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PREFACE
This is a very short book on a very big subject—so big indeed that it could simply be described as the history of the world. It is the story of the transformation of groups of peoples into the massive states we call empires. However we choose to define the term—and it is, at best, a vague one—there have been empires in Africa, in Asia, in the Americas, and in Europe. I am, however, largely concerned with the story of those empires of what is now called the west, from the rise of Alexander the Great to the collapse of the Soviet Union. I discuss China and Vijayanagara and Safavid Iran only insofar as they touch upon that story. This is not because I imagine, as some do, that the Chinese or the Indians or the Iranians ultimately lacked the inventiveness, imaginative drive, or individuality that supposedly allowed the Europeans to dominate so much of the world. It is simply that since those other places have had their own histories, which have gone in sometimes quite different directions, it would require other books to tell them fully.
As is necessary with any book that tries to cover so much ground and so much historical time, I have relied on the goodwill of colleagues and friends to provide me with information and advice. Bill Rowe and Matthew Roller patiently answered my questions about the Chinese and Roman worlds respectively. I have learned from Sanjay Subrahmanyam and Serge Grunzinski how to think globally, as much as about the individual histories of India, Iran, and Spanish America. I owe a very special debt to the students of my class on empires and imperialism at the School for Advanced International Studies in Washington, who provided me with information, questioned my more dubious assertions, and, in their polyglot cosmopolitan enthusiasms, taught me much about the roots of restlessness. An earlier version of the text was read with great care by Toby Mundy at Weidenfeld & Nicolson and by Scott Moyers at Random House, and their careful, detailed comments have improved the final version immeasurably. I am grateful to them for their patience and perceptiveness. I am grateful, too, to Rebecca Wilson and Alice Hunt for their guidance in the final stages.
Giulia Sissa taught me about ancient Greece, and about life, and to her all of this is gratefully dedicated.
PARIS, August 2000

CHRONOLOGY
513 B.C. Darius I, Persian emperor, crosses the Bosphorus into Europe.
480 B.C. Battle of Salamis. Greeks destroy the Persian fleet, thus averting a full-scale invasion.
334 B.C. Alexander the Great crosses the Dardanelles and begins the destruction of the Persian Empire.
323 B.C. Death of Alexander the Great.
168 B.C. Battle of Pydna. Roman armies put an end to the Macedonian monarchy.
44 B.C. Assassination of Julius Caesar.
27 B.C. Creation of the Roman Principate under Augustus. A.D. 
212 The Roman emperor Caracalla extends citizenship to all free inhabitants of the empire.
324 Constantine the Great founds a new capital at Byzantium and names it Constantinople.
410 Alaric the Goth sacks the city of Rome. Roman rule comes to an end in the west.
528 Justinian, emperor in the East, begins the codification of all Roman law.
800 Charles I, king of the Franks (Charlemagne), crowned by the pope as emperor.
1071 Seljuk Turks take the city of Jerusalem.
1095–1291 Eight major Crusades, armed expeditions under the aegis of the papacy, attempt, unsuccessfully, to recover Jerusalem.
1405–33 Voyages of the treasure fleet of the admiral Zheng He.
1453 Ottoman Turks seize Constantinople, rename it Istanbul, and put an end to the Byzantine Empire.
1492 Christopher Columbus’s first transatlantic voyage.
1497–99 Vasco da Gama sails to India via the Cape of Good Hope.
1519 Charles of Habsburg elected Holy Roman Emperor.
1519–22 Spanish fleet under Fernão de Magalhães (Magellan) completes first circumnavigation of the globe.
