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Preface

The death of Tamerlane in 1405 was a turning point in world history. Tamerlane was the last of the series of ‘world-conquerors’ in the tradition of Attila and Genghis Khan, who strove to bring the whole of Eurasia – the ‘world island’ – under the rule of a single vast empire. Within fifty years of his death, the maritime states of the Eurasian Far West, with Portugal in the van, were exploring the sea routes that became the nerves and arteries of great maritime empires. This is the story of what happened next.

It seems a familiar tale, until we look closer. The rise of the West to global supremacy by the path of empire and economic pre-eminence is one of the keystones of our historical knowledge. It helps us to order our view of the past. In many standard accounts, it appears all but inevitable. It was the high road of history: all the alternatives were byroads or dead ends. When Europe’s empires dissolved, they were replaced by new post-colonial states, just as Europe itself became a part of the ‘West’ – a world-spanning league under American leadership. The aim of this book is partly to show that the passage from Tamerlane’s times to our own has been far more contested, confused and chance-ridden than this legend suggests – an obvious enough point. But it tries to do this by placing Europe (and the West) in a much larger context: amid the empire-, state- and culture-building projects of other parts of Eurasia. Only thus, it is argued, can the course, nature, scale and limits of Europe’s expansion be properly grasped, and the jumbled origins of our contemporary world become a little bit clearer.

This book could not have been written without the huge volume of new writing in the last twenty years both on ‘global’ history and on the histories of the Middle East, India, South East Asia, China and Japan. Of course, it is not only recently that historians have insisted on a global view of the past: that tradition, after all, goes back to Herodotus. Hidden in most histories lies a set of conjectures about what was supposed to have happened in other parts of the world. Systematic inquiry into the linkages between different parts of the world is, however, comparatively recent. ‘The study of the past’, remarked Frederick Teggart in his Rome and China (Berkeley, 1939), ‘can become effective only when it is fully realized that all peoples have histories, that these histories run concurrently and in the same world, and that the act of comparing them is the beginning of knowledge.’1 This challenge was taken up on a monumental scale in W. H. McNeill’s The Rise of the West (Chicago, 1964), whose title belies its astonishing range and intellectual subtlety. But in recent years the resources committed to global and non-Western history have increased enormously. The economic, political and cultural impact of ‘globalization’ has been one of the reasons. But perhaps just as important have been the effects of diasporas and migrations (creating a mobile, ‘anti-national’ historical tradition) and the partial liberalization of many regimes (the greatest example being China) where ‘history’ was once treated as the private property of the state. New perspectives, new freedoms and new reading publics, wanting new meanings from history, have fuelled a vast outpouring of historical writing. The effect of all this has been to open new vistas on a past that once seemed accessible by only one route – the story of Europe’s expansion. It has made it much easier than a generation ago to see that Europe’s trajectory into the modern world shared many features in common with social and cultural changes elsewhere in Eurasia, and that Europe’s attainment of primacy came later, and was more qualified, than we are often led to believe.

My debts to the work of other historians will be obvious from the notes that accompany each chapter. My first introduction to the fascination of viewing world history as a connected whole came as a pupil of the late Jack Gallagher, whose historical imagination was boundless. I have learned an enormous amount from my colleagues in imperial and global history in Oxford – Judith Brown, David Washbrook, Georg Deutsch and Peter Carey – and have benefited from the expert knowledge of many other colleagues in the university and beyond, whose words of wisdom I have tried to remember. My thinking about the economic issues has been much improved by acquaintance with the Global Economic History Network, created by Patrick O’Brien as a forum for discussing the divergent paths of economic change in different parts of the world. Some of the ideas to be found in this book were prompted by arguments with James Belich and Phillip Buckner in several ‘travelling seminars’. The stimulus of teaching so many talented students has been indispensable, and my historical education has been hugely extended by the supervision of many doctoral theses over the last twenty years. I am especially grateful to those friends and colleagues who commented on earlier versions of the chapters that follow: Richard Bonney, Ian Phimister, Robert Holland, Martin Ceadel and Andrew Hurrell. The errors and omissions I claim for myself.

I prepared draft maps using as a base the ‘Mapinfo’ program produced by Collins Bartholomew. I could not have done so without the instruction, advice and patient assistance of Nigel James of the Bodleian map department: it is a pleasure to acknowledge his help. The finished maps were drawn by Jeff Edwards. I am greatly indebted to Bob Davenport for his meticulous care in the copy-editing of the text.

The task of writing this book would have been much harder without the interest and encouragement of Simon Winder of Penguin. Faced with Simon’s enthusiasm, no author could allow his efforts to flag. For this, and for his shrewd and timely advice at certain critical times, I am most grateful.

Lastly, writing this book over an extended period amid many other activities has largely been possible because of the extraordinary resources of Oxford’s university libraries – embattled but unbowed – and because of the unrivalled facilities for research and writing that Nuffield College provides for its fellows.

A NOTE ON NAMES AND PLACES

Writing a book that ranges widely over time and space raises some awkward issues about the language of names and places. Not only do names change, but the changes reflect shifts of perception, status and often control. In many parts of the world, changing the names of cities, towns and streets – and even of countries – has been a way of symbolizing the end of the old (usually colonial) order and the reassertion of an indigenous culture and identity.

My practice has been to use the name most likely to be familiar to a predominantly Western and Anglophone readership, while drawing attention when appropriate to the alternative version. Sometimes this has meant using the name that gave a special contemporary meaning to a particular place. Thus I have used ‘Constantinople’ and not ‘Istanbul’ to denote the Ottoman capital. This was standard usage in the West long after the city was conquered by the Turks in 1453. I have retained it to signify its role as an imperial capital (quite different from modern Istanbul) and also its contested status as (in the eyes of many Europeans) an occupied Christian city that would one day be ‘liberated’. This belief lasted until the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923.

Three issues deserve particular mention. Firstly, the romanization of Islamic names has always been somewhat arbitrary – perhaps inevitably so. When Europeans attempted to render the sound of Islamic names, they produced over the centuries extraordinary variations in spelling, some of which seem bizarre today. To complicate matters, some of these variations reflected the differences between spoken versions of Arabic, Persian and Turkish, the three main languages of Islamic Middle Eurasia. The most familiar of Muslim names can be found as Mahomet, Mehmet, Mohamed and Muhammad. Feisal can be found as Faisal or Faysal. I have used versions that I hope will be familiar and comprehensible, rather than those that might be more scholastically ‘correct’.

Secondly there is the case of Iran. Until 1935 Iran was officially called Persia, the name by which the country was usually known in the West. ‘Iran’ was, however, the commoner usage in the country and the region, and I have chosen, for simplicity, to use it as the standard designation for the territorial unit and its people throughout the period covered by the book. But it is important to remember that ‘Persian’ (a word derived from ‘Farsi’) was the predominant language and culture, as well as describing the largest ethnic group in a land of several ethnicities.

