suffered the disastrous effects of the
Black Death.

Plague in China China was ripe for
the plague pandemic. Its population had
increased under the Song dynasty (960~
1279) and subsequent Mongol rule. But by
1300, hunger and scarcty spread as resources were sretched thin. The weak-
ened population was especially vulnerable. For seventy years,the Black Death
ravaged China, reduced the size of the alrcady small Mongol population, and.
shattered the Mongols chim to a mandate from heaven. In 1331, plague
may have killed 90 percent of the population in Bei Zhili (modern Hebei)
Province. From there it spread throughout other provinces, reaching Fujian
and the coast at Shandong. By the 13505, most of China’s large cites had
suffered severe outbreaks.

Even asthe Black Death was engulfing China, bandit groups and dissdent
religious sccts were undercutting the power of the last Mongol Yuan rulers,
Popular religious movements warned of impending doom. Most prominent
was the Red Turban movement, which blended China’s diverse cultural and
religious traditions, including Buddhism, Daoism, and other faiths. Its lead-
ers emphasized strict dictary resrictions, penance, and ceremonial rituals,
and made proclamations that the world was drawing to an end.
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Plague in the Islamic World The plague devastated parts of the Mus- SIS RTYe,

lim world s well. The Black Death reached Baghdad by 1347. By the
; : ASSESS the impact of the

next year, the plague overtook Egypt, Syria, and Cyprus, causing s M0y ock et an Chine the

a5 1,000 deaths a day according to a Tunisian report. Animals, t00, were  Isiamic worid, and Evrope

afficted. One Egyptian writer commented: “The country was not far from s

being ruined. . . . One found in the desert the bodics of savage animals

with the bubos under their arms. It was the same with horses, camels, asses,

and all the beasts in general, including birds, even the ostriches.” In the

castern Mediterrancan, plague left much of the Islamic world in a sate of

near political and economic collapse. The great Arab historian Ibn Khaldtn

(1332-1406), who lost his mother and father and a number of his teachers

o the Black Death in Tunis, underscored the desolation: “Cities and build-

ings were laid waste, roads and way signs were obliterated, settlements and

mansions became empty, dynastics and tribes grew weak,” he wrote. “The

entire world changed.”

Plague in Europe In Europe, the Black Death first ravaged the Ialian
Peninsula; then it seized France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg,
Germany, and England in its deathly grip. Overcrowded and unsanitary cit-
ies were particularly vulnerable. Alllevels of socicty—the poor, craftspeople,
aristocrats—were at risk, although flight to the countryside offered some
protection from infection. Nearly 50 million of Europe’s 80 million people
perished between 1347 and 1351, Aficr 1353, the cpidemic waned, but the
plague returned every seven years or so for the rest of the century and sporad-
ically through the fifteenth century. Consequently,the European population
continued to decline, untl by 1450 many arcas had only one-quarter the
number of a century earler

In the face of the Black Death, some Europeans turned to debauch-
cry, determined to enjoy themselves before they died. Others, especially in
urban settings in Flanders, the Netherlands, and parts of Germany, climed
to find God's grace outside what they saw as a corrupt Catholic Church.
Semimonastic orders like the Beghards and Beguines, which had begun in
the century or so before the plague, expanded in its wake. These laypeople
(unordained men and women) argued that people should trust their own
“interior instinct” more than the Gospel as then preached. By contrast, the
Flagellants were so convinced that man had incurred God's wrath that they
whipped themselves to atone for human sin.

For many who survived the plague, dissppointment with the clergy
smoldered. Eamished peasants resented prists and monks for living lives of
luxury. In addition, they despaired at the absence of clergy when they were
50 greatly needed. While many clerics had perished attending to their parish-
foners during the Black Death, others had fled to rural retreats far from the
ravages of the phague, leaving their followers to fend for themselves.
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Map 111 The Spread of the Black Death

‘The Black Death was an Afro-Eurasian pandemic of the fourteenth century.

+ What was the orgin point ofthe Black Death? How far id it ravef?

+ Which trade routes did the Black Death follow? Which trade routes did the.
Black Death appear not to have followed? What do you think accounts for
the difference?

+ Where was the earliestinstance of the Black Death? Where did t occur
latest? What hypotheses can you assert about e Black Death based on
the dates on the map?

INDIAN

< Progress of BUBGAR plague
— Tderoues
+ Koown reasof major utresks
* Modem Chinese provincial names for
egions affcted by oubrek o plague





image4.png
BUBGRE Plague and the
Destruction of ociety
plague devastated the countries
PACIFIC of wester Chistendom. Here,
inPiter Buegel the Eider’ The
Tiumph of Death (1562) skel
etons murder indiscriminatel,
tih and poor alike,and dogs
evour unburied corpses.

DELHI
SULTANATE

‘The Black Death wrought devastation throughout Afro-Eurasia. The Chi-
nese population plunged from around 115 million in 1200 to 75 million or
less in 1400, as the result of the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century
and the disease and disorder of the fourteenth century. Over the course of the
fourteenth century, Europe’s population shrank by more than 50 percent
In the most densely settled Islamic territory—Egypt—a population that had
totaled around 6 million in 1400 was cut in half, When farmers ellillwith the
plague, food production collapsed. Famine followed and killed off the survi-
vors. Worst afflicted were the crowded ciies, especially coastal ports. Some
cities lost up to two-thirds of their population. Refugees from urban areas
fled their homes, sccking sccurity and food in the countryside. The shortage
of food and other necessities led to rapidly rising prices, work stoppages,
and unrest. Political leaders added to their unpopularity by repressing the
unrest. Everywhere, regimes trembled and collapsed. The Mongol empire,
which had held so much of Eurasia together commercially and politically,
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disintegrated. Thus, the way was prepared for experiments in state building,
religious belicfs, and cultural understandings.