1521 Spanish forces under Hernán Cortés overthrow the Aztec Empire. Martin Luther appears before the Diet of Worms.
1529 Ottoman army of Süleyman the Magnificent lays siege to Vienna.
1533 Francisco Pizarro seizes the Inca capital of Cuzco.
1534 First voyage of Jacques Cartier to the Gulf of St. Lawrence.
1580 Philip II of Spain acquires Portugal, thus uniting the empires of the two kingdoms.
1581 Dutch declare independence from Spain.
1583 Sir Walter Ralegh’s expedition to Guiana.
1600 Charter of the East India Company.
1607 English settlement at Jamestown.
1618 Outbreak of the Thirty Years War.
1620 Voyage of the Mayflower.
1648 Conclusion of the Thirty Years War, Treaty of Westphalia, creation of the European state system.
1668 East India Company takes over Bombay.
1690 English settlement at Calcutta.
1756 Outbreak of Seven Years War.
1760 New France surrenders to the British.
1763 Peace of Paris brings Seven Years War to an end, leaving Britain in possession of most of North America.
1768 Captain Cook’s first voyage.
1771 Publication of Antoine de Bougainville’s Voyage autour du monde.
1772 Cook’s second voyage.
1776 Declaration of American independence. Publication of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Start of Cook’s last voyage.
1779 Death of Cook in Hawaii.
1788–95 Trial of Warren Hastings, governor of Bengal.
1789 Beginning of the French Revolution.
1791 Slave revolt in St. Domingue (now Haiti).
1793 Lord Macartney’s embassy to China.
1803 Beginning of the Napoleonic Wars.
1806 Holy Roman Empire comes to an end.
1807 British abolition of the slave trade.
1810–21 Spanish-American Wars of Independence.
1815 Battle of Waterloo, end of Napoleonic Wars, Napoleon exiled to St. Helena. Britain takes control of the Cape Colony (South Africa) from the Dutch.
1829 Suttee abolished.
1830 French occupy Algeria.
1839–42 Opium Wars between Britain and China.
1853 David Livingstone crosses the continent of Africa.
1858 Abolition of the East India Company.
1859 Publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species.
1869 Opening of the Suez Canal.
1876 Queen Victoria becomes empress of India.
1888 Abolition of slavery in Brazil.
1890 Cecil Rhodes made prime minister of Cape Colony.
1900 Boxer Rebellion in China.
1908 End of the Ottoman Sultanate and creation of the modern Turkish Republic.
1911 Abolition of the Chinese Monarchy.
1914–18 First World War.
1917 Creation of the USSR.
1939–45 Second World War.
1944 Bretton Woods Conference establishes World Bank and International Monetary Fund.
1945 Establishment of the United Nations.
1947 Partition and independence of India and Pakistan.
1948 Independence of Ceylon, renamed Sri Lanka in 1972.
1949 Establishment of the People’s Republic of China.
1957–66 Independence of the Sudan, the Gold Coast (Ghana), Malaya, Nigeria, Cyprus, Jamaica, Trinidad, Kenya, Zanzibar, Algeria, the Congo, Tanganyika, Gambia, Lesotho, Bechuanaland, Botswana, Guiana, Barbados, Mauritius, Northern Rhodesia (Zambia).
1989 Fall of the Berlin Wall, dismantling of the former USSR.
1991 Dissolution of the USSR.
1994 Nelson Mandela becomes president of South Africa, thus ending the rule of the last settler population in Africa.
1997 End of British rule in Hong Kong.
1999 End of Portuguese rule in Macao.

INTRODUCTION
In “The Story of the Warrior and the Captive,” the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges tells two stories. In the first a Lombard “barbarian” named Droctulft reaches the gates of the Byzantine city of Ravenna, the last outpost of the crumbling empire of Constantine the Great. He has come there as a conqueror. Until that moment, which will change his life in ways over which he will have no further control, his only concern has been war and its spoils. His is a world of movement, of horses and tents, transhumance and conflict. He knows nothing of cities, or of the arts or the sciences, or of the measurement of time. His world is his people. His loyalty, as Borges says, is to his chief, his tribe, “not to the universe.” Space is infinite only because he knows nothing of its limits. He fights against men whose languages he does not understand and whose ways of life he cannot comprehend. He senses that these others who live in cities have goods that he desires, and that his people cannot create for themselves.