Thirdly there is China. The Pinyin system is now widely used to romanize Chinese. However, since most of the references in this book are to Chinese persons and places, I have retained the forms most likely to be familiar to Western readers, following the older Wade–Giles system. The most obvious examples are as follows:

Ch’ing not Qing

Peking not Beijing (until Chapter 8)

Nanking not Nanjing

Canton not Guangzhou

Kiangnan not Jiangnan

Sinkiang not Xinjiang

Ch’ien-lung not Qianlong

Kuomintang not Guomindang

Chiang Kai-shek not Jiang Jeshi

Mao Tse-tung not Mao Zedong

Chou En-lai not Zhou Enlai
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Orientations
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1. Ptolemy’s map of the world, the basis of European knowledge until the late fifteenth century

AFTER TAMERLANE

In 1401 the great Islamic historian Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) was in the city of Damascus, then under siege by the mighty Tamerlane. Eager to meet the famous conqueror of the day, he was lowered from the walls in a basket and received in Tamerlane’s camp. There he had a series of conversations with a ruler he described (in his autobiography) as ‘one of the greatest and mightiest of kings … addicted to debate and argument about what he knows and does not know’.1 Ibn Khaldun may have seen in Tamerlane the saviour of the Arab–Muslim civilization for whose survival he feared. But four years later Tamerlane died on the road to China, whose conquest he had planned.

Tamerlane (sometimes Timur, or Timurlenk, ‘Timur the Lame’ – hence his European name) was a phenomenon who became a legend. He was born, probably in the 1330s, into a lesser clan of the Turkic-Mongol tribal confederation the Chagatai, one of the four great divisions into which the Mongol empire of Genghis (Chinggis) Khan had been split up at his death, in 1227. By 1370 he had made himself master of the Chagatai. Between 1380 and 1390 he embarked upon the conquest of Iran, Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), Armenia and Georgia. In 1390 he invaded the Russian lands, returning a few years later to wreck the capital of the Golden Horde, the Mongol regime in modern South Russia. In 1398 he led a vast plundering raid into North India, crushing its Muslim rulers and demolishing Delhi. Then in 1400 he returned to the Middle East to capture Aleppo and Damascus (Ibn Khaldun escaped its massacre), before defeating and capturing the Ottoman sultan Bayazet at the Battle of Ankara in 1402. It was only after that that he turned east on his final and abortive campaign.

Despite his reputation as a bloodthirsty tyrant, and the undoubted savagery of his predatory conquests, Tamerlane was a transitional figure in Eurasian history.2 His conquests were an echo of the great Mongol empire forged by Genghis Khan and his sons. That empire had extended from modern Iran to China, and as far north as Moscow. It had encouraged a remarkable movement of people, trade and ideas around the waist of Eurasia, along the great grassy corridor of steppe, and Mongol rule may have served as the catalyst for commercial and intellectual change in an age of general economic expansion.3 The Mongols even permitted the visits of West European emissaries hoping to build an anti-Muslim alliance and win Christian converts. But by the early fourteenth century the effort to preserve a grand imperial confederation had all but collapsed. The internecine wars between the ‘Ilkhanate’ rulers in Iran, the Golden Horde and the Chagatai, and the fall of the Yuan in China (by 1368), marked the end of the Mongol experiment in Eurasian empire.

Tamerlane’s conquests were partly an effort to retrieve this lost empire. But his methods were different. Much of his warfare seemed mainly designed to wreck any rivals for control of the great trunk road of Eurasian commerce, on whose profits his empire was built. Also, his power was pivoted more on command of the ‘sown’ than on mastery of the steppe: his armies were made up not just of mounted bowmen (the classic Mongol formula), but of infantry, artillery, heavy cavalry and even an elephant corps. His system of rule was a form of absolutism, in which the loyalty of his tribal followers was balanced against the devotion of his urban and agrarian subjects. Tamerlane claimed also to be the ‘Shadow of God’ (among his many titles), wreaking vengeance upon the betrayers and backsliders of the Islamic faith. Into his chosen imperial capital at Samarkand, close to his birthplace, he poured the booty of his conquests, and there he fashioned the architectural monuments that proclaimed the splendour of his reign. The ‘Timurid’ model was to have a lasting influence upon the idea of empire across the whole breadth of Middle Eurasia.

But, despite his ferocity, his military genius and his shrewd adaptation of tribal politics to his imperial purpose, Tamerlane’s system fell apart at his death. As he himself may have grasped intuitively, it was no longer possible to rule the sown from the steppe and build a Eurasian empire on the old foundations of Mongol military power. The Ottomans, the Mamluk state in Egypt and Syria, the Muslim sultanate in northern India, and above all China were too resilient to be swept away by his lightning campaigns. Indeed Tamerlane’s death marked in several ways the end of a long phase in global history. His empire was the last real attempt to challenge the partition of Eurasia between the states of the Far West, Islamic Middle Eurasia and Confucian East Asia. Secondly, his political experiments and ultimate failure revealed that power had begun to shift back decisively from the nomad empires to the settled states. Thirdly, the collateral damage that Tamerlane inflicted on Middle Eurasia, and the disproportionate influence that tribal societies continued to wield there, helped (if only gradually) to tilt the Old World’s balance in favour of the Far East and Far West, at the expense of the centre. Lastly, his passing coincided with the first signs of a change in the existing pattern of long-distance trade, the East–West route that he had fought to control. Within a few decades of his death, the idea of a world empire ruled from Samarkand had become fantastic. The discovery of the sea as a global commons offering maritime access to every part of the world transformed the economics and geopolitics of empire. It was to take three centuries before that new world order became plainly visible. But after Tamerlane no world-conqueror arose to dominate Eurasia, and Tamerlane’s Eurasia no longer encompassed almost all the known world.

GLOBAL HISTORIES

In this book we traverse a vast historical landscape in pursuit of three themes. The first is the growth of global ‘connectedness’ into the intensified form that we call ‘globalization’. The second is the part that was played in this process by the power of Europe (and later the ‘West’) and through the means of empire. The third is the resilience of many of Eurasia’s other states and cultures in the face of Europe’s expansion. Each of these factors has played a critical part in shaping the world that became by the twentieth century a vast semi-unified system of economics and politics, a common arena from which no state, society, economy or culture was able to remain entirely aloof.