REBUILDING STATES

Starting in the late fourteenth century, Afro-Eurasians began the task of
reconstructing both their political order and their trading networks. By then
the plague had died down, though it continued to aflict peoples for centu-
tics. However, the rebuilding of military and civil administrations—no casy
task—also required political legitimacy. With their people deeply shaken by
the extraordinary loss of lfe, rulers needed to revive confidence in themselves
and their regimes, which they did by fostering belicfs and rituals that con-
firmed their legitimacy and by increasing their control over subjects

“The basis for power was a politcal institution well known to Afro-Eurasians
for centuries, the dynasty—the hereditary ruling fumily that passed control
from one generation to the next. Like those of the past, the new dynasties
sought to establish their legitimacy in three ways. First, ruling familics insisted
that their power derived from a divine calling: Ming emperors in China climed
for themselves what previous dynastic rulers had asserted—the “mandate of
heaven”—while European monarchs claimed to rule by “divine right.” From
their base in Anatolia, Ottoman warrior-princes asserted that they now car-
tied the banner of Iskam. In these ways, ruling houscholds affirmed that God
or the heavens intended for them to hold power. Second, leaders attempted
to prevent squabbling among potential hirs by establishing clear rules about
succession to the throne. Many European states tried to standardize succes-
sion by passing itles to the eldest male heir, thus ensuring politial stability
ata potential time of crisis, but in practice there were countless complications
and quarrels. In the Islamic world, successors could be designated by the cur-
ent ruler or elected by the community; here, too, struggles over succession
were frequent. Third, ruling families clevated their power through conquest or
alliance—by ordering armies to extend their domains forcibly, or by marrying
their royal offspring to rulers of other states or members of other clite house-
holds, a technique widely practiced in Europe. Once it established legitimacy,
the typical royal family would consolidate power by enacting coercive laws
and punishments and sending emissarics to govern distant territorics. A ruling
family would also establish standing armies and new administratve structures
to collect taxes and to oversee building projects that proclaimed royal power.

As we will sec in the next three scctions of this chapter, the innovative
state building that occurred in the wake of the plague’s devastation would
not have been as successful had it not drawn on older traditions. In Europe,
a cultural flourishing based largely on ancient Greek and Roman models
gave tise to thinkers who proposed new views of governance. The peoples
of the Islamic world held fiercely to their religion as successor states, notably

Collapse and Consoiidation | 505

Core Objectives

‘COMPARE the ways in which
regional rulers n postplague
Afro-Eurasia attempted to
construct unified states and
ANALYZE the extent and
nature of their successes.

O Eripire

ATurkish warrior band that
transformed itself into a vast,
‘multicultural, bureaucratic
empre that lasted rom the
eary fourteenth century through
the eary twentieth century and
‘encompassed Anatolia, the
Arab world, and large swaths of
‘southern and eastern Europe.

the Ottoman Empire, absorbed numerous Turkish-speaking groups. The
Ming renounced the Mongol expansionist legacy and emphasized a return
to Han rulership, consolidating control of Chinese lands and concentrating
on internal markets rather than overseas trade. Many of these regimes lasted
for centuries, promoting political nstitutions and cultural values that became
decply embedded in the fabric of their socities.

The Islamic Heartland

“The devastation of the Black Death followed hard on the heels of the Mongol
destruction of Iskim’s most important city, Baghdad, and Islam’s old politial
order. Nonetheless, these two catastrophes prepared the way for new Islamic
states to emerge. The old, Arabic-speaking Islamic world remained vital, seill
at the heart of Islam geographically, but it now had to yield authority to new
rulers and religious men. This new Islamic world included large Turkish- and
Persian-speaking populations as well. It oceupied a vast geographic triangle
that stretched from Anatolia n the west to the Khurasan region of Persia and
Afghanistan in the cast and to Baghdad in the south.

The Ottomans, the Safavids, and the Mughals emerged as the dominant
states in the Iskamic world in the early sixteenth century. They exploited the
rich agrarian resources of the Indian Ocean regions and the Mediterrancan
basin, and they benefted from a brisk seaborne and overland trade. By the
mid-sixteenth century the Mughals controlled the northern Indus River
valley; the Safavids occupied Persia; and the ruled Anatolia, the
Arab world, and much of southern and eastern Europe. Here we will explore
in depth the Ottoman Empire, which emerged first and endured the longest
of the three. (See Chapter 12 for a faller discussion of the Mughals and
Chapter 14 for more on the Safavids.)

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

The rise of the Ottoman Empire owed as much to innovative administra-
tive techniques and religious tolerance as to miliary strength. Although the
Mongols considered Anatolia to be a borderland region of little economic
importance, their miltary foraysin the lae thirteenth century opened up the
region to new political forces. The ultimate victors here were the ﬁ
Turks. They transformed themselves from warrior bands roaming the bor-
derlands between the Islamic and Christian worlds into rulers of a settled
state and, finally, into sovercigns of a far-flung, highly burcaucratic empire.
(See Map 11.2.)

Under their chief, Osman (r. 1299-1326), the Turkish Ottomans for-
malized a stern and disciplined warrior ethos. In addition to deploying their
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