The day on which he enters the city he becomes another, a stranger to what he was. He becomes aware of desires he has never known before, is seized with wonder at the palaces and squares, the domes and the cupolas of the great city. This was what he had come to plunder. Overwhelmed by it all, he now realizes that he has no choice but to change allegiances and to fight in order to preserve what he had once thought only to destroy. By doing so, he acquires what he never knew he wanted: a place. There he will always be an outsider, a “barbarian.” Because of that he will be compelled, as Borges says, to be little more than a child or a dog. But he and his descendants will have begun the long journey on the road toward the condition that Europeans have for centuries called “civilization.”
Droctulft made one kind of journey. Borges’s second story is about another. As a young woman, Borges’s English grandmother was brought by her husband to the pampas, the seemingly endless Argentine grasslands, staring at which, Charles Darwin once said, gave him “horizontal vertigo.” There she met an Englishwoman, from Yorkshire, who as a child had been carried off in an Indian raid, had been raised as an Indian, and had married a chieftain, to whom she had borne two sons. Borges’s grandmother, shocked by what she could glimpse “behind her story,” the “feasts of scorched meat or raw entrails . . . the polygamy, the stench and the superstition,” urged her to leave, to return to the world as she had once known it. But “the woman answered that she was happy, and returned that night to the desert.”
Droctulft and the Indian captive crossed in opposite directions. This book is about the implications of those two stories, and the points at which they meet, cross, and sometimes become confused with each other. It is about what drives peoples into contact—and conflict—with one another. It is about restlessness. It is also, inevitably, about cruelty and anger, indifference and power, about loss and the passing of time. It is about empires and the peoples who have created them, and been created by them.
Empires, however we define the term, and wherever they occur, have always been ways of imposing stability upon different groups who often have had little love for one another. Most empires have offered their subject peoples a combination of opportunities and restraints. Many have chosen to accept the opportunities and put up with the restraints. Others inevitably have not. All, however, knew that what an empire the size and power of Rome represented was what Droctulft had seen, in its final fading glory, at Ravenna. It was accumulated wealth, the comforts a highly stratified, technologically advanced society can provide—at least for those who can afford it. It was—and in the accounts from which Borges took his tale this is what seems most to have persuaded Droctulft to devote himself to its preservation—the sheer sumptuousness of creativity: the paintings, the buildings, the garments of the peoples. It was also, although by the eighth century of the Christian era this was already a thing of the past, the possibility of security at least from external threat, of a calm and reflective life.
By contrast, the things Borges’s grandmother could see in the life of the young English captive conjured up only images of a life of constant movement, a life lived in the open, a life without shape or ultimate purpose. For her, as for all Europeans, the only life in which it was possible to be fully human, to be, as she would have said, “civilized,” was one lived in cities. Our entire political and social vocabulary derives from this fact. “Politics” and “polity” have their root in the Greek term polis. Similarly, “civil,” “civility,” and “civilization” all have their origins in the Latin word  civitas. In time both words became abstract nouns translatable as “the state” or “the commonwealth.” But both had originally described the self-contained urban spaces of the ancient world. Rome was the Eternal City, the Prince of Cities, which in the words of the fourth-century poet Claudian was the “mother of arms, who casts empire [imperium] over all.”1 The founding of empires has, therefore, always been closely associated with the creation of cities. Alexander the Great—whom we shall meet again—founded literally dozens in his name: in Egypt (the greatest of them, and the only one still to be called Alexandria), at Herat in central Iran, at Arachosia (probably modern Kandahar), at Begram in the Hindu Kush, at Eschate (modern Leninabad). In one single year, 328 B.C., he created six new cities north of the Oxus River. According to the Roman philosopher and historian Plutarch (although he was surely exaggerating), during the course of his reign Alexander established no fewer than seventy new settlements. Centuries later, when the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés marched through Mexico in 1519–20, he too founded cities as he went, first on the coast at Veracruz, then Cholula and Tlaxcala. Finally, after the great Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán had fallen in 1521 he rebuilt it and renamed it Mexico City.