No matter how detailed the subject or obscure the topic, histories are written to help to explain how we got where we are. Of course, historians often disagree with each other’s accounts, and one of the reasons is the conflict of opinion about the nature of the ‘present’ – the end product of history. To add to the difficulty, we constantly change our view of the present and ‘update’ it in line with unfolding events – revising as we do so the questions we ask of the past. But for the moment at least it is widely acknowledged that we live in an age that is strikingly different in many essentials from the world as it was a generation ago – before 1980. In ordinary language, we sum up the features that have been most influential in a catch-all term: ‘globalization’. Globalization is an ambiguous word. It sounds like a process, but we often use it to describe a state – the terminal point after a period of change. All the signs are that, in economic relations at least, the pace of change in the world (in the distribution of wealth and productive activity between different regions and continents) is likely to grow. But we can, nonetheless, sketch the general features of the ‘globalized world’ – the stage which globalization has now reached – in a recognizable form. This is the ‘present’ whose unpredictable making the history in this book attempts to explain.

These features can be briefly summarized as follows:


	the appearance of a single global market – not for all but for most widely used products, and also for the supply of capital, credit and financial services;

	the intense interaction between states that may be geographically very distant but whose interests (even in the case of very small states) have become global, not regional;

	the deep penetration of most cultures by globally organized media, whose commercial and cultural messages (especially through the language of ‘brands’) have become almost inseparable;

	the huge scale of migrations and diasporas (forced and free), creating networks and connections that rival the impact of the great European out-migration of the nineteenth century or the Atlantic slave trade;

	the emergence from the wreck of the ‘bipolar age’ (1945–89) of a single ‘hyperpower’, whose economic and military strength, in relation to all other states, has had no parallel in modern world history;

	the dramatic resurgence of China and India as manufacturing powers. In hugely increasing world output and shifting the balance of the world economy, the economic mobilization of their vast populations (1.3 billion and 1 billion respectively) has been likened to the opening of vast new lands in the nineteenth century.



This list ought to provoke a series of questions. Why, in a globalized world, should one state have attained such exceptional power? Why has the economic revival of China and India been such a recent development? Why until recently have the countries of the West (now including Japan) enjoyed such a long lead in technological skills and in their standards of living? Why do the products of Westernized culture (in science, medicine, literature and the arts) still command for the most part the highest prestige? Why does the international states system, with its laws and norms, reflect the concepts and practice of European statecraft, and territorial formatting on the European model? The globalized world of the late twentieth century was not the predictable outcome of a global free market. Nor could we deduce it from the state of the world five centuries ago. It was the product of a long, confused and often violent history, of sudden reversals of fortune and unexpected defeats. Its roots stretch back (so it is widely believed) to the ‘Age of Discovery’ – back, indeed, to the death of Tamerlane.

Of course, there have been numerous theories and histories without number explaining and debating the course of world history. The history (and prehistory) of globalization has always been controversial. Since most of the features of globalization seemed closely related to the growth of European (later Western) predominance, it could hardly be otherwise. The lines of battle were drawn up early on. Among the first to imagine a globalized world were the British free-traders of the 1830s and ’40s, who drew their inspiration from Adam Smith. Worldwide free trade, so they reasoned, would make war unthinkable. If every country depended upon foreign suppliers and customers, the web of mutual dependence would be too strong to break. Warrior aristocracies that thrived in a climate of conflict would become obsolete. The bourgeois ideal of representative government, spread by traders and trade, would become universal. This cheerful account of how enlightened self-interest would remake the world to the profit of all was punctured by Karl Marx. Marx insisted that, sooner or later (he expected it to be sooner), industrial capitalism would drown its markets in goods. It could survive for a while by cutting its costs, driving wages below the cost of subsistence. But when the workers revolted – as revolt they must – capitalism would implode and the proletariat would rule. The world beyond Europe would be caught up in the struggle. In their hunger for markets, the European capitalists were bound to invade Asia (Marx’s example was India) and wreck its pre-modern economies. The Indian weaver would go to the wall for the sake of Lancashire profits. India’s village system and its social order were ‘disappearing not so much through the brutal interference of the British tax-gatherer and … soldier, as [through] the working of English steam and English free trade’.4 The saving grace of this work of destruction was its unintended consequence. It would bring a social revolution to Asia, without which (so Marx implied) the rest of the world would not reach its socialist destiny.

Marx had argued that a global economy would grow out of Europe’s demands. Lenin insisted that capitalism depended upon economic imperialism, and predicted its downfall in a global revolt of colonial peoples.5 The Marx–Lenin version, half-history, half-prophecy, seemed the key to world history. From the 1920s onward it exerted huge intellectual influence. It saw Europe’s economic expansion as the irresistible force ruling the rest of the world. But, instead of creating the bourgeois utopia promised by the British free-traders, it had divided the world. The capitalist-industrial zone that was centred in Europe (and its American offspring) had become richer and richer. But across the rest of the globe, colonial subjection or semi-colonial dependence brought growing impoverishment. Capitalist wealth and Europe’s imperial power had combined to enforce a grossly unequal bargain. ‘Free’ trade had been used in the non-Western world to destroy old artisan industries, block industrial growth, and lock local economies into producing cheap raw materials. Indeed, because those raw materials would get steadily cheaper than the industrial goods for which they were meant to pay (or so ran the argument), poverty and dependence could only get worse, unless and until the ‘world system’ they sprang from was demolished by force.6

For much of the twentieth century, this pessimistic view of the motives and meaning of globalization (though the term was not used), sometimes combined with remarkable faith in its revolutionary outcome, was more than a match for the claims of the optimists who saw the result of a fully global economy as being ‘modernization’ (i.e. the replication of the West’s social structure). Both attitudes had in common the unquestioned assumption that Europe (or the West) was the only real source of historical change. Both sides made use of the astonishing insights (and even more astonishing industry) of the great German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920). Weber was fascinated by the peculiar trajectory that Europe had followed compared with India or China. While Marx had laid stress on the social revolution that replaced Europe’s feudal society with bourgeois-ruled capitalism, Weber searched for the pattern of institutions and beliefs that had made Europe ‘different’. Capitalism had developed in other parts of Eurasia, but Europe alone had made the transition to modern industrial capitalism, and the world pre-eminence that this had brought with it. At the heart of Weber’s explanation was the idea that modern capitalism required above all an activist, rationalizing mentality. Chinese Confucianism (rational but inactive), Islam (active but irrational) and Hinduism (inactive and irrational) all discouraged the vital combination. ‘No path led from the magical religiosity of the non-intellectual classes of Asia to a rational, methodical control of life.’7 But European Protestantism had created (accidentally) the crucial psychology (and the institutional trappings) that allowed the breakthrough.

