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 There has long been a need for a strong, comprehen-
sive text on the history of Asia, but that need has 

 become more pressing as courses dealing with it, and enroll-
ments in them, have multiplied. This book is designed 
primarily for students taking courses in Asian history, but 
students taking courses in world history will also find it 
useful. To most people, “Asia” means primarily the areas 
and cultures east of Persia (Iran) and south of the former 
Soviet Union, which are the focus of this book. This vast 
and varied part of the world, containing roughly half the 
world’s people since about 3000  b.c.e . until the present, is 
sometimes called “monsoon Asia,” the generally warm and 
wet parts of the continent, sharply distinct from the desert 
landscape of the Middle East or the cold areas of the former 
Soviet Union. Its hospitable climate is, of course, respon-
sible for the size and density of its population, in contrast 
with the far emptier areas of western and northern Asia. So 
defined, it stretches from the Khyber Pass on the border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan, through India, main-
land and island Southeast Asia, to China, Korea, and Japan. 

 Each of these separate regions has long contained dis-
tinctively different peoples and cultures, but nearly all 
achieved a high level of sophistication 2,000 years ago or 
more. Given the great age of these Asian civilizations and 
the size of their populations from early times, more people 
have lived in Asia than in the rest of the world combined. 
Together they thus represent the largest, richest, and most 
varied chapter in the history of the human experience. Any 
attempt to deal with world history must make a major place 
for Asia, but the history of Asia is important and rewarding 
in itself. 

  New to This Edition 

 Kristin Stapleton, Director of Asian Studies and Associate 
Professor of History at The University at Buffalo, SUNY, 
contributed her expertise to the latest revision by exten-
sively revising, reorganizing, and updating the text in 
accordance with the most recent scholarship in the field. 

   •   Material on pre-historic India was moved from  Chap-
ter   4    to  Chapter   1.     

  •    Chapter   11    now covers Qing China up to 1840, with 
some brief material on Choson Korea to supplement 
what is in  Chapter   9   .  

  •    Chapter   12    is now devoted exclusively to expanded cov-
erage of Tokugawa Japan up to around 1840.  

  •    Chapter   13    now covers the development of Western 
colonies in Asia in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries (there are short sections on the Jesuits and 
the Portuguese/Dutch in sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries in  Chapters   11    and    12   , respectively). 
Also, coverage of the early period of British rule in 
India was moved from  Chapter   14    to  Chapter   13   , 
alongside material about other European colonial con-
quests in Asia.  

  •   Coverage of the Opium War has been moved to  Chap-
ter   14   , where it is now linked to British control of 
India.  

  •    Chapter   15    has been reorganized extensively for a more 
logical flow. It now begins with coverage of the late 
Qing, followed by coverage of Meiji Japan, then South-
east Asia in the nineteenth century, and finally the 
United States as an imperial power. Coverage of Korea 
in the nineteenth century has been moved from  Chapter 
  19    to  Chapter   15    in the new edition.  

  •    Chapter   16    still focuses on China and India but in the 
new edition, by moving the sections on Chinese and In-
dian politics from  Chapter   17    to  Chapter   16   , the story is 
carried forward to the 1930s (and into the 1940s in the 
case of India).  

  •    Chapter   17    has been completely reorganized and cover-
age of Japan has been expanded in the new edition. The 
chapter now begins with a section on Japanese politics 
and culture in the 1920s, which is new to the seventh 
edition. This is followed by coverage of the war with 
China, followed by a section on Southeast Asia, which 
was revised to put the material in the context of the ex-
pansion of Japanese influence, followed by coverage of 
WWII in the Pacific.  

  •   Numerous text updates throughout the book reflect the 
latest scholarship and the most recent events.  

  •   Further Readings and Web sites were revised through-
out the book.  

  PREFACE 
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xiv Preface

  •    MySearchLab with eText  can be packaged with this 
text. 
   •    MySearchLab  provides engaging experiences that 

personalize learning, and comes from a trusted part-
ner with educational expertise and a deep commit-
ment to helping students and instructors achieve 
their goals.  

  •    eText —Just like the printed text, you can highlight 
and add notes to the eText or download it to your 
iPad.  

  •    Assessment —Chapter quizzes and flashcards offer 
immediate feedback and report directly to the grade-
book.  

  •    Writing and Research —A wide range of writing, 
grammar and research tools and access to a variety of 
academic journals, census data, help you hone your 
writing and research skills.      

  Introduction to Major Asian 

Civilizations 

 This book is designed either to stand alone or be supple-
mented by readings from those listed at the end of each 
chapter or from primary materials (in addition to those 
quoted in the text). Chapters are of approximately equal 
length. The book itself can, thus, serve as the text for a one-
semester course, a two-quarter course, or a full-year course, 
or it can be integrated into a larger world history course. 

  Chapter   3    offers a broad comparative analysis of Asian 
societies including some comparisons with the Western 
tradition. With  Chapter   13   , the modern West begins to 
impinge on the great Asian traditions, and in subsequent 
chapters Western pressures and Asian responses play an 
increasing role, from colonialism, semicolonialism, and 
wars of conquest to World War II and the coming of Asian 
independence and revolution. A final chapter considers 
major themes in Asian development at the start of the 
twenty-first century, including its unprecedentedly high 
economic growth rate, the reasons for this, and the rise of 
Asia to a position of leadership in the contemporary world. 

 Nearly all texts in Asian history concentrate on one of 
the four major civilizations; only a few cover the closely 
interrelated histories of China and Japan, sometimes 
including minor coverage of Korea, which in this book is 
given relatively greater attention, as is often-neglected 
Vietnam. Central Asia, not part of the monsoon world, is 
also treated here, unlike other texts. Each of the four major 
Asian civilizations has its own corps of specialists, and 
most of them rarely stray far from their center of expertise. 
But there is a strong argument for studying Asian history 
as a whole, perhaps especially on the part of undergradu-
ates, but to the benefit of specialists as well. This book is 

explicitly comparative, as well as offering a balanced history 
of each major tradition from its beginnings to the present 
day.  Chapter   21    returns to the theme of Asian universals 
and cross-cultural comparisons. The book as a whole 
draws on the most recent scholarship and reflects the 
author’s professional involvement with Asia and its his-
tory for more than forty years, including long periods of 
research, observation, and residence there. It is written for 
beginning students with no previous background in Asian 
history, introducing them to its major features in clear, 
simple language.  

  Focus on Social and Cultural 

History 

 A major development in the writing of history during the 
past thirty years or more has been the increased attention 
to social and cultural history and the effort to re-create as 
much as possible the lives of ordinary people. This book is 
especially strong in its attention to such matters, although 
for the early periods in Asia, as elsewhere, we have only a 
little information on which to draw. Nevertheless, every 
chapter includes as much as can be derived about social 
and cultural trends and about the everyday life of the com-
mon people, in addition to major political and economic 
events and developments. A further feature is the coverage 
of all the major Asian religions ( Chapter   2   ) and its consid-
eration of how each religious tradition fit in with and 
reflected the societies where it flourished. The emphasis on 
sociocultural developments is especially clearly brought 
out in the book’s wealth of photographic illustrations. 
Maps in nearly every chapter further illustrate the stage on 
which the events described took place. An additional fea-
ture of this book is its recurrent emphasis on the geographic 
basis of each Asian civilization, and the role of the environ-
ment in the evolution of each. Finally, particular attention 
is paid in every chapter to the changing role of women, 
both individually in the case of women who rose to promi-
nence in various fields, and collectively in terms of the 
changing status of women in each Asian society.  

  Features and Primary Source 

Materials 

 Not only to add vividness but also to pursue many of the 
points mentioned above, most chapters also include an 
urban portrait of a city during the time of the chapter’s cov-
erage, with special attention to the lives of ordinary people, 
and a biographical portrait with the same objectives; many 
of the latter are of prominent women, but all help to make 
history come alive. Nearly every chapter includes boxed 
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quotations from relevant primary sources that further con-
tribute to putting the reader into the scene in a participatory 
way as well as providing a sample of the kinds of documents 
with which historians work. Finally, at the end of every 
chapter except the last is a list of relevant Web sites and an 
extensive set of suggestions for further reading, selected 
mainly from the most recent scholarship on each chapter’s 
subject but including also classical or standard works, and 
usually providing a range of differing interpretations. 

 The writing of history, like that in any discipline, is con-
tinually changing, as our own perceptions of the past 
change and as each new generation looks for different 
things in the past. This book reflects those changes, and 
presents the history of Asia as most professionals in the 
field view it today. Its currency and its coverage of recent 
events are strong assets. Asian history is a rapidly growing 
field, and it is time for a text that covers it as a whole for 
beginning students, rather than as the history of individual 
countries, as we have long had for Western history. Asia is 
at least as rich, as old or older, and as important in the 
global scene, by any combination of measures. The world 
of the twenty-first century seems likely to be dominated by 
Asia, even more than in its traditional and glorious past. 
We need to understand far more about it, and the best way 
to achieve that, including an understanding of the present 
and future, is to study its history.  

 

  

  Acknowledgments 

 No one really writes alone, and I have been enabled to 
undertake this presumptuous task by a host of other schol-
ars, some my friends and colleagues at Michigan and else-
where, and many others whom I have known only through 

what they have written. My debt to all of these people is 
incalculable, and I can never hope to repay it. Without in 
any way regarding it as adequate, I want nevertheless to 
thank specifically a few of my colleagues and friends who 
have taken the trouble to read parts, and in a few cases 
most, of the book in manuscript, have shared their com-
ments with me, and have saved me from many errors: Pro-
fessors Dilip Basu, Michael Cullinane, Karl deSchweinitz, 
Roger Hackett, Karl Hutterer, Victor Lieberman, Thomas 
Trautmann, and Philip Woodruff. Thomas Trautmann 
and Joyce Madancy, Union College, read the entire manu-
script and provided numerous valuable comments and 
specific changes. 

 I am also grateful to the readers to whom the publisher 
sent the manuscript for their most helpful comments: 
Roseanne S. DelParto, Old Dominion University; June 
Dinh, Golden West College; Stephen Garrigues, University 
of Maryland University College; Gregory Guelcher, Morn-
ingside College; and Charles Weber, Wheaton College. 

 Let me also thank the many readers whose comments 
were so helpful in preparing previous editions: E. Taylor 
Atkins, Northern Illinois University; Sue Chung, Univer-
sity of Nevada, Las Vegas; Ned Davis, University of Hawaii 
at Manoa; Howard Didsbury, Kean College of New Jersey; 
Jeffrey Dym, California State University—Sacramento; 
Ron Edgerton, University of Northern Colorado; Jeannette 
F. Ford, Bethune-Cookman University; Edward Glatfelter, 
Utah State University; Sue Gronewold, Kean University; 
Kenneth Hall, Ball State University; Jeff Hanes, University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; Ann M. Harrington, 
Loyola University—Chicago; Yong Ho, China Institute; 
Lisa Hollander, Jefferson College; George Hopkins, West-
ern Illinois University; Yonglin Jiang, Oklahoma State 
University; Jeff Jones, University of North Carolina—
Greensboro; David Kenley, Elizabethtown College; Wil-
liam F. King, Mt. San Antonio Community College; Justin 
Libby, Indiana University-Purdue University; Paul Lococo 
Jr., Leeward Community College; Daniel Meissner, Mar-
quette University; Richard C. Miller, University of Wis-
consin—Madison; Sumiko Otsubo, Creighton University; 
Mingte Pan, SUNY Oswego; Loretta Pang, Kapiolani Com-
munity College; Wesley Sasaki-Uemura, University of 
Utah; Douglas P. Sjoquist, Lansing Community College; 
Tracy Steele, Sam Houston State University; Chin H. Suk, 
York College of Pennsylvania; Wing-Kai To, Bridgewater 
State College; John F. Weinzierl, Lyon College; William 
Wei, University of Colorado; and C. K. Yoon, James Madi-
son University. It should go without saying that errors, 
infelicities, or imbalances that remain are entirely my own 
responsibility. 

 Equally important, I am indebted to all of my fellow 
Asianists at many universities and colleges in this country 

A01_MURP8552_07_SE_FM.indd Page xv  05/09/13  8:40 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



 Southeast Asian historian Kenneth Hall wrote nine 
boxed feature essays, titled “Reading Across Cultures,” that 
emphasize cross-cultural comparisons and provide 
expanded treatment of Southeast Asia. They also introduce 
students to major themes that recur in Asian and world 
history. 

 All of these, my teachers and friends, have not only 
inspired me in this overambitious endeavor but also made 
it, quite honestly, a pleasure. My wife Eleanor has also 
helped to make it so with her encouragement, her often 
insightful critical readings of what I wrote, and her cheerful 
support throughout. I can never discharge my debt to all 
those who have helped me, but I will be richly rewarded if 
they, and the readers of this book, find it acceptable, and 
for those new to the field, an invitation to a further voyage 
of discovery, to find at least some of the excitement my 
many teachers around the world have given me in the 
riches of Asia. 

   Rhoads Murphey    

and abroad from whom I have learned so much over many 
years through association and interchange as well as 
through reading their work. They have been and remain 
my teachers, but I also owe a special debt to my original 
teachers: John Fairbank, Edwin Reischauer, Daniel Ingalls, 
Rupert Emerson, and Norman Brown, each of whom began 
my apprenticeship in the most exciting ways and from 
whom I am still learning. To that list of teachers I would 
add the kind, cheerful, helpful, understanding, wonderful 
people of China, India, Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia, 
among whom I have lived and worked at various times for 
many years all told, and without whom I could never have 
attempted such a book or a career in Asian studies at all. 
They have been my first and greatest teachers, and they 
have also given me a love for them and their world, which 
is what brought me to Asian studies to begin with and 
which has continued to sustain me. One cannot begin to 
understand without sympathy, and that they have given me 
in overflowing measure. 
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 No single-volume attempt to write the history of 
Asia can be more than the briefest introduction. I 

hope that all who read it will take it as an invitation to 
explore further. Space limits have made it necessary to 
foreshorten the treatment of every major aspect of Asian 
history and to do less than justice to all of them. I have 
nevertheless tried within these constraints to apportion 
space more or less in relation to the size, populousness, and 
level of development of each culture or country at each pe-
riod. It has been necessary to adjust to the additional con-
sideration that, especially for the earlier periods, we do not 
have adequate sources for many areas, by comparison with 
others that are consequently somewhat more fully treated. 
Thus, for example, Japan before about 1500, Korea before 
about 1850, and most of Southeast Asia before about 1800 
are not treated here as extensively as India and, especially, 
China, where we have so much more material and many 
more centuries of literate development on which to draw. 
It is perhaps some consolation that none of these areas 
contained more than a small fraction of India’s or China’s 
populations, and that what development took place there 
owed a great deal to the Chinese and/or Indian models and 
their diffusion. All of these considerations, except perhaps 
the last, are even more relevant for Central Asia. 

 Periodization is a perennial problem for all historians, 
and the same is true for period labels. I have had to be both 

sweeping and arbitrary in this book, given its temporal and 
areal scope. Medieval is a European term and has many 
connotations for European history. It does not carry those 
associations for Asia, but one must use some term in so 
general a treatment to cover the period between “ancient” 
or “classical” and “modern.”  Medieval  means simply “mid-
dle era” or “middle period,” and I have used it here strictly 
in that sense, as being simpler and clearer than any alterna-
tives but without implying that European patterns or pre-
conceptions are intended. When one writes about anything 
beyond the recent past, there is another and more vital 
problem: We know far too little of the lives of most people, 
especially the nonliterate who were the great majority 
everywhere until recently and who thus have left us only 
indirect evidence about themselves. For much of the past 
we have records primarily of the lives and doings of the 
elites and the rise and fall of states and kingdoms, monu-
ments and battles, kings and conquests. Here and there we 
can catch a glimpse of the lives of ordinary people, and I 
have tried to draw on some of this material where possible, 
including what popular literature has survived, festivals, 
folk religion, and guesses about mass welfare, but I am well 
aware that I can give only an incomplete picture. The 
record of major events is important too, and given the lim-
itations of any one-volume treatment, they necessarily take 
up most of these pages.  

  AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE 
READER 
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 Born in Philadelphia, Rhoads Murphey, a specialist 
in Chinese history and in geography, received his 

doctorate from Harvard University in 1950. Before joining 
the faculty of the University of Michigan in 1964, he taught 
at the University of Washington; he was also a visiting pro-
fessor at Taiwan University, University of Pennsylvania, 
Sichuan University, and Tokyo University. From 1954 to 
1956 he was the director of the Conference of Diplomats in 
Asia. The University of Michigan granted him a Distin-
guished Service Award in 1974. Formerly president of the 
Association for Asian Studies, Murphey served as editor of 
the  Journal of Asian Studies, Michigan Papers in Chinese 
Studies , and the Association for Asian Studies’  Mono-
graphs . The Social Science Research Council, the Ford 
Foundation, the Guggenheim Foundation, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, and the American Coun-
cil of Learned Societies awarded him fellowships. A prolific 
author, Murphey’s books include  Shanghai: Key to Modern 
China  (1953),  An Introduction to Geography  (4th ed., 
1978),  A New China Policy  (with others, 1965),  Approaches 
to Modern Chinese History  (with others, 1967),  The Scope 
of Geography  (3d ed., 1982),  The Treaty Ports and China’s 
Modernization  (1970),  China Meets the West: The Treaty 
Ports  (1975), and  The Fading of the Maoist Vision  (1980). 
 The Outsiders: Westerners in India and China  (1977) won 
the Best-Book-of-the-Year award from the University of 
Michigan Press. At Michigan he was the director of the 

Program in Asian Studies for many years. In December 
2012, while the work of preparing the seventh edition of  A 
History of Asia  was in progress, Rhoads Murphey and his 
wife Eleanor passed away within a few days of each other at 
their home in Michigan. Professor Murphey was ninety-
three years old. 

  Rhoads Murphey: An Appreciation  

 Rhoads Murphey was my teacher at the University of 
Michigan in the early 1980s. At the time, he was already a 
well-known and accomplished scholar, and yet among his 
many students he was most loved for the care he took in 
teaching us to appreciate Asian history and cultures and 
the interest he showed in our intellectual growth. When 
Rhoads invited me to work with him on his textbook proj-
ects, I was honored but a little apprehensive—Rhoads was 
also famous among his students for expressing his opin-
ions openly and with passion. Our collaboration proved to 
be a challenge, but a delightful one, and I will sorely miss 
him. I hope the changes I have made to the text, and any 
future changes, will never obscure the somewhat cantan-
kerous but always enthusiastic and informed voice of my 
teacher Rhoads Murphey. 

   Kristin Stapleton    

  ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
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 Nearly all Asian languages are written with 
symbols different from the Western alphabet. 

 Chinese, Japanese, and Korean are written with ideo-
graphic characters, plus a phonetic syllabary for Japanese 
and different scripts for Korean and Vietnamese. Most 
other Asian languages have their own scripts, symbols, dia-
critical marks, and alphabets, which differ from those in 
the English language. There can, thus, be no single “correct 
spelling” in Western symbols for Asian words or names, 
including personal names and place names—only estab-
lished conventions. Unfortunately, conventions in this re-
spect differ widely and in many cases reflect preferences or 
forms related to different Western languages. 

 Chinese presents the biggest problem, since there are a 
great many different conventions in use. Most American 
newspapers and some books and journals now use the 
romanization system called  Pinyin , approved by the 
 Chinese government, which renders with greater phonetic 

  A NOTE ON THE SPELLING OF 
ASIAN NAMES AND WORDS 

accuracy, as Beijing and Guangzhou, the two cities previ-
ously known as Peking and Canton. 

 The usage in this book follows the Pinyin system 
because it has become widely used. Readers will encoun-
ter both Wade-Giles and Pinyin spellings, plus others, in 
other books, papers, and journals, and some familiarity 
with both conventions is thus necessary. A handy guide 
to pronouncing Chinese, which includes a chart to use 
to compare Wade-Giles and Pinyin spellings, may be 
found at Columbia University’s “Asia for Educators” 
Web site ( http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/
china_1000bce_language.htm#pronounce ). 

 In general, readers should realize and remember that 
English spellings of names from other languages (such as 
Munich for München, Vienna for Wien, Danube for 
Donau, and Rome for Roma), especially in Asia, can be 
only approximations and may differ confusingly from one 
Western source or map to another. 

   

xix
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1

Half the World Lies in Asia east of Afghanistan and south of 
 Siberia: half of its people and far more than half of its historical 

experience, for these are the oldest living civilized traditions. India and 
China developed sophisticated cultures and technologies long before 
Europe and led the world for more than 2,000 years, economically and 
politically as well as culturally and technologically. Korea, Japan, and 
Southeast Asia evolved their own high civilizations during the many 
centuries after the fall of Rome while Europe endured waves of devas-
tating invasions and the long medieval period. The great Asian tradi-
tions and the vigorously growing modern states and economies of Asia 
offer the student a rich and varied record of human experience, in lit-
erature, philosophy, and the arts, in statecraft and empire building, in 
the varied lives of their people, but perhaps most of all in the many dif-
ferent approaches to universal human conditions and problems. India, 
China, and Southeast Asia, well over one and a half times the size of all 
of Europe, are all equally rich in their cultural variety. Japan, though 
smaller than the others, offers still another set of experiences, addition-
ally fascinating because of  Japanese success in meeting the modern 
West on its own terms. 

 Each of these major civilizations deserves study, and increasingly, 
their histories are part of the college and university curriculum. But 
they also need to be seen as part of the larger Asian whole, just as we 
study, for example, France within Europe and European history as a 
composite of the history of its parts. This  book     provides the begin-
ning student with an introduction to Asian history through the his-
tories of its major civilized traditions.  As the treatment progresses, 
successive chapters relate them to each other and to Western history, 
until the two great traditions of West and East begin to merge in the 
age of European expansion at the beginning of the sixteenth century.
Knowledge of Asia is vital to understanding the world in which we 
live, a world where Asia is more and more deeply woven into our 
lives.  But the richness and depth of the Asian experience are perhaps 
even more important rewards awaiting the student who begins with 
this book.  

              Introduction 

 Monsoon Asia as a Unit 
of Study 

  CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Geography  

     Population Densities  

     Common Cultural Patterns  

     The Study of Monsoon Asia   
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2 A History of Asia

lands to the west and with adjoining Iran. Most of the in-
habitants of Central Asia are of Turkish origin; some of the 
Turkish groups moved steadily westward and, by the fif-
teenth century, had conquered Anatolia, modern Turkey.    

 The southern and eastern rim of Asia is a very different 
place, both physically and culturally. Rainfall is generally 
adequate despite occasional dry years in some areas, and 
temperatures are more moderate, under the influence of 
the sea. Except in the northern fringes, winters are rela-
tively mild, for the same reason. This is the area called 
“monsoon Asia,” set off from the rest of Asia by high 
mountain ranges along most of its landward borders, 
which help to keep the climatic influence of the sea out of 
Central Asia. The word  monsoon  is of Arab origin and 
originally meant “season” or “seasonal wind.” In summer 
the huge landmass of Eurasia, whose center is farther from 
the sea than any part of the globe, heats up rapidly and gen-
erates a mass of hot air. As it rises, cooler air, which in its 
passage across the water picks up moisture, is drawn in 
from the surrounding oceans. On reaching the land, these 
maritime air masses release their moisture as rain, espe-
cially where they encounter hills or mountains, which force 
them to rise and hence cool them enough to produce 
 condensation. 

  Geography 

 The continent of Asia is bordered in the west by conven-
tion at Suez, the Bosporus at Istanbul, and the Ural Moun-
tains in the Russian  Federation; it is, thus, the eastern 
four-fifths of the single landmass of Eurasia, encompassing 
over 17 million square miles, and by far the largest of the 
continents. But these conventional lines do not mark any 
major or abrupt change in landscape or culture, especially 
not along the principal line of the Urals. This range is rela-
tively low and easily crossed; on both sides of it the north-
ern coniferous forest that covers much of northern Europe 
and most of northern Asia continues with few breaks, an 
area of sparse population, little rainfall, and great seasonal 
temperature extremes. 

 The southern third of the former Soviet Union east of 
the line of the Urals is similarly an extension of what lies to 
the west, an area of aridity that merges eastward into the 
sparsely populated desert whose traditional nomadic or 
oasis cultures still contrast sharply with Russian culture 
and with those of India, Southeast Asia, China, and Japan. 
Much of this arid desert area of Central Asia was conquered 
by Muslim invaders beginning in the eighth century  c.e.,  
further establishing the area’s similarity with the Arab 

 Precipitation in Monsoon Asia      
  Note the patterns: heaviest rainfall near the sea and along the Himalayan front.   
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3Introduction / Monsoon Asia as a Unit of Study

over large stretches of sea and picked up considerable 
moisture. The same is true to a lesser extent for Japan.  

  Population Densities 

 The general adequacy of rainfall and the generally mild 
winters under the protection of mountain ranges to land-
ward have provided a basis for the sharpest of all distinc-
tions between what is appropriately called  monsoon  Asia 
and the rest of the continent: half of the world’s people live 
here, as they have during all of recorded history (although 
monsoon Asia’s preponderance was even greater until a 
century or two ago), while most of the rest of Asia is one 
of the most thinly settled areas of the world (see the map 
above). The hilly or mountainous parts of monsoon Asia, 
including much of Southeast Asia, west China, Korea, and 
Japan, are in fact rather thinly peopled, while in the low-
lands along the coasts and river basins population densities 
reach the highest levels in the world.    

 Monsoon Asia developed a highly distinctive set of cul-
tures, based from the beginning on productive agricultural 
systems in this generally warm, wet area, which also con-
tains extensive plains, river valleys, and deltas. The first 

 There is thus a pattern of relatively heavy summer rain-
fall along the southeastern crescent of Eurasia, on the oce-
anic side of the mountains that divide it from Central Asia. 
In winter the flow of air is reversed. The center of Eurasia, 
relatively little affected by the moderating influences of the 
sea, cools rapidly, and by December a mass of cold, heavy 
air begins to dominate the area. The sea remains relatively 
warm, storing the summer’s heat, and winds blow out from 
the cold center toward the sea with its warm, rising air. In 
the northern parts of monsoon Asia, these outblowing 
winter winds can produce low temperatures but little or no 
rainfall, because they originate in dry Central Asia. By May 
or June, depending on the area, Central Asia has begun to 
heat up again, and moist maritime air masses are drawn in 
once more, bringing the monsoonal rains. 

 The oversimplified description above basically fits what 
usually happens, but the mechanisms of the monsoon are 
in fact far more complex. The arrival and duration of the 
monsoon in spring or summer are notoriously unreliable, 
varying widely from year to year in many areas and pro-
ducing floods in one year and droughts in another. The 
islands of Southeast Asia also derive rain from the winter 
monsoon, because by the time it reaches them it has passed 

 Population Density, Monsoon Asia      
  Note the coincidence of heavy rainfall and dense population. The major exceptions are northeastern China, 
where level land takes precedence, and the islands of Indonesia (except for Java), where mountains and jungle 
exclude dense settlement.   
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A History of Asia4

recently remained strikingly different from those found in 
the heartland of China, as is still the case in Tibet. 

 The other major area that lies on the margins of mon-
soon Asia in physical terms, Pakistan, has from earliest 
times been inhabited by people who belonged to the major 
stream of Indian culture, and indeed this area saw the birth 
of civilization on the subcontinent. Much of Pakistan is 
desert or near-desert, but irrigation since late Neolithic 
times, especially along the Indus River and its tributaries, 
has made possible a productive agricultural system and a 
dense population. Despite its marginality in climatic terms, 
most of Pakistan gets its limited rainfall in summer as part 
of the monsoonal system, of which it lies on the fringes, as 
does northwestern China. The high and steep mountain 
ranges that form the western and northwestern borders of 
Pakistan have always drawn a relatively sharp line between 
the peoples and cultures of the Indian subcontinent and 
those to the west in the Persian and Arab world of the Mid-
dle East. Like the distinction between the monsoon realm 
and the rest of Asia as a whole, that line is perhaps clearest 
of all in terms of population density.  

  Common Cultural Patterns 

 Apart from the all-important characteristic of population 
density, monsoon Asia—the area east of Afghanistan and 
south of what is now the Russian Federation—has other 
common features that make it an appropriate unit of study. 
Even the monsoon part of Asia is a very large area, nearly 
twice the size of all of Europe to the Urals, and it is divided 
by mountains and seas into many subregions with differ-
ent cultures, in many cases also inhabited by ethnically 
different people. The four major subregions of monsoon 
Asia—India, China, Southeast Asia, and Northeast Asia 
(Korea and Japan)—are divided from each other in all of 
these ways and each is further subdivided, to varying de-
grees, into internal regions. But there is a broad range of 
institutions, ideas, values, conditions, and solutions that 
have long been distinctively Asian, common to each of the 
four major parts of monsoon Asia, different at least in de-
gree from those elsewhere, and evolving in Asia in distinc-
tive ways. 

 These include, among many others, the basic impor-
tance of the extended family and kin network and its mul-
tiple roles; the respect for and importance attached to 
learning, for its own sake and as the path to worldly suc-
cess; the veneration of age and its real or fancied wisdom 
and authority; the traditional subjugation and submissive 
roles of women, at least in the public sphere (although 
Southeast Asia and southern India are qualified excep-
tions); the hierarchical structuring of society; the aware-
ness of and importance attached to the past; the primacy of 

Asian civilizations arose on an agricultural base in the great 
river valleys  described in later chapters , and agriculture re-
mains the dominant employment and the major source of 
production in almost all of monsoon Asia outside Japan. It 
was agricultural wealth that supported the successive em-
pires and brilliant cultures of monsoon Asia, and that kept 
its people as a whole almost certainly better off materially 
than people anywhere else. It was richer than Europe until 
recently, probably sometime in the eighteenth century, as 
European observers noted from the time of Marco Polo 
(1254–1324  c.e. ) on. 

 The expansion of the Chinese state and empire beginning 
under the Han dynasty in the second century  b.c.e.  progres-
sively incorporated under Chinese control a number of areas 
that do not fit very closely with the above generalizations 
about monsoon Asia. Given the absence of effective political 
or military rivals to the west and north, the Chinese state first 
conquered Xinjiang, sometimes called Chinese Turkestan, a 
largely desert area still inhabited mainly by Turkic peoples, 
and then added much of arid Mongolia to protect itself 
against nomadic raids. Later Chinese expansion with the 
same motives conquered the huge Himalayan area of Tibet, 
although its tiny population remained overwhelmingly 
Tibetan until large-scale migrations from other parts of 
China in recent years. Finally, in the seventeenth century, an 
originally nomadic group, the Manchus, conquered China 
and added their Manchurian homeland to the empire. Man-
churia is monsoonal in the sense that it gets most of its sparse 
rainfall in summer as part of the monsoonal pattern, but it 
has a long and bitterly cold winter, and much of it is mar-
ginal for agriculture. Most of Mongolia and Xinjiang are too 
dry for farming and belong both climatically and culturally 
to Central Asia. Tibet is an alpine desert, too dry, too cold, 
and too high to permit agriculture except in a few tiny areas. 

 Taken together, these marginal regions compose over 
half of contemporary China’s area; Tibet, Xinjiang, and 
Mongolia (only the southernmost section, “Inner Mongo-
lia,” is part of today’s China) are each nearly the size of 
western Europe, but they contain much less than 1 percent 
of China’s population, and even Manchuria contains less 
than 10 percent. Most of China’s people, and the roots and 
body of Chinese civilization, have always been located in 
the eastern and southern parts of the country, where agri-
culture has strong advantages. The empire expanded into 
the outer areas mentioned above in the absence of major 
topographic barriers (except for Tibet) but reached its lim-
its roughly along the line formed by the main chain of the 
Himalayas and its northern extensions, which form the 
western and northwestern boundaries of Tibet and Xinji-
ang; other mountain ranges helped to limit Chinese expan-
sion into northern Mongolia. But the cultures of the people 
of these areas, including their languages, have until very 
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Introduction / Monsoon Asia as a Unit of Study 5

only generated a need for more food but also provided the 
labor required to increase yields still further. This has been 
the consistent pattern of the agrarian and population his-
tory of each of the major regions of monsoon Asia over the 
past 4,000 years.  

  Social Hierarchy 
 Very high population densities have had much to do with 
the equally consistent nature of Asian societies, especially 
their emphases on group effort and group welfare, their 
mistrust of individualism, and their dependence on clearly 
stated and sanctioned rules for behavior. Although the 
image of the hermit sage emerged early across Asia as a 
cultural alternative, individuals have almost always been 
subject to group direction and subordinate to group inter-
est. They were fitted into the larger structure of societies 
that were hierarchically organized; each individual has 
always had his or her defined place and prescribed role. 
Individual happiness and welfare, like those of the societ-
ies as a whole, have always been seen as resting on such a 
structure. Most of these societies remain patriarchal and 
male dominant, although there are regional variations; 
the primary institution has always been the family, where 
the oldest member rules, sometimes a female but usually 
a male. The chief virtue extolled by all Asian societies is 
respect and deference to one’s elders and to all others of 
higher status. Age and learning are equated with wisdom, 
an understandable idea in any agricultural society, where 
accumulated experience is the best guide to life’s problems, 
and where the few learned men are looked up to by the 
mass of illiterates. 

 It has always seemed strange to Asians that others else-
where do not share to the same degree their own deference to 
age and to learning—and that they do not put the same high 
value on education as both the most effective and the 
most prestigious way for any individual to succeed in life. 

group welfare over individual interest; and many more 
 distinctively Asian cultural traits common to all parts of 
monsoon Asia. 

  Agriculture 
 Except for Japan, and there only since the 1920s, most 
of Asia has traditionally been and remains primarily an 
agrarian-based economy. Although Japanese industry de-
veloped rapidly in the 1920s, and by 2012, China, India, 
and South Korea have become major industrial and com-
mercial economies, Asian agriculture, including that of 
Japan today, has always been distinctive for its labor in-
tensiveness, still in most areas primarily human labor, in-
cluding that involved in the construction and maintenance 
of irrigation systems. This too goes back to the origins of 
the great Asian civilizations, which arose on the basis of 
agricultural surpluses produced by labor-intensive, largely 
hand cultivation supported by irrigation. From the begin-
ning, Asian per-acre crop yields have been higher than 
anywhere else in the world. With the addition of manuring 
in later periods and chemical fertilization more recently, 
they are still the highest in the world, especially in Japan. 
High yields have always supported large populations in 
monsoon Asia, concentrated in the plains, river valleys, 
and deltas, where level land and fertile alluvial (river silt) 
soils have also maximized output in this region of generally 
warm temperatures, long growing seasons, and normally 
adequate rainfall.   

  Since approximately the first millennium  b.c.e.  or even 
earlier, monsoon Asia has contained the largest and most 
productive agricultural areas in the world. As one conse-
quence, population densities per square mile have also 
 remained high throughout this period, especially on culti-
vated land, and higher than anywhere else until the present. 
This was to some degree a chicken-and-egg situation. Pro-
ductive land supported a growing population, which not 

       Rice paddies in south-central Thailand. This scene is 
typical of warm, wet Asia and of its great river valleys 
and plains, which are highly productive 
agriculturally.      (R. Murphey)  
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A History of Asia6

role in, for example, trade; there men had to pay, as they 
still do, a bride price for wives, whereas the rest of mon-
soon Asia required dowries for the women. 

 Individual privacy was largely absent, given the dense 
population, the family structure, and the pattern common 
to most of monsoon Asia whereby even in rural areas 
houses were grouped together in villages rather than scat-
tered over the landscape on separate farms, as in much of 
the Western world. Asian farms were small, averaging less 
than five acres in most areas, still smaller in the most 
densely settled parts. Their high productivity as a result of 
intensive cultivation meant that a family could normally 
support itself on a relatively tiny plot or plots. These were 
grouped around each village, housing 20 to 50 families on 
average who walked the short distance to and from their 
fields morning and evening, all but the very young and the 
very old. One was almost never out of sight or sound of 
others, and learned early to adjust, to defer to elders and 
superiors, to work together in the common interest, and in 
general to accept living very closely with, virtually on top 
of, other people, realizing that clear and agreed-on rules for 
behavior were and are essential. Marriage partners had to 
be sought in another village or town; most of one’s fellow 
villagers were likely to be relatives of some degree, and in 
any case did not offer the widening of the kin network and 
its mutual support advantages conferred by marriage into 
another village. In other respects, one village or town was, 
and remains, much like another, and most people were, 
until very recently, villagers and farmers.    

 The chief Asian crop, rice, is the most productive of all 
cereals under the care that Asian farmers gave it, irrigated 
in specially constructed  paddies,  or wet fields that are 
weeded, fertilized, and harvested largely by hand. Rice was 
probably native to, and first cultivated in, mainland South-
east Asia, but it spread relatively early to adjacent China, 
and somewhat later to India, Korea, and Japan, until by the 
first few centuries of the first millennium it dominated 
Asian agriculture. Rice has demanding requirements, espe-
cially for water, but where it can be grown it can support, 
and must employ, large numbers of people. In the drier 
areas such as north India and north China, wheat largely 
replaced rice as the dominant cereal, but it too could pro-
duce good yields under intensive cultivation. More mar-
ginal areas could grow millet, sorghum, or barley; and in 
the southeast, taro, manioc, sago, and bananas supple-
mented grains. There was little place for animals, except for 
draft purposes including plowing and transport, although 
pigs, chickens, and ducks were raised as scavengers. Cere-
als produced far more food per acre than could be obtained 
by grazing animals or feeding them on crops, and there was 
continual pressure to have the land yield as much food as 
possible to support the dense populations. Monsoon Asia 

But individual success is also seen as bringing both credit 
and material benefit to the family, and family obligation 
remains an unusually powerful drive for most Asians. 
From early on, it was possible for those born in humble 
circumstances to rise in the world by acquiring education, 
an effort that could be successful only with close family 
support and much family sacrifice. Those who achieved 
success, and all those in authority or with education, were 
expected to set a good example for others. Indeed, society 
was seen as being held together by the model behavior of 
those at the top, from the emperor and his officials to the 
scholars, priests, and other leaders to the heads of families. 

 The family, the basic cement of all Asian societies, com-
monly involved three generations living together: parents, 
surviving grandparents, and children. But its network of 
loyalties and obligations extended further to include to 
varying degrees cousins, uncles, aunts, mature siblings, and 
in-laws. It was a ready-made system of mutual support, 
often necessary in hard times but seen as a structure that 
benefited everyone at all times and was hence given the 
highest value. There were of course strains within it, and 
within the societies as a whole, especially in the generally 
subordinate role of women, younger children, and others 
at the bottom. No society anywhere has ever achieved per-
fect solutions to all human problems, but these Asian soci-
eties seem to have been more successful than most, if only 
because they have lasted, in fundamentally similar form in 
these terms, far longer than any others elsewhere. 

 Except for in parts of Southeast Asia, a notable distinc-
tion, when women married they became members of their 
husband’s family and moved to his house and village. New 
brides were often subjected to tyranny from their mothers-
in-law, but when they had borne a son, all-important for 
continuation of the husband’s family line, they acquired 
some status, and in time could tyrannize their sons’ new 
wives. This patrilocal system was the norm in China, Japan, 
Korea, Vietnam, and India, or rather it became so as these 
civilizations matured. In prehistoric times and before the 
beginning of written records (quite late in Japan), it is likely 
that relations between the sexes were more egalitarian in 
these cultures. That seems to have been the case for the 
Indus civilization of India, before the Aryan migrations. In 
early Japan the significance of the female is suggested by 
the fact that their chief deity was a woman: Amaterasu, the 
sun goddess. In Korea, before Confucian influence in the 
Chosŏn period (1398–1910  c . e .) compelled changes, 
matrilocal or uxorilocal marriage, in which the husband 
moved in with his wife’s family for a substantial period of 
time, was the norm. Southeast Asia, including Vietnam 
even after its conquest by the Qin and Han dynasties, re-
mained a world apart in terms of gender relations and is 
still so, with women more dominant and playing a major 
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Each Asian area produced rich merchants, who often sup-
ported a brilliant urban culture. But nowhere, with few and 
brief exceptions until modern times, did merchants acquire 
political power or high formal status. All of these Asian so-
cieties continued to be dominated by the pool of educated 
men and others whose membership in the elite derived 
from learning in one form or another, including often the 
arts of warfare, supplemented by ownership of land and the 
management of the productive agricultural system that un-
derlay everything. In these terms, too, there are few differ-
ences between one major Asian culture and another. On 
such grounds, monsoon Asia has been and remains at least 
as much a cultural and historical unit as Europe, despite 
being twice as big as Europe and having far wider varia-
tions in language and ethnic mixtures, a far longer recorded 
history, and an immensely greater population.   

  The Study of Monsoon Asia 

 European societies and European history have their own 
undoubted unity, despite regional and temporal differ-
ences, and we commonly study them as a whole, including 
their variations and changes from area to area and period 
to period. The same kind of approach is at least equally 
valid for monsoon Asia, although it is less often pursued. 
The primary reason is that the American scholarly world 
still knows much less about Asia and its history than we 
know about Europe. As knowledge of and attention to Asia 
have increased, especially since the end of World War II, 
efforts have perhaps understandably been concentrated 
on learning Asian languages so that we can read their texts 
and records, and then on using such materials to study the 
histories and cultures of each major region separately. This 
is necessary since knowledge of Chinese, for example, is of 
marginal help in studying India, as knowledge of Sanskrit 

has accordingly been called “the vegetable civilization,” 
centered on cereals and other plants (including a variety of 
vegetables) and minimizing meat in the diet, except for fish 
in coastal areas. Buildings were constructed primarily in 
wood, thatch, straw, and mud, with metal used only for 
tools and weapons, and stone largely reserved for monu-
mental religious or official structures. 

 In all of these ways, monsoon Asia is a legitimate unit of 
study, an area with more basic commonality than differ-
ences. There is of course a wide range of differences in lan-
guages and other cultural traits, how people have lived and 
still live, supported themselves, and interacted with one an-
other, the institutions they constructed, the basic values 
they still follow. But they have differed, and differ still, 
amazingly little from one part of monsoon Asia to another, 
given its very large size, geographic barriers to interactions, 
and huge populations. The states and empires of monsoon 
Asia were built consistently on their common peasant base 
of intensive, high-yield agriculture, which provided the 
great bulk of revenues, the manpower for armies, and the 
highly structured social order. Societies were directed and 
manipulated by officials and by learned men, whose values 
were largely echoed by most of those far greater numbers 
ranked below them, a few of whom joined the ranks of the 
elite through education. The village worlds were largely 
self-governing and self-regulating, thanks to the family sys-
tem, the kin network, and the basic social institutions com-
mon to the area as a whole, but they formed the essential 
foundation for the building and maintenance of empires. 

 Trade took place at and far beyond the intervillage level, 
linking distant provinces or subregions and reaching over-
seas between the four major areas of Asia and beyond. But 
until very recent times, and then only in Japan and parts of 
Southeast Asia, it never rivaled the basic importance of ag-
riculture as a means of employment or a source of wealth. 

       South China landscape, Sichuan. This agricultural 
scene is typical of much of monsoon Asia, where the 
principal crop is irrigated rice. The rice is grown in 
fields (paddies) that are finely engineered to hold water 
within their low embankments, letting it trickle down 
from higher up the slope to each paddy in turn for 
constant irrigation. The water level is raised as the 
crops grow, and then is drained in the few weeks before 
harvest. The gentler hillsides are terraced, as in this 
picture, to create a staircase of nearly level irrigated 
fields. The heavy labor required to maintain this system 
is repaid by high crop yields.      (R. Murphey)  
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Asian studies. Yet as a people, Americans are woefully ig-
norant of Asia, as they are of the world as a whole, clearly 
more so than the people of any other developed country 
and of many of the developing ones. Some Americans 
know a little about Europe, the origin of many of our peo-
ple and much of our culture, but there is far less general 
knowledge or even adequate awareness of Asia, on the 
other side of the globe. Yet since about 1970 by far the larg-
est share of U.S. trade, and the most rapidly increasing, has 
been with Asia. Several of its nations have the highest eco-
nomic growth rates in the world, and several have become 
major powers in world affairs. Asian Americans are a fast 
growing segment of our own population. 

 Most important, the Asian cultural and historical expe-
rience is well over half of the human experience, now and 
in the past. We impoverish ourselves if we remain ignorant 
of it—and we expose ourselves to possible disaster if we try 
to play a global role in the modern world, where Asian con-
cerns increasingly are shaping the agenda, without some 
knowledge of its cultures and civilizations. Asia’s long his-
tory and the importance of its modern inhabitants attach to 
it make it particularly difficult to understand the present or 
plan for the future without a knowledge of the past. These 
are all important practical reasons for studying Asian his-
tory. But perhaps the best reason for studying anything is 
that it enriches the life of the student. This  book     aims to 
widen its readers’ horizons and to make each of them richer 
because of learning about Asia.  

  Questions 

   1.    What are monsoons, and what are their impact on Asian 
society and culture? What are Asia’s monsoon seasons?   

   2.    What distinguishes “monsoon Asia” from the remain-
der of Asia? What are the consequent differences 
 between the two?   

   3.    How has Chinese civilization linked monsoon Asia to 
central Asia over time?   

   4.    According to the text, what is “exceptional” about south 
Indian and Southeast Asian civilizations in relation to 
the rest of monsoon Asia?   

   5.    What are the societal consequences of an irrigation 
wet-rice society?   

   6.    Where did the most populous early Asian societies 
form, and why?   

   7.    What is a “vegetable civilization”? What are its 
 consequences?   

   8.    What are the common features among monsoon Asia’s 
societies and cultures?    

or Hindi is of little use in studying Japan. The sheer size of 
Asia, its great regional variety, and its uniquely long and 
rich history, or histories, further discourage most scholars, 
or even students, from trying to understand the whole of 
monsoon Asia, often even at an introductory level.    

 But in the twenty-first century, Asia has moved into the 
global spotlight as the dynamic home of over half of hu-
manity. Its societies and economies are rapidly changing 
and are acquiring a major position in world affairs in all 
respects. Study of Asia has matured enough to have pro-
duced a still-growing body of published work on the  history 
of each major Asian area. It is both essential and possible to 
study Asia as a whole. Not to do so leaves us unprepared 
for the world of the twenty-first century, and at the same 
time prevents us from benefiting from the insights that 
 almost any comparative approach to the several parts of 
Asia offers. Before we can usefully compare, it is first neces-
sary to learn something of what happened in the history of 
each major area. This  book     not only attempts to do that for 
each part of Asia but also looks at parallels, differences, and 
interactions among them and between Asia and the Western 
world in both ancient and modern times. 

 Since World War II, the United States has produced 
more scholarly and popular books on Asia than any other 
country. Our universities are the world’s leading centers of 

       Waterlogged streets of Kolkata during the monsoon cause 
trouble in everyday living.      (kZUMA Press/Newscom)  
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  The following Web sites are also good sources on 
specific countries: 
  Bangladesh:   http://www.bangladesh-web.com/ 
(especially good on local aff airs) 
  Brunei:   http://www.bruneinews.net/ 
(English-language news from Brunei) 
  Cambodia:   http://www.cambodia.org/news/ 
(Th e Cambodian Information Center) 
  China:   http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/ 
( China Daily  U.S. edition; offi  cial English-language newspaper 
of the People’s Republic of China) 
  http://chinadigitaltimes.net/ 
(California-based site that provides translations of material 
from Chinese blogs and other sources, oft en critical of the 
government) 
  http://www.scmp.com/portal/site/SCMP/ 
( South China Morning Post , based in Hong Kong) 
  http://www.straitstimes.com/Home.html 
(China and the larger region from Singapore) 
  India:   http://www.hinduonline.com/ 
(online version of the  Hindu , India’s leading paper) 
  Indonesia:   http://www.thejakartapost.com/ 
(major English-language daily) 
  Japan:   http://www.asahi.com/english/english.html 
(online version of the  Asahi News ) 
  http://www.japantimes.co.jp/ 
(Japan’s most widely read English daily) 
  Laos:   http://www.vientianetimes.com/Headlines.html 
(Laotian news in English) 
  Malaysia:   http://www.thestar.com.my/ 
(widely read Malaysian English-language daily) 
  Myanmar:   http://www.burmanet.org/news/ 
(News, culture, and information about Myanmar) 
  Nepal:   http://www.nepalnews.com/ 
(originates from Kathmandu) 
  North Korea:   http://www.kcna.co.jp 
(from government Central News Agency via Japan) 
  Pakistan:   http://www.dawn.com 
(most popular English-language daily in Pakistan) 
  Philippines:   http://www.philstar.com 
(the  Philippines Star  from Manila) 
  South Korea:   http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/ 
(Seoul-based news) 
  Sri Lanka:   http://www.dailynews.lk/ 
(major Sri Lanka English-language daily) 
  Th ailand:   http://www.bangkokpost.com/ 
(major Th ai English-language daily) 
  Vietnam:   http://vietnamnews.vnagency.com.vn/ 
(a Vietnamese English-language daily)          

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Asia for Educators 
  http://afe.easia.columbia.edu  
 Th is Columbia University Web site is an inexhaustible resource 
on the arts, languages, literatures, histories, and cultures of 
Asia. It provides links to lesson plans, timelines, maps, pri-
mary sources, cartoons and illustrations, and recommended 
Web sites.  

  Asian Studies World Wide Web Virtual Library 
  http://coombs.anu.edu.au/WWWVL-AsianStudies.html  
 A large-scale, collaborative project providing a guide to the 
networked scholarly documents, resources, and information 
systems concerned with social science research in Asia. 
Although the editors ceased updating it in January 2011, the 
available archives and links are very useful.  

  Library of Congress Country Studies 
  http://memory.loc.gov/frd/cs/  
 A continuing series of books prepared by the Federal 
Research Division of the Library of Congress, presently con-
taining studies of more than 100 countries. Each site off ers a 
chronology of important events, country profi le, geographic 
and demographic studies, as well as information on religion, 
ethnicity, education, agriculture, and foreign relations, 
along with an extensive bibliography of English-language 
publications.  

  Time Magazine, Asia 
  http://www.time.com/time/magazine/asia/  
 Th e latest and previous issues of  Time  magazine in Asia; 
contains good information on contemporary topics, with a 
focus on Asian political, economic, and social issues, 
explored at more depth than found in the American edition 
of the magazine.  

  CIA World Factbook 
  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/index.html  
 A handy source of current and concise information on coun-
tries throughout Asia, beginning with up-to-date histories, 
followed by the names of current leaders, surveys of local pro-
ductivity, and other relevant information that would be espe-
cially useful to government offi  cials, bankers, investors, or 
businesspeople.  

  Lonely Planet Guidebooks 
  http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations  
 Th e entry portal for all Lonely Planet guidebooks, which are 
among the best in the marketplace. Th ey provide useful geo-
graphical, historical, and cultural information as well as prac-
tical information for the world traveler.  
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         This Chapter Summarizes what we know about the beginnings of 
the human species in Asia, the long Paleolithic period or Old Stone 

Age, the Neolithic revolution, the origins of agriculture in  Southwest 
and Southeast Asia, the beginnings of civilization in India,  Southeast 
Asia, China, Korea, and Japan, and the close connection between 
 Korea and early Japan. It aims to set the stage for our exploration of the 
literate societies that emerged in Asia in the second millennium  b.c.e. , 
when written records provide much richer sources for understanding 
the history of the peoples of Asia. 

  Early and Paleolithic Cultures 

 Th e direct ancestors of the human species seem clearly to have evolved 
fi rst in East Africa some 3 million years ago. Aft er another million 
years or perhaps more, these creatures, known as  Homo erectus,  slightly 
smaller than modern humans but walking erect, using fi re, and making 
crude stone tools, had spread to Asia and Europe. Th e earliest Asian 
fi nds of  Homo erectus  were made in Java (now in Indonesia) in 1891, 
and near Beijing in 1921, labeled respectively “Java Man” and “Peking 
Man” (Peking is the old spelling of the Chinese capital city, Beijing, 
near where the fi nd was made). Both original fi nds were dated approxi-
mately 1 million  b.c.e. , although subsequent discoveries in Java have 
now pushed the date of “Java Man” back further, and other fi nds sug-
gest that this species was reasonably widespread in Asia by 1.5 million 
years ago. More recently, remains of  Homo erectus  have been found in 
Yunnan in southwest China dated about a million years ago, and near 
Xi’an in the northwest dated about 600,000  b.c.e.   Homo erectus  merged 
with later humanoid species aft er about 300,000  b.c.e.  Given the span 
of time and the mixing of peoples since, it is reasonable to think of 
these creatures as ancestors of modern people in general, rather than as 
early Asians. Th ey fashioned handheld stone axes with a cutting edge, 
probably used for chopping, scraping, and digging, and may have been 
cannibals, or at least have ritually eaten the brains and bone marrow of 
their own dead. 

 Th e hand axes they produced were remarkably uniform and look 
much the same at sites scattered over most of Asia, Africa, and Europe 
as far as Britain. Aft er about 150,000  b.c.e.,  a new species, called  Homo 
neanderthalis  (from the Neander River valley in Germany where one 
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Chapter 1 / Prehistoric Asia 11

of the fi rst fi nds was made) rose to dominance over the Old 
World of Eurasia and Africa. 

 In the course of the last glaciation, between approxi-
mately 70,000 and 20,000  b.c.e.,   Homo neanderthalis , the 
chief successor to  Homo erectus , was gradually displaced 
or superseded by modern humans, whom we call  Homo 
 sapiens ; since that time  Homo sapiens  has been the only 
 human inhabitant of the globe. Physical diff erences among 
the various branches of  Homo sapiens  are relatively slight; 
they are most marked in shades of skin color and a few 
other superfi cial and external features such as hair color 
and  texture, amount of body hair, and minor facial  features. 
Since few of these minor attributes are discernible for long 
aft er death, we cannot date with any precision when the 
present small racial distinctions emerged. It is  probable 
that people who lived or remained in hot, sunny climates 
retained what was probably the original human skin color—
dark, as a protection against strong sunlight—while those 
who migrated into, or were overtaken by, colder or cloudier 
climates slowly evolved lighter skin colors in response to 
the benefi cial eff ects of sunlight on the body, especially as a 
source of vitamin D. 

 Until very recently, the inhabited areas of Africa, Asia, 
and Europe—the units of the Old World divided only by 
the narrowest of water barriers (the Bosporus and the Gulf 
of Suez) and hence sometimes called “the world island”—
were largely isolated from each other by great distances 
and by intervening deserts and mountains. Since about 
200,000  b.c.e.  the minor physical diff erences we now 
observe between humans of European, African, and 
Asian origins slowly began to emerge. Th ese diff erences, 
including those of the many subgroups, such as the Inuit 
 (Eskimos) and American Indians, originally from eastern 
Asia, resulted from interbreeding as well as from isolated 
regional diff erences. Physical evolution is an extremely 
slow  process on any human time scale, and there are no 
 discernible physical diff erences between contemporary 
members of each of these major racial groups and those who 
lived when recorded history begins. Well-preserved bodies 
from the Egypt of 2500  b.c.e.,  for example, or from Han 
dynasty China of the fi rst century  c.e.  are  indistinguishable 
from modern Egyptians or Chinese, or for the most part 
from any contemporary people, including what evidence 
remains of skin and hair color, tooth and bone structure, 
vital organs, brain capacity, and so on. Th e same would 
almost certainly be true for the people of 10,000  b.c.e.  or 
even much earlier.  

 One exception to this general rule was found on the 
island of Flores, east of Java and Bali. Th ere was a subspecies 
called  Homo fl oresiensis , half the size of modern people, 
lived about 13,000  b.c.e.  Nicknamed the Hobbits, these late 
Paleolithic creatures died out by about 6000  b.c.e.  or so. 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1 million  B.C.E.  Java Man  

  Peking Man  

  10,000  B.C.E.  Origins of agriculture in Southwest and 

Southeast Asia  

  8000–300  B.C.E.  Jomon culture in Japan  

  5000–1000  B.C.E.  Southern Mongoloid agriculturalist 

migrations into Southeast Asia replacing 

and assimilating Australo-Melanesian 

hunter-gatherers  

  4000  B.C.E.  Urbanization in Sumer (Mesopotamia) 

and in Egypt  

  3000  B.C.E.  Urbanization in the Indus River system  

  Dravidian culture in South Asia, earliest 

temple culture  

  Malayo-Polynesian migrations  

  Emergence of Malay coastal cultures  

  Maritime contact between Southeast 

Asia and Madagascar  

  Development of Austroasiatic  

(Mon-Khmer, Vietnamese), Tai-Kadai, 

Tibeto-Burman, and Austronesian 

languages (Chamic, Malayo-Polynesian)  

  3000  B.C.E.  Migration of Koreans to Korea  

  2800  B.C.E.  Legendary birth of Vietnam  

  2500–2000  B.C.E.  Longshan and Yangshao pottery 

cultures in China  

  2000  B.C.E.  Urban centers in China  

  Bronze culture in Southeast Asia  

  1600–1400  B.C.E.  Aryans to India  

  1600–1050  B.C.E.  Shang dynasty  

  Chinese civilization in Korea  

  600  B.C.E. –200  C.E.  Dong-son bronze drum culture 

(northern Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, 

Malaysia, and Indonesia)  

  Nan Yue (Nam Viet) civilization in 

Vietnam and south China  

  500  B.C.E.  Iron use in Malaysia and island 

Southeast Asia  

  300  B.C.E. –300  C.E.  Yayoi (Japan)  
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  The Neolithic Revolution 

 Th e term  Neolithic  is to some degree a misnomer, since it 
means literally “New Stone Age,” referring to the rapid 
improvement and new variety in fi nely made stone tools. 
But although stone tools continued to be made in great 
quantities, bone and clay were of increasing importance, 
and toward the end of the period tools and weapons began 
to be made of metal. Th e term  revolution  is more appropri-
ately applied to the beginnings of agriculture. Th is made 
possible for the fi rst time large permanent settlements, a 
great increase in population, the accumulation of surpluses, 
the consequent need for writing (in part to keep records), 
and the growth of the fi rst true cities, from which our word 
 civilization  comes, via its Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit roots. 
In the few thousand years between about 10,000  b.c.e.  and 
about 4000  b.c.e. —an extremely short space of time com-
pared with the almost imperceptible pace of change dur-
ing Paleolithic times—most of the elements of what we call 
modern civilization emerged. 

 By 3000  b.c.e. , early cities in Mesopotamia and the Indus 
Valley had bureaucrats, tax collectors, priests, metalworkers, 
scribes, schools, housing and traffi  c problems, and almost 
all of the features of our own times. As the Old Testament 
Book of Ecclesiastes put it about 200  b.c.e. , a view that 
we can echo today: “Th ere is no new thing under the sun. 
Is there anything whereof it may be said, See, this is new? 
It hath been already of old time, which was before us.”1   

Th at is in fact a very Asian view. Th e changes of which 
we are so conscious in our own times are extremely recent 
and center on new technology beginning with the steam 
engine a mere two centuries ago and accelerating rapidly in 
the second half of the twentieth century. But people, human 
society, and their problems have not changed much since 
the building of the fi rst cities some 5,000 years ago. 

 Th e Neolithic revolution in agriculture and town build-
ing transformed the lives of everyone involved. Th e change 
came about over several thousand years, probably fi rst in 
Southwest Asia and Egypt and then spreading to other 
parts of the Old World; similar developments in eastern 
Asia and much later in Mexico and Peru probably began 
independently.  Neolithic  refers to a stage of development. 
It came later in Western Europe and most of the rest of the 
world; isolated areas such as Australia or the tropical rain 
forests were still in the Paleolithic period when they were 
invaded by modern Europeans aft er the eighteenth century.    

 Archaeological evidence suggests four main areas as the 
earliest cradles of settled agriculture: the uplands of South-
west Asia surrounding the Tigris-Euphrates lowland of 
Mesopotamia; the Nile delta; coastal Peru, where remains 
of clearly domesticated animals and even grind stones 
have been found; and the coastal or near-coastal areas of 

 It is not necessary to deal here in any detail with the 
almost equally slow early evolution of culture—how people 
lived and what they created—during the thousands of years 
of the Paleolithic period (the Old Stone Age). Th is lasted 
from about 1 million years ago or more to about 25,000 
 b.c.e.  During this time, people gradually learned to use fi re, 
build shelters or make use of caves, and fashion garments 
out of skins or furs; slowly they improved their stone tools 
and increased the eff ectiveness of their hunting, developing 
stone-tipped spears. Soon aft er 30,000  b.c.e. , however, the 
pace of change began to quicken, probably hastened by the 
last phase of glacial ice advance and its subsequent retreat. 
Magnifi cent paintings on cave walls in northern Spain and 
southern France, then near the edge of the glacial ice sheet, 
dating from 28,000 to 10,000  b.c.e. , attest to the skill and 
artistic imagination of the people who created them and sug-
gest a highly developed social organization. Rock and cave 
paintings from the latter part of this same period in North 
Africa, the Middle East, and monsoon Asia suggest similar 
developments. By or well before this time,  Homo sapiens  had 
migrated from the Old World to the Americas and to Aus-
tralia. Th e earliest New World fi nds are dated about 20,000 
 b.c.e. , but there is good reason to believe that people had 
crossed the narrow Bering Strait between northeastern-most 
Asia and what is now Alaska, perhaps on the glacial ice, by 
about 40,000  b.c.e.  or even earlier, and had reached Austra-
lia across what may then have been a nearly complete land 
bridge from the Asian mainland by about the same time. 

 With the last retreat of the ice in Europe and Asia, begin-
ning about 20,000  b.c.e.  but reaching its present limits only 
by about 3000  b.c.e. , forests slowly replaced the ice sheets 
and the treeless tundra along their margins. Th e game, 
such as the woolly mammoth, that the Paleolithic people 
had hunted also moved northward or became extinct. 
Basic changes in the environment required basic human 
adjustment, as had been necessary when the ice sheets 
were advancing. Some groups developed new techniques, 
including the bow and arrow, for hunting in the forest; oth-
ers moved to coastal sites and lived primarily on fi sh and 
shellfi sh, creating new or improved tools such as needles 
for sewing and fi shhooks, now made of bone. But far more 
signifi cant and rapid changes were beginning to take place 
in drier areas, centered in the region we call Mesopotamia 
or Southwest Asia.  

  200  B.C.E.  Southeast Asia–based sailors ( Kunlun ) 

in Chinese ports  

  100  B.C.E.  Malayo–Polynesian-speaking people 

settle in Madagascar  
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 By about 4000  b.c.e.  or slightly earlier, agricultural tech-
niques were far enough advanced and populations large 
enough to permit an expansion into the diff erent environ-
ment of the Tigris-Euphrates lowland, the Nile valley, and 
somewhat later to the Indus Valley in what is now Pakistan, 
the latter based on models transmitted via early agricultural 
settlements in eastern Iran and Afghanistan. Most of these 
areas, including Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus valley, 
as well as coastal Peru, were desert or near-desert, with a 
few scattered oases in Iran, but the river fl oodplains, given 
their fertile alluvial soils and long growing seasons of high 
temperatures, were potentially highly productive if they 
could be provided with water by controlled irrigation. Th e 
Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, and Indus rivers are fed by rains 
and snowmelt in their mountain source areas and hence 
are subject to seasonal fl ooding. Th e destructive aspects of 
these fl oods had to be controlled to permit permanent agri-
culture. Th ere were also problems of drainage to be solved, 
especially in the lower course of the Tigris-Euphrates, 
where the two rivers meet and empty into the Persian Gulf 
together through what was originally a vast, swampy delta. 
Techniques of irrigation also had to be developed at about 
the same time in lower Egypt. 

 Soon aft er 4000  b.c.e.  villages began to grow into small 
cities at the conjunction of the Tigris and Euphrates and 
in the lower Nile. Lower Nile sites have since been buried 
under silt, and we do not know their names or locations; 
but in Mesopotamia, perhaps slightly earlier than in Egypt, 
these fi rst true cities included Ur, Nippur, Uruk, and Eridu. 
Th eir names are recorded in the world’s fi rst written texts, 
which have been preserved on clay tablets. 

 Th e Neolithic revolution was completed with the devel-
opment of metalworking and the production of bronze 
tools and, unfortunately, weapons. Technological inno-
vations probably developed independently in diff erent 
places and at diff erent times. Copper was the fi rst metal 
to be worked, in both the Old and New Worlds, because 
it sometimes occurs at or near the surface in nearly pure 
form and can be beaten into a more or less rigid shape 
without refi ning or smelting, although it will not hold an 
edge and was used primarily for ornaments. In Mesopota-
mia by about 4000  b.c.e.,  successive experiments mixing 
copper with tin and lead in varying proportions produced 
bronze, which was stronger and would take and keep an 
edge. But it needs to be remembered that it was agricul-
tural surpluses that made possible the division of labor. 
Some people were able to pursue nonfarm occupations, 
and there was more leisure time for experimentation and 
for the perfecting of artisan techniques, including the 
smelting and working of metal. Th e need for better tools 
for farming, clearing trees, and building towns and cities 
provided further incentives. 

mainland Southeast Asia. Th ere is clear evidence of early 
settlement in southern Anatolia (now in modern Turkey), 
Palestine and Syria, northern Iraq, and western Iran. In 
these semiarid areas with some winter rainfall grew steppe 
grasses that included the wild ancestors of wheat and bar-
ley. Early Neolithic stone-toothed sickles dated to about 
10,000  b.c.e.  have been found here and have a sheen from 
cutting such grasses with their grain heads. Dating from a 
little later, small hoards of stored grains have been found. 
It must have been a long process of adaptation from gath-
ering such grasses or grains in the wild to planting them, 
perhaps originally by accident, in fi elds that then could be 
prepared and tended until harvest. Fields growing only the 
desired grain could obviously yield far more than could be 
gathered in the wild, but they did require care and hence a 
permanent settlement of farmers at a given site, usually one 
where a supply of water was available. Soon aft er 10,000 
 b.c.e. , stone mortars appeared, indicating that the grain 
was milled (ground into fl our) and that it helped to support 
a population already beginning to grow beyond what could 
be sustained by hunting and gathering. 

 By about 7000  b.c.e.  there were large and numerous stor-
age pits for grain, and early clay pots for the same purpose 
and for carrying or storing water. By this time cultivated 
wheat, barley, and peas had clearly evolved into more pro-
ductive forms than their wild ancestors, probably through 
purposeful selection by the cultivators. Sheep, goats, and 
dogs were domesticated instead of being hunted as prey or 
used as hunting assistants. A thousand years later cattle and 
pigs had joined the list of domesticates. Th ere is a reasonably 
clear record of this evolution at a number of Southwest Asian 
sites including Jericho in southern Palestine, Cayonu and 
Catal Huyuk in southern Anatolia, Jarmo in northern Iraq, 
Hassuna and Ali Kosh in western Iran, and many others. 

       Pottery from Baluchistan, c. 3000  b.c.e.       (World History Archive/
Alamy)  
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basis for real cities, as opposed to towns. Th ey had popula-
tions that were literate, used metal, stored surplus food, had 
a division of labor, and exhibited great sophistication in the 
arts, in building, and in town planning.     

  The Indus Civilization 

 Th e chief urban centers so far discovered are Kalibangan in 
modern Rajasthan (probably the oldest city site yet found in 
India), Harappa in what is now the Pakistani part of  Punjab, 
and Mohenjo Daro on the lower course of the Indus. All 
three, in addition to over 1000 smaller town or village sites 
from the same period, scattered over an immense area from 
the Indus Valley east to the upper Ganges and south to 
near modern Mumbai, show similar forms of  settlements, 
 pottery, seals (for marking pieces of property), and  artwork. 
Weights and measures at all these sites were  uniform,  further 
emphasizing the unity of Harappan culture. Th is vast cul-
ture complex, covering by far the largest area of any of the 
ancient civilizations anywhere, is called the Indus civiliza-
tion. It clearly had a close  relationship to the river and its 
tributaries, a situation very like that in Sumer and in Egypt. 
Like the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates rivers, the Indus is 
an exotic river, that is, one that  originates in a  well-watered 
area. Rising with its tributaries in the  Himalayas, the source 
of snowmelt and the heavy monsoonal rains of summer, it 
fl ows across lowland Punjab and arid Rajasthan into the 
desert of Sindh to reach the sea near modern Karachi. All of 
this lowland area is dry, and the lower half of the Indus Val-
ley is virtually desert, as in Sumer and Egypt, so agriculture 
is dependent on irrigation. Annual river fl oods provided 
both water and highly fertile, easily worked alluvium, or silt. 
Combined with a long growing season of high temperatures 
and unbroken sunshine, this was the same set of agricultural 
advantages that helped to explain the early prominence of 
Egypt and Sumer aft er the management and use of fl ood-
water had been mastered. Th e Indus—and another river 
somewhat to the east that no longer exists, called Saraswati, 
where evidence of even more settlements can be found—
also off ered cheap, easy transport for bulky goods such as 
grain or building materials and, together with the treeless 
and level plain, created the transport access that is essential 
for exchange and hence for the division of labor. 