Cities were, of course, by no means unique to Europe. Like much else that is defining of European culture, the walled, largely self-governing urban space had originated in Asia. But it is only with the rise of Athens after the sixth century that an association in the European political imagination began to form between an urban environment and a particular way of life. Man, said the Greek philosopher Aristotle, was z[image: image]on politikon—a term that means, quite literally, an animal “made for life in the  polis.” In the Greek world, life in the polis was not merely the best attainable existence, it was the only life in which it was possible for humanity to achieve the ends that nature, or the gods, had established for it. Little wonder, then, that for Aristotle there could be no life beyond the limits of the city but that of “beasts and gods.” For centuries, those who chose, or were compelled, to leave their native cities were looked upon as both potentially degenerate and potentially dangerous. Exile in the ancient world was a punishment comparable to death, and in Renaissance Europe it was often described, quite precisely, as a “civil death.”
Those who have chosen to live beyond the limit of the city, the travelers and vagrants, even pilgrims, have, in the course of European history, been widely persecuted and abused. The most extreme case is that of Europe’s Gypsies, whose history passes from initial astonishment and sympathy for what were believed to be the victims of the Ottoman conquest of the Byzantine Empire, to suspicion, and finally, in the gas chambers of Hitler’s Reich, to attempted annihilation.
Yet, for all this distrust of journeying, this horror of the rootless and the homeless, most humans are, as Saint Francis once described them,  homines viatores, perennial movers. When she met the young Englishwoman, Borges’s grandmother was herself living on the frontier, which in nineteenth-century Argentina was merely a step away from the condition of the Indians who so disgusted her. Most of us simply cannot avoid movement. Just as even the fiercest of endogamous societies must, on occasion, allow its members to “marry out” if it is to survive, so all cultures, however concerned they might be with the virtues of immobility, have to move if they are to progress. There have been few peoples for whom a state of permanent immobility is the norm. The happy Polynesians—the “noble savages”—who figure so prominently in the eighteenth-century literary imagination of France, who went nowhere and who commanded all those Europeans who visited them to go home at once, could never, as the German philosopher Immanuel Kant said of them, “give a satisfactory answer to the question of why they should exist at all.” Kant was being unduly harsh not so much because the Tahitians had no desire to travel as because of his suspicion of what he took to be the description of a life of “mere” enjoyment. 2 But he was right to see something inhuman in this idealization of Tahitian society.
Human history ends, as Kant insisted, as the history of settlement, of order, of peace and law. But it began in movement, in restlessness, in the quest for new resources, the search for more hospitable climates, and in the insatiable desire for possession. These impulses drove the first men out of Africa and across the world, and they continue to drive their ancestors to this day. Probably all the cultures of all the races of the world have been the creations of prolonged periods of migration. Most of the stories we tell ourselves about our pasts, and many about our futures, are, therefore, stories of peregrination.
One such story, and it is typical of many early European accounts of the origins of humanity, is to be found in a curious collection of texts from the third century A.D. known as the Corpus Hermeticum, supposedly the writings of the magus Hermes Trismegistus, whose wisdom was believed to pre-date even that of Moses. Here the Greek god Hermes is shown at work imprisoning the demiurges—the beings who had helped in the creation of the universe—in human bodies as a punishment for their attempt to rival the creativity of the gods. Even as he does so, the figure of Sarcasm (Momos) appears to congratulate him. “It is a courageous thing you have done to have created man,” he mocks, this being with curious eyes and a bragging tongue. For he will push his designing thoughts even to the limits of the earth. [These men] will extend their audacious busy hands even to the edge of the sea. They will cut down the forests, and will drive them [i.e., as ships] over the seas from bank to bank, all the way to those lands that are furthest away. 3
As they traveled, these new and still more troublesome demiurges came together into families and then into tribes, all speaking separate languages and pursuing separate ways of life. This is the origin of peoples. Once they were divided, the stronger began to seize possession of the weaker. This is the beginning of empire.