Weber’s insistence that Europe’s peculiarity must be explained in terms of a distinct socio-cultural complex inspired an enormous literature once his work became widely known (and translated) in the 1920s and after. It had a special appeal to those who rejected the crude Marxian argument that Europe’s wealth and success had been gained by the plunder and pillage of the rest of the world. It encouraged the search for the critical factor(s) that had tipped the balance in Europe towards productive investment and continuous technical change. It seemed to confirm the belief (much older than Weber) that European society was uniquely dynamic, and that other great cultures, however magnificent, lacked the vital ingredients for material progress. Indeed, on this central issue, there was no real difference between the Weberian view and that taken for granted by the champions of the Marxian ‘world system’. For good or ill, from bad motives or none, Europe had energized a stationary world.

It is easy to see why in more recent years this Europe-centred account of modern world history has come under fire. The rapid dissolution of Europe’s colonial empires after 1945 created a mass of new nations. Each needed a history that placed its own progress at the heart of the story. Each had its own heroes whose national struggle had been waged in the face of Europe’s cultural arrogance. New ‘nationalist’ histories portrayed European rule (or influence) as unjust and repressive. Far from bringing progress to stationary parts of the world, European interference had blocked the social and cultural advances that were already in train. In the 1970s and ’80s, ‘subaltern’ history dug into the fabric of many ex-colonial societies. It revealed complex peasant communities, fiercely resistant to control by outsiders, whose lives were disrupted by the clumsy if not brutal attempt to impose colonial ‘order’.8 ‘Decolonized history’ encouraged many different social, ethnic, religious or cultural groups to emerge from the shadows. The old colonial narratives in which Europeans stood out against the dark local backcloth now seemed like cartoons: crude and incomplete sketches of a crowded reality. The ambitions and projects of colonized peoples – teachers, writers, merchants, peasants, migrants and minorities – were described and documented. The ‘stationary worlds’ in which Europeans had posed as the sole ‘dynamic’ force were now to be seen as teeming with life. And, far from exerting a confident mastery, Europeans (in this new perspective) were often outwitted, exploited or simply ignored by locals busy with their own affairs.

This was not the first time that historians had argued that even colonized peoples had an autonomous history worthy of serious study. Before the Second World War, the young Dutch historian J. C. van Leur (1908–42) had denounced the writing of Indonesian history through European eyes – ‘from the deck of the ship, the ramparts of the fortress, the high gallery of the trading house’, as if nothing could happen without a European being present, or at his instigation.9 Van Leur was killed in the war, and his ideas reached a wider international audience only in the late 1950s. But his work added a key new dimension to the historical attack on a Europe-centred world history. It dismissed the idea that the arrival of Europeans by sea in the sixteenth century had transformed Asia’s trading economy. Instead, Europeans were latecomers in a huge maritime commerce, pioneered by Asians, linking China, Japan, South East Asia, India, the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea and East Africa. Far from awaiting the Promethean touch of merchants from Europe, a ‘global’ economy already existed.10 If global economic convergence was a dominant theme in modern world history, the part played by Asians (and other non-Europeans) could not be ignored. Indeed, ‘globalization’ – in the wider sense of the term – could no longer be seen as just a European project.

In the last twenty years, van Leur’s original insight has been widened much further. The scale of global mobility, the growth of diasporas, the porous nature of frontiers, the limited power of most states, and the new distribution of industrial power (especially in Asia) have radically altered our sense of the past and what we want to know from it. For the moment at least, writing the history of nations and states seems much less important than tracing the origins of our world of movement, with its frenetic exchange of goods and ideas, its hybrid cultures and its fluid identities. A new global history has grown up in response. Its units of study are regions or oceans, long-distance trades, networks of merchants, the tracks of wandering scholars, the traffic of cults and beliefs between cultures and continents. Viewed from this level, the radical difference between Europe and Asia, the central assumption of older world histories, looks much less impressive. Instead, a chain of ‘connectedness’, both commercial and cultural, linked much of early modern Eurasia just at the time when (in older accounts) Europe’s divergence from Asia was becoming decisive. Notions of universal empire, a new ‘culture of travel’, and millenarian rumours and fantasies circulated around the huge land mass between Spain and the Bay of Bengal.11 Geographical location in Asia or Europe begins to look much less important for social and cultural change than a position astride Eurasia’s trunk lines of trade, or in the arid belt where long-distance travellers did not have to toil through forest, jungle or marsh.12

A similar change of emphasis can be seen among historians writing the new ‘global history of material progress’. As van Leur had suggested, the facile conclusion that Europeans had galvanized a somnolent Asia after Vasco da Gama’s arrival in India in 1498 was a travesty of the facts. A dense mercantile network already linked ports and producers between the coast of East Africa and the South China Sea. Asian merchants were not passive victims of a European takeover. Whatever their shortcomings, Asian governments were more than the predatory despots of European mythology who crushed trade and agriculture by penal taxation and arbitrary seizure. In different parts of Asia, there were market economies where the division of labour, specialized trades and urban development (the hallmarks of growth as Adam Smith had described it) looked very similar to those found in Europe. In China, especially, the scale of commercial exchange, the sophistication of credit, the use of technology, and the volume of production (in textiles particularly) revealed a pre-industrial economy at least as dynamic as contemporary Europe’s. Indeed, before 1800 what really stood out was not the sharp economic contrast between Europe and Asia, but, on the contrary, a Eurasian world of ‘surprising resemblances’ in which a number of regions, European and Asian, were at least theoretically capable of the great leap forward into the industrial age.13

Meanwhile, Europe’s assumed centrality in accounts of world history had come under attack from a quite different quarter. From the late 1970s, an intellectual movement inspired by the Palestinian-American Edward Said denounced the classics of European writing on the history, ethnography and culture of Asia (and by extension elsewhere) as ‘orientalist’ fantasy. According to Said, European description was fatally flawed by the crude attribution of stereotyped qualities, almost always demeaning, and the persistent attempt to portray Asian societies as the slothful, corrupt or degenerate antitheses of an energetic, masterful and progressive Europe.14 A huge literary industry sprang up to pick over the language and content of the various genres that transmitted the image of the non-Western world to an audience in Europe. The implication was clear. If the Europeans’ reportage (whether fact or fiction) was intended to serve the ulterior aim of extending Europe’s hegemony, or even if it did so unconsciously, it had no historical value except as a reflection of Europeans’ own fears and obsessions. The comparative study of Europe and non-Europe was hopelessly compromised. It could even be argued (and some writers did so) that history itself was an alien enterprise that forced knowledge of the past into the concepts and categories invented in (and for) Europe.