  Relations with Sumer 
 We know much less about the Indus civilization and its cit-
ies than about Sumer or ancient Egypt, in part because the 
Indus script has not yet been deciphered despite more than a 
generation of eff ort by cryptologists and linguists. Th e texts 
we have are incised on clay tablets and seals, as in Sumer, 
and contain over 300 diff erent symbols. Th ey may help 
provide some clue to who the writers were. Th ere is some 

 Perhaps through the medium of trade, agricultural and 
irrigation techniques spread east from Mesopotamia and 
western Iran, and by at least 3500  b.c.e.  both were fully 
developed at sites in eastern Iran, Afghanistan, Baluchistan, 
and the fringes of the Indus Valley, although early protoag-
ricultural villages have recently been dated to about 7500 
 b.c.e.  By or before 3000  b.c.e.  irrigated agriculture was fully 
established on the fl oodplain of the Indus and its major 
tributaries, where the fi rst true cities of monsoon Asia arose, 
growing out of Neolithic villages and towns. Th e major 
Indus crop was wheat, probably derived from Southwest 
Asia in its later cultivated form rather than its wild form.  

  Origins of Civilization 

in India 

 Of all world civilizations, India’s is the oldest still in continu-
ous existence.   If one defi nes civilization as  involving a writing 
system, metalworking, and some concentration of settlement 
in cities where most of the inhabitants are not farmers, the 
earliest such developments seem to have occurred, as noted 
above, in Mesopotamia by about 4000  b.c.e.  and about the 
same time in Egypt. Civilization in these terms had emerged 
by about 3000  b.c.e.  in India, and by about 2000  b.c.e.  in 
China. Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations came to an 
end by Roman times and were later superseded by the Arab 
conquest. Th e present cultures of these areas have little or no 
connection with ancient Sumer or the time of the pharaohs, 
leaving India as the  oldest survivor. 

 It was not far from Sumer to India, and the way was rela-
tively easy: by ship along the sheltered coasts of the Persian 
Gulf and thence still following the coast to the mouth of 
the Indus River. Th e route by land across Iran and Balu-
chistan ran through desert with few oases, but it was used, 
too. Neolithic developments in agriculture and the begin-
nings of large, settled villages or towns were taking place 
at several locations along this land route and in the upland 
 Baluchistan borderlands west of the Indus during the fi ft h 
millennium  b.c.e.  Although these developments were prob-
ably independent of Sumer, they may have benefi ted from 
early Sumerian achievements. Agriculture had also appeared 
on the Indus fl oodplain by the sixth and fi ft h millennia and 
may thus have developed independently there. By about 
3000  b.c.e.  true cities had arisen in the Indus Valley, much as 
early agriculture in the highlands around Mesopotamia later 
spread onto the riverine lowlands. As in Mesopotamia, the 
fl oodplain presented new challenges to early agriculturists: 
how to control river fl ooding, manipulate irrigation, and 
drain swampy land. Th e long experience with an evolving 
set of agricultural techniques ultimately made it possible 
to exploit the potentially rich agricultural resources of the 
lowlands. Consistent agricultural surpluses provided the 
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Bombay
(Mumbai)

(MYANMAR)

 Ancient India      
  Note how the Vindhya and the Satpura range, buttressed by the Narbada and Tapti rivers, tend to 
divide northern and southern India, with the latter also protected by the uplifted Deccan Plateau. 
On the northern border, the Hindu Kush, Sulaiman, and Himalaya ranges form a formidable 
barrier. The ancient city sites are all closely related to the Indus River and its tributaries: 
Kalibangan, Harappa, and Mohenjo Daro. After the collapse of the Indus civilization, 
settlement came to center in the Ganges Valley, where the Maurya dynasty arose.   

linguistic evidence that they were part ancestors of the pres-
ent inhabitants of southern India, although some scholars 
suspect a closer link with the peoples of Iran. But the Indus 
script has no resemblance at all to anything from Sumer, 
and especially not to cuneiform. Th at in itself is convincing 
evidence that the Indus civilization was not an off shoot of 

earlier Mesopotamian developments but an independent 
creation. By at least 3200  b.c.e. , almost certainly before the 
beginnings of city-based civilization in India, cuneiform 
had replaced earlier pictographs in Sumer. Its clear supe-
riority as a form of writing ensured its rapid spread. If the 
Indus civilization had been an outgrowth of Sumer, it would 
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been found. Th ese were associated with a city that was clearly 
part of Harappan culture (a convenient shorter label for the 
Indus civilization). A site along the route between them, on 
Bahrain Island, has yielded objects from both Sumer and 
India and seems to have supported a major trade center 
where many routes to and from Sumer met. Sumerian texts 
speak of a place called Dilmun, which was probably  Bahrain, 
a few days’ sail southward from the mouth of their river, 
where goods were found from a place they called Meluha, to 
the east: ivory, peacocks, monkeys, precious stones, incense, 
and spices, the “apes, ivory, and peacocks” of the Bible. 
Meluha must have been India, but it is not clear whether 
 people from Sumer went there or whether the Indus people, 
or some intermediary, carried their cargoes to Dilmun.     

  Th e Cities of the Indus 
 Perhaps the most remarkable thing about this civilization 
was the planned layout of its cities, including wells, a piped 
water supply, bathrooms, and waste pipes or drains in nearly 
every house. Th ere is no parallel for these developments 
anywhere in the ancient world, and indeed one must leap 
to the late nineteenth century in Western Europe and North 
America to fi nd such achievements on a similar scale. Th e 
rivers that nourished these cities were the source of their 

surely have used cuneiform, or at least shown some connec-
tion with earlier Sumerian writing systems. 

 Th e art of the Indus people, and their remarkable city 
planning, are also completely distinctive and show no rela-
tion to Sumerian equivalents. Th e seals that they used are 
very similar to those of earlier and contemporary Meso-
potamia, and we know that from at least 2500  b.c.e.  there 
was trade between them. Objects from India at this period 
have been found in Sumer, and Sumerian objects in India. It 
seems likely that because seals were probably used primarily 
to mark property or goods, they were adopted by the Indus 
people in the course of their trade with Sumer. But in all 
other respects, their civilization was distinctively their own. 

 When exactly Indus civilization emerged is diffi  cult 
to determine, beyond the rough guess of approximately 
3000  b.c.e.  Th e city sites, including the three major ones at 
Kalibangan, Harappa, and Mohenjo Daro, were necessar-
ily close to the Indus or its tributaries, and the local water 
table is high. Th e lowest (earliest) levels are now below the 
modern water table and thus present severe problems for 
the archaeologist. Th ere have been major changes in stream 
courses also since these cities were built some 5,000 years 
ago. Flooding and silt deposition have carried away, bur-
ied, or drowned most of the earliest levels of evidence. As 
in the Nile Delta and for similar reasons, we can no longer 
see beginnings that may be considerably earlier than we can 
now prove. Th e earliest objects that have been dated cluster 
around 2500  b.c.e. , but they come necessarily from upper 
site levels and from a period when the urban culture was 
already well advanced. Especially in the emerging phase 
of civilization, development is relatively slow. One must 
assume that it began many centuries before 2500, during 
which it evolved, built the fi rst city levels, and acquired the 
form and quality evident by 2500. Th e guess at 3000  b.c.e.  
is a convenient, though arbitrary round number. 

 We do not know what the builders of these cities called 
themselves or their settlements. Th e place names we use 
for them are modern—Mohenjo Daro means “place of the 
dead.” Th e Greeks called the land they encountered in Alex-
ander’s time “India,” which is derived from Sanskrit  Sindhu,  
the Aryan name of the river and by association the river’s 
valley and the land beyond it.  Hind,  the Persian and modern 
Indian name for their country, is of course the same root, as 
is  Hindu, Hinduism, Hindustan  ( stan  means “country”), and 
the province of  Sind  (or  Sindh ) in the lower Indus Valley. Th e 
fi rst external account of India is by the Persians in the time 
of Cyrus the Great (reigned 550–530  b.c.e. ), who added the 
northwest briefl y to his empire; they rendered  Sind  or  Sindus  
as  Hind  or  Hindush,  establishing a form that has persisted. 

 Trade with Sumer took place both overland and through 
the port of Lothal on the coast below the mouth of the Indus, 
where the remains of large stone docks and warehouses have 

       Dancing girl in bronze, from Mohenjo Daro, c. 2500  b.c.e . 
Th e fi gure is stylized, even abstract, but powerfully conveys the 
spirit and movement of the dance.      (Angelo Hornak/Alamy)  
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were arranged along regular streets in a semigrid pattern. 
Th ere were a few larger buildings, including in most of the 
cities a large public bath, perhaps appropriately the largest 
single structure, and others that were probably municipal 
granaries or storehouses. Th e art these still-unknown peo-
ple have left  behind is strikingly varied and of high qual-
ity. Its variety may suggest that it was produced over a very 
long time, during which styles changed, as anywhere else in 
the world over 1,000 years: abstract, realistic, idealized, and 
so on. One of the most appealing forms is the enormous 
number of clay and wooden children’s toys, including tiny 
carts pulled by tiny oxen or little monkeys that could be 
made to climb a string. Th is suggests a relatively prosperous 
society that could aff ord such nonessential production—a 
tribute to the productivity of its irrigated agriculture—and 
one whose values seem admirable. Complementing the 
picture, very few weapons or other indications of warfare 
have been found at these sites. It seems to have been a nota-
bly peaceful and humane civilization as well as organized 
and sophisticated. Cotton, indigenous to India, was woven 
into cloth earlier here than anywhere else. Th is distinctively 

municipal water supply, led by gravity from upstream, a 
technique later used by the Mughal emperors for their pal-
aces in Delhi and Agra. Th e importance attached by the 
Indus people to personal use of water already suggests the 
distinctively Indian emphasis both on bathing or  washing 
and on ritual purity. Religious fi gures found are varied, but 
they include many that suggest an early representation of the 
Indian god Shiva, Creator and Destroyer, god of the  harvest, 
of the cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth, and also the 
 primal yogi,   represented, even then, seated with arms folded 
and gaze fi xed on eternity. Figures of a mother goddess, 
phallic images, and the worship of cattle are other  elements 
that provide a link with classical and modern Indian civili-
zation. Some scholars have suggested that the distinctively 
Indian idea of reincarnation and the endless wheel of life 
were Harappan beliefs. Indeed, the roots of most of tradi-
tional and modern Indian culture, including not only reli-
gion but also many other aspects, may be traced eventually 
to the Indus culture, as we learn more about it. 

 Th e houses in these cities were remarkably uniform, 
suggesting an absence of great divisions in the society, and 

      
       Two strikingly diff erent objects from the Indus civilization, a priestlike fi gure from Mohenjo Daro and a 
torso from Harappa. Th e highly stylized “priest” suggests comparison with Minoan (Cretan) art, the torso 
with classical Greece. Th at both came from the Indus civilization may suggest that they were produced at 
diff erent periods and refl ect stylistic changes over time.      (Left : Robert Harding Productions; 
Right: Borromeo/Art Resource, NY)  
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and some kiln-fi red, using fuel from riverside tree stands 
(which must soon have been exhausted), or brought down 
the rivers from the better-forested hills and mountains 
upstream. Th e ruins of Harappa were fi rst investigated in 
the 1850s by a British military engineer whose sharp eye 
noticed the strange dimensions of the bricks and other 
fragments brought to him by Indian contractors for railway 
ballast and the equally strange markings on some of them, 
samples of the Indus script, which he traced back to the site 
of Harappa and realized were the remains of a civilization.     

  Decline and Fall 
 Toward the end of the third millennium  b.c.e.  the Indus 
civilization began to decay. We can only guess at the rea-
sons, but there is clear evidence of progressive shrinking of 
the area under cultivation or irrigation, and of the urban 
area occupied. Th e port of Lothal was abandoned by about 
1900  b.c.e. , and the other major centers probably sup-
ported only a fraction of their earlier populations, huddled 
in a small part of the decaying city. Th ere is also evidence of 
violence at some of these sites: ashes and unburied or head-
less corpses, victims perhaps of bandit raids now that the 
cities were so largely defenseless against plunder. Any civi-
lization that had already lasted for many centuries might 
be expected to show signs of decay. But the Indus people 
encountered some specifi c problems resulting from their 
desert or semiarid environment, problems that may rather 
quickly have become overwhelming. Continued irrigation 
of any arid area leads to the progressive buildup of salts 
and alkalines left  behind by the evaporating water and not 
washed away adequately by rainfall. Irrigation also raises 
the water table, which may drown crop roots. When accu-
mulated salts and alkalines reach levels toxic to plants or 
when the root zone is fl ooded, agriculture may rather sud-
denly come to an end. We have modern experience with 
both problems in many arid irrigated areas, including the 
drier parts of the United States. 

 In the Indus Valley, large parts of the areas cultivated 
in ancient times appear to have been abandoned for these 
reasons, as the telltale white deposits on the ancient sur-
face indicate. In addition, recurrent fl ooding and course 
changes not only menaced the cities directly but also indi-
rectly undermined their agricultural base by destroying 
or choking with silt the irrigation channels that fed the 
fi elds. Course changes perhaps resulting from earthquakes, 
to which the area is prone, could also deprive a city or an 
irrigated area of its water. All of this is characteristic of the 
behavior of exotic rivers, rising in the mountains and then 
fl owing across a treeless desert. Th ere is no evidence that 
the climate changed, as has oft en been asserted despite clear 
evidence to the contrary, but plenty to suggest that the agri-
cultural surpluses that had built the cities and nourished 

Indian innovation spread much later to the rest of the world. 
Th e animal sculpture and bas-relief, including the fi gures 
on many of the seals, were superbly done and include very 
large numbers of bovines, mainly the familiar humpbacked 
cattle, which suggests that cattle were already venerated, as 
ever since in India. Th is and other evidence leads one to 
believe that already by Harappan times the reverence for 
life and the quest for nonviolent solutions that mark the 
consistent Indian stress on the great chain of being and the 
oneness of creation had emerged.        

 Th e chief Indus food crop was wheat, probably derived 
originally from areas to the west, augmented by barley, 
peas, beans, oil seeds, fruits, and vegetables and by dairy 
products from domesticated cattle and sheep. Tools were 
made of bronze, stone, and wood, but in later centuries iron 
began to appear and was used, for example, in axle pins for 
wheeled carts. Rice appeared as a minor crop only toward 
the end of the Indus period, imported from its Southeast 
Asian origins as a crop plant via contact with the Ganges 
Valley. Sugarcane is native to India and was fi rst cultivated 
there, but more is now grown in the better-watered Ganges 
Valley. In the Indus region, riverine location not only was 
essential for irrigation but also made for recurrent prob-
lems from irregular and occasionally disastrous fl ooding. 
Th e remains of successive dikes speak of eff orts to protect 
even the cities themselves against fl oods and major course 
changes, not always successfully. Th ere was no building 
stone in this fl at and semiarid or desert region, and the cit-
ies were built of brick, as in Sumer, some of it sun-baked 

       Th e Indian veneration of cattle had its origins in the Indus 
civilization. A sample of the Indus script is at the top of this 
seal depicting another venerated animal, the unicorn.      
(Scala/Art Resource, NY)  
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originally stemming from the great migration of linguisti-
cally related peoples both eastward and westward from 
South-Central Asia beginning around 2000  b.c.e.  Later 
research has shown that the common ancestor of the Indo-
European languages was probably in western Asia about 
4000  b.c.e.  and that the daughter languages diverged from it 
as diff erent migrations went both east and west. 

  Aryan Domination 
 Th e Aryans had a telling advantage, despite their more 
primitive culture: by the time they reached India they had 
acquired not only metal-tipped weapons but a light, fast 
war chariot with spoked wheels drawn by two or more 
horses, equivalent to the Greek war chariots of Homer’s 
time, with a driver and an archer or spear thrower. Th eir 
culture glorifi ed war, and they made a disproportionate 
military impact on a more peaceful Indian population. Th e 
Kassites, Hittites, Hyksos invaders of Egypt, and Dorian or 
Mycenaean Greeks made a similar impact with the same 
tactics. Th e Vedas and epics tell the story of Aryan victories 
over “alien” peoples, whose cities they besieged and con-
quered, led oft en by their warrior god Indra riding in his 
chariot with his great war bow. Like most history written 
by the victors, the Vedas and epics portray the Aryans as 
godlike heroes and the conquered as “irreligious” inferior 
people. Th e archaeological record of the Indus civilization 
abundantly disproves such propaganda, but in language the 
Aryans triumphed, presumably because, though a minor-
ity numerically, they became the ruling class.  Arya  means 
“noble” or “pure” in Sanskrit; the same root word appears 
in the Greek  arios  (“good quality”) and in the names of 
Iran and Eire (Ireland), all illustrating the Indo-European 
connection. 

 We do not know exactly when the institution of caste 
fi rst appeared, the division of Indian society into ranked 
status groups who could marry and eat only with each 
other. One possibility, however, is that it evolved out of dis-
tinctions made in Vedic times between a conquering group 
of Aryans, insecure because of its numerical weakness, and 
a conquered people, although such distinctions must in 
time have been submerged by intermarriage and cultural 
hybridization. In any case, caste distinctions and rules, 
including bans on intermarriage, seem not to have been 
widely observed until much later, perhaps as late as the fi ft h 
century  c.e.   (Caste is discussed in more detail in  Chapters   2    
and    3   .)  Th e Aryans brought with them their male and war-
like gods and their male-dominated culture, which slowly 
blended with the female goddesses of early India. 

 By about 1000  b.c.e.  these warlike Aryan-speaking 
groups had conquered or absorbed most of India north of 
the Vindhya Range, which divides and protects the penin-
sular south and the Deccan Plateau from the Ganges and 

their culture shrank and then disappeared, leaving only a 
remnant population living on a relatively primitive level in 
the ruins of the once-great cities on what they could still 
wring from the remaining but far less productive fi elds, 
plus hunting and gathering. In this reduced state, they were 
less and less able to defend themselves against raiders. Th e 
Aryan migrants, arriving later, could never have seen the 
Indus civilization in its prime and are thus unlikely causes 
for its decline. Th e people who built it, or their descendants, 
probably dispersed eastward into the Ganges Valley and 
southward into peninsular India, taking their culture and 
technology with them.   

  The Aryans 

  Aryan  is, strictly speaking, a linguistic term, but it has been 
used (and widely misused) to mean a people or, even more 
inappropriately, a race. In the centuries aft er about 1600 
 b.c.e.  a series of migration waves moved out from South-
Central Asia, including what is now Iran, to richer areas 
both eastward and westward. One such group was probably 
the seaborne invaders of Greece, arriving aft er 1000  b.c.e. ; 
another, the Kassites who invaded and conquered Sumer 
about 1750  b.c.e. ; and another, the Hittites, who occupied 
northern Anatolia about 1900  b.c.e.  Still another group 
moved eastward through passes in the Hindu Kush range 
into India sometime aft er about 1800  b.c.e.  and called 
themselves Aryans. Th ey spoke an early form of Sanskrit 
but were still preliterate, preurban, seminomadic tenders of 
cattle, sheep, and goats who also lived in part from hunt-
ing, from plough agriculture of wheat and barley, and from 
raiding more highly developed agricultural settlements 
and trade centers or routes. What little we know about 
them comes from their ritual hymns, the Vedas, and from 
later epic poems, the  Mahabharata  and the  Ramayana,  
tales of heroic deeds and warfare written down many cen-
turies later in Sanskrit, the classical language of India. By 
that time the Aryans had acquired literacy, plus the arts of 
agriculture, city building, and other aspects of civilization, 
presumably from contact and intermarriage with the more 
highly developed people already in India. 

 Vedic period culture (c. 1000–c. 500  b.c.e. )  is discussed 
in  Chapter   4   . It  was, like its people, a combination of origi-
nally Aryan, Harappan, and other indigenous Indian strains. 
Sanskrit is the oldest written language among the ancestors 
of modern European languages, and it is also the direct 
ancestor of the languages of modern northern India.   Th e 
connection was not realized until the pioneering research of 
a British judge in Bengal in the late eighteenth century, Sir 
William Jones, who established the clear link among all the 
Indo-European tongues—between Greek, Latin, Celtic, Per-
sian, and Sanskrit, as well as their modern derivatives—all 
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All organic material rapidly decays in the humid, warm cli-
mate, and, except for occasional bits of charcoal from fi res, 
little but stone, metal, and perhaps some bone survive even 
for as long as 1,000 years. 

 What evidence we have suggests that by about 8000 
 b.c.e. , or probably about as early as in Southwest Asia, a late 
Neolithic culture that archeologists call  Hoabinhian  had 
evolved in what is now northern Vietnam. Stone tools and 
other remains left  by this culture suggest a move already 
made from gathering to the beginnings of agriculture, with 
fi xed permanent settlements, some of which also depended 
on shellfi sh beds. At later and better-known sites in north-
ern Th ailand, there are severe dating problems, given the 
perishability of organic materials in this wet area, and the 
estimates for the beginnings of settled rice agriculture and 
the fi rst bronze implements range from 4500  b.c.e.  to as 
late as 2000  b.c.e.  Th ere is also some debate about whether 
the few identifi able food remains represent wild or culti-
vated forms, including rice, which is present as impres-
sions in hardened clay pots in the earliest layers. Remains of 
chickens and pigs, bronze tools and weapons, and the pres-
ence of a large cemetery at one of the sites certainly suggest 
agriculture to support so large and technically advanced a 
population. 

 Sites elsewhere in Southeast Asia, and in closely related 
south China, may yield fi rmer evidence. Rice agriculture 
may be as old in parts of south China as anywhere in South-
east Asia. Th e extremely fertile volcanic soil of the island of 
Java and of parts of nearby Sumatra (both now in Indone-
sia) may well have supported early agricultural beginnings. 
Pigs (as opposed to the more widely occurring wild boar) 
and chickens (originally jungle fowl) are native to mainland 
Southeast Asia and were almost certainly fi rst domesticated 
there. Th ey spread from Southeast Asia westward to India, 
Mesopotamia, and Europe and northward to China, Korea, 
and Japan, together with the water buff alo, also native to 
and fi rst domesticated in Southeast Asia. 

 Other evidence suggests that millet may have been the 
fi rst cereal actually cultivated in Southeast Asia. Rice could 
be gathered wild, to supplement the more easily grown 
and more productive root crops in the tropics. Millet was 
not native, but was introduced, from northwest China or 
from Central Asia, and, hence, could be grown only on a 
tended basis. As an originally arid-climate or steppe grass, 
like wheat, millet was better suited to uplands or to elevated 
sites than to the fl oodplains. Th is may help to explain why 
the earliest Southeast Asian agricultural sites thus far found 
are of that sort. It was apparently not until about 1000 
 b.c.e. , with the development of controlled irrigation, fl ood 
management, and the rise of rice as the dominant crop that 
farmers began to occupy and increasingly concentrate in 
the lower river valleys and deltas, which since then have 

Indus valleys of the north. Th eir language never prevailed 
in the south, which still speaks mainly four non-Indo-
European languages collectively known as Dravidian, each 
with its own extensive and ancient literature. Th e south has 
also tended to resist what it still refers to as “Aryan” pres-
sures or infl uences, but in fact interactions with the “Aryan” 
north have been a heavily traveled two-way street for thou-
sands of years now, in religion, art, literature, philosophy, 
and many other aspects of culture. Th ere is a clear north-
south distinction in Indian culture, but Indian civilization 
is a generic whole. We can only guess at what the south was 
like in Vedic times. Th e great epic poems, the  Ramayana  
and the  Mahabharata,  speak of the south and of Ceylon 
(now Sri Lanka) as inhabited by savages and demons with 
whom the Vedic heroes were at war, in keeping with their 
pejorative descriptions of the people they conquered in the 
north. But although there were probably battles and raids, 
the south, protected by distance and mountains, remained 
beyond Aryan control except where coastal plains at the 
western and eastern ends of the Vindhyas allowed easier 
access. Ceylon was, however, invaded by sea and settled by 
an Aryan-speaking group in the sixth century  b.c.e.  and, 
soon thereaft er, or possibly earlier, also by Dravidians from 
southern India.   

  Agricultural Origins 

in Southeast Asia 

 Rice was almost certainly native to Southeast Asia, as a 
swamp plant around the shores of the Bay of Bengal or in 
the valleys of the great rivers of the Indo-Chinese Penin-
sula. It may be the accident of which sites have been exca-
vated so far in Southeast Asia that suggests a clustering 
of early agriculture in northern and central Th ailand and 
northern Vietnam. Subsequent work may fi ll out the pat-
tern suggested of agricultural beginnings in the upland 
fringes of river valleys, with perhaps also sites on or near 
the coast, where gathering and early cultivation could be 
supplemented by fi shing and by collecting from fi xed shell-
fi sh beds. It is plausible that this area of unbroken growing 
season and ample rainfall, where both rice and several trop-
ical root and tree crops were native in wild form, should 
have seen the fi rst transition from gathering cultures to 
those that planted and tended fi elds. 

 Early developments in Southeast Asia probably cen-
tered on root crops, easily cultivated in this tropical climate 
by setting cuttings in the ground. Taro and yams are still 
grown this way all over Southeast Asia and off er plentiful 
output for minimal labor. But there is as yet no hard evi-
dence for early beginnings, let alone reliable dating. Rice 
was probably also fi rst domesticated somewhere in this 
area, but there too the evidence is elusive and incomplete. 
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Malay migrations or those that later followed them, except 
to say that both began long before the beginnings of written 
records and before the emergence of a Chinese state. 

 Peninsular Southeast Asia received a series of migrants 
from the north over a long period who became almost the 
sole inhabitants of Burma, Th ailand, Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia, all of whom speak languages related to Chinese 
and Tibetan but unrelated to Malay or the languages of 
India, although Burmese and Th ai are written in an Indian-
derived script. Migrations probably had begun by 2500 
 b.c.e.  or earlier and continued in scattered spurts involving 
diff erent peoples, into the thirteenth century  c.e.  

 However, there may well have been some movement of 
peoples even earlier from mainland Southeast Asia north-
ward into China. Culturally as well as environmentally, 
south China was far more closely linked to adjacent South-
east Asia than to environmentally very diff erent north 
China until the fi rst Chinese empire united most of the 
present country into a single state in 221  b.c.e.  Northern 
Vietnam was in fact part of an early kingdom that included 
much of southeastern China and whose culture and lan-
guage were strikingly diff erent from those of the early king-
doms in north China  (see  Chapter   5   ) . Chickens, pigs, rice, 
and water buff alo moved north from their origins in main-
land Southeast Asia to Neolithic south China, within what 
was until quite late a single culture region. In any case, tra-
ditional Chinese agriculture is inconceivable without any 
one of these basic elements derived from the south; some 
people and other aspects of culture may well have moved 
north with them. 

 Th ere is relatively easy access between northern Viet-
nam and southeast China, by river and across a low moun-
tain range, and until about the third century  c.e.  there was 
little or no distinction between the two areas in people, lan-
guage, and culture. 

 Burma and Th ailand were progressively settled by some-
what diff erent groups coming originally from mountainous 
south China, but interaction across the present political 
borders has continued over the centuries. As already indi-
cated, agriculture and bronze technology developed very 
early in mainland Southeast Asia and adjacent south China. 
Th e technology also spread throughout what is now Indo-
nesia, but we have no evidence of true cities in this period. 
Writing, the other element of what we call civilization, came 
to all of Southeast Asia except northern Vietnam from India 
beginning about the second century  b.c.e.  as part of the 
larger spread of Buddhism, Hinduism, and other aspects 
of Indian culture, and also through the medium of trade 
 (see  Chapter   4   ) . Northern Vietnam’s close ties with China 
ensured that the Chinese system of writing and many other 
aspects of Chinese culture became dominant there. By the 
time we have evidence of the fi rst Southeast Asian states or 

been the major agricultural areas. Much earlier, wild rice 
may have invaded root crop fi elds as a weed and then been 
domesticated when its potential was realized. Until then 
taro, a root crop, may have dominated the agricultural 
system, because it is a water-loving plant probably domes-
ticated fi rst in upland areas where shallow depressions fi ll 
with water each rainy season. 

 Th ere is understandably little evidence about gender 
roles before the start of written records, but in monsoon 
Asia, as elsewhere, societies were likely relatively egalitarian 
in terms of relations between the sexes to begin with and 
were displaced by more patriarchal systems only when war-
fare became common and physical strength more impor-
tant. Women were probably the pioneer farmers, sowing 
and tending crops while the men were out hunting and 
gathering.  

  Peoples and Early Kingdoms 

of Southeast Asia 

 Th e ancestors of most of the modern inhabitants of penin-
sular (mainland) Southeast Asia came originally from what 
is now China, mainly from the south, perhaps including 
Tibet, with minor and later additions from India. Th e migra-
tions began many thousands of years ago, probably before 
the Neolithic period, and migrants probably interbred with 
still earlier inhabitants of Southeast Asia, probably includ-
ing Negrito groups and others from farther south. In insular 
(island) Southeast Asia, there is a clear line of demarcation, 
ethnically and culturally, between the Philippines and Indo-
nesia west of New Guinea on the one hand, and the Pacifi c 
and Australasian world on the other. Th e latter include New 
Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Australia, New Zealand, and 
the many tiny islands of the South Pacifi c eastward from 
there—Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia, the latter 
reaching as far as the Hawaiian Islands. Southeast Asia thus 
ends as a cultural region at the Moluccas, the easternmost 
islands of Indonesia, although in the 1950s Indonesia took 
over western New Guinea as part of its territory. 

 While scholars are not clear about the precise source 
area, the Philippines, Indonesia, and the Malay Peninsula 
on the mainland were probably settled by successive groups 
of migrants who are called Malays and who belong to a 
common culture and language family. For the most part, 
the Malays of Malaysia and Indonesia speak the same lan-
guage, with regional diff erences, and the many languages 
of the Philippines are all in that same group. Ethnically 
and physically, these Malay people are all broadly similar. 
Malays were probably the earlier dominant inhabitants of 
all of peninsular Southeast Asia as well, but they were dis-
placed southward by later migrations of diff erent peoples 
from south and southwest China. We cannot date either the 
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precarious and limited rainfall and with a long, cold win-
ter. In these terms it is not all that diff erent from the early 
cradle of agriculture in Southwest Asia, where wild forms 
of wheat and barley were fi rst domesticated. Th e great 
agricultural advantage of north China has always been its 
highly fertile soil, oft en found in semiarid areas, in this case 
deep deposits of wind-laid dust called  loess,  much of it also 
picked up and redeposited by rivers. It is very easily culti-
vated and of almost inexhaustible fertility if adequate water 
is available. Th e area’s forests were cut down as agriculture 
spread, and the Yellow River plain, open for cultivation and 
for transport of surpluses and other goods, off ered the same 
advantages as the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, and Indus valleys, 
although the heavily silted Yellow River was less useful for 
navigation.    

 Neolithic cultures in north China were probably pro-
ducing pottery as early as or perhaps earlier than in South-
west Asia; pottery fragments from Japan have been dated 
to about 8000  b.c.e. , and it is unlikely that development 
there was earlier than on the mainland. Pottery suggests 
the need for storing surpluses and, hence, at least the begin-
nings of agriculture, but the emergence of farming, here as 
elsewhere, was no doubt a long, slow transition from ear-
lier gathering and hunting. Th e dominant, and perhaps the 
only, early crop plant in north China was millet, like wheat 
a drought-tolerant steppe grass. It was probably native to 

kingdoms they already seem thoroughly Indianized or, in 
northern Vietnam, Sinicized (based on the Chinese pat-
tern). But in basic social culture, as opposed to the more 
sophisticated levels of literature, statecraft , elite art, and 
revealed religion, Southeast Asia retained its far older and 
distinctive regional character, including such things as the 
higher status of women, the nature of village organization, 
patterns of inheritance, the hierarchy of values, popular art 
forms, folk religion, and so on.  

  Prehistoric China 

 Th e emergence of civilization in China is most clearly 
documented archaeologically for the north China plain of 
the Yellow River (or Huang He). But because of the prob-
able earlier origins of agriculture and bronze technology in 
Southeast Asia, and the close cultural and ethnic connec-
tions between that area and south China before the rise of 
the Chinese empire, developments in south-central China 
may have been even earlier than in the north. Rice, pigs, 
chickens, water buff alos, and bronze would easily have 
moved northward from their Southeast Asian origins, fol-
lowing fi rst the several north-fl owing tributaries of the 
Yangzi River from the northern edge of the Guangzhou 
area. Th e latter was culturally closely linked to and—from 
about the third century  b.c.e.  or before—politically a part 
of what is now northern Vietnam, the old kingdom of Nan 
Yue (Nam Viet, or Viet Nam, in Vietnamese) with twin 
capitals at Hanoi and Guangzhou and sharing a common 
language, identity, and way of life. 

 Archaeological evidence is much less complete for 
south China than for north China, for the same reasons 
that explain its scarcity for Southeast Asia: high humid-
ity, ample rainfall, and high temperatures, which rapidly 
break down organic remains. But the south has also been 
much less investigated archaeologically than the north, 
and future fi nds may well alter the present picture. Sites 
excavated recently have revealed traces of advanced farm-
ing, bronze-making, and town-building cultures at several 
places in south and central China, as far as the northern 
edges of the Yangzi Valley, that are about as old as their cul-
turally diff erent equivalents found in north China. Th ere 
are severe dating problems, but the estimates for the oldest 
of these sites range from 5500 to 4500  b.c.e.  Th eir occu-
pants grew a domesticated form of rice and kept pigs and 
water buff alos. Excavated sites in the south are too few as 
yet to demonstrate what may well have been still earlier 
developments in domesticated root crops, if indeed any 
evidence remains. 

 North of mountain-girt Sichuan Province and north 
of the lower Yangzi Valley, the fl oodplain of the Yellow 
River and its tributaries is by contrast a semiarid area of 

       Th e Bronze Age: bronze fi gure of a warrior from the Dong-Son 
culture of northern Vietnam, c. 400  b.c.e.       (Réunion des Musées 
Nationaux/Art Resource, NY)  
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this period were occupied by other Neolithic  cultures, as 
indicated above, each producing distinctively  diff erent 
types of pots. Black Pottery ware was of fi ne  quality and 
oft en  elegant in design, wheel-made and kiln-fi red at 
 temperatures over 1,000 degrees centigrade. Neither it 
nor the Painted Pottery ware shows any connection with 
 Mesopotamian or Indus pottery. Both these late Neolithic 
Chinese cultures still used stone tools, including fi nely 
worked and polished arrowheads and some smaller bone 
tools such as needles and fi shhooks. 

 By about 2000  b.c.e. , the Longshan or Black Pottery cul-
ture, perhaps by that time merged in part with the Painted 
Pottery culture, was building larger and larger villages, now 
better called towns, and producing the fi rst north China 
bronze ornaments and weapons, probably mainly for cere-
monial use since no bronze tools have yet been found from 
this period. Many of their settlements were surrounded by 
thick walls made of successive layers of stamped earth, a 
technique that was to continue for many centuries of sub-
sequent recorded Chinese history. Th e later Longshan sites 
included bronze foundries and produced fi ne black pottery 
whose quality and shapes closely resemble those of the fi rst 
historically authenticated dynasty, the Shang, which rose to 
power about 1600  b.c.e.  Indeed, the Shang built one of their 
early capitals on the foundations of the late Longshan town 
at Ao, near modern Zhengzhou in Henan, on the fl oodplain 
of the Yellow River.    

the area and domesticated there in two varieties by at least 
4500  b.c.e. , or perhaps as early as 5000. Dependence on 
millet suggests that agriculture in the north was an inde-
pendent development rather than a diff usion from either 
the South or Southwest Asia. 

 A major early northern site has been excavated at 
Banpo near modern Xi’an, which was well established as 
a small village by at least 4000  b.c.e.  Its people grew mil-
let and kept sheep, goats, and pigs, supplementing their 
diet with river fi sh and game. Rice and water buff alo prob-
ably did not spread widely to the north until about 1500 
 b.c.e. , aft er their basic usefulness had long been demon-
strated farther south. It was the heavy water demands of 
rice, rather than the cold winter and shorter growing sea-
son, that retarded its spread northward. Th e fi rst form of 
rice domesticated from its wild ancestor was, however, a 
warm-climate plant, and as its cultivation spread north-
ward diff erent varieties were developed that were better 
suited to colder temperatures and shorter growing sea-
sons. Th ese were the varieties later diff used to Korea, and 
from there to Japan. 

 Banpo and most of the many other early northern sites 
are in the loess uplands well away from the main fl ood-
plain of the Yellow River. As elsewhere, it was only aft er 
the rise of some form of water control that the major 
farming centers moved into river valleys and deltas. Th is 
seems to have begun in north China by about 2000  b.c.e.  
but did not acquire full momentum for another millen-
nium. By that time, about 1000  b.c.e. , wheat had replaced 
the earlier dominance of millet in the north and was sup-
plemented by barley and rice. Rice could now be irrigated 
from river water or fl oods and from shallow wells. Wheat 
and barley are not native to East Asia and must, there-
fore, have been diff used from Southwest Asia some time 
between 4000 and 1000  b.c.e. , joining an agricultural sys-
tem that was already there and that had probably emerged 
independently. 

 Th e Banpo people belonged to an early stage of what is 
called the Painted Pottery culture, or  Yangshao,  taking its 
name from a village in Henan Province where the major 
fi nd was made. It lasted as late as 1500  b.c.e. , aft er which it 
merged with other late Neolithic cultures to form the fi rst 
literate and city-building, metal-using civilization, the Shang 
dynasty. Painted pottery was covered with intricate geo-
metric designs, in red or black; it included a wide range of 
sizes and shapes and was baked in a kiln, although it was 
made without the potter’s wheel. Th e culture’s original 
domain extended from Gansu in the northwest eastward 
into Henan, where it overlapped with another late Neolithic 
culture called Black Pottery, or  Longshan , from the major 
type site in Shandong Province, whose domain reached 
westward from the sea. Central and south China during 

       Some Chinese oracle bones dating from the Shang dynasty.      
(James Burke/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images)  
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the son of the divine creator and a female bear in human 
form, but this is almost certainly far too early and—like the 
origin myths of many societies, including those of Japan 
and China—tells us more about the self-conception of the 
people who created and propagated the stories than about 
earlier history. Another myth has it that a royal refugee 
from the fall of the Shang founded the state of Choson (an 
old name for Korea). Th at too seems improbable, though 
more plausible, and in any case fi ts with the transfer of 
much of Shang culture and technology to Korea during the 
fi rst millennium  b.c.e.  

 By the third century  b.c.e. , iron technology had also 
spread from China to Korea. Th e Chinese border kingdom 
of Yan with its capital near modern Beijing apparently also 
had some control over southern Manchuria and northern 
Korea. In the second century, an unsuccessful rebel against 
the Han dynasty fl ed to Korea and established, about 
194  b.c.e. , a  Sinicized state that controlled the northern 
half of the  peninsula. It, too, was called Choson, with its 
 capital at Pyongyang, still the capital of North Korea. Th e Han 
emperor Wu Di  (see  Chapter   5   )  conquered Choson in 109–
108  b.c.e.  and added further territory in central Korea under 
his control. Before the fall of the Han dynasty in 220  c.e.  most 
of the Chinese garrisons had been withdrawn or absorbed, 
and from 220  c.e.  onward Korea remained an independent 
state, or states, since it was long divided into rival kingdoms. 

 Although remnants of the Chinese colonies planted 
under the Han survived in the north and continued to 
transmit Chinese cultural infl uences, by the fourth cen-
tury  c.e.  they were overwhelmed by Korean insurgents or 
tribal groups, much as the Roman settlements in Britain 
and northern Europe were largely extinguished somewhat 
later by the rise of Germanic, Gallic, and British tribes. 
Nevertheless, as in Europe but to a much greater extent, 
infl uences from what was acknowledged by Koreans to be a 
superior civilization continued throughout the later periods 
of Korean history. Unlike Rome, a Chinese political order 
was maintained, despite changes in ruling families, with 
a great deal of cultural continuity under the Tang, Song, 
Ming, and Qing dynasties from the seventh to the eigh-
teenth centuries. Successive Korean states explicitly sought 
to adopt many elements of Chinese culture and continued 
to admire it as a model while maintaining their political 
independence. Th ree rival Korean kingdoms emerged aft er 
the end of Han Chinese control ; their history and those of 
subsequent Korean states are covered in  Chapter   9    . 

 As an island country—four main islands and many 
smaller ones 120 miles off  the coast of Korea at the near-
est point—Japan has developed and preserved a separate 
identity, and its culture has remained a distinctive vari-
ant of anything on the mainland. Isolation and insular-
ity not only kept Japan free from foreign control until the 

 A further practice that links late Longshan culture to the 
Shang is the use of animal bones for divination purposes, 
the so-called oracle bones. Interpretations were based on 
the cracks made in the bones when they were heated in a 
fi re. Questions, sometimes requests, were then inscribed, 
probably in part as a record. Th ere is thus a clear line of 
succession from late Neolithic cultures in north China to 
the beginning of recorded history, with the Shang as the 
fi rst literate, city-building Chinese civilization, according 
to present evidence. We can only speculate that similarly 
advanced development may well have taken place as early 
or earlier in the Yangzi Valley and/or the south, and that 
the relatively sudden emergence of the Shang on the Yellow 
River plain may have owed much to innovations  farther 
south. What does seem clear is that the rise of civiliza-
tion in both north and south China owed little if anything 
to early developments in Southwest Asia, Mesopotamia, 
or the Indus Valley. China does not seem to have been in 
contact with those areas or to have received anything from 
them until considerably later, when wheat, barley, alfalfa, 
donkeys, the horse, and the spoked chariot were diff used to 
China between about 1800 and 600  b.c.e.   Th e story of the 
Shang Dynasty, and the spread of a unifi ed Chinese state 
southward, is picked up again in  Chapter   5   .   

  Korea and Japan 

 Millet-based agriculture, accompanied by domesticated 
pigs, sheep, and goats, spread from north China to the 
Korean peninsula by about 2000  b.c.e. , although some evi-
dence of questionable date suggests millet cultivation in the 
Han River valley near Seoul as early as 5000  b.c.e.  Rice and 
bronze entered later, via north China, possibly aided by the 
fl ow of refugees from the fall of the Shang Dynasty, about 
1100  b.c.e.  Th e development of rice varieties adapted to a 
colder climate probably continued in Korea by purpose-
ful selection. Th e ancestors of the Korean people migrated 
there from the north via Manchuria, probably from an 
original homeland in what is now Siberia and northeastern 
Russia, a migration that continued well into historic times. 
Th e clearest evidence for this is the Korean spoken lan-
guage, unrelated to Chinese and part of the language family 
of northeast Asia called Altaic. 

 Th e early Koreans were tribal peoples with a fi shing, 
hunting, and gathering culture but producing technically 
advanced pottery and later, aft er the emergence of agricul-
ture, building large above-ground tomb chambers of stone 
blocks, oft en mounded over with earth. As their culture 
began to merge into farming, permanent villages and towns 
arose and bronze weapons and ornaments appeared, prob-
ably derived from north China. Korean tradition dates the 
founding of a Korean state to 2333  b.c.e.  by a ruler who was 
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over the tombs of prominent men, a practice presumably 
derived from Korea; indeed much of Yayoi culture, and its 
people, may most accurately be seen as provincial Korean. 

 By the fi ft h century iron swords and iron armor 
appeared. Th ese were similar to or identical with Korean 
equivalents, as were the jeweled crowns and other orna-
ments found in some of the tombs. Houses were now raised 
off  the ground, agriculture was becoming more productive 
with the help of iron tools, and pottery had become harder 
and more highly fi red, unlike the cruder earthenware con-
tainers and stylized clay fi gures of earlier Yayoi. Now inhab-
ited by people whom we may legitimately call Japanese, 
Honshu and Kyushu had reached the technological levels 
achieved by the Shang in China some 2,000 years before, 
and by Korea perhaps 1,000 years thereaft er. Japan still 
lacked writing, and we have no evidence of genuine cities or 
of the emergence of a true state.  

  Early Asian Commercial and 

Cultural Networking 

 Japan’s adaptations of Chinese civilization, as well as 
Southeast Asia’s localizations of Indian and Chinese civi-
lizations, refl ect interactions among Asia’s earliest societies 

U.S. occupation from 1945 to 1952, but they also helped to 
retard its early civilized development. Like the Koreans, the 
present-day Japanese people can be traced back to migrants 
from Northeast Asia or Siberia; these migrants spoke an 
Altaic language related to Korean but not to Chinese. Th eir 
distinction from the Koreans was, however, minimal until 
well aft er they entered Japan, sometime between 300  b.c.e.  
and 200  c.e.  in successive waves, a movement about which 
we know very little. Other and unrelated groups already 
inhabiting the Japanese islands were absorbed by intermar-
riage, and those few who were not absorbed were slowly 
driven northward. 

 At a much earlier date, it is probable that there were also 
some movements of people into Japan from south China, 
the Malay areas of Southeast Asia, and perhaps from the 
South Pacifi c, as well as cultural infl uences, although these 
are hard to trace. Paleolithic cultures were widespread in 
Japan at least 40,000 years ago, diff ering little from those 
of the Asian mainland. By about 6000  b.c.e.  according to 
present archaeological evidence, a great variety of early 
Neolithic cultures had arisen in Japan, of which the best 
known is called Jomon (“cord-patterned” aft er its distinc-
tively decorated pottery). We know too little about this 
period to be precise, but it seems likely that the Jomon 
people themselves were quite diverse and oft en in confl ict. 
Some groups may have begun to practice a rudimentary 
agriculture about 300  b.c.e.  Most of the Jomon people lived 
in sunken pit shelters, where remains of pottery have been 
found, and engaged in hunting, gathering, and fi shing. 
Th ey seem, in other words, to have been as advanced as the 
Banpo people of north China and possibly a little earlier in 
achieving such a level. But the Jomon people were only very 
indirectly and partially the ancestors of the Japanese, who 
as pointed out were much later arrivals from northern Asia, 
via Korea, who probably incorporated some people already 
in Japan into their new communities and pushed others 
out. Some believe that Jomon people displaced by the Yayoi 
from the southern part of the Japan are the ancestors of the 
Ainu people of Hokkaido in today’s northern Japan.    

 Migrants from Korea most likely developed the early 
agricultural Neolithic culture called Yayoi that progres-
sively displaced the Jomon culture beginning in the third 
century  b.c.e.  Th e Yayoi used the potter’s wheel, cultivated 
rice, practiced irrigation, and had begun to use bronze and 
iron, all of these things diff used from earlier developments 
in China and entering Japan from Korea. A few Chinese 
coins and polished bronze mirrors found at Yayoi sites show 
that there was trade between the two areas. Like the Long-
shan, Yayoi bronze objects seem to have been ornamental 
or ceremonial; the few weapons that have been found are 
too thin to have been used in combat. By the third century 
 c.e.  the Yayoi began to construct large earthen mounds 

       Pottery fi gure from the Jomon period in Japan, c. 500  b.c.e.  
Th e pottery is still relatively crude and is not wheel-made. Th e 
impressions were made by rolling twisted cords of diff erent types 
onto the clay while it was still wet and then fi ring. Similar cord-
marked vessels were made in the Neolithic period in the rest of 
Asia.      (Th e Granger Collection, New York)  
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  Suggested Web Sites 
  Ancient, Prehistoric, and Early Peoples of Asia 
  http://www.ibiblio.org/chinesehistory/contents/01his/

c01s01.html  
 Summarizes and outlines ancient Chinese history. 

  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/eastasia/eastasiasbook.html  
 Provides a database of sources for Chinese, Japanese, Korean, 
and Vietnamese history, with primary focus on ancient and 
medieval Asia.  

  Ancient Korea 
  http://www.hawaii.edu/korea/biblio/three_king_general.html  
 A bibliographic reference site on Korean history, archaeology, 
society, and culture.  

  Ancient Art 
  http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/intro/atr/atr.htm  
 The Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York includes essays on and images of 
art from all periods of Asian and world history. 

  http://witcombe.sbc.edu/ARTHLinks3.html  
 A handy link to the significant sites that address Asian art and 
architecture.   
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that were foundational to the transitions from the prehis-
toric to the historical eras of Asia’s history. Th e spread of 
Paleolithic and Neolithic cultures across Asia certainly 
involved exchange as well as independent parallel develop-
ments, and archeologists regularly make discoveries that 
shed more light on this fascinating period. As we turn to 
the era of written records, we shall see more clearly that 
interregional trade and mutual cultural infl uence within 
monsoon Asia peaked and dipped over the centuries, 
depending on political and technological developments, as 
well as on environmental factors.   

     Questions 

  1.    What is the “Neolithic Revolution” and what are its 
distinguishing features? Why are pottery fragments 
important in telling us about earliest societies?   

  2.    What factors help explain the rise and fall of the 
Indus Valley civilization? What is known about its 
relationship to Sumer and to Aryan culture?   

  3.    Although Southeast Asia is a distinct culture, it 
continues to share much with both China and India. 
How did this blending occur? What made Southeast 
Asia distinct from its Asian neighbors? What did it 
share with them? How did Southeast Asia potentially 
contribute to the development of Chinese civilization?   

  4.    What role did the secondary and continuing migrations 
of populations by land and by sea into already settled 
regions play in the further development of Asia’s 
civilizations?   

  5.    Why did China’s initial center of civilization develop in 
north China? What did the Yellow River contribute to 
these developments?   

  6.    What were Korea’s and Japan’s earliest contacts? What 
were their consequences?   

  7.    What were the characteristics of Japan’s Jomon culture?    

  Notes 
   1.   Ecclesiastes. 1:9–10, King James Bible.  
   2.   The Indian subcontinent, as it is called, is about the size 

of Europe less Russia. It includes the present states of 
Pakistan, India, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. 
Before the contemporary period, it is often referred to 
simply as “India.”  

   3.   One who practices yoga, the Hindu philosophy that 
entails a strict spiritual and physical discipline in order to 
attain unity with the Universal Spirit.  

   4.   Many Sanskrit words are easily recognizable as the roots 
of Latin and related English words. Some examples 
include  nava , “ship”;  deva , “god”; and  dua,  “two” which 
have given us  naval, divine  or  deity,  and  dual .   
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    This Chapter Considers Hinduism (an exclusively Indian reli-
gion), Jainism, Buddhism and its divisions, Confucianism, Dao-

ism, Judaism in Asia, Islam in Asia, and Shinto (exclusive to Japan). It 
closes with some considerations on Asian religions as a whole and on 
the contrasts between them and the Western Judeo-Christian tradition. 

 All the world’s major religions are Asian in origin, including Chris-
tianity and Judaism, which moved westward to Europe and the New 
World. Th ey, plus Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, and 
Islam, are many hundreds or thousands of years old, but together 
they still aff ect the lives of most of the world’s people. Most Com-
munist states substituted another kind of belief system, but in China, 
the biggest of them, much of both Confucianism and traditional folk 
religion survive.      

  Hinduism 

 Hinduism, probably the oldest of all the main world religions, remains 
vigorous, with more than 800 million followers today. India is the most 
religiously oriented of all major cultures. Hinduism—literally, “Indian-
ism”—is hard to defi ne, and the religious element is hard to separate 
from more general cultural practice. Th e caste system is the best illus-
tration. It is a Hindu practice, but it is also observed by South Asian1

Muslims, Christians, and Buddhists (in Sri Lanka). Th us, it is clearly 
separable from Hinduism as a nonreligious system that has evolved as 
a means of imposing some social order on an oft en-disrupted society. 
(Caste as a system of social organization is discussed in  Chapter   3   .)  

 In South Asia today, there are many thousands of caste communi-
ties or  jati . Members of each jati are connected by occupation, tend to 
marry only fellow jati members, and in principle are forbidden to share 
food or water with other jatis. Caste can still be transcended by reli-
gious devotion, which again emphasizes its nonreligious nature. Th e 
sadhu , or Hindu holy man, has always been beyond caste. Holy men 
and other mystics have long been a prominent aspect of Indian civi-
lization, more so than in any other major culture. Caste has remained 
a source of group identity and strength, but it is rapidly losing force as 
India becomes increasingly industrialized, urbanized, and secularized, 
although it still plays an important part in the lives of most villagers, 
who are the majority of the population. 

 Asian Religions and 
Their Cultures 

    Chapter 2 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Hinduism  

     Buddhism in India and Its 
Spread Eastward  

     Confucianism  

     Daoism  

     Judaism and Christianity 
in Monsoon Asia  

     Islam in Asia  

     Shinto  

     Asian Religions: Some Refl ections    
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  Hindu Beliefs and Writings 
 Hinduism is oft en called a way of life, which is true but not 
very helpful. Th ere is no founder or single doctrinal text, 
like the Qur’an, the New Testament, or the Buddha’s say-
ings. Hinduism developed in part from the religions of 
the Indus civilization, which may have included the cult 
of Shiva, still a dominant Hindu god. Th e Aryans brought 
their own tribal gods, including the war god Indra and 
the fi re god Agni (compare Latin  ignis , “fi re,” and English 
 ignite ), but by the time the fi rst texts, the Vedas, were writ-
ten down, many centuries later, Vedic religion was already 
a mixture of Harappan, Aryan, and Dravidian (south-
ern Indian) elements. Th e Dravidian element probably 
included the god Krishna, one of many manifestations in 
human form of Vishnu the creator; Krishna represents gen-
tleness and compassion and is always shown and spoken 
of as “the dark one,” colored blue or even black—hence the 
guess at Dravidian origin.   

  Th e Vedas are the world’s oldest religious texts still used 
in worship. Th ey were composed cumulatively between 
about 1500 and 600  b.c.e. , fi rst orally and later written 

       A holy man who has renounced the world and lives by begging 
for his food. Th rough ascetic devotion and learning, he has risen 
beyond caste or sectarian religion.      (Jan Wlodarczyk/Alamy)  

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1600–1500  B.C.E.  Aryans enter India; Vedic religious 

tradition begins  

  1000  B.C.E.  Brahmanical religious tradition in India  

  550–400  B.C.E.  Buddha; Confucius; Laozi; Mahavira; 

 Upanishads   

  372–289  B.C.E.  Mencius  

  100  B.C.E.  Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism  

  c. 100–300  C.E.  Classical Hinduism; Bhakti; 

 Bhagavad Gita   

  622  C.E.  Mohammed’s Hejira (origin of Islam)  

down as a set of hymns, spells, rituals, and mystic poems 
used at sacrifi ces. Th e last of the Vedas chronologically, the 
Upanishads of the seventh century  b.c.e. , deal mainly with 
the nature of the universe and the place of humans in it. 
Th ey involve a sophisticated metaphysics that is character-
istically Indian but a far cry from earlier Aryan anthropo-
morphic gods. Asceticism and mysticism are seen in the 
Upanishads as the chief paths for humans to realize wis-
dom and eternal truth.  

 Th e Upanishads deal also with good and evil, law, moral-
ity, and human duty and are oft en seen as the core of classi-
cal Hinduism. But Hinduism’s main ethical text is the much 
later Bhagavad Gita (second century  c.e. ), which tells the 
story of Prince Arjuna, who is faced with a dispute over the 
succession to the throne, led by disloyal friends, relatives, 
and teachers—people he has loved and respected. His cause 
is just, but he cannot bring himself to fi ght and kill those so 
close to him. He stands in his chariot awaiting battle and 
talks to his charioteer, who turns out to be Krishna. Krishna 
tells him that bodily death does not mean the death of the 
soul and is thus unimportant. For any individual’s life, what 
is important is duty, and action in accordance with duty, 
but without attachment, personal desires, or ambition. 
Each person has his or her own duty or role in society, and 
morality lies in faithfulness to that prescribed role. 

 Th is is the concept of  dharma,  the selfl ess execution of 
one’s earthly duties, which came to be applied also to the 
faithful following of caste rules. Arjuna was a ruler and, 
hence, had to follow the ruler’s dharma, which included the 
duty to fi ght to uphold his rightful power. Other roles in 
society have their own diff erent dharmas, including (later) 
those of lower castes to serve and defer to those above them, 
and the rules associated with students, wives, parents, and 
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of being that manifests the divine. Accordingly, most Hin-
dus are vegetarians, but not the warrior kshatriyas, and all 
but the lowest castes particularly avoid eating beef. Milk, 
curds, clarifi ed butter ( ghee ), and yoghurt were used ritu-
ally in religious ceremonies. 

 By late Vedic times (c. 600  b.c.e. ) the Hindu pantheon 
was dominated by a trinity of Vishnu, Shiva, and Brahma, 
all supreme deities and all creators. But there developed 
also a bewildering variety of consorts, divine incarnations, 
and lesser gods, each with his or her own cult, as Hindu-
ism continued to incorporate regional and folk religious 
fi gures and traditions: among many others, Ganesh, the 
benevolent, elephant-headed son of Shiva and his consort 
Parvati; Hanuman, the monkey god, symbolizing loyalty 
and strength; Saraswati, goddess of wisdom and learning; 
Krishna; Lakshmi, consort or wife of Vishnu and goddess 
of wealth and worldly success; and Kali or Durga, a mother 
goddess, consort or female equivalent to the grimmer 
aspects of Shiva, sometimes called the goddess of death and 
disease but also, like Shiva, a fi gure prayed to for help, espe-
cially by women. 

 Shiva became the most commonly worshipped god, seen 
as both creator and destroyer, god of the harvest, of fertil-
ity, the cosmic dance of creation, and the chief god of yogis 
(practitioners of yoga and meditation). He is still celebrated 
as the lord of both death and life and the genius of pro-
creation. He is paralleled by similar fi gures in many other 
religions, including Christ, who represents both death (the 
crucifi xion) and eternal life. In other religions human sac-
rifi ce was also used as a means for the renewal of life; the 
sacrifi cial victim gives life to and for others or enriches it. 
Hinduism recognizes this concept, as it accepts death as a 
natural part of life, and celebrates it in the fi gures of Shiva 
and Kali. 

 Like Buddhism and Zoroastrianism, Hinduism accepted 
the presence of evil and suff ering in the world to a greater 
extent than other religions and recognized that people—
themselves a mixture of good and evil, love and hate, pain 
and joy, pettiness and nobility, selfi shness and altruism—
must come to terms with their own nature and with the 
nature of the cosmos. Th e major Hindu gods and goddesses, 
thus, represent both aspects, destroyers as well as creators, 
makers of suff ering as well as of bliss, true representations 
of the world as it is. Nevertheless most devout Hindus, and 
especially literate ones, have always been basically mono-
theistic, stressing the oneness of creation and the majesty 
of a single creative principle, above the level of a humanlike 
god fi gure. Access to the creative power or truth of the cos-
mos was possible without cults or intermediaries through 
devotion, meditation, and mystical understanding of eter-
nal truth. As the Hindu proverb put it, “God is one, but 
wise people know it by many names.” Jainism and Sikhism 

so on.  Karma  is the consequences of one’s actions; faithful-
ness to one’s dharma produces good karma. Th us, moral 
behavior brings rewards, and bad behavior yields bad 
karma. Th ere is much universal human wisdom in this, but 
it also clearly supports the status quo, as well as condon-
ing violence in certain cases. It has accordingly been much 
criticized, even by leading Hindus, and is in many ways 
inconsistent with other parts of Hinduism, especially the 
religious commitment to  ahimsa,  or nonviolence and rever-
ence for all life. Th e great twentieth-century political and 
spiritual leader Mahatma Gandhi saw no confl ict between 
the Gita and ahimsa and took the story of Arjuna simply as 
an allegory of the soul’s struggle against evil. 

 Hinduism has cumulatively incorporated varied ideas, 
texts, and practices and combines emphasis on ritual with 
much genuine spirituality. But the notions of dharma and 
karma have remained basic to Hinduism, as have the tradi-
tions of meditation and asceticism, and have helped create 
the tolerance for which Hinduism is noted. All faiths and all 
ascetic disciplines—all religions and all pursuits of divine 
truth—have the same goal, and divine truth is universal; 
the paths to it are rightly varied, as dharma is rightly diff er-
ent for everyone. Gandhi said about Christian missionaries 
that he did not object to their preaching but did wish they 
would be more faithful to their professed dharma, that is, 
true Christians.  

  Reincarnation 
 Th e probable Harappan belief in reincarnation and the 
immortality of the soul had reappeared by late Vedic times 
and became a further basic part of Hinduism. Th e karma 
produced by one’s mortal life determines the next rebirth of 
that soul, in a person of higher or lower status or in an animal 
or insect. Special piety, meditation, asceticism, and under-
standing of eternal truth can bring escape from the cycle of 
birth and rebirth; the soul of such a one is liberated from that 
cycle and achieves  moksha,  not a bodily Heaven but a blissful 
spiritual rejoining with the godhead or with creation. Mortal 
life can include a vision of eternity, of the undying power of 
creation, of God as love, through the mortal body’s immortal 
soul, which is born again, or reincarnated. Th is is the concept 
of  samsara , the endless cycle of Life. 

 Belief in reincarnation heightened the Hindu feeling of 
reverence for all life. One’s relative or ancestor might have 
been reborn as a horse or a spider. From Harappan times 
cattle were especially revered, for their basic usefulness and 
for the obvious symbolism of creation and motherhood 
off ered by the cow, with her prolifi c milk production. Bulls 
and oxen are natural symbols of patient strength and of 
virility (as in Mediterranean cultures), and cows are gentle 
creatures with large, lustrous eyes. But to Hinduism, all life 
is sacred, all one, and all creatures are part of the great chain 
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(respectively, in the sixth century  b.c.e.  and late fi ft eenth 
century  c.e. ) centered on monotheism, as did the teachings 
of the Buddha, derived from the Hinduism into which he 
was born, where universal truth was given no anthropo-
morphic identity. 

 Hinduism never developed fi xed or uniform rituals 
comparable with those of Christianity or Judaism. Pious 
Hindus recite specifi ed prayers daily before the simple altar 
found in nearly all Hindu homes. Th ey may make frequent 
off erings of prayer, food, and fl owers at one of the many 
temples throughout India, which are tended by people 
who are called priests. But there is no set formal service, 
no established ordination or clergy, and no special holy day 
set aside for worship, like the Christian Sunday, the Jewish 
Sabbath, or the Muslim Friday. Brahmins, the highest caste 
and the exclusive keepers and reciters of the sacred rituals, 
mainly texts from Sanskrit Vedas and epics, are the only 
people who perform the rituals for death, marriage, coming 
of age, and intercession with the divine. Th ese are certainly 
priestly functions, but such people are not seen as necessary 
intermediaries with God for laypersons. All Hindu Brah-
mins are not priests, and although Hindu priests may tend 
temples and receive off erings, they are a far more infor-
mally constituted group than in Christianity or Judaism. 

 Th ere are a number of Hindu festivals, most of which are 
as much cultural as religious, such as the autumn Diwali, or 
Festival of Lights, and the spring festival of Holi. Th ere is an 
ancient tradition of religious pilgrimage to famous temples 
and sacred sites. Th e Kumbh Mela religious festival held at 
Allahabad on the central Ganges every 12 years drew some 
100 million pilgrims in 2013. In modern India, spurred on 
by urbanization, industrialization, the technology revolu-
tion, and the rise of the nation-state, religion is less impor-
tant than other, more worldly guides for increasing  numbers 
of urban professional Indians. Although such people are still 
a minority of the total population, they tend to be the same 
groups that have also discarded caste or pay little attention 
to it. Most of the leaders of modern India have adopted a 
secular outlook. Even Gandhi preached against caste dis-
crimination and explicitly against the harsh treatment of 
dalits (Untouchables).    

  These selections are designed to show the evolution of 
Hinduism from Vedic times. Compare the first selection, 
from the Rig Veda, with the biblical accounts in Genesis 
and the Gospel of John.  

   Now I shall proclaim the mighty deeds of Indra, 
those foremost deeds that he, the wielder of the 

 CREATION: HINDU VIEWS 

mace, has performed. He smashed the serpent. He 
released the waters. He split the sides of the 
mountains. 

 . . . . 

 When you, Indra, smashed the first-born of serpents, 
you overcame the tricks [ ma–ya– ] of the tricky. Then 
you brought forth the sun, the heaven, and the dawn, 
and since then you have never had a rival. 

 . . . . 

 Darkness there was, hidden by darkness, in the 
beginning. A signless ocean was everything here. 
The potential that was hidden by emptiness—that 
One was born by the power of heat. 

 . . . . 

 Who really knows? Who shall here proclaim it?—
whence things came to be, whence this creation. 
The gods are on this side, along with the creation of 
this [world]. So then who does know whence it 
came to be?   

  From the Upanishads:  

   “Bring hither a fig from there.” “Here it is, sir.” 
“Break it.” “It is broken, sir.” “What do you see 
there?” “These extremely fine seeds, sir.” “Of 
these, please break one.” “It is broken, sir.” “What 
do you see there?” “Nothing at all, sir.” Then he 
said, to Shvetaketu: “Verily, my dear, that subtle 
essence which you do not perceive—from that 
very essence, indeed, my dear, does this great fig 
tree thus arise. Believe me, my dear, that which is 
the subtle essence—this whole world has that 
essence for its Self; that is the Real [ satya , truth]; 
that is the Self; that [subtle essence] art thou, 
Shvetaketu.”   

  From the Bhagavad Gita:  
   He who regard him [i.e., the soul] as a slayer, and he 
who regards him as slain—both of them do not 
know the truth; for this one neither slays nor is slain. 

 He is not born, nor does he die at any time; nor, 
having once come to be will he again come not to 
be. He is unborn, eternal, permanent, and primeval; 
he is not slain when the body is slain . . . 

 Better one’s own dharma, though done imperfectly, 
than another’s well performed. Better is death in 
the fulfillment of one’s own dharma. To adopt the 
dharma of another is perilous. . . .   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition , Vol. 1, 2nd Edition, 
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., pp.  12 ,  21 ,  37 ,  218 , and  281 . Copyright 
© 1988 Columbia University Press. Reprinted with permis-
sion of the publisher. 
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karma,  samsara  (reincarnation), moksha ( nirvana,  or union 
with the godhead), devotion, and nonviolence or reverence 
for life. Both rejected the folk panoply of Hindu gods but 
reaffi  rmed Hinduism’s basic monotheism, its nonpersonal-
ized worship of the infi nite and the great chain of being. 

  Jainism 
 Th e man called Mahavira (“Great Hero,” c. 546–468  b.c.e. ) 
founded Jainism as an ascetic faith, and he himself went 
naked and fi nally starved himself to death. Jainism reas-
serted the Hindu veneration of all living things. Jainism 
probably originated the concept of  ahimsa  (nonviolence) 
which spread to Buddhism and Hinduism. Even now pious 
Jains wear face masks to avoid inhaling insects and do not 
engage in agriculture for fear of harming organisms in the 
soil. Th ey have instead gone into business and some have 
grown wealthy, the majority living in Gujarat, the tradi-
tional home of merchants, and in Mangalore in the south. 

 Nevertheless, Hinduism is deeply rooted in the Indian 
tradition, and it remains the basic guide for over 800 mil-
lion people, probably more so than for most of the adher-
ents of any other religion, although such things are hard to 
measure. But despite its strong elements of spirituality, Hin-
duism has also long recognized the importance to human 
life of achieving material well-being ( artha ), the responsi-
bility of individuals to provide for their families, and the 
importance of interpersonal love and of sex ( kama ). Such 
matters are basic parts of human nature and hence accepted 
as good. Hinduism in eff ect rejects nothing that God has 
made but celebrates and enshrines all of life, including its 
creation through sex, while making much less distinction 
than in the West between the sacred and the profane; all are 
part of creation, which is divine. 