But what exactly is an empire? Macedonia, Rome, Byzantium, Ottoman Turkey, China, Peru and Mexico, the Soviet Union, the United States, even, by its enemies, the European Union have all been described as empires. We talk of “informal” and “economic” empires, of “business” empires, even of the empire of the heart or reason’s empire. “Empire” has become as much a metaphor as the description of a particular kind of society. Today the word is generally used as a term of abuse, although one that is also often tinged with nostalgia. “Empire” suggests the ruthless exploitation of largely defenseless, technologically unsophisticated peoples by the forces of technologically sophisticated ones—the kinds of empires carved out first in the Americas, then in Asia, and finally in Australia and the islands of the Pacific by successive European powers. Or it conjures up images of the Third Reich or Stalinist Russia, where oppressor and oppressed come from much the same kind of cultures, and possess much the same kind of technologies. In both cases the “empire” is represented as a mode of political oppression, a denial by one people of the rights—above all the right to self-determination—of countless others.
Empires, it is assumed, are in some sense artificial creations. They are created by conquest, and conquerors have always attempted to keep those they have conquered in subservience. This has been achieved by a mixture of simple force and some kind of ideology: in the case of the Roman Empire, this ideology was that of “civilization,” the lure of a more desirable, more comfortable, and infinitely richer way of life. In the case of the Spanish, French, and British empires, it was this too, now reinforced by differing brands of Christianity. In the case of the Ottomans it was Islam, and in the case of the Soviet Union, Marxism. It is also assumed that virtually all of those who live under imperial rule would much rather not and that sooner or later they will rise up and drive out their conquerors.
Much of this, as we shall see, is undeniable, but by no means all. Empire has been a way of life for most of the peoples of the world, as either conqueror or conquered, and what we choose to call empires have not only varied greatly from place to place and time to time, they have also marked the lives of those whom they involved in sometimes radically different ways. 4
The modern term “empire” and the related words “emperor,” “imperialism,” etc., all derive, significantly, from the Latin word  imperium, which in ancient Rome indicated supreme power involving both command in war and the magistrate’s right to execute the law. The term has therefore linked the history of European imperialism very closely to the legacy of the Roman Empire. Originally it meant little more than “sovereignty,” a sense it retained until at least the eighteenth century. Ever since the days of the Roman Republic, however, “empire” has also been a word used to describe government over vast territories. When, for instance, in the early first century A.D., the historian Tacitus spoke of the Roman world as an “immense body of empire,” he was alluding as much to its size as to its sovereignty, and ultimately it would be size that separated empires from mere kingdoms and principalities.5 In 1914, the great Norwegian polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen calculated that the Russian Empire had been expanding at an average daily rate of fifty-five square miles for over four centuries, or more than twenty thousand square miles per year, an area roughly the size of modern Belgium. In terms of territory the Russian Empire was the largest the world has ever known, although most of it was unoccupied. But similar sorts of figures could be conjured up for most other imperial peoples. Under Philip II, the father of Alexander the Great, the Macedonian monarchy ceased at the Aegean and the Black Sea. By the time of Alexander’s death in 323 B.C., it reached from the Adriatic to the Indus, from the Punjab to the Sudan. In 1400, the empire of Timur—Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine—ran from the Black Sea to the gates of Kashgar. The Ottoman Sultanate, which in the thirteenth century had been a small Anatolian province of ghazi (“holy”) warriors, sandwiched between the Byzantine Empire and the Seljuk Turks, by the beginning of the sixteenth century extended more than six thousand miles, from Hungary to Central Asia. By the time the armies of Francisco Pizarro reached Peru in 1532, the domain of the Inca, which in the early fifteenth century had been limited to the region around Cuzco, stretched north through what are today Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia and south into Bolivia, northern Chile, and northwest Argentina.