Few intelligent people accepted the logical conclusion of this post-modern extremism – that nothing could be known and that all inquiry was hopeless. But the broader point held good: that European depictions of other parts of the world needed very careful decoding. The Saidian critique was part of a great sea change, a conscious attempt to ‘decentre’ Europe or even to ‘provincialize’ it. European accounts of other cultures and peoples should no longer be treated as the ‘authorized version’, however full or persuasive. Europe should no longer be seen as the pivot of change, or as the agent acting on the passive civilizations of the non-Western world. Above all, perhaps, the European path to the modern world should no longer be treated as natural or ‘normal’, the standard against which historical change in other parts of the world should always be measured. Europeans had forged their own kind of modernity, but there were other modernities – indeed, many modernities.15

RETHINKING THE HISTORY OF EUROPE’S EXPANSION

‘Decolonized history’ has cut Europe down to size. It has made it much harder to assume unthinkingly that European societies were inherently progressive, or that they were necessarily more efficient than other peoples in Eurasia – or on other continents. European definitions of ‘progress’, like European observations on the rest of the world, have lost their once unchallenged authority. Indeed, some modern writers reject the validity of any comparison between different cultures (because no one can be an insider in more than one culture), in the curious belief that a much-jumbled world is really composed of distinct and original cultures. Post-colonial history takes a generally sceptical view of the European impact and an even more sceptical view of the ‘improvements’ once claimed for colonial rule. It treats ‘colonial’ history as myopic and biased, perhaps even delusory, and its claims as so much propaganda aimed at opinion at home. Indeed, closer inspection has suggested an ironic reversal of the colonialist case. Far from dragging backward peoples towards European-style modernity, colonial rule was more likely to impose a form of ‘anti-modernity’. Caste in India symbolized Indian backwardness. Yet British rulers, for their own convenience, struck a bargain with Brahmins to harden caste status into an administrative system (formalized in the census).16 In colonial Africa a parallel process took place as clans and followings were reinvented as ‘tribes’, with chiefly rulers as their ancestral leaders.17 Here, as in India, a political gambit was carefully packaged as an act of respect to local tradition. In the colonial version of history, caste and tribe were inscribed as immemorial features of the Indian and African past. In imperial propaganda, they became the genetic flaws that made self-rule for Indians and Africans impossible. But in ‘decolonized history’ the expansion of Europe appears as a vast conspiracy to reorder the non-Western world along pseudo-traditional lines, the better to hold it in check and exploit its resources – indefinitely.

On these and other grounds, Europe’s place in world history now looks rather different from that in conventional accounts written a few decades ago. But histories that aim to ‘provincialize’ Europe still leave a lot to explain. The European states were the main force that created the ‘globalized’ world of the late nineteenth century. They were the chief authors of the two great transformations that were locked together in the ‘modern world’ of the 1870s to the 1940s. The first was the making of a world economy not just of long-distance trade in high-value luxuries but of the global exchange of manufactures, raw materials and foodstuffs, in huge volumes and values, with the accompanying flows of people and money. This was an economic revolution that was chiefly managed (not always well) from Europe or by Europeans, and fashioned to suit their particular interests. The second transformation was closely connected. This was the extension of European rule, overt and covert, across huge swathes of the non-European world – a process under way before 1800, but accelerating sharply in the nineteenth century. It was strikingly visible in the colonial partitions of Africa, South East Asia, the South Pacific and (later) the Middle East; in the great ventures of empire-building in North Asia (by Russia) and South Asia (by Britain); in the subjection of much of maritime China to foreign controls; and in the European occupation (by demographic imperialism) of the Americas, Australasia and parts of South Central Africa. In Africa, the Middle East, much of South East Asia, the Pacific, Australasia and even the Americas, it created the territorial units that provide the state structure of the contemporary world.

Europe thus engaged in a double expansion. The outward signs of the first were the spread of railways and steamships, building a vast web of connections much faster and more certain than in earlier times and capable of pouring a huge stream of goods into once inaccessible places. Harbour works, railway stations, telegraph lines, warehouses, banks, insurance companies, shops, hotels (like Shepheards’ in Cairo or Raffles’ in Singapore), clubs and even churches formed the global grid of Europe’s commercial empire, allowing free passage to European merchants and trade and easing their access to a mass of new customers. The second mode was territorial. It meant the acquisition of forts and bases from which soldiers and warships could be sent to coerce or conquer. It meant the control of key zones astride the maritime highways that ran between Europe and the rest of the world: the classic case was Egypt, occupied by Britain in 1882. It meant a pattern of rule through which the products and revenues of colonial regions could be diverted at will to imperial purposes. Once their Raj was in place, the British taxed Indians to pay for the military power – a sepoy army – that they needed in Asia. Europe’s commercial empire and its territorial empires did not overlap completely. But the crucial point about this double expansion was its interdependence. Territorial imperialism was a battering ram. It could break open markets that resisted free trade, or (as in India) conscript local resources to build the railways and roads that European traders demanded. It could promise protection to European entrepreneurs, or (as happened often in Africa) make them a free gift of local land and labour. But it also relied on the technological, industrial and financial assets that Europe could deploy. These might be decisive when it came to fighting – steam-powered ships and superior weaponry helped win Britain’s first war in China in 1839–42 – though certainly not in all places.18 The real advantage of industrial imperialism lay in scale and speed. Industrial technique and the supply of capital allowed Europeans to stage a series of blitzkrieg conquests. They could lay down railways at breakneck speed to bring their force to bear hundreds of miles from the sea. They could flood a new zone with European settlers and transform its demography almost overnight, disorienting indigenous peoples and making resistance seem futile. They could transform alien environments with amazing completeness into a familiar European-style habitat: introducing wild animals, birds, fish, trees and flowers as well as crops and livestock. Above all, they could turn even the remotest parts of the globe into suppliers of the everyday goods like butter, meat or cheese once reserved for local producers at home. The gaunt freezing works with their grimy smokestacks that sprang up round the coasts of New Zealand after 1880 were the industrial face of colonization.

It would be wrong to suppose that Europeans lacked the support of allies and helpers; but they played the critical role in remaking the world. But how do we explain the extraordinary shift, which seemed all but complete by 1914, from a world of Eurasian ‘connectedness’ to a global-imperial world? Despite the libraries of writing that deal with the subject, much remains puzzling. Those magical dates 1492 (when Columbus crossed the Atlantic) and 1498 (when Vasco da Gama arrived in India) may have signalled the start of Europe’s new era. But the pace of advance was spasmodic at best. Three centuries after Columbus had made landfall, most of the North American mainland remained unoccupied and virtually unexplored by Europeans. It took nearly three hundred years for the corner of India where Vasco da Gama had landed to fall under European rule (Calicut was annexed by the British in 1792). The rush started only at the turn of the nineteenth century. Not just the timing, but the form and direction of Europe’s expansion need more explanation. Why did the Ottoman Empire and Iran preserve their autonomy long after India, which was much further away? Why was India subjected to colonial rule while China was able to keep its sovereign status, though much hedged about, and Japan had become a colonial power by 1914? If industrial capitalism was the key to the spread of European influence, why did its impact take so long to be felt across so much of the world, and with such variable consequences? Why were Europe’s own divisions, periodically unleashed with such lethal effect, not more destructive of its imperial ambitions? And what indeed should be counted as ‘Europe’? Why did some parts of ‘non-Europe’ succeed so much better than others at keeping Europe at bay, or throw off its grip more quickly? And how much was left, once Europe’s empires collapsed, of the ‘world Europe had made’?