 Hinduism’s acknowledgment of the bad as well as the good 
things of life may perhaps have made things easier or psycho-
logically healthier for its followers, who accept the tragedies 
and suff erings of life without feeling that they are somehow 
being punished or picked on, as well as enjoying life’s bless-
ings. In any case, happiness and suff ering are both largely 
unavoidable parts of every existence, and it may be better to 
acknowledge this than to attempt to deny or gloss over the 
bad parts, including the death of the body and the existence 
of evil, pain, suff ering, and cruelty. Religion seems always 
to have been basic for most Indians, and to have provided 
 comfort and assurance as all religion aims to do. Nearly all 
religions accept the immortality of the soul; the Hindu belief 
in reincarnation and moksha carries that one step further.   

  Buddhism in India and 

Its Spread Eastward 

 Th e preoccupation of the Hindu Upanishads with eternal 
truth refl ected in part a troubled world of those times, the 
period preceding the rise of empire. A new hybrid India 
was emerging, marked by the appearance of larger states, 
and with them an increase in the scale of warfare. Th e age of 
heroic chivalry and of aristocratic privilege was yielding to 
one of power politics. Many people understandably sought 
solace or escape from harsh reality through otherworldly 
quests, including avenues of release from the suff erings 
of everyday life. Th e founders of Buddhism and Jainism, 
roughly contemporary fi gures in the sixth century  b.c.e. , 
pursued such a path and also reacted against the growing 
ritualization of Hinduism and its dominance by the priestly 
caste of Brahmins. Both urged independent access to truth 
through meditation and self-denial without the aid of 
priests or ritual, and both taught the equality of all in these 
terms, rejecting caste distinctions and the hierarchy they 
represented. But Buddhism and Jainism developed out of 
the Hindu tradition and share the Hindu beliefs in dharma, 

 Gautama Buddha 

 The founder of Buddhism was born about 563  B.C.E.  in the 
Himalayan foothill region of Nepal, the son of a minor 
king ( raja;  compare the English word “royal”) of the 
Shakya clan. His family name was Gautama and his given 
name Siddhartha, but he was also later called by some 
Shakyamuni (“Sage of the Shakyas”), as well as Gautama 
and Prince Siddhartha. Until he was 29 years old, he led a 
conventional life for a prince, filled with earthly pleasures. 
At 19 he married a beautiful princess, and in due time they 
had a son, or so says the pious legend elaborated in great 
detail after his death, as with so many other religious fig-
ures. We know that he became an ascetic as an adult, 
wandered and taught for many years, acquired a number 
of disciples, founded a religious order, and died at about 
the age of 80, somewhere between 485 and 480  B.C.E.  This 
is all we know of his life for certain. The later embroidered 
story of his life, replete with miraculous tales, is important 
as it has influenced the lives of so many millions of suc-
cessive generations of Asians, from India eastward.   

 A CLOSER LOOK 

   According to this story (in its briefest form), Prince Sid-
dhartha, fi lled with nameless discontent, wandered one 
day away from his walled palace and met in quick succes-
sion an old man broken by age, a sick man covered with 
boils and shivering with fever, a corpse being carried to 
the cremation ground (Hindus have always burned their 
dead), and a wandering sadhu (holy man) with his beg-
ging bowl and simple yellow robe, but with peacefulness 
and inner joy in his face. Overwhelmed by this vision of the 
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blissful reabsorption of their souls into the spiritual infi nite, 
as the Buddha did on his death. Such devotion and such 
insight into truth through meditation are, however, rare, 
and although the Buddha did not say so, Buddhism incor-
porated the Hindu concept of karma: less dutiful individuals 
were reborn in successive existences in forms appropriate to 
their behavior in their most recent incarnations. Th e “right 
conduct” of the eightfold path was defi ned as kindness to 
all living things, purity of heart, truthfulness, charity, and 
avoidance of fault fi nding, envy, hatred, and violence. To 
these were added specifi c commandments not to kill, steal, 
commit adultery, lie, speak evil, gossip, fl atter, or otherwise 
wander from the Path. Accounts of the Buddha’s own teach-
ings were recorded in a collection of texts called the Tripi-
taka (“three baskets”), and there was a growing literature of 
moral tales about the life of Buddha and related events, as 
well as commentaries on the teachings, all comparable in 
many ways with the New Testament. Th e worship of relics, 
such as alleged teeth or hair of the Buddha, also became part 
of Buddhist practice, as in later Christianity. 

 As with Christianity, Buddhism remained for its fi rst 
several centuries a minority religion, but the diffi  cult dis-
cipline of the original teachings was soft ened somewhat 
so as to accommodate more followers. Th e conversion of 
the Emperor Ashoka (ruled c. 269–c. 232  b.c.e. ) helped to 
transform Buddhism into a mass religion and began its 

suff erings of mortal life, the emptiness of worldly pleasure, 
and the promise of ascetic devotion, he shortly thereaft er 
left  his palace, abandoned his wife and son, and became a 
wandering beggar seeking aft er the truth and owning noth-
ing but a crude wooden bowl (to beg the bare essentials of 
food) and a rag of clothing. For several years he wandered, 
wasted from fasting, until he determined to solve the riddle 
of suff ering through intense meditation under a great tree. 
Aft er 49 days, during which he was tempted by Mara, the 
prince of demons, with promises of riches, power, and sen-
sual pleasures, all of which he ignored, he knew the truth 
and attained enlightenment. From this moment, he was 
known as the Buddha, or the Enlightened One. Soon aft er, 
he preached his fi rst sermon, near Banaras (Varanasi) in 
the central Ganges Valley, and spent the rest of his life as an 
itinerant preacher with a band of disciples. 

 Th e Four Noble Truths, announced in that fi rst sermon, 
formed the basis for the new faith: (1) life is fi lled with pain, 
sorrow, frustration, impermanence, and dissatisfaction 
(dukkha); (2) all this is caused by desire, by wanting, and by 
the urge for existence; (3) to end suff ering and sorrow, one 
must end desire, become desireless; and (4) desirelessness 
can be gained by the eightfold path of “right conduct.” 

 Faithful followers of the path outlined in the fi rst sermon 
may attain nirvana, or release from the suff erings of worldly 
existence by avoiding the cycle of rebirth, and achieve 

 In both southern India and Southeast Asia there was 
continuity between preexisting recognitions of the female 
divine and acceptance of Vedic male divinity. This is not 
only shown in the noted popularity of depicting the male 
divine accompanied by his female counterpart, but also in 
continuing exclusive worship of a female deity. In most 
cases the female divine was approached as the devotee’s 
potential intercessionary with a male divine, in the same 
way that the cults of the Virgin Mary and the female saints 
in the Catholic tradition emphasize their interventionary 
capacities. Such notions of the female counterpart, as well 
as a softening of the image of the distant and omnipotent 
male Absolute Divine, were founded in the Indian Bhakti 
(“devotional”) Hindu literature that developed in southern 
India during the tenth century  (see  Chapter   6   )  but that 
had its roots in classical north Indian Sanskrit literature. 
Such devotional appeals to a beneficent and forgiving 
deity (Vishnu and Shiva and their associated deities) were 
an alternative to the sacrificial tradition of the Vedas and 
the intellectualism of the Upanishads. 

 The themes of a male and female divine partnership 
are developed in the literary and iconographic portrayals 

of Shiva’s divine partner Uma, or Parvati. While the Lord 
Shiva is near perfection, his consort Uma has human frail-
ties, both physical and character fl aws. The implication 
is that Shiva is too pure to be approached directly by the 
common worshipper, unlike his consort Uma, who has 
the humanlike imperfections of the earthbound devotee. 

 The Uma literature illustrates the consequences of 
human imperfection, self-serving intentions, and uncon-
tained anger in the creation of the demonic. In these tales 
Uma has the undisciplined, feminine, and unpredictable 
human personality traits generally ascribed to women in 
South Asian tradition. Uma personifi es feminine forces in 
general; she might cause problems for humankind as well 
as for the gods. However, due to her divinity, and despite 
her humanlike imperfections, she might equally intervene 
to restore order, to redeem humankind from curses, and 
even to rescue her husband Shiva from his own mis-
adventures. In such a way the divine male cannot exist 
without his consort, in the same way that the human hus-
band and wife become as one. This sacred bond between 
human spouses was foundational to a family’s success 
and, subsequently, that of the wider society. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   THE DIVINE COUPLE AND THE HUMAN FAMILY 
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spread from India, fi rst to Ceylon and Southeast Asia and 
later via Central Asia to China, Korea, and Japan. Early 
on, monasteries developed where monks (and, in some 
periods and places, nuns) could study the teachings of the 
Buddha and take part in rituals. Monks and nuns took 
vows renouncing worldly pleasures, following the Buddha’s 
example in giving up family life. Within India, Buddhism 
survived for many centuries, although its following slowly 
declined from a peak about 100  c.e.  For many, the distinc-
tion from Hinduism was gradually blurred, and in general 
one may say that, except for the several monastic orders 
and some lay devotees, Buddhism was slowly reabsorbed 
into the Hinduism from which it had sprung. Many Hindus 
saw Buddhism’s rejection of the sensory world as “life deny-
ing” (in Albert Schweitzer’s phrase) and returned to their 
own religion’s affi  rmation of life. Th e remaining Buddhist 
centers and monasteries in the central Ganges heartland of 
the faith were destroyed and the few survivors driven into 
exile by the Muslim conquests of the twelft h century, when 
Buddhism was largely extinguished in the land of its birth.  

  Th eravada and Mahayana Buddhism 
 Soon aft er Ashoka’s time, Buddhism divided into two 
major schools, known as Th eravada (“way of the elders”) 
and Mahayana (“the greater vehicle”). Th eravada Bud-
dhism remained closer to the original faith, although it too 
was necessarily popularized to some extent. As it spread, it 
came to include more scope for the doctrine of good works 
as a means of acquiring “merit.” Good works could even 
off set bad conduct in the building of karma; for example, 
one could give money to fi nance a temple and make up 
for the bad karma that may have been created by unethi-
cally acquired money or in other wanderings from the 
Path. Th eravada was the form of Buddhism transmitted to 

Southeast Asia, where especially in Burma, Th ailand, Cam-
bodia, and Laos (plus Sri Lanka), it has remained the domi-
nant religion and is still taken very seriously by most of the 
people of those countries; nearly all young men tradition-
ally spent two years in a Buddhist monastery, as many still 
do, with shaven heads, a yellow robe, and a begging bowl; as 
adults, they and most others pay far more than lip service to 
the Th eravada version of the Path.       

 Mahayana Buddhism developed a little later, during the 
Kushan period in India between about 100 and 200  c.e.  
Mahayana—the greater vehicle—off ered new approaches 
to Buddhist practice for those who did not choose to 
renounce the world as monks or nuns. What had begun as 
a spiritual discipline for a few became a mass religion for 
all, popularized, humanized, and provided with a variety of 
supports, including the worship of relics. Th e Buddha him-
self was made into a supernatural god, and there were also 
innumerable saintly beings called  bodhisattvas,  who out of 
compassion delayed their entrance into nirvana in order to 
help those still on earth to attain deliverance. Faith in and 
worship of a bodhisattva also off ered comfort to those who 
believed they needed divine help for any purpose. Th is in 
turn promoted the worship of images, including those of 
the original Buddha, and the development of elaborate ritu-
als and cults. Such worship by itself could produce salvation 
and also solve worldly problems. 

 Buddhas and bodhisattvas became the chief gods 
of Mahayana Buddhism. Th e fi gure called the Buddha 
Amitabha (“measureless light”) was worshipped in China 
as Amituofo, in Japan as Amida Buddha, the principal savior 
of the Western Paradise. A bodhisattva, the compassion-
ate Avalokitesvara, came to be worshipped by Mahayana 
Buddhists as a female goddess of mercy, called in China 
Guanyin and in Japan Kannon. She was much prayed to, 

       Th e great stupa (temple) at Sanchi in 
central India. Begun by Ashoka in the 
third century  b.c.e. , it was enlarged 
during the century aft er his death, when 
the outer ring and gateways were added. 
Th e stupa form represents the universe 
and the great bowl of the sky. Th e small 
three-tiered structure on top became the 
basis for the pagoda form as Mahayana 
Buddhism spread from India to China, 
Korea, and Japan.      (Hemis/Alamy)  
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air; worshippers could obtain sanctity merely by repeat-
ing ritual phrases or worshipping supposed relics of the 
Buddha. Th e Mahayana school also developed details of a 
bodily heaven to which the faithful would go, fi lled with 
recognizable pleasures and wholly diff erent from  nirvana. 
To match it, there was a gruesome hell, presided over by a 
host of demons, where the wicked or unworthy suff ered an 
imaginative variety of hideous tortures before being reborn 
in another body. One may again compare all this with the 
changes in Christianity from its origins to its  medieval 
form. As with Christianity also, the  popularization of 
 Buddhism, especially in the Mahayana school, led to a 
 fl ourishing of artistic representation in painting, sculpture, 
and  architecture: endless and oft en profoundly beauti-
ful  paintings and statues of the Buddha and his attendants 
and temples in great variety. Th e latter included the pagoda 
form in the Mahayana  countries and the  dagoba  in Th era-
vada lands. 

 It was Mahayana Buddhism that was transmitted to 
China, Tibet, Korea, and Japan because it had by that time 
become the dominant form in India. Its spread into China 
via Central Asia in the later Han dynasty  and its popularity 

especially by women, for help in the present world rather 
than for release from it, as the classical Buddhist doctrine 
emphasized. Like Th eravada, Mahayana Buddhism also 
came to stress the redemptive power of charity and good 
works, both to help others and to contribute to one’s own 
salvation. None of these later developments had much to 
do with the Buddha’s original teachings, but they did relate 
Buddhism to everyday life and to everyday people and 
their needs rather than rejecting this-worldly concerns. 
Especially in Japanese and Chinese Buddhism, salvation in 
some sects might be won simply by faith and devotion or 
by reciting the Buddha’s or bodhisattva’s name. Lamaistic 
Buddhism in Tibet saw similar developments, including 
belief in the power of relics and the use of prayer fl ags and 
prayer wheels on which a simple incantation was written; 
it was believed that each time the wheel was turned or the 
winds fl uttered the fl ag, the prayer ascended to heaven and 
won merit for the one who had turned the wheel or placed 
the fl ag. Th is, plus the worship of many anthropomorphic 
gods and the doctrine of good works, made the asceticism, 
self-denial, and “desirelessness” of the original teachings of 
the historical Buddha less necessary. Th at was, in any case, a 
diffi  cult road for most people, and as Buddhism won more 
converts it was transformed almost unrecognizably. 

 Some forms of Mahayana Buddhism acquired a magic 
overlay: bodhisattvas and their attendants fl ew through the 

  Many of the teachings attributed to the Buddha are al-
most certainly later additions or commentaries. Here is a 
passage from a Buddhist scripture, whose closeness to the 
Christian Gospels is remarkable.  

   A man buries a treasure in a deep pit, thinking: “It 
will be useful in time of need, or if the king is 
displeased with me, or if I am robbed or fall into 
debt, or if food is scarce, or bad luck befalls me.” 

 But all this treasure may not profit the owner at all, 
for he may forget where he has hidden it, or goblins 
may steal it, or enemies or even his kinsmen may 
take it when he is careless. 

 But by charity, goodness, restraint, and self-control 
man and woman alike can store up a well-hidden 
treasure—a treasure which cannot be given to 
others and which robbers cannot steal. A wise man 
should do good—that is the treasure which shall 
not leave him.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition , Vol. 1, 2nd Edition, 
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., pp.  117 – 118 . Copyright © 1988 
 Columbia University Press. Reprinted with permission of 
the publisher. 

 BUDDHIST TEACHINGS 

       Th e great bronze Buddha at Kamakura, near Tokyo, completed 
in 1252 and originally housed in its own temple but now in 
the open and still visited by millions of tourists, day-trippers, 
and worshippers every year. It was built with the help of funds 
raised from the common people of the Kamakura domains and 
shows the compassionate benevolence of the Buddha, or Amida 
Buddha as the Japanese say.      (Hideo Kurihara/Alamy)  
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much common sense about human relations, but they are 
a good deal more than that, refl ecting and shaping a highly 
distinctive set of values, norms, and sociopolitical patterns. 
Confucianism has its temples too, government-sponsored 
monuments to the doctrine, though it lacks a prescribed 
ritual or organized priesthood; for those things, Confu-
cians turn elsewhere, as indicated, but do not thereby cease 
to be true and diligent followers of the sage’s teachings. 

  Confucius and Mencius 
 Confucius (551–c. 479  b.c.e. ) was the son of a minor offi  cial 
in one of the smaller states of eastern China long before the 
fi rst imperial unifi cation. He became a teacher, and later a 
sometime adviser, to various local rulers. He never had a 
defi nite offi  cial post, and he had no real political clout. Like 
Plato, he looked for a ruler who might be shaped by his 
advice, but also like Plato, he never really found one. Several 
of his students became his disciples, though never as orga-
nized as in Plato’s Academy; aft er his death they and their 
students began to write down his teachings and to expand 
on them. His most famous later follower and commentator 
was Mencius (c. 372–c. 289  b.c.e. ). Confucius and Mencius 
lived in the chaotic Warring States period and sought means 
for restoring order and social harmony through individual 
morality, a parallel to the origins of Buddhism and Jainism.  

  Th e Confucian View 
 Society in East Asia has always been profoundly hierarchi-
cal, and the social order was seen as a series of status groups 
and graded roles, from the ruler at the top through offi  cials, 
scholars, and gentlemen to the father of the family, all with 
authority over those below them but also with responsibil-
ity to set a good example. Th e key element was “right rela-
tionships,” carefully defi ned for each association: father-son, 
subject-ruler, husband-wife, elder brother-younger brother, 
and so on. Th e role of age and gender in structuring this 
hierarchy is clear. Confucius and Mencius provided what 
became doctrinal support for such a system. It left  small 
place for the individual as such but at the same time stressed 
the vital importance of self-cultivation and education as the 
only true assurance of morality, or “virtuous behavior.” To 
paraphrase Plato, “Education makes people good, and good 
people act nobly.” According to Confucianism, people are 
born naturally good and naturally inclined to virtue but 
need education and the virtuous example of superiors to 
stay that way. Confucius emphasized “human-heartedness,” 
benevolence, respect for superiors, fi lial loyalty, “right rela-
tions,” and learning as cures for chaos and as the formula for 
achieving the “great harmony” that was his chief objective. 

 Force and law are no substitutes for or guarantees of 
individual virtue or social harmony, and indeed they were 
seen as ineff ective as well as unnecessary in a properly 

aft er the fall of the Han will be noted in  Chapter   5    . From 
China it spread to Tibet and Korea, and from there to Japan 
by about 500  c.e.  A number of Mahayana monastic orders 
and sects that originally developed in China, including the 
contemplative and mystical school of Chan Buddhism, were 
diff used to both countries. In Japan,  Chan  became  Zen,  and 
other schools and monastic orders of Buddhism also fl our-
ished. Th e growth of Japanese Buddhism was greatly acceler-
ated during the period of direct Japanese contact with, and 
borrowing from, Tang dynasty China (eighth century  c.e. ), 
when many Japanese Buddhist monks visited China.   

  In Japan and Korea, too, Buddhist art fl ourished in a vari-
ety of forms. Later in the Tang dynasty, about 840  c.e. , the 
imperial state, concerned about and jealous of the growing 
wealth and power of Buddhist temples and monasteries, 
confi scated much of it and suppressed Buddhism. Although 
monasteries continued to be built and maintained in the 
centuries since, and many emperors provided fi nancial 
support to temples, among upper-class men, who tended 
to embrace a more rigid interpretation of Confucianism, 
there was oft en considerable hostility toward Buddhism. In 
Korea, aft er the founding of the new state of Choson in 1392, 
Buddhism was even more tightly regulated than in China, 
and monasteries were banned from cities. However, in both 
China and Korea a number of popular Buddhist-infl uenced 
sects fl ourished at the grassroots level, oft en during diffi  cult 
times, and women could and did serve in leadership roles 
when that occurred. In Japan Buddhism remained propor-
tionately far more important, as it still is. Buddhism is, nom-
inally, the major religion, but in fact most Japanese pay little 
attention to its precepts or discipline and are either wholly 
secular or very casual followers of any religious creed.   

  Confucianism 

 Many would argue that Confucianism is not a religion but 
merely a set of ethical rules, a moral philosophy. It is true 
that it specifi cally avoids any concern with theology, the 
aft erlife, or otherworldly matters. Most Chinese, Korean, 
Vietnamese, and Japanese Confucians seem to have supple-
mented their religious diets with bits of Buddhism, Dao-
ism, or Shinto (traditional Japanese animism or nature 
worship), which provide what Confucianism leaves out. 
Perhaps it does not matter whether one calls Confucian-
ism religion or philosophy; it is the creed by which millions 
of successive generations of East Asians, something like a 
third of the world, have lived for over 2,000 years. Confu-
cianism has probably had more impact on belief and behav-
ior than any of the great religions, in the sense that most 
East Asians accept and follow the teachings of the sage 
more thoroughly than followers of the ethical teachings 
of any other system of belief. Confucian teachings contain 
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 In general, Confucianism refl ected the basically positive 
as well as practical Chinese view of the world, where the 
greatest of all blessings was the enjoyment of a long life, or, 
more accurately, “the enjoyment of living.” Th is included 
the particularly Chinese emphases on the pleasures of good 
food, the production of children, and the attainment of a 
ripe old age surrounded by one’s descendants. Th ese are 
still notably Chinese values, and the culture built around 
them has attracted the admiration of successive generations 
of Western observers, who approach it from the perspective 
of their own more somber and more theological religious 
and social tradition with its overtones of original sin, guilt, 
retribution, and divine judgment. Confucianism was more 
human-centered and, like Hinduism, more life-celebrating. 
Hard work, achievement, and material prosperity and its 
enjoyment were valued and pursued, but the enjoyment 
of leisure, of nature, and of what Confucians called “self-
cultivation” were also important goals, far more than in the 
West. Th e educated elite obviously had more opportuni-
ties for such pursuits, including the chance to write about 
them and, thus, to provide us with evidence of their values. 
It was also in their interest to actively promote values that 
cemented their dominance of society. 

 Although in earlier periods, Chinese records speak of 
a supreme being ( shangdi ) who exerted great infl uence 
in the human world, by Confucius’s times, references to 
shangdi had given way to a diff erent concept of an imper-
sonal “Heaven” ( tian ). Natural calamities such as fl oods, 
droughts, or earthquakes were commonly taken as por-
tents of Heaven’s displeasure at the unvirtuous behavior 
of rulers and as pretexts for rebellion, especially since they 
disturbed the Confucian sense of order and harmony, the 
greatest social goals. Th e natural world was seen as the 
model for the human world, both running by regular rules. 
Nature was a nurturing power, not a hostile one, grander 
and more to be admired than human works, something 
to which people should harmoniously adjust rather than 
attempt to conquer. But as Confucius said, “Heaven does 
not speak”; it merely shows us a model of order and har-
mony to emulate. 

 Th e occasional references to Heaven as an impersonal 
fo rce superior to humankind are about as far as Confu-
cius went beyond the human world. When disciples asked 
about the suprahuman world or about life aft er death, he 
merely said we had enough to do in understanding and 
managing human aff airs without troubling about other 
matters. Although he did not explicitly say so, he did 
app rove of what is rather misleadingly called  “ancestor 
 worship.” In folk religion, ancestors were prayed to as if they 
could intervene as helpers. Formal  Confucianism merely 
extended respect for one’s elders to those who had gone 
before, valuing them as models and performing regular 

run society. People must  want  to do right, and that can 
be achieved only by internalizing morality. When force or 
punishment has to be used, the social system has broken 
down. Confucianism is a highly pragmatic, this-worldly, 
and positive view of humanity and society; it provided little 
scope for metaphysical speculation, for the supernatural, 
or for concepts like sin or salvation. And although Confu-
cius and Mencius were certainly conservatives, supporters 
of a hierarchical social order, their doctrine also allowed 
for individual ability and dedication, based on the convic-
tion that everyone is born with the seeds of virtue. By self-
cultivation and by following virtuous examples, anyone can 
become a sage. No priests are necessary, only self-develop-
ment. In a time when wealth, military strength, and noble 
birthright usually determined one’s social status, this was a 
profoundly progressive philosophy in many ways. 

 Th is concept was later incorporated in the imperial exam-
ination system and the selection of offi  cials from the ranks of 
the educated, regardless of their social origins. Confucian-
ism also reaffi  rmed the right of the people to rebel against 
immoral or unjust rulers who had forfeited the mandate of 
Heaven by their lapse from virtue; loyalty to superiors was a 
basic Confucian tenet, but loyalty to moral principle could 
win out, although this oft en presented individuals with a 
severe dilemma: for example, fathers, however unjust, were 
rarely defi ed and the respect accorded women depended on 
their ability to adhere to Confucian norms.    

       A portrait of Confucius. Th is Qing dynasty rubbing was made 
over 2,000 years aft er the death of the sage, of whom there are 
no contemporary portraits.      (Th e Granger Collection, New York)  
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 Some analysts have attributed the rapid economic growth 
rates of modern Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore, and 
more recently the People’s Republic of China to their com-
mon heritage of Confucianism, with its stress on collective 
eff ort, hard work, education, and the dedication of individu-
als to the interests of the larger group: family, work unit, or 
even state. Such an analysis does fi t the circumstances and 
achievements of these societies, as it also helps to explain 
the long-lasting success of imperial China. Confucianism 
in general strikes an interesting balance between provid-
ing scope for individual self-development or cultivation, 
and hence achievement, on the one hand, and on the other 
the subjection of the individual to the greater good of the 
family and society. Individualism and freedom, basic posi-
tive values to Americans, have in East Asia the chief con-
notation of selfi shness and lack of rules. Th e result of both is 
chaos and anarchy, from which everyone suff ers. Every soci-
ety evolves its own balance between individual license and 
the need to protect the group interest and to preserve order 
through rules. Confucianism persisted because it worked 
as the creed of the world’s most successful society over so 
long a time. It is important to remember, however, that the 
endurance of Confucianism is largely due to its feeding into 
existing patriarchal values and by bolstering the position of 
educated male elites in whose name the system evolved.   

rituals in small household shrines to keep their memory 
alive. It was the duty of the eldest son to perform rituals 
on the death of his father, through successive generations, 
keeping the ancestral chain intact and thus ensuring fam-
ily continuity. Mencius underlined this by saying that of 
all sins against fi liality, the greatest was to have no descen-
dants, by which he meant male descendants, since women 
left  their parental family at marriage and became members 
of their husband’s family. Th is attitude still plagues cur-
rent Chinese eff orts to reduce the birthrate, since it clearly 
favors sons and may infl uence the parents of girls to keep 
trying for a boy. 

 In the twelft h century  c.e. , many centuries aft er Con-
fucius and Mencius, the Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi 
(1130–1200), among others, went somewhat further in 
speculating about the nature of the universe, where he 
saw the working of abstract principles (rather like those 
of Plato) and a Supreme Ultimate, or impersonal cosmic 
force. From his time on it is appropriate to speak of neo-
Confucianism, which also stresses self-cultivation and the 
goal of every person to become a sage. Like classical Con-
fucianism before it, Neo-Confucianism spread to Korea, 
Vietnam, and Japan, where it became the dominant phi-
losophy, especially for the educated. In terms of practical 
application, Neo-Confucianism resulted in more rigid 
codes of behavior, especially for women, sometimes rein-
forced by legal sanctions. In Korea and Japan, the status of 
women was profoundly aff ected. 

 Because Confucianism never developed a formal priest-
hood or set rituals, some analysts believe that it is not a 
religion, although the same can be said to a somewhat 
lesser degree of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam. Govern-
ments did provide funds to build temples in nearly every 
city and town in China and northern Vietnam, as well as 
many in Korea and some in Japan. Th ese were cared for 
by people who were called priests, who did conduct what 
may be called services, usually in honor of the ancestors 
or of illustrious local fi gures of the past. Such services are 
carried out for the sage himself at the large temple complex 
erected at his birthplace in Shandong province. Aft er Con-
fucianism became, in eff ect, the state religion during the 
Han dynasty, the emperor of China presided over annual 
rituals at the imperial capital to intercede with Heaven 
for good harvests, to pray for rain, an end to fl oods, pes-
tilence, or civil chaos, or to commemorate the imperial 
ancestors. Emperors sometimes also issued penitential 
edicts acknowledging their lack of virtue as a ruler, real or 
fancied, in order to persuade Heaven to restore prosperity 
or the broken harmony of society. Th is stemmed from the 
Confucian precept that if things went wrong lower down it 
was the result of the bad example or lack of moral leader-
ship of the “superior men.”    

  Sayings attributed to Confucius and printed in the Ana-
lects are usually brief and pithy. Here are some examples:  

      Learning without thought is useless. Thought without 
learning is dangerous.  

     Shall I teach you the meaning of knowledge? When 
you know a thing to recognize that you know it, and 
when you do not know to recognize that you do not 
know, that is knowledge.  

     Not yet understanding life, how can one understand 
death?  

     The gentleman is concerned about what is right, the 
petty man about what is profitable.  

     Do not do to others what you yourself would not 
like.  

     The gentleman’s quality is like wind, the common 
people’s like grass; when the wind blows, the grass 
bends.  

     If one leads them with administrative measures and 
uses punishments to make them conform, the 
people will be evasive; but if one leads them with 
virtue, they will come up to expectations.   

  Source:  After James Legge, the Analects of Confucius, 1872. 

 SAYINGS OF CONFUCIUS 
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  Daoism 

 Th e second major moral or religious philosophy of tradi-
tional China was Daoism. Confucius used the term  Dao  
(“the Way”) to refer to people’s obligations to play their 
proper social roles. For the philosophers we call Daoists, the 
term is harder to defi ne because one of the basic axioms of 
Daoism is silence, even inaction. Th e observable, rational, 
human world is not what matters; only the far greater cos-
mic world of nature matters. It is from the cosmos one must 
seek guidance, but this is not the realm of words. Th e chief 
text of Daoism, the Dao De Jing (“Classic of the Way”), is a 
cryptic collection of mystical remarks whose meaning even 
in Chinese is unclear, let alone their meaning in the many 
hundreds of Western translations. Th e famous opening line 
is typical, varyingly translated as “Th e name that can be 
named is not the eternal name,” or “Th e Way that can be 
spoken of is not the true Way, which is inconstant,” imply-
ing (one supposes) that truth cannot be put into words or, if 
at all, only through riddle and paradox. Much of its content 
is attributed to a contemporary of Confucius known simply 
as Laozi, “Th e Old One,” although the present text is not 
older than the third century  b.c.e.  and was probably com-
piled by several hands. Laozi is said to have debated with 
Confucius and to have disappeared in old age, traveling 
westward, where he somehow became an immortal.    

 On one point the Dao De Jing is clear: “Th ose who 
understand don’t talk; those who talk don’t understand.” 
Th is may well have been aimed at the Confucians, but 
although Daoist fi gures did occasionally speak or write, it 
was usually in riddles or in parallels with nature, all making 
the point that worldly strivings, and especially government, 
are both futile and wrong. Th eir message is to relax, go with 
the fl ow, stop trying to “improve” things (as the Confucians 
were always doing), and model yourself on water, fl owing 
around obstructions, adapting to what is, and seeking the 
lowest places. Whatever is, is natural and hence good. 

 Th e other major fi gure of Daoism is the philosopher 
Zhuangzi (died c. 329  b.c.e. ), whose recorded essays fur-
ther pursued the relativism, mysticism, and amorality 
already associated with the school and who still intrigues us 
with his stories. One of the most delightful tells of how he 
dreamed he was a butterfl y and when he woke could not be 
sure if he was himself or if he was the butterfl y, now dream-
ing he was Zhuangzi. 

 Daoism grew into a religion as it merged with folk 
beliefs, earlier animism and worship of natural forces, belief 
in the supernatural, and a variety of mystical  practices. 
Under the infl uence of Buddhism, Daoist priests, temples, 
and  monastic orders developed (however inconsistent 
with the earlier message), and the originally rather esoteric 
 philosophy became a mass religion. Later Daoists, especially 

  The Dao De Jing is hard to fathom, but many of its pas-
sages are appealing as a kind of mystic text. Here are 
some samples.  

      There was an ever-flowing something that existed 
prior to heaven and earth. Silent and shapeless, it 
stands by itself and does not change. So may it be the 
mother of heaven and earth.  

     The Way is void, yet inexhaustible when tapped.  
     Always make the people innocent of knowledge, and 

desireless, so those with knowledge dare not, and 
refrain from wrongdoing. Of old, the followers of the 
Dao did not teach people cleverness. A people 
difficult to rule is because they are too clever.  

     Emptying one’s heart in pursuit of the Void, that is 
the exhaustion of all inquiries.  

     Men should be bland, like melting ice, pure and 
peaceful like a block of uncarved wood.   

  Two centuries after Laozi, Zhuangzi’s essays deal with 
happiness and pain, life and death, with a perspective 
typical of Daoism.  

   I received life because the time had come. I will lose 
it because the order of things passes on. Be content 
with this time and dwell in this order, and then 
neither sorrow nor joy can touch you. . . . The 
inaction of heaven is its purity; the inaction of earth 
is its peace. . . . How do I know that loving life is 
not a delusion? How do I know that in hating death 
I am not like a man who, having left home in his 
youth, has forgotten the way back? . . . Man’s life 
between heaven and earth is like the passing of a 
white colt glimpsed through a crack in the wall: 
whoosh!, and that’s the end.   

  Source:  The excerpt from the Dao De Jing was translated by 
Chao Fu-san. The excerpt from Zhuangzi’s essay was trans-
lated by Burton Watson. Both from  Early Chinese Literature  
by Burton Watson. Copyright © 1962 Columbia University 
Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 THE DAO 

aft er the Han dynasty, practiced magic and alchemy and 
pursued the search for elixirs of immortality. Such  activities 
put them in bad repute with proper Confucians, as did 
their habit of irresponsible hedonism or pleasure seeking. 
 However, the Daoist search for medicinal herbs and their 
varied experimentation contributed importantly to the 
growth of Chinese medicine and other technologies. In this 
they deviated from their supposed founder’s injunctions 
to accept nature without questioning and began instead to 
probe for its secrets.   
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agreed that both nature and humans must approximate a 
balance of yin and yang elements, and agreed also in seeing 
nature as a model for man. But where Confucians sought to 
shape the world through education, Daoists urged accep-
tance of things as they are, confi dent that human meddling 
could not improve on cosmic truth, compared with which 
it was in any case microscopically petty.  

  Judaism and Christianity 

in Monsoon Asia 

 Th e Indian west coast had long been in regular trade 
 contact with Mesopotamia and, from Alexander’s time, 
with the Mediterranean world. Aft er the Romans destroyed 
the temple in Jerusalem in 70  c.e.  as part of their sack of 
the city, and the Jews were dispersed abroad (known as the 
Diaspora), small Jewish colonies were founded on the 
west coast of southern India, especially in the port city of 
Cochin. During approximately the same period, a  Christian 
church was also founded in southern India, according to 
legend by the apostle Th omas. 

 Over time the Jews at Cochin intermarried with Indians, 
and by early British times (seventeenth century) or  before 
they were no longer physically distinct, although they 
 retained their religious identity and their Hebrew  rituals. 
Th ey were fully accepted by Hindus, both because of  general 
Hindu tolerance of other faiths and because of the  Jewish 
devotion to religion and to the study of  sacred texts,  values 
that were a fundamental part of Hindu  culture as well. 
But the Jewish community was never very large—perhaps 
1,000 to begin with and growing thereaft er mainly through 
 intermarriage with and conversion of Indians, many of 
them probably from the lowest castes. Low-caste Indians 
saw Judaism, like Christianity, as a means of  evading at 
least some of caste prejudice and hence a path of upward 
 mobility. Over the centuries, the Jews of Cochin became in 
most respects just another of India’s many religious groups, 
however interesting historically. By about 1980 most of 
those who still thought of themselves as Jews had emigrated 
to Israel or elsewhere. 

 Another Jewish colony was established in the cosmopol-
itan setting of Tang dynasty China at least by the end of the 
seventh century  c.e. ; it was described in Chinese records as 
one of the many foreign groups in the capital at Chang’an. 
Jews may have migrated to China earlier, but we do not 
know when or by what route. Th ere was also a colony of 
Nestorian Christians in Chang’an at the same time, people 
who had left  the Mediterranean area before, or had been 
expelled aft er, their version of Christian doctrine had been 
condemned by the Byzantine church in 431  c.e. , although 
they may have come from Persia [Iran]. Both groups are 

  As it acquired a mass following, Daoism also developed 
a pantheon of gods and immortals off ering help to people 
in trouble and also easing the way to a Daoist version of 
the Buddhist Heaven. But as already suggested, Confucians 
oft en found Daoism attractive even though they might 
scorn its superstition. It was aptly said that most Chinese 
were Confucian when things went well (or when they were 
in offi  ce), and Daoist when things went badly and in retire-
ment or old age—workday Confucians and weekend Dao-
ists. Confucianism’s activism and social reformism were 
complemented by Daoism’s passivism and laissez-faire 
philosophy. Th is dualism appealed also to older Chinese 
notions of harmonious balance in all things and the princi-
ples of yin and yang, where yang is strong, assertive, active, 
intellectual, bright, and male, and yin is soft , gentle, passive, 
dark, intuitive, and female. Daoists and Confucians alike 

        Yuan An Sleeps Th rough the Snow , by Dai Jin, China, Ming 
dynasty, fi ft eenth century. Th is work refl ects the Chinese interest 
in the beauty and wonder of the natural world, which is also 
the Daoist message.      ( Yuan An Sleeps Th rough the Snow  [ink 
and color on silk], Jin, Dai [1388–1462]/Indianapolis Museum 
of Art, USA/Gift  of James W. Fesler/Th e Bridgeman Art Library 
International)  
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some 200 miles north to the town of Medina in 622, a jour-
ney known as the Hejira, which is still used to mark the fi rst 
year of the Muslim era, or “year of the prophet.” Moham-
med’s preaching centered on the affi  rmation of the one God 
(Allah), as opposed to the many nature spirits of the ani-
mistic tribal religion of his own and earlier times in Arabia. 
At his new base in Medina he established a religious com-
munity and further developed his teachings. 

 From this period there emerged the Qur’an, the 
 principal sacred text of Islam, probably completed aft er 
Mohammed’s death in 632  c.e . Mohammed and his 
 followers believed that the Qur’an was inspired by God 
and, therefore,  represented the direct word of Allah and 
communicated directly to Mohammed, his  messenger. As 
such, not a word could be changed, at least not for the fi rst 
few  centuries.  However, from the beginning the text was 
accompanied by  commentaries explaining and  interpreting 
the supposedly divinely dictated text, a  practice that contin-
ued in subsequent  centuries. Th e version compiled in the 
 thirteenth century remains the standard for modern ortho-
dox Muslims. 

 Although it originated in Arabia and still dominates the 
Middle East as a whole and parts of Africa, Islam was car-
ried to India and from there to Malaya, Indonesia, and the 
southern Philippines, as well as into northwestern China 
via Central Asia. Since about the eighteenth century, Indo-
nesia has in fact been the country with the largest popu-
lation of Muslims in the world (there is also a substantial 
non-Muslim population in Indonesia, as well as in Malay-
sia), followed by Pakistan, India (Muslims remain a large 
minority there), and Bangladesh, in that order, all dwarf-
ing any of the countries of the Middle East. Th ere are many 
more Muslims in the part of Asia east of Afghanistan than 
in all the rest of the world put together. Islam came to India 
fi rst as an eastward extension of the great wave of conquest 
following the death of Mohammed and was then spread 
further east by Indian and other converts along trade 
routes, primarily by sea to insular Southeast Asia. Overland 
merchant converts from Central Asia brought the new faith 
to northwest China. 

 Th e content of the Qur’an, written in classical Arabic, 
shows considerable adoption of earlier Jewish and Chris-
tian beliefs, including its basic tenet of monotheism. From 
Christianity Mohammed also adopted beliefs in the resur-
rection of the physical body, a heavenly aft erlife, and a Last 
Judgment in which the damned are consigned to a fl am-
ing Hell. Humans can avoid Allah’s wrath by virtuous living 
and by showing compassion for others, especially the poor. 
But the chief means to salvation and entry into paradise is 
through prayer, supplemented by good works and the giv-
ing of alms. 

described in ample detail, and faithful artistic representa-
tions also survive showing their facial features, clothing, 
and even their religious texts. Th e Nestorians seem soon to 
have died out or to have been absorbed into Chinese cul-
ture, but the Jewish group won the favor of a Song dynasty 
emperor, who like many Chinese respected them for their 
emphases on learning and on written texts. Indeed, the 
Chinese called them “people of the book.” 

 Early in the eleventh century, the emperor gave them 
a grant of land and other privileges in the Song capital, 
Kaifeng, where they built a synagogue and apparently 
fl ourished. From the mid-twelft h century China was over-
whelmed by the Mongol invasion, and Kaifeng in particu-
lar was totally devastated. We have no records of the fate 
of the Jewish community in that general holocaust, but 
some survivors and a rebuilt synagogue were still in Kai-
feng when Jesuit missionaries arrived in China in the sev-
enteenth century. With the enforced opening of China aft er 
1850, missionaries eager to rediscover the Jews of China 
went to Kaifeng, only to fi nd that the synagogue and its 
records had been swept away in a fl ood and the supposed 
Jews were indistinguishable from Chinese. A few old men 
remembered some phrases of Hebrew but had forgotten 
their meaning. Clearly the Jews had intermarried with Chi-
nese, had long ago abandoned Jewish dietary rules, and had 
been absorbed into Chinese culture while retaining a faint 
trace of their earlier origins. Th e many centuries of isola-
tion from other Jewish communities beyond the mountains 
and the deserts of Central Asia, as well as the attractive-
ness and weight of Chinese culture, had eroded the Jewish 
attachment to separate identity. 

 Th e rise of Portugal and Spain as imperial, sea-going 
powers in the late 15th century was accompanied by a Euro-
pean eff ort to spread Christianity around the world,  as 
shall be discussed in later chapters . Catholicism was fi rmly 
established in much of the Philippines during the centu-
ries it was ruled by Spain. Christian communities formed 
and evolved throughout other parts of Asia, as well, and at 
present the number of Asian Christians is growing rapidly, 
along with the numbers of Asian Muslims.  

  Islam in Asia 

 Islam is the youngest of the great world religions. Th e 
founder of Islam, Mohammed (also spelled Muhammad), 
was born into a prosperous merchant family at Mecca in 
Arabia about 570  c.e . As a young man he entered the fam-
ily business and served for a time as a camel driver and 
trader, but he became distressed about the social injustice 
and corruption that he found in Mecca. When his preach-
ing against these evils attracted few supporters, he moved 
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converted to the new faith and subsequently pursued their 
own conquest and jihad. Beginning in the tenth century, 
the Turks and their Afghan allies brought Islam to India. 
Although these invaders never became more than a tiny 

 Muslims are enjoined not only to worship Allah but 
also to fear and to live in awe of him. His word reached the 
prophets via angels, including Gabriel (Jibril), who com-
municated the Qur’an to Mohammed. Prophets speak to 
the faithful. Th ere were a string of prophets before Moham-
med: Adam, Moses, Alexander the Great (a remarkable 
choice!), and Jesus. Mohammed himself was held to be the 
last of the prophets, although unlike the Christian belief 
in regard to Jesus he was not accorded any divinity in his 
own person. His mortal life and teachings provide a suffi  -
cient example for the faithful, who are called to prayer fi ve 
times every day by a reciter, or  muezzin,  a ritual followed 
throughout the Islamic world. Th e muezzin usually climbs 
to the top of a slender tower from which he calls the faith-
ful to prayer; all other activities cease while the worship-
pers kneel, bow in the direction of Mecca, and recite their 
prayers. Th ere is only a short interval, in the dark hours of 
the night, between the last prayers of one day and the fi rst 
of the next, before dawn. 

 Although there is no priesthood, men (never women) 
learned in the Qur’an and its commentaries are recognized 
as  mullahs  and commonly turned to for advice or leader-
ship. Th e faithful must fast and avoid even water during 
daylight hours throughout the lunar month of Ramadan 
(celebrated in successive months in successive years until 
the lunar cycle is complete). During their lifetime the faith-
ful must also make a pilgrimage, or  hajj , to Mecca and 
Medina, the sacred places of Islam. Gambling, money lend-
ing, the charging of interest, all alcohol, and the eating of 
pork are forbidden, although the enslavement of non-Mus-
lims and polygamy have been permitted in most Muslim 
communities historically. Women have had an explicitly 
inferior status: they could be set aside at will by their hus-
bands, were oft en obliged to cover their bodies and faces 
outside their own domestic quarters (to which they were 
in practice largely confi ned), and were held by most mul-
lahs to be subject to their fathers, brothers, and husbands 
in all things. Th e Qur’an also sanctions “holy war” ( jihad ) 
against unbelievers, and the killing of infi dels, although like 
all religions Islam’s basic message is one of charity, peace, 
and love. Jihad may be waged by four means: the heart, the 
tongue, the hand, and, only when those fail, the sword.     

   In the century following the death of Mohammed in 632, 
Islamic forces swept across North Africa and the Middle 
East. Th e Islamicized Moors of North Africa conquered 
Spain and were fi nally turned back in their advance into 
France at a battle near Tours in 732. In the next century, 
Arabs and their converts completed their conquest of the 
Middle East and swept on by a mixture of warfare and 
conversion through Persia (Iran) and Afghanistan to the 
frontiers of monsoon Asia. In the course of this whirlwind 
expansion, most of the Turkic peoples of Central Asia were 

       A page from the Qur’an, written in one of the many Arabic 
scripts. Th e text reads: “And pardon us and grant us protection 
and have mercy on us, thou art our patron, so help us against 
the unbelieving people.”      (Th e Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
Rogers Fund, 1937. [37.99.2] Photograph, all rights reserved, Th e 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY)  

 Key to Paradise,  a guide to the good Muslim life, was 
compiled in the fourteenth century as an aid to newly 
converted Indians.  

   The Prophet said that whoever says every day at 
daybreak in the name of God the Merciful and the 
Compassionate, “There is no god but Allah and 
Muhammad is his Prophet, him God most high will 
honor with seven favors. First, He will open the 
spirit to Islam; second, He will soften the bitterness 
of death; third, He will illuminate his grave; fourth, 
He will show the recording angels his best aspects; 
fifth, He will give the list of his deeds with His right 
hand; sixth, He will tilt the balance of his account in 
his favor; and seventh, He will pass him over the 
eternal bridge which spans the fire of hell into 
Paradise like a flash of lightning . . . Keep your lips 
moist by repeating God’s name . . . The servant of 
God should make the Qur’an his guide and his 
protection. On the day of judgment, the Qur’an will 
precede him and lead him toward Paradise. The 
Prophet said that on the night of his ascent to 
heaven he was shown the sins of his people. He did 
not see any greater sin than that of him who did not 
know and did not read the Qur’an.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition,  Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1964 Columbia University Press. 
Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 ISLAMIC IDEALS 
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divine grace. In some ways they served as a link between 
diff erent  cultures,  adapting the demands of Islam and the 
injunctions of the Qur’an to diff erent cultural contexts as 
Islam moved into and through South Asia and Southeast 
Asia. Some Sufi s came to be  venerated as saints aft er their 
deaths, and their tombs were the goal of pilgrimages. 

 Mohammed’s successors quarreled among  themselves 
over who was to lead the community of the faithful, and 
this gave rise to a split between those who called them-
selves Sunni, or “followers of custom,” who declared one 
of Mohammed’s supporters the “caliph” (successor), and 
another group called Shi’a, who believe that Mohammed’s 
direct descendents inherited the role of  imam  (spiritual and 
political leader). Th e fi rst imams, according to Shi’a belief, 
were Mohammed’s cousin (and son-in-law) Ali and Ali’s two 
sons, the children of Mohammed’s daughter Fatima. Th e 
split was bitter and resulted in war; as a consequence, over 
the centuries there has been considerable confl ict between 
the two groups. Until the position was abolished in 1924 
in the wake of the collapse of the Ottoman empire, Sunnis 
generally acknowledged the caliph as a religious and politi-
cal leader, even when they were governed by more imme-
diate rulers, such as the Mughal emperors, who paid little 
attention to caliphs based in Istanbul, the  Ottoman capital. 
Th e Shi’a Muslims have stressed the  centrality of Ali and his 
sons in their temples and shrines, as well as their infallibil-
ity and that of their successors as  imam  (spiritual and politi-
cal leader). Other diff erences between them in doctrine and 
practice were relatively slight; the Shi’a, for example, main-
tained that the text of the Qur’an is  incomplete and that a 
pious Muslim can perform the  pilgrimage to Mecca by 
hiring a proxy or by visiting the tomb of one of the many 
Shi’a saints. Most Muslims in monsoon Asia were Sunni, 
while the Persians (Iranians) were Shi’a, a source of confl ict 
between Iran and Mughal India. But all Muslims were taught 
that Mohammed was the last of the prophets accepted by 
Islam, and that only he had the complete message of Allah. 
Islam is thus held to be the only full and perfect religion, 
the  consummation of all others, including Judaism and 
 Christianity, whose prophets it accepts. Islam’s creed is sim-
ple and is repeated at each of the fi ve daily prayers: “Th ere is 
no God but Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet.”  

  Shinto 

 Ritual practices in early Japan, centered around the worship 
of nature, were later called Shinto, “the way of the gods,” pri-
marily to distinguish them from Buddhist practices when 
Buddhism reached Japan. Shinto, probably a consolidation 
of local nature-worship cults, has remained in contempo-
rary Japan as a particularly Japanese religion, with its own 
priesthood and temples inspired by the Buddhist example 

portion of the Indian population, they won some converts 
by force. Others converted because they found the Islamic 
emphasis on the equality of all men before Allah an attrac-
tive alternative to the hierarchical ordering of groups char-
acteristic of South Asian society. 

 Arab merchants, who had long been trading with Asia 
by sea, helped to spread Islam to Malaya and insular South-
east Asia, but this long process seems to have been fur-
thered more importantly by Indian merchant converts, 
whose role in the trade with Southeast Asia was larger as 
well as older. Mainland Southeast Asia remained devoted 
to Th eravada Buddhism (or to Confucianism in northern 
Vietnam), except for peninsular Malaya, which has always 
been more closely integrated with insular Southeast Asia. 
In China, Islam won substantial numbers of converts only 
among the people of the northwest and southwest frontiers. 
Although in time Chinese Muslims totaled many millions, 
they remained a tiny fraction of the Chinese population, 
and eventually most of them found it convenient to mod-
ify many of the Islamic strictures, including the fi ve daily 
prayers, the hajj, the strict observance of Ramadan, and 
the dietary prohibitions. Th eir descendants became almost 
indistinguishable from other Chinese, except in their 
avoidance of pork. Most Chinese kept to the Confucian–
Daoist way described earlier and continued to reject any 
theological religion, especially of foreign origin, as Islam, 
Buddhism, and Christianity all were. 

 Th e mystic version of Islam, Sufi sm, developed fi rst at 
Baghdad in the eighth and ninth centuries and later spread 
through the Muslim world. Sufi sm taught that  individuals 
could fi nd salvation only through meditation and prayer 
and by cutting their ties with society, living like a Hindu 
sadhu. Sufi s studied the Qur’an and followed other  spiritual 
exercises but drew their inspiration  primarily from their 
own eff orts to understand pure truth through  meditation. 
Th ey aimed to acquire an intimacy with Allah and a vision 
of his creation. Th e name  Sufi   derived from the white 
woolen cloak worn by devotees, rather like the gown 
used by Christian monks. Sufi sm grew especially in India, 
where the old tradition of mysticism, denial of the mate-
rial world, and meditation off ered congenial ground. Th e 
blind Muslim poet Kabir of Banaras (1440–1518) was a Sufi  
and inspired many thousands to follow his example. Th e 
emperor Akbar of Mughal India (1542–1605) became a Sufi . 
But the  message of Sufi sm was not  denominational, and it 
appealed to many people of other religions besides Islam. 
Th e Sufi  was largely free of doctrine, but in India  especially, 
Sufi  orders were founded with formal  ceremonies of 
 initiation and a  hierarchy of disciples and spiritual  directors. 
Sufi s could be found in many walks of life:  scholars, rulers, 
 teachers, and wandering holy men. Th ey sought direct, 
intuitive  experience of the divine reality and prayed for 
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Worship at Shinto shrines and temples is equally simple: 
clapping the hands to attract the god’s attention, bowing, 
and usually leaving a small gift  as sacrifi ce. At the same time, 
shrines and temples are oft en the sites of festivals with a car-
nival atmosphere, booths selling food, large and sometimes 
noisy crowds, and various amusements, accompanied by 
a good deal of drinking and high jinks. Th e persistence of 
Shinto can be seen not only as an assertion of Japanese dis-
tinctiveness despite the massive wave of Chinese and later 
Western infl uences but also as a celebration of the outstand-
ingly beautiful Japanese landscape.  

  Asian Religions: Some 

Reflections 

 Most East Asians have always been eclectic in religion, 
weaving into their beliefs and practices elements from dif-
ferent religious traditions. Confucianism and Daoism are 
dominant everywhere except in Japan where Buddhism or 
Shinto share attention with Confucianism. Th ese comple-
mentary parts form a whole, representing the spiritual life 
of nearly a third of the world. Each part of the combination 
has its undeniable appeal, and it is not hard to see why most 
people followed both or a combination of all three, depend-
ing on their circumstances or even moods. Christian mis-
sionaries found the religious ground already thoroughly 
occupied in Asia, by Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucian-
ism, Daoism, Shinto, and Islam, all old and sophisticated 
religions with a long literate and philosophical tradition. 
Although Jews and Christians were represented by small 
branches in southern India from Roman times, and even in 
Tang China, the later missionary eff ort never made much 
headway in an Asia already richly supplied with religions 
that had long been part of each major culture. 

 Hinduism remained largely peculiar to India and in many 
ways simply the main channel of Indian culture, including its 
nonreligious aspects. Th e same tended to be true for Confu-
cianism in China, which was little altered by being spread to 
Korea, Vietnam, and Japan. Since these other areas admired 
and accepted so much of Chinese culture and left  it largely 
unchanged, Confucianism, more perhaps a moral than a 
religious system, became a part of their own cultures as well. 
Confucianism thus became a transcultural or transnational 
institution, while Hinduism remained virtually synonymous 
with Indianism. Buddhism divided early into two separate 
schools, Th eravada and Mahayana, and as it spread eastward 
from India brought some aspects of Indian culture with it, 
including art forms, and developed some characteristics 
refl ecting each of the diff erent cultures that adopted it. 

 Of all the great religions originating in Asia, only Chris-
tianity, Buddhism, and Islam claimed to be universal creeds 

but quite distinctive otherwise. It is an interesting survival 
of what is still readily recognizable as an animistic cult or 
cults typical of most preliterate societies but overlaid more 
extensively or extinguished elsewhere long ago. Shinto has 
never been an organized body of thought or even what we 
might call a religion. It never developed a clear moral code 
or coherent philosophy but did preserve early notions of 
ritual purity. Physical dirt, death, childbirth, illness, men-
struation, and sexual intercourse were all seen as pollut-
ing and had to be ceremonially cleansed or exorcised by a 
priest. Priests also acted as diviners and mediums, like the 
shamans of Korea and China. 

 Shinto attributes divinity not only to the forces of nature 
but also to its manifestations, such as mountains, big trees, 
waterfalls, or unusual rocks, all of which are said to con-
tain  kami , or a divine spirit. Earlier fertility cults, or aspects 
of them, were also incorporated, including a rice god and 
phallic symbols. Modern Japanese society is still notable for 
its insistence on cleanliness, at least at home and in what is 
referred to as “private space,” if not always in “public space.” 
Water, especially running water, is still seen as pure and 
purifying—hence the tiny spring (sometimes artifi cial) and 
pool with dipper provided in the forecourt of every tem-
ple and shrine (not just Shinto ones), where the worship-
per or tourist can cleanse him/herself before entering the 
sacred area proper. Th is is a very Shinto notion, and it is 
possible that the Japanese fondness for bathing, especially 
for hot baths as the proper close to a day, may go back to 
early Shinto or pre-Shinto origins. Th is is still more plau-
sible when one considers the great number of natural hot 
springs in this volcanic country, still much visited and used 
for bathing, and the obvious power of nature that they rep-
resent, a kind of opening into the navel of the earth where 
titanic forces were generated, as in volcanic eruptions, 
which of course are closely linked to hot springs. 

 All over Japan one can still see beautiful Shinto shrines, 
beautiful not only because they celebrate nature and because 
they are located in natural beauty spots but also because 
of their classically simple architectural style. Most of the 
shrines are surrounded by tall trees, others are tiny things 
the size of a large birdhouse, with natural bark-covered 
roofs, dotted in the mountains, far from human habitation. 
Th e most famous shrine-temple is at Ise, on the peninsula 
that stretches south from the Kyoto area. Ise is the chief cen-
ter of the Sun Goddess cult, and the shrine’s graceful simple 
lines are designed to fi t in without a discordant note to the 
trees and nearby stream. It was probably built some time in 
the sixth century  c.e.  but is lovingly rebuilt every 20 years 
on precisely the same pattern and, thus, gives us a glimpse 
of what early Japanese temple architecture must have been 
like. In the approaches to every temple and many shrines is a 
 torii , or simple open gateway, to signal sacred ground ahead. 
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God’s creation, and it behooves them, therefore, to adjust, 
while seeking the image of God in nature, rather than in 
themselves. Th e sages and holy men who sought wisdom 
and the understanding of God or of the cosmos sought it 
in nature, in the mountains far from human distractions. 
Th ere was no conception of the natural world as an enemy 
to be fought against or overcome, a concept found espe-
cially in later Christianity. Nature is instead seen as a nur-
turing mother or an inspiring model. Adapting to it and 
understanding it are the keys both to earthly success and to 
spiritual and moral truth. 

 Such a thread runs deeply through Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, Confucianism, Daoism, and Shinto; this concept is 
far weaker, absent, or explicitly opposite in Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam, as in the Book of Genesis with its call to 
the human world to “have dominion” over all the world of 
nature, or in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century West-
ern drive for “the conquest of nature.” One might perhaps 
argue that Judaism, out of which Christianity grew in part, 
and later Islam, were conceived in a harsher environment 
than the great religions of Asia farther east, where it may be 
easier to see nature as benefi cent and nurturing and people 
as prospering through adjusting to, accepting, and admir-
ing it. Whatever the reasons, Asia west of India followed a 
diff erent religious path. 

for all people everywhere, and only Christianity and Islam 
included organized eff orts at conversion, both by force or 
conquest and by preaching. Yet both also carried large ele-
ments of the cultures where they were most deeply rooted: 
Western European civilization and its values for Christian-
ity; Arabic language and culture for Islam. Although both 
religions originated in western Asia, the great majority of 
Asians were content with their own far older and more 
sophisticated religious traditions, and there were few 
openings for what were seen as alien faiths, promoted by 
resented outsiders. 

 All of the religions originating in monsoon Asia, from 
Hinduism through Buddhism and Confucianism to Dao-
ism and Shinto, recognize that there is evil in the world, 
and even evil people, but none of them ever developed the 
sharp dichotomy (or dualism) between good and evil that is 
characteristic of Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. In the Indian and Chinese view, all of creation is the 
work of God (or Heaven, the creative principle), which thus 
necessarily includes both good and bad, or what is seen by 
humans as good and bad. Consequently, there was no con-
ception of original sin inherent in individuals, no Garden 
of Eden or early innocence from which people then fell into 
error and suff ered punishment because they had broken 
God’s rules. Evil was understood as part of God’s created 
world, not as some human aberration. 

 Bad behavior was acknowledged and might be punished 
in this world and the next, but the basic presumption was 
that people were born and remained intrinsically good, 
not with built-in inclinations to “sin.” Th eir misbehavior 
was seen as a failure of society, which God created imper-
fect, and of the individual’s straying from the teaching and 
model of her or his elders or superiors, as in Confucianism, 
or from the established rules of her or his dharma in Hin-
duism and Buddhism, as made clear by priests and sages. 
People were seen not as morally lost when they strayed 
from the path but as always redeemable through education 
or through renewed eff orts at right behavior, aided by piety 
and meditation. Return to virtue, or “merit,” might also be 
won by good deeds, including charity, or simply by leading, 
in the Christian words, “a godly, righteous, and sober life,” 
but never by having one’s sins magically forgiven by priestly 
or other ritual, since sins were never seen or even acknowl-
edged in such a light. Nor was faith or the acceptance of any 
creed ever seen as paramount, if important at all; people 
were judged by their actions.    

 One further distinction between all of these eastern 
Asian religions on the one hand and Christianity, Judaism, 
and Islam on the other is their acceptance of the natural 
world as good, as part of a divine creation that is greater 
and more powerful than humankind but, like humans, is 
a part of the cosmos. People occupy a humbler place in 

       “Shri Ambaji Mataji” Amba is another name for Goddess 
Durga—the wife of Shiva—shown in one of her terrible 
forms.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  
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  Note 
   1.   The Indian world of South Asia, often called the Indian 

Subcontinent, includes the modern states of Pakistan, 
India, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka.   

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Hinduism 
  http://www.uni-giessen.de/~gk1415/hinduism.htm  
 A detailed site about Hinduism from the  Gazetteer of India ; 
provides valuable information ranging from a general intro-
duction to schools of thought and movements of reform, with 
sublinks. 

  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/india/indiasbook.html  
 A detailed  Indian History Sourcebook , with good references 
on various aspects of Indian history, religion, and civilization. 

  http://www.has.vcu.edu/wrs/  
 A detailed presentation of religious movements, with cross-
references to additional Web sites. 

  http://plato.stanford.edu/contents.html  
 Entry point to the  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy , which 
has detailed discussions of the various Asian religious tradi-
tions, including extensive bibliographies of suggested follow-
up readings.  

  Buddhism 
  http://www.ciolek.com/WWWVL-Buddhism.html  
 One-stop access to the leading information facilities in the 
fields of Buddhism and Buddhist studies.  

  Daoism and Shinto 
  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/eastasia/eastasiasbook.html  
 Access to the  East Asia Sourcebook , which has extensive cov-
erage of the various religious traditions of East Asia. 

  http://jinja.jp/english/  
 The Shinto Online Network, an excellent resource for Shinto 
history, thought, and practice. 

  http://www.daoistcenter.org/  
 The Center for Daoist Studies, with extensive coverage of 
Daoism in history, scripture, and society.   

  Suggestions for Further Reading 
 Basham, A. L., ed.  Th e Origins and Development of Classical 

Hinduism.  Boston: Beacon Press, 1989. 
 Callicot, J. B., and Ames, R. T., eds.  Nature in Asia: Traditions 

of Th ought.  Albany: SUNY Press, 1989. 
 Chamberlayne, J. II.  China and Its Religious Inheritance.  

 London: Allen and Unwin, 1993. 
 Cheng, C. Y.  New Dimensions of Confucian and Neo- Confucian 

Philosophy.  Albany: SUNY Press, 1991. 
 Cragg, K., and Speight, R. M.  Th e House of Islam,  3d ed. 

 Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1988. 
 Dalrymple, W.  Nine Lives: In Search of the Sacred in Modern 

India . New York: Knopf, 2010. 

 Judaism and Islam specifi cally assign women more lim-
ited roles in religious and social life, as does Confucianism 
and Pauline Christianity, although to a lesser degree. It must 
be remembered, however, that, in all probability, women 
were the leading religious fi gures in prehistoric times, 
as attested by the numerous statues of the earth goddess 
found at so many Paleolithic and Neolithic sites. Women 
were worshipped as fertility fi gures, and the earth goddess 
fi gures are shown with swollen bellies and large breasts. It 
may have been some time before it was realized that male 
insemination was necessary for pregnancy. In any case, the 
chief religious fi gures were women, priestesses, and keepers 
of the sacred places, as is still the case in India, as it was in 
classical Greece. Women were believed to have greater spir-
itual powers and greater intuition. Th is may have been why 
many shamans, those who mediate with the spirit world, in 
Korea and Japan were women. A little of this was preserved 
in the cult of the Virgin Mary and the many other female 
saints of the Catholic Church. Th e religion brought into 
India by the Aryan migrants refl ected their warlike culture, 
and its blending with the preexisting religion of the Indus 
people still refl ects that, although male fi gures, like Shiva, 
are accompanied by female counterparts such as Parvati, 
Kali, and Durga. Confucianism was a later development 
and it refl ects what had by then become a patriarchal soci-
ety. Buddhism, Daoism, and Shinto make only little dis-
tinction between male and female, but Buddhism does have 
its female deities, most importantly Guanyin (Kannon in 
Japan), to whom women pray for intercession.   

     Questions 

  1.    Even though all major religions originated in Asia, 
including Christianity and Islam, those that have 
remained dominant in Asia show clear diff erence from 
the Christianity and Judaism dominant in the West. 
How does the phrase “Eden was preserved in the East” 
refl ect these diff erences?   

  2.    What are the fundamental diff erences between 
Th eravada and Mahayana Buddhism; Daoism and 
Confucianism; Hinduism and Buddhism; Buddhism 
and Confucianism; Shinto and Buddhism; Islam and 
Hinduism; Sunni/Shi’a and Sufi  Islam?   

  3.    Is Confucianism a religion or is it better thought of as a 
moral code?   

  4.    What do Sufi  Islam and Bhakti Hinduism have in 
common? What were the features of Sufi  Islam, in 
contrast to the Shi’a and Sunni traditions, which 
initially made it the most appealing version of Islam, 
and the basis of early conversions among already well-
established Asian societies?   

  5.    What role do female divines assume in Asian religious 
tradition?    
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    This Chapter Offers a broad survey of the societies of Asia and 
fi nds, despite the diff erences among them, many similarities, espe-

cially in their emphasis on hierarchical ranking (as in the Indian caste 
system and also markedly in East Asia), the primacy of the family and 
of larger groups beyond it within the context of group solidarity and 
group eff ort, and patterns of marriage and sexuality and child rearing. 
It then considers the status of women before recent movements to pro-
mote gender equality, the importance of education and learning, mate-
rial welfare, attitudes toward nature and human life, and the role of 
law. In this chapter we stress continuities, setting the stage for the more 
detailed analyses to follow, which will do more to highlight the changes 
over the centuries in societies across Asia.      

 As is still true today to a large extent, Asian societies have shown a 
remarkable similarity in their emphasis on hierarchical status group-
ings based primarily on age, gender, and occupation or social role. 
Th ey also stressed, and still stress, the subordination of individual 
interests to the common interest of the group: family, village, caste, 
guild, or other occupational unit. Individuals advanced or lost status 
as members of groups, as the groups advanced, prospered, or declined, 
or as the individuals grew older. Many of the achievements of the Asian 
past are attributable to this acceptance of the need to work together in 
pursuit of common goals. 

 People were discouraged from trying to operate on their own, and 
certainly from attempting to challenge, subvert, get around, or change 
the group-oriented social system. Th e system rewarded those who 
worked within it and provided both material and emotional security. 
In fact there were few attempts to change. Th ose who tried to “rock 
the boat” or to avoid behaving like “team players” were oft en seen as 
troublemakers or even dangerous radicals, threatening group solidar-
ity and welfare or even the entire social order, whose preservation was 
the primary goal. Individualism and individual expression, so highly 
valued in the modern West, were seen as antisocial, disruptive, self-
ish, and destructive of the group interest (which of course they oft en 
are). Deviants were, thus, oft en ostracized or punished but in any case 
condemned, unless their deviance was expressed in an acceptable 
form, as with Buddhist hermits, Daoist eccentrics, Hindu sadhus, 
and Sufi mystics. 