Because they have been in this way large and relentlessly expansive, empires have also embraced peoples who held a wide variety of customs and beliefs and often spoke an equal variety of languages. It was in their sheer variety as much as their size that both their identity and their glory were to be found. The greatness of the Romans, said the second-century-B.C. Greek historian Polybius, lay in the fact that they now ruled over peoples of whom Alexander the Great had never even heard. Sixteen hundred years later, Spanish historians of the empire of Charles V would make much the same observation about their emperor.
Because of their size and sheer diversity, most empires have in time become universal, cosmopolitan societies. In order to rule vast and widely separated domains, imperial governments have generally found themselves compelled to be broadly tolerant of diversity of culture and sometimes even of belief, so long as these posed no threat to their authority. In such extensive societies, it was for many frequently a matter of indifference whether the supreme lord was a king in London or an emperor in Delhi. In many cases, it might be preferable to be ruled by a distant sovereign rather than one close to hand. Better, said the Milanese in the sixteenth century, trapped between the contending powers of Spain and France, a king in Madrid than one in Paris. Madrid at least was farther away.
But if they have generally tolerated diversity, empires have also inevitably transformed the peoples whom they have brought together. “Empire,” said Charles Maurice de Talleyrand, Napoleon’s foreign minister, is “the art of putting men in their place.” And putting men in their place inevitably resulted in prolonged and extensive migrations. Some of these were voluntary—the movement of the disposed, or, as happened in America and Asia and later in Africa, of the marginalized, in search of a better and richer life. Some, however, such as the Atlantic slave trade—the greatest and most nefarious of them all—or the British transportation of indentured Indian servants in the 1840s to what Lord Salisbury called the “warmer” British possessions, Mauritius, Trinidad, Fiji, and Natal, were wholly involuntary.6
All the way from Europe to the Americas, these migrations have inevitably destroyed societies that were once flourishing. They have also brought into being entire societies that did not exist before. And in time these have created new peoples. The inhabitants of modern Greece and the Balkans are not what they were under Alexander; neither are the modern Italians Romans, nor the black populations of the Americas much like the West African peoples from whom they are descended. The majority of the inhabitants of Spanish America are neither fully European nor wholly Indian, but as the “Liberator” Simón Bolívar said of them in 1810, “a sort of middle species between the legitimate owners of this land and the Spanish usurpers.”
Empires have severely limited the freedoms of some peoples, but they have also given others opportunities they could not otherwise have imagined. As one of these, the “father” of modern India, Jawaharlal Nehru, once observed, “a foreign conquest, with all its evils, has one advantage: it widens the mental horizon of the people and compels them to look out of their shells. They realize that the world is much bigger and a more variegated place than they had imagined.”7 In this way empires have been an inseparable part, real as well as metaphorical, of the development and spread of human knowledge. The “through passage of the world,” reflected Francis Bacon in 1620, by which he meant as much its occupation as its navigation, was clearly “destined by Divine providence” to be achieved in the same age as the “advancement of learning.” 8
Empires have, of course, also been responsible for a great deal of human suffering. They have been responsible, in the Americas and the Pacific, for the elimination of entire peoples, and they have caused perhaps irreversible damage to vast areas of the surface of the planet. Now they are no more, at least in their traditional form. But they have, for centuries, constituted the history of the human race.
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1
THE FIRST WORLD CONQUEROR
The story of the empires of the peoples of Europe begins in ancient Greece. For the Greeks, who devised the vocabularies with which we still think about how to live our lives, were also, as they described themselves, “extreme travelers.” The Cyclopes, one of whom devours Odysseus’s crew, are the embodiment of barbarism, because, among their other defects, they know nothing of navigation and have never left their island home. Travel, as we know, broadens the mind. The first person to have made the connection between voyaging (plan[image: image]) and wisdom (sophia) was supposedly Solon, who also gave the Athenians their laws, and thus created the first true political society in European history.1 Subsequent Greek history is filled with wanderers in search of knowledge. Sometime in the fifth century B.C., Herodotus, the “father of history,” traveled well beyond the limits of his world, to Egypt and to Libya, Babylon, and the Phoenician city of Tyre, even to southern Russia, and reported extensively on what he had found there. Pythagoras, the great sixth-century-B.C. mathematician, journeyed from his native Samos to Egypt and Crete before settling finally in Croton in southern Italy, and the earliest of the ancient geographers, Hecateus of Miletus, visited Egypt even before Herodotus.