To answer these questions, it seems wise to adopt a somewhat different approach from that of previous histories. Four basic assumptions have shaped the arguments advanced in this book. The first is that we should reject the idea of a linear change in the course of modern world history, in which Europe progressively rose to preeminence, then fell and rose again as part of the ‘West’. It is more productive to think in terms of ‘conjunctures’, periods of time when certain general conditions in different parts of the world coincided to encourage (or check) the enlargement of trade, the expansion of empires, the exchange of ideas or the movement of people. The way that this happened might tilt the balance of advantage between different parts of the world, temporarily at least. One condition alone was rarely decisive. Producers and consumers might wish to do business. But governments and rulers also had to agree to permit free(ish) trade – or any trade at all. Politics and geopolitics were a vital part of the equation. The outbreak of wars and their unpredictable course could shatter one equilibrium and impose another. Thus the great expansion of trade in the late nineteenth century and the kinds of globalization it helped to promote came to a shuddering halt with the First World War. After 1929, ‘deglobalization’ set in with catastrophic results. Europe’s original breakthrough to a position of primacy in its global relations is much better seen as the unexpected result of a revolution in Eurasia than as the outcome of a steady advance in Columbus’s footsteps. The appropriate imagery is not of rivers or tides, but of earthquakes and floods.

The second assumption is that we must set Europe’s age of expansion firmly in its Eurasian context. That means recognizing the central importance of Europe’s connections with other Old World civilizations and states in Asia, North Africa and the Middle East. Of course, Europe’s forced entry into the ‘Outer World’ and the ‘neo-Europes’ it created in the Americas, Australasia and Southern Africa were a key part of the story. Without the exploitation of American resources, and the commercial integration of North East America and North West Europe to form an ‘Atlantic’ economy, the eventual creation of a global economy in the late nineteenth century might not have happened at all. But the staggering scale of American wealth – the wonder of the world for more than a century – should not distract us. The centre of gravity in modern world history lies in Eurasia – in the troubled, conflicted, connected and intimate relations of its great cultures and states, strung out in a line from the European ‘Far West’ to the Asian ‘Far East’.

Perhaps surprisingly, the most forceful statement of this ‘Eurasian’ view was made a century ago by a British geographer-imperialist, Halford Mackinder.19 Mackinder was keen to remind his audience that the ‘Columbian epoch’, when European sea power had seemed to master the world, was only an interlude. The advantage of sea over land as a means of travel was temporary, not permanent: the invention of railways had seen to that. Before long the dominant influence in the world’s affairs would revert to the power(s) that commanded Eurasia (what Mackinder called the ‘world island’) by controlling its ‘heartland’. From this central position, and with a network of railways to mobilize vast resources, a Eurasian empire could drive any rival to the world’s maritime fringe – the ‘Outer World’ of the Americas, sub-Saharan Africa, island South East Asia and Oceania – and even challenge it there. There is no need to follow Mackinder’s geopolitical vision to its logical end (his aim after all was to puncture the complacency of the Edwardian Establishment), although the nightmare scenario of a ‘heartland’ super-empire became less far-fetched in the age of Nazi and Soviet imperialism. What we can see today, perhaps even more clearly than he, is that the shifting balance of wealth and power between Eurasia’s main elements, and the different terms on which these elements entered the global economy and the modern ‘world system’, form the hammer and anvil of modern world history.

It might even be argued that Europe’s annexation of the Outer World is only a part of this Eurasian history, and depended heavily upon Eurasian developments. In sub-Saharan Africa and in South East Asia, Europeans found themselves in competition with other Old World empires and their client states. After c.1870, fear of a ‘peaceful invasion’ by Chinese and Japanese settlers created racial paranoia all round the ‘white’ Pacific, in Australia, New Zealand and on the Pacific coast of North America. But it was also true that European efforts to create viable colonies in Outer World regions depended on co-opting or conscripting the resources of non-European Eurasia. India’s taxes, soldiers, merchants and manpower (often in the form of indentured labour) helped throw open East Africa, parts of mainland South East Asia and the island Pacific as far away as Fiji to European (in this case British) enterprise. Chinese traders, miners and artisans were just as important in what became British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies (modern Indonesia). The critical fact was that Chinese and Indians came not as the agents of a Chinese or Indian expansion, but as the auxiliaries and accessories of one directed from Europe.

The third assumption is that we need to think out very carefully what that ‘Europe’ was. There are obvious objections to treating Europe as a unity when it was at best a loose and quarrelsome ‘commonwealth’. Thus when we talk about ‘European primacy’, what we really mean is the collective primacy of the European states, especially those most active in overseas trade and empire. Part of the difficulty is that the word ‘Europe’ has acquired at least three different meanings: a geographical space; a socio-political community; and a cultural programme.20 An easy solution, in writing of Europe’s global expansion, has been to treat the continent’s north-west corner as its centre of power. Britain, the Low Countries, northern France and western Germany become the ‘quintessence’ of Europe, setting the ‘European’ standard of economic and cultural modernity. Explaining Europe’s successes is then a straightforward matter of invoking the strength and efficiency of its representative ‘core states’.

In any long view of Europe’s place in Eurasia (or in global history) this reductive approach is very misleading – for three different reasons. Firstly, the north-western states were not free agents who could disregard events in the rest of the continent – even after they had become Europe’s richest section. Their wealth and safety were always dependent on the general stability of the European ‘states system’. Turmoil in Central or Eastern Europe, or a major disturbance in the overall balance of power, could threaten their sovereignty or bring them windfall gains – in Europe or beyond. In fact in the period covered by this book no part of Europe achieved a lasting supremacy over all the others. The commercial prosperity of the north-western states was balanced by the military and demographic weight of the empires further east. The Europe of nations (in the west) might look down its nose at the Europe of empires (in the east), but it had to live with it. Coexistence was often explosive. The quarrels and conflicts of the European states, reaching a terrible climax in the twentieth century, were a constant limiting factor on their collective ability to impose Europe’s domination on the rest of the world.