 The Societies of Asia 
    Chapter 3 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Social Hierarchies  

     The Family  

     Sexual Behavior  

     The Status of Women  

     Education, Literacy, and the Printed Word  

     Material Welfare    
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or when new rulers took over, the traditional values and 
social systems were usually reasserted and basic change 
in those respects was seldom attempted. Th e authority 
of those with superior status, including family heads and 
 elders, was seldom questioned, still less defi ed; people were 
supposed to follow their directions, a pattern still widely 
observable in contemporary Asia. Th is heritage contin-
ues to make Asian versions of what we call democracy 
distinctive at least in its social forms, and diff erent from 
the patterns and attitudes of the modern West. Individu-
als could advance through education, and this was stressed 
more than in any non-Asian society. But in doing so they 
became members of the small elite groups of educated men 
(rarely women) that tended to work as a unit, rather like a 
guild. Th e clearest illustration of this is the scholar-gentry 
group of China. 

 Asian social systems particularly disadvantaged women, 
except in Southeast Asia, and the young (including younger 
brothers), as well as tending to stifl e individual initiative. 
No social system is perfect, and none satisfy all legitimate 
claims or needs. In Asia the emphasis on the group may 
have been related to the need for directed, cooperative 
eff ort in the highly intensive agricultural system (includ-
ing the need for irrigation) that dominated the economy, 
and to the relatively small place of manufacturing or 
long-distance trade. Th is is one reason why Southeast 
Asia is distinctive—many of its people were involved in 
fi shing and the sea trade over the centuries, and women 
took on important roles in commerce as men took to the 
sea. In other parts of Asia, the subjugation of women may 
have been related to the physical demands of agriculture, 
although peasant women took full part in agricultural 
labor and other manual tasks, as they still do. In later cen-
turies, as urbanization and nonagricultural occupations 
grew, women were less mobile and thus less able to take 
advantage of new opportunities, leading, perhaps, to even 
more subjugation within the family. 

 More important was the perceived need for sons. 
Women were valued mainly as mothers or potential 
 mothers. In most of Asia, wives became (and still become) 
members of their husbands’ families and could not provide 
support for their own parents. Th us, sons were essential 
to care for  parents, especially in their old age, and to carry 
on the  family line. Nevertheless most families were small, 
 averaging only a little over two children; mortality was high, 
and only the well-to-do could support greater  numbers. Th e 
pressure for sons still weakens eff orts to reduce  family size 
in India and China as death rates have fallen, since parents 
tend to keep trying until they can  produce at least one son, 
or preferably two—and also retards the eff orts to improve 
the status of women. 

 Given the relative stability and the impressive accom-
plishments of Asian societies, it must be acknowledged that 
their social systems and values worked well, however diff er-
ent they were from modern Western norms. As the tradi-
tional Chinese proverb, revived by the Communist govern-
ment aft er 1949, put it, “When there is water in the big river, 
the little streams will be full also.” In other words, individu-
als benefi ted best from devoting themselves to strength-
ening the group enterprise, which in turn rewarded them. 
Th e alternative, having people follow their own inclina-
tions or ambitions, was seen as leading to disorder or even 
chaos, considered the greatest of all catastrophes and one 
from which everyone suff ered. Put another way, it is said 
that Asian societies operated on the principle that “the 
acknowledgment of limits leads to happiness.” Modern 
Western ideas of freedom had little place in Asian societies 
until recently. Freedom is not easy to defi ne in English, or 
in American usage, although the word is used a great deal. 
Th e closest equivalent in many Asian languages is “absence 
of rules,” perhaps one version of the traditional American 
“Don’t fence me in,” or “Don’t tread on me.” But to many 
Asian people absence of rules had primarily bad connota-
tions and was associated with chaos and disorder as well as 
with the weakening or destruction of the achievements for 
all that group eff ort could produce. 

 One measure of the success of Asian social systems were 
their survival, largely unchanged, for some 2,000 years 
in India and China and only slightly less long in the rest 
of Asia. Even contemporary Japan—despite its consider-
able degree of Westernization, including its political and 
legal systems and its spectacular material success through 
industrialization and technological progress—still fi ts 
most of the just-mentioned generalizations about social 
norms; indeed, its modern success is oft en attributed to 
group eff ort within a hierarchically organized society. 
Contemporary China and Korea, with their own recent 
successes (and their reluctance to support Western-style 
“freedoms”), have followed a similar path. Th e same is true 
to varying degrees of most of Southeast Asia. India was 
profoundly infl uenced by the long period of British colo-
nial control, and its political, legal, and economic systems 
are closer to modern Western models, but its larger society, 
including the family and the village (where most Indians 
still live), retains many of the traditional norms described 
previously. In contemporary Asia as a whole, authority, 
power, and patronage still tend to be controlled by heads of 
groups: family, village, work or administrative units, cor-
porations, and even states. 

 Th e longevity of Asian social systems suggests that they 
delivered rewards and satisfaction to most people most 
of the time. When political orders collapsed in the past, 
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Pakistan, India, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. Caste 
evolved as a sociocultural rather than religious practice, 
but with some religious concepts woven in. It is still prac-
ticed by South Asian Muslims, Christians, and Buddhists 
(in Sri Lanka and Nepal). Compared to China, no strong 
central, let alone national, state emerged. India’s religious 
diversity aft er the forcible advent of Islam, and its great lin-
guistic variety, made the cultural scene still more diverse 
or even confused and confl icted. Caste provided a system 
of social organization that was otherwise largely lacking 
and gave each individual a sense of belonging in the form 
of membership in a larger group beyond the basic nexus of 
the family. Caste operated also as a mutual benefi t society, 
helping caste members who were in material trouble, set-
tling disputes, and working as a common interest group on 
behalf of the welfare of all members, including eff orts to 
upgrade the caste’s relative status, help in arranging mar-
riage partners, and response to other basic needs. 

 Ritual pollution and purity became the essence of caste 
defi nition, drawing boundaries of intergroup interaction, 
but its operative units were and are caste communities, 
or  jati , commonly linked to occupation: potters, weavers, 
farmers, etc. Each jati was and is endogamous (restricting 
marriage to fellow jati members), and members are forbid-
den to eat with or accept food or water from any members 
of other jatis. Caste cannot be changed, any more than one 
can change the place where one was born. Individual status 
might improve or degrade as a caste group rose or fell in the 
hierarchy.    

 Th ose outside the original four  varnas  (priests, warriors, 
farmers and merchants, and artisans and service providers —
see  Chapter   4    ) came to be regarded as outcasts, and in later 
centuries dalits (“untouchables”), since their touch or even 
their shadow could defi le. Th eir occupations were defi ling 
in themselves—they performed the essential services of 

  Social Hierarchies 

 Asian societies are hierarchically based, marked not only 
by the uniquely Indian institution of caste but also by the 
status groupings associated with kingship, feudal-style rela-
tions, occupation, age, gender, and levels of literacy and 
learning. Th e emphasis on achieving status through learn-
ing remains a distinctive aspect of Indian, Chinese, Korean, 
and Japanese societies to the present day. Th e importance 
attached to education and learning, both for prestige and 
for advancement, was and is greater in most of Asia than 
elsewhere, but education beyond primary or intermediate 
grades still does not include most Asians outside Japan, and 
it was even more restricted in the past. In most Asian soci-
eties, it was a relatively tiny elite who acquired full literacy 
and advanced learning, and through them, superior status, 
authority, and power. For most Asians, an individual’s place 
in the social hierarchy is still the most important single 
determinant of how he or she must behave, and the proper 
observance of hierarchical rules is the most basic means 
of preserving social and political harmony. Southeast Asia 
has remained fundamentally diff erent from China, Korea, 
India, and Japan, perhaps not only because of the infl u-
ences of Buddhism and Islam, both of which stress equal-
ity, but also because of geographic and political diff erences, 
Southeast Asia being at the center of maritime trade routes 
and diffi  cult for powerful agrarian-based states to control. 
Kingship and the hierarchies related to it were, however, 
common in Southeast Asia too. 

  Caste and the Social Order in India 
 In contrast to the merit-based system of China founded 
on examinations, and its variants in Vietnam, Korea, 
and Japan, caste was decreed by birth and aff ected nearly 
all South Asians including those living in what are now 

       Brahmin blessing worshipers, Meenakshi Temple, 
Madurai, Tamil Nadu, India.      (Melvyn Longhurst/
Alamy)  
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oft en meant an area with a radius of little more than 50 or 
75 miles, beyond which one entered or merged with a dif-
ferent dialectical, linguistic, or cultural region. As in all pre-
modern societies, most people moved about very little from 
where they were born. India was not diff erent in these terms 
from the rest of Asia, or from medieval Europe, except that 
more Indians took part in periodic religious pilgrimages to 
sacred sites, sometimes at considerable distances from their 
native places. People traveled in groups, not only for better 
security and for company but also because they oft en could 
not communicate with pilgrims from other areas, and they 
camped at the pilgrimage site in the same groups, preparing 
meals and interacting only with one another.  

  Social Hierarchy in East Asia 
 Despite the uniqueness of caste, Indian society conformed 
in other respects to the dominant Asian social model, of 
which China is another principal example. China’s socio-
political order was the original model for the rest of East 
Asia and China remains overwhelmingly its largest and 
most populous unit. In China during the imperial era, 
which lasted from the third century  b.c.e.  to 1911, power, 
responsibility, and status formed a pyramidal structure, 
with the emperor at the top as a truly absolute monarch. 
Below him were appointed offi  cials in a series of grades: 
councilors, provincial governors, and generals, down to 
the district magistrates in counties, all of whom eventually 
were selected from the ranks of the scholar-gentry who had 
passed the third level of the imperial examinations. 

 But this was not merely a political pyramid, and it did 
not act alone. Th e emperor and his offi  cials had as their 
highest duty the setting of a good example, of “virtuous 
conduct.” Th ey were seen, and saw themselves, as fathers to 
the people, since the family was the basis of social order in 
Asia to an even greater extent than in most other societies. 
In theory, if the emperor and his offi  cials behaved properly 
and responsibly, others in the social hierarchy would do so 
as well. In practice, social order, or in Confucian parlance, 
the “Great Harmony,” was preserved primarily by the fam-
ily system; this operated in much the same way in the rest 
of Asia. Th e family was the state in microcosm. Younger 
people deferred to their elders, as did wives to their hus-
bands and social “inferiors” to their “superiors.” Th is was 
the Confucian formula for happiness and social harmony, 
which spread with the rest of Confucianism to Korea, Viet-
nam, and Japan. But it was in most respects paralleled by 
Indian social mores. For all Asians, age was equated with 
wisdom and authority.  

  Southeast Asia 
 Th e hierarchical structure of society was less pronounced 
in Southeast Asia, sometimes attributed to the egalitarian 

cleaning and sweeping and disposing of the dead bodies of 
animals and people, including the tanning of leather from 
hides and the making of leather goods. Most of the dalits 
also ate meat, even beef, forbidden to higher-caste Hindus 
or Buddhists, and lived in squalid, segregated ghettoes. In 
Buddhist Japan, a comparable group emerged, people now 
referred to as  burakumin , or “hamlet people,” who were also 
considered untouchable and for the same reasons, although 
the Japanese did not adopt the rest of the caste system and 
may even have been unaware of it. 

 But caste distinctions seem not to have been observed 
rigidly until relatively late in Indian history, in Gupta times 
(fi ft h century  c.e. ). Escape from caste was always pos-
sible through religious devotion, again underlining caste’s 
nonreligious nature. Th e ascetic sadhu, or holy man, was, 
regardless of his earthly origins, supposed to be beyond 
caste and honored by all. Such fi gures and other mystics 
were and remain, like priests (Brahmins), far more numer-
ous in India than elsewhere. For many centuries all South 
Asians have known what jati they were born into, but it is 
not really part of their religion, perhaps no more than gene-
alogy, social class, or occupation are for Christians. 

 Caste has remained a highly fl exible system. Although 
individuals are born into a given jati, by sustained group 
eff ort any jati might raise its status, oft en by adopting the 
religious, dietary, and other practices of higher-status 
groups and by asserting higher status. Th is process is called 
“Sanskritization,” from the use of Sanskrit rituals associated 
with the Brahmins. In addition, the power of group action 
can be a potent weapon, especially in politics. Th is is partic-
ularly characteristic of Asian societies, where the individual 
is important primarily as a member of a group, whether 
family, clan, caste, guild, or regional or linguistic division. 

 Caste also served the need for some form of hierarchi-
cal order in a region of complex divisions. As fresh invad-
ers, new religions, and new cultures and peoples came into 
India, no single culture, language, religion, or state emerged 
as permanently dominant. In this bewildering context, 
caste provided a sense of group identity, a means of sup-
port and defense, and a cultural vehicle as well, since each 
jati was necessarily local and shared a common language. 
Occupational associations for most jati meant that they 
also functioned as the equivalent of guilds and mutual-
support groups. Caste was less a matter of religious than of 
social ordering, and the hierarchy it involved was perhaps 
less important than the day-to-day supporting functions it 
served, while at the same time it made social mobility pos-
sible for group members. 

 Brahmins, the learned, priestly caste, have always been 
as widely distributed as Hinduism, but nearly all other jati 
remain limited to much smaller areas, speaking a common 
regional language and sharing a common local culture. Th is 
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relative economic freedom of women and their income-
earning ability, mainly in trade, made it easier for them to 
leave an unsatisfactory marriage. Th is seems to have made 
both spouses try harder to make the marriage work. 

 What was called “temporary marriage” oft en took the 
place of prostitution as a means of providing foreign trad-
ers with female companions, an arrangement that appar-
ently brought no shame on the woman and may even have 
increased her appeal as a marriage partner, in part because 
she was well paid for her services. Husbands, including 
“temporary” husbands, generally treated their wives with 
respect. An early English observer in 1606, on seeing a Chi-
nese beat his Vietnamese wife (although they were living 
in Java) commented that this would never have been tol-
erated if his wife had been a local woman, “for the Javans 
will hardly suff er them to beat their women.” Th ere was 
deep prejudice against political power for women in most 
of mainland Asia (East and South plus Burma, Th ailand, 
and Vietnam), but in Indonesia and the Philippines there 
were occasional women rulers, and in a few areas most rul-
ers were female. Women were also oft en used as diplomatic 
and commercial negotiators because they were seen as 
more reasonable and less bound by male codes of aggres-
sion or “honor.”   

  The Family 

 With the exception of Southeast Asia, the paternalistic 
family was a hierarchical structure in which group welfare 
took precedence over individual preferences. Th e father 
was like a little emperor, not only with absolute power but 
also with absolute responsibility. Filial obedience was the 
cardinal Asian virtue; loyalty and obligation to parents and 
elders was rigid and infl exible, but it produced a tight-knit 
unit. In family relations age was the major determinant. 
Th ree generations commonly lived under one roof, and 
the grandfather was thus the dominant fi gure, although his 
place might be taken aft er his death by his widow. Younger 
sons were subject to their older brothers, wives and sisters 
to their husbands and brothers, and all to the eldest male. 
Individual initiative other than by the patriarch was not tol-
erated; the welfare of the family as interpreted by him came 
fi rst and all decisions were accordingly made by the elder 
members. It was the duty of each family to care for its older 
members, as well as to be ruled by them. Th e larger society 
had no adequate mechanisms for taking care of the elderly, 
so they died in the households where they were born, or in 
total penury in the few cases where they had no surviving 
children.    

 Family continuity also had a semireligious aspect, not 
only in the context of Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, and 
Japanese “ancestor worship” but also in India. Th e oldest 

emphasis of both Buddhism and Islam, but even before 
these religions spread to the area the society appears to have 
been more open, less rigidly stratifi ed, and with far more 
opportunity or even equality for women. However, age and 
learning were respected in Southeast Asia too, although 
status or authority was usually associated with kingship, 
religious piety, or achievement. Southeast Asian women 
played important economic roles, as they still do, especially 
in trading and the management of family business. Women 
had diff erent functions from men, but these included rice 
cultivation, handicraft  production, and marketing. Perhaps 
their chief distinction from men was the bearing of chil-
dren, which tended to attribute magical and ritual powers 
to them. 

 In part for these reasons, daughters were valued far 
more highly than in the rest of Asia or in Europe; indeed, 
they were regarded as an economic asset. Southeast Asians 
commonly practiced bilateral kinship, in which inheri-
tance might pass through either the male or female ances-
tors. At marriage, money and property were transferred 
from a husband’s to his wife’s family, whereas in most of 
the rest of Asia a bride had to be given with a dowry, oft en 
a heavy burden to her parents who were at the same time 
losing her help. Many Southeast Asian grooms had to pay 
a “bride-price,” a kind of reverse dowry. Southeast Asian 
married couples oft en moved to the wife’s village or family 
rather than the other way around as in the rest of Asia, and 
property was held by the couple jointly. Property was fre-
quently inherited equally by all the children whatever their 
sex, again a departure from other Asian practice where the 
eldest son inherited all or most. In many parts of Southeast 
Asia women retained their own names and identities and 
sometimes passed them on to their children; property also 
could descend through the female line. Women took an 
active and oft en initiating part in courtship and lovemak-
ing, and in that sphere seem to have been fully the equals of 
men, if not dominant. Divorce was relatively easy for both 
partners, far more so than in the rest of Asia, but monog-
amy was the standard, except for rulers. Women could ini-
tiate divorce, and remarriage by divorced women was rela-
tively easy, again unlike the rest of Asia. 

 Early European observers of Southeast Asia in the six-
teenth century, whose own early modern cultures were 
oft en rather prudish about sex and frowned on premari-
tal sexual activity, were shocked at the behavior of South-
east Asians. Portuguese described the Malays as “fond of 
music and given to love,” while all Southeast Asians were 
said to be “very lasciviously given, both men and women.” 
Dutch observers did note, however, that Southeast Asian 
women were “very constant when married, but very loose 
when single,” and that it was “thought to be an obstacle and 
an impediment to marriage for a girl to be a virgin.” Th e 
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centuries, the custom of foot-binding became widespread in 
China, infl icting dreadful pain on growing girls, emphasiz-
ing their role as erotic playthings, and defi ning their beauty 
in Confucian terms of self-sacrifi ce, domesticity, and obe-
dience. About the same period, the practice of  purdah , the 
veiling and sequestering of women, spread with the Muslim 
conquerors, even through northern India, where Hindu 
beliefs continued to dominate. 

 Few Asians questioned the family hierarchy. Th e fam-
ily operated as a collective entity; each member was both 
socially and legally responsible for the behavior of all other 
members. Collective responsibility, family pride, and the 
shame of family disgrace are still credited for the rela-
tively low rate of crime in much of Asia. Government from 
higher levels was far less necessary. Asian societies have 
been called self-regulating, and to a very large extent that 
was true. Th e price of this was the sacrifi ce of individual 
initiative, independence, and self-fulfi llment so prized by 
the modern West and now increasingly attractive in many 
parts of modern Asia. 

 Individuals moved through life only as members of fam-
ilies, as did members of larger groups such as castes, clans, 
or guilds. Yet there was a surprising amount of vertical 
mobility in Chinese society, which also explains the appeal 
of the Confucian system to the lower classes. Judging from 
the numerous biographies of successful examination can-
didates, as many as a third of the gentry group in each gen-
eration represented new blood. Th e Chinese had a proverb 
like our own: “Rags to riches in three generations,” and new 
entrants into the gentry group were matched by those suf-
fering downward mobility—“riches to rags”—about whom 
there are also numerous stories. Downward mobility was 
oft en said to have been hastened by the corrupting eff ects 
of wealth and its sapping of the ethic of hard work in  favor 
of luxurious and idle living. In Asian countries, families 

surviving son had the responsibility in all of these cultures 
to conduct funeral services for his parents and annual and 
periodic rituals thereaft er, theoretically forever, so as to 
ensure the well-being of the departed spirits and their con-
tinued help from the hereaft er. In China and India each 
generation’s eldest son might thus be responsible for rituals 
on behalf of past generations of ancestors, by name, over 
many preceding centuries. In Vietnam, Korea, and Japan 
similar practices developed, although continuity with the 
ancestral past was less extensive and rituals usually did not 
name ancestors for more than a few generations back. But 
the general Asian belief in the basic importance of fam-
ily and generational continuity and in the permanence of 
family and personal identity was a further expression of 
the central role of the family as the anchor for all individu-
als and their place in the temporal and spiritual worlds. It 
also underlined and gave a critical aspect to the importance 
of producing sons who could continue the family line and 
perform the rituals for those who had died, functions that 
were seen as essential for both the dead and the living. 

 A new Asian bride was the servant of the husband’s fam-
ily and was oft en victimized by a tyrannical mother-in-law. 
Th is classic confl ict refl ected the distribution of power in a 
traditional Asian home, in which a bride had the potential 
to undermine the security, power, and happiness of the older 
woman whose closest relationships were oft en with her 
sons. More so than in the West, Asian girls could be married 
against their wishes and had little or no right of refusal—
except by committing suicide. An entire genre of Asian sto-
ries was devoted to this theme. In a typical story, a bride was 
carried in an enclosed cart or sedan chair to her new hus-
band’s family; when the curtains were opened, an unwill-
ing bride would sometimes be found to have killed her-
self. Marriage was seen as a business arrangement between 
families, not as an individual choice or a love match. In later 

       An Indian extended family portrait, c. 1890.      (Th e Granger 
Collection, New York)  
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that is, the bride, who was almost invariably recruited 
from another village to avoid inbreeding, left  her family 
and became a member of her husband’s family. Under this 
patrilocal arrangement, she was the lowest-status mem-
ber until she had borne a son. She might visit her parents 
occasionally, but she was lost to them as a family member 
or helper and cost them heavily in dowry. Girls were oft en 
loved as much as boys, but on practical grounds they were 
of far less value, although girls did much of the household 
work. Sons were essential for family continuity and secu-
rity. Because life was an uncertain business and death rates 
were high, especially in the early years of life, most fami-
lies tried to produce more than one son. Girls, on the other 
hand, might be sold in hard times as servants or concubines 
in rich households. Th e childless family was truly bankrupt 
and might even pay relatively large sums to acquire a son by 
adoption. A wife who failed to produce a son aft er a reason-
able amount of time was commonly returned to her parents 
as useless, for the prime purpose of marriage was perpetu-
ation of the male line. It was not known until recently that 
the sex of a child is determined by the father or that child-
lessness may result from male as well as from female ste-
rility, so the woman was always blamed. In time, however, 
most women became willing and even enthusiastic mem-
bers of their husbands’ families, passing on these attitudes 
to their children. Eventually they might sometimes achieve 
considerable power. 

 Marriage was seen by all as a contract between fami-
lies for the furthering of their interests. Virtually all mar-
riages were arranged by the families, usually through a 
go-between. Go-betweens were oft en older widows who 
surveyed the assortment of suitable partners in the area. 
Th ey made it their business to keep informed, to investi-
gate the characters of prospective partners and their family 
circumstances, and to do at least the preliminary negotia-
tions. Th e small fee they charged was oft en their primary 
income. Bride and groom had usually not met before their 
wedding. Sometimes they might be allowed to express 
preferences, although these might be overruled in the 
 family interest. Compatibility was rarely considered, and 
love marriages were extremely rare, although aff ection 
might grow in time. 

 Divorce was rare in Asia outside the Southeast, but 
though diffi  cult, was still possible. Remarriage was even 
more diffi  cult if not impossible, and that knowledge proba-
bly helped people try harder to make their marriages work. 
It doubtless helped too that romantic expectation levels 
were not as high as in the modern West. People were trained 
to put individual wants second to family interest. Th ere is 
abundant evidence from biographies, memoirs, popular 
literature, and legal records that most marriages were suc-
cessful within these terms, and that husbands and wives 

and sometimes villages, clans, or guilds squeezed their 
resources to support promising boys through the lengthy 
education needed for entry to the scholarly ranks, in eff ect 
as their representative and as one who could bring prestige 
and profi t. Many Asian-American families and students 
continue this tradition, at least for a generation or two, 
including the realization that education, like anything else 
worth having, cannot be achieved without hard work. 

 Th e larger society off ered few support mechanisms. 
Without a family or descendants to care for them, the sick, 
the poor, and the elderly could not survive. In the Hindu 
and Buddhist countries, minimal shelter and food were 
available to all at temples, as they still are, but in most of 
Asia the production of off spring, especially sons, was the 
overriding goal for simple self-preservation. Th ose who did 
well in life were bound to help not only siblings but also 
uncles, aunts, cousins, and  their  families. 

 Th e bonds of obligation and collective responsibility 
reached throughout the extended family, which included all 
paternal and maternal relatives, or at least those with whom 
a given nuclear family was in touch. It was thus fortunately 
uncommon for individuals to be  wholly  without some fam-
ily connection and consequent claim for support, although 
for those whose relatives were too poor to off er much help—
which was not so uncommon—life was oft en a losing strug-
gle. Most Asian societies retain even now a complex variety 
of name designations for each of these kin relationships. 
One still does not refer merely to one’s brother, sister, uncle, 
aunt, or grandmother, but to elder or younger brother, fi rst, 
second, or third paternal uncle, maternal grandfather, and 
so on. Th is extended network of relationships not only put a 
heavy burden on individuals but also provided mutual sup-
port. Th ose unfortunate enough to have no surviving chil-
dren, spouses, or close relatives, especially true of widows, 
were oft en totally destitute and frequently starved or eked 
out a miserable existence by begging. 

  Marriage and Sexuality 
 Marriages were almost always arranged by agreement 
between the two families concerned. Dowries were com-
monly part of the marriage contract outside Southeast Asia, 
especially in India; in Southeast Asia the male’s family com-
monly paid a “bride-price.” Part of a woman’s dowry, again 
especially in India, was oft en, however, in the form of jew-
elry that remained her own and that could serve as a kind 
of security against hard times. Th e average age at marriage 
was lower, until well into the twentieth century, than in the 
medieval or early modern West: approximately 21 for males 
and 17 for females in China, 16 and 14 respectively in India, 
and 20 and 16 in Japan and Southeast Asia. 

 Except for most of Southeast Asia and a small region of 
South India, most marriage was and remains patrilocal; 
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children in general were welcomed and loved and much 
fuss was made over them. Th ey were oft en not formally 
named until they were about a year old and their survival 
was more assured; to give them names earlier was oft en 
thought to be tempting fate. Parents sometimes made loud 
public complaints, for the folk religion gods to hear, about 
how ugly or ill-favored their child was, hoping that this 
might preserve it from the early death that excessive pride 
or pleasure in it could invite. Girls were trained early to 
accept their lowly place in the hierarchy of the family and of 
the larger society, and there seems to have been little or no 
possibility of rebellion. 

 Some modern psychological studies have in fact shown 
that females, at least in the modern West, are far less 
inclined than males to think and act hierarchically or to 
accept such ranking as appropriate, but we lack compara-
ble modern studies from Asia. Women’s much lower level 
of literacy also tended to mean that their voices remained 
unheard, including whatever objections they may have had 
in the past to their general subjugation. However, boys were 
not free of what we would call oppression, especially at the 
hands of their fathers, older brothers, and other male rela-
tives. Th e great indulgence that boys were accustomed to 
oft en came to an abrupt end when they were seven years 
old, around the same age when Chinese girls began the 
foot-binding process. Some autobiographies suggest that 
this was commonly a traumatic time for the male child, 
no longer waited on and coddled but subjected to an oft en 
harsh discipline, especially in Japan and China. 

 Nevertheless, the early years of life were made as easy 
and pleasant as possible, and by the modern consensus that 
is the critical period for the development of an individual. 

valued and even loved one another and worked  together in 
the family unit to reproduce the dominant  social pattern.   

  Sexual Behavior 

 Asian women outside Southeast Asia were expected to be 
modest and chaste. Upper-class women seldom appeared 
in public, and any open display of aff ection with their 
spouses was taboo, as it still tends to be. At the same time, 
the elite Asian cultures are famous for their erotic literature 
and art and for the development of a courtesan tradition 
older than in any other living civilization. Courtesans were 
trained performers, who oft en but not always off ered sexual 
services in addition to singing and dancing at male gather-
ings. Th e  geisha  tradition of Japan and the “sing-song” or 
“fl ower-boat” women of China are well known, as is the cult 
of ritual sex among Indian temple priestesses and the orgies 
of Tantric Buddhism. In India, too, courtesans were oft en 
highly educated and accomplished. But this behavior was 
reserved for the privileged few. Asian courtesans were, how-
ever, also patronized by the elite as witty and learned con-
versationalists, and even poetesses, steeped in the classics 
and able to match wits and learning with their patrons or to 
cap a classical quotation with a brilliant extempore inven-
tion. In most parts of Asia, cultural life outside of the fam-
ily generally provided opportunities for elite men to fi nd 
male sexual partners, sometimes actors trained as female 
impersonators. Men who were attracted to other men were 
still expected, however, to marry the women their families 
chose and have children to carry on the family line. 

 All of this—the pleasures of the elite—was far beyond the 
experience of most people. For the great mass of the popu-
lation, sex was a brief and oft en furtive pleasure aft er dark 
(which brought only a minimum of privacy), and centered 
on procreation. Most people lived close together, and most 
households included three generations, sharing at most two 
small rooms. Privacy was nonexistent, and one was almost 
never out of sight or sound of other people. Th ere was, as in 
the West, a double standard aft er marriage, again outside 
of Southeast Asia. Wives were strictly forbidden to com-
mit adultery and were oft en very harshly punished for it, 
while male sexual infi delity was oft en tolerated. In practice, 
as pointed out, philandering and visits to sing-song girls or 
other prostitutes was largely limited to the elite, who could 
aff ord such indulgences and also could aff ord additional 
wives and concubines.    

  Child Rearing 
 In India and East Asia children were taught to obey, boys 
as well as girls, but until about the age of seven boys were 
especially indulged, as were infants of both sexes. Given 
the pressing need for sons, boys were clearly favored, but 

  Kalidasa, the great medieval Tamil poet, wrote the follow-
ing verse on children:  

   The child heightened the joy of his parents by his 
attempts at walking gracefully in which he slipped 
at places, and trembled at others and was steady at 
still others. 

 And sitting in the lap of his parents, the child 
gladdened their hearts by lisping meaningless 
words, his moon-like face flashing with a causeless 
smile; and grey with the dust in the court-yard of 
the house, where he played.   

  Source:  From  Kumara-Sambhava of Kalidasa , edited by 
R Devadhar (Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1996). 
 Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 KALIDASA ON CHILDREN 
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course there is a range of such behavior in all societies, and 
dependent adult males are far from unknown in our own 
society. But this trait does seem to be related to Indian and 
East Asian child-rearing practices. While we can, of course, 
observe it best in contemporary terms, there is plenty of evi-
dence to suggest that the patterns just described have a very 
long history and were part of traditional Asian societies.      

  The Status of Women 

 Although many women might have been powers within 
their families, their role, in general, was highly subordi-
nate. Th ere is no question that theirs was a male-dominated 
world (except to a degree in Southeast Asia), and that their 
chief claim to status was as breeders of sons. Females were 
subject fi rst to their fathers and brothers, then to their hus-
bands and to their husbands’ male relatives. Most Asian 
widows, again outside the Southeast and parts of South 
India, were not supposed to remarry or even to have male 
friends, although in the lower classes, necessity could over-
come the social stigma, especially if a widow was young and 
childless. Given the high death rate and the unpredictable 
fortunes of life, many women—oft en no more than girls—
were thus condemned to celibacy, loneliness, and penury 
for most of their lives. “Chaste widows” were praised, and 
though some managed a little life of their own, most con-
formed to the expected model and suff ered. Th e suicide of 
widows was not uncommon in China.    

 Foot-binding in China, apparently fi rst practiced by the 
elite in the Song dynasty (960–1279), was another example 

Babies were commonly nursed by their mothers until they 
were at least two or three and were carried everywhere, fi rst 
on their mother’s back in a sling and later in her arms or 
those of an older sister. Babies and young children were 
handled, played with, touched, and kept close to mother, 
father, or siblings until they were about fi ve or six, and were 
given lots of love. Fathers oft en looked aft er the babies and 
young children. With such a start on life, it may be that the 
seven-year-old had become emotionally secure enough to 
withstand the trauma of adulthood training. 

 In any case, Western observers (and many modern 
Asians) fi nd that the Asian adult male, especially an old-
est son, remains heavily dependent on others throughout 
his life. He not only tends readily to accept the hierarchy 
of society and his place in it but also assumes that people 
will take care of him—especially his wife, society in general, 
his superiors, his friends, and so on. Th is extreme depen-
dency has been most remarked on in Japanese and Indian 
adult males, who, some observers have said, never grow up 
or remain in practical terms helpless, expecting their wives, 
or others, to do almost everything for them except per-
form their specifi c professional or occupational roles. Of 

  Wives in India were supposed to be dutiful and cheerful, 
but they were also highly valued, as this passage from the 
Mahabharata suggests.  

   Woman must be honored and adorned by their 
fathers, brothers, husbands, and brothers-in-law 
who desire great good fortune. 

 Where women, verily, are honored, there the gods 
rejoice; where, however, they are not honored, there 
all sacred rites prove fruitless. 

 Where the female relations live in grief—that family 
soon perishes completely; where, however, they do 
not suffer from any grievance—that family always 
prospers. . . . 

 Her father protects her in childhood, her husband 
protects her in youth, her sons protect her in old 
age—a woman does not deserve independence. 

 The father who does not give away his daughter in 
marriage at the proper time is censurable; 
censurable is the husband who does not approach 
his wife in due season; and after the husband is 
dead, the son, verily, is censurable, who does not 
protect his mother.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition , Vol. 1, 2nd Edition, 
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., p.  228 . Copyright © 1988 Columbia 
University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 WIVES IN INDIA 

       Memorial archways of Anhui, China.      (Artokoloro Quint Lox
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a slave-servant or concubine in a wealthy household than 
starving to death with her own family. Women were rarely 
permitted any formal education, and although many in the 
elite classes acquired it, they were primarily instructed by 
their mothers and mothers-in-law in how to be good, sub-
servient wives, mothers, and daughters-in-law. 

 Power within the family brought women rewards that 
were especially important in this family-centered society. 
Th eir key role in ensuring family continuity brought much 
satisfaction. In most families women, as the chief raisers 
of children, shaped the future. More directly, they man-
aged most families’ fi nances, as they still do in Asia. Some 
women achieved public prominence as writers, reigning 
empresses, and powers behind the throne as imperial con-
sorts or concubines. In India, China, and Southeast Asia a 
few women became rulers in their own right, but only in 
India could one fi nd women who were brilliant generals 
and cavalry fi ghters, such as the Rani of Jhansi, who led 
troops against the British during the 1857 uprising. Admit-
tedly these were a tiny handful within Asia as a whole. 

 But the crucial role of women in what mattered most—
the family, its well-being, and its perpetuation—was recog-
nized within clear status limits. Among the peasantry, the 
overwhelming mass of the population, women played a 
crucial role in agricultural labor and were usually the major 
workers in cottage industry, producing handicraft  goods 
for sale or barter. In reality, for most people, women were as 
important as men, even though their public rewards were 
far less and they suff ered from discrimination. Upper-class 
women lived a generally idle life and commonly turned 
their children over to nurses or tutors. 

 Southeast Asia has traditionally been freer of sex dis-
crimination than India, China, Korea, or Japan, and most 
of its regional cultures included some matrilocal marriage, 
female control and inheritance of property, and female 
dominance within the family. Property usually descended 
through the female line, and children oft en carried their 
mother’s family name. In the rest of Asia the traditional 
patterns just described were formed many centuries ago 
and persisted largely unchanged until the present cen-
tury. Of course, there were women of strong character—
as many as men—and many outside Southeast Asia did 
become dominant within their husbands’ families. Pub-
licly they were supposed to behave submissively, but inside 
the household it was oft en diff erent, especially for older 
women who had produced grown sons or whose husbands 
were weaker people. 

 In the Islamic areas (mainly north and northwest India 
and what is now Pakistan and Bangladesh), women were dis-
couraged from participating in activities outside the home 
by the conviction that females should be secluded as well as 
veiled. Th e latter practice was also an obvious practical way 

of the limitations imposed on women. Th e custom spread 
in later centuries and became widely accepted during the 
Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) as a painful rite of passage if a 
Chinese girl was to obtain a good husband. Th e so-called 
lily foot, or three-inch golden lotus (the ideal size!), came to 
be praised as a sexual object, and much was written about 
its erotic charms. While the girls were still young and their 
bones were supple, their feet were tightly wrapped and pre-
vented from growing, or they were distorted until the arch 
was broken and the toes bent under. Many women with 
especially small feet were eff ectively crippled and could 
walk only in a painful hobble; they became mere playthings 
for men, especially for the well-to-do, and their freedom of 
action was further limited. Other women, aft er the fi rst few 
painful years, found that they could move about relatively 
freely. Th e size of a woman’s foot was oft en closely linked 
to her class status; poor women spent far too much time 
working to be able to devote the time required to produce 
an exceptionally tiny foot. 

 Westerners have long condemned foot-binding, in many 
cases for good reasons, but the custom meant many things 
to the Chinese. Th e excruciating process of foot-binding, 
according to some scholars, was one way that a Chinese 
mother conveyed to her daughter the limitations of female 
life. Foot-binding was also perceived by Chinese as a par-
ticularly suitable manifestation of beauty in a Confucian 
world because it not only required active self-sacrifi ce 
and eff ort on the part of a young girl (and her female fam-
ily members), but also meant that beauty was available to 
any girl, no matter her appearance or class. It also meant 
that women (men were never involved in the foot-binding 
process) were perceived as agents of their own oppression 
in a patriarchal society. Recent research also questions the 
longstanding criticism of foot-binding as torture or muti-
lation and concludes that foot-binding was not considered 
mutilation in China because it required molding or shaping 
the foot, not cutting it. Over time, the bound foot became 
an object of great pride among many Chinese women and 
their men, and it was seen as a symbol of Han civilization, 
in contrast to “barbarians” who were oft en depicted with 
unshod feet. Despite the appeal of many aspects of Chinese 
thought and culture, foot-binding remained a uniquely 
Han Chinese custom, and many minority peoples in 
China (including the Manchus who ruled during the Qing 
Dynasty) did not bind their feet. Th e custom seems incom-
prehensible today, although male admiration of small 
female feet is certainly not confi ned to China. 

 As in the West, in hard times female infants were some-
times killed at or soon aft er birth so that the rest of the fam-
ily could survive. Female babies were also sold as servants 
or potential concubines. Th e selling of children seems espe-
cially heartless, but such a girl might have a better life as 
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  Education, Literacy, and 

the Printed Word 

 Asians, far more than Europeans, accepted and followed 
Plato’s dictum that education makes men good, and good 
men act nobly, a sentiment shared by Confucius. Education 
was thus the path to authority and power, where the learned 
man was assumed to act responsibly in the public interest. 
Respect for learning was universal in Asia. Written texts 
in particular or even scraps of paper with writing on them 
were to be reverently treated and preserved. Th is was partly 
due to the importance of the philosophical, moral, and reli-
gious texts that played so great a part in each Asian cultural 
tradition, but partly also because literacy and learning were 
the surest and most prestigious paths to worldly success. 
Even in the medieval and early modern warrior-dominated 
society of Japan, the Confucian tradition helped to assure 
the same attitudes; many of the samurai acquired classical 
learning and became “gentlemen warriors.”    

 In the cultures where religion was more centrally impor-
tant than in China, especially in India and Buddhist South-
east Asia, literacy and learning also led to an honored status 
for priests and monks; they were above even the ruler in the 
status hierarchy, as scholars of the Qur’an oft en were in the 
Muslim areas. Th e Indian Brahmin combined the role of 
scholar and priest, while in Buddhist countries the monk-
hood calling has remained the most honorable of all. Schol-
ars, priests, and monks were exempt from manual labor, 
and legal punishments for them were less severe than for 
others. Lip service was paid to the worth and importance 
of peasant labor and agriculture, but the rewards and status 
went to those who had risen above the necessity of physi-
cal work. In Asia even kings and emperors deferred to the 
learned holy man or to the upright scholar. 

 Freedom from manual labor for the educated was 
marked by dress, lifestyle, and the deference of others. 
Sumptuary laws prohibited the lower orders (including 
merchants) from wearing the fi ner clothes or the robes of 
gentry, samurai, monks, or priests. Indian Brahmins were 
invested at puberty with the sacred thread, worn over the 
chest, in an elaborate Sanskrit ritual that asserted their spe-
cial status as “the twice born.” It was the duty of the rest of 
society to support monks and priests by regular donations 
and alms and to fi nance their temples and rituals. Th eir 
activities were also connected with ordinary life, including 
weddings, namings of children, funerals, and religious fes-
tivals. Offi  cials, drawn from the ranks of the learned, also 
wore distinctive clothing and enjoyed special privileges, 
including exemption from corporal punishment. Especially 
in China, they were treated with respect by the masses in 
deference to their awesome authority as the direct repre-
sentatives of the emperor. Th e Chinese gentry, from whom 

of enforcing anonymity on them when they did appear in 
public. Women who engaged in trade or educational pur-
suits were rare exceptions outside Southeast Asia, where 
the orthodox Muslim restrictions on women did not apply, 
even in the Islamic areas of Malaya, Indonesia, and the 
southern Philippines. Elsewhere the women’s primary task 
was to marry and raise children, especially boys, and they 
were regarded as the property of their husbands, a view 
reinforced by the Qur’an. Th e Qur’an was used explicitly to 
legitimize the subordination of women. Th is point was suc-
cinctly stated by a seventeenth-century Iranian theologian, 
who asserted that a wife’s principal spiritual duty was sub-
servience to her husband: “A wife must obey her husband, 
never disobey his commands, never leave the house with-
out his permission.” As early as the 1200s Islamic society was 
characterized by a separate social life for men and women.     

  Early European and Chinese traders to Southeast Asia 
were continually surprised to find that their counterparts 
often were women. Here is a collection of their comments 
on this phenomenon.  

      In Cambodia it is the women who take charge of 
trade (Zhou 1297:20).  

     It is their [Siamese] custom that all affairs are 
managed by their wives . . . all trading transactions 
great and small (Ma Huan 1433:104).  

     The women of Siam are the only merchants in 
buying goods, and some of them trade very 
considerably (Hamilton 1727:96).  

     The money-changers are here [Aceh], as at Tonkin, 
most[ly] women (Dampier 1699:92, also 47).  

     In Cochin-China [Vietnam] every man is a soldier. The 
commercial operations are performed by women 
(White 1824:261; also Chapman, quoted Yu 1978:102).  

     Women in the Birman country . . . manage the more 
important mercantile concerns of their husbands 
(Symes 1827 I:255).  

     It is the women [of Maluku] who negotiate, do 
business, buy and sell (Galo 1544:75).  

     [In Melaka] women hold a market at night (Hwang 
Chung 1537:128; cf. Pires 1515:274).  

     It is usual for the husband to entrust his pecuniary 
affairs entirely to his wife. The women alone attend 
the markets, and conduct all the business of buying 
and selling. It is proverbial to say the Javanese men 
are fools in money concerns (Raffles 1817 I:353).   

  Source:  A. Reid, From  Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce: 
The Lands Below the Winds.  Copyright © 1988 by Yale 
 University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 WOMEN TRADERS 
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below them. Women were forbidden to take the exams or 
serve as offi  cials.    

 Merchants also needed at least a degree of literacy in all 
Asian cultures, especially since they had to deal with the 
state and the offi  cial bureaucracy as well as keep records 
and accounts and communicate over long distances. Some 
of them also acquired a good deal of classical education, 
and certainly they read poetry and fi ction, both classical 
and popular. We have no accurate means of measuring lit-
eracy in Asian societies until recently. It may have been as 
high as a quarter of the population or higher, far in advance 
of Europe until the late eighteenth century at least in terms 
of the most basic ability to read and write. Literacy was 
much higher in Japan aft er about 1600, and by 1800 prob-
ably reached 50 percent for males, while in Burma and 
Th ailand male literacy (primarily among Buddhist monks) 
was at least 40 percent. But even a literacy rate of 25 percent 
would be remarkable, considering the diffi  culty of learning 
Chinese characters, which were also the chief basis of the 
Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese written languages. 

 Th e gentry group in China, and comparable elites in 
other Asian societies, probably never constituted more 
than about 2 percent of the population. To these one must 

offi  cials were selected, wore the long, blue scholar’s gown, 
which touched the ground and hung from the arms with 
loose, fl oppy sleeves. Since no physical exertion could be 
performed in such a garment, it was in eff ect a badge of 
their freedom from manual labor. Th e scholar-gentry also 
frequently let their fi ngernails grow to extreme lengths, 
sometimes protecting them with special covers, to make 
the same point. 

 In China there were three grades of gentry, refl ecting the 
three levels of the examination system, which originated in 
the Han period (c. 200  b . c.e. –200  c.e. ) and was a central 
determinant of status from the Tang (c. 600–900  c.e. ) to 
the early twentieth century. Only those who had passed the 
highest level could be selected as offi  cials, but those in the 
two lower grades were also recognized as educated men 
and followed gentry lifestyles and dress. Many of them 
served as teachers of the next generation of candidates, 
running both private and government-fi nanced schools 
where Chinese boys learned their characters and worked 
their way through the Confucian classics under stern dis-
cipline. Most gentry did not become offi  cials but were an 
unoffi  cial local elite, serving as teachers, arbiters of dis-
putes, and managers of local enterprises, deferred to by all 

       A  samurai  (note the sword) relaxes with geishas in 
a teahouse.      ( Perspective Picture of Cooling-off  in 
the Evening at Ryogoku Bridge  [detail] by Okumura 
Masanobu, Japanese, 1686–1764 Woodblock print, 
c. 1735–1740, 44.6 × 56.5 cm. Clarence Buckingham 
Collection, 1932.1355. Photograph © 2003 Th e Art 
Institute of Chicago. All rights reserved.)  

       Court scene, attributed to Gu Kaizhi (344–406  c.e. ). 
An instructor is writing down directions for her 
pupils, ladies of the court who, in China, as elsewhere 
in Asia, were expected to be literate and accomplished 
in several arts.      (Th e Trustees of the British Museum)  
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under their pillows. In China there were even detective sto-
ries, accounts of diffi  cult cases solved by clever magistrates. 
India produced similar tales, and some of the works of Kali-
dasa are in this genre. Accounts of adventure and intrigue 
fl ourished throughout Asia.  

  Material Welfare 

 It is impossible to measure levels of well-being for most peri-
ods in the past. We can only roughly calculate  living  standards, 
using such evidence as travelers’ accounts,  estimates of popu-
lation and production, trade fi gures, glimpses of lifestyles, 
famine records, and remedial  measures. Before the arrival 
in Asia of European  colonial powers—with their strong 
interest in mapping and  quantifying their new  territories—
these records are  fullest for China, where we have a wealth 
of  offi  cial and local  documents and an  extensive  literature. 
Generally, most Chinese seem to have been materially  better 
off  in diet, housing, and clothing than most  people elsewhere 
in the world until perhaps as late as the mid-nineteenth 
century, and Japanese living standards probably surpassed 
Chinese in the eighteenth century. But the only real defense 
against absolute poverty was the family system in Asia, which 
provided its own mutual-assistance network. 

 Th e greatest problem was recurrent famine, result-
ing from drought, fl ooding, or locusts. North China and 
northwest India were especially prone to periodic drought, 
sometimes worsened by fl oods when the monsoonal rains 
fi nally arrived, too late to save the crops, or when there was 
an unusually wet season. Th e monsoonal climate is noto-
riously variable from year to year, both in the amount of 
rainfall and in its timing. Northern China and inland north 
India lie close to the edges of the main monsoonal airfl ows 
and were particularly hard-hit by this variability. Neverthe-
less, both became densely settled by an agricultural popu-
lation that had increased to the point where it could just 
be sustained in good years. Drought was not regular in its 
occurrence, but on average both areas experienced it in 
roughly a third of the years, with catastrophic drought or 
fl ooding something like one year in thirty, when literally 
millions of peasants starved to death. 

 Th e British historian R. H. Tawney described the Chi-
nese peasant as living metaphorically up to his neck in 
water so that he might be drowned by the slightest ripple. 
Drought was worse and more frequent in the areas farthest 
from the sea. Famine relief, including some tax relief and 
the distribution of stored grain at controlled prices, was 
not always available, and even when it was it could off er at 
best inadequate help. Most of the rest of Asia (except for 
well-watered Japan and most of insular Southeast Asia) 
experienced periodic drought on a usually smaller scale. 
In drought-stricken areas, traditional irrigation systems 

add merchants and petty traders (who oft en had at least 
some degree of literacy), clerks and scribes, and some vil-
lage elders. Despite the fact that they did not attend the 
regular schools, women sometimes acquired literacy from 
their brothers or fathers or occasionally on their own. Th e 
best evidence is probably the respectable number of female 
Asian authors, including the famous Lady Murasaki, Japa-
nese author of the world’s earliest psychological novel,  Th e 
Tale of Genji  (early eleventh century  c.e. ). Court ladies such 
as Lady Murasaki had the leisure to learn to read and write. 
Literacy was expected of them, as were accomplishments 
in music, painting, and dance. In the Buddhist countries of 
Southeast Asia the monkhood claimed virtually all young 
men for at least two years and at any one time may have 
included, with older monks, 10 or 15 percent of the popu-
lation, nearly all of whom were literate. In India the Brah-
mins, as sole performers of ritual and keepers of the Great 
Tradition, had to be literate. 

 Paper and printing were both invented in China, the for-
mer by the fi rst century  c.e.  under the Han and the latter by 
early Tang times (eighth century). Movable type appeared 
in the Song by about 1030  c.e.  and shortly thereaft er in 
Korea. Th ese inventions spread rapidly to Japan, though 
more slowly to India, Southeast Asia, the Islamic areas, and 
the West. Th e importance of sacred texts and commentaries 
for Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam meant that even before 
printing, large numbers of copies were made by scribes. 
As in the West, the spread of printing greatly increased 
the reading public. Th e most important result was the 
increased circulation of literature, fi rst in China and then 
progressively in other parts of Asia. Th is included copies 
of the classics, philosophical and religious texts, epic tales, 
such as the Indian  Mahabharata  and the  Ramayana , and 
similar epics and accounts of heroic deeds from the classic 
traditions of China, Japan, and Korea. 

 Literature for a mass audience was being printed by Tang 
times in China (c. 600–900  c.e. ) and soon thereaft er in 
the rest of Asia, including plays, short stories, poetry, and 
the fi rst novels. Well before the Tang period in China, in 
the splendor of Guptan India (300–500  c.e. ), the court poet 
and playwright Kalidasa had created a brilliant series of 
dramas. With the spread of printing, his plays and poems 
were made available to a mass audience. Th roughout Asia, 
printing also meant that what had long been present as an 
oral tradition of storytelling and drama took on new life. 
Much of it has been lost or is available only in much later 
printed versions, but from Tang times on there was a vig-
orous popular literature in the vernacular, less loft y and 
more down-to-earth than the classics. Stories and plays 
about universal human foibles were read avidly by a grow-
ing number of people, including scholars to whom such 
works were supposedly prohibited and who hid them 
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and combinations in food, which stressed subtle taste 
contrasts. 

 Chinese and Indian foods are perhaps now so well 
known in the West that they need no special description, 
but in both, as in Southeast Asian food, rice or wheat (noo-
dles, chapattis, or unleavened wheaten cakes) served as the 
base with which small amounts of meat, eggs, fi sh, or veg-
etables were served in various piquant or hot sauces. It is 
hard to realize that the hot red peppers or chilies now so 
prominent a part of much Indian and Chinese food came 
originally from the New World. Th ey were introduced into 
Asian cuisine by the Spanish via Manila in the late sixteenth 
century. 

 Food was the centerpiece of most festivals, birth cer-
emonies, weddings, and other special occasions and the 
predominant vehicle of entertaining. At such times, more 
elaborate dishes were produced; some of them might take 
days to prepare and would include meat, fowl, eggs, fi sh, or 
other ingredients rarely seen in daily fare. Th e food served 
in Indian, Chinese, Southeast Asian, or Japanese restaurants 
in the West is of this sort—feast food—and should not be 
taken as representative of what most people ate, or eat even 
now, most of the time. Nevertheless, most Asian households 
prided themselves on the excellence and fl avor of the food 
they could cook for a special occasion, oft en spending many 
hours and much of their meager resources preparing it.    

 Food was, and remains, basic to Asian culture to a 
degree not found in most other cultures, perhaps with 
the exceptions of France and Italy. Th e emphasis was not 
so much on eating to live but on living to eat, particularly 
on any special occasions—and there were as many of those 
as a family could aff ord, including simply visits by family 
members. It is certainly true that the food was outstand-
ingly good by any judgment, the outcome of a very long 
tradition in which food was seen as important and where 
standards were high. Royalty and the elites had especially 
elaborate and expensive dishes, of course, but the common 
people ate well too whenever they could aff ord it; this was 
not oft en for most people, and never for the very poor, but 
when there was an occasion, even the food for commoners 
tended to live up to the best Asian tradition. 

 Malnutrition, periodic famine, and endemic and epi-
demic disease were responsible for the low life expectancy. 
However, those who survived the fi rst fi ve years could 
expect to live longer in most of Asia than in Europe until 
modern times, although accurate fi gures are lacking. Th e 
great bulk of the population, close to 90 percent, lived in 
rural areas in small village clusters rather than in isolated 
farmsteads, where the villages might contain between 50 
and 200 people. Houses were extremely simple, mud or 
wattle huts with thatched roofs. Living quarters were oft en 
only a single room for the family, and sometimes work 

also dried up or were inadequate, and in any case most 
of the cultivated areas in the north were not irrigated but 
depended on the unreliable rainfall. Variability was highest 
in the driest areas. 

 Most Chinese peasants tried to keep a pig or two and 
some chickens, which could live by scavenging; in the wet-
ter areas of the south, the diet included ducks and lake, 
river, or sea fi sh. Eggs could supplement the diet, but meat 
was oft en sold or eaten only at festival times. Traditional 
Japan was largely vegetarian, in keeping with Buddhist 
ideas, but because most of the population hugged the coast, 
fi sh was a major source of protein. Korean practice was sim-
ilar to China’s, as was Vietnam’s, but in both areas there was 
greater availability of fi sh given the population concentra-
tion near the coast. Some of the Buddhist areas of Southeast 
Asia were also largely vegetarian, although there, too, fi sh 
and eggs were oft en eaten. Pious Hindus in India and the 
higher castes, perhaps one-third of the population, ate no 
meat; many avoided even eggs or fi sh, but consumed a vari-
ety of milk products including yoghurt, butter, and cheese, 
as well as lentils and other legumes as a source of protein. 
(Adult East Asians are genetically disadvantaged in the 
digestion of milk and milk products and have traditionally 
avoided them in all forms, in part also because of its associ-
ation with the culturally despised nomads of Central Asia.) 
In the Muslim areas, mutton replaced pork, but it, too, was 
eaten largely by the rich few. In general, Asians depended 
overwhelmingly on grains: rice, wheat in the drier areas, 
and sorghum, millet, and buckwheat. Beans, peas, cabbage, 
squash, eggplant, peppers, and other vegetables were grown 
on the side or in kitchen gardens. Th e overall diet was oft en 
short of protein but was probably better nutritionally and 
in total amount than the average European peasant or 
laborer’s diet until modern times. Chickens, originally 
native to Southeast Asia, were a useful protein source in all 
of the nonvegetarian areas. 

 Food is an especially prominent part of culture in most 
agricultural or peasant societies, but perhaps especially so 
in Asia. Where the food supply is periodically uncertain, 
as in all societies of the past, eating is understandably an 
important part of life, and food is a symbol of prosperity 
and hospitality. In Asia a diet dominated by cereals—rice 
or wheat—could be enlivened by seasonings and by cook-
ing what little protein was available with tasty sauces. 
Traditional Southeast Asian food was prepared much like 
Indian and Chinese food, and like them included a vari-
ety of spices. In at least nominally Buddhist, and hence 
 vegetarian, traditional Japan, fi sh in some variety replaced 
meat, but like meat, it was used oft en as a seasoning or 
dressing on the rice, as was seaweed and fresh or pick-
led vegetables. Th e strong Japanese aesthetic sense also 
tended to emphasize colors, shapes, visual arrangements, 

M04_MURP8552_07_SE_C03.indd Page 61  05/09/13  7:52 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia62

listened to than whatever humans can construct. Th is view 
was characteristic not only of Daoism and Shinto (although 
particularly strongly expressed there) but also of all Asian 
religions and of the societies that produced and practiced 
them. But nature was seen for the most part as a benevo-
lent and nurturing force, not as an enemy or an object for 
mastery, as oft en in the West, where the biblical injunction 
enthroned humankind as lord of all creation: 

  And God said, “Let us make man in our image, after 
our likeness, and let him have dominion over the fish 
of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over cattle 
and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing 
that creepeth upon the earth. . . . Be fruitful and mul-
tiply and replenish the earth and subdue it, and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of 
the air and over every living thing that moveth upon 
the earth.” (Genesis I:26 and I:28, King James Bible)  

 Th e Asian view was that humans should fi t into and 
adjust to the greater natural world, of which they were a 
comparatively insignifi cant part; this was seen not only as 
philosophically right but also as the best way to prosper, 
especially considering the fundamental importance of agri-
culture in all Asian civilizations. Th ere was no thought of 
“conquering” nature, still less of destroying aspects of the 
environment through abuse. Population pressures did 
increasingly cause the removal of most of the original for-
ests of China and India, with disastrous modern conse-
quences, but at least this was done originally in order to 
clear the land for farming, which was seen as making nature 
more productive. 

 Natural irregularities or disasters, such as fl oods, 
droughts, volcanic eruptions, or epidemics, unseasonable 

animals were sheltered in an attached lean-to. In the towns 
people were oft en victims of polluted water, the chief car-
rier of epidemics, and of crowded living conditions. Chol-
era, typhoid, typhus, malaria, various forms of dysentery, 
and smallpox were major epidemic or endemic diseases, 
and there occurred occasional outbursts of bubonic plague. 
Infant mortality was especially high, and death was a famil-
iar fact of life. 

 Th e larger Asian society had pitifully inadequate means 
beyond the family level to intervene on behalf of the poor. 
In China, the imperial bureaucracy ameliorated severe 
hardship to some degree by remitting taxes, controlling 
fl oods, keeping order, and storing grain for distribution 
in lean years at uninfl ated prices, a policy called the “ever-
normal granary system.” Such eff orts fl agged or failed when 
the dynasty was weak or collapsed—perhaps a third of the 
time—and even in strong periods the state could not cope 
with a major catastrophe. In India and Southeast Asia, and 
to a lesser degree in the Buddhist areas of Korea and Japan, 
temples provided some refuge for the destitute, but this too 
was inadequate. In general, the family system of mutual 
support could keep most people from total destitution most 
of the time, but no means were adequate to deal with the 
recurrent large-scale disasters to which all premodern soci-
eties were subject, such as drought-induced famine, fl ood-
ing, or long periods of civil disorder. 

  Values 
 One of the striking diff erences between Asia and the West 
is in their attitudes toward the natural world and the role of 
humankind within it. Partly as a refl ection of Judeo-Chris-
tian doctrine, the West has tended to see human beings as 
kings of the universe, while Asians saw nature as grander, 
more powerful, and more to be admired, emulated, and 

       Bangkok, Th ailand: A Th ai vendor packs 
vegetarian food during the start of the vegetarian 
festival.      (Pornchai Kittiwongsakul/AFP/Getty 
Images)  
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time of the Reformation, as “the acquisitive society.” On the 
other hand the German sociologist Max Weber, based on 
his studies of India and China and what he knew of Japan 
and Southeast Asia, remarked (in paraphrase here) that to 
those Asians who had surmounted the urgent demands of 
the struggle for existence, the opportunity of earning more 
was less attractive than that of working less. 

 Th ese were values voiced only by the literate elite, but 
they appear to have been shared by many of the peasants, 
laborers, and artisans whenever they could aff ord to do so. 
Frequent festivals and pilgrimages dotted the yearly cal-
endar. Some of these festivals might last for days and were 
occasions for rest, feasting, dance, music, theater, visiting, 
and general enjoyment. Th e medieval fairs and festivals of 
Europe were similar, but what has been called the Protes-
tant work ethic tended to become dominant in Europe aft er 
about 1600. Each Asian tradition had its annual sequence 
of festivals, such as the two-week-long celebration of Lunar 
New Year (observed in China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam), 
the Indian observance of Diwali in fall and Holi in spring, 
Southeast Asian gamelan and theater performances, and a 
host of other regular festivals. During these festivals, little 
or no work was done and people gave themselves up to 
ritual and enjoyment. Such recurrent occasions involved 
the active or passive participation of the entire population 
and were not limited to the elite, although royal weddings 
or coronations provided additional opportunities for mass 
recreation.  

  Law, Crime, and Punishment 
 Correction of deviant behavior and, if possible, reform 
through reeducation or renewed piety were stressed more 
than retribution or punishment, although these were cer-
tainly used and frequently harsh. Th e incidence of crime 
or social deviance was almost certainly less in Asia than in 
other areas, thanks to the self-regulating mechanism of the 
family and the deterrent power of the shame that individual 
misbehavior might bring on the group. It is sometimes said 
that while Western societies emphasized sin and guilt, the 
East stressed the unacceptability of antisocial behavior and 
used shame to enforce moral codes. Guilt and shame are of 
course similar, and interrelated, but guilt tends to be more 
permanently internalized, while shame can to a degree be 
expiated or washed away by punishment, retribution, and 
compensatory behavior. In addition to the social stigma 
of misbehavior, public shaming was commonly used as an 
offi  cial punishment. Criminals were publicly exhibited or 
executed and were oft en paraded through the streets car-
rying placards or wearing labels indicating their off enses. 

 Banditry was a common response by those reduced to 
absolute poverty. Banditry was especially frequent in peri-
ods of political disorder and, hence, virtually endemic 

weather of all sorts, and especially earthquakes and eclipses, 
were seen as portents, signs of Heaven’s displeasure, to 
which people had to respond by acts of piety or appeas-
ing ritual. In China, on many such occasions, the emperor 
would issue a penitential edict, laying the blame on himself 
as “lacking in virtue” and promising to set a better example 
for his people. One reason for this was that natural disas-
ters were oft en seen as foretelling the end of a dynasty that 
had lost Heaven’s favor. Peasants everywhere erected simple 
shelters or small temples to the local earth god, to which 
they prayed for good harvests or for an end to drought, 
fl ood, or other natural catastrophes. But nature was in gen-
eral seen as benefi cent, not only to be propitiated when nec-
essary but also to be revered and admired. Th e elite spent as 
much time as they could observing and admiring nature, 
writing about its beauties and its moods, and even building 
pavilions from which they could view especially beautiful 
natural landscapes or the changing seasons. Nature is the 
most common subject of Asian painting, usually shown as 
a peaceful, contemplative, or inspiring scene rather than as 
something wild or threatening, as it was so oft en portrayed 
in the West. 

 Th e positive and respectful Asian attitude toward nature 
was probably related to their perception of nature’s bounty. 
Monsoon Asia was very much more productive agricul-
turally than any other part of the world. By comparison, 
Europe was much less prosperous, especially aft er the fall 
of Rome, and suff ered from cold and shortage of sunshine 
north of the Alps and Pyrenees. Agriculture was the pre-
dominant source of wealth, outstandingly so in Asia, and 
human prosperity was seen as directly stemming from 
monsoon Asia’s fortunate endowment of a generally warm, 
wet climate, a long growing season, and fertile alluvial or 
volcanic soils. Nature’s awesome power and its vagaries—its 
extremes of weather or periods of drought—were also clear 
and hence to be respected; human beings had to adjust to 
the natural order and invoke its favor, but for the most part 
nature was seen as nurturing rather than threatening. Gods 
and goddesses oft en personifi ed or symbolized natural 
forces in ways that combined awe and respect with support. 

 Hard work and worldly accomplishment were highly 
valued and were seen as the foundation of society, but lei-
sure and its enjoyment were equally valued. Th ere was an 
ascetic and mystical tradition in every Asian culture, espe-
cially prominent in India, but most Asians were not ascet-
ics and enjoyed life’s pleasures. Most people in Asia saw the 
enjoyment of leisure and its uses as an end or good in itself. 
Th e drive to accumulate yielded for most people at a rela-
tively early stage to the counterattractions of the enjoyment 
of leisure. In the early modern and modern West, accumu-
lation tended to become an end in itself for many. R. H. 
Tawney has in fact labeled the early modern West, from the 
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by magistrates, rulers or their representatives, community 
elders, or learned men. In Asia, there was no prior assump-
tion of guilt or innocence; judgment was made and sen-
tences were arrived at on the basis of evidence, including 
the testimony of witnesses. Except for Burma, Asians had 
no lawyers standing between people and the law; plaintiff s 
and defendants spoke for themselves. In China and most 
of the rest of Asia, those charged with criminal behavior 
could be found guilty and punished only if they confessed 
their guilt. If they refused to do so despite the weight of evi-
dence against them, they were oft en tortured to extract a 
confession. 

 It should be noted that torture was also used in medi-
eval and early modern Europe, sometimes to extract a con-
fession, sometimes simply as punishment. Trial by ordeal 
was also used in Asia, as in Europe, where the accused 
might prove his or her innocence by surviving a prolonged 
immersion under water or by grasping red-hot metal. Asian 
law, like its European counterpart, was designed to awe all 
who appeared before its majesty. Plaintiff s, defendants, and 
witnesses knelt before the magistrate or judge, and could 
be whipped if they were not suitably reverential—another 
expression of a strongly hierarchical and authoritarian 
society. Apart from that, fl ogging was a common punish-
ment—except for insular Southeast Asia where a blow on 
the body was regarded as a mortal insult, and most minor 
crimes were punished by fi nes; those unable to pay became 
the slaves of their victims. In many of the Islamic areas, 
Qur’anic law was followed; this law, for example, called for 
amputation of the right hand as a punishment for theft . 
In China, the accused were sometimes made to kneel on 
broken glass or on heated chains. 

 Punishment for major crimes was almost invariably 
in Asia, as in Europe, death, commonly by beheading or 
strangulation. For especially dreadful crimes such as par-
ricide (killing of one’s parents), treason, rebellion, or other 
forms of fi lial or political disloyalty, more gruesome pun-
ishments were used: dismemberment, the pulling apart 
of limbs from the body by horses, the Chinese “death of 
a thousand cuts,” or in India and parts of Southeast Asia, 
impalement or trampling by elephants, equivalent to dis-
memberment by “drawing and quartering” as used in 
Europe. Punishments were seen as deterrents to would-
be criminals and as bringing shame on their families or 
groups. Th e heads of executed criminals were exhibited on 
poles until they rotted, a practice used in Europe until late 
in the eighteenth century. For all Confucians, most Indi-
ans, and many Southeast Asians, the body was thought 
to be held in trust from one’s parents, and to have dam-
age infl icted on it was regarded as unfi lial, thus increasing 
the shame of any penal disfi guration or dismemberment, 
including, of course, beheading. (Th is attitude tended to 

in parts of India, while its incidence rose and fell in China 
with the changing eff ectiveness of the imperial government 
and the levels of peasant distress. Bandits operated most 
successfully on the fringes of state-controlled areas or in 
frontier zones between provincial jurisdictions, areas that 
were oft en mountainous or forested. In Southeast Asia, 
south coastal China, and coastal Korea and Japan banditry 
took the form of piracy. Th ese were areas that combined 
local poverty or overpopulation with opportunity: rich 
coastal or ocean trade routes passing nearby, local forests 
for shipbuilding, and ample small harbors along indented 
coastlines far from state power centers, which made eva-
sion or concealment easier. Pirates and bandits oft en fur-
ther increased the poverty of those on whom they preyed. 
Although their prime targets were the rich and the trade 
routes, these were oft en better protected than the common 
people and their villages. 

 Some bandit groups turned into rebels who built on the 
support of the disaff ected majority to overthrow the gov-
ernment and found a new order that could better serve 
mass welfare. A large share of popular fi ction dealt with 
the adventures of bandit groups, oft en depicted as Robin 
Hood–type fi gures but, in any case, regarded as heroes 
rather than criminals. Criminals operated in towns and 
cities too, and in the larger cities, especially major trade 
centers, a genuine criminal underworld existed, as well as 
highly organized beggars’ guilds. Controlling urban crime 
was oft en diffi  cult because people were packed into over-
crowded alleys, streets, and shanties in warrenlike districts. 