The knowledge to be gained from travel was almost always, however, also a means to possession. The Greeks were not only great travelers, they were also great colonizers. Beginning in the eighth century B.C. when Corinth established a colony on what is today Corfu, the Greek city-states moved steadily across the entire Mediterranean until by 580 they had occupied, to some degree, all the most obviously desirable areas in the world then available to them.2 Colonization and conquest on this scale required skilled navigators and relatively large ships. Most of all, however, it required the evolution of a certain kind of warfare. Immanuel Kant believed that human conflict was nature’s means of forcing primitive men to leave the settled comfortable boundaries of their homes. There, like grazing cattle, they might be happy, but because they were not also anxious and active, they could not be properly human. Kant credited nature with too much insight. But in one way or another war has contributed more than any other single factor to the steady distribution of peoples around the world.
Yet if all peoples engage in some kind of warfare, wars themselves are of many different kinds. The conflicts that took place between the tribal peoples of North and South America, parts of East Africa, and Australia and that still occur among the few remaining peoples of the world’s rain forests is often harsh, cruel, and sudden; but it rarely does, nor is intended to do, much lasting damage. Such struggles are, as one sympathetic Spanish observer in the sixteenth century described them, “no more deadly than our jousting, or than many European children’s games.”3 They are fought for limited and often symbolic gains, and they rarely aim at conquest or subjugation. They do not intend to change the world.
The kind of war of which Kant was thinking was something very different. It emerged out of the eastern Mediterranean and the steppes in the late Bronze Age. It is the warfare celebrated in the Iliad, and it aimed at the total transformation of entire peoples, or sometimes, as in the Trojan War, at their ultimate destruction. The Trojan War, not only the best-known but also one of the longest recorded wars in history, ushered in a new era in human conflict, at least in the Mediterranean. Agamemnon and his crew of semidivine warriors have no objective beyond revenge for the insult inflicted upon the Spartan Menelaus by a Trojan prince. They are not conquerors, much less empire builders. When they finally leave after ten long years of unceasing conflict, Troy will be no more. Their sole desire is to have done with the war and go home. But they leave behind them a world in which conquest and subjugation have become possible. And they inspire at least one empire, possibly, in its constant retelling, the greatest of them all. Plutarch, who has left us so vivid a psychological portrait of Alexander the Great, tells us that his copies of the Iliad and the Odyssey never left his side.4 He slept with them and a dagger under his pillow.
The Homeric poems are the mythic celebrations of the emergence of a people. Similar stories have been told about other places and other peoples at other times. They serve many roles. But they all celebrate the moment when a group acquires the means to impose itself upon its world. In the Mediterranean world this moment was made possible by the discovery and invention of hard, resistant metals, bronze and later iron, that could be sharpened and would remain sharp. As many contemporary observers pointed out, it was not their firearms—which often did more harm to their users than to their intended victims—nor even their horses that allowed the Spanish to defeat the Aztecs and the Incas. It was instead their steel weapons, weapons that had not changed substantially for centuries. Against these the brittle obsidian axes of the Aztecs, which shattered and blunted after the first blow, could make little impact.
Together with the new instruments of war there emerged a new kind of combat. The heroes of the Iliad still fight as individuals seeking individual gains and, in Achilles’ case, pursuing private feuds onto the battlefield. But even among the Greeks in the ranks, who are of scant interest to Homer, there is evidence of cohesion, of organization, of a terrifying sense of purpose, a willingness to surrender the moment in order to win the day. All of this the earlier warrior hordes lacked, as did their American, African, or Australian counterparts. The Aztecs could never understand the kind of war that was being made against them. Even they who had secured some kind of tributary
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