Secondly, too narrow a view of what Europe was ignores the problem of Russia. A long liberal tradition took a sceptical view of Russia’s European credentials, seeing tsarist Russia as an ‘Asiatic despotism’, too crude and too poor to be ‘one of us’. Some Russian thinkers returned the compliment by insisting that Russia was a separate (and superior) civilization untainted by Europe’s amoral industrialism. A realistic view would see Russia, like Spain or the Habsburg Empire, as one of the frontier states that played a vanguard role in Europe’s expansion.21 The eventual predominance of the West European states across much of Southern Asia after 1815 was really achieved in a fractious involuntary partnership with Russia. Russia’s huge inland empire, pivoted around Inner Asia, gradually absorbed much of the North Asian land mass. Ottomans, Iranians, Chinese and Japanese faced the British and French with Russia closing in behind them. The vast (but incomplete) encirclement of Asia by Europe was the great geopolitical fact of the nineteenth-century world. But, for all the pedantry of liberals and Slavophiles, the ‘power supply’ behind Russia’s expansion was in fact its European identity: the leverage granted by its first-class membership of the European states system; the economic energy that flowed from Russia’s integration into the European economy; and the intellectual access that Russians enjoyed, from the sixteenth century onward, to the general pool of European ideas and culture. Russians, like other Europeans, claimed their conquests as a ‘civilizing mission’.

Thirdly, there is a powerful case for broadening our notion of ‘Europe’ to the west as well as the east. The importance of the Atlantic economy has already been mentioned. A vast economic space that included the West African coast, the Caribbean islands, the North American seaboard, Mexico, Peru and maritime Brazil was annexed to Europe commercially after 1500. The precise contribution of this mainly slave-labour zone to Europe’s later industrialization has remained controversial, and may not have been large.22 But the important point is that by the early nineteenth century, and perhaps even before, a significant part of this Atlantic world can no longer be seen as Europe’s dependent periphery. The ‘Old Northeast’ of the United States, with its metropolis in New York, was functionally part of Europe’s leading commercial region. It was an active – and became the dominant – partner in developing the agrarian lands in the American South and Midwest, its inland empire. By the 1870s it was financially and industrially on a par with Europe’s richest countries. Although America’s separate identity was loudly proclaimed by its politicians and writers, and fear of involvement in European quarrels ruled its diplomacy, America’s relations with Europe were not cold or detached. Between the Old Northeast and North West Europe, the traffic of goods, technology, ideas and people was extremely dense. In culture and technology it was a two-way movement, with a strong mutual influence. By fits and starts, with retreats and advances, Old Europe and New Europe were being subsumed into a larger formation, the ‘West’. It was a volatile process, on which the peculiar trajectory of American capitalism – with its huge corporate scale and aggressive protectionism – had a powerful impact. But it was one of the keys to Europe’s place in Eurasia, and to both the duration and the mutation of Europe’s leading place in the world.

The fourth assumption concerns our understanding of empire. Empire is often seen as the original sin of European peoples, who corrupted an innocent world. Of course its real origins are much older, and lie in a process almost universal in human societies. It was a human characteristic, remarked Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1776), to want to ‘truck, barter and exchange’.23 Smith was thinking of material goods: it was the habit of exchange that allowed the division of labour, the real foundation of economic life. But he might well have extended his philosophical insight to the parallel world of information and ideas. The exchange of information, knowledge, beliefs and ideas – sometimes over enormous distances – has been just as typical of human societies as the eagerness to acquire useful, prestigious or exotic goods by purchase or barter. Both kinds of exchange bring consequences with them. A supply of cheap firearms (to take an obvious example) could shift the balance of power inside a society where firearms were scarce or unknown with astonishing speed, and unleash a huge cycle of violence against humans or nature. The spread of Christianity and Islam transformed their converts’ conception of their place in the world, and their notions of loyalty to neighbours and rulers. As these cases suggest, at all times in history the exchange of goods and ideas has upset the cohesion of some societies much more than others, making them vulnerable to internal breakdown, and to takeover by outsiders. So a second propensity in human communities has been the accumulation of power on an extensive scale: the building of empires. Indeed, the difficulty of forming autonomous states on an ethnic basis, against the gravitational pull of cultural or economic attraction (as well as disparities of military force), has been so great that empire (where different ethnic communities fall under a common ruler) has been the default mode of political organization throughout most of history. Imperial power has usually been the rule of the road.

But if empire is ‘normal’, why has its practice by Europeans aroused such passionate hostility – a hostility still strongly reflected in most of what is written on the subject? Part of the answer is that so many post-colonial states found it natural to base their political legitimacy on the rejection of empire as an alien, evil and oppressive force. Some forty years on, this tradition is stronger than ever. Part of the reason is the far wider exposure to European empire-building than to that of (for example) the Mongols, the Ottoman Turks or the Chinese in Inner Asia. The constituency of the aggrieved is thus much larger. But the intensity of feeling also reflects the belief (expressed in much of the historical writing) that there was something qualitatively different about the empires that the Europeans made. Unlike the traditional agrarian empires that merely accumulated land and people, the arch-characteristic of European imperialism was expropriation. Land was expropriated to meet the needs of plantations and mines engaged in long-distance commerce. Slave labour was acquired and carried thousands of miles to serve the same purpose. Native peoples were displaced, and their property rights nullified, on the grounds that they had failed to make proper use of their land. Both native peoples and slaves (by different forms of displacement) suffered the effective expropriation of their cultures and identities: they were reduced to fragments, without hope of recovering the worlds they had lost. They became peoples without a history. And where expropriation by subjugation proved insufficient, European colonizers turned to their ultimate remedies: exclusion, expulsion or liquidation. ‘If we reason from what passes in the world,’ wrote the French thinker de Tocqueville in 1835, after a visit to America, ‘we should almost say that the European is to the other races of mankind what man himself is to the lower animals: he makes them subservient to his use, and when he cannot subdue he destroys them.’24

This chilling account of the European version of empire (as practised outside Europe) seemed amply confirmed by what took place in the New World of the Americas, where Europeans (for reasons discussed in Chapter 2) were much freer than elsewhere to impose their will. Until c.1800 it looked as if a variety of factors would prevent a similar pattern in other parts of the world. Distance, disease and demography would sustain much more determined resistance. Even where Europeans had established their bridgeheads, they would be forced to ‘creolize’ and make social and cultural peace with Afro-Asian peoples. But this is not what happened. In the nineteenth century, Europe’s expansion was supercharged by technological and cultural change. Europe’s capacity to intrude and interfere was transformed on two levels. Europeans acquired the means to assert their will on the ground – by force if necessary – over far more of the world. Most spectacularly in India, they imposed their rule directly on the conquered population, taxing, policing and laying down the law. At the same time, the growth of a Europe-centred international economy, the extension of a Europe-centred international system with its own laws and norms, and the spread of European ideas via Europe-owned media (like the telegraph, mail and steamship services) created a new environment at the ‘macro’ level. Europeans, it seemed, controlled all the lines of communication. Above the very local level, nothing could move unless it adapted to their ways. Trapped between these upper and nether millstones, it is hardly surprising that colonized peoples in Asia and Africa should have likened their condition to that of the Europeans’ first victims in the Americas.