 Th e incidence of banditry or piracy was oft en taken as a 
barometer of the vigor and justice of the political and social 
order, as well as a measure of economic hardship. It was 
certainly related to all of these factors, perhaps especially 
to economic hardship; people in general oft en interpreted 
increased banditry or piracy as a sign that the sociopolitical 
system was breaking down, the greatest of all disasters, and 
in China that the ruling dynasty had lost the “mandate of 
Heaven.” Of course natural disasters, commonly blamed on 
unvirtuous rulers, were oft en followed by a rise in banditry 
in the areas most aff ected. Many bandit groups and most 
rebellions adopted a religious and magic mystique. Th ey 
followed secret rites, usually Buddhist, the obvious antidote 
to establishment Confucianism. Dissent oft en began within 
secret societies, which had their own rituals and under-
ground organizations; as secret societies joined or emerged 
into banditry or rebellion, this aspect of their origins was 
retained, including blood oaths of loyalty and rituals pur-
porting to give their members invulnerability to the enemy. 
Bandit and rebel groups in India similarly used secret soci-
eties and religious inspiration. 

 Criminals were tried and laws and punishments were 
enforced by civil courts run by the state and presided over 
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 People naturally worried about falling afoul of the 
machinery of the law and the courts, especially in criminal 
cases. Two important points need to be made. First, proba-
bly about 90 percent of all disputes and minor crimes—and 
probably most crimes of all sorts—never reached the courts 
because they were settled or recompensed through family, 
village, gentry, or other unoffi  cial elite or local networks. 
Second, modern Western scholars conclude that justice 
probably was achieved, by such means and by the full pan-
oply of the law and courts, more consistently than in the 
West and perhaps as successfully even as in our own times, 
when legal justice is far from perfect. Th e Asian record in 
this respect is creditable. Most magistrates and other dis-
pensers of justice were diligent with evidence, judicious, 
and concerned to see justice done, not only to avoid the 
censure that could ruin their careers but also because of the 
sense of responsibility that they bore. 

 But there was, as oft en in the West, a double standard 
of justice; it tended to be harder on the poor, whose crimes 
 generally stemmed from poverty, than on their social 
 superiors. Punishments for lesser crimes were also lighter 
for those of higher status, or for “white-collar criminals,” an 
injustice still characteristic of modern Western law. Laws 
were made and administered by elite groups, whose interest 
in the preservation of their privileged status and property 
were oft en at least as great as their devotion to justice. Never-
theless, dishonest, disloyal, or ineff ective offi  cials were oft en 
severely punished and even exiled or executed, although 
such punishments might oft en result from a change of rulers 
or from arbitrary and sometimes unfair censure. 

 As one surveys Asian societies—and as one reads the 
many accounts of European travelers to Asia in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, who commonly com-
pared what they observed there with what they knew of 
their own societies at home—one is strongly inclined to 
conclude that Asian societies were far better ordered than 
any elsewhere. Th is was at least in part because of their 
hierarchical structure and emphasis on group identity and 
shared responsibility, most of all within the extended family 
but throughout the society as a whole. Individual “freedom” 
in our modern terms was virtually unknown, but there 
were counterbalancing rewards of security, protection, and 
the accomplishments that group eff ort could win. 

 It is impossible to measure happiness, individually or 
collectively, but the longevity of these traditional Asian 
social systems suggests that they gave some satisfaction to 
most people most of the time. Th ey tended to preserve the 
harmony so valued by Asian social philosophers. Of course, 
there were tensions and personal and intergroup confl icts, 
as anywhere, but most of these were resolved without 
recourse to formal law. Clearly, women and the younger 
generation suff ered from these traditional mores, but apart 

prevent autopsies or the development of anatomical and 
other medical knowledge that might have been gained 
through the dissection of corpses, as well as strongly 
 discouraging surgery.) 

 For lesser off enses, East Asian and some Southeast Asian 
criminals were displayed in painfully small cages so they 
could not sit, lie, or stand up, or were mutilated by hav-
ing ears or noses cut off  or tongues cut out, practices also 
widely used in India and in Europe. In China a common 
punishment was being forced to wear a heavy wooden col-
lar shaped in such a way that the criminal could not feed 
himself and had to depend on the pity of others, to his 
greater shame. Prisons were, again as in Europe, dreadful 
places where inmates might starve if they were not brought 
food by relatives. For what we might call misdemeanors, 
Asian law tended to stress reeducation and reform (which 
produced the quite inappropriate label of “brain washing” 
as applied to Communist Chinese practice; this was simply 
reeducation and reform, following long-established Asian 
practice). Criminality, or at least misbehavior, was seen as 
potentially correctable, especially with family help, and as a 
failure of society. Strayed individuals were to be redeemed 
by reeducation wherever possible and by the model behav-
ior of their “betters.”    

       Chinese punishment for minor off enses. Th e heavy collar, the 
 cangue,  was a burden to support and prevented the criminal 
from reaching his mouth, so that he would starve if not fed by 
others. His crime is recorded on the inscription, but all that 
shows here is the offi  cial title and seal of the imperial magistrate 
at Shanghai in 1872. Public humiliation was an important part of 
any punishment in China, as it still is.      (Photo by John Th omson. 
Harvard-Yenching Library, Harvard University)  
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tended to limit crime, but criminals were oft en harshly 
punished. Th e offi  cial administration of law was some-
times severe but aimed to discover the truth and to pun-
ish only the guilty. For lesser crimes, the aim was reform 
or redemption through reeducation and the example of 
superiors. 

 People are much the same everywhere and in all cul-
tures and periods. Asian societies developed distinctive 
philosophical ideas and systems of social organization, but 
they were derived from and applied to the management of 
universal human problems of poverty, confl ict, greed, envy, 
jealousy, the corruption of power and wealth, and the rest of 
the failings of human society everywhere. Th e long record 
of Asian societies suggests that their particular solutions to 
these problems were successful most of the time and com-
pare favorably with the solutions evolved by other societies, 
including the modern West.    

     Questions 

  1.    Why did the Indian caste system develop? What was its 
appeal among South Asians?   

  2.    Why do Indians, Chinese, Koreans, and Japanese stress 
the importance of the birth of sons? Why is this less an 
issue in Southeast Asia?   

  3.    Why did Asian societies widely discriminate against 
women? How representative of that discrimination is 
the relatively late development of the practice of foot-
binding in China?   

  4.    What were the diff erences between the literate or 
text-based religions and continuing rural beliefs and 
practices?   

  5.    Why are Asian families oft en considered to be the 
greatest threat to the modern Asian nation-state? Why 
did the People’s Republic of China initially attempt 
to eliminate the traditional Chinese family system? 
How can Asian families be major contributors to 
development, as in the case of Japan?   

  6.    How are issues of poverty, social order, education, 
corruption, wealth, and confl ict dealt with among 
traditional Asian societies?   

  7.    What roles have banditry and piracy assumed in Asian 
societies?    

  Suggested Web Sites 
  East and Southeast Asian Culture 
  http://newton.uor.edu/Departments&Programs/

AsianStudiesDept/  
  East & Southeast Asia: An Annotated Directory of Internet 
Resources,  a treasure trove of Internet links that cover the 
diversity of Southeast and East Asian societies and cultures.   

from the distressing pattern of bride suicide, there is not 
much evidence that most women saw their role as miser-
able, especially once they had become established family 
members and if they had produced sons, whose care and 
upbringing was so largely in their hands. As mothers-in-
law to their sons’ wives, they acquired additional power and 
sometimes became dominant fi gures within the family. 

 Except for Southeast Asia, and to an extent Japan, women 
had little or no sexual freedom, had almost no chance for 
divorce, and usually could not remarry even if their hus-
bands died. But most seem to have accepted these burdens 
without major recorded protest, although scholarly pro-
duction was largely limited to elite men who were unlikely 
to record such an event. A few elite women acquired liter-
acy, and a small number became famous writers, especially 
in Japan, but with few exceptions they were denied political 
power except indirectly through their husbands, male rela-
tives, or sons. Economically, especially in Southeast Asia, 
they oft en played an important role as household or family 
business managers. 

 Th ere was an extensive literature, especially aft er the 
invention of papermaking and printing spread from China. 
Most literature was written by the elite and oft en consisted 
of retold classical stories, but some of it was clearly designed 
for a mass audience and dealt with day-to-day human prob-
lems and human foibles. Th e elites were somewhat diff er-
ently organized or structured in the diff erent Asian societ-
ies, but in all of them learning was the major key to status; 
however, power was seen as bringing with it special respon-
sibility. Th e unoffi  cial elite of literate or learned men also 
served as teachers and as local elders or authorities who 
played a major role in the settling of local disputes. 

 Th e Asian stress on education, and the dominant status of 
the educated man, clearly helped to produce power holders 
who were oft en men of some vision, perspective, humanity, 
and responsibility. Of course, this was never wholly true, 
human nature and the corruption of power being what they 
are everywhere. As in all societies, especially before the 
industrial era, most people were poor by modern Western 
standards and were exposed to periodic disaster or death 
through droughts, fl oods, famines, and epidemics. Lev-
els of material welfare varied widely from area to area and 
from period to period, but most Asians, including the lower 
orders, seem to have been better off  materially most of the 
time than most premodern Europeans. 

 All Asian societies were fundamentally concerned with 
order or harmony in society and in the greater world of 
nature, which they oft en took as a model. Th ey valued lei-
sure as much as or more than work. Most of their frequent 
festivals marked seasonal points in the agricultural cycle 
and were oft en based on lunar observations. Th e stress on 
order and the importance of shame and the group ethic 
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    This Chapter Covers the growth of the Vedic culture, from about 
1000 to about 500  b.c.e. , and the Mauryan Empire from 322  b.c.e.

to about 250  b.c.e. , aft er the death of emperor Ashoka. Invasions by 
Greeks and Kushans followed, and there was also a largely separate 
development of civilization in south India and Ceylon (Sri Lanka). 
Th e Gupta Empire from about 320  c.e.  to about 550  c.e.  restored polit-
ical unity in the north. Discussions on women in ancient India and 
Indian achievements in mathematics, science, and medicine conclude 
the chapter.        

     Vedic Culture 
 It is during the Vedic period, c. 1000–c. 500  b.c.e. , that the basis of tra-
ditional Indian culture and most of its details evolved. We know little of 
that process or of actual events. Th e sources from that time—the Vedas 
and the epic stories included in the  Mahabharata  and  Ramayana —are 
concerned with romantic adventure involving gods and demons or 
with philosophical and religious matters rather than with accounts of 
worldly events or daily life. We know only that these centuries saw the 
maturation of a highly sophisticated culture, no longer simply Aryan 
or Aryan-dominated but Indian, which we can see in worldly terms for 
the fi rst time in any detail through the eyes of Greek observers aft er 326 
b.c.e. , when Alexander the Great invaded northwestern India. Greek 
sources show us a culture remarkable not only for its absorption in phi-
losophy and metaphysics but also for its achievements in more mun-
dane respects, such as farming and military skill. Vedic culture created 
a hierarchical social order, with the priestly tribes (brahmin) at the 
apex, followed by those of the warrior chiefs (kshatriya), and then the 
farmers, herders, and traders (vaishya), and lastly the servants (shu-
dra). Life cycle rituals, as well as social responsibilities, were prescribed 
for each of the four major social groups (varnas) in the Vedic texts. 

 Th e later classical West, like the Chinese, acknowledged India as 
the home of the most advanced knowledge and practice of medicine; 
of mathematics, including the numbering system we still use, incor-
rectly called “Arabic”—the Arabs got it from India; and of iron and steel 
metalworking. Indian steel was later to be transmitted to the West, also 
through the Arabs, as “Damascus” or “Toledo,” though the steel itself 
was Indian. Indian medicine, known as Ayurveda ( Ayur,  “longevity,” 
and  veda,  “knowledge,” related to our word “wit”), enriched both Greek 
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and Chinese knowledge and was widely disseminated, 
although it also benefi ted from Greek and Chinese medical 
practices. 

 Th ese and other elements of Indian science had some-
thing to do with Vedic-period assumptions about the uni-
verse and the physical world. Like some of the Greek phi-
losophers, but even more consistently, Vedic India thought 
in terms of universal laws aff ecting all things—a supreme 
principle or indwelling essence, an order of nature that they 
called  Rta.  Unlike the Greek conception, this order existed 
above and before even the gods and determined all observ-
able and nonobservable phenomena. Modern science and 
technology are not conceivable without such an assump-
tion. Th e Greeks were on the right track in those terms, 
but the Indians anticipated and probably infl uenced them. 
Later European thinking veered off  on other tracks, at 
least until the Renaissance resumed the Greek path. Given 
Indian and Chinese early developments in science, the fi nal 
and much later European leap is somewhat ironic, even 
though when it came it necessarily built on earlier Indian 
and Chinese as well as Greek foundations.   

  The Rise of Empire: 

Mauryan India 

 By about 500  b.c.e.  kingdoms had emerged in the Ganges 
Valley, already established as India’s primary center of pop-
ulation, productivity, cities, and commerce. Th is is the area 
traditionally known as Hindustan, stretching from Delhi in 
the upper valley to Bengal near the river’s mouth. Popula-
tion had multiplied many times since the fall of the Indus 
civilization, and agriculture had spread from the Indus 
Valley into the Ganges, a potentially more productive area 
watered far more plentifully by monsoonal rains and with 
the advantage of rich alluvial soils and a long growing sea-
son. In Harappan times the Ganges Valley was still heavily 
forested and probably only thinly settled by hunter-gather-
ers. With the increasing use of iron tools aft er about 1000 
 b.c.e.  and the rise in population, the forest was progres-
sively cleared and most of Hindustan was settled and culti-
vated. Growing numbers and surplus production provided 
the basis for the emergence of territorial states with revenue 
bases, offi  cials, cities, roads, and armies. 

  Th e Invasion of Alexander the Great 
 When Alexander, fresh from his conquest of the Persian 
Empire and anxious to add what the Persians had earlier 
controlled in northwestern India, burst through the north-
western passes in 326  b.c.e.  (the fi rst event with a certain 
date in Indian history), many rival states co-existed in both 
the north and the south of the subcontinent. He encoun-
tered and defeated some of them in the Indus Valley and 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  3000–c. 2000  B.C.E.  Indus civilization  

  1000–500  B.C.E.   Vedic culture  

  650  B.C.E.   Prince Vijaya to Ceylon  

  326  B.C.E.   Alexander to India  

  322–180  B.C.E.   Mauryans  

  r. 269–232  B.C.E.   Ashoka  

  500  B.C.E. –1300  C.E.    Indic Sinhala civilization in Ceylon 

(Anuradhapura c. 100  B.C.E.  

Polonnaruwa c. 1100  C.E. )  

  180  B.C.E. –1300  C.E.    Southern temple culture kingdoms 

in India (Pallavas, Cholas, Pandyas, 

Cheras)  

  100  B.C.E. –200  C.E.    Kushans and Indo-Greeks in North 

India; maritime trade with the 

Roman West and Southeast Asia; 

overland trade with China via the 

Silk Road; origin of the Christian 

church of South India  

  320–550  C.E.   Guptas (c. 400 Faxian visits India)  

  c. 500  C.E.   Hun invasion attempts repulsed  

  606–648  C.E.   Harsha (Xuanzang visits India)  

  750–1200  C.E.    Pala Buddhist kingdom in Bengal 

(Nalanda); other regional kingdoms 

in northern India  

Punjab and heard accounts of others. Alexander’s cam-
paign against Porus, king of West Punjab, with his large 
army and his battalions of war elephants, was the most 
diffi  cult of his career. When the proud but wounded and 
defeated Porus was brought before him, Alexander asked 
how he wished to be treated. Th ough barely able to stand, 
Porus boldly replied: “As befi ts me—like a king!” Alexan-
der was so impressed that he gave him back his kingdom 
as an ally, a pact that Porus kept to his death. Alexander’s 
invasion was undertaken with a strong sense of mission, to 
unite East and West and to create a cosmopolitan fusion of 
cultures, a plan he had already begun to carry out by merg-
ing Greek, Persian, and Medean elements and by taking a 
wife and a male companion from Persia. He encouraged 
his 10,000 Greek and Macedonian soldiers to take Indian 
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aft er Kautilya’s time, but he may well have been the author of 
a now-lost original. In any case, empire building is a rough 
game everywhere, and such a manual fi ts the circumstances 
of the time. About a century later across the Himalayas, it 
is paralleled very closely by a similar text,  Th e Book of Lord 
Shang,  and the doctrines of Li Si, prime minister to China’s 
fi rst imperial unifi er, Qin Shihuang, as warring states there 
too were welded into an empire by conquest.    

 In both India and China in the sixth century  b.c.e. , 
 warfare and political rivalries had begun to break up the 
institutions and values of an earlier age. Th is period saw 
the emergence of new philosophical and religious eff orts 
to restore the social order (Confucianism in China) 
or to  provide an escape from worldly strife through 
 contemplation, mysticism, and otherworldly salvation 
(Daoism in China, Buddhism and the Hindu revival in 
India).  Th ese religious and philosophical developments are 
discussed in  Chapter   2   .  In India, we know very little about 
actual political forms or events during the centuries before 
the rise of the Mauryan Empire. Th e documents we have, 
as indicated earlier, are concerned almost exclusively with 
heroic deeds or metaphysical and religious matters. Politics 
and the rise and fall of kingdoms, ephemeral and transitory, 
were  perhaps considered not important enough to record 
by comparison with the eternal quest for the mysteries of 

wives, in keeping with his larger vision, although like most 
soldiers far from home, his men probably needed little urg-
ing. Greek genes were also infused into the already hybrid 
Indian population from the Greek-ruled kingdoms in the 
northwest, which survived for some three centuries aft er 
this time. Even now, blond hair and blue eyes occasionally 
turn up in the population of northwestern India, although 
they are probably more likely to have come from subse-
quent invaders from Persia, Central Asia, or even Britain. 

 Nevertheless, the Greek impact is symbolic of the con-
tinuous link between India and the West, not only in com-
mon linguistic roots but in physical and cultural terms too. 
 Hellenic-style art continued to be produced by the Greek 
kingdoms in the northwest, such as Bactria and Gandhara, 
and infl uenced the evolution of Buddhist art in India. Indian 
philosophical ideas circulated more widely in the West as a 
result of the link that Alexander’s invasion strengthened, 
although they also clearly infl uenced earlier classical Greece, 
including its philosophy, mathematics, and medicine. 
 Alexander was himself a widely curious person. Realizing 
the Indian penchant for philosophy, he summoned Indian 
 scholars to instruct and debate with him and recorded much 
of what he learned and observed for his own teacher, Aris-
totle. One Indian sage whom he summoned refused at fi rst 
to come, saying that Alexander’s evident preoccupation with 
conquest and empire could leave little place for philosophy. 
Alexander had him brought in, and the two men apparently 
impressed each other enough that they became friends and 
companions until Alexander’s untimely death in 323  b.c.e.  
Before his homesick and rebellious troops obliged him to 
turn back, far short of his goal of descending the Ganges to 
the Bay of  Bengal, he made several alliances (as with Porus), 
set up several Hellenic kingdoms in the northwest, and 
received a number of Indian princes.   

  The Maurya Dynasty 

 By 322  b.c.e.  Chandragupta, an ambitious and determined 
man, had emerged as head of an empire that included the 
whole of Hindustan and most of the northwest, with its 
capital on the Ganges at Pataliputra, near modern Patna in 
what is now the state of Bihar. Th e age of heroic chivalry, as 
recorded in the Vedas and the epics, was long passed, and 
the time of ruthless power politics had arrived. One may 
also guess this from the  Arthashastra,  a book attributed to 
Chandragupta’s prime minister, Kautilya. Th is is one of the 
earliest samples we have of what was to become a genre, a 
handbook for rulers with advice on how to seize, hold, and 
manipulate power, of which the most famous in the West is 
Machiavelli’s  Th e Prince.  Th e  Arthashastra  also deals with 
the wise and humane administration of justice. Th e text we 
have was composed by many hands over several centuries 

  In addition to its advice to princes on how to seize and 
hold power and to outwit rivals by often unscrupulous 
means, the Arthashastra stresses the responsibilities of the 
king to take care of his people.  

   The vow of the king is energetic activity, his sacrifice 
is constituted of the discharge of his own 
administrative duties; his sacrificial fee [to the 
officiating priests] is his impartiality of attitude 
toward all; his sacrificial consecration is his 
anointment as king. 

 In the happiness of the subjects lies the happiness 
of the king; in their welfare, his own welfare. The 
welfare of the king does not lie in the fulfillment of 
what is dear to him; whatever is dear to his subjects 
constitutes his welfare. 

 Therefore, ever energetic, a king should act up to 
the precepts of the science of material gain. 
Energetic activity is the source of material gain; its 
opposite, of downfall.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition , Vol. 1, 2nd Edition, 
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., p. 244. Copyright © 1988 Columbia 
University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 ADVICE TO INDIAN PRINCES 
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By this time, if not before, there was already an extensive 
seaborne trade as well, perhaps extending to Southeast Asia, 
and a large seaport city in Bengal, Tamralipti, close to the 
mouth of the Ganges not far from modern Calcutta. Roads 
were essential to hold the empire together, and by Mauryan 
times the main trunk road of India had been built from Tam-
ralipti along the Ganges Valley to Pataliputra, Banaras, Delhi, 
through Punjab, and on to the borders of Afghanistan. Other 
routes branched southward, on to the mouth of the Indus, 
linking together all the chief cities of Hindustan. Th e road 
system was apparently well maintained, marked with mile-
stones, provided with wells and rest houses at regular inter-
vals, and planted with trees to provide shade. Megasthenes 
says that famine was unknown, although it seems more likely 
merely that he did not hear of it during his years there. Until 
the recent development of cheap bulk transport, famine was 
endemic everywhere in the world whenever drought, fl oods, 
unseasonable frosts, or insect plagues made for crop short-
ages, and northern India is especially prone to drought, given 
the fi ckleness of the monsoon rains.   

man and the universe, the consistent Indian emphasis. We 
know the names of some of the states immediately preced-
ing the Mauryan conquest, including the Nanda kingdom of 
Magadha in the central Ganges Valley, which seems to have 
been Chandragupta’s original base. But even for  Mauryan 
India we are dependent for actual descriptions largely on 
Greek sources, including surviving fragments of  Th e Book 
of Megasthenes , written by the man posted by  Alexander’s 
successor Seleucus Nicator to Chandragupta’s court at 
 Pataliputra. One signifi cant Indian source on Mauryan 
 history are the inscriptions of Ashoka, the powerful emperor 
who promoted Buddhism in the third century  b.c.e.   

  Pataliputra and the Glory 

of Mauryan India 

 Th e book itself is lost, but later Greek and Latin  writers drew 
on  Th e Book of Megasthenes  extensively. It is the  earliest 
description we have of India by an outsider. In  Megasthenes’ 
time and for some two centuries or more aft er,  Pataliputra 
was probably the largest and most sophisticated city and 
 center of culture in the world, rivaled in its later days  perhaps 
only by the Han dynasty capital at Chang’an  (see   Chapter   5   )  
and larger than anything in the West, as the Greek accounts 
state. It may have been larger than  imperial Rome at its height 
and was said to be 22 miles on each side within its wooden 
walls. It was the seat of a famous  university and library, to 
which scholars came,  reputedly, from all over the civilized 
world, a city of magnifi cent  palaces,  temples,  gardens, and 
parks. Megasthenes describes a highly  organized  bureaucratic 
 system that controlled the economic and social as well 
as political life of Mauryan India,  complete with a secret 
 service to spy on potential  dissidents, suspected criminals, 
and  corrupt or ineff ective offi  cials. But he clearly admired 
 Chandragupta for his conscientious administration of  justice 
and for his imperial style. Th e emperor  presided  personally 
over regular sessions at court where cases were heard and 
petitions  presented, and ruled on disputes in  similar  fashion 
on his travels around the empire. His  enormous palace 
at  Pataliputra was a splendid complex, and visitors were 
awed by its  magnifi cence and by the throngs of courtiers, 
 councilors, and guests at state receptions. 

 Pataliputra was surrounded by a huge wall with 570 tow-
ers and 64 gates. All mines and forests were owned and man-
aged by the state, and there were large state farms and state 
granaries, shipyards, and factories for spinning and weav-
ing cotton cloth, all supervised by appropriate government 
departments. To guard against corruption and favoritism, 
departments were supposed to be headed by more than one 
chief, and offi  cials were to be transferred oft en. Megasthenes 
describes Mauryan India as a place of great wealth and pros-
perity and remarks on the bustling trade and rich merchants. 

  Ashoka had edicts inscribed on rocks and pillars at widely 
scattered locations all over India stating official policy and 
giving instructions and advice. In one he recounts his own 
conversion and outlines his new goals.  

  When the king, Beloved of the Gods and of 
 Gracious Mien, had been consecrated eight years 
Kalinga was conquered, 150,000 people were 
deported, 100,000 were killed, and many times 
that number died. But after the conquest of 
Kalinga, the Beloved of the Gods began to follow 
righteousness [ dharma ], to love righteousness, 
and to give instruction in righteousness. Now the 
Beloved of the Gods regrets the conquest of 
Kalinga, for when an independent country is 
 conquered people are killed, they die, or are 
deported, and that the Beloved of the Gods finds 
very painful and grievous. . . . The Beloved of the 
Gods will forgive as far as he can, and he even 
conciliates the forest tribes of his dominions; but 
he warns them that there is power even in the 
remorse of the Beloved of the Gods, and he tells 
them to reform lest they be killed. . . . 

 The Beloved of the Gods considers that the great-
est victory is the victory of righteousness. . . .  

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition , Vol. 1, 2nd Edition, 
Ainslie T. Embree, ed., p. 142. Copyright © 1988 Columbia 
University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 ASHOKA’S GOALS 
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 The Emperor Ashoka, “Beloved of the Gods” 

 Chandragupta died about 297  B.C.E. ; we do not know the 
exact year, and one legend has it that he wearied of affairs 
of state and became a wandering ascetic, in the Indian tra-
dition, for the last few years of his life. The empire was fur-
ther expanded and consolidated by his son Bindusara, who 
maintained the Greek connection and exchanged gifts with 
Antiochus I, the Seleucid king of Syria. But the greatest 
Mauryan ruler was Chandragupta’s grandson Ashoka, one 
of the great kings of world history. Ashoka was perhaps the 
greatest Indian ruler ever, and yet he was all but forgotten 
until his rediscovery by British antiquarians and archaeolo-
gists in the later nineteenth century, thanks to Ashoka’s 
habit of inscribing his name and imperial edicts on rocks 
and pillars, which he set up all over his immense empire. 
He came to the throne about 269  B.C.E.  and spent the first 
several years of his rule in military campaigns to round out 
the empire by incorporating the south. According to his 
own rock-cut inscriptions, Ashoka saw and was grieved by 
the carnage that his lust for more power had brought. His 
campaign against the Kalingas of Orissa and northern 
Andhra in the northern Deccan Plateau was apparently a 
turning point. After the campaign he foreswore further ter-
ritorial aggression in favor of what he called “the conquest 
of righteousness.” Ashoka was converted to the teachings 
of the Buddha, who had died four centuries earlier, and 
vowed to spend the rest of his life, and his great imperial 
power and prestige, in spreading those noble truths.    

 The beautifully carved stones that presumably marked 
his empire extend far into the south, well beyond Andhra, 
and may suggest that he added to his military conquests 
those of the spirit. We do not know to what extent the south 
was ruled from Pataliputra during his time, although a 
Mauryan governor was appointed for the southern prov-
inces. Ashoka clearly felt a sense of mission, not only to 
spread Buddhism but also to set an example of righteous-
ness in government that could persuade others elsewhere 
to follow it—a more humane form of imperialism. He 
declared that all people everywhere were his children, and 
he softened the harsher aspects of Chandragupta’s meth-
ods of control. He advocated the ancient Indian ideal of 
nonviolence (adopted also by the Buddha), urged pilgrim-
ages as a substitute for hunting, and encouraged the 
spread of vegetarianism. But he kept his army, law courts, 
and systems of punishment, including execution for major 
crimes, and remained an emperor in every sense, with his 
feet firmly in the world of politics, even though his mind 
reached out to higher and more worthy goals. Neverthe-
less, his reign was remarkable for its humanity and its 
vision. The modern Republic of India appropriately adopted 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

       Perhaps the best-known samples of Mauryan art are the pillars 
erected by the emperor Ashoka, usually bearing Buddhist 
edicts and surmounted by sculpted fi gures. Th is quartet of 
royal lions in stone, in use as an offi  cial symbol of India since 
Independence in 1947, formed the capital of one of Ashoka’s 
columns and eff ectively captures the splendor of Mauryan 
India. Th e base is a Buddhist symbol, a stylized lotus; the 
lotus grows in mud and slime but produces an ethereal white 
blossom, thus representing the Buddha’s message of the triumph 
of the soul over earthly ties.      (Borromeo/Art Resource, NY)  

for its state seal the sculptured lions from the capital of one 
of Ashoka’s pillars. Ashoka also sent explicitly Buddhist 
missions to Ceylon, and missionaries later went to Burma 
and Java. They converted the first two countries almost 
entirely to that faith, which they still hold, while establishing 
Buddhism as a new religion in much of the rest of South-
east Asia. Indian traders and adventurers, as well as priests 
and scholars, also carried Indian high culture in art, litera-
ture, written language, and statecraft to Southeast Asia. 
This cultural diffusion from India marked the beginning of 
literate civilization, in the Indian mode, in much of that 
extensive region, an origin still evident in many respects. 
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connected to the Greco-Roman world, and it would be 
strange if none of the apostles had included it in carry-
ing out the command recorded in Mark 16:15: “Go ye into 
all the world and preach the gospel to every creature.” To 
this day, a large proportion of Indian Christians, clustered 
in the southwest near the ports the Greeks and Romans 
used, carry the surname Th omas.    

 Our most important source for this period of Indian 
history is a Greek handbook for traders and travelers to 
India called the  Periplus of the Erythrean Sea , dated about 
80  c.e. , which gives sailing directions, information on 
prices and sources for Indian goods, and brief descriptions 
of Indian culture. Large hoards of Roman coins, to pay for 
India’s exports, and Roman pottery have been found at 
many ports along the west coast, from Mannar in Ceylon 
through Cochin and Calicut to the Bombay area and now-
abandoned ports south of the Indus mouth; and around to 
the east, at Arikamedu.     

     Kushans and Greeks 

 Th e Mauryan name continued through several succes-
sive rulers at Pataliputra. By about 180  b.c.e.  India had 
returned to its more normal patterns of separate regional 
kingdoms. Th e northwest was again invaded by Greeks, 
descendants of groups left  behind by Alexander. Northern 
India was subsequently invaded by new groups of outsid-
ers, the Shakas (Scythians) from West-Central Asia, and 
other originally nomadic peoples from East-Central Asia 
who were driven from their pasture lands by the ancestors 
of the Mongols and by the rise of the fi rst Chinese empire, 
the Qin, in the late third century  b.c.e.  One such group at 
about 100  b.c.e.  crossed the passes into Kashmir and down 
onto the Indian Plain, where they defeated the Greek, Saka, 
and Indian kingdoms and welded most of the north into 
a new empire, the Kushan dynasty. Th e Kushans restored 
much of the former Mauryan grandeur, ruling also from 
Pataliputra, but they too declined aft er some three centu-
ries, and by about 200  c.e.  the north was once again, like 
the south, a regional patchwork. Th e Kushans adopted and 
promoted Buddhism and disseminated it to their former 
homelands in Central Asia, from which it later reached 
China. In other respects, like nearly all invaders or con-
querors of India, they became thoroughly Indianized, not 
only through their adoption of the other aspects of Indian 
culture and language but also through widespread inter-
marriage, adding still further to the hybrid character of the 
population. Th e most obvious and enduring legacy of the 
Kushans is probably the magnifi cent Buddhist sculpture 
produced under their rule and patronage. It is interest-
ing also for its clear traces of Greek and Hellenistic artis-
tic infl uences still important in India in the time of the 
Kushans, deriving both from the remaining Greek-style 
kingdoms in the northwest and from direct contact with 
the Hellenic world by sea.    

 Th roughout the centuries aft er Alexander, Greek trad-
ers and travelers visited India on a regular basis. Greek 
ships carried Indian goods to the Mediterranean: spices, 
precious stones, incense, brasswork, fi ne cotton textiles, 
ivory, peacocks, monkeys, and even larger wild animals. 
Indian philosophers visited Mediterranean and Levan-
tine cities, perhaps making some contribution to the 
Western intellectual heritage from a culture where reli-
gion and concern for the individual’s relationship to God 
and to eternity have always been of prime importance. 
In return, there seems little reason to doubt the claim of 
Indian Christians that their early church was begun by 
Th omas the Apostle, who probably reached India and 
founded there a Christian community. Th e trip from 
Suez—or from Alexandria, where we know the apostles 
preached—was routine in the fi rst century  c.e.  India was 

       Standing Buddha from Gandhara, a Greek-ruled kingdom of 
the second and fi rst centuries  b.c.e.  in the northwest. Notice 
the close similarity in style to Hellenic sculpture, including 
the conventional representation of the folds of the garment 
and the generally realistic portrayal.      (World History 
Archive/Alamy)  
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Th ey shared what was by the third or second century  b.c.e.  
a common Indian civilization, including Hinduism, phi-
losophy, values, art forms, and material culture. Th e three 
largest political states of the south were Chola, Pandya, and 
Chera, which vied with each other for regional dominance 
but were never able to unite the whole area under the con-
trol of any one of them. Each maintained extensive trade 
relations by sea, mainly with Southeast Asia, and the cul-
tural, economic, religious, and political lives of each cen-
tered in their respective capitals, which were dominated by 
temple complexes. Of these, probably the largest and best-
preserved was the Pandya capital of Madurai. 

 Th e fullest and most detailed account of any ancient 
Indian city is included in an early Tamil poem of the third 
century  c.e.  called  Th e Garland of Madurai.  Th e poem 
describes the city’s elaborate gate, carved with images of 

  Southern India 

and the City of Madurai 

 Th e south was protected against pressures from successive 
states or empires in the north by the Deccan Plateau and 
its fringing mountains, the Vindhya and Satpura ranges, 
punctuated by the Narbada (Narmada) and Tapti rivers as 
further barriers. Th ere was also fi erce southern resistance to 
the repeated attempts at conquest from the north. We know 
very little about this lower half of India before the time of 
Ashoka. By then it was clear that southern cultures and 
states, although divided into rival groups, were fully as rich 
and sophisticated as those of the Aryan-infl uenced north. 

       Yakshis, the goddess of living waters. Th e genius of Indian 
sculpture was already established in Harappan times but was 
further developed in subsequent centuries and millennia. Th is 
goddess fi gure is a fi ne sample of the grace and voluptuousness 
that, even under alien Kushan rule in the second century  c.e. , 
Indian sculptors were able to create in stone, as they did later 
under the Guptas.      (Victoria & Albert Museum, London/Art 
Resource, NY)  

  A graphic passage in the Tamil epic the Silappatikaram, 
of uncertain date but probably fourth or fifth century  C.E.,  
describes the port city of Puhar, not far from modern 
Madras, in this period a great center of foreign trade.  

   The riches of Puhar shipowners made the kings of 
faraway lands envious. The most costly 
merchandise, the rarest foreign produce reached 
the city. . . . The sunshine lighted up the open 
terraces, the harbor docks, the towers with their 
loopholes like the eyes of deer. In various quarters 
of the city the homes of wealthy Greeks were seen. 
Near, the harbor seamen from far-off lands 
appeared at home. In the streets hawkers were 
selling unguents, bath powders, cooling oils, flowers, 
perfume, and incense . . . . Each trade had its own 
street in the workers’ quarter of the city. At the 
center of the city were the wide royal street, the 
street of temple cars, the bazaar, and the main 
street where rich merchants had their mansions . . . 
with warehouses of merchandise from overseas . . . . 
Near the sea, flags raised high toward the sky 
seemed to be saying: “On these stretches of white 
sand can be found the goods that foreign 
merchants, leaving their own countries to stay 
among us, have brought here in great ships.”. . . All 
night lamps were burning, the lamps of foreigners 
who talk strange tongues, and of the guards who 
watch over precious cargoes near the docks.   

  Source:  A Danielou, trans., in M. Singer, “Beyond Tradition 
and Modernity in Madras,”  Comparative Studies in Society 
and History  13 (1971): 169–170. Cambridge University Press. 
Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 THE PORT OF PUHAR 
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 By the fi rst century  b.c.e.  and in subsequent centuries 
the Sinhalese constructed an extensive system of irrigated 
rice agriculture, centered in the northern half of the island 
with its capital at Anuradhapura and a secondary urban 
center at Polonnaruwa. Th is area was part of the so-called 
Dry Zone of Ceylon, where permanent fi eld agriculture is 
impossible without irrigation but where fertile soils, level 
land, and an unbroken growing season of strong sun and 
high temperatures can produce high crop yields if water 
is available. Considerable rain falls there in a brief period 
of three months during the northeast monsoon of winter, 
leaving the rest of the year mainly dry. Th e Sinhalese king-
dom constructed large reservoirs called  tanks  to catch the 
winter rain and stream runoff  and then to distribute it to 
rice fi elds through an intricate system of canals. Dams also 
diverted water from the few year-round streams that fl owed 
through the area. Th e population of the Dry Zone grew sub-
stantially, and Anuradhapura at its height about the tenth 
century  c.e.  may have contained 100,000 people or more, 
while Ceylon as a whole may have reached as much as 3 or 4 
million. It was only with such a large population, controlled 
by the state through  corvée  (conscript labor), that the mas-
sive irrigation works could be built and maintained, and 
the many large palaces and temples at Anuradhapura con-
structed. Nowhere else in the premodern world was there 
such a dense concentration of irrigation facilities at such a 
high technical level, but it was dependent on maintaining 
state control over mass labor. 

 Ceylon was the fi rst area beyond India to which 
 Buddhism spread. Th e pious legend is that Ananda, a 
 disciple of the Buddha, brought the message himself in 
the Buddha’s own lifetime, but Buddhism probably did 
not extend beyond northern India, and almost certainly 
not to Ceylon, until Ashoka’s time in the third century 
 b.c.e. , when missionaries were specifi cally dispatched to 
 Ceylon and Burma. Th e Sinhalese rapidly accepted and 
have retained Buddhism. Th ey produced  beautiful works 
of sculpture and architecture in the  Buddhist-Indian 
 tradition, including the world’s largest mound temples or 
stupas and  colossal statues of the Buddha and his  disciples. 
Th e great stupa at Anuradhapura is bigger than all but 
one of the  pyramids of ancient Egypt; it is  surrounded 
for miles by others nearly as big and by a host of  beautiful 
and  monumental stone buildings and large baths. All 
of this gorgeous display suggests large and consistent 
 surpluses from the agricultural system to pay for the costs 
of  construction and art and an economy that could spare 
labor for such purposes. Th e classical Sinhalese chronicles, 
compiled and preserved by Buddhist monks, deal mainly 
with the pious acts of successive kings, especially their 
building or endowing of temples, but indirectly they refl ect 
a prosperous and generally controlled society.   

the goddess Lakshmi, and broad streets lined with stalls 
selling delicacies, fl owers, and betel nuts, chewed for their 
slightly intoxicating eff ects. During a festival, people fl ock 
to temples with fl owers for the gods, and a royal proces-
sion of elephants and chariots parades in front of buildings 
with turrets and balconies where bejeweled women watch. 
Artisans turn out metal and wooden implements and 
ornaments; weavers produce fi ne cloth; dancers and cour-
tesans entertain men with money to spare. Villagers come 
to town to get drunk and enjoy the revelry. Great quanti-
ties of mangoes, candy, meat, and rice are consumed. Th e 
poem describes the arrival of night aft er a day of merry-
making and worship. Th ieves and ghosts roam the streets, 
but watchmen keep them at bay. With the arrival of dawn, 
Brahmins begin chanting the sacred verses and the city 
gradually awakens, with women sweeping up the wilted 
fl owers and shopkeepers once more setting out their 
wares. Th e poem gives a vivid picture of what urban life 
must really have been like; with few adjustments, it could 
serve as a description of a festival day in a small Indian 
city even now.  

  Ceylon 

 Th e island of Ceylon (called Sri Lanka since 1975, reviv-
ing an ancient name for the country) lies within view of 
the tip of southern India, only some 20 miles across the 
shallow Palk Strait via a disconnected chain of islands. 
Nevertheless the two countries have always been separate 
politically, and Ceylon developed a distinctive culture and 
sense of separate identity even though it remained a part 
of greater Indian culture. Sometime in the sixth century 
 b.c.e. , a Sanskrit- or Aryan-speaking prince named Vijaya 
came to Ceylon by sea from northwestern India with a 
large band of followers and established a kingdom. It is 
likely that Indian merchants had visited Ceylon earlier and 
perhaps settled there, but we have no record of such earlier 
contact. Th e followers of Vijaya called themselves Sinhala 
(“lion people”) and became the dominant inhabitants of 
Ceylon as the Sinhalese (Singhalese). Th is is also the name 
of their Indo-European language, which is related to those 
of northern India. Th ey brought with them not only the 
literacy, writing forms, and religion of late Vedic northern 
India but much of the rest of its culture and technology, 
including the knowledge of irrigation and the cultivation 
of rice. Th ey were probably joined shortly by a second 
wave of settlement from Bengal, which merged with them. 
Th e Sinhalese soon displaced the earlier and far less tech-
nically developed Neolithic inhabitants of the island, the 
Veddas, a few survivors of whom still live in the remoter 
jungles, although in the earlier centuries there was consid-
erable intermarriage. 
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  Given the short and easy journey from southern India 
to Ceylon, continuous interaction probably began before 
the fi ft h century  b.c.e.  By or before the Christian era, the 
northern tip of Ceylon had been settled by people from 
the Dravidian Tamil-speaking area of southern India, who 
practiced their own form of irrigated agriculture based 
mainly on wells. Th ey became the dominant inhabitants 
of the Jaff na Peninsula and the immediately adjacent parts 
of the north but retained their cultural ties with southern 
India as well as their Hinduism. Immigration from south-
ern India continued for several centuries, and there was 
some intermarriage with the Sinhalese. Th ese two groups 

  Southern India was producing superb poetry very early, 
although most of what survives dates only from about the 
third century C.E. Here is a sample from that period, a 
scene in which women try to protect the millet harvest from 
hungry parrots while attracting the notice of amorous men.  

   May all these parrots live long, 

 longer than the passing 

 of thousands of eons! 

 They’ve led her out 

 to guard the millet fields 

 with her ample shoulders, 

 that girl from the hills 

 with the thick, black hair 

 and gleaming jewels. 

 In the groves in your land, 

 even though she drives them away, 

 that girl from the hills 

 with the dark eyes 

 that are big and captivating, 

 the little parrots still yearn 

 for the large ears 

 of tiny millet 

 growing on terraces. 

 Lord, dense darkness has gathered. 

 Don’t come along the path through the forest, 

 where tusked elephants roam at will.   

 Source:  Tamil Love Poetry: The Five Hundred Short Poems of 
the Ainkurunuru, an Early Third Century Anthology  by Martha 
Ann Selby, editor, p. 116. Copyright © 2011 Columbia 
 University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 TAMIL LOVE POETRY 
of Indian immigrants, Sinhalese and Tamils, coexisted for 
most of Ceylon’s history, until their diff erences were made 
into a violent political issue in the 1950s.    

 Th e Sinhala kingdom based on Anuradhapura peri-
odically controlled the Tamil areas of the north but had 
to protect itself against intermittent raiding from the far 
larger Tamil kingdoms in southern India. Th ese raids oft en 
stimulated or increased internal dissension when rival Sin-
halese claimants to the throne made common cause with 
the invaders, especially aft er about the sixth century  c.e.  
Th e Chola Empire, which arose in the early centuries of 
the Christian era in southern India, launched a particularly 
destructive invasion of Ceylon in the eleventh century that 
sacked Anuradhapura in 1017. Th e Sinhalese capital was 
moved to Polonnaruwa, from which base the local forces 
fi nally drove the Cholas out of the country by 1070. In the 
following century King Parakramabahu (r. 1153–1186) uni-
fi ed the whole of Ceylon under his control from his capital 
at Polonnaruwa, invaded southern India and Burma, and 
constructed huge, new irrigation works and public build-
ings that made his capital almost as impressive as Anurad-
hapura had been. But his death was followed by civil war 
and new and especially destructive invasions from south-
ern India, which, by the thirteenth century, led to the vir-
tual abandonment of the Dry Zone, whose vital irrigation 
works could no longer be maintained. Th e much reduced 
population clustered from then on in the protection of 
the hills and mountains of southeastern Ceylon, centered 
around the medieval capital of Kandy, and later in the low-
lands around the port of Colombo.  

  The Guptas and 

the Empire of Harsha 

 Th ere was to be one more imperial revival of the Mauryan 
model in India, the Gupta dynasty, which ruled the north 
from about 320 to about 550  c.e. . Pataliputra was again the 
imperial capital and seems again to have played the role 
of cultural center for surrounding areas. Contact with the 
West appears to have shrunk or disappeared by this time; 
Roman vigor had ebbed, and the eastern Roman Empire 
based in Constantinople went on the defensive and was 
largely cut off  from India by the rise of the Sassanid dynasty 
in Persia. However, there was still extensive trade and cul-
tural exchange with Southeast Asia, although most of it 
probably took place from the southern Indian kingdoms of 
Chola, Pandya, and Pallava and from ports on the southeast 
coast, beyond Guptan imperial control but part of greater 
Indian culture. As for earlier periods, we are dependent 
on foreign observers for much of what we know about the 
Gupta period. Th e chief source is the diary of Faxian (337– 
c. 422), a Chinese Buddhist monk who made the long and 
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Han dynasty and well before the reunifi cation and new 
splendor of the Tang revival. 

 Th e Gupta period was the golden age of Sanskrit litera-
ture, including poetry and drama, and of classical Indian 
sculpture and monumental building, although unfortunately 
only fragments of the art have survived the troubled centu-
ries since. Th is cultural fl owering was equally vigorous in the 
south, beyond Gupta control, and in both south and north 
seems to have taken the form of a renaissance of much of the 
Mauryan grandeur of the past. Kalidasa, widely acclaimed as 
India’s greatest poet and playwright, lived and worked in the 
late fourth and early fi ft h centuries, near the peak of Gupta 
vigor and a further expression of the cultural brilliance of 
the age. Many of his works have survived, with fragments of 
some others, perhaps because they were so widely copied. 
Th ey still make fresh and enchanting reading—moving com-
mentaries on the foibles of human existence—and indeed 
bear comparison with Shakespeare’s plays and poems.     

  Th e Collapse of the Guptas 
 By about 550  c.e.  the Gupta power was destroyed by new 
invaders, the so-called White Huns (probably nomadic 
 Iranians or Turks from Central Asia), one more group in the 
long succession of ethnically and culturally diff erent outsid-
ers drawn to India by its wealth and sophistication and then 
woven into the hybrid Indian fabric. Like earlier and later 
invaders, they came from the west, through the only easy 
entrance into the subcontinent, the passes that punctuate 

arduous journey to India via Central Asia and the Himala-
yas to seek true copies of the Buddhist sutras (scriptures) 
and who lived and traveled there for six years in the early 
400s. A typical literate Chinese, he carefully recorded what 
he observed at Pataliputra and elsewhere. He gives us a 
picture of a rich and sophisticated society and its cultur-
ally brilliant capital as of the early fi ft h century, when it was 
probably at its height. 

  Life and Culture in the Guptan Period 
 Faxian noted the peacefulness of Guptan India and the 
mildness of its government. His journal remarks that 
crime was rare and that one could travel from one end 
of the empire to another without harm and with no need 
for travel documents. He made special note of the free 
 hospitals for treatment of the sick, supported by  private 
donations. He also says that all “respectable” people 
(by which he probably means those of high caste) were 
 vegetarians, a trend that seems to have picked up momen-
tum since the time of Ashoka, but that the lower orders ate 
meat and hence were regarded as sources of “pollution,” 
an aspect of caste that he was the fi rst outsider to describe. 
He describes Buddhism as still fl ourishing but  apparently 
in the process of being reabsorbed into the Hinduism from 
which it had originally sprung. In general, his account 
shows us a prosperous, tranquil, and smoothly operat-
ing society, which probably contrasted with the China of 
his time, still suff ering from the chaos aft er the fall of the 

       Th e art of ancient Ceylon: divine nymphs 
dropping fl owers on the earth, from a 
mural painting of the fi ft h century  c.e.  
on the rock face of the fortress of Sigiriya 
in the southern Dry Zone, and preserved 
there better than most Indian paintings 
of the same period, which it closely 
resembles.      (City Image/Alamy)  
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more diffi  cult, with its combination of mountains, deep 
gorges, and rain forest, and has never carried more than a 
trickle of faint and indirect contact. 

 With the collapse of the Gupta Empire, India reverted 
once more to its regional structures. Th e new invaders from 
Central Asia did not succeed in building their own empire, 
and for a time there was political chaos, but the fi rst half of 
the seventh century saw a fi nal indigenous eff ort at unifi ca-
tion. Th is was the reign of Harsha (606–648), who in a series 
of campaigns joined the separate kingdoms of the north 
together and presided over a notable refl owering of Sanskrit 
literature and art. Harsha also encouraged Buddhism, and 
the Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang (c. 602–662) visited 
his court, leaving a valuable account of it and of the contem-
porary India through which he traveled. His journal gives 
an admiring picture of Harsha as a charismatic, energetic, 
and able administrator and an impressive emperor of his 
domain, through which he made repeated tours to super-
vise its government. Like earlier and later Indian emperors, 
he held court wherever he went, to hear complaints and dis-
pense justice. Like them, he lived in luxury and pomp but 
loved literature and philosophy and was a generous patron; 
he even found time to write plays himself. By this time, 
Xuanzang’s account shows Buddhism declining and Hindu-
ism again dominant, but, perhaps because of the newness 
and brevity of Harsha’s rule, law and order were not as well 
kept as in Guptan times. Xuanzang reports banditry and was 
himself robbed twice on his travels. Harsha’s empire was so 
much his own creation that when he died in 648, leaving no 
heirs, it disintegrated into factional fi ghting.   

  Women in Ancient India 

 Medieval and early modern India tended to fi t the popu-
lar stereotype applied to most Asian societies: heavy male 
dominance and female subservience or even servitude. 
Th e nature of gender relations in much of Asia changed 
quickly throughout twentieth-century Asia and, like most 
stereotypes, the notion that women are subordinate in 
Asian societies is not totally accurate even for the past. In 
particular, it overlooks the major part nearly all women 
played in the basic Asian institution of the family—a pri-
vate as opposed to public role, but oft en critically impor-
tant—and overlooks also the many women writers and 
performers of other public roles, including political power. 
However, ancient India was substantially diff erent from the 
later period of Indian history in this respect. Women held 
important economic and social power; property, status, and 
family names oft en descended through the female line. Sur-
vivals of this ancient pattern remain in parts of southern 
India today. From Vedic times, the Aryan north was more 
clearly patriarchal, and women were conventionally seen as 

the northwest frontier. As the linguistic tie still reminds us, 
India’s relations were and remained overwhelmingly with 
the West since at least Harappan times and, except for the 
sea connection with Southeast Asia, hardly at all with the 
East and with China, the other major cultural center of 
Asia. Buddhism did move from India, fi rst into Central 
Asia and then into China by Han times, but it seems to have 
carried very little of Indian culture with it except for astron-
omy, and some art forms, while almost nothing of Chinese 
culture seems to have penetrated into India. Cotton, native 
to India, spread to China only some 3,000 years aft er the 
Indus people fi rst wove it into cloth. Trade between the two 
societies, the other common vehicle of cultural exchange, 
was minimal and indirect. Th e reason is clear from a glance 
at a map: the world’s highest mountains lie between India 
and China, and behind them the desert or alpine waste-
lands of Xinjiang and Tibet. It is in fact a very long and 
exceptionally diffi  cult way between the centers of Indian 
and Chinese civilizations, from the plains of Hindustan to 
the lower Yellow and Yangzi river valleys. Th e shorter route 
from eastern India through Burma and into mountainous 
southwest China (still a long way from the Chinese center), 
called by some the “Southern Silk Road,” has proved even 

       Standing bronze Buddha, Mathurā. Gupta, Phopnar, sixth 
century.  c.e.       (National Museum of India, New Delhi, India/ 
Bridgeman Art Library)  
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Th ey were honored and admired for their art but socially 
discriminated against, and because of their association with 
sex work, other women were discouraged from dancing 
until recent years, when the classical dance forms have seen 
a national revival and have once again become respectable. 

 Th e custom of  sati  (suttee), wives burning themselves 
to death on their husband’s funeral pyre, does not seem to 
have been the fate of most widows at any period in Indian 
history. Although it was known in ancient India, as it was 
in Sumer and in ancient China, it appears to have been 
uncommon; when it was practiced, it was mainly as part of 
the custom of burning or burying all the followers, retain-
ers, horses, and prized possessions of a dead ruler or aris-
tocrat with him.  Sati  was relatively rare until late Gupta 
times, when widow remarriage had begun to be strongly 
discouraged or prohibited, as it had not been before. It 
was voluntary, as a mark of exceptional fi delity. Social and 
family pressure, plus the emptiness and oft en the material 
hardship especially of a young widow’s life, doubtless added 
other incentives.  Sati  horrifi ed early Western observers, 
and the British suppressed it in the nineteenth century, but 
it was not characteristic of ancient India. Many ancient and 
even medieval Indian writers and poets condemned it, and 
in the end the Hindu renaissance and reform movement of 
the nineteenth century turned Indian opinion against it.     

  The Indian Heritage 

 Th e building and maintaining of empires exacts a heavy 
human cost everywhere. India’s return to its more normal 
regionalism with the collapse of the Gupta Empire and 
the death of Harsha was hardly a tragedy, but it leaves the 

subject to their parents, husbands, and male relatives. But 
they had some control over personal property, and some 
women even owned businesses. Women could not serve 
as priests but were free to become nuns, several of whom 
were notable poets and scholars. Th e  Upanishads , treatises 
dating from about the seventh century  b.c.e. , tell the story 
of an exceptionally learned woman, Gargi Vacaknavi, who 
took an active part in discussions with the sage Yajnavalkya 
and outdistanced all her male counterparts. Other women 
attended lectures by sages and mastered the Vedas. God-
desses were as important as gods in Vedic religion. 

 By the Mauryan era, however, the scope for women 
in religious and intellectual pursuits seems to have been 
reduced. Convention shift ed to an emphasis on mar-
riage and the care of the family as the proper female role, 
although many upper-class women continued to be edu-
cated privately or independently, and several wrote poetry 
and drama that were widely read. Others learned music—
both performance and composition—dancing, and paint-
ing. In early Vedic times (we know too little about society in 
Harappan times to speculate about it), unmarried men and 
women seem to have mixed freely. By the time of the  Artha-
shastra  (third century  b.c.e. ) upper-class women were 
more circumscribed by convention, although widows were 
still free to marry. By late Gupta times (sixth century  c.e. ) 
restrictions on women had increased, and widows could 
no longer remarry. Women were to be cherished, but pro-
tected—and restricted—a trend that apparently had begun 
under Mauryan rule, at least in the north. In the south, 
women have remained freer and less submissive. 

 Th e freest women in ancient India were probably the 
courtesans. In many traditional societies, including India, 
they were usually well educated and well versed in the clas-
sics, the arts of music, dance, poetry and its composition, 
fl ower arranging, the composition of riddles and other 
mental puzzles, and even fencing. As in China, Japan, and 
the classical West, such women were oft en praised for their 
learning and quick verbal wit, sometimes even more than 
for their beauty. Even the Buddha is said to have chosen 
to dine with a famous courtesan rather than with the city 
fathers, no doubt duller company. Many of the courtesans 
were celebrated poets, but most of them were considered 
especially sensitive and as having “great souls.” 

 Another group of women were hereditary dancers in 
the service of temples; most of them also worked as prosti-
tutes, but in any case they never married, having dedicated 
themselves to the god. Dance was a particularly important 
religious ritual in India, as well as a beautiful art form. Th e 
god Shiva was thought to have created the world through 
his cosmic dance as the spirit of life and of creation. From 
at least the Gupta period, classical Indian dance came to 
be associated with the temple dancers, servants of the god. 

  The Laws of Manu, written about the second century  C . E ., 
reflect the growing emphasis on the domesticity and de-
pendency of women.  

  She should always be cheerful, and clever at 
household affairs; she should keep her utensils 
well polished and not have too free a hand in 
spending. When her father, or her brother with her 
father’s permission, gives her to someone, she 
should obey that man while he is alive and not 
violate her vow to him when he is dead. . . . A virtu-
ous wife should constantly serve her husband like 
a god, even if he behaves badly, freely indulges his 
lust, and is devoid of any good qualities.  

  Source:  From  The Laws of Manu , translation © 1991, Wendy 
Doniger and Brian K. Smith. Penguin Group, 1991, p. 115. 

 IN PRAISE OF WOMEN 
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tensions than it is now, but we have no way to measure that. 
Contemporary accounts from that period can, of course, 
make judgments only in terms of what they knew of condi-
tions elsewhere. Our modern perspectives are diff erent. But 
the classical accounts we have nearly all stress the relatively 
high level of material well-being, the orderliness of the soci-
ety, and its impressive achievements in science, technology, 
philosophy, and the arts. It is a tradition of which modern 
Indians are justly proud. 

 From the modern perspective, classical India seems 
especially noteworthy for its scientifi c accomplishments. 
Earlier beginnings in mathematics were further developed 
by Gupta times to a high level of sophistication, includ-
ing a rudimentary algebra and a numeration system using 
nine digits and a zero, exactly as we use them now and far 
more effi  cient than the cumbersome Roman numerals. Th e 
Arabs, who transmitted it to the West, called mathematics 
“the Indian art” ( Hindisat ). Later European science would 
have been impossible without it. Medieval Indian math-
ematicians aft er Harsha’s time developed the concepts of 
negative and positive quantities, worked out square and 
cube roots, solved quadratic and other equations, under-
stood the mathematical implications of zero and infi nity, 
worked out the value of  pi  to nine decimal places, and made 
important steps in trigonometry, sine functions, spherical 
geometry, and calculus. By the sixth century  c.e.  Indian 
astronomers had anticipated Copernicus nearly 1,000 years 
later in describing a solar-centered planetary system and a 
rotating Earth in orbit around the sun, knowledge that was 
absorbed by the Arabs later. Th e game of chess was invented 
in India and spread from there westward. Earlier Indian 
scientists anticipated the classical Greeks in developing 
an atomic theory of elements, basic to twentieth-century 
Western science, by the sixth century  b.c.e. , an imaginative 
leap into what would become basic modern physics. 

 Traditional Indian medicine had a very extensive phar-
macopoeia and used a variety of herbal remedies and drugs 
only much later discovered and used in the West. Physicians 
appear to have understood the function of the spinal cord 
and the nervous system, and successful surgery included 
cesarean section, complicated bone setting, plastic surgery, 
and the repair of damaged limbs. Indian surgery remained 
ahead of Europe until the eighteenth century. In many of the 
kingdoms or empires, the poor were given free medical care. 
Variolation against smallpox was fi rst used in Guptan India, 
well over 1,000 years before the West. Doctors were highly 
respected. Th e famous physician Caraka, one of the founders 
of the Ayurvedic medical tradition, wrote a textbook in the 
late fi rst century C.E. that systematically discusses the path 
to good health. In addition, much like the classical Greek 
physician Hippocrates, Caraka insisted that physicians must 
devote themselves wholeheartedly to their patients above 

historian, whose data are only fragmentary, to try to deal 
with a confused tapestry that, like India’s history and cul-
ture as a whole, has many threads. Th e revival of regional 
kingdoms did, however, encourage the continued develop-
ment of the rich regional cultures that make up the Indian 
fabric. Given India’s size and diversity, it is not surprising 
that the subcontinent has only very briefl y been united into 
a single empire; even under Ashoka and under the Brit-
ish some areas remained outside imperial control. We are 
accustomed to thinking of Europe as properly composed of 
a large number of separate states and cultures, despite the 
heritage of common Roman rule over much of it for some 
four centuries and despite its common membership in the 
Greek, Roman, and Christian traditions. India, too, has long 
shared common traditions, including the universal spread 
of Hinduism, and like Europe has experienced successive 
eff orts at unifi cation by conquest. But the strength of sepa-
rate regional cultures and states remained at least as great as 
in Europe, reinforced by diff erent languages, literatures, and 
political rivalries. India’s more recent success in building a 
modern state, or rather the three states of Pakistan, India, 
and Bangladesh, contrasts with the continued political divi-
sion of Europe but still overlies regional diff erences that 
remain important and legitimate, each with its own proud 
tradition reaching back before Ashoka. In these terms, there 
is nothing improper or backward about regional separation, 
for India or for Europe, and especially in an area the size and 
variety of the subcontinent. India, like Europe, would be the 
poorer without its array of diff erent cultural and regional 
traditions. Th eir separate contributions in literature, philos-
ophy, and the arts in the centuries of political disunity aft er 
the death of Harsha continued to enrich the varied tapes-
try of Indian civilization. But the political picture we have 
of those centuries is confusing, frequently changing, and 
plagued by a severe shortage of information. 

 Ancient and classical India as a whole had a deep respect 
for learning and for education, beginning with literacy and 
mathematics and continuing to philosophy and the study 
of the Vedas. But education was a privilege enjoyed only by 
the upper classes, and aft er the Vedic age for the most part 
only by males, as in nearly all premodern societies. As men-
tioned earlier, courtesans were highly educated and widely 
read as well as accomplished dancers, singers, musicians, 
and poets; their role was to entertain their patrons in the 
fullest sense of the word. However, most people were peas-
ant villagers, uninvolved with any of these upper-class mat-
ters, but with their own active communal lives. Th e several 
Greek and Chinese travelers to classical India who have left  
accounts describe the rural scene as productive and pros-
perous and compare it and the lot of villagers favorably with 
their own homelands. India during these centuries may 
have been less burdened by mass poverty or by communal 
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across the Gangetic Plain. Among these, the Gupta state 
stood as a standard of achievement. Gupta successors in 
the Bengal region of northeastern India patronized Maha-
yana Buddhism. Under the Pala monarchs (750–1199  c.e. ), 
Nalanda, on the northwestern edge of the Ganges delta, 
become the preeminent center of Buddhist scholarship and 
attracted students and pilgrims from all over Asia. Not only 
was Pala Bengal the home of the diverse Mahayana schools 
of that age, but it also served as the incubator for an emer-
gent Tantric Hindu-Buddhist tradition, which stressed a 
highly personalized, oft en magical, interaction with the 
powers of the divine. 

 From the sixth century, the kings in southern India 
consolidated their positions by force or alliance, and then 
encouraged their subjects to join them in the worship of 
powerful Hindu deities. Southern India’s kings patron-
ized Brahmins, built impressive urban centers, endowed 
temples, fi nanced artistic expression, and sponsored elabo-
rate court rituals, artistic performance, and exhibitions of 
scholarship that were basic to the further development of 
southern Indian culture as well as to the emergence of the 
area’s ports as paramount international ports of trade. In 
the same era, Ceylon Th eravada Buddhist sects established 
branch temples and monasteries in newly settled zones, 
and supervised the construction of the local irrigation net-
works that were foundational to the emergence of Sinha-
lese kingdoms. Th e Ceylon Buddhist Sangha (“monastic 
community”) would become the source for the subsequent 
spread of Th eravada Buddhism into mainland Southeast 
Asia, where kings also turned to the Buddhist Sangha in 
recognition of their ritual and management potential. 

 Th ese patterns of cultural appropriation in the Bay of 
Bengal region became more pronounced with the increase 
in the volume of trade and the proliferation of wealth and 
societal prosperity. Above all, these regional evolutions in 
the post-Gupta age demonstrate that there were ways to 
organize international commerce, cultural exchange, and 
societal development other than through the rigid political 
centralizations and royal autocracies that were characteris-
tic of other regions of the globe c. 1500.   

     Questions 

  1.    What can we learn about Vedic society from its classical 
texts? What are their limitations as historical sources?   

  2.    Why was the Mauryan king Ashoka successful in his 
rule over India’s diverse populations?   

  3.    How has the repeated conquest of northern India by 
foreign warriors contributed to the South Asian world 
view? Is this similar to China’s view of its periodic 
“barbarian” invaders, and their consequent impact on 
China’s society and culture?   

all else, do them no harm, and not reveal any information 
about their condition to outsiders. He also called on them to 
improve their knowledge and training constantly. 

 It is more than possible that the political turmoil of inva-
sions and internal struggles did not greatly aff ect the lives 
of most people most of the time. Perhaps it is not terribly 
important that we have inadequate information to fol-
low in any detail the variety of empires, kingdoms, rival-
ries, and confusing political changes. What we do have is 
enough to show us a sophisticated civilization, a remark-
ably humane set of values, and enough glimpses of the life 
of the common people to make ancient and classical India 
indeed a great tradition, one of the major achievements 
of the human experience. Th e great British Indologist A. 
L. Basham says that slavery was less common than in any 
ancient society, and that ancient India was distinguished 
for its humanity, “a cheerful land which emphasized kindli-
ness and gentleness.”1   

 Th is chapter began by summarizing what we know of 
Vedic culture, produced in the wake of the migration of 
Aryan-speaking peoples from Central Asia into north 
India aft er about 1600  b.c.e. , which became dominant in 
most of the north. Regional kingdoms had emerged by 
about 500  b.c.e. , some of which Alexander encountered 
when he invaded the northwest in 326  b.c.e.  By 322 the 
Mauryan Empire emerged under Chandragupta Maurya 
and unifi ed most of the north from the imperial capital at 
Pataliputra in the central Ganges Valley. Chandragupta’s 
grandson Ashoka ruled as emperor from about 269 to c. 232 
 b.c.e.  and extended the empire southward. Troubled by the 
slaughter occasioned by his conquests, he converted to the 
nonviolent faith of Buddhism and devoted the rest of his 
reign to spreading its message. Th e Mauryan power faded 
aft er his death, and both north and south India reverted 
to regional rule. New Greek and Scythian invaders in the 
north yielded to another dynasty of conquest, the Kushans, 
from about 100  b.c.e.  to about 200  c.e. , while the south and 
Ceylon supported separate fl ourishing kingdoms and built 
impressive architectural monuments. Th e Gupta dynasty 
restored much of the Mauryan grandeur in the north 
from about 320 to 550  c.e. , based again at Pataliputra, and 
 Harsha from 606 to 648 reunited the Guptan Empire. Aft er 
Harsha’s death India resumed its more normal political 
pattern of separate regional kingdoms, where art, learning, 
philosophy, and commerce continued to fl ourish.  

  The Gupta Legacy in the Bay 

of Bengal Region 

 Aft er the Gupta realm fragmented into regional units, for 
the next thousand years an assortment of Hindu, Buddhist, 
and Muslim groups sought to reestablish political unity 
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    This Chapter Summarizes the beginnings of civilization in 
China, by about 2000  b.c.e. ; the rise of the Shang dynasty 

(c. 1600–1050  b.c.e. ); the Zhou dynasty (c. 1050–256  b.c.e. ); 
 Confucius the Sage; the period of the Warring States, from about 
600 to 221  b.c.e. ; and the conquest by the Qin in 221  b.c.e.  and the 
nature of its empire, the fi rst centralized, bureaucratic state. It was 
replaced aft er only a brief reign by the Han dynasty (202  b.c.e. –
220  c.e. ), which conquered southern Manchuria, Korea, Vietnam, 
and Xinjiang under the emperor Wu Di. Han rise, culture, and 
 collapse, cities in ancient China, and Han achievements in science 
and technology conclude the chapter.       

 Chinese civilization arose largely independent of contact with or 
infl uences from other areas and early developed its own distinctive 
form and style. China was eff ectively isolated by high mountains and 
deserts along its northwestern, western, and southwestern borders and 
by the friction of distance across the great breadth of arid Central Asia. 
Northward lay the desert and steppe of Mongolia and the subarctic 
lands of Siberia and northern Manchuria. In part because of its iso-
lation until recent centuries, the Chinese civilized tradition was more 
continuous, coherent, and slow to change over a longer period than any 
other in history. 

 Interaction was much easier with areas to the east and south, and 
the model of Chinese civilization spread later to Korea, Vietnam, and 
Japan, where it still forms a basic part of the literate cultures of those 
areas. East Asia as a whole is accordingly sometimes called the  Sinic  
culture (from the Latin word for China, or Chinese), one that also 
inherited most of the traditional Chinese agricultural system as well 
as its systems of writing, philosophy, literature, political and social 
institutions, and art forms. Th is diff usion took place, however, only 
2,000 years or more aft er Chinese civilization fi rst began, and aft er the 
establishment of the fi rst empire in the third century  b.c.e.  Th e empire 
discarded some elements developed in earlier centuries and added oth-
ers, to create the model of imperial Chinese culture that subsequently 
spread to the rest of East Asia. But long before the beginning of the 
Christian era in the West, China had already produced one of the 
world’s major civilized traditions, and the model of the Han dynasty 
(202  b.c.e. –220  c.e. ) was to be reaffi  rmed by successive Chinese dynas-
ties for the next 2,000 years. 

 The Civilization of 
Ancient China 

    Chapter 5 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     The Origins of China  

     The Shang Dynasty  

     The Zhou Dynasty  

     The Qin Conquest  

     Qin Authoritarianism  

     The Han Dynasty  

     Han Achievements    
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was also discounted by modern historians, despite its men-
tion in the traditional texts giving the names of kings, as for 
the Xia, until archaeological discoveries in the 1920s began 
to reveal its capitals and inscriptions that listed Shang kings 
exactly as the traditional texts had them. Xia may still be a 
convenient label for late Longshan-Yangshao culture in the 
last stages of its evolution. By about 2000  b.c.e.  Longshan 
towns were large and were surrounded by pounded earth 
walls with heavy gates, clearly no longer farmers’ villages 
and possibly organized into some form of kingdom or king-
doms. What may have been a capital from this period, near 
modern Zhengzhou, perhaps of the Xia and referred to in 
the traditional histories as Yangcheng, had a rammed earth 
wall 20 feet high and a mile square, with two bronze found-
ries outside the walls. 

 Longshan settlements with a similar material culture 
extended eastward to the sea and southward into the Yangzi 
Valley and the south coast. Th e traditional Chinese texts 
give the names of fi ve pre-Xia “emperors” who are recog-
nizable as mythological culture heroes, credited with the 
“inventions” of fi re, agriculture, animal domestication, 
calendrics, writing, and fl ood control. Th e last of these, the 
great Yu, is said to have founded the Xia dynasty, which may 
tentatively be dated 2000–1600  b.c.e. , but we know almost 
nothing more about it. Th e earliest texts we have were writ-
ten down many centuries later. 

 By Shang times, in any case, many of the elements of a 
distinctively Chinese culture are present. Th ere has been 
a long debate about how much, if anything, Shang or its 
Chinese predecessors may have owed to earlier achievements 
further west, by diff usion from Mesopotamia or India. 
Th ere seems no question that wheat, and later donkeys, 
alfalfa, grapes, and some elements of mathematics were car-
ried to China from western Asia, but well aft er 2000  b.c.e.  
Th e light, spoke-wheeled war chariot, an important Shang 
war weapon, also seems to have come in by about 1500, 
perhaps related to the Aryan migration into India. Rice, 
water buff alo, chickens, and pigs, also not native to north-
ern China, came considerably earlier from their Southeast 
Asian origins via southern China. Indeed China owed far 
more to diff usion from the south than from the west, espe-
cially if one considers the basic place in its economy that 
came to be occupied by these originally southern imports. 

 In Neolithic times, southern China was culturally, as it 
is physically, closer to adjacent Southeast Asia than to dry, 
cold northern China. Recent archaeological fi nds in the 
lower Yangzi Valley and south of the great river suggest that 
the beginnings of civilization may have emerged there as 
early as or earlier than in the better-surveyed and better-
preserved north. Th e fi rst East Asian bronzes, and the fi rst 
evidence of rice cultivation so far discovered, came from 
what is now northern Th ailand and Vietnam. Presumably, 

  The Origins of China 

 We cannot fi x a precise date for the emergence of city-
based, literate, metal-using civilization in China. As every-
where else, it happened over a long period of transition 
out of Neolithic beginnings. By about 2000  b.c.e. , how-
ever, the late Neolithic culture we call Longshan, or Black 
Pottery, had begun to build walled settlements larger than 
villages, to make bronze tools, weapons, and ornaments, and 
to use a pictographic and ideographic script clearly recog-
nizable as the ancestor of written Chinese. Th eir towns or 
cities included large groups of nonfarmers—scribes, met-
allurgists, artisans, and perhaps offi  cials—and already the 
Longshan people had learned the art of silk making, long 
an exclusive Chinese skill and trademark. Approximately 
four centuries later, about 1600  b.c.e. , the fi rst authenti-
cated Chinese dynasty, the Shang, was established in the 
same area around or near the great bend of the Yellow 
River, where the major Longshan settlements had also 
clustered, on the North China Plain. Th e Shang probably 
consolidated or arose from a combination of the previously 
distinct Longshan and Yangshao (Painted Pottery) cul-
tures, but they and other late Neolithic cultures may well 
have begun to merge considerably earlier, perhaps to form 
the dynasty of Xia, recorded as such by traditional Chinese 
texts but not yet confi rmed archaeologically.  

 Whether the Xia was a real state and dynasty or not, the 
name was certainly used, and the Shang could not have 
appeared without a predecessor. Th e existence of the Shang 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1600–1050  B.C.E.  Shang dynasty  

  1050–256  B.C.E.  Zhou dynasty  

  600–221  B.C.E.  Warring states in northern China; Nam 

Yue (Nam Viet) civilization in northern 

Vietnam and southern China  

  221–206  B.C.E.  Qin dynasty  

  221  B.C.E. –939  C.E.  Intermittent Chinese administration 

of Vietnam  

  206  B.C.E. –220  C.E.  Han dynasty  

  141–87  B.C.E.  Han Wu Di; Silk Road develops  

  100  B.C.E. –589  C.E.  Spread of Buddhism into China  

  9–23  C.E.  Wang Mang interregnum  
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cattle, pigs, and poultry. Th e Shang kept slaves, mainly war 
captives from among less highly developed or subjugated 
groups on the Shang borders, and slaves may have been an 
important part of the agricultural workforce. Th ey were 
also used extensively to build the cities and palaces, and 
perhaps as troops. 

 Especially at Anyang, monumental building was 
impressive, and the city may have covered at its peak as 
much as 10 square miles, with nearly a dozen elaborate 
royal tombs, complete with a variety of grave furniture. 
Th e tombs provide evidence of a surplus production that 
could support extravagant display, including richly deco-
rated chariots with bronze fi ttings and caparisoned horses 
to draw them; the horses had been harnessed, backed into 
the underground tombs down a ramp, and killed. Royal 
or aristocratic dead were accompanied in their burials not 
only by things of use and value but by tens or even hun-
dreds of followers, buried as human sacrifi ces to serve in 
the aft erlife, and probably also as a mark of the person’s sta-
tus. In 1976, archeologists excavated the tomb of a woman 
named Fu Hao near Anyang, the only Shang tomb to be 
discovered so far that had not been looted. Lady Fu Hao 

bronze-making spread from there relatively easily into 
neighboring southern China, probably long before Shang 
times, together with pigs, chickens, and water buff alo, 
although all of these things were present in the north by 
early Shang. By that time there seems already to have been a 
good deal of cultural mixing between northern and south-
ern China, although the people were ethnically distinct, as 
were their languages and emerging scripts. 

 Th e chief crop of Shang China and for many centuries 
later was not wheat but millet, probably an indigenous 
grain. Th ere is no aspect of Shang culture that suggests any 
connection with Mesopotamia or India, including Shang 
art and two other basic and conclusive elements—writing 
and bronze technology. Both were developed earlier in 
Sumer and then in India, but the earliest Chinese writing 
resembles neither. It seems highly unlikely that the Chinese 
would not have adopted or adapted cuneiform instead of 
the far more cumbersome ideographic characters if they 
had been in touch with Mesopotamia or had imported 
ideas or techniques from there. As for bronze, Shang China 
stands alone in the technical perfection and beauty of its 
bronze work, sharply distinct from that of any other ancient 
culture and showing in China a long history of experimen-
tal progress, using varying proportions of copper, tin, lead, 
and zinc until the optimum mix was achieved. Th e farther 
one goes from the Shang centers, the cruder the bronze 
artifacts become; there is no trail leading from Sumer or 
Harappa. For these and other reasons it seems clear that 
Chinese civilization, like Indian, was an independent inno-
vation that was already well formed before it came into 
eff ective contact with other or older centers of equal sophis-
tication. Th is is also consistent with the Paleolithic and early 
Neolithic records, where the stone tools of China remained 
distinct in type from those produced in the area from India 
westward through Central Asia to Europe. Chinese civiliza-
tion evolved largely on its own, aft er the much earlier diff u-
sion of some agricultural elements from the south.  

  The Shang Dynasty 

 Th e Shang ruled from several successive walled capitals, 
fi rst near modern Luoyang, then near modern Zhengzhou 
(both close to the Yellow River), and fi nally at Anyang at 
a city they called Yin. We do not know the extent of the 
Shang political domain, but cultural remains suggest it was 
limited to the central Yellow River fl oodplain, although the 
Shang had, or claimed, vassals to the west, east, northeast, 
and possibly the south, who shared much of Shang material 
culture. By this time wheat was beginning to share promi-
nence with millet, and rice was also grown, though mainly 
in the Yangzi Valley and the south. Hunting remained 
a subsidiary source of food in addition to domesticated 

       Shang bronzes are technically sophisticated and are dominated by 
ritual vessels in a variety of forms. Th is piece (c. 1100  b.c.e. ), with its 
removable lid, probably served as a pitcher for pouring ceremonial 
wine. Like other Shang bronze objects, it shows a mythical beast in 
abstract form and is covered with abstract designs.      (Courtesy of the 
Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C./
Gift  of Eugene and Agnes E. Meyer, F1961.33)  
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loess soil (wind-laid alluvium), which is also easily worked, 
and the level expanse of the largely treeless plain, allowing 
easy transport and exchange.  

  The Zhou Dynasty 

 Relations between the Shang and their vassals were uneasy, 
and chronic warfare with other groups on the margins 
strained Shang resources, as did the extravagant demands 
of royal building and display, much of it extorted from 
slave laborers and artisans. Th e last Shang king is said to 
have been a physical giant and a monster of depravity who, 
among other cruelties, made drinking cups of the skulls 
of his vanquished enemies. Th e dynasty ended in a great 
slave revolt about 1050  b.c.e. , which was joined by one of 
the Shang vassals, the Zhou (pronounced like “Joe”), who 
guarded the western frontier in the Wei Valley with their 
capital near modern Xi’an. Originally, the Zhou were prob-
ably conquered and subjugated by the technologically more 
advanced Shang. Th ese tough frontiersmen, in turn, seem 
to have been awaiting their chance to take over the whole 
kingdom. By about 1050  b.c.e.  when they fi nally succeeded, 
together with the slave rebels, in defeating the last Shang 
king and sacking Anyang (where the Shang king died in 
the fl ames of his own palace), the Zhou had acquired most 
of Shang culture and technology. Th eir conquest was not 
merely a plundering expedition but a succession to a new 
dynasty that continued the cultural and technical evolu-
tion already begun. Th e victorious Zhou, now fully liter-
ate, gave their own account of the excesses and oppression 
of the Shang as justifi cation for their conquest and fi rst 
voiced what was to become a standard Chinese justifi cation 
for political change: “Th e iniquity of Shang is full; Heaven 
commands me to destroy it.” In other words, the Shang had 
lost the “mandate (approval) of Heaven” by their misgov-
ernment, and it was the duty of responsible people to over-
throw them. 

 Th e Zhou set up their new capital in the Wei Valley, 
their old base. Th ey continued and extended the Shang 
system of feudatory vassals (dependent allies) whereby 
surrounding groups and areas, soon to begin emerging as 
states, were linked to the Zhou king by oaths of loyalty that 
acknowledged him as sovereign. Th e parallel with medieval 
European feudalism is not exact in details, but the basic 
 system and the reasons for it were the same: a central king-
dom with pretensions but without the means, at this early 
stage of statecraft , to control or administer any large area 
beyond its own immediate territory, thus, the kingdom that 
made agreements with local chieft ains in a feudal-style com-
pact that extended the authority of the central state, at least in 
name. In addition, there was a need for joint defense against 
surrounding enemies or raiders. Th e Zhou appear to have 

was the consort of the 21st Shang king, Wuding, and was 
entombed around 1200  b.c.e . Sixteen humans and six dogs 
were buried with her, along with more than 1500 precious 
objects, including jade and bronzes. Oracle inscriptions 
indicate that she had served as a military commander and 
took charge of important rituals. Bronze vessels and weap-
ons of great beauty and technical perfection attest to the 
high quality of Shang technology.    

 We have no lengthy written texts, but there are a great 
number of Shang inscriptions, most of them incised on 
the fl at shoulder bones of cattle or on tortoise shells, and 
used for divination purposes. A text, usually in the form of 
a question, was inscribed on bone or shell aft er heating in a 
fi re or with a hot iron rod until it cracked; the cracks sup-
posedly provided an oracular answer to the question, prob-
ably better seen as a wish or a ritual to infl uence a favorable 
outcome. Others of the so-called oracle bone inscriptions, 
like the divination texts using characters close enough to 
classical Chinese that most can be read, provide lists of the 
Shang kings and brief accounts of royal activities. 

 Altogether this inscriptional material gives a picture of 
a hereditary aristocratic society in which warfare against 
surrounding groups was chronic; archers used a powerful 
compound bow, there were ranks of spearmen, and nobles 
and their drivers rode in their light, fast war chariots simi-
lar to the chariots of the Indo-Europeans. Th e royal hunt 
remained important and was usually a very large aff air in 
which hundreds took part and thousands of animals per-
ished. Th e inscriptions make it clear that the spirits of royal 
and perhaps all aristocratic ancestors demanded respectful 
service from the living and could intercede for them with a 
supreme deity—the roots of traditional Chinese “ancestor 
worship.” Slaves were not thought to have souls or spirits 
and, thus, could safely be killed; the Shang aristocrats seem 
not to have thought about what might happen to them if 
they became war captives themselves. Although those at 
the top lived in great luxury, the houses of the common 
people seem to have been quite crude, oft en simple pit 
dwellings, certainly not in a class with those of the Indus 
civilization. 

 Many of the divination questions ask about the weather 
and suggest that the northern China climate then, as now, 
was semiarid and prone to both drought and river fl ood-
ing, but there is little evidence of any large-scale irrigation, 
apart from what one may assume was the possible use of 
fl oodwater. Northern China was not as dry as the Indus 
Valley, and the agriculture there seems to have been pri-
marily rain-fed except perhaps in small areas adjacent to 
the river or on a small scale from local wells in long dry 
spells. Millet is highly drought-tolerant and can produce 
good yields where other crops might fail. Th e great agri-
cultural advantage of northern China was its highly fertile 
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recurrent years of drought, population did not apparently 
outrun food supply and surpluses were common, the basis 
for increasing trade. 

 New agricultural productivity freed increasing numbers 
from farm labor to serve as artisans, transport workers, 
soldiers, offi  cials, scholars, and merchants. Increasingly, 
towns, now more important as centers of trade than of royal 
or feudal control and dominated by merchants, began to 
dot the plain and the richer lands to the south in the Yangzi 
Valley, where easier transport by water further stimulated 
the growth of trade and of urban centers. Fixed and heredi-
tary serfdom and the domination of a landed aristocracy 
came to seem less and less suited to the changing condi-
tions, a situation that may have been in some ways similar 
to that in the later periods of medieval European feudalism. 
At the same time, many of the original Zhou vassals were 
evolving toward separate statedom, each with its distinc-
tive and regional culture. Aft er some four centuries of Zhou 
rule, the political, social, and economic structures began to 
show strains, and eventually it disintegrated. 

  Warring States 
 In 771  b.c.e.,1    the royal capital in the Wei Valley was sacked 
by a “barbarian” group from the north and the Zhou king 
was killed. His son was installed as king the next year, but in 
a new and better protected capital at Luoyang, in the hope 
that a control point closer to the center of the royal domain 
would be more secure and more eff ective in holding the 
kingdom together. It was a vain hope. To guard the north-
west borders, the old Zhou base in the Wei Valley was given 
as a fi ef (a grant of land) to a loyal noble of the Qin clan; fi ve 
centuries later, the Qin were to sweep away the crumbled 
remnants of Zhou rule to found the fi rst empire.    

 By 770  b.c.e. ,1 with the shift  to Luoyang, royal author-
ity over the surrounding dependencies had dwindled and 
vassals had become rival states: Qin to the west, Jin to the 
north, Yan to the northeast in the area around modern 
Beijing, Qi to the east in Shandong, Chu to the south in the 
central Yangzi Valley, and a number of smaller states includ-
ing Shu in Sichuan and Lu in Shandong, where Confucius 
was born and served for a time as an adviser. It is still too 
early to speak of any of them, even of the Zhou, as “China”; 
each was culturally, linguistically, and politically distinct. 
China as we know it emerged only under the empire of 
Qin in the third century  b.c.e.  Th e Qin Empire put its own 
overpowering stamp on what was to become the dominant 
Chinese style in statecraft  and social organization for the 
ensuing two millennia. Our name  China  comes, appro-
priately enough, from the Qin, the creator of an imperial 
 Chinese identity for the fi rst time. 

 Until then, there was no dominant strand within the var-
ied assortment of people, cultures, and states that occupied 

subdued a much larger area than they inherited from the 
Shang, from the Wei Valley to the sea, north into southern 
Manchuria, and south into the Yangzi Valley. Mutual inter-
est among evolving kingdoms, or dukedoms, as the Zhou 
called them, using much the same terms as in medieval 
Europe, and their hierarchical aristocracy with titles equiv-
alent to marquis, earl, etc., may also have led them to join 
together in the defense of the “civilized” area against the 
outer barbarians and to keep order internally. 

 For a time this system seems to have worked reasonably 
well, based also on what appears to have been an institu-
tion like serfdom by which most land was cultivated under 
the ownership of hereditary lords, and perhaps with some 
irrigation from shallow wells in a center plot, later labeled 
the “well fi eld system.” Th is system was idealized by later 
Confucian scholars, and its communal nature was an impor-
tant reason they considered the Zhou era a golden age. As 
in medieval Europe, serfs were bound to the land and could 
not leave, virtually the property or chattels of their lords. At 
both the royal Zhou court and increasingly at the courts of 
other dependent states there was an unbroken evolution of 
technological and artistic development, built on the original 
Shang foundations. Bronze remained the chief metal, and 
magnifi cent ritual vessels, oft en of great size, increasingly 
bore long texts recording events or decrees. 

 Although most writing was by now done with brush and 
ink on silk or on strips of bamboo, few of these perishable 
texts have survived, and we are dependent on much later 
copies, possibly substantially altered versions. It is gener-
ally assumed, however, that the central body of the  Chinese 
classics originated in early Zhou, including the  Book of 
Changes  ( Yijing , a cryptic handbook for diviners), the  Book 
of Songs , the  Book of Rituals , and collections of historical 
documents, among them the texts that give the story of the 
fi ve culture-hero emperors and the Xia dynasty, as well as a 
now-confi rmed account of the Shang and of the Zhou con-
quest. Already the Chinese were writing history and attach-
ing characteristic importance to the keeping of records. 

 But fundamental changes were at work that were to dis-
rupt and then destroy the entire Zhou structure. As tech-
nology improved, iron was slowly becoming cheaper 
and more plentiful. It began to be available for agricul-
tural implements, including iron-tipped plows, which the  
Chinese developed over 1,000 years before the West. Helped 
by better tools, irrigation was spreading, especially impor-
tant in semiarid northern China, and more and more land 
was being brought under cultivation. Iron axes speeded 
the attack on remaining forests in the hilly margins of the 
north and in the Yangzi Valley. Spurred by rising agricul-
tural output, the population began to grow much more 
rapidly, perhaps to 20 million by the mid-Zhou period, 
whereas the Shang had ruled perhaps 4 million. Except for 
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had fl eets on the Yangzi and its tributaries and adjacent 
lakes and even larger numbers of trading junks (river-
boats). Nevertheless, Chu was ultimately defeated by a 
coalition of northern states in 632  b.c.e.  and again in 301 
 b.c.e. ; although it continued to exist, its power and further 
growth were greatly reduced while those of the other states 
rose. Th is may have been one of those contests that change 
the course of history, giving the future to a peasant-based 
authoritarian empire rather than to a state where trade 
and merchants were prominent. A China that followed the 
Chu pattern would have been very diff erent from what was 
established by the fi nal victory of the Qin, whose shape is 
described in more detail later in this chapter. 

 With increasing agricultural yields and total output, it 
was now possible to fi eld large armies of men who could 
be spared from agriculture at least for parts of the year and 
could be fed on surpluses. Warfare became larger in scale 
and more ruthless, and its character changed from that of 
earlier chivalric contests of honor between aristocrats to 
one of more wholesale conquest and fi ghts for survival. 
Military manuals began to appear, instructing kings how to 
subdue their enemies through political strategy as well as 
military action. Th e most famous of these is  Th e Art of War , 

what is now China. Th ey warred constantly among them-
selves and against the even more diff erent groups around 
the edges of the cultivated area but still well within the bor-
ders of modern China proper. Technology probably passed 
relatively easily and quickly from group to group, and by 
mid-Zhou most seem to have shared more or less common 
achievements in metallurgy, agriculture and irrigation, and 
other arts. But in spoken and written language, in many 
aspects of culture, and in political identity they were as dif-
ferent as, say, the evolving states of late medieval Europe. 

 Th e state of Chu provides a good example. Its location 
straddling the central Yangzi Valley made it probably the 
most productive of the rival states as well as the largest; 
its agriculture benefi ted from the more adequate and reli-
able rainfall and longer growing season of central China as 
well as from greater ease of irrigation. But it was diff erent 
in character too, in particular in the size and importance 
of its merchant group and the role of water-borne trade 
and towns in its economy. Chu had evolved far beyond the 
earlier Shang pattern, where power was held by heredi-
tary landowning nobility and where agriculture worked by 
slaves or serfs was virtually the sole source of wealth. And 
unlike the northern states Chu was also a naval power; it 
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credited to a contemporary of Confucius called Master Sun 
(Sunzi), but probably compiled from a range of sources in 
the late Warring States period. Th e crossbow with a trig-
ger mechanism, developed by this time, greatly increased 
fi repower, range, and accuracy, and by the fourth century 
 b.c.e.  foot soldiers were supported by armed cavalry. Such 
developments combined to undermine the earlier domi-
nance of hereditary aristocrats, their chariots, and their 
personal retinues. 

 What was happening in China paralleled the Indian pat-
tern a century or so before , as described in  Chapter   4    , where 
a chivalric age gave way to interstate power struggles and the 
emergence of the Mauryan Empire, based on the spread of 

 Confucius, the Sage 

 Confucius was born about 551  B.C.E.  in one of the smaller 
states that arose out of the Zhou domain in Shandong 
Province and died about 479. He was, thus, roughly con-
temporary with the Buddha and died only a few years 
before the birth of Socrates. His family name was Kong, 
and Chinese refer to him as Kongfuzi, “Master Kong,” 
which modern Europeans Latinized as Confucius. The 
Kong family appear to have been rather low-ranking aris-
tocrats in reduced circumstances but were able to arrange 
for their son’s education. This was still more than three 
centuries before the establishment of the imperial exami-
nations, and Confucius made a career out of teaching, 
periodically serving as consultant or counselor to various 
feudal lords. To his pupils he taught not only literacy and 
the classics but also his own philosophy of life and gov-
ernment. Some of his pupils won high-level jobs in state 
administration, but Confucius himself was never very 
successful in such terms, and at the end of his life appar-
ently thought of himself as a failure. In fact, he was the 
founder of probably the most successful philosophical, 
moral, and ethical system in human history, measured by 
the number of people in China, Korea, Japan, and 
 Vietnam who followed his precepts for more than 2,500 
years and who are still profoundly influenced by them.    

 We have nothing that the sage himself wrote and not 
very much information about him or his teachings. All we 
know for sure comes from a collection of discourses, or 
sayings, known as the  Analects , which were put together 
in a rather unsystematic way after his death by his disci-
ples and are hence probably not wholly accurate. Later 
commentaries expanded on the meaning and application 
of his teachings. 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

  The philosopher Mozi, who was born in the fifth century 
 B.C.E.  soon after Confucius, was less of a traditionalist and 
more interested in reforming society.  

   It is the sage’s business to regulate the world; he 
must thus know whence disorder comes in order to 
be capable of regulating it. . . . The origin is the lack 
of mutual love. . . . All the disorders of the world 
have this cause and this alone. . . . If mutual love 
prevailed universally throughout the world, no state 
would attack another state; no family would trouble 
another family; thieves and brigands would not 
exist; princes and subjects, fathers and sons, would 
all be filial and good. Thus the world would be well 
governed. . . . Where do ills come from? They come 
from hatred of others, from violence toward 
others. . . . The love which makes distinctions among 
persons causes all the ills of the world. . . . This 
universal love is very advantageous, and far more 
easy to practice than you imagine. If it is not put 
into practice, that is because the rulers take no 
pleasure in it. If the rulers took pleasure in it, I 
believe that men would throw themselves into it. . . . 
Nothing on earth could stop them. . . . To kill a man 
is called an unjust thing; it is a crime deserving 
death. To kill ten men is ten times more unjust, to 
kill a hundred men a hundred times more unjust. 
Today every prince in the world knows that this 
must be punished; they declare it unjust. Yet the 
greatest of injustices, the making of war, they do not 
punish. On the contrary, they glorify it and declare it 
just! Truly they do not know how unjust they are.   

  Source:  Reprinted from  China in Antiquity . Copyright © 1979 
by the University of Massachusetts Press. Published by the 
University of Massachusetts Press. 

 REFLECTIONS ON SOCIAL REFORM 

iron, improvements in agriculture, and a population boom. 
As in India, bronze and copper coins minted by the state 
became common in this period in China, trade and cities 
grew rapidly, roads were built, standing armies proliferated, 
and the bureaucratic apparatus of the state began to appear. 
All of this off ered a range of new opportunities for able com-
moners. For many it was a positive and welcome change, but 
for others the passing of the old order and the great disrup-
tions and suff erings of warfare off ered only chaos and moral 
confusion. Confucius, who lived at the beginning of the 
Warring States period, made it clear that his prescriptions 
were an eff ort to reestablish order and what he referred to 
as “harmony,” following the values of an earlier “golden age.”    

M06_MURP8552_07_SE_C05.indd Page 89  05/09/13  7:51 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia90

 The picture we have of the man himself and of his ideas 
from the  Analects , while incomplete at best, is not only of a 
thoughtful but also a very human person. He complained 
that he could never seem to get the right kinds of students 
or the kinds of appointments for which he yearned. And he 
is rather transparent in discussing his lack of success: “I 
don’t mind not being in office; I am more concerned about 
being qualified for it. I don’t mind not having recognition; 
I strive to be worthy of recognition.” Yet he complained 
about being treated “like a gourd fit only to be hung on the 
wall and never put to use.” He seems to have been so anx-
ious to get a post as adviser that he even considered work-
ing for rebel groups, believing that, given any kind of 
opportunity, he could remake men and states in line with 
his philosophy—an attitude that Plato was to share a cen-
tury later. But he also had a good sense of the ridiculous 
and could even enjoy jokes on himself.    

 The basic message of all his teachings is that people 
can be molded and elevated by education and by the vir-
tuous example of superiors. “Civilized” people so formed 
will  want  to do what is morally right, rather than merely 
expedient, and, hence, will preserve the “harmony” of 
society, which is what distinguishes humans from ani-
mals. Force and threats are ineffective controls; only 
internalized values can produce correct behavior. Behav-
ior should also be modeled on that of higher-status peo-
ple, beginning within the family and extending to the 
ruler, who thus must match power with responsibility 
and uprightness. For all relationships, “Do not do unto 
others what you yourself would not like.” 

 Confucianism is a prescription for benevolence in 
human affairs and in government, but it is also essen-
tially conservative, placing stress on order. Nevertheless, 
the focus on benevolence meant that bad government 
should rightly be rejected, despite the threat to order, a 
point that the  Analects  repeats in several contexts. In 
addition, the Confucian emphasis on virtue and compe-
tence, in an age when military might and bloodlines usu-
ally determined leadership, brought major change to the 
structure of Chinese government and society. The Confu-
cian model is the upright man who unswervingly pursues 
the right moral course whatever the consequences, even 
at the expense of his own self-interest. Master Kong’s life 
seems to have conformed to the model he preached. Per-
haps he was too outspoken, like Socrates, to win the 
favor of the powerful men of his day. But his teachings 
and his example have far outlived the petty politics of the 
age in which he lived. 

 The ideas of Confucius, like those of many great 
 philosophers, were augmented and altered by those who 

  Mencius, the first great follower of Confucius, lived from 
372 to 289  B.C.E.  and wrote down his own moral precepts 
and anecdotes. On benevolent government, he recorded 
the following advice to a certain king of one of the War-
ring States.  

   Dogs and pigs in your realm feed on the food of 
your subjects, but you do not restrain them. People 
are starving on your roads, but you do not open your 
granaries. When people die as a result, you say, “It 
is not my fault; it is a bad year.” How is this different 
from stabbing a man to death and saying, “It is not 
my fault; it is the sword.” If your majesty would stop 
putting blame on the year, people from all over the 
world would come to you.   

  Source:  After Hucker, Charles O.,  China’s Imperial Past.  
Copyright © 1975 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland 
Stanford Junior University. All rights reserved. Used with 
permission of Stanford University Press,  www.sup.org . 

 MENCIUS ON GOOD GOVERNMENT 

followed. One of the most celebrated was Mencius, who 
focused on applying the ideas of Confucius to the busi-
ness of establishing what he termed a “government of 
goodness.” He envisioned a state that promoted self-
cultivation by ensuring the economic well-being of its 
subjects, and a ruler who attracted his subjects’ loyalty 
through his own good example and minimal taxes. 

 Other scholars, like Mozi (d. 391  B.C.E. ), developed 
their own schools of thought that incorporated some ele-
ments of Confucianism but rejected others. Mozi deeply 
objected to the emphasis on filiality and the family, 
believing that universal love would not give rise to favorit-
ism, factionalism, and conflict. Moism also criticized 
Confucian rituals as frivolous and wasteful. Mozi did, 
however, believe in the Confucian emphasis on merit 
rather than birthright. 

  The Qin Conquest 

 Qin, originally one of the poorest, smallest, and most 
remote of the Zhou dependencies, seemed easily outclassed 
by the other contending states. Its succession of able rul-
ers made virtues of its relative poverty, peasant base, and 
frontier location. It stressed the importance of hard work, 
frugality, and discipline and emphasized agriculture and 
peasant soldiers instead of trade, merchants, or intellectu-
als, blending these elements to create military power. Its 
tough armies defeated those of rival states in a long series of 
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       Th e Great Wall was probably Qin 
Shihuangdi’s most famous, or infamous, 
project. Here it is shown west of Beijing 
snaking along the mountain ridges 
separating northeastern China from 
Mongolia. Th e wall was built wide enough 
to allow two war chariots to pass abreast. 
Th e sections of it that remain standing 
now date from its most recent wholesale 
reconstruction under the Ming dynasty 
in the fi ft eenth century.      (Bruce Coleman/
Photoshot Holdings Ltd.)  

campaigns that were kept away from the mountain-ringed 
Qin home base in the Wei Valley but were oft en devastat-
ing to the more fragile economies of its enemies with their 
dependence on trade. Opponents saw the menace of ris-
ing Qin power too late to unite against it and were picked 
off  one by one. Qin generals and statesmen were masters 
of strategy and tactics and used diplomacy, propaganda, 
treachery, espionage, and various forms of psychological 
warfare adroitly. 

 A series of victorious campaigns during the 230s and 
220s culminated in the fi nal defeat of all the other states 
in 221  b.c.e.  Northern China and the Yangzi Valley were 
united politically for the fi rst time, and the Qin ruler, who 
now took the title of fi rst emperor (Shihuangdi) as Qin 
Shihuangdi, applied to his new empire as a whole the sys-
tems that had built Qin power. Further conquests aft er 221 
began the long Chinese absorption of the south, beginning 
with the acquisition of the kingdom of Yue centered in the 
Guangzhou Delta and the route to it southward from the 
Yangzi, together with Yue territory in what is now north-
ern Vietnam. Th roughout the new domain, as in the former 
state of Qin, primogeniture (whereby the eldest son inher-
its all of the father’s property and status) was abolished, as 
was slavery except for minor domestic servants. Th e former 
feudal and land-tenure arrangements were abolished. Land 
became privately owned and was freely bought and sold. 
Th e state levied a tax on all land in the form of a share of 
the crop. A new uniform law code was applied to all sub-
jects without discrimination, ending many centuries of 
aristocratic privilege, a reform that clearly appealed to most 
people. Currency, weights, measures, and forms of writing, 
previously widely varied among what had been separate 

cultures and states, were also unifi ed by imperial fi at to fol-
low the Qin mode, a change essential for empire. An impe-
rial system of roads and canals was begun, and a splendid 
new capital called Xianyang was built near modern Xi’an in 
the Wei Valley. Even axle lengths for carts were standard-
ized so that all carts would fi t the same ruts.    

 Probably the most spectacular and best known of the 
new public works projects was the Great Wall, which Qin 
Shihuangdi ordered consolidated from a series of much 
earlier walls along the northern steppe border and recon-
structed as a uniform barrier with regularly spaced watch-
towers. It and subsequent reconstructions (the remains 
currently visible date from the Ming rebuilding in the 
fi ft eenth century  c.e. ) constitute probably the largest single 
works project in human history. Th e Great Wall was made 
possible by the new mobility of labor, which could be freed 
from farming at least seasonally. Reportedly, 1 million 
men died in building the wall, conscripts working as 
 corvée labor (work performed as part of state tax, equiv-
alent to military conscription). Ironically, the wall was 
never very eff ective in its supposed purpose of preventing 
nomadic incursions; end runs around it and intrigues that 
opened the gates made it oft en quite permeable. It was sel-
dom easy to distinguish friend from foe, harmless traders 
or travelers from troublemakers or invaders, or poten-
tial invaders. But it did serve as a symbolic affi  rmation 
of empire and as a statement of territorial and sovereign 
limits. “Good fences make good neighbors,” the Chinese 
might have said, to which the Mongols and their prede-
cessors might have replied, also quoting Robert Frost 
(however anachronistically), “Something there is which 
doesn’t love a wall.” Th e new and powerful state control 
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future, except the state’s. Th ese policies, especially the burn-
ing of the books, were  profoundly contrary to the  Chinese 
reverence for the  written word and the preservation of 
records. Th ey earned the emperor the condemnation of all 
subsequent Chinese scholars and historians, most of whom, 
not coincidentally, were Confucians, who deeply  valued 
education and tended to demonize those who did not. 
 Certainly he was a cruel tyrant, inhumane, even depraved in 
his lust for absolute power. But his methods, harsh though 
they were, built an empire out of disunity and established 
most of the bases of the Chinese state for all subsequent 
periods, including the present. 

 Much of his policies were in fact the work of his prime 
minister, Li Si, whose career closely paralleled that of 
 Kautilya in Mauryan India and who is credited with found-
ing a new school of philosophy called Legalism, which 
embodied the Qin policies of tight state control over every-
thing. Control was augmented by a greatly expanded state 
bureaucracy and by rigid supervision of all education. Only 
those values that supported the state design were inculcated, 
and practical skills were stressed over critical inquiry. As in 
Mauryan India, there were a highly developed police sys-
tem and a secret service to ferret out and punish dissidents. 
Another potential source of ferment, travel—within the 
realm or abroad—was forbidden except by special permit. 

 Empire building, anywhere and in any form, is a dis-
agreeable business, and one may question its usefulness 
in any case. Are people better off  forcefully unifi ed in an 
empire, at tremendous cost in lives, than if they had been 
left  to their own regional cultures and states? Unfortunately, 
empire building seems to be a common human failing, as is 

over mass labor tempted the emperor, with his megalo-
maniacal tendencies, to plan more and more projects of 
monumental scope, including the road system, the new 
canals (useful for transporting troops and their supplies 
as well as for irrigation), and his own magnifi cent palace 
and tomb, in addition to fresh conquests.     

  Qin Authoritarianism 

 Agriculture was stressed as the basis of the economy and 
the state, with hardy peasants available in the off -seasons 
for corvée or for the army. Trade and merchants were 
regarded as parasitic and as potentially dangerous power 
rivals to the state, hence in part the removal of primogeni-
ture, which also reduced the threat from landed power. But 
the chief target of the Qin system was intellectuals, people 
who ask questions, consider alternatives, or point out defi -
ciencies. China already had a long tradition of scholars, 
philosophers, and moralists, of whom Confucius and Men-
cius were honored examples. Th e Qin saw such people, per-
haps accurately, as troublemakers and boat-rockers. It was 
an openly totalitarian state, and its sense of mission made it 
additionally intolerant of any dissent. 

 Qin Shihuangdi persecuted intellectuals, buried  several 
hundred scholars alive for questioning his policies, and 
ordered the burning of all books that could promote undesir-
able thoughts, which meant most books other than  practical 
manuals and the offi  cial Qin chronicles. Th e  documents 
destroyed included invaluable  material  accumulated from 
earlier periods. Th ere was to be no admiration of the past, 
no criticism of the present, and no recommendations for the 

       Qin Shihuangdi was buried in 
a huge underground tomb near 
modern Xi’an with an army of 
life-size clay fi gures to guard the 
approaches. Excavations in the 
1970s brought them to light again 
aft er more than 2,000 years; each 
fi gure is a faithful representation of 
a real individual.      (Erich Lessing/Art 
Resource, New York)  
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and the conviction that the Qin represented “progress” and 
a model that would prevail. 

 Th ere was merit in the new equality under the law and 
new opportunities for advancement; and ambitious proj-
ects have an allure that draws people to support them, per-
haps especially those associated with empire building. Th e 
best illustration of the more constructive aspects of the Qin 
is the fi gure of Li Bing, appointed provincial governor of the 
former state of Shu (Sichuan) and also famed as a hydrau-
lic engineer associated with many of the big Qin projects, 
including control works on the Yellow River. It was Li Bing 
who announced the best formula for minimizing the fl oods 
that had already made the Yellow River notorious: “Dig the 
bed deep, and keep the banks low.” Th is helped to prevent 
the buildup of silt in the river’s bed, which in time raised 
it above the level of the surrounding country and greatly 
worsened the destructive consequences of fl oods that could 
not forever be retained within the dikes along the river’s 
banks. Li Bing’s sound advice was fi nally acted on eff ec-
tively only under the Communist government aft er 1949. 
Li Bing is credited with designing and constructing the 
famous Dujiangyan irrigation works in western Sichuan, 
diverting the Min River where it emerges from the moun-
tains and enters the wide plain around the capital city of 
Chengdu. His irrigation works, much visited by tourists, 
still stand, together with his statue and that of his son, who 
completed the project, overlooking them, and are reputed 
to have saved millions of people on the Chengdu Plain from 
drought and famine ever since. Like all big projects, they 
took enormous labor and hardship, mainly from conscript 
workers under iron discipline. According to the great Han 
dynasty historian Sima Qian, writing a century later, Li 
Bing toward the end of his life said: 

  People can be depended on to enjoy the results, but 
they must not be consulted about the beginnings. Now 
the elder ones and their descendants dislike people like 
me, but hundreds of years later let them think what I 
have said and done.3  

 Li Bing’s memory is still honored, while that of his 
emperor is reviled.  

  The Han Dynasty 

 Qin Shihuangdi died in 210  b.c.e. , leaving the throne to his 
eldest son, but Li Si and other counselors suppressed the 
news of his death for fear of uprisings and then installed 
the second son as their puppet. But the harshness of Qin 
rule had left  the country in turmoil, exhausted the people, 
drained the treasury, and alienated the educated upper 
classes. Without their cooperation, the regime was in 

inhumanity in the name of religion. Both have the appeal, 
at least for some, of a grand idea, or simply of pride, for 
which costs are not counted. China, once unifi ed, even by 
such methods, was to cling to the idea of imperial unity 
ever aft er. Each subsequent period of disunity following 
the fall of a dynasty was regarded as a time of failure, and 
each ended in the rebuilding of the empire. But one must 
acknowledge also the appeal of the new order that the Qin 
represented. By its time most people were clearly ready to 
break with their feudal past, and to move toward a system 
based on achievement rather than birth. Th e Qin believed 
fi rmly that their new order was progress; they had a vision-
ary conviction that they were creating a better society. Th e 
parallels with Communist China were striking, and indeed 
Qin Shihuangdi was praised as a model during the Cultural 
Revolution in the late 1960s and even more recently, as 
can be seen in several popular Chinese feature fi lms about 
his rule, including Zhang Yimou’s  Hero . Sacrifi ce for an 
inspiring national goal has its own appeal; the end is seen 
to justify the means, including treachery, cruelty, and 
 inhumanity toward the people, who are nevertheless seen 
as supposedly the benefi ciaries of the new order. 

 Lord Shang, an earlier Qin offi  cial and the true progeni-
tor of the Legalist school, summarized state policy in classic 
totalitarian terms: 

  Punish severely the light crimes. . . . If light offenses 
do not occur, serious ones have no chance of coming. 
This is said to be “ruling the people in a state of law 
and order. . . .” 

 A state where uniformity of purpose has been es-
tablished for ten years will be strong for a hundred 
years; for a hundred years it will be strong for a thou-
sand years . . . and will attain supremacy. . . . 

 The things which people desire are innumerable, 
but that from which they benefit is one and the same. 
Unless the people are made one, there is no way to 
make them attain their desire. Therefore they are uni-
fied, and their strength is consolidated. . . . 

 If you establish what people delight in, they will 
suffer from what they dislike, but if you establish what 
they dislike, they will be happy in what they enjoy.2    

 In other words, in unity is strength, but the state knows 
best what is good for people. Th e major fi gure of the school 
of Legalism is the philosopher Han Feizi (died 233  b.c.e. ), 
who also stressed the need for severe laws and harsh pun-
ishments, the only means to establish  order , under the 
direction of the ruler. People are naturally selfi sh, and they 
must be held mutually responsible for each other’s actions. 
Visitors to Qin from other states before 221  b.c.e.  remarked 
on the positive and confi dent atmosphere they found there, 
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memories of Qin had faded by the time of the emperor 
Wu Di (“martial emperor,” 141–87  b.c.e. ). He fi rst tight-
ened imperial control, removed the remaining power of the 
lords created by Liu Bang for faithful service, imposed state 
regulations on trade and merchants, and set new taxes and 
new state controls on salt, iron, and the supply of grain. Th e 
last measure, which came to be known as the “ever-normal 
granary system,” was intended to prevent famine by state 
collection of grain in good years or surplus areas for sale at 
low, controlled prices when lean years came. It was a good 
idea and was practiced with some success also by subse-
quent dynasties but, like Li Bing’s projects, was not always 
popular with the local producers, let alone the merchants. 

 Having put the imperial house in order and increased state 
revenues and state power, Wu Di began in 111  b.c.e.  an ambi-
tious program of new conquests, fi rst in the southeast against 
Yue in the Fujian and Guangzhou areas, which had broken 
away aft er the fall of the Qin. Th e Yue kingdom had included 
the related people and culture of what is now northern 
 Vietnam, and this was again added to the Chinese Empire. 
Th us began the long struggle of the  Vietnamese to reassert 
and maintain their separate identity despite their absorp-
tion of much of Chinese literate culture. In Han times, the 
southern people and culture of Yue were regarded as  foreign 
and were in fact very diff erent from those of the north; more 
than traces of these diff erences remain even now, including 
the Cantonese language and cuisine, but the south has been 
an integral part of China for 2,000 years and has been largely 
remade in the greater Chinese image. Th e people and  culture 
of Vietnam were still more diff erent and regained their 
 independence from China aft er the fall of Han. 

 Turning north in 109–108  b.c.e. , Wu Di’s armies con-
quered southern Manchuria and northern Korea for the 
empire, while other campaigns established a looser control 
over the still non-Chinese populations of Yunnan and Gui-
zhou in the southwest. Southern Manchuria was to remain 
off  and on Chinese territory and in any case solidly a part 
of the Chinese system, with large military colonies planted 
there by Wu Di. Th ese evolved into agricultural settlements 
in the fertile valley of the Liao River.    

 Similar garrisons were established in northern Korea, 
and there was heavy Chinese infl uence from Han times on. 
But the Koreans, like the Vietnamese, remained anxious 
to reclaim their national identity and independence. As 
in Vietnam, Korea had already generated its own civiliza-
tion and cultural style and was linguistically and ethnically 
distinct from China despite massive Chinese cultural infl u-
ence. Aft er the Han collapse in 220  c.e.  both areas broke 
away from Chinese control—Korea as a nominally tribu-
tary state, and Vietnam to endure later Chinese reconquest 
under the Tang and then successive wars of independence 
until modern times, with a heavy legacy of mutual mistrust 

trouble. Th e empire was in fact already collapsing into 
rebellion, and several army commanders deserted. In 206 
 b.c.e.  rebel armies occupied the capital and burned the 
emperor’s splendid new palace. Rival forces contended for 
power in the ensuing struggle, and large groups of soldiers, 
workers, and former offi  cials roamed the country. By 202 
 b.c.e.  a new rebel leader, Liu Bang, emerged out of this 
chaos. He founded a new dynasty, which he named the 
Han. Under Han rule China took both the territorial and 
the political and social shapes it was to retain until the pres-
ent century. Th e Chinese still call themselves “people of 
Han,” in distinction from Mongols, Tibetans, other domes-
tic minorities, and more distant foreigners, a label that they 
carry with much pride as the heirs of a great tradition of 
culture and empire fi rst established in its classic form by the 
Han. Han dynasty imperial success, and that of later dynas-
ties, depended, however, on retention of many of the tech-
niques of control used by the Qin. Th e administration of an 
empire the size of all of Europe, and with a population of 
probably about 60 million people by Han times, could not 
have been managed otherwise. 

 Beginning with the Han, the harsher aspects of the Qin 
Legalist approach were soft ened by both common sense 
and the more humane morality of Confucianism. Liu 
Bang, who took the title Han Gaozu (“High Progenitor”) 
as the fi rst emperor, emphasized the Confucian precept 
that  government exists to serve the people and that unjust 
 rulers should forfeit both the mandate of Heaven and the 
support of the ruled. He abolished the hated controls on 
travel,  education, and thought, lowered taxes, and encour-
aged learning so as to build a pool of educated men whose 
talents, in the Confucian mode, could be called on to serve 
the state. However, conscription for the army and forced 
labor for public works such as road and canal  building 
were retained, as was the administrative division of the 
empire into  xian  (“counties”), each under the control of a 
 magistrate appointed by the emperor. Th e imperial state 
superimposed its model in all things, including currency, 
weights, measures, script, and orthodox thought, on a vast 
and regionally diverse area that had long been politically 
and culturally varied. Under benefi cent rule, this was a 
system that could be made to work successfully and could 
command general support. Early Han was a time of great 
prosperity and enthusiasm for the new order. 

  Expansion Under Han Wu Di 
 Power corrupts everyone everywhere, however, and the 
new power of the Han Empire, on Qin foundations and 
with the boost of new economic and population growth, 
tempted successive emperors to further conquests and 
imperial glory. Liu Bang’s son and grandson continued 
his frugal and benevolent model as rulers, but the bitter 
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who occupied the steppe border zone and who periodi-
cally harried Chinese agricultural areas and trade routes. 
Th e major route for international trade was the famous Silk 
Road through the Gansu Corridor and along the  northern 
and southern edges of the Tarim Desert in  Xinjiang 
 (Chinese Turkestan), where there are widely spaced oases 
fed by streams from the surrounding mountains. Th e two 
routes met at Kashgar at the western end of the Tarim and 
then crossed the Pamirs into Central Asia, where the trade 
passed into other hands on its long way to the Levant and 
eventually to Rome. Silk was the main export, a Chinese 
monopoly since Longshan times and in great demand in 
the West, especially in luxury-loving imperial Rome. Th e 
Romans were obliged to pay for it largely in gold, a drain 
that Pliny and other Roman historians believed weakened 
the economy and contributed to Rome’s ultimate fall. It was 
profi table to China, and Wu Di’s pride in his new imperial 
power made him less willing to accept nomad interruptions 
of the trade and raids on Chinese territory. 

 Th e chief nomad group at this period was the Xiongnu, 
a Turkic people whose mounted mobility and cavalry tac-
tics gave them the kind of military eff ectiveness later used 
by the Mongol leader Chinggis Khan. Th e Han generals 
complained that the Xiongnu “move on swift  horses and in 
their breasts beat the hearts of beasts. Th ey shift  from place 
to place like a fl ock of birds. Th us it is diffi  cult to corner 
them and bring them under control.” One can understand 

refl ecting the past 2,000 years. Th e Vietnamese record of 
repeated nationalist success in expelling the seemingly 
overpowering forces of imperial China should have been 
enough to dissuade the United States from its own misad-
venture there; ignorance of history imposes a high price.    

 China’s northern and northwestern frontiers had been 
and were to remain a chronic problem for other reasons. 
Th e Great Wall had been built to solve this problem, but it 
could not prevent infi ltrations by the horse-riding nomads 
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 China and Korea in Han Times       

       Bronze casting continued its development under the Han. 
Th is magnifi cent horse from the second century  c.e.  shows 
the sophistication of Han technology and art.      (Th e Granger 
Collection, New York)  
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reached the Parthians but were advised to return home, 
advice that they followed.    

 Each empire thus remained largely in ignorance of the 
other, except for travelers’ tales, although both were of 
comparable size, sophistication, power, and achievements. 
China might have developed a diff erent and more open atti-
tude to the rest of the world on the basis of some experience 
with another empire and culture, Roman or Indian, at their 
own level of sophistication. Like the Chinese Empire, both 
Rome and Mauryan India were builders of roads, walls, 
and planned cities, synthesizers of varied cultures under 
an expansionist and cosmopolitan system, and contend-
ers with “barbarians” along the fringes of their empires. Of 
the three, the Han Empire was the largest and probably the 
most populous and richest, although its level of cultural 
and technical sophistication was probably matched by both 
ancient India and Rome. 

 Wu Di’s endless campaigns and his impositions on the 
people exhausted the country’s patience and resources. 
One of his earlier reforms had been the establishment of 
imperial censors whose job it was to keep offi  cials, even 
the emperor, faithful to their duty to serve the people. Th e 
censors fi nally convinced Wu Di that he had neglected 
this basic precept and persuaded him to issue a famous 
 penitential edict  apologizing for his excesses and  promising 
to be a better ruler, more deserving of the mandate of 
Heaven—and less likely to be overthrown by rebellion, 
which was already brewing. Th e institution of the censorate 
remained a  regulatory feature of all subsequent dynasties. 

 Wu Di’s immediate successors, while largely abandon-
ing further conquests, continued to press the Xiongnu as 
a defensive strategy and even sent an expeditionary force 
across the Pamirs into the Samarkand region in pursuit. 
Th ere, in 42  b.c.e. , on the banks of the Talas River near 
Tashkent in Central Asia, they defeated a Xiongnu  coalition 
that included some mercenary troops, who, from the 
 Chinese description, may have been Roman auxiliaries. 
Th ese people had learned the Roman  testudo  formation with 
shields overlapping over their heads to ward off  arrows and 
spears—another near-miss at a direct encounter with Rome. 
Han armies in Central Asia, having marched across deserts 
and high mountains, were further from their capital than 
regular Roman troops ever were from Rome. But this was the 
high point of Han power, and the empire that Wu Di welded 
together was not to be signifi cantly enlarged in subsequent 
centuries, except for the much later incorporation of Tibet 
(off set, however, by the earlier loss of Korea and Vietnam).  

  Wider Trade Patterns 
 Contacts across Eurasia had been important during and 
since the prehistoric period. Sumer may have contributed 
something to the origins of Indian civilization (and vice 

the Han frustration, but in a series of major campaigns Wu 
Di defeated them, drove them at least for a time out of most 
of Inner Mongolia, Gansu, and Xinjiang, and then planted 
Chinese military colonies and garrisons in those areas and 
along the Silk Road, which is still marked by ruined Han 
watchtowers. Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia were to fall away 
from Chinese control in later periods whenever the central 
state was weak but were reclaimed by most subsequent 
strong dynasties as part of the empire. Non-Han groups such 
as the Xiongnu and the Mongols remained the major steppe 
inhabitants until the present century. Another Turkic people, 
the Uighurs, became the dominant oasis farmers in other-
wise desert Xinjiang. Th e Uighurs later embraced Islam and 
helped to transmit it to China proper, where there are still a 
number of Chinese Muslims concentrated in the northwest.  

  China and Rome 
 Wu Di sent an ambassador westward in 139  b.c.e. , a court-
ier named Zhang Qian, to try to make an alliance with 
other nomads against the Xiongnu and to scout out the 
country more generally. He was captured instead by the 
Xiongnu but escaped aft er 10 years. Eventually, in 126  b.c.e.  
he returned to the Han capital at Chang’an, “Long Peace,” 
in the Wei Valley, where the Qin had ruled, with fi rsthand 
accounts of Central Asia, including bits of information 
about India and routes to it, and about a great empire far 
to the west, where the silk went. Th is was China’s fi rst news 
of Rome, but they were never to learn much more. Travel-
ers who said they had been to Rome turned up much later 
at the Han court with their own tales, including a group of 
jugglers in 120  c.e.  and some merchants in 166  c.e. , both of 
whose visits were recorded in the Han annals. Th e Romans 
knew China only as the source of silk and called it, accord-
ingly, Seres, the Latin word for silk. 

 Wu Di was tempted by Zhang Qian’s report to move 
on Central Asia and add it to his conquests, partly out of 
pure vainglory, partly to secure supplies of the excellent 
horses to be found there, which he wanted for the imperial 
stables and his cavalry. If he or his successors had done so, 
the Chinese and Roman empires, or their forward troops, 
might have met and perhaps learned from each other. In 
the fi rst century  c.e.  with the Han still in power and still 
occasionally probing westward, Rome was at the same 
time campaigning against the Parthian kingdom in Persia 
(Iran). If the Romans had conquered Parthia, they might 
have at least encountered Han patrols, or they might have 
followed the Silk Road, which they knew about, from Cen-
tral Asia to the borders of China. But both armies were very 
far from home. Moreover, the Parthians and other Central 
Asian groups were formidable opponents and were anxious 
to retain their profi table middleman role in the silk trade 
rather than allowing the two empires to meet. Han envoys 
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until the beginning of the silk route, probably during the 
Zhou dynasty. Chinese merchants took the silk only as far 
as  Xinjiang, handing it over there to a long series of Central 
Asian traders who passed it along through the thousands 
of miles to the shores of the Mediterranean, where Syrian, 
Greek, and Roman merchants picked it up for transport 
farther west. Th is trade continued aft er the fall of the Han 
dynasty and was later augmented by the export of porce-
lain and lacquer goods, all high-value commodities that 
could bear the very heavy costs of such long-distance trans-
port. Th e camel caravans carrying them were also exposed 
to frequent raids from other Central Asian groups along 
the route, risks that further increased the prices charged 
for Chinese exports when they fi nally reached their des-
tinations. By the eleventh century, much of the Chinese 
export trade was being carried westward by sea to India, 
while Indian exports westward—fi ne cotton textiles, spices, 
gems, and other goods—continued from the earliest times 
through the Middle Ages to move mainly by ship from 
ports on the Indian west coast. Th ere must have been some 
return fl ow of trade by sea from India to China, but apart 
from the mention of what sound like Indian merchants in 
ports on the south China coast, we know very little about it.  

versa) and perhaps indirectly to the emergence of Chinese 
civilization. Given the multiplicity and oft en the mutual 
hostility of the various cultural groups in Central Asia dur-
ing the ancient and medieval periods, the passage of goods 
and ideas through this area, in either direction, was neces-
sarily slow and diffi  cult. Th ere was certainly trade from 
China and India to western Asia, Greece, and Rome. From at 
least 600  b.c.e.  there was also sea trade, bringing Indian and 
southeast Asian spices to the Mediterranean and Europe. 
But except for the visits of Greek and Roman traders to the 
coasts of India, and perhaps of Romans as far east as Malaya 
(where Roman trade goods have been found), plus the trav-
els of a few Indian philosophers to Greece and Rome and the 
invasion of India by Alexander, there was no direct contact 
between Eastern and Western civilization from then until
the time of Marco Polo in the thirteenth century. Arab 
ships traded by sea, and a chain of various Central Asian 
peoples transmitted ideas as well as goods across Eurasia, 
but the transmission was incomplete, and understandably 
some of the ideas were lost or garbled in the process. 

 Commerce between China and the rest of Eurasia almost 
certainly developed later than India’s trade with Mesopotamia, 
and there is no evidence of Chinese exports westward 

T  I  B  E  T

YUNNAN

BURMA
(MYANMAR)

TAIWAN

FU
JI

AN

KOREA

MANCHURIA

KUSHAN
EMPIRE

(YUEZHI) 

HIMALAYAS

MONGOLIA
ALTAI MOUNTAINS

NANYUE
NAM VIET
(VIETNAM)

ANNAM
?

GUIZHOU

Guangzhou

ChangshaBa
(Chongqing)

Jiaozhi

Chengdu

Hankou

Luoyang
Nanjing

Wu
(Suzhou)

Tai-shan
Taiyuan

Lo-lang

Yan
(Beijing)

GOBI DESERT

Yu-men

Chang’an

Kashgar

WU-SAN
XINJIANG

FERGHANA

Tashkent

Silk Road
Great Wall

Samarkand

SOGDIANA

Lake
Balkhash

Ili

Talas

TARIN BASIN

PAMIRMOUNTAINS

Indus

Ganges

Yellow

Brahmaputra

West

Yangzi

Wei H
an

L
ia

o

Keru
len

XIONGNU TERRITORY

H  A  N   E  M  P  I  R
 E

 

Miles

0 100 200 300 400 500

 The Han Empire      
  This was close to the extent of the modern state, including Xinjiang and inner Mongolia, although the modern state excludes 
northern Vietnam.   

M06_MURP8552_07_SE_C05.indd Page 97  05/09/13  7:51 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia98

of land. Such policies bitterly alienated the rich and power-
ful, and Wang Mang was murdered by a new rebel group 
called the Red Eyebrows, who were supported both by dis-
tressed peasants suff ering from a drought-induced famine 
and by merchant and gentry groups. 

 Landowning and its abuses were problems for all ancient 
and medieval empires and were to remain a plague for 
every Chinese dynasty. Ownership of land meant power, 
and the abolition of primogeniture did not always prevent 
powerful families from accumulating large blocks of land. 
Big landowners not only built up wealth but also threat-
ened the supremacy of the state by their growing political 
power. By manipulating political infl uence locally, usually 
as members themselves of the gentry group with its offi  -
cial and unoffi  cial connections, they managed to reduce or 
avoid paying state taxes on their lands or got them off  the 
tax rolls entirely, a major problem for most dynasties. Th eir 
tenants, the peasants who farmed their land, were oft en 
cruelly exploited and hence driven to rebellion. Reformers 
in government periodically tried to correct these abuses, 
as in Wang Mang’s abortive reforms and many similar eff orts 
in later centuries, but the imperial state was never able to 
overcome completely the power of landed families.    

  Han Culture 
 Th e fi rst two centuries of Han rule were also a time of great 
cultural fl owering in poetry, painting, music, philosophy, 
literature, and the writing of history. Confucianism was 
more fi rmly established as the offi  cial orthodoxy and state 
ideology, and the famous Chinese imperial civil service sys-
tem recruited men of talent, schooled in classical Confu-
cian learning, to hold offi  ce through competitive examina-
tion regardless of their birth. Liu Bang, the founder of the 
Han, had been born a peasant, and the new stress was on 
ability and education rather than on inherited status. Th is 
approach was to remain a source of strength and eff ective-
ness for the state for the next 2,000 years and was rightly 
admired by the modern Western heirs of Plato. Offi  cehold-
ing by the scholar-gentry, who were enriched each genera-
tion by new blood rising from peasant or commoner ranks 
and entering the elite through the imperial examinations, 
became the most prestigious of all occupations. Th at in 
turn helped to ensure that able people went into the admin-
istration and preserved the political arena and government 
service generally from much of the corruption, medioc-
rity, and ineff ectiveness that have plagued political systems 
everywhere and at every period. 

 China was far from free of such problems or from other 
imperfections, but each new dynasty reestablished the 
system begun under the Han and on the whole probably 
managed the task of government better than most other 
states, perhaps including most modern ones. One may 
thank Confucius for this, with his stress on duty, learn-
ing, “human-heartedness,” and virtue. Chinese society 
chose that way among many others and periodically reaf-
fi rmed what had been the minor teachings of an obscure 
consultant to a small feudal lord in the sixth century  b.c.e. , 
long before there was any thought of empire. Great landed-
gentry families remained and were periodically nuclei of 
power, together with court aristocrats, eunuchs,4   and ambi-
tious generals—a pattern familiar from imperial Rome, 
Persia (Iran), and elsewhere. In China, the original Han 
ideal endured through the rise and fall of successive dynas-
ties and, with all its imperfections, built a long and proud 
tradition of power combined with service that is still very 
much alive in China. Th e People’s Republic is the conscious 
heir of greatness. 

 Han rule was briefl y broken by a palace coup of the 
empress’s nephew Wang Mang, who made himself emperor 
from 9 to 23  c.e . As a model Confucian ruler, Wang Mang 
tried to curb the resurgent power of merchants and of the 
landowning gentry. He also extended new state controls 
over the economy, all in an eff ort to reestablish the egali-
tarianism he claimed to derive from the sage’s teaching. His 
reforms included the abolition of private estates, which had 
increasingly avoided paying taxes, and the nationalization 

       Pottery fi gure of an entertainer, part of the grave furniture from 
a Han dynasty tomb. Th e aft erlife was clearly supposed to be a 
happy time, replete with worldly pleasures. Th is fi gure beautifully 
captures the human quality of Han folk culture.      (Davis Museum 
at Wellesley College/Art Resource, NY)  
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was attempting to negotiate, he planned and carried out a 
daring night attack. He sent part of his forces behind the 
enemy lines to beat drums and simulate an attack, while 
the remainder built a huge fi re in front of the enemy’s for-
tress. His adversaries were completely surprised; many 
were killed as they rushed out, and many more died in the 
fl ames. Th eir chief surrendered and renewed his oath of 
vassalage to China.    

 Aft er the fi rst century, landlord power and oppression 
grew again; Wang Mang had been right to try to curb them. 
Th ere were growing peasant revolts, and imperial rela-
tives and powerful families jockeyed for position or infl u-
ence. Th e elite, especially those at court surrounding weak 
emperors, indulged themselves in luxurious living heedless 
of the problems around them—all echoes of the problems 
Rome was facing at the same time. Palace intrigues grew 
out of control, and eunuch groups acquired more and more 
power, although it is important to remember that eunuchs, 
who could not perform their fi lial duty to provide sons 
for their families, were routinely reviled by the Confu-
cian historians who recorded these events. Generals in the 
provinces became rival warlords aft er suppressing peasant 
revolts. Th e entire imperial structure was crumbling, and in 
220  c.e.  the last Han emperor abdicated. 

 Th e power, wealth, and expansion of Han China were 
based in part on trade with Mongolia, Korea, Central Asia, 
Vietnam, and northern India as well as on the productiv-
ity and trade of newly conquered southern China. Th e 
incorporation of these areas within the empire (except for 
India and Central Asia) gave it secure frontiers, defended 
by mountain and desert barriers, beyond which there was 
little incentive to expand further. But control over all these 
regions beyond China proper was lost with the collapse of 
the imperial structure. By this time nearly all the Chinese 
originally settled in Xinjiang as garrison troops had with-
drawn, leaving their watchtowers and fortifi ed bases along 
the Silk Road to crumble away, like the Great Wall, in suc-
ceeding centuries. Th e loss of trade and revenue contrib-
uted to the fall of the dynasty, but the primary cause was 
self-destructive indulgence and factional fi ghting at court, 
as well as local and provincial rivalries. No empire, espe-
cially not one based on conquest, has lasted more than a few 
centuries at best. Regional and provincial counterpressures, 
and eff orts by conquered peoples to reassert their indepen-
dence, have joined with decay at the center to destroy every 
empire. Th e diff erence in China is that each new group that 
came to power founded a new dynasty and strove to rebuild 
the empire the Han had fi rst established. 

 We know relatively little about the role of women in 
ancient and classical China, except that the advent of Confu-
cianism tended to relegate them to a subordinate status. Nev-
ertheless, there were some notable exceptions, perhaps most 

 In 25  c.e.  the Han was reestablished, though under new 
rulers and with a new capital at Luoyang, following the ear-
lier model of the Zhou and for the same reasons. It is thus 
known as the Eastern or Later Han, while the Chang’an 
period from 202  b.c.e.  to 9  c.e.  is called Western or Former 
Han. Th e new rulers, a succession of strong and conscien-
tious emperors, restored the power, prosperity, and cultural 
vigor of Wu Di’s time. Learning, philosophy, and the arts 
fl ourished once more and elite society reached new levels 
of affl  uence, elegance, and sophistication. Peace was rees-
tablished along all the imperial frontiers by reconquest, and 
in 97  c.e.  a Han army marched all the way to the  Caspian 
Sea. Scouts were sent further west, reaching either the 
Persian Gulf or the Black Sea before returning, another 
missed encounter with imperial Rome, then too at the 
height of its power and conquests. In 89  c.e.  a Han army 
invaded Mongolia and again defeated the Xiongnu, prob-
ably contributing to the start of their subsequent migration 
westward and their ultimate role, merged by then with other 
Central Asian groups, as invaders of Europe under the name 
of the Huns. Xinjiang, northern Vietnam, northern Korea, 
southern Manchuria, and Inner Mongolia were all reincor-
porated into the empire. Trade fl ourished, and China gloried 
in its confi dently reasserted power and cultural leadership. 

 Th e Later Han produced some of the most famous gen-
erals in Chinese history, especially those who had repeated 
successes against the nomads on the northwest frontier. 
One of the best known of these was Ban Chao. Ban Chao is 
said to have asserted that “only he who penetrates into the 
tiger’s lair can carry off  the cubs.” In 73  c.e.  he was sent with 
a detachment of troops to pacify the area south of Xinjiang. 
Surrounded by enemy troops, tribal groups with whom he 

       Spring Morning in the Palace of Han (detail).      (David Forbert/
SuperStock)  
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and warfare that lasted nearly four centuries, shattered the 
imperial image, and left  most Chinese disheartened. Much 
of the former high culture survived, especially in the arts, 
and little of it was forgotten by educated Chinese, but it was 
seen as a time of troubles. Except among the elite, many of 
whom fl ed south, many people suff ered.    

importantly the power of successive Han empresses and their 
families, including the many Empress Dowagers who, like 
women who became heads of their families aft er the deaths of 
their husbands, wielded virtually absolute power. In fact, the 
frequency with which Empress Dowagers were able to do so 
alarmed many Confucian scholars and offi  cials, who viewed 
this development as a deplorable aberration. Th is perspective 
on female political power persisted throughout the imperial 
period, and beyond. Female fi gures also appeared in Chi-
nese cosmology, especially the Queen Mother of the West, 
who presided over the realm of the setting sun and, hence, 
of the aft erlife, in large part a Daoist conception. Even more 
eminent, by Chinese standards of value, was Ban Zhao (ca. 
45–116  c.e. ), sister of general Ban Chao mentioned above. She 
and her other brother, the historian Ban Gu (died 92  c.e. ), 
collaborated on an equal basis in writing the great   History 
of the Han Dynasty , completed about 82  c.e . Ban Zhao 
also wrote the infl uential  Admonitions for Women , a hand-
book for her daughters that became a standard reference 
for proper Confucian behavior. Although Ban Zhao herself 
was highly literate, her  Admonitions  stressed the subordinate 
position of women and encouraged them to be humble and 
yielding. Th is message was emphasized in the form of Con-
fucianism institutionalized under the Han. Th e older pattern 
of dominant women was maintained by some of the Han 
empresses and empress dowagers, but increasingly women 
were instructed to content themselves with service to their 
parents-in-law, husbands, and sons. In his book of biog-
raphies of exemplary women, the historian Liu Xiang (80–
9  b.c.e. ) wrote that Mencius’s mother was completely devoted 
to her son’s education and credited her with inspiring her son 
to become a great scholar. Confucian values did confer great 
respect and even power on mothers and other women who 
adhered to these norms.  

  Th e Collapse of the Han Order 
 As popular uprisings undermined Han power, one of 
its most powerful generals, Cao Cao, proclaimed a new 
dynasty called Wei, but it was impossible to hold the empire 
together, and rival dynasties soon emerged. In ensuing 
years the north was progressively overrun by Xiongnu and 
other steppe nomadic groups, who sacked both Chang’an 
and Luoyang by the early fourth century. Th e north disin-
tegrated into a bewildering series of minor rival kingdoms 
under non-Chinese control, while the south was similarly 
divided into rival Chinese states. Th e period from the 
fall of the Han in 220  c.e.  to the ultimate reunifi cation of 
China in 589  c.e.  is sometimes rather misleadingly called 
the Six Dynasties (there were many more than six); it was 
a long interval of disunity, invasion, disruption, intrigue, 

  The popular Chinese novel  Romance of the Three King-
doms,  first written down in the fourteenth century  A.D ., 
tells of the fall of the Han and the civil war that ensued. 
The account begins as follows:  

   Empires wax and wane; states cleave asunder and 
coalesce. When the rule of Zhou weakened, seven 
contending principalities sprang up, warring one 
with another until they settled down as Qin, and 
when its destiny had been fulfilled there arose Chu 
and Han to contend for the mastery. And Han was 
the victor. . . . In a short time the whole empire was 
theirs, and their magnificent heritage was handed 
down in successive generations till the days of 
Guangwu, whose name stands in the middle of the 
long line of Han. . . . The dynasty had already 
passed its zenith. . . . The descent into misrule 
hastened in the reigns of the two emperors who sat 
on the dragon throne about the middle of the 
second century. They paid no heed to the good men 
of the court but gave their confidence to the palace 
eunuchs. . . . The two trusted advisers, disgusted 
with the abuses resulting from the meddling of the 
eunuchs in affairs of state, plotted their destruction. 
But the chief eunuch was not to be disposed of so 
easily. The plot leaked out and the two honest men 
fell, leaving the eunuchs stronger than before. . . . 
[Some years later] the earth quaked in Luoyang, 
while along the coast a huge tidal wave rushed in, 
which, in its recoil, swept away all the dwellers by 
the sea. . . . Certain hens developed male 
characteristics, a miracle that could only refer to the 
effeminate eunuchs meddling in affairs of state. 
Away from the capital, a mountain fell in, leaving a 
great rift in its flank. . . . But the eunuchs grew 
bolder. Ten of them, rivals in wickedness, formed a 
powerful party. One of them became the emperor’s 
most trusted adviser. The emperor even called him 
Daddy. So the government went from bad to worse, 
till the country was ripe for rebellion and buzzed 
with brigandage.   

  Source:  C. H. Brewitt-Taylor, trans.,  Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms  (Tokyo: Tuttle, 1959), vol. 1, pp. 1–2. 

 THE FALL OF THE HAN 
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 Th ese centuries suggest comparison with what began 
only a little later in the breakup of the Roman empire and 
the “barbarian” invasions of southern Europe. In China 
too, the period was thought of as a Dark Age, and as in 
Europe there was a loss of confi dence and the spread of a 
new mass religion of other worldly salvation,  Christianity 
in the West, Buddhism in China. Th e  Northern Wei 
 (386–535), founded by descendents of a Central Asian 
people, were vigorous promoters of Buddhism and left  
behind a rich legacy of Buddhist art, although their 
 control was limited to the north. But the imperial idea 
continued to appeal to Chinese pride, and in time it was 
to be reestablished in a new birth of unifi cation, power, 
and glory, the Tang. 

 Cities in Ancient China 

 The Shang capitals, and their immediate Longshan pre-
decessors, were primarily cosmic, ceremonial centers, 
symbols of royal authority. The late Longshan city on the 
site of modern Zhengzhou and the Shang capitals there, 
at Luoyang and at Anyang, were massively walled and 
gated. The walls enclosed royal palaces and tombs, royal 
residences, some quarters for priests, slaves or kept arti-
sans, and military guards, but much of the enclosed area 
was not built on. Most nonroyal inhabitants, and most of 
the workers, lived in village-like settlements outside the 
walls that, unlike the walled area, were not apparently 
planned. By at least late Shang, the Chinese character 
and the spoken word for “city” were the same as those 
for “wall,” and this has remained so to the present. Cities 
were in other words designed as statements of authority; 
the wall was a symbol of state or (later) imperial power, 
and distinguished cities from unplanned villages or mar-
ket towns. Apart from the capitals, imperial and provin-
cial, most cities first arose as county seats, the lowest 
rung of national administration and, from Han times, the 
base of an imperial magistrate. 

 Chinese cities were built predominantly of wood and, 
thus, very little evidence remains from this early period to 
show what they or their buildings may have looked like. 
By Zhou times we do at least have some written docu-
ments that describe the precise planning of all walled cit-
ies and their ritual or symbolic importance, including 
their exact north-south orientation and the arrangement 
and dimensions of the royal or imperial buildings within 
the walls. Religious practices such as ancestor worship 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

and the worship of what the Chinese called Heaven, or 
the Supreme Deity, were represented in every walled city 
by specific and carefully placed temples. 

 By the time of the Han dynasty, there had been nearly 
2,000 years of urban experience in China; much of it was 
reflected in the Han capital at Chang’an. The site was 
carefully chosen by Liu Bang, the first Han emperor, but 
it was not until the reign of his successor, in 192  B.C.E. , 
that the city walls were begun, 52 feet thick at the base 
and 27 feet high, made of pounded earth and over 
3 miles long on each of the four sides. The walls enclosed 
imperial palaces, tombs, and temples to the ancestors 
among other temples, but as with the Shang, the Zhou, 
and the Qin, much of the walled area was not built on, 
although it remained important symbolically. The gov-
ernment regulated and supervised market areas inside 
as well as outside the walls, and the city was divided into 
160 wards. Straight, broad avenues led from each of the 
major gates at the main compass points, but there was 
apparently a less planned growth of lanes and alleys in 
each of the quarters. The ideal city form was a square, 
which Han dynasty Chang’an approximated, with one 
major central gate and two lesser ones on each of the 
four sides. 

 The Han now ruled an immense territory, much of it 
newly conquered, especially in the south. The imperial 
stamp on these new lands was achieved primarily 
through the building of walled cities. Once the original 
inhabitants had been subdued and the land cleared, 
settled, and farmed, garrison towns or fortresses gave 
way to or were made over as walled county seats from 
which the imperial magistrate could keep order, dis-
pense justice, and supervise the collection of taxes and 
the exactions of corvée and military conscription. In the 
hilly south such cities often had to accommodate to the 
terrain and sometimes altered the square shape some-
what, but the imperial model was apparent in all of 
them, including their official buildings, temples, mili-
tary barracks, and appointed and regulated market 
areas inside and outside the walls. One can in fact chart 
the southward spread of Han occupation and the 
growth of Chinese-style agricultural settlement by not-
ing the successive establishment of new, walled county 
seats. They appeared first along the rivers leading south 
from the Yangzi and then spread progressively inland 
from the rivers. Cities were linked with each other and 
with the imperial and provincial capitals by the imperial 
road system begun under the Qin and greatly extended 
under the Han.   
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      Han Achievements 

 China, by Han times, was highly developed techno-
logically as well as culturally. Little has survived of 
Chang’an and Luoyang to tell us much about them, but 
what accounts we have suggest that they rivaled impe-
rial Rome in size and splendor. It is symptomatic of this 
vast bureaucratic empire, whose culture also put a high 
value on education and learning, that paper was fi rst 
made there, by or before 100  c.e. , more than 1,000 years 
before the knowledge of papermaking spread to Europe. 
Another Han innovation was an early form of porcelain, 
one more Chinese gift  to the world known everywhere 
simply as “china.” Water-powered mills were invented in 
Han China, as was the prototype of the modern horse 
collar and breast strap, which made it possible for draft  
animals to pull much heavier loads more effi  ciently and 
without being choked. Lacquer had made its appear-
ance by Wu Di’s time, and samples of fi ne lacquerware 
have been found in Han tombs. Han dynasty alchemists 
invented the technique of distillation, not discovered in 
Europe until the twelft h century  c.e.  Ships were built with 
watertight compartments, multiple masts, and sternpost 
rudders, and magnetic compasses were in use 1,000 years 
before Europe. Metallurgy, already well advanced, was 
given a further boost by the invention of a double-acting 

 Han era outposts in Vietnam at the beginning of the first 
millennium were primarily commercial centers. During 
the early first-century interregnum, Han ruling-class 
refugees reinforced the local Han officials, and new 
patterns of Chinese rule emerged. Chinese administrators 
now had to pay for their expanded administration, and 
saw the local agrarian economy as a potential stable tax 
base. They began to promote greater productive efficiency 
as well as the extension of agriculture into previously 
uncultivated lands. To support their objectives, they 
encouraged transition to a formal patriarchal society as a 
way to increase the role of Vietnamese men in agricultural 
production as well as to discourage locally preferred male 
hunting and gathering, which produced no taxable 
surplus. The male role in agriculture, or the lack thereof, 
and the apparent female control of cultivation were 
difficult for Chinese administrators to accept. Han 
officials tried to combat male hostility by ordering all men 
aged 20 to 50 to marry; would-be elites were expected to 
pay for Chinese-style marriage ceremonies. Family-based 
productive units were registered, and stable kin groups 
were now made accountable for tax payments. 

 Han bureaucrats viewed traditional Vietnamese 
landholding patterns, which were based on communal 
usage rather than family ownership, as incompatible 
with their goals to create revenue systems based on 
private ownership. Han soldiers were settled in newly 
built walled outposts to govern new administrative pre-
fectures and districts, and to negate the attempts of the 
old Lac aristocracy to stand in their way. Soldier-farmers 
supervised the digging of local ditches, to irrigate the 
fi elds surrounding the frontier population clusters. It 
was Han policy to keep these soldiers in place and self-
sustaining, as they settled in and became part of the 
local social fabric. 

 Han rule resulted in a merging of Chinese and 
 Vietnamese societies: a powerful Han-Viet landlord class 
came into existence as government tax demands forced 
peasants to sell land to rich offi cials and become tenant 
farmers on the offi cials’ private estates or as Han soldiers 
were given communal lands in return for their service. As 
the Han dynasty fell in the third century  C.E. , the Han-Viet 
elite took greater interest in seaborne trade as a secondary 
source of income. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   HAN CIVILIZATION IN VIETNAM 

piston bellows, something not achieved in the West until 
the seventeenth century  c.e.  Th e wheelbarrow had made 
its appearance by late Han, better balanced than its later 
Western copy since the single wheel was placed in the 
middle instead of at one end, thus enabling a much greater 
weight to be transported with less eff ort. Th e square-
pallet chain pump, for moving or raising water, and the 
suspension bridge were also Han innovations. Th e circu-
lation of the blood was also fi rst discovered in Han China, 
despite the conventional Western claim for its discovery 
by  William Harvey in the seventeenth century. 

 By the fi rst century  b.c.e. , the tube seed drill was in use, 
ahead of Europe by nearly 2,000 years and greatly increasing 
yields. Steel, probably diff used from India, was in use by the 
second century  b.c.e.  and was used, among other things, for 
suspension bridges. Gears were developed to convert rotary 
to lateral and vertical motion, a major step to the mechani-
cal age. Why China did not move from this impressive tech-
nology to theoretical science is a puzzle. Confucian China 
was highly this-worldly, and the technological achievements 
were just a catalog of empiricism, the work of gift ed artisans, 
who remained quite separate from those (fewer) who dealt 
in theory. But there was no tradition of experimentation, as 
in the West, essential to modern science. 

 Probably the greatest literary achievement of the Han 
was in the writing of history, a consistent Chinese emphasis 
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era compare with the consolidation of political power in 
India a century or so before , as described in the previous 
chapter ? Were there similar results? Why or why not?   

  3.    What were the Qin solutions to the divided political 
landscape of China? Why did the Qin dynasty have 
such a brief reign? What was the legacy of the Qin to 
China’s future?   

  4.    What was the diff erence between Qin Legalism and the 
teachings of Confucius and Mencius? How was Qin 
Legalism soft ened under the Han?   

  5.    Han Wu Di is oft en viewed as China’s greatest emperor. 
Is this warranted? What were his accomplishments, and 
what was his legacy to China’s future?   

  6.    What might have changed had the Han and imperial 
Rome met?   

  7.    What recurring problems in the Chinese imperial social 
system did Wang Mang try to address during his reign?   

  8.    How did Han governance in Vietnam refl ect the strengths 
and weaknesses of the Chinese dynastic system?    

  Notes 
   1.   By this time traditional Chinese dates, almost certainly 

inaccurate for earlier periods, are fully reliable and are 
confirmed by other evidence. The Zhou, and most likely 
the Shang before them, kept records on bamboo strips 
and pieces of silk, some of which have been found in 
tombs dating from the fourth century on. By the eighth 
century the Zhou were recording eclipses of the sun, 
which in fact did occur exactly when their records state.  

   2.   J. J. L. Duyvendak, trans.,  The Book of Lord Shang  
(London: Arthur Probsthain, 1928), pp. 193–194, 203, 
209, 211, 229.  

 3. The Grand Historian by Sima Qian, translated by Burton 
Watson. © 1993. The Chinese University of Hong Kong.

   4.    Eunuchs  are men castrated as youths and hence without 
heirs. They were often used as courtiers who could not 
intrigue on behalf of their sons or impregnate noble 
women. However, they often formed power cliques of 
their own and were seldom portrayed as using power 
responsibly.   

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Early History of China 
  http://www-chaos.umd.edu/history  
 An overview of chronology, texts, and images of Chinese his-
tory from 2000  b.c.e.  to the present.  

  Confucius 
  http://www.confucius.org  
 Comprehensive information from the Confucius Publishing 
Company. Includes a biography of Confucius, full text of the 
 Analects  and a photograph archive. Presented in many differ-
ent languages.   

on preserving the record of the past. Many Zhou records 
destroyed by Qin Shihuangdi were reconstructed by Han 
scholars from memory, and the texts we have date largely 
from this period. New pride in empire and tradition pro-
duced the man called China’s Grand Historian, Sima 
Qian (died c. 85  b.c.e. ). His massive  Historical Records  put 
together materials from earlier texts in an eff ort to provide 
an accurate record of events since before the Shang and 
added summary essays on geography, culture, the economy, 
and biographies of important people. A century later Ban 
Gu and Ban Zhao compiled a similarly comprehensive 
 History of the Han Dynasty , which became the model for 
the standard histories commissioned by each subsequent 
dynasty, another respect in which the Han set the pattern 
for later centuries. 

 Han writers set a high standard for historical scholarship 
that many scholars believe was not equaled elsewhere until 
the eighteenth century in the West. Here is another point of 
comparison between Han China and imperial Rome, where 
the writing of history also reached a high standard and 
refl ected a similar pride in accomplishment and the tradi-
tion that had led to it. Th e Roman ideal remained appeal-
ing to the European mind and still underlies much of the 
modern West, but in China the state system, the imperial 
model, and most of the other institutions and forms fi rst 
established under the Han endured to shape the course of 
the next 2,000 years. 

 Th e rise of civilization in China can be traced through 
the Shang, about 1600  b.c.e. , its conquest by the Zhou, 
about 1050  b.c.e. , the Warring States period in the last 
centuries of nominal Zhou rule, the Qin Empire from 221 
to 206  b.c.e. , and the rise, fl ourishing, and decline of the 
Han from 202  b.c.e.  to 220  c.e . Th e pattern of subsequent 
Chinese history was largely set by the achievement of the 
Han Empire, much of it based in turn on the teachings of 
Confucius, who lived in the sixth century  b.c.e.  From local 
beginnings on the North China Plain under the Shang, 
the Chinese state and empire had grown by the end of the 
Han to incorporate most of the area within the borders of 
modern China. During the same centuries the traditional 
model of Chinese civilization was established, a model that 
was largely adhered to for the next 20 centuries.  (For later 
periods of Chinese history, see  Chapters   8   ,    11   ,    13   ,    15   ,    16   ,    17   , 
   18   , and    21   .)    

     Questions 

  1.    What does the Shang era contribute to the Chinese 
dynastic tradition? What changes in Chinese society 
took place during the Zhou era that followed?   

  2.    How do Confucius and Mencius refl ect the 
circumstances of their times? How does China in this 
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         This Chapter Covers developments in India aft er the fall of the 
Gupta Empire and the death of Harsha in 648  c.e. , the coming of 

Islam, the Delhi Sultanate and its successors (1206–1526  c.e. ), and the 
separate kingdoms of south India. 

 From the mid-tenth century, about three centuries aft er the  collapse 
of the Guptas and the death of Harsha, northern India endured a long 
period of disunion, confl ict, and renewed invasions from  Central 
Asia, culminating in 1526 with the establishment of the Mughal 
Empire and a new fl owering of unity and cultural brilliance. Th e 
 medieval centuries of disorder and conquest were, however, far from 
a period of universal disaster. Invasion and disruption involved only 
the northern half of the subcontinent, and for relatively short periods. 
Most people in most parts of India went on with their lives in the usual 
way most of the time. 

 Th ese centuries also saw the vigorous continuation of the  Indian 
 artistic tradition that had been patronized by the Guptas and by  Harsha, 
including the construction of a great many magnifi cent  temples and 
their attendant sculpture, especially in the south. Trade fl ourished, 
 particularly with Southeast Asia; wealthy merchants patronized  temple 
complexes and the arts in the rich urban culture of medieval India, 
and great literature continued to be produced. For much of the north, 
however, invasion, conquest, and warfare brought periodic misery for 
many during these troubled centuries. 

  Early Islamic Influence 

in Northern India 

 Th e new invaders of the north were part of the explosive expansion 
of Islam, and they brought with them an oft en harsh and intolerant 
version of the new religion. But they also brought Islamic, and in par-
ticular Persian, culture including many literate and educated Iranians, 
who served as scribes for the largely illiterate conquerors as well as 
administrators, artists, writers, and other elites. India, with its wealth, 
large population, and sophistication, was an irresistible target, and 
both Hinduism and Buddhism were seen as pagan creeds, to be con-
quered by the faith of the Prophet. Th e invaders’ early motives and 
ruthless behavior were closely similar to those of the sixteenth-century 
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  The Islamic Advance into 

Northern India 

 India at fi rst lay beyond the wave of the seventh-century 
Islamic conquests that engulfed most of the Middle East 
and North Africa, but Arab traders continued to bring back 
samples of Indian wealth. Sindh, the lower half of the Indus 
Valley, was conquered by Arab forces in the eighth century, 
primarily as a rival trade base. But the major advance came 
nearly three centuries later, from the newly converted Turks 
of Central Asia, who had been driven westward and into 
Afghanistan by earlier Chinese expansion under the Han 
and the Tang.  

 Th e Turkish leader Mahmud of Ghazni (971–1030), 
known as the “Sword of Islam,” mounted 17 plundering ex-
peditions between 1001 and 1027 from his eastern Afghan 
base at Ghazni into the adjacent upper Indus and western 
Punjab, destroying Hindu temples, sacking rich cities, kill-
ing or forcibly converting the inhabitants, and then return-
ing to Ghazni with jewels, gold, silver, women, elephants, 
and slaves. His remote, mountain-ringed capital became 
by the eleventh century a great center of Islamic culture, 
thanks in part to stolen Indian riches. Plunder and slaugh-
ter in the name of God did not make a good impression for 
Islam on most Indians, but the austere new religion with its 
off er of certainty and the equality of all men did appeal to 
some, as it did wherever it spread in other countries. And 
India began to appeal as a base to Mahmud’s successors and 
to rival Central Asian Turkish groups. 

 True to their nomadic heritage, their military eff ective-
ness depended importantly on their mastery of cavalry 
tactics and their use of short, powerful compound bows of 
laminated wood, horn, and sinew that they could fi re from 
a gallop on horseback. Th e Rajputs of Rajasthan, on the 
fl ank of the Islamic invasion route, fought relentlessly from 
their desert strongholds and fortifi ed cities against these 
Turco-Afghan armies, which the more peaceful inhabitants 
of Hindustan were less able to resist. Some of the Rajputs 
had Central Asian origins too, some centuries earlier, and 
hence shared an originally nomadic tradition of mounted 
mobile warfare, but all Rajputs were part of a military cul-
ture of great tenacity, nurtured in the desert of Rajasthan. 
Th ey were never completely overcome, but most of the rest 
of the north, seriously weakened by continued political di-
vision and internal confl ict, was progressively conquered. 

 By the end of the twelft h century Punjab and most of 
Hindustan (the valley of the Ganges) had been incorpo-
rated into a Turco-Afghan empire with its capital at Delhi. 
Delhi controlled an easy crossing place on the Jumna 
 (Yamuna) River where a range of hills stretched southwest 
and provided protection. Northward and westward were the 
barriers, respectively, of the Himalayas and the Th ar Desert 

Portuguese and Spanish seafaring invaders of Asia and 
Latin America in their search for plunder, such as gold 
and spices, and for converts to Catholic Christianity. For 
the fervent new Muslim converts who invaded India from 
Central Asia, Hinduism, with its “idolatry” and pantheism 
(many gods), its tolerance, and its lack of precise scriptural 
creed, was viewed as sacrilege and an evil to be eliminated. 
Th eir attitude to the closely related faith and practice of 
Buddhism was much the same. Probably the chief origi-
nal motive for their invasion of India was, however, simple 
plunder. Many of these Central Asian groups contented 
themselves at fi rst with pillaging India’s wealth and slaugh-
tering “infi del” victims before withdrawing across the 
passes with their loot. 

 In time, however, Muslim kingdoms with a largely  Persian 
courtly culture were established in much of  northern India, 
which had far more to attract and support them than their 
dry, barren, and mountainous homelands in Central Asia. 
And in time this new infusion of alien  culture blended with 
older strands of the Indian fabric. 

 Following the Muslim conquest of northern India by 
the thirteenth century, the new religion was also carried to 
insular Southeast Asia by Indian converts and other India-
based Muslim traders, as well as by Islamic clerics who set 
out to proselytize non-Muslim populations—much as In-
dian Brahmins and Buddhist monks had in an earlier age. 
Th ese and other aspects of Indian civilization were, how-
ever, overlaid on a well-developed, preexisting base whose 
character was distinctly diff erent.  

 CHRONOLOGY 

  180  B.C.E. –1300  C.E.    Cholas, Pandyas, Pallavas in 

 southern India  

    Ajanta caves fi fth–eighth 

centuries  C.E.   

  1000–1200  C.E.    Muslim raids into northern India  

  1206–1526  C.E.   Delhi Sultanate  

  r. 1296–1316  C.E.   Ala-ud-din Khalji  

  1314  C.E.   Defeat of the Mongols  

  1325–1395  C.E.   Tughluks  

  1398  Timur sacks Delhi  

  1336–1565  C.E.   Vijayanagara  

  1489–1526  C.E.   Lodis  
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 Bengal had prospered as a separate kingdom aft er the 
fall of the Gupta order. It remained the chief Indian center 
of Buddhism, including a great university and monastery at 
Nalanda, where some 10,000 monks lived and studied, and 
similar Hindu centers of learning and piety, as at Banaras. 
Both religions and their followers were targets for the 
Muslim invaders. Tens of thousands of monks and other 
Hindus and Buddhists were slaughtered and the universities 
and monasteries destroyed. Th is catastrophe marked the 

of Rajasthan. Eastward, the broad Ganges Valley led into 
the heart of Hindustan, but, for access to it and for routes 
southward, Delhi had fi rst to be secured, as all invaders 
from the northwest, the repeated route of entry via the 
Punjab, were obliged to do. Bengal was overrun in 1202, and 
in 1206 the Delhi sultanate was formally inaugurated. As a 
series of successive Islamic dynasties, it was to dominate 
most of northern India for the next 320 years, until the rise 
of the Mughal Empire as a new dynasty of conquest in 1526.    

 Medieval India      
  India seems as if it should be a natural unit, surrounded as it is by mountains enclosing great river valleys and floodplains, 
but in fact it is divided into many separate linguistic, cultural, and even political regions.   
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non-Muslims were given a degree of protection and were 
called  dhimmis.  

 Th ere was no shortage of Hindu religious texts, and it 
was not hard in time to accept Hinduism as a sophisticated 
religion, not simply as “paganism.” With more knowledge it 
was also recognized that Hinduism was basically monothe-
istic, like Islam, and could not be judged only on the basis 
of the many gods of Indian folk religion. Th is distinction 
was comparable to that between textual Christianity and 
folk practice involving many saints and local cults, as, for 
example, in Latin America. Th e head tax ( jizya ) paid by 
protected non-Muslims (dhimmis) was heavy—about 
6 percent of an individual’s total net worth annually—but it 
bought a degree of freedom to practice one’s own religion, 
however scorned by those in political power. Together with 
this soft ening of the earlier total intolerance of Hindus and 
Hinduism, the later Delhi sultans agreed to leave many of 
the original Hindu Indian local rulers and petty rajas in 
control of their domains. Th e sultanate, thus, slowly be-
came more of an Indian order and less of an alien conquest 
that used India as object rather than subject. It came in time 
to depend increasingly on the support of India’s indigenous 
people, and under the best of its rulers, to try to govern 
rather than merely to exploit. 

 Th e stronger rulers of the Delhi sultanate continued to 
make raids and plundering expeditions into the mountain-
protected Deccan, south of the Ganges Plain of Hindustan, 
but they never won a permanent position there or elsewhere 
in the south. Th e landscape strongly favored the Hindu 
 defenders, beginning with the double range of mountains 
that mark the northern edge of the Deccan—the Vindhyas 
and the Satpura—and further strengthened as barriers by the 
 Narmada and Tapti rivers, which run between the two ranges. 

 Th e Deccan itself is heavily dissected, and in many  areas 
cut up into steep ravines and river valleys, with easily 

eff ective end of Buddhism in the land of its birth. Th e few 
surviving Buddhists fl ed from the slaughter to Nepal and 
Tibet. Hindu monuments also suff ered, for their sculpture 
as well as their faith violated Islamic principles forbidding 
the artistic representation of divine creation, including the 
human form. 

 Unfortunately for its people, northern India remained 
hopelessly divided among rival kingdoms, most of them 
small and nearly all of them in chronic confl ict with one an-
other. In total, their armies were huge, but they seem never 
to have considered a united or even partially united stand 
against the invaders who, like Alexander before them, de-
feated the few armies sent against them one by one. Even 
aft er Mahmud and his successors had established their 
rule over most of the north, little opposition was organized 
against them or against their repeated eff orts to spread their 
conquests southward into central India and the Deccan.     

  The Delhi Sultanate (also 

called the Slave Dynasty) 

 Successive Turco-Afghan rulers were more tolerant than 
Mahmud of Ghazni had been—if not of Hinduism and its 
artistic traditions, then of Hindus, who remained the vast 
majority of the Indian population. Even these ruthless 
 conquerors realized in time that it was impossible to kill or 
convert all Indians. But Hindus were treated as  decidedly 
second-class citizens and forced to pay a special tax as 
 “infi dels” if they refused, as most did, to convert. Th is was 
an improvement on the atrocities of the earlier raiders, who 
followed the dictum, “Islam or death”; in fact, it was more in 
keeping with the original Islamic practice of recognizing in 
other established religions a special, if inferior, status. As for 
Christians and Jews, “protected peoples of the book,” these 

       Approaches to the Khyber Pass near the eastern 
border of Afghanistan. Th e mountain barrier around 
India is formidable but is penetrable via several 
passes. Th rough them have come a long succession of 
invaders, including the Turco-Afghan conquerors of 
northern India.      (R. Murphey)  
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submission; most of them consequently provoked chronic 
revolts and plots against themselves, and many died by as-
sassination, poisoning, or in the dust of a coup or a civil 
war, aft er coming to power and maintaining it by the same 
means at the expense of other rivals. Th ere was no clearly 
agreed-upon method of succession, and the death of each 
sultan was the occasion for fi ghting and intrigue among ri-
vals for power.    

 Th eir armies, like those of the Ottomans and other 
Turkish states, owed their strength in large part to  
Mamluks , usually Turks bought in their youth as slaves and 
then demandingly trained as full-time professional fi ghters, 
because there were few armies anywhere until recent times. 
Th ey were an outstandingly disciplined force, but like 
many lifetime mercenaries they were not above an interest 
in power and in its rewards. Military commanders at the 
head of mamluk troops could be and oft en were formidable 
political contenders. Th e ruthlessness and oft en extreme 
cruelty of many of the sultans provided frequent motives 
for revolt, as did their minority position within Hindu 
 India and the resentment provoked by any alien invader. 

 In general, the sultanate succeeded only partially and 
for brief periods in becoming an eff ective administration 
for the areas it controlled in the north. Th e records we have 
tell us about power rivalries, intrigues at court, tax poli-
cies, coups, civil wars, and the abortive eff orts to invade the 
south, but we have little concrete evidence of how much 
these petty aff airs of state aff ected the lives of most ordinary 
people. Political power was highly concentrated in Delhi, 
leaving much of the sultanate’s domains under local rulers 
with a good deal of autonomy in practice. It seems likely 
that, aft er the fi rst half century or so of ruthless plunder, 
conquest, slaughter, and intolerance, most people in north-
ern India were left  largely to themselves as long as they paid 
both land taxes and the jizya. 

 Th e main impact of the sultanate on India was probably 
to implant a deep mistrust of politics, government in gen-
eral, and Islam in particular, where it was used as the basis 
of state policy. Few monuments remain from this gener-
ally oppressive period in north Indian history. In broader 
cultural terms, these centuries did, however, see a fusion 
of originally Hindu elements with the Iranian infl uences 
brought in with the Turkish conquerors. Like the  Mughals 
who followed them, they were the agents of a largely 
Persian culture, whose richness and variety in time found 
ready acceptance among many Indians. What we now think 
of as “traditional” Indian poetry, music, architecture, paint-
ing, the languages of northern India and their literatures, 
all in fact derived their present forms from this fusion. 
Islam and Hindu-Muslim diff erences proved to be neither a 
bar to such cultural hybridization nor a source of confl ict, 
except where it was made an issue in political and military 

defended hills or smaller mountains in almost every part. 
It has seen many bloody campaigns but never a complete or 
permanent victory for any of the successive invaders from 
the north, including both the Delhi sultanate and the Mu-
ghal dynasty as well as the Guptas, Mauryas, and Aryans 
long before. Th e seemingly endless campaigns have instead 
sapped the resources of the invaders and contributed im-
portantly to the ultimate downfall of their states. Th e chief 
and most consistent Hindu defenders against the Muslim 
attackers were the warlike Marathas of Maharashtra, the 
arid northwestern quarter of the Deccan. Th ey were pro-
tected by their plateau base and its mountain fringes and, 
like the Rajputs, had a proud martial tradition of resisting 
northern invasions, which they were in a good strategic po-
sition to block or harry from the fl ank. 

 Th e Delhi sultanate was also weakened by internal 
power struggles and by political intrigues, in a pattern 
they brought with them from Central Asia, and which 
also plagued their Ottoman Turkish cousins later in their 
far larger empire. Most of the Delhi sultans were abso-
lute rulers who tolerated no dissent and demanded total 

  Barani, the fourteenth-century Arab historian, was se-
verely critical of Muslim intolerance in India and their 
persecution of Hindus but gave his own answer to Hindu 
assertions of the superiority of their culture.  

  We Muslims, of course, stand entirely on the 
other side of the questions, considering all men 
as equal, except in piety, and this is the greatest 
obstacle which prevents any approach or under-
standing between Hindus and Muslims.  

  The modern historian Rawlinson repeats the traditional 
poem of a Rajput lady whose husband had fallen in battle 
against the Muslim invaders, epitomizing the fi erce Rajput 
defense of Hindu India.  

  “Son, tell me ere I go, how bore himself my Lord?” 

 “As a reaper of the harvest of battle! I followed his 
steps as a humble gleaner of his sword. On the 
bed of honor he spread a carpet of the slain, 
whereon, with a barbarian for his pillow, he sleeps 
ringed by his foes. Oh mother, who can tell his 
deeds? He left no foe to dread or admire him.”  

  Source: Alberuni’s India: An Account of the Religion, Philosophy, 
Literature, Geography, Chronology, Astronomy, Customs, Laws 
and Astrology of India about A.D. 1030 , Volume 1, K. Paul, 
Trench, Trubner & Co. Ltd., 1910; Based on a poem of a 
 Rajput lady from H. G. Rawlinson,  India: A Short Cultural 
 History  (New York: Praeger, 1965), p. 228. 

 HINDU-MUSLIM CONFLICT 
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matters. Religion was far less important than other aspects 
of culture, and proved no barrier to cultural mixing. 

 But as a government or administration, or as a patron of 
culture, the Delhi sultanate wins no prizes, despite a few of 
its later abler and larger-minded rulers (see A Closer Look 
that follows). Islam was progressively Indianized and over 
the centuries aft er 1206 it won some converts on its own 
merits and through the agency of a long line of Islamic 
mystics ( sufi s ) whose vision was broad enough to appeal to 
the long-standing Indian involvement with religious truth, 
which in its pure form is universal, as Hindu and Muslim 
mystics and philosophers agreed. 

 Notable Sultans: Ala-ud-din Khalji 

 The power of the Delhi sultans was severely tested by 
the Mongol invasion of the early fourteenth century. By 
this time the Turco-Afghan invaders had been partly In-
dianized, like so many conquerors before them, and de-
pended more on the support of the indigenous people. 
It was fortunate that a capable ruler was on the throne 
of Delhi. Ala-ud-din Khalji (reigned 1296–1316), aug-
mented his forces, including mamluk troops, to meet 
this gruesome challenge, and drove the Mongol horsemen 
back into Afghanistan—one of the very few cases 
of a Mongol defeat. Ala-ud-din had usurped the throne 
by having his uncle murdered, after raiding into the 
Deccan and bringing back loot, which he used to buy 
the loyalty of those around his uncle, Sultan Jalal-ud-
din. Ala-ud-din paid his army officers in cash and kept 
tight personal control over his forces. He could neither 
read nor write and had no tolerance for intellectuals, so-
phisticated courtiers, or other elites. He abolished all 
regular stipends and grants to the Muslim nobles, elim-
inating their political influence and leaving them wholly 
dependent on him. He outlawed wine parties, which 
were in any case against Muslim doctrine, as possible 
breeders of plots against him. 

 His power base was fueled by a land tax, which he 
raised to 50 percent of the value of each crop, and by new 
taxes on milk cows and houses. The 50 percent crop tax 
tended especially to impoverish Hindus, since they were 
the farmers. Barani, the fourteenth-century Arab histo-
rian of India, quoted Ala-ud-din as saying: 

  . . . I am an unlettered man, but I have seen a great 
deal; be assured then that the Hindus will never 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

become submissive and obedient till they are re-
duced to poverty. I have therefore given orders 
that just [enough] shall be left to them from year 
to year, of corn, milk, and curds, but that they 
shall not be allowed to accumulate hoards or 
property.1    

 Hindus were also forbidden to possess any weapons 
or ride horses. Loyalty and conformance with his de-
crees were further ensured by a network of spies, harsh 
penalties, and intricate court intrigues. He also im-
posed wage and price controls in Delhi and prohibited 
the private hoarding of gold and silver, while at the 
same time requiring all merchants to be licensed and 
their profits restricted as well as taxed. Peasants had to 
sell their crops only to licensed merchants and at set 
prices and could retain only fixed amounts for their own 
use. These measures kept most prices low enough to 
permit soldiers and workers to live adequately on their 
pay, at least within the Delhi area, though merchants 
and peasants everywhere resented them bitterly. But 
the controls and taxes made it possible for Ala-ud-din to 
field an army that could meet and repulse the Mongol 
invasion. 

 With the Mongols defeated, Ala-ud-din resumed his 
plundering raids in the Deccan, overcoming even some 
of the Rajputs and penetrating briefly as far as Pandyan 
territory further south. But with his death in 1316 not 
only these efforts but also his own family line came to an 
end; his first son was murdered by his own soldiers, and 
a second son abandoned all efforts at maintaining the 
controls established by his father and gave himself up to 
pleasures at court. Ala-ud-din was ruthlessly cruel and 
oppressive and was  understandably feared and hated. 
His system died with him, but  during his lifetime it and 
his own fierce determination and arbitrary power made 
it possible for Hindustan to avoid the fate of being 
sacked and pillaged by the Mongols. His economic con-
trols in particular were remarkable, especially for any 
premodern state, but they rested on absolute power and 
grinding taxation, both bound to provoke resistance and 
ultimately to destroy them. He had bought and mur-
dered his way to the throne with the help of the plunder 
brought back from his Deccan raids, but he and his suc-
cessors failed to hold any part of the south or to again 
tap its wealth. They could maintain their authoritarian 
rule in the north only by bleeding the agricultural sys-
tem, which was the base of the economy—a prescription 
for disaster.     
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father collapsed and killed the father. Muhammad’s reign 
of strict piety and renewed eff orts at carrying Islam south-
ward may be seen as an attempt at expiation of his sense 
of guilt. He ordered everyone to observe the Qur’anic 
 ordinances for ritual, prayers, and Islamic doctrine and 
forced large numbers of troops and offi  cials to man his 
drive into the Deccan, where he briefl y established a 
 secondary capital.    

     Th e Tughluks 
 With the collapse of Ala-ud-din’s order, a new Muslim 
dynasty succeeded to power in the Delhi sultanate, the 
Tughluks, whose founder was the son of a Turkish court 
slave and a Hindu woman, perhaps a symbol of the 
changes since the sultanate was fi rst established. His son 
and successor, Muhammad Tughluk (reigned 1325–1351), 
came to the throne when a pavilion he had erected for his 

  Even the Turco-Afghan rulers of the Delhi sultanate were 
appalled by the Mongols, whose invasion of India they man-
aged to repel. Here is a description of the Mongols by a 
 Turkish eyewitness.  

   Their eyes were so narrow and piercing that they might 
have bored a hole in a brazen vessel. Their stink was 
more horrible than their color. Their faces were set on 
their bodies as if they had no neck. Their cheeks 

resembled soft leather bottles, full of wrinkles and 
knots. Their noses extended from cheek to cheek and 
their mouths from cheek bone to cheek bone. Their 
nostrils resembled rotten graves, and from them the 
hair descended as far as the lips.   

  Source:  Gazetteer of the Province of Sind, compiled by Edward 
Hamilton Aiken. Karachi, 1907, pp. 92–93. 

 THE MONGOLS: AN EYEWITNESS ACCOUNT 

  Kabir, the blind Muslim weaver-poet of the fifteenth century, 
is the best-known representative of the Hindu-Muslim fusion 
in the bhakti movement.  

   O servant, where dost thou seek me? Lo, I am beside 
thee. 

 I am neither in the temple nor in the mosque, 

 Not in rites and ceremonies nor in yoga and 
renunciation. 

 If thou art a true seeker thou shalt at once see Me; 

 Thou shalt meet Me in a moment of time. 

 It is needless to ask of a saint the caste to which he 
belongs, 

 For the priest, the warrior, the tradesman and all the 
other castes 

 Are all alike seeking God. The barber has sought God, 

 The washerwoman, and the carpenter. 

 Hindus and Muslims alike have achieved that end, 

 Where there remains no mark of distinction. 

 O Lord, who will serve Thee? 

 Every supplicant offers his worship to the God of his 
own creation; 

 None seek Him, the perfect, the Indivisible Lord. 

 Kabir says, “O brother, he who has seen the radiance 
of love, he is saved.” 

 When I was forgetful, my true guru showed me 
the way. 

 Then I left off all rites and ceremonies, I bathed no 
more in the holy water. 

 I do not ring the temple bell, I do not set the idol on 
its throne 

 Or worship the image with flowers. 

 The man who is kind and who practices righteousness, 
who remains passive 

 Amidst the affairs of the world, who considers all 
creatures on earth 

 As his own self, he attains the Immortal Being; 

 The true God is ever with him; he attains the true 
Name whose words are pure, 

 And who is free from pride and conceit. 

 Look within your heart, for there you will find the true 
God of all.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition,  Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1964 Columbia University Press. 
 Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 THE BHAKTI SYNTHESIS 
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production. Although a Muslim zealot like Muhammad, he 
cut back the sultanate’s system of spies and informers, abol-
ished torture, and tried to improve the material welfare of 
his subjects. But his Islamic orthodoxy and intolerance, his 
insistence on payment of the jizya tax by all non-Muslims, 
and his clear message that Hindus were at best second-class 
citizens in time alienated most of the people, who were, 
aft er all, predominately Hindu. Soon aft er his death the 
sultanates’ domains broke up into warring factions. 

 Th is chaos in northern India invited, as so oft en before, a 
catastrophic invasion, this time by the Central Asian armies 
of Timur (also called Tamerlane, 1336–1405), a Turkish leader 
who had already ravaged much of Central Asia and the 
Middle East  (see  Chapter   10   ) . Aft er plundering the Punjab, 
he entered Delhi in 1398 and systematically slaughtered 
the inhabitants; the survivors were taken away as slaves or 
forced to carry his booty. Famine and pestilence followed 
in his wake. Th e Delhi sultanate never fully recovered from 
this devastating blow, and its political fragmentation accel-
erated. Gujarat declared its independence in 1401 and fl our-
ished under its own rulers, especially in the Gujarati capital 
of Ahmedabad. Gujarat had always depended on its mari-
time trade, which extended westward across the Arabian 
Sea and the Indian Ocean and eastward to Southeast Asia, 
and this trade now increased still more. Many Gujaratis, in-
cluding their rulers, had converted to Islam, which proved 
useful in trade connections both westward and eastward. 
With their commercial profi ts they built luxurious new pal-
aces and mosques in Ahmedabad and brought new pros-
perity to Gujarat as a whole.  

  Sikander Lodi 
 In what remained of the Delhi sultanate, an Afghan clan, 
the Lodis, took the throne in 1450 and produced an able 
ruler, Sikander (reigned 1489–1517). His origin is indica-
tive of the ongoing Indianization of an originally alien or-
der, as his mother was Hindu; he himself was both a poet 
and a patron of what was fast becoming a hybrid culture, 
and he encouraged scholarship and the compilation of 
books on medicine and music. Th ough a highly orthodox 
Muslim, he fell in love with a Hindu princess, and his reign 
saw the continued blending of the mystical traditions of 
Islam, represented by sufi s, with the equivalent tradition 
in Hinduism—the best and most eff ective formula for 
the success of Islam in a country already devoted to re-
ligion. Sikandar himself did not succumb to Sufi sm, and 
perhaps to prove his orthodoxy, given his Hindu mother 
and Hindu leanings in other respects, unfortunately con-
tinued the Muslim policy of destroying temples and other 
Hindu religious art. 

 In the troubled time aft er 1000  c.e. , with its shift ing 
and periodically disastrous political changes, punctuated 

 Th e endless campaigns, and taxes to support them, pro-
voked growing rebellion as well as southern resistance. 
From 1335 to 1342 northern India endured a seven-year 
drought and famine, one of the worst in its history, but 
Muhammad was too busy fi ghting, collecting taxes, and pro-
moting strict Islam to respond, and there was no organized 
eff ort by the state to provide tax relief or food distribution. 
Well over 1 million people died, and revolts became even 
more widespread in the north as well as in the south, and 
even in Delhi itself. Bengal broke away and declared its in-
dependence in 1338, retaining it for the next three centuries. 

 Muhammad was killed fi ghting a rebellion in Sindh 
in 1351, and his cousin Firuz Tughluk claimed the throne, 
which he held until his death in 1388. Firuz proved a more 
constructive ruler, who largely abandoned the earlier eff orts 
at conquest and warfare and concentrated instead on the 
rebuilding of Delhi, with splendid new gardens, mosques, 
hospitals, and colleges for the study of Islam. He also sup-
ported the construction of new irrigation schemes, includ-
ing dams and reservoirs, which brought new land into 

       Th e Qutub Minar. Begun in 1199 by Sultan Qutub-ud-din Aibak, 
completed by Sultan Iltutmish (r. 1211–1236), and repaired by 
Firuz Tughluk, it was built to celebrate the victory of the new 
rulers of Delhi and also as a minaret to the adjacent mosque, 
largely destroyed not long aft erward. Th e tower, 73 meters 
high and beautifully decorated in each segment, is one of the 
few monuments preserved in reasonable condition from the 
centuries of the Delhi sultanate.      (R. Murphey)  
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  Southern India 

 Most of India remained in fact in indigenous hands dur-
ing these centuries, including the ancient kingdoms of 
Pallava, Pandya, and Chola, whose rule, cultures, and  literary 
and artistic traditions continued largely  unbroken. In much 
of the Deccan and the south, however, with the  exception of 
the Chola kingdom, central state  control was relatively loose, 
and the Hindu monarchies were  organized on a semifeudal 
basis. Lands were held by lords as fi efs in  return for mili-
tary assistance, payments in kind, and  periodic attendance 
at court, a system similar to that in Zhou dynasty China and 
medieval Europe. Rulers also granted tax-free estates as re-
wards for service. In India, as in medieval Europe, the tax 
burden was made heavier by grants of tax-free domains to 
religious orders, monasteries, and temples. Th ese were of-
ten in fact the richest groups in the country, and they also 
received large voluntary donations, especially from  merchants 
anxious to demonstrate their piety. 

 Th e chief cities of medieval India, as of Europe, were 
mainly religious centers, grouped around a complex of 
temples, although supported by profi ts from trade, farming, 
and artisan production. Th e great Indian tradition of mon-
umental architecture and sculpture fl ourished especially in 
the south during these centuries. Th e major southern king-
doms alternated in their eff orts to dominate all of the south, 
but trade continued between southern India and Southeast 
Asia. Commercial ties served, as they had since Mauryan 
times, as a channel for Indian infl uence in the parts of 
Southeast Asia close to the sea. Th ere was also some settle-
ment by Indian colonists, who brought both Hinduism and 
Buddhism as well as other aspects of Indian culture. 

 Preoccupation with the violent political scene in the 
medieval north, for which we have more detailed records, 
should not obscure the unbroken continuance and further 
evolution of indigenous Indian civilization in the south, 
largely undisturbed by the northern turmoil. Th e south 
remained politically divided and periodically involved 
in warfare among contending states, but such problems 
were chronic in most societies of the time elsewhere, as in 
Europe. Th e medieval southern Indian record of temple 
building alone, including many immense and outstand-
ingly beautiful complexes, tells a more positive tale of 
wealth derived from agriculture and extensive overseas and 
domestic trade, of an orderly society and government, for 
most of the time within each kingdom, which could foster 
prosperity, and of the continued Indian emphasis on reli-
gion and its earthly manifestations in worship. Much of the 
urban culture was supported by merchants, and this too 
provides some evidence of the scope and wealth of com-
merce, including the maritime trade with Southeast Asia 
from a series of ports on the southeast coast.   

by invasion and bloody warfare, it is understandable that 
people turned even more fervently to religion. Beginning 
in the relatively peaceful south in the tenth century, a new 
movement within Hinduism known as  bhakti  (“devotion”) 
spread north and by the fourteenth century had reached 
Bengal, where at the ancient sacred city of Banaras on the 
Ganges a latter-day disciple, Ramananda, preached the 
bhakti message of divine love. Its universal appeal as well 
as its solace, and its emphasis on the simple love of God 
and the abandonment of sectarian or rival causes attracted 
a mass following in all parts of India, including many 
Muslims. Th is was the sufi  message also, and Muslim sufi s 
helped to spread the bhakti movement while they also in-
creased the appeal of a more humane and at the same time 
more mystical Islam. It was celebrated by a long series of 
poet-saints in both its southern origins and its later north-
ern spread. Probably the most beloved of all the bhakti ad-
vocates was the blind and illiterate Muslim weaver-poet 
Kabir of Banaras (1440–1518), a disciple of Ramananda 
whose moving poetry on the bhakti theme has inspired 
many millions since his time. 

 Th e modern India historian D. P. Singhal points out 
in his summary of the Delhi sultanate that it was a very 
fragile political system. A total of thirty-fi ve sultans ruled 
on behalf of fi ve diff erent dynasties over 300 years. Of 
these, nineteen were assassinated by Muslim enemies. 
But he also notes that it was the wealthiest state in the 
Muslim world at the time, despite its failure to promote 
agriculture and improve the lives of cultivators. In some 
ways, it began the process of Hindu-Muslim cultural fu-
sion that would be achieved much more fully under the 
reign of Akbar and other Mughal emperors beginning in 
the sixteenth century. Th e Delhi sultans defi ed Islamic 
law by charging more than the one-fi ft h land tax autho-
rized to Muslim states and also allowed interest charges 
by moneylenders. Sultans tried to pass on their thrones 
to their descendents rather than allowing for the election 
of rulers. Th eir political system was undeveloped, without 
functional bureaucracy to manage government business. 
Th e ruler and the military aristocracy dominated court 
matters, but their authority did not reach far into the 
countryside. Ambitious provincial governors ruled most 
of the realm with little deference to the sultan, although 
they sent him tribute and presents. Even they were unable 
to control much territory around their own provincial 
courts. By the last years of the reign of Muhammad 
Tughluk, the sultan’s control had disintegrated to the point 
that it was impossible to resist the invasion of Timur eff ec-
tively, and that invasion furthered the collapse of the old 
order. Th e Lodi kings briefl y recovered and united parts of 
northern India, but were unable to restore the order en-
joyed by the earlier Delhi sultans.2     
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caves, ornately decorated and with ceilings supported by 
carved stone pillars.    

 Th e best known and most extensive of these rock-cut 
temples is the complex of 27 caves at Ajanta in the central 
Deccan, built by the Vakataka Kingdom, which stretch in a 
crescent shape across an entire mountainside, and the nearby 
34 similar cave temples at Ellora, constructed in the fi ft h and 
the sixth to eighth centuries, respectively. Th e Ajanta caves 
were later partly buried by a landslide and were rediscovered 
in the early nineteenth century in excellent condition by 
British amateur archaeologists, who marveled at the beauti-
fully ornate friezes, sculptures, bas-reliefs, monumental fi g-
ures of elephants, gods, and goddesses, and wall paintings. 

   Temple Builders and Rival Kingdoms 
 Th e history of southern India during these centuries is, 
in fact, recorded largely in the building of temples and 
their records and inscriptions. Th rough them we know 
the outlines of rival and successive kingdoms, their con-
quests, rise, and decline, and the names of rulers and 
rich donors. Perhaps the greatest temple builders were 
the Pallavas of the western and central Deccan from 
the fourth to the tenth centuries, but all of the southern 
Indian kingdoms built temples. It was an age of faith, like 
the European Middle Ages, and as in Europe, Indian build-
ers worked in stone, although many of the temples were 
hewn out of solid rock and consist of a series of adjoining 

  Marco Polo visited South India on his way back from China 
by sea in 1293. Given his fulsome description of the wealth 
and splendor of China, it is notable that he nevertheless 
called India “the noblest and richest country in the world.” 
His account of what he saw and heard otherwise has the ring 
of truth and is easily recognizable as an accurate picture of 
many aspects of Indian society and culture.  

   The people go naked all the year round, for the weather 
here is always temperate. That is why they go naked, 
except that they cover their private parts with a scrap 
of cloth. The king wears no more than the others, apart 
from certain ornaments: a handsome loin cloth with a 
fringe set with precious stones, so that this scrap of 
cloth is worth a fortune. . . . It is his task every day, 
morning and evening, to say 104 prayers in honor of 
his idols. Such is the bidding of their faith and their 

religion. . . . He also wears bracelets of gold studded 
with precious stones, and three anklets adorned with 
costly pearls and gems. 

 Another of their customs is that they wash their whole 
body in cold water twice a day, morning and evening. . . . 
In this kingdom justice is very strictly administered to 
those who commit homicide or theft or any other 
crime. . . . It is a proof of the excellent justice kept by 
the king that when a nocturnal traveler wishes to sleep 
and has with him a sack of pearls or other valuables—
for men travel by night rather than by day because it is 
cooler—he will put the sack under his head and sleep 
where he is; and no one ever loses anything by theft.   

  Source:  R. Latham, trans.,  The Travels of Marco Polo  (Baltimore: 
Penguin Books Ltd., 1959), pp. 233–252. Reprinted by permission. 

 MARCO POLO ON SOUTH INDIA 

       Some of the caves at Ellora, showing a sample 
of the sculptures cut out of the rock.      (Angelo 
Hornak/Alamy)  
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drama, elaborate processions, and dance. Th ese forms of re-
ligious worship were also oft en combined with markets, as 
in the fairs of medieval Europe, and off ered attractions for 
secular as well as religious interests. Pilgrimages to temple 
centers were popular, with the same mixture of devotion 
or piety and social entertainment, complete with storytell-
ers and itinerant actors and jugglers plus vendors of food, 
trinkets, and religious objects. Chaucer’s  Canterbury Tales  
could equally well have been set in medieval southern 
India, and in fact pilgrimages and religious festivals of 
much the same sort remain an important feature of modern 
Indian culture.      

 Th e Pallavas and other southern dynasties who also 
patronized the arts built a great number of other temples. 
Many of them were freestanding, including the enormous 
complex at Madurai built by the Pandyan kingdom, those 
at Tanjore built by the Cholas, and similar clusters in other 
southern Indian cities, in a variety of styles.    

 Revenues from trade and productive agriculture, as 
well as donations from the pious, not only helped to make 
this extensive building possible but also supported politi-
cal power and imperial ambition. In that competition, the 
Cholas were the most successful in the extent of their con-
quests, from their base in what is now the state of Tamil 
Nadu (southeastern peninsular India). Th eir economic 
strength depended in part on their organized success in 
constructing a system of excavated tanks or reservoirs to 
hold the monsoon rains and then in distributing water to 
fi elds via canals during the long dry periods. Originally a 
feudatory dependency of the Pallavas, the Cholas emerged 
as the dominant power in southern India by the tenth 
century and even absorbed much of the earlier Pandyan 
kingdom, including its capital at Madurai. Th ey  further 
developed the Pallava style of temple building. Th e 
 revived Pandyan kingdom continued the tradition when it 
 supplanted the Cholas aft er the thirteenth century, and in 
the seventeenth century it completed the Madurai temple 
 complex in the form we see today. 

 Th roughout the classical and medieval periods, temples 
were the scenes of frequent festivals that included music, 

       Classical Hindu temple architecture in southern India, preserved 
from the Muslim onslaught on the north.      (Adam Woolfi tt/Corbis)  

  Here are some samples of Hindu bhakti devotional litera-
ture of medieval southern India.  

   I am false, my heart is false, my love is false, but I, 
this sinner, can win Thee if I weep before Thee, O 
Lord, Thou who art sweet like honey, nectar, and the 
juice of sugar cane. Please bless me so that I might 
reach Thee. . . .Melting in the mind, now standing, 
now sitting, now lying, and now getting up, dancing 
in all sorts of ways, gaining the vision of the Form of 
the Lord shining like the rosy sky, when will I stand 
united with and entered into that exquisite Gem? . . . 
Without any other attachment, I cherished with my 
mind only Thine holy feet; I have been born with Thy 
grace and I have attained the state whereby I will 
have no rebirth. O benevolent Lord, worshipped and 
praised by the learned! Even if I forget you, let my 
tongue go on muttering your praise. . . . Lighting in 
my heart the bright lamp of knowledge, I sought and 
captured Him. Softly the lord of Miracles too 
entered my heart and stayed neuter. He is not to be 
seen. He neither is nor is not. When He is sought 
He will take the form in which He is sought, and 
again He will not come in such a form. How can one 
describe the nature of the Lord? . . . The name of the 
Lord will bless one with high birth and affluence; it 
will obliterate all the sufferings of the devotees; it 
will endow one with the heavenly state; it will bring 
success and all good things; it will perform for one 
more beautiful acts than one’s own mother. . . . The 
lamb brought to the slaughterhouse eats the leaf 
garland with which it is decorated. The frog caught 
in the mouth of the snake desires to swallow the fly 
flying near its mouth. So is our life. . . . He who 
knows only the sacred books is not wise. He only is 
wise who trusts in God.   

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Traditions,  Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1964 Columbia University Press. 
 Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 HINDU DEVOTION 
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the rise of a new Hindu kingdom in 1336, the empire of 
Vijayanagara (“city of victory”). Having organized to 
resist the sultanate’s incursions southward and the pres-
sures of their Muslim associates in the northern Deccan, 
the founders of Vijayanagara went on to unify most of the 
peninsular south under their rule. Th eir capital, which 
bore the same name as their empire, impressed European 
travelers in the fi ft eenth and early sixteenth centuries 
as the most splendid in India at that time and larger and 
more populous than contemporary Rome. Th e city was 
dependent on a huge excavated tank or reservoir and 
was adorned with numerous magnifi cent temples. Th e 
last great Vijayanagara king, Krishna Deva Raya (reigned 
1509–1529), wrote a textbook on government that is 
reminiscent of the classical Arthashastra. Its advice on 
how to deal with minority subjects suggests that careful 
statecraft  underlay the success of Vijayanagara. It warns 
against fruitless attempts to suppress such people and 
recommends instead that the ruler win their aff ection 
through kindness and charity. Th en he can encourage 
them to seize the territories and wealth of rival neighbor-
ing states. Th e Portuguese traveler Domingos Paes visited 
Vijayanagara in Krishna Deva Raya’s time and described 
him as follows: 

  [H]e is the most feared and perfect king that could 
possibly be, cheerful of disposition and very merry. . . . 
He is a great ruler and a man of much justice. . . . [H]e 
is by rank a greater lord than any, by reason of what 
he possesses in armies and territories, but it seems that 
he has (in fact) nothing, compared to what a man like 
him ought to have, so gallant and perfect is he in all 
things.3    

 Th irty-six years aft er the king’s death, in a great battle 
in 1565, a coalition of the Islamic sultanates of the north-
ern Deccan, with the help of the new Mughal conquerors 
of northern India, defeated Vijayanagara, sacked and de-
stroyed its capital city, and ended its period of greatness. 

 Th ere is no doubt that the coming of Islam greatly de-
pressed the status of women in India. Since the south and 
Ceylon (Sri Lanka) remained free of Islam, women there 
retained much more of their traditional freedom and sta-
tus, if not nearly equal status they had enjoyed in classi-
cal times. Th e Muslim custom of  purdah,  or the veiling 
of women in public, spread even to Hindus in the north, 
but the south remained free of it. Among Muslims in 
India, on the other hand, many came to accept and put 
into practice the Hindu concept of  jati —caste commu-
nities identifi ed with a particular region and occupation 
that prohibited social and marriage connections with 
outsiders.   

  The Cholas 

 What gave the Cholas additional power for expansion dur-
ing their centuries of dominance was their profi table in-
volvement in maritime trade and their navy. Chola armies 
conquered most of the south, from the central Deccan to 
the tip of the peninsula. Th e Chola navy was the greatest 
maritime force of the surrounding oceans. It even defeated 
the fl eet of the Southeast Asian empire of Srivijaya in 1025, 
intervening again in 1068 to defend the Malayan dependen-
cies it had acquired. 

 With the help of their navy, the Cholas also invaded the 
northern half of Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and occupied it for 
over 50 years in the eleventh century, until they were driven 
out by a great revival of Sinhalese power, which lasted un-
til the thirteenth century. Th e Sinhalese capital was moved 
from its classical site at Anuradhapura to a new monumen-
tal capital at Polonnaruwa, and its armies in turn briefl y 
invaded the Tamil country of the Cholas and temporarily 
occupied Madurai in the later twelft h century. Th e Sinhalese 
took advantage of a Pandyan revolt against the Cholas, 
which in itself was symptomatic of the overall decline of 
Chola power and the resurgence of rival south Indian king-
doms. By the thirteenth century Chola power had faded 
and the south resumed its more normal political fragmen-
tation, although a reduced Chola kingdom remained and 
continued to patronize Tamil culture and to prosper eco-
nomically. Th e kingdom’s administration was remarkable 
for the role played by village and district councils, which 
were under central supervision but retained a large mea-
sure of local autonomy. 

 Th e Indian art of bronze casting and the further fl ower-
ing of sculpture reached new levels of perfection in medi-
eval southern India, especially in the Chola domains. Th e 
famous and exquisite fi gure of the dancing, many-armed 
Shiva was cast in eleventh-century Chola, and the form was 
widely copied by other Indian artists. Other pieces from 
this period have the same grace and beauty. Th ese artistic 
accomplishments bespeak the wealth and confi dence of the 
times, and make one want to know more. But until recent 
times most Indians, unlike Greeks, Romans, Chinese, and 
later, Europeans, have thought that, except for some of their 
literature, accounts of the everyday world were not impor-
tant enough to record. Apart from inscriptions and temple 
records, we have few accounts of day-to-day life. Indian 
writers concentrated on religion, philosophy, and literature. 
In comparison with the eternal questions, politics and ma-
terial details seemed of little consequence. 

  Vijayanagara: Empire of Victory 
 Continued raids into the Deccan by the Delhi sultanate, 
beginning in the thirteenth century, helped to stimulate 
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through his mother. For 20 years, as his own account 
of his life tells us, he had “never ceased to think of the 
conquest of Hindustan.” India’s wealth, and its political 
divisions, chronically tempted Afghans, Turks, and oth-
ers to plunder and conquest. Babur’s outnumbered but 
brilliantly generaled forces defeated those of Ibrahim 
at Panipat, northwest of Delhi, in 1526, and in the next 
year similarly vanquished the Rajput Confederacy, now 
plagued by internal divisions. Northern India was again 
under alien domination, but the Mughal dynasty that 
Babur founded was to reach new levels of splendor and 
imperial achievement.    

     Questions 

  1.    Th e Delhi sultanate can be portrayed as parasitical—
as in the quotation that concludes the discussion of 
the sultanate era in the text. According to this view, 
the Delhi sultans and their armies were a Muslim 
Turko-Afghan warrior elite who lived in fortifi ed 
urban centers, from which they extracted protection 
fees from surrounding local Hindu producers. Is this 
characterization justifi ed?   

  2.    Why was Delhi selected as the political center of 
Muslim authority in India? Why was northern India 
unable to mount a successful defense against the Turko-
Afghan warriors?   

  3.    Who were the Rajputs and Marathas and what 
may have contributed to their success in resisting 
incorporation into the Muslim states of northern India?   

  4.    How did the Islamic Qur’an provide religious 
justifi cation for the forced conversion of India’s 
Hindu populations by the Delhi sultans? How did 
this contribute to the character of Muslim rule over 
Hindus?   

  5.    Who were the  mamluks , and what was their 
signifi cance in the Turkish military system?   

  6.    What was the role of temples in the southern Indian 
Chola state?   

  7.    Explain why Muslim rule did not signifi cantly penetrate 
into southern India. Were Vijayanagara’s rulers and 
their political system the Hindu equivalent of the Delhi 
sultanate?    
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to extinguish the sultanate altogether. Lahore, chief city 
of Punjab, was in rebellion, and its governor unwisely in-
vited in a new group of Central Asian Turks to strengthen 
his hand against Sultan Ibrahim. Th is was the army of 
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period, eleventh century. Bronze.      (William Yu Photography/
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 The Region Known as Southeast Asia lies to the south of China 
and east of India. In modern times, it includes the countries of 

Burma (Myanmar since 1987), Siam (Th ailand since 1932), Laos, Cam-
bodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines. 
Th is chapter surveys the start of civilization in this large and frag-
mented area and the rise of many separate kingdoms there. 

  The Setting 

 Southeast Asia is a series of peninsulas on the Asian mainland and 
island chains off  the coast. Th e two diff erent zones are oft en called 
“peninsular” and “insular” Southeast Asia, respectively. On the main-
land, settlement has long been concentrated in the great river valleys 
that run down the peninsulas: the Irrawaddy in Burma, the Chao Praya 
in Siam, the Red River of northern Vietnam, and the Mekong in Cam-
bodia and southern Vietnam. Th e thin tail of Malaya has no large riv-
ers, but it is geographically important; its west coast faces the Straits of 
Melaka, long the main route from India eastward, since the way around 
Sumatra, the western edge of the Melaka Straits, is plagued by reefs 
and has no good harbors, especially during the monsoon season. Th e 
rest of Southeast Asia is composed of two extensive island chains, or 
archipelagos: what are now Indonesia and the Philippines. Th e region 
enjoys uniform high temperatures except at the few high altitudes. 
Ample monsoonal rains fall at all seasons except for in the so-called 
Dry Zone of central Burma and small areas in Java and the Philippines. 
Th e monsoon is not only seasonal but also irregular and unpredictable. 
Although Java is not the largest island of Indonesia, it has always been 
the main center of population. Th e island is deeply covered by weath-
ered volcanic soils that are periodically renewed (as evident from the 
still smoking volcanoes on many horizons), thus making this one of the 
most productive agricultural areas in the world. It is not surprising that 
it was probably one of the fi rst sites of the origins of agriculture. Th e 
same volcanic soil extends into many parts of the Philippines. Th ere 
is also rich alluvial soil in the valleys and deltas of the great rivers in 
Burma, Siam, Cambodia, and Vietnam. Th e banana is native to South-
east Asia, as are breadfruit, taro, yams, squash, beans, and a variety of 
fruits. Environmentally, it is like a Garden of Eden.  
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  Origin of Peoples 

 Nearly all of the people of Southeast Asia came originally 
from China. Malays, now dominant in Malaya and insu-
lar Southeast Asia, were pushed south from the rest of 
the mainland well before the start of recorded history, by 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  200  B.C.E. –500  C.E.  Funan; Linyi  

  c. 500 Champa; earliest Khmer (Chenla) 

states  

  600–1350 Srivijaya  

  760–860 Sailendra Buddhist kings in Java 

(Borobudur built 778–824)  

  802–850 Jayavarman II unites Khmers  

  889–1431 Angkor-centered Khmer state  

  849–1287 Pagan  

  960–1225 Ly dynasty in Vietnam  

  c. 1120 Angkor Wat  

  c. 1180 Angkor Thom  

  1225–1400 Tran dynasty in Vietnam  

  1257–1301 Mongol invasions of Southeast Asia  

  1293–1528 Majapahit Java  

  c. 1300 First Islamic state in Southeast Asia 

(Samudra-Pasai)  

  1402–1511 Melaka sultanate  

  1407–1428 Ming fail to reconquer Vietnam  

  c. 1430 Khmer state centered at Phnom 

Penh  

  1471 Champa falls to Vietnamese  

  1555–1752 Toungoo dynasty in Burma  

  1580–1830 Mataram Java  

  1752–present Chakri dynasty in Siam  

  1752–1886 Konbaung dynasty in Burma    

later migrants from China, through Burma, Siam, Cam-
bodia, Laos, and Vietnam. Many of the spoken languages 
of peninsular Southeast Asia thus belong to the Sino-
Tibetan family rather than to the Malay. Archeological 
evidence shows the development of bronze casting as 
early as 2700  b.c.e. , well before the appearance of bronze 
in China and India. Literate culture, including writing, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, art, architecture, dance, and forms 
of state, spread to most of Southeast Asia from India. 
Th is wide ranging Indianization began in the third cen-
tury  b.c.e.  with Ashoka’s Buddhist missions to Southeast 
Asia, accompanied by Goa traders. Bali remains Hindu/
Buddhist. In Vietnam, the easternmost part of peninsular 
Southeast Asia, Chinese literary and political culture had 
more infl uence than Indian. 

 Th e fi rst kingdoms in Southeast Asia, which can be dated 
to around the fi rst century  b.c.e.,  appear to have been based 
more on trade than on agriculture. By the second cen-
tury  c.e.  such states had developed along the shores of the 
Melaka Straits, although during that period the trade did 
not pass through the straits themselves but instead made 
a portage across the Isthmus of Kra to the north; ships 
then sailed from the Malay Peninsula along the coastline 
of the Gulf of Th ailand to ports along the coast of Vietnam. 
In time the richer agricultural base of the great river val-
leys came to support more powerful states: the Vietnamese 
centered on the northern edge of the Red River delta and 
the kingdoms the Chinese called Linyi and Funan in cen-
tral and southern Vietnam and the Mekong Delta. Chinese 
records show all three well established by the third century 
 c.e. , but Funan was the most prosperous among these. It 
prospered until the late fi ft h century, when the Champa 
kingdom, which controlled the river systems of the coast-
line between the Mekong Delta and Vietnamese territory to 
the north, took its place. Funan spread its control into what 
later became Cambodia and southern Siam until displaced 
by the new Khmer states in the seventh and eighth centu-
ries. By or before the third century  c.e.  Indianized king-
doms were founded in the Irrawaddy Valley; the fi rst for 
which we have records centered on the Mon urban center 
near the southern Burmese coast, which by the ninth cen-
tury had a degree of authority over the Irrawaddy Valley. 
It was a Mahayana Buddhist monarchy, which developed 
out of the initial introduction of Buddhism to Burma dur-
ing the time of Emperor Ashoka  (see  Chapter   4   )  and built 
many large Buddhist temples or  dagobas , funded by a pro-
ductive rice agriculture.   

 Th ais had been trickling down from southwest China 
for some centuries, increasing to a fl ood aft er the Mon-
gols conquered their Yunnan homeland (although many 
Th ais continue today to live in western Yunnan) in the 
thirteenth century. Th e Th ai kingdom in Southeast Asia 
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of Hinduism and other aspects of Indian civilization. 
But Arab traders had been active in inter-Asian trade 
well before the time of Mohammed and had extended 
their commercial networks throughout most of maritime 
Southeast Asia and as far east as the China coast. It seems, 
however, to have been largely Indian converts to Islam 
aft er the founding of the Delhi sultanate who were pri-
marily responsible for carrying the new religion to insu-
lar Southeast Asia, following the long-established trade 
routes by sea, where they had long played a more impor-
tant role than the Arabs in commerce. Th is included 
Indian merchants from Gujarat on the northwest coast 
and its major ports of Surat and Cambay, which had been 
a principal base for India’s overseas trade at least since 
Mauryan times, including the trade with the Hellenic and 
Roman world, and home to its largest group of merchants, 
entrepreneurs, and bankers. 

 Th ese enterprises continued under the Delhi sultanate, 
which for some two centuries ruled Gujarat and saw the 
conversion of some of its inhabitants to Islam. Merchants 
anxious for offi  cial favor, a common commercial concern, 
may have chosen conversion for their own fi nancial ben-
efi t. In Southeast Asia, it would seem that while there was 
resistance to conversion by Arabs; the long tradition of 
learning from Indian civilization meant that Islam was 
more readily accepted from Indian hands. In any case, 
both Indian and Arab traders spread Islam eastward along 
the sea routes, as earlier Indian merchants had spread 
Hinduism and Buddhism. Burma, Siam (Th ailand), the 
Khmer kingdom (Cambodia), and Laos on the mainland 
remained dedicated to Buddhism, but the coastal areas 
of peninsular Malaya as well as insular Indonesia and 
the southernmost Philippines, where trading fl eets had 
easier access, were largely converted to Islam over many 
centuries. 

 Local merchants in many of these Southeast Asian king-
doms also adopted Islam, which helped them in dealing 
with Muslim traders from India. In several cases local rul-
ers converted to Islam, and their subjects were obliged to 
do likewise. Insular Southeast Asia became a patchwork of 
Islamic sultanates. By the late fourteenth century Indian 
and Arab Muslims largely controlled the trade of this enor-
mous area and made converts fi rst in Sumatra and Malaya, 
closest by sea to India, and in coastal ports through the far-
fl ung archipelago. Melaka (Malacca), on the west coast of 
Malaya, dominated the routes through the Melaka Straits 
and became a great center of commerce and a spearhead 
for the advance of Islam eastward. Nearly all trade east-
ward from India has always passed through the strait as the 
shortest and safest route, avoiding the treacherous south-
west coast of Sumatra and the diffi  cult Sunda Strait between 
Sumatra and Java.    

was founded in the lower valley of the Chao Praya River 
by the fourteenth century. Malaya was thinly settled until 
recently, somewhat mountainous and covered with dense 
rain forest and supported no literate tradition, dominated 
on its west coast by trading empires based in Sumatra or 
Java. Th e earliest recorded Indonesian state was the trade 
empire of Srivijaya initially based in Sumatran Palembang. 
Th e Java-based Sailendra dynasty ruled over central Java in 
the eighth and ninth centuries, but Java had developed its 
own culture long before its Indianization beginning in the 
second century  b.c.e.  Th is included the  gamelan , an orches-
tra of bells, gongs, and drums;  wayang , a puppet shadow 
theater;  batik , cotton cloth dyed aft er it was marked with 
wax in complex patterns; and bark cloth. Southeast Asian 
spices were important in world trade from early times, 
as were batik and bark cloth. Describing Java in the late 
thirteenth century, Marco Polo called it the world’s rich-
est country. Th e people of the Philippines, speaking many 
Malay-related languages, were divided into numerous sepa-
rate tribes, isolated by mountains, forests, and the seas sur-
rounding thousands of islands in the archipelago.  

  The Eastward Spread 

of Islam 

 Buddhism and trade provided the initial links between 
India and Southeast Asia in the classical and early medi-
eval periods, and both served as vehicles for the spread 

     
  Volcanic mountains, rural central Java. Volcanos are not only 
the source of Java’s rich soil and agricultural productivity but 
also cause severe destruction when they periodically erupt. 
In recognition of both potentials, volcanic mountains have 
been the focus of traditional religion, which associates them 
with animistic, ancestral, Hindu, and Buddhist deities.     
 (Bruno Morandi/Getty Images)  
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the family and must cover themselves completely when 
outside the house, spread also to Hindus in many parts 
of the north ruled by Muslim conquerors. In Southeast 
Asia, this custom was rejected. At the same time, Islam 
brought, as in India, a new emphasis on the equality of all 
before God. 

 Th e longstanding dominance, or perhaps better promi-
nence, of women prevailed over the strictures of the Qur’an, 
and women continued to be prominent in trade and diplo-
macy, while men had to pay a bride price for their wives. As 
in parts of southern India, it was oft en women who entered 
the professions, their husbands necessarily following them 
as they sought positions. Premarital sex tended to be com-
mon and accepted in Southeast Asia, although postmarital 
infi delity was punished, and women in general remained 
about as free and equal as anywhere in the world. Th ere 
were a few spots where patriarchal society prevailed, nota-
bly on Sumatra. 

 Many other Qur’anic injunctions were modifi ed in prac-
tice, including dietary prohibitions, strict fasting during 
Ramadan, and rigid observance of the rule to pray facing 
Mecca fi ve times a day. Indonesia has for some time been by 
far the world’s largest Muslim country, but Indonesian (and 

 In the course of the fi ft eenth century, the new religion 
came to be practiced in most of Malaya, north coastal Java, 
and coastal parts of the rest of the archipelago, including 
Mindanao, the southernmost large island of the Philip-
pines, where in fact it seems to have arrived as early as any-
where in Southeast Asia. Islam’s further spread was checked 
in part by the almost simultaneous arrival of the Spanish in 
the Philippines and of the Portuguese and Dutch in Indo-
nesia, although away from the coast, inland Java remained 
Hindu and Buddhist for another century or so, even under 
some nominally Muslim rulers.    

 By the sixteenth century, animism or tribal religion 
survived only in upland peninsular Southeast Asia, the 
Philippines, and a few small and isolated areas of Indo-
nesia outside Java, while the island of Bali, east of Java, 
remained Hindu, as it still is. Th e very diff erent context 
of Southeast Asian culture, however, soft ened some of the 
more rigid aspects of Islam. Th is was particularly the case 
with regard to the treatment of women. Th e cultures of 
Southeast Asia has always been distinctive in their closer 
approach to gender equality than other major cultures. 
In India, the Islamic practice of purdah (literally, “cur-
tain”), whereby women must not be seen by men outside 

 There is no single Southeast Asian Islamic tradition. As 
Islam spread throughout the region, it was adapted to 
local cultures. Indian seamen who had converted to 
Islam spread the new religion eastward along the 
maritime trade routes, while Islamic clerics who 
accompanied the Muslim merchants converted the local 
populations. Political, commercial, and military elites 
were the first to convert to Islam. Eventually, rulers 
encouraged—or obliged—their subjects to accept and 
convert to Islam to legitimize and strengthen their own 
authority, to win favor with Muslim traders and thus 
increase their realm’s overall economic welfare, or to link 
subordinates to the sultan through participation in new 
Islamic court rituals. 

 In Southeast Asia, Islamic scholars transmitted Islamic 
beliefs to newly converted societies, but they adapted the 
new religion in ways that supported their patrons, the 
rulers of Southeast Asia’s fi rst Islamic states. The earli-
est Islamic scholars in the region found the mysticism 
of Sufi  Islam especially compatible with indigenous reli-
gious values, and thus promoted a modifi ed version of 
Sufi sm—one that blended Islamic and local values—to 
win converts. 

 Islam reached Malaya by the end of the fourteenth 
century and spread throughout the region over the 

course of the fi fteenth century. Malay literature highlights 
the actions of individuals preparing to become Islamic 
rulers. The majority of the Malay realm adhered to the 
locally modifi ed Islamic statecraft that developed in the 
fi fteenth-century Melaka court. One minority group, 
however, accepted the more legalistic and conservative 
traditions of Middle Eastern Sufi sm that developed in the 
Aceh court, which controlled the lucrative pepper trade 
of north Sumatra, over the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. 

 The form of Islam that took hold in Java placed less 
emphasis on Islamic doctrine or the authenticity of local 
connections to Muhammad or Mecca. Rather, the Java-
nese were more interested in Islamic mysticism and ritual. 
Java’s conversion to Islam is attributed to the intervention 
of divinely empowered saints, or  wali sanga , who allied 
with Java’s sovereigns to unite the natural and supernatu-
ral worlds. 

 Throughout Southeast Asia, Islamic thought, practice, 
and ritual adapted to local circumstances and cultures. 
However, Southeast Asia’s Islamic societies did not 
develop in isolation, as Southeast Asia–based Islamic 
clerics regularly participated in the theological debates 
among leading Islamic scholars in Mecca and other major 
religious centers in the Middle East. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   CONVERSIONS TO ISLAM 
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and highly varied region—from Burma to Th ailand, Laos, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philip-
pines—has retained, despite diff erences among its com-
ponents, its own clearly recognizable social and cultural 
forms, preserved and evolved from their separate origins 
before the coming of Indian and Chinese elements. Briefl y, 
only “high culture”—writing and various literary, artistic, 
political, and religious forms—came in from India and 
China. Th e social base and most other aspects of culture 
were less aff ected and indeed helped to shape many aspects 
of the borrowed culture. Th is section deals with the civiliza-
tion of Southeast Asia aft er the fall of the Gupta Empire in 
India in the sixth century. 

 Indian forms of dance, music, literature, art, and dra-
matic versions of the great Hindu epics, the  Mahabharata  
and the  Ramayana , continued to dominate the culture of 
insular Southeast Asia, as they still do. Meanwhile Chinese 
traders became more active and more numerous from the 

much of Malaysian) Islam is signifi cantly diff erent from 
that found in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, or Iran.  

  Indianized Southeast Asia 

 Like southern India’s rulers, emergent Southeast Asian 
political elite also found north Indian culture useful as a 
means to enhance their status above that of their depen-
dents. Since the time of Ashoka and the fi rst Buddhist 
missions  (see  Chapter   4   ) , there had been a close connec-
tion between India and Southeast Asia. It is possible that 
Indian infl uences on that extensive region began before 
Ashoka, but the earliest data for Southeast Asian kingdoms 
come from the centuries aft er his reign and show a politi-
cal, literate, and religious or philosophical culture already 
Indianized. 

 Indian and Chinese infl uences continued to operate 
on Southeast Asia until the present. But the widespread 

ANNAM
Ayudhya

Aceh

( )

 Southeast Asia      
  The area is broken up by mountains and sea and even now supports ten different states. Linguistic and cultural diversity is 
in fact far greater.   
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  Cambodia, Laos, and 

Vietnam 

 As previously discussed, the Khmer people probably 
came originally from southern China and are ethni-
cally related to other populations who migrated into 
 neighboring Burma at the same time. Th ey followed a 
migration route down the Mekong River into what is now 
Cambodia, probably by or before 100  b.c.e.  but before 
they had any lasting contact with Chinese or Indian civi-
lizations. In Cambodia the fi rst wave of Khmer migrants 
seem to have been the founders of the kingdom of Funan, 
described in Han Chinese records, which by that time 
had been partly Indianized in its literate and political cul-
ture. By the third century  c.e. , Funan seems to have con-
trolled what is now southern Vietnam, east and central 
Th ailand, northern Malaya, and southernmost Burma. Its 
large fl eet  dominated the sea lanes and carried much of 
the trade moving eastward from India and to China, of 
which it became a tributary state. In fact Funan was prob-
ably several small, loosely integrated kingdoms, which 
were overthrown by a later-arriving group of Khmers 
in the seventh century. By the ninth century, the Khmer 
domain had centered on the northern edge of Cambodia’s 
Great Lake (Tonle Sap), where its rulers began to build a 
magnifi cent capital city and temple complex at Angkor, 
which for the next several centuries was the most impor-
tant center of culture and political power in mainland 
Southeast Asia.   

tenth century, especially in the eastern half of the area, and 
founded permanent settlements of merchants in the major 
port cities in the Philippines and Java. Peninsular Malaya 
at this period was very thinly settled, and although Malay-
related languages and culture were widespread through-
out the Indonesian and Philippines archipelagos, Malays 
remained a small group on the mainland. Th e traditional 
Buddhist monarchies of Burma, Siam, and Cambodia, 
centered in the productive cores of their economies in the 
mainland deltas and lower valleys of the great rivers, were 
more self-contained. Th ey, too, built magnifi cent temple 
complexes in the Indian-Buddhist style, such as those at 
the later abandoned Cambodian capital of Angkor built by 
the Khmer Empire, which fl ourished from the ninth to the 
twelft h century. 

 Th e people of Burma and Siam include large infusions 
of people originally from south China, where many of their 
close ethnic relatives still live. Th e spoken languages of both 
countries are distantly related to Chinese but are written with 
an Indian-derived script. Over many centuries the majority 
of the inhabitants of Siam, the Th ais, probably moved down 
into the delta from an original homeland that straddled 
the mountainous border zones of China. Th e origins of the 
people of northern Burma, and to a lesser extent of the low-
land Burmans, are similar. However, the civilization of both 
countries has been profoundly shaped by the Indian models 
that spread to them from Ashoka’s time on, including not 
only Buddhism but also Indian systems of writing, art, 
literature, symbols, ideas, kingship, and government.  

     
  Th e temple complex at Angkor Wat 
in Cambodia, dating from the twelft h 
century.      (age footstock/SuperStock)  
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 Angkor: City of Monumental Splendor 

 The Khmer king Yasovarman I (r. 889–900), who began 
the building of the new capital, designed it with the help 
of Brahmans invited from India to legitimate his claim to 
divine kingship as a manifestation of Shiva. This plan of 
the city reflected the structure of the world according to 
Hindu cosmology. It was surrounded by a wall and a 
moat, as the universe was thought to be encircled by rock 
and ocean. In the exact middle of the city, on an artificial 
mound, stood a pyramidal temple representing the sa-
cred Mount Meru in the high Himalayas, where Shiva was 
said to be perpetually meditating for the eternal mainte-
nance of the cosmic order. Numerous other temples were 
grouped on and around the mound, which was regarded 
as the center of the universe. The king declared himself 
Ruler of the Universe. This title and its attendant symbols 
and rituals were passed on to successive Khmer kings. 

 The final and complete form of Hindu Angkor was built 
at the beginning of the twelfth century at Angkor Wat ( wat  
means “temple”) by Suryavarman II (r. 1113–1150), but fol-
lowing its desecration by Champa invaders in 1175, Jaya-
varman VII (r. 1181–1218) constructed a spectacular new 
Mahayana Buddhist temple complex adjacent to the royal 
city at neighboring Angkor Thom. While new Buddhist 
 elements were added, worship of earlier Hindu deities 
 remained, and the Khmers seem to have accepted both re-
ligious traditions and their symbols. Lingering controversy 
over Jayavarman’s assertive rule following his death, the 
continuing threat of another Cham attack, and the subse-
quent financial drain of state revenues to maintain an 
army and to rebuild the state’s infrastructure all contrib-
uted to the decline and conquest of the empire only a few 
decades later. Both ritual sites were largely abandoned 
after a Thai invasion in 1431; Angkor Thom was left in 
ruins but Angkor Wat was better preserved since it was 
not so central a target. Today, it remains one of the chief 
monuments of early Southeast Asian art and architecture, 
reflecting the glory of the Khmer empire at its height. 

 The whole urban complex was a symbol of the union 
between king and god and of harmony between human 
and divine worlds. It was intended to ensure prosperity for 
the kingdom and its people as well as the authority of the 
ruler. Water, a further symbol of life-giving nurture, was led 
from the Mekong to keep the moat full as part of a much 
larger system of irrigation. The city formed a square about 
2 miles on each side, enclosed within its walls and moat, 
and was entered by five huge monumental gates. Inside 
were the large royal palace as well as the temple complex, 
but little evidence remains of other buildings inside and 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

outside the walls where the court, officials, clerks, engi-
neers, workers, artisans, and other inhabitants of the city 
were housed. We know from surviving inscriptions that 
there was a large and highly organized bureaucracy, 
including those responsible for the irrigation works. 

 The city, and Cambodia as a whole, may have had a 
larger population then than now. The Mekong flood-
plain’s fertile alluvial soil was made still more productive 
by an intricate hydraulic network of canals, dams, and 
dikes both for irrigation and to prevent flooding. Fish 
from the nearby Tonle Sap, a lake in the middle Mekong 
Valley, added to the food supply. The monsoon rains were 
heavily concentrated in a short summer season, when the 
Tonle Sap tended to overflow, leaving much of the rest of 
the year too dry. Flood-prevention works, storage tanks, 
and reservoirs were carefully engineered, and canals were 
built to direct water to rice fields while protecting them 
from too much water. Canals were also used to transport 
the stone used to build Angkor Thom and Angkor Wat.    

 The construction and maintenance of these extensive 
works required enormous amounts of planning and con-
trolled labor. As the authority of the Khmer kings began to 
weaken and the country suffered from invasion, culminat-
ing in the Thai capture of Angkor in 1431, dams, tanks, and 
canals could not be maintained. Without the productive 
agriculture they made possible, the economic base was 
severely reduced. The collapse of the Khmer kingdom sug-
gests comparison with the fall of the Sinhalese kingdom in 
the dry zone of Ceylon two centuries earlier. In 1434, the 
capital was moved to Phnom Penh on the lower Mekong; 
the Khmer Empire never recovered its former power and 
glory, while jungle invaded the ruins of Angkor Thom and 
Angkor Wat. They were revealed again when French explor-
ers stumbled on them in the later nineteenth century, and 
the French colonial government later cleared the sites, 
where tourists may still go to marvel at their splendor. 

 The southern part of the landlocked and mountainous 
state of Laos had been included in the Khmer Empire dur-
ing its centuries of power. It then came under Thai domi-
nation until the whole of Laos was absorbed by French 
colonialism at the end of the nineteenth century. The 
dominant Laotian inhabitants are related to the Thais and 
Burmese and, like them, migrated originally from south-
ern China, but their language and culture are distinctive. 
The three small Lao states had to contend with Thai, Bur-
mese, and Vietnamese pressures and attacks. Buddhism 
spread to Laos from Mon and Khmer sources and was 
followed with faithful devotion, but Laos was chronically 
squeezed between expansionist states on all sides. 
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coastal plain of Annam and eventually into the agricul-
turally rich delta of the Mekong in what is now south-
ern Vietnam, a process that continued for 1,000 years. 
Southward movement took place at the expense of the 
Indianized Champa kingdom in Annam, and then of the 
Khmers, who originally controlled the Mekong Delta and 
the surrounding plain. 

 In this long struggle, the Vietnamese drew strength from 
a fervent nationalism originally engendered by their eff orts 
to resist and fi nally to throw off  Chinese control, a 2,000-
year ordeal of chronic war that was remembered in stories 
of national heroes and heroines, such as the famous Tru’ng 
sisters, who led an uprising against the Han dynasty. But 
their growing empire was managed very much on Chinese 
bureaucratic lines, and their later rulers even adopted the 
title of emperor, although they prudently accepted the sta-
tus of tributary to China. Like the Koreans and the Japa-
nese, the Vietnamese freely sought Chinese culture while 
resisting Chinese political control. By the early nineteenth 
century their empire included essentially all of the mod-
ern state, including territories conquered or detached from 
Cambodia and Laos, and its chief capital was Hue in central 
Vietnam. Th e northern and southern areas were ruled from 
subsidiary capitals at Hanoi and Saigon. Th e delta of Tong-
king in the north around Hanoi and of the Mekong around 
Saigon, as well as the coastal plain of Annam joining them, 
was fertile and became highly productive under a Chinese-
style system of intensive irrigated agriculture. Th is lent 
further strength to the state, helping it to maintain control 
over the mountainous western borderlands inhabited by a 
variety of non-Vietnamese tribal minorities in addition to 
Laotians and Khmers.   

    Vietnam: Expansion to the South 
 Th e northern part of Vietnam, known as Tongking, in 
the productive basin of the Red River with its capital at 
Hanoi, had been part of the pre-Han south China king-
dom of Nan Yue, or Nam Viet, which included the Guang-
dong area and was then incorporated in the Han and 
Tang empires  (see  Chapter   5   ) . It thus acquired a heavy 
overlay of Chinese civilization, including written lan-
guage and artistic, philosophical, and political forms, the 
only Southeast Asian state to become Sinifi ed rather than 
Indianized. But below the elite level, Vietnamese culture 
remained distinctively Southeast Asian and over the cen-
turies Vietnamese have been determined to maintain its 
separate identity. 

 Vietnam regained its independence aft er the fall 
of the Tang dynasty. Dinh Bo Linh rose to power in 
c. 960  c.e. , with his capital located at Hoa-lu, in the hills 
at the southern edge of the Red River Delta. Aft er 1099 
the capital was moved to the site of modern Hanoi, then 
called Th ang-long, where aristocratic leaders proclaimed 
the Ly dynasty under Ly Cong Uan. His son and succes-
sor Ly Phat Ma (r. 1028–1054) is remembered as one of 
Vietnam’s greatest kings. He published a new book of 
laws, now lost, and increased the king’s powers. But by 
the early thirteenth century the country was embroiled 
in civil war, until in 1225 the Tran family founded a new 
dynasty, the Le. Th e Le and subsequent dynasties success-
fully repelled invasions from the north by the Mongols in 
the thirteenth century, the Ming in the fi ft eenth century, 
and the Manchus in the seventeenth century. During 
these centuries, however, the Vietnamese were engaged 
in their own expansion southward, down the narrow 

       Goddesses (Apsaras) from a frieze at Angkor Wat. 
Despite its clear Indian origins  (see Yakshis, p. 74) , 
Southeast Asian art diverged early into its own styles, 
as these beautiful and unmistakably Cambodian 
fi gures from the thirteenth century suggest.      
(Marie Mattson/Black Star /Stock Photo )  
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were considered unorthodox. From the sixteenth century 
there was also chronic warfare between Burma and Siam. 
But despite the gross denial by monarchs and armies of the 
Buddha’s teaching of reverence for life, most people in both 
countries were more genuinely committed to Buddhism as 
a culture as well as a path to personal salvation. 

 Th e Toungoo dynasty was vigorously expansionist, 
mainly at the expense of the Th ais. Th e rising importance 
of maritime trade, in which lower Burma played a grow-
ing role under the newly reunited order, provided increased 
revenues to fuel conquests, and the locus of political author-
ity shift ed toward the coast. Improved guns brought in by 
the Portuguese gave new and oft en devastating fi repower 
to Burmese expansionism. But the Toungoo order proved 
fragile and overextended. Its capital, now at Pegu in lower 
Burma, fell to rebellion and invasion in 1599, and successive 
Toungoo rulers abandoned their claims to Th ai territory, 
although Th ai-Burmese warfare continued intermittently. 

 By 1635 a restored Toungoo state transferred the Bur-
mese capital to Ava, some 300 miles up the Irrawaddy, 
from where it ruled until 1752. It was succeeded by the Kon-
baung or Alaungpaya dynasty, with its base also in the cen-
tral dry zone of Burma and its capital at Mandalay on the 
Irrawaddy. Toungoo and Konbaung armies again invaded 
Siam repeatedly, but the rise of a stronger Th ai state by the 
end of the eighteenth century turned Burmese attention 
westward. Th eir expansionist campaigns conquered the 
previously independent state of Arakan on the west coast 
and penetrated into Assam, which brought them into con-
fl ict with the English East India Company. Burmese eff orts 
to form an alliance with the French were unable to forestall 
three successive British military campaigns. Th e fi rst, from 
1824 to 1826, confi rmed British control of Assam and Ara-
kan and installed a British resident at the court of Manda-
lay; the second, in 1852, resulted in British annexation of 
lower Burma, including the port of Rangoon; and the third, 
in 1886, led to the annexation of the rest of the country and 
ended the Burmese monarchy and the Konbaung dynasty. 

 Meanwhile, the Th ais had formed a state that grew in 
power and began to impinge on and eventually take over 
much of the earlier Khmer Empire, which was decay-
ing by about 1250, and in 1431 captured the Khmer capital 
at Angkor. Th ais had probably spilled southward across 
the present border of southern China before 1200, but the 
trickle became a fl ood aft er the Mongol conquest of their 
Yunnan homeland in the late thirteenth century. By the 
fourteenth century they were the dominant inhabitants of 
the Chao Praya Basin. Th ey pushed south and east against 
the Khmers, from whom they adopted Indian art forms, 
writing, and political systems while accepting Buddhism 
from Burma and from the earlier Mon inhabitants of the 
Chao Praya Basin. Th e Th ai capital was established in the 

  Medieval Pagan and 

Thai Ayudhya 

 Burmans became the dominant inhabitants of Burma only 
aft er 800  c.e. , and the Th ais of Th ailand aft er about 1300, 
each displacing earlier groups who had followed the same 
route in their southward migration from China and pos-
sibly Tibet over several centuries. Th ese earlier inhabitants 
were either assimilated or remain as minorities, pushed up 
into the hills in most cases, a problem particularly severe 
in Burma and still a source of chronic tension. Th e Bur-
mans and Th ais occupied the far more productive lowlands 
and fl oodplains of the Irrawaddy in Burma and the Chao 
Praya (Menam) in Th ailand (called Siam until 1932), where 
they founded successive capitals. Indian cultural infl uences 
were welcomed, especially since they came without politi-
cal objectives, ambitions, or strings. Local rulers invited 
Indian administrative advisers and priests as well as phi-
losophers, artists, and musicians. Trade was an important 
source of revenue along the sea routes described above, but 
in the great river valleys of the mainland, agriculture and its 
revenues were the heart of the economy and the chief sup-
port of the state. Th e early medieval capital of Burma was at 
Pagan, founded about 850 in the central Irrawaddy Valley, 
which by 1057 had incorporated the Irrawaddy Basin and 
an upland perimeter within its boundaries. 

 Included in the new empire were several minor-
ity groups. Some of these were in fact culturally more 
advanced, especially those in the south, which had been the 
benefi ciaries of earlier Indian infl uence by sea. Most impor-
tant among these were the Mons, whose more sophisticated 
culture and political experience with originally Indian 
forms led to their domination of the court and culture at 
Pagan until the late twelft h century and their prominent 
role in Burma’s overseas trade from their delta base in 
the south. It was via the Mons that Th eravada Buddhism 
spread to the Burmans, together with the rest of the Mon 
legacy of Indian civilization. But the Pagan kingdom was 
utterly destroyed by the Mongol invasion of the 1280s. New 
waves of migrants and raiders poured into Burma, and rival 
kingdoms struggled against each other for control aft er the 
Mongols had withdrawn. A new Burmese dynasty, Toun-
goo, emerged in the early sixteenth century in the south-
west. By 1555, aft er prolonged civil wars, Toungoo had 
brought most of the country again under one rule. 

 Successive kingdoms in Burma were strongly Buddhist 
aft er the initial conversion assisted by the Mons, and kings 
competed, as in Th ailand, in building temples and endow-
ing religious enterprises. Th is supposed piety did not pre-
vent them from engaging in internal military struggles, 
eff orts at territorial expansion, and brutal campaigns 
against alleged heretics, followers of Buddhist sects that 
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mid-fourteenth century at Ayudhya on the edge of the 
Khmer frontier of Th ai expansion and with easy access to 
the Gulf of Siam for trade and foreign contacts as well as to 
the Mon area of lower Burma. 

 Ayudhya consolidated its hold on the delta and contin-
ued the Th ai push southward into the thinly settled Malay 
peninsula and eastward into Khmer Cambodia. Th ais were 
also a major part of the invasion that sacked the Toungoo 
capital at Pegu in lower Burma in 1599, but in the following 
two or three centuries successive Burmese armies generally 
had the upper hand in their wars with the Th ais and fi nally 
sacked Ayudya in 1767, leaving the once-splendid capital 
in total ruins. Aft er a period of disorder and confusion, a 
new Th ai dynasty, the Chakri, emerged in 1782 with a new 
capital at Bangkok, the same dynasty that rules present-
day Th ailand. Bangkok, near the seaward edge of the delta, 
was originally a place of marshes and tidal creeks on the 
Chao Praya, and the site was chosen in part because of the 
protection it off ered against Burmese raids. With the rapid 
growth of maritime trade in the nineteenth century, Bang-
kok became a major port and a major economic support of 
the state as well as by far its largest city.   

 “Zomia”: A New Concept in 
Political Geography 

 As noted earlier in this chapter, the ancestors of many of 
the inhabitants of Southeast Asia migrated from China at 
various historical periods. Often, these migrants were 
pushed out of their homelands as a result of the expan-
sion of successive Chinese empires: they either chose 
not to assimilate to Chinese ways or were not allowed to. 
The expansion of kingdoms and empires along the rivers 
and coastlines of peninsular Southeast Asia had a similar 
effect. People who did not fit into the new political order 
were pushed out or fled. Some turned to a maritime life, 
like the Buginese people of Southeast Asia who lived 
most of their lives on boats, interacting with the land-
based kingdoms as traders, pirates, and mercenaries. 
Other people, however, moved upland into the inacces-
sible interior of mainland Southeast Asia. Recently, social 
scientists have coined a new term for upland Southeast 
Asia: Zomia. As defined by political scientist James C. 
Scott, Zomia extends over all of the land in peninsular 
Southeast Asia that is 300 meters or more above sea 
level, an area of 2.5 million square kilometers. On paper, 
the area today is divided among nine nations, but the 100 
million people who live there do not have much to do 
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with the lowland governments. Scott argues that these 
communities have adopted many cultural strategies that 
make it difficult for them to be governed, including a 
preference for oral communication in their local lan-
guages over literacy in standardized official languages 
such as Thai, Chinese, or Vietnamese. 

 These people include the Hmong (also called the 
Miao), who settled in the mountains of southwest China 
and central Vietnam. Historically antagonistic to the ex-
panding Vietnamese state, some Hmong communities 
helped U.S. forces fighting the North Vietnamese in the 
1960s and 1970s and were subsequently admitted to the 
United States as political refugees after the war, making 
new lives for themselves in California and the upper Mid-
west. Similarly, communities in upland Burma have been 
at war with the centralizing state of Myanmar, based in 
the Irrawaddy delta, resulting in waves of Karen, Karenni, 
and Shan refugees who often end up in camps on the 
Thai border. Beginning recently, some of these refugees 
have also been resettled in the United States. 

 Because most of the inhabitants of “Zomia” over the 
past millennia have not left written records, it is difficult 
to piece together their histories. But anthropologists and 
political scientists have taken a keen interest in what 
Scott calls the “largest remaining region of the world 
whose peoples have not yet been fully incorporated into 
nation-states.”  1 

  Malaya, Indonesia, and 

the Philippines 

 Malay-style culture and the Malay language family are 
dominant not only in the Malay Peninsula but also in most 
of insular Southeast Asia, especially the coastal areas easily 
accessible by sea. Th e peninsula itself, however, has never 
supported a very large population, especially compared 
to the larger and more productive areas of Indonesia and 
the Philippines, and probably did not reach half a million 
until the late nineteenth century. Its mountainous and 
rain-forested landscape contained no extensive river val-
leys or productive agricultural plains, and settlement was 
most concentrated on the coast, where small ports were 
engaged in the trade of the archipelago. Th ere is no evi-
dence of a highly developed indigenous civilization until 
the fi ft eenth-century rise of Melaka, which itself was part 
of a larger system in greater Malay Southeast Asia. During 
the medieval period most of Malaya was fi rst controlled by 
the Indonesian trading empire of Srivijaya, with its capital 
on nearby Sumatra, and later by the Th ai state. Malaya was 
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were probably involved, along with Javanese artisans. Other 
Javanese states built many similar temples, which also com-
bined Buddhist and Hindu iconography and ideas, as at 
Angkor. 

 Th e Mongols demanded submission and tribute from 
the king of east Java, Kertanegara, who had made an alli-
ance with Champa against the Mongols. When  Kertanegara 
sent the Mongol emissaries back to Beijing with their faces 
mutilated, Kubilai Khan launched a punitive expedition 
in 1292 with 1,000 ships and 20,000 men. Th ey found Java 
embroiled in a civil war and the fl eet away in Sumatra. 
Kertanegara was dead but the Srivijaya heir agreed to 
become a Mongol vassal if the Mongols would help him 
against his enemies. By the time the fl eet returned, the 
 rebellion had been put down, and Javanese naval and land 
forces defeated and expelled the Mongols. Th e  Javanese 
ruler had survived the rebellion by fl eeing to a village named 
Majapahit. Now restored to power, he put his new capital 
there, in east Java, and gave its name to the new empire. For 
a time Majapahit brought most of the  archipelago under 
its control, and its military success was accompanied by a 
 cultural and literary renaissance. 

 Majapahit Kingdom, which lasted between 1293 and 
1528, marked the culmination in the development of the 
Hindu-Buddhist states of island Southeast Asia. Its kings 
came to possess a degree of central control in eastern Java 
that went beyond previous precedent, and they created a 
state center that established varying degrees of hegemony 
over central Java and an overseas empire almost three times 
the size of what had been Srivijaya’s, a realm that included 
all the islands that now form Indonesia, and more. Majapa-
hit subsequently acquired, at the opposite end of the hemi-
sphere, an expanding market of great signifi cance, that of 
Western Europe, which was beginning to consume quanti-
ties of Indonesian spices. 

not politically unifi ed until it was brought under twentieth-
century British colonial control, and its principal growth 
dates only from the tin and rubber booms of the same period. 

 In Indonesia, the central island of Java, with its richly 
productive volcanic soils, has consistently remained the 
heart of this sprawling island country. Rival agriculturally 
based kingdoms arose in Java, while larger empires based 
on maritime trade grew to control and profi t from the sea 
lanes. Much earlier, probably in the second millennium 
 b.c.e. , sailors from Indonesia in their double-outrigger 
vessels had ventured as far as East Africa, introducing cin-
namon there and in Ceylon en route and leaving their lan-
guage and genes in the island of Madagascar off  the African 
coast. Th e fi rst and most enduring of the medieval trading 
empires was that of Srivijaya, with its capital at Palembang 
on Sumatra, from which it could dominate the Melaka 
Straits, the crucial passage between east and west. Srivijaya 
held power over most of the archipelago’s maritime trade 
from the seventh to the eleventh century, until the Chola 
navy from Southern India plundered its ports in 1025. 
Reconstituted at a new Jambi center in the late eleventh cen-
tury, it would continue to exist as a major Straits port-polity 
to the thirteenth century, when Srivijaya’s rulers eventually 
shift ed their base to Melaka. Mahayana Buddhism spread 
early to Srivijaya, and Palembang became a major center of 
Buddhist learning. Meanwhile in central Java the Sailen-
dra dynasty in the eighth century built a land-based state 
on prosperous agricultural revenues, which were also used 
to construct one of the world’s great architectural monu-
ments, the immense Buddhist temple at Borobudur, com-
peted by about 825.    

 Borobudur, like Angkor, was a symbolic representation 
of the sacred Mount Meru, built up in a series of nine ter-
races some 3 miles in circumference and including about 
400 statues of the Buddha. Indian artists and sculptors 

       Th e eighth-century Buddhist stupa at Borobudur 
in central Java, chief remaining monument to the 
Indianization of Southeast Asia before the arrival of 
Islam.      (Georg Gerster/Photo Researchers, Inc.)  
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national coherence or identity made for ready conversion 
to Islam and to Christianity and contributed to the relative 
ease of the Spanish conquest and control. Four centuries of 
Spanish control left  the Philippines in many ways cultur-
ally, socially, and politically closer to Latin America than to 
Asia. 

 Under Spanish colonialism, from the late eighteenth 
century, trade in sugar,  abaca  (Manila hemp), and tobacco 
boomed, tripling in value from 1825 to 1850. British and 
American merchants were prominent in the main trade 
center at Manila. 

 Southeast Asia was divided and engaged in chronic 
warfare, but these centuries saw the building of majes-
tic temples and the fl owering of the arts, supported as in 
India in part from profi ts earned in extensive maritime 
trade as well as from taxes on highly productive agricul-
tural land in the great river valleys and deltas of the main-
land and on the rich volcanic soils of Java. Religion in 
Southeast Asia too was periodically a source of confl ict, 
as Buddhism developed new sects and Islam spread east-
ward from India and ultimately absorbed much of insular 
Southeast Asia in the wake of a trade dominated by Mus-
lim merchants. 

 Chinese goods and copper cash fl owed into Majapahit 
Java; Mediterranean gold also moved through the Middle 
East and India to Java, along with major export items from 
these regions. Copper coins (either Chinese or similar to 
China’s) had become the local currency not only in Java but 
in Sumatra’s ports as well. 

 During the fi ft eenth century, Majapahit faced aggres-
sive competition from the new trading state of Melaka and 
newly Islamicized ports on the north coast of Java. Melaka 
soon wrested control of the strait from Majapahit and nib-
bled away its control of the maritime trade eastward and 
of Majapahit client states in the archipelago. Islam had 
earlier spread to northern Sumatra along the trade routes 
from India, and the rulers of Melaka and the north coast 
of Java adopted the new religion as a means of enhancing 
their commercial connections, through which they made 
further converts. In 1513, a coalition of Javanese coastal 
communities attacked the core area of the Majapahit 
realm; in 1528 the court fi nally fell, and thereaft er all those 
who had been Majapahit’s followers would kneel and pray 
toward Mecca, the sacred center of Islam on the Arabian 
peninsula. 

 Th e recorded history of the Philippines begins only 
with the Spanish conquest, or with Magellan’s voyage 
in 1521, in which he claimed the islands for Spain before 
being killed in battle with some of the people he encoun-
tered. A few of his men made it back to Spain, however, 
and the Spanish established a settlement on Luzon, the 
main island in 1565. Th e Philippines are even more frag-
mented, into some 7,000 islands, than is Indonesia, with 
only some 3,000. Although speakers of Malay-related 
languages have long been dominant, other and prob-
ably earlier cultural groups remained in relative isolation, 
especially in the mountainous and heavily forested parts 
of the larger islands. Diff erences of dialect, language, and 
culture divided the inhabitants of most of the islands, and 
until recent times they lived in largely separate worlds 
despite a degree of inter-island trading. No recognizable 
state emerged in any area before Spanish times, and there 
was no well-established or widely used form of writing, 
although Indian writing systems and some aspects of the 
Hindu tradition did make a faint impact in the course of 
the far-fl ung extension of Indian civilization into South-
east Asia.    

 Th ere was also trade contact from China, probably 
from Han times, but little cultural evidence remains from 
that early period, apart from Chinese coins and pottery 
shards. Islam penetrated most of Mindanao in the south, 
but until the Spanish occupation the religious pattern of the 
rest of the Philippines was dominated by a great variety of 
local animistic cults. In the absence of any text-based reli-
gious tradition, the lack of anything approaching Filipino 

 Southeast Asian Kingdoms 1300–1850 

 Burma  Thailand  Vietnam  Indonesia 

 Pagan 

850–1285 

 Ayudhya 

1351–1767 

 Tran 

1225–1400 

 Srivijaya 

seventh–

thirteenth 

centuries 

 Toungoo 

1550–1752 

 Chakri, at 

Bangkok 

1782–present 

 Le 

1428–1527 

 Majapahit 

1292–1526 

 Konbaugh, 

At Mandalay 

1752–1886 

    Mac 

1527–1592

 Spreading 

Dutch control, 

1619–1949 

     Le 

1592–1788 

  

  Buddhist Burma and Siam (Th ailand) were periodically 
at war with each other, but both built impressive capitals 
and rested on the productive rice agriculture of their cen-
tral river valleys, as did the Khmer empire of Cambodia. 
Vietnam, free of China by the tenth century, expanded 
southward to its present borders. Malaya was thinly set-
tled and isolated, but in Java (Indonesia) successive king-
doms fl ourished, including Sumatra-based Srivijaya, while 
another kingdom, the Sailendras, in central Java built the 
massive Buddhist temple at Borobudur.  
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 When the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Fa Xian (Fa Hsien) 
visited Java around 414, he found it inhabited by followers 
of the Brahmanical religious tradition, with few—if any—
adherents to Buddhism. This situation would change 
dramatically by the Sailendra period (c. 750–860), which 
marks one of the cultural high points of Java’s patronage 
of Buddhism. Merchants and clerics who traveled the 
international sea route between India and China first 
introduced Hindu-Buddhist culture to peoples of the 
Indonesian archipelago. Local rulers, like Java’s Sailendra 
kings, elevated this new culture to a central place in the 
religious life of their subjects. Borobudur, an immense 
Buddhist temple complex, is the most significant 
monument of the Sailendra period. It depicts the 
Sailendra monarch’s personal pilgrimage to become a 
bodhisattva, an enlightened being who compassionately 
delayed his own entrance to nirvana in order to assist his 
subjects in their pursuit of salvation. 

 A place of instruction as well as worship, Borobudur is 
a symbolic representation of the cosmology of Mahayana 
Buddhism. In both form and structure, the complex is 
a microcosm of the universe. Its ten levels—from its 
403-square foot base, above which rise fi ve stories of 
square galleries, followed by three terraces of concentric 
circles, fi nally to the summit 150 feet above the base—rep-
resent the path of life that a pilgrim must follow to reach 
enlightenment. The journey from base to summit is a 
three-mile walk. The base is decorated with friezes of “ugly 
ones,” humans bound to earth and the cycles of rebirth 
by their greed, envy, and ignorance. This realm, known as 
the World of Desire, symbolizes the Buddhist conception 
of hell. Here the individual is a slave to earthly desires and 
suffers from unfulfi lled longings. 

 Completing the circuit of the base, the pilgrim begins 
ascending the next levels, walking clockwise through the 
corridors of fi ve square galleries, called the World of Form, 
which correspond to the realm of earth. The galleries 
are decorated with 1,460 pictorial and 1,212 ornamental 
panels depicting episodes from the life of the histori-
cal Buddha and his previous incarnations. In all, 27,000 
square feet of the stone surface are carved in high relief. 
More than 400 statues of the Buddha, seated in the lotus 
position, also adorn these galleries. High walls along the 

corridors prevent the pilgrim from looking out while right 
angles of the passageways limit the view ahead. 

 Above the fi ve square galleries are three levels of circu-
lar terraces, the World of Formlessness. On these levels 
sit 72 bell-shaped, trellised stupas, each housing a statue 
of the meditating Buddha. Here no walls impede the 
pilgrim’s view of the world outside, nor do right angles 
prevent the view ahead. Neither are there carvings, reliefs, 
friezes, or other decorations representing the earthly 
world. The pilgrim has left behind the earthly attachments 
represented by the carvings in the square lower terraces 
to prepare for total devotion to the Buddhas on the circu-
lar terraces. The bell-shaped stupa at the summit points 
toward heaven, or the realm of enlightenment known as 
nirvana. Here the pilgrim ascends beyond all material 
form to achieve the spiritual state of “nothingness”  
(anatman  in Sanskrit) symbolized by the sealed stupa on 
the barren plain at the top of the monument. 

 Borobudur is considered the highest expression of 
early Javanese artistic expression. Its bas-reliefs depict 
the pantheon of Buddhas and bodhisattvas in the clas-
sical style of Gupta India, but there are distinctive Java-
nese characteristics. The characters of the Borobudur 
bas-reliefs are more relaxed, playful, and self-confi dent 
than those of fourth- through sixth-century Gupta India 
carvings. Each of the 304 Buddhas in the niches above the 
lower galleries displays a hand gesture  (mudra ) in accord 
with the iconographic rules of Mahayana Buddhism, with 
each gesture corresponding to one of fi ve directions. The 
Buddhas facing north display the hand gesture symbol-
izing an absence of fear. The hand gesture of those facing 
east calls the earth to witness; those facing south have the 
gesture of bestowing blessings; and the Buddhas facing 
west show the gesture of meditation. The sixty-four Bud-
dhas on the topmost gallery wall face center and display 
the gesture of teaching. Clearly, local Javanese artists 
adapted Indian models to conform to Javanese tradition 
in the Borobudur reliefs, which portray the Indic textual 
legends in a Javanese style and setting. Art historians 
acknowledge that Sailendra-era monuments surpass 
those of India, where the philosophical and cosmological 
concepts were originally formulated and the literature that 
inspired the bas-reliefs at Borobudur was composed. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   BOROBUDUR 

  Melaka and the Entry 

of the West 

 In the fi ft eenth century, the sultanate of Melaka provided 
a singular trade emporium at the intersection of the Bay 
of Bengal, South China Sea, and Java Sea regional net-
works. Melaka’s rise to prominence in the fi ft eenth century 

depended on the complexity of the multicentered trade in 
the Indian Ocean, and the practicality at that time of estab-
lishing a single Indian Ocean port as a clearinghouse. It was 
appropriate that this central emporium was in Southeast 
Asia, because that area was then the pivotal center of Asian 
trade, as the source of the most demanded commodities; 
the most important consumer marketplace for imported 
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the later sixteenth-century voyages of the Portuguese 
and Spanish?   

  6.    What was the initial appeal of Islam in Southeast Asia 
and how did its spread there diff er from its introduction 
to South Asia?   

  7.    Th e Philippines were largely characterized by tribal 
societies that were isolated from other regional 
developments prior to the coming of the Spanish 
in the early sixteenth century. Why didn’t all of the 
Philippines convert to Islam?         

Notes
 1.   James C. Scott,  The Art of Not Being Governed: An 

Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia  (Yale 
University Press, 2009), preface.    

 2.   Armando Cortesao, trans.,  The Suma Oriental of Tome 
Pires , vol. 2. (The Haklyut Society, London: 1944), p. 228.   

  Suggested Web Sites 
  http://www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/54/index.html  
 Political, economic, labor environment, and cultural history 
documents. Features sections on the history of Laos, Myan-
mar (Burma), Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, East 
Timor, Singapore, the Philippines, and Vietnam. 

  http://www.archaeolink.com/ancient%20southeast%20
asian%20civilizations.htm  

 Explores the archaeological remains of early Cambodia, Thai-
land, Vietnam, and Korea, with links. 

  http://www.borobudur.tv/history_1.htm  

  http://www.borobudurpark.com/  
 The official website of Borobudur Temple with photographs, 
history, and contemporary information. 

  http://www.indonesia-tourism.com/east-java/history.html  
 In-depth looks at Javanese temples and other historical sites, 
along with a concise history of Java. 

  http:/www.angkor-net.de/english/Angkor-West_Baray-e.
shtml  

 Provides the opportunity for an interactive exploration of the 
major Angkor sites.  

  Suggestions for Further Reading 
 Andaya, B., and Andaya, L.  A History of Malaysia . New York: 

St. Martin’s Press, 1982. 
 Aung-Th win, M.  Pagan: Th e Origins of Modern Burma . Hono-

lulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1985. 
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Philosophical Society, 1951. 
 Chandler, D. P.  A History of Cambodia . Boulder, CO.: West-

view, 1983. 
 Coedes, G.  Th e Indianized States of Southeast Asia , ed. W. F. 

Vella. Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1968. 

textiles and ceramics; and the common center for the 
exchange of the variety of commodities that derived from 
China and the Middle East. 

 In the words of the early fi ft eenth-century Portuguese 
scribe Tomé Pires, Southeast Asia was “at the end of the 
monsoon, where you fi nd what you want, and sometimes 
more than you are looking for.”2   

When Europeans came to Southeast Asia in the early 
sixteenth century, they saw Melaka as more than a mar-
ketplace. It was a symbol of the wealth and luxury of Asia. 
Th ey were eager to circumvent the monopoly of Venice and 
the Ottoman Empire on the priceless spice trade, and the 
great wealth and luxury available in this trading had enticed 
them halfway around the world in their tiny, uncomfortable 
ships. Th us, when the Portuguese entered the Indian Ocean 
in the early 1500s, their objective was to seize Melaka, 
which they rightfully considered to be the dominant center 
of contemporary Asian trade  (see  Chapter   12   ) . 

 What the Portuguese did not understand was that 
Melaka was no more than an agreed upon marketplace for 
the commodities of other centers, and when they seized 
Melaka the sedentary and migratory merchant commu-
nities responded by shift ing their trade to other equally 
acceptable and mutually interchangeable regional ports. 
International merchants entered partnerships with the 
leaders of newly emerging Islamic and Buddhist states that 
capitalized on the benefi ts of an alliance between rulers 
and merchants—in much the same way that contemporary 
Western European monarchs (e.g., in Tudor England and 
the Netherlands) did.   

     Questions 

  1.    How did geography determine the rise of early political 
and societal centers in Southeast Asia?   

  2.    To what extent is the literate culture of Southeast Asia 
imported from India and China?   

  3.    How would you characterize the rise and fall of 
Angkor? What was the signifi cance of Angkor Wat and 
Angkor Th om in the Angkor political system?   

  4.    How did the political systems of the Angkor and 
Majapahit kings compare with those of their 
contemporaries in medieval Europe, India, and China?   

  5.    What role did Southeast Asia assume in the early 
Indian Ocean trade networks, and what were the 
consequences both to Southeast Asia as well as the 
remainder of Asia? What was the normal relationship 
between China and Southeast Asia (with the exception 
of Vietnam) as refl ected in the Mongol naval 
expedition to Java in the late thirteenth century —as 
well as in the Tang-era poem in the next chapter ? 
What products did Southeast Asia have that attracted 
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 This Chapter Surveys what many Chinese consider the greatest 
period in their history: the empire of the Tang dynasty (618–907 

c.e. ). Th e splendor of the Tang from its capital at Chang’an  (modern 
Xi’an) included great poetry and art as well as the expansion of  Chinese 
control once more into Central Asia. It was succeeded by a new period 
of brilliance under the Song dynasty (960–1279); although the Song 
were ultimately defeated by the Mongols, their power lasted over 300 
years and they saw notable achievements in painting, literature, and 
technology, in many ways like early modern Europe. Th e Mongols took 
40 years to complete their conquest of China, but their rule there lasted 
only about 70 years, until they were expelled by Chinese rebellion. 
Marco Polo visited the territory of the Yuan or Mongol dynasty (1279–
1368) and described what he saw. Th e chapter concludes with a survey 
of Chinese culture as it had developed up to the fourteenth century. 

 Th e seventh through fourteenth centuries represented the best and 
worst of times from the perspective of Chinese historians. Th e down-
grading of Buddhism and the neo-Confucian revival were clear tri-
umphs of Confucian values, while Mongol domination (and the entire 
Yuan era) was and is oft en treated as an unfortunate historical aber-
ration, notable largely because it illustrated the dangers of “barbarian” 
rule and set the stage for the glorious return of Confucianism under 
the Ming dynasty. Recently, world historians have begun to examine 
how Mongol domination of most of Asia around 1300 fundamentally 
altered all parts of Eurasia by making possible a wider exchange of 
ideas, goods, people, and pathogens. 

  Reunification in China 

 For nearly four centuries aft er the fall of the Han dynasty in 220  c.e.  its 
former territory was divided into many separate kingdoms, with much 
of the north under the control of ruling families whose ancestors 
had been pastoralists from the Inner Asian steppes, with little con-
nection to Han China. Buddhism fl ourished, perhaps as a response 
to the troubled times, and was promoted by the rulers of the north, 
who gradually adopted many aspects of the Chinese culture of the 
people they ruled—a process historians call “Sinicization.” Th e chief 
such kingdom, known as the Northern Wei, controlled most of north 

 China: A Golden Age 
    Chapter 8 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Reunifi cation in China  

     The Splendor of the Tang  

     Cultural Brilliance and Political Decay  

     The Song Achievement  

     The Southern Song Period  

     The Mongol Conquest and 
the Yuan Dynasty  

     Chinese Culture and the Empire            
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nearly 300 years, but it owed its success in large part to the 
empire building of the Sui, as the Han had rested on foun-
dations laid by the Qin.   

  The Splendor of the Tang 

 Under Tang rule China achieved a new highpoint in prosper-
ity, cultural sophistication and greatness, and imperial power. 
Th e cosmopolitan Tang capital at Chang’an, where the Han 
had ruled, was the world’s largest city, with about 2 million 
inhabitants. Th e imperial civil service and examinations were 
reestablished, and learning and the arts fl ourished. Th e Tang 
is still seen as the greatest period of Chinese poetry, especially 
in the work of Li Bo (701–762) and Du Fu (712–770).    

 Some 1,800 samples of Li Bo’s 20,000 poems survive, 
including these lines: 

    Beside my bed the bright moonbeams bound  
  Almost as if there were frost on the ground.  
  Raising up, I gaze at the mountain moon;  
  Lying back, I think of my old home town.  

  •••  

  A girl picking lotuses beside the stream—  
  At the sound of my oars she turns about.  
  Giggling ,  she vanishes among the flowers,  
  And, all pretenses, declines to come out.  

  •••  

  The world is like a great empty dream.  
  Why should one toil away all one’s life?  
  That is why I spend my days drinking,  
  Sprawled in a doze beside the front door . 

  •••  

China from 386 to 534. It built a number of splendid Bud-
dhist cave temples with both small and immense statues of 
the Buddha and his devotees. Th eir style, though Chinese, 
reveals the Indian origins of Buddhism, as do the many 
pagodas also built at this period, a temple form evolved 
from the earlier Indian stupa. 

 Th e Chinese cultural and political tradition was carried 
on in indigenous hands by a succession of rival dynasties 
vying for supremacy in the south, which was enriched by 
a fl ood of wealthy and educated refugees from the north. 
Nanjing was the chief southern capital and major urban 
center, but none of the southern dynasties (known as the 
Six Dynasties) or kingdoms were able either to unify the 
region or to provide strong government. Literature, philos-
ophy, and the arts continued vigorously, and Buddhism also 
became popular in the south. Th is was the period both of 
Indian Buddhist missions to China and of Chinese pilgrim 
visits to India. In China there were also new technological 
achievements, including gunpowder, further advances in 
medicine, refi nements in the use of a magnetized needle for 
indicating direction (the forerunner of the compass), and 
the use of coal as fuel. 

 If the Han model of greatness were to be restored—the 
ambition of many rival rulers—fi rst the country had to be 
reunifi ed, and the imperial machine rebuilt. Th is was pri-
marily the work of the short-lived Sui dynasty, which in 
589 followed the Qin example from 800 years earlier and 
welded contending Chinese states together by conquest. 
Th e Sui base was the same Wei Valley from which the Qin 
had erupted, and like the Qin they built roads and canals 
as the necessary infrastructure of empire, radiating out 
from their capital at Chang’an. Th e second Sui emperor, 
Yang Di (r. 604–618), heady with new power, is oft en com-
pared to Qin Shihuangdi. His style was similar, and he 
too rebuilt the Great Wall, at a cost of a further million 
lives, and reconquered northern Vietnam and much of 
Xinjiang and Mongolia, although his campaign in Korea 
was defeated by fi erce resistance. 

 Yang Di built a magnifi cent new capital at Luoyang, fol-
lowing the model of the Zhou and the Han, but at heavy 
expense. Perhaps his most notable project was the build-
ing of the Grand Canal, from Hangzhou in the south to 
Kaifeng in the north, to bring rice from the productive 
Yangzi Delta to feed troops and offi  cials in semiarid north 
China. But his megalomaniacal behavior caused great suf-
fering to his exhausted troops, forced laborers, taxpay-
ers, and tyrannized offi  cials. Rebellion spread, as in the 
last years of the Qin, and Yang Di was assassinated by a 
courtier in 618 aft er only 14 years on the throne. A frontier 
general swept away the pretensions of the Sui heir and pro-
claimed a new dynasty, the Tang. Th e new dynasty lasted 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  386–534 Northern Wei; southern kingdoms  

  589–618 Sui dynasty  

  618–907 Tang dynasty  

  c. 767–c. 960 Protectorate of Annam  

  960–1137 Northern Song  

  1137–1279 Southern Song  

  1271–c. 1350 Yuan (Mongol) dynasty  
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 Du Fu was a more sober poet than Li Bo, but equally 
admired. Here are some samples of his lines: 

    Frontier war drums disrupt all men’s travels,  
  The border in autumn—a solitary goose is honking.  
  Beginning tonight the dew will be white with frost,  
  But the moon is as bright as in my old home town.  
  I am fortunate enough to have brothers, but all are scattered;  
  There’s no longer a home where I might ask if they’re dead or alive.  
  The letters I write don’t ever get to where they’re sent,  
  How terrible it is that the fighting cannot stop!  

  •••  

  The capital is taken. The hills and streams are left,  
  And with spring in the city the grass and trees grow dense.  
  Mourning the times, the flowers trickle their tears;  
  Saddened with parting, the birds make my heart flutter.  
  The army beacons have flamed for three months;  
  A letter from home would be worth ten thousand in gold.  
  My white hairs I have anxiously scratched even shorter;  
  But such disarray! Even hairpins will do no good!   

  Source : Excerpts from  China’s Imperial Past  by Charles 
O. Hucker. Copyright © 1975 by the Board of Trustees of the 
Leland Stanford Junior University. All rights reserved. Used 
with the permission of Stanford University Press,  www.sup.org.   

 Du Fu’s poetry, concerned as it is with human troubles, 
reminds us that the rebuilding of empire exacted a price, for 
all its glory. Most of the Han-ruled territories were reclaimed 
by conquest aft er they had fallen away at the end of the Sui, 
including northern Vietnam, but Tibet (a new interest), 
Xinjiang, Mongolia, and southern Manchuria were wisely 
left  as tributary regions, aft er their non-Han inhabitants 
had been defeated in a brilliant series of campaigns by the 
emperor Tang Taizong (r. 626–649). Korea again fought the 
Chinese armies to a standstill but accepted tributary status. 
Th e Chinese conducted their trade and political relations 
with the outside world through the tribute system, in which 
countries that wished to conduct commerce sent emissaries 
to China, ritually acknowledged Chinese superiority, and 
thus gained trading privileges and the pledge of  Chinese 
assistance in case of attack. Much of the mountainous 
southwest, home of the Th ai and other groups, remained 
non-Han in population and outside imperial rule. Taizong 
is remembered as a model ruler, fostering education and 
encouraging conscientious offi  cials. In his cosmopolitan 
time, Buddhism was still tolerated and widely popular. 

 Th e gradual Sinicization of the originally non-Han south, 
below the Yangzi valley, continued apace under imperial 
momentum. By the late Tang most of the empire’s revenue 
came from the more productive south, including the Yangzi 
valley, and most Chinese lived in that area. Th e north, where 

  Among the flowers, with a jug of wine,  
  I drink all alone—no one to share.  
  Raising my cup, I welcome the moon,  
  And my shadow joins us, making a threesome .  

  Source:  Excerpts from  China’s Imperial Past  by Charles 
O. Hucker. Copyright © 1975 by the Board of Trustees of 
the Leland Stanford Junior University. All rights reserved. 
Used with the permission of Stanford University Press, 
 www.sup.org .  

 Th e legend, almost certainly untrue but appealing, is 
that Li Bo drunkenly leaned out of a boat to embrace the 
refl ection of the moon and drowned, happy in his illusion.    

       Th e poet Li Bo (701–762), perhaps the most appealing Tang 
fi gure. His poetry is still learned and quoted by successive 
generations of Chinese.      (Th e Granger Collection, New York)  
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culture, the sincerest form of fl attery? In fact, even beyond 
the world the Chinese knew, they had no equal, in any 
terms. Rome was long gone, and the Abbasid Caliphate with 
its capital at Baghdad was no match for the Tang or its great 
successor, the Song. A coalition of Arabs and western Turks 
did repulse a Tang expeditionary force, far from its base 
in Central Asia at the battle of the Talas River near Samar-
kand in 751. But the battle is perhaps more signifi cant in that 
some captured Chinese transmitted the recently developed 
Tang art of printing to the West, and that of papermaking, 
widespread in China from the late fi rst century  c.e.  aft er its 
invention a century earlier. From about 700  c.e. , printing 
was done from carved wooden blocks a page at a time, but 
by 1030  c.e.  the Chinese, and only slightly later the Koreans, 
had developed movable-type printing, with individual 
characters made of wood, ceramics, or metal, all long before 
its later spread into fi ft eenth-century Europe. Movable-type 
printing was much better suited for the alphabetic languages 
of western Eurasia than for Chinese writing, with its thou-
sands of distinct characters, so in East Asia books continued 
to be printed primarily using carved wooden blocks into the 
nineteenth century, when new lithographic printing tech-
niques developed in Europe began to be adopted. 

empire was born, suff ered as always from recurrent drought, 
erosion, and siltation of the vital irrigation works, but now 
the south, progressively cleared of its earlier forests, more 
than made up the diff erence. Agricultural techniques were 
slowly adapted to the wetter and hillier conditions and 
the far longer growing season. Th e growing use of human 
manure (night soil) improved the less fertile southern soils 
outside the alluvial river valleys; the continued increase of 
population thus provided its own rise in agricultural yields. 
Many northerners had fl ed south aft er the fall of the Han 
dynasty; now they and their descendants were joined by 
new streams seeking greater economic opportunity than in 
the overcrowded and oft en marginal north. Imperial tradi-
tion, and defense of the troublesome northwest frontiers, 
kept the capital in the north, but the south was fl ourishing.    

 Renewed contacts with more distant lands westward 
revealed, as in Han times, no other civilization that could 
rival the Celestial Empire. Th e Son of Heaven, as the emperor 
was called, was seen as the lord of “all under heaven,” mean-
ing the four corners of the known world, within which 
China was clearly the zenith of power and sophistication. 
Did not all other people the Chinese encountered acknowl-
edge this, by tribute, praise, and imitation of Chinese 

X I N J I A N G

Anxi
Dunhuang

   TIANSHAN  MOUNTAINS

 China Under the Tang        
The Tang reclaimed the territory ruled by the Han and added to it. The Tang also saw a great increase 
in the Chinese settlement of the south at the expense of the indigenous inhabitants.   
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eastern Roman emperor Justinian (r. 527–565) in the 
form of cocoons concealed in hollow walking sticks. But 
later Western silk production in Italy and France never 
equaled the Chinese quality, which still remains an export 
staple, although in the nineteenth century the Chinese lost 
ground to more uniform Japanese and later Korean silk. 
Tea, largely unknown in Han times, was introduced from 
Southeast Asia as a medicine and an aid to meditation and 
began to be drunk more widely in fi ft h-century China. 
Grown in the misty hills of the south, it became the basic 
Chinese drink during the Tang, another Chinese monop-
oly that later drew Western traders. Seeds and cuttings of 
the tea plant were smuggled out of China by the English 
East India Company in 1843 to start plantation produc-
tion in India and Ceylon, and tea became the world’s most 
popular drink. 

 Paper and printing were typical creations of the Chinese, 
with their love of written records and of learning, literature, 
and painting. Th ey were also two of China’s most basic gift s 
to the later-developing West, along with cast iron, the cross-
bow, gunpowder, the compass, the use of coal as fuel, the 
waterwheel, paper currency, the wheelbarrow, wallpaper, 
and  porcelain, to mention only a few. Fully perfected por-
celain—a combination of minerals and kaolin clay shaped 
and glazed and then fi red at a very high temperature (over 
1200°C)—had appeared by Tang times. Beginning in this 
period, craft smen produced porcelain objects of exquisite 
beauty never matched elsewhere, although the process 
fi nally made its way to Europe in the eighteenth century. 
Porcelain joined silk and, later, tea as China’s chief exports 
to a cruder world abroad. 

 Th e secret of silk making had been smuggled out 
of China, supposedly by two monks in the time of the 

       Th e Tang emperor Taizong (r. 626–649) was not only an 
able man and brilliant fi eld commander but also an astute 
administrator. His campaigns reestablished Chinese control over 
Xinjiang and northern Vietnam, conquered Tibet, and even 
extended imperial rule into Central Asia. Taizong also restored 
and extended the imperial bureaucratic system of the Han.      
(Th e Granger Collection, New York)  

 Chang’an in an Age of Imperial Splendor 

 The splendor of the Tang and its empire was symbolized 
in its capital at Chang’an, where the Han and the Qin had 
also ruled. Its wealth and political centrality made it a key 
node in the trade routes linking China with Central Asia 
and lands beyond; it also presided over the largest  empire 
the world had yet seen, exceeding even the Han and 
Roman empires. People from all over Asia—Turks, 
 Indians, Persians, Syrians, Vietnamese, Koreans, 
Japanese, Jews, Arabs, and even Nestorian Christians and 
Byzantines—thronged its streets and added to its cosmo-
politan quality. It was probably also the largest wholly 
planned city ever built, covering some 30 square miles 
and including within its massive walls about 1 million 
people. The imperial census also recorded nearly another 
million people living in the urban area outside the walls. 

 Like all Chinese administrative centers, Chang’an was 
laid out on a checkerboard pattern, with broad avenues 
running east–west and north–south to great gates at the 
cardinal compass points. These were closed at night, and 
the main avenues leading to them divided the city into 
major quarters, further subdivided by other principal 
streets into 110 blocks, each constituting an administra-
tive unit, with its own internal pattern of alleyways. The 
emperor’s palace faced south down a 500-foot-wide cen-
tral thoroughfare to the south gate, the one used by most 
visitors and all official envoys and messengers. This ar-
rangement was designed to awe and impress all who 
came to Chang’an with the power and greatness of the 
empire. Kaifeng and Beijing were later designed similarly 
and for the same purpose. 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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    Cultural Brilliance and 

Political Decay 

 Relatively little Tang painting has survived, apart from a 
few tomb walls, but we have many accounts of the great 
painters of the time and of fi ction writers of whose work 
we have only the tiniest sample. What has survived in great 
abundance is the magnifi cent glazed-pottery fi gures used 
to furnish tombs and adorn houses and palaces, probably 
the best-known aspect of Tang art. 

 Massive rock carvings of the Buddha and bodhisattvas 
dating to the Tang also survive in several regions of China. 
Th e production of some of these were funded by the only 
woman in Chinese history to have claimed the imperial 
throne for herself, as opposed to ruling along with her 
husband or through her son. Wu Zhao (624–705) began 
her career as a beautiful concubine of the fi rst and sec-
ond Tang emperors. She was made a consort and empress 
by Taizong’s son and successor, Gaozong, whom she soon 
came to dominate. Aft er his death in 683, she ruled alone or 
through puppets and then proclaimed herself emper or  of a 
new dynasty, the only female emperor in Chinese history. 
She struck at the old aristocracy, her