We shall see later on why this was too pessimistic, in some cases at least. Even supercharged Europe needed local cooperation, and had to pay its price. Some of what it offered was quickly adapted for local ‘self-strengthening’, building up the local capacity to build states and cultures. Some of it chimed with the aims of local reformers. Some of the claims of colonialism’s fiercest antagonists now look less patriotic and more like the outcry of privilege displaced. Nevertheless, it seems unlikely that we will be able to take a detached and apolitical view of Europe’s empire-building for a long time to come. In too much of the world its effects are too recent to be allowed to slip into the ‘past’ – that zone of time whose events we regard as having only an indirect influence on our own affairs. It may be an age before we regard it more coolly as a phase in world history – perhaps an inevitable phase – rather than as the result of the moral and cultural aggression of one part of the world.

There is one final complication that we may need to unravel. It is commonplace to talk of the ‘modern’ world, to describe the changes that made it as ‘modernization’, and to treat the attainment of ‘modernity’ as the most critical change in the history of a state or community. The intermeshing processes that we call globalization are usually thought of as part of modernity, since ‘modern’ societies supposedly interact more intensely with each other than did their ‘pre-modern’ counterparts. Modernization thus has a close and uncomfortable affinity with the expansion of Europe.

But modernity is a very slippery idea. The conventional meaning is based on a scale of achievement. In political terms, its key attributes are an organized nation state, with definite boundaries; an orderly government, with a loyal bureaucracy to carry out its commands; an effective means to represent public opinion; and a code of rights to protect the ordinary citizen and encourage the growth of ‘civil society’. Economically, it means the attainment of rapid, cumulative economic growth through industrial capitalism (with its social and technological infrastructure); the entrenchment of individual property rights (as a necessary precondition); and the systematic exploitation of science-based knowledge. Culturally, it implies the separation of religion and the supernatural from the mainstream of thought (by secularization and the ‘disenchantment’ of knowledge) and social behaviour; the diffusion of literacy (usually through a vernacular rather than a classical language); and a sense of common origins and identity (often based on language) within a ‘national’ community. The keynotes of modernity become order, discipline, hierarchy and control in societies bent on purposeful change towards ever higher levels of ‘social efficiency’.

It is easy to see that most of these criteria are really a description of what was supposed to have happened in Europe. Europe became modern; non-Europe stayed pre-modern – until modernized by Europe. The result is often a crude dichotomy that sees Europeans as the invariable agents of progress in a world elsewhere glued to ‘tradition’. We have seen already that this view is hard to defend. There are three other difficulties. First, the elements of modernity (as listed above) were rarely all present in a single society. In much of Europe they were barely visible until very recent times. Even those countries that we think of as pioneers of modernity had strong pre-modern features. Slavery was lawful in the United States until 1863. The ruling class of Victorian Britain was largely chosen by birth, and religion remained central to social aspiration and identity. Twentieth-century America was a caste society whose marker was colour, used to exclude a large social fragment from civil and political rights until the 1960s or later. Post-revolutionary France confined the Rights of Man to men until 1945, when women gained the vote. Viewed from this angle, the threshold for modernity becomes very uncertain. Was Nazi Germany modern, or Soviet Russia? Are there objective tests for modernity, or is ‘modern’ simply a label for regimes we approve of? Second, some of the key features of conventional modernity were also to be found in parts of Eurasia far away from Europe. The classic case is China, which developed a ‘modern’ bureaucracy selected on merit, a commercial economy and a technological culture long before Europe. Was China modern, with some pre-modern survivals, or the other way round? Nor was Western-style modernity eventually taken up in the non-Western world without many local adjustments. How are these to be seen? Is there one modernity, or are there ‘many modernities’?25 Third, it may be the case, as the example of China suggests, that other kinds of modernity were not doomed to failure because their flaws were inherent. Instead it seems possible (some would say obvious) that Europe’s expansion amounted in part to a deliberate assault on the modernizing ventures of other peoples and states. Perhaps it was not Europe’s modernity that triumphed, but its superior capacity for organized violence.

Modernity is too useful an idea to be thrown away. But it may be wise to accept it as a fuzzy abstraction – as a rough-and-ready checklist of the social and cultural patterns that favoured the production of wealth and power at a particular time. For the term to be helpful, however, it ought to throw light on the relative success of different communities caught up in the greater regional and global connectedness that accelerated so sharply after the mid eighteenth century. Being modern was not an absolute state, but a comparative one – indeed a competitive one. The best test of modernity might be the extent to which, in any given society, resources and people could be mobilized for a task, and redeployed continuously as new needs arose or new pressures were felt. In principle, many different societies possessed this ability. In practice, and for reasons that we are far from understanding fully, for almost two centuries after 1750 it was North West European societies (and their transatlantic offspring) that mobilized fastest and also coped best with the social and political strains that being mobile imposed. Far-flung empires, and a global economy shaped to their interests, were to be their reward.

MEDIEVAL EURASIA

Before 1400, an observer who was able to survey the world would have had few accurate clues as to which of the main civilizations in Eurasia would eventually assert a worldwide pre-eminence. China, the Islamic realm in Middle Eurasia, and Europe had each attained a high degree of socio-political organization and material culture. They had all displayed a notable capacity for territorial expansion. But each was inhibited by internal divisions and weaknesses (as well as by the logistics of distance) from achieving predominance over the others.

Of these three great civilizational zones, fifteenth-century Europe was in many ways the parvenu. Since classical times (300 BC to AD 300), and earlier, culture and wealth in Western Eurasia had clustered round the coasts and river valleys of the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. This was the nursery of city states and empires, where agriculture and trade had been most advanced and profitable. The great hinterland of ‘Outer Europe’ beyond the Alps was a barbarian region, to be explored, conquered and colonized by the civilized states to the south and east. The Gallic wars of Julius Caesar (58–50 BC) were the crucial stage in its annexation by the new power that had united the eastern Mediterranean and much (not all) of the Near East under the hegemony of Rome. But, despite their hunger for its treasure, commodities and slave manpower, the Romans could not incorporate the whole of Europe in their empire. Instead they partitioned it, keeping the ‘barbarians’ at bay beyond their frontier defences that stretched from Hadrian’s Wall and along the Rhine and Danube into Illyria in the Balkans. Beyond the line lay regions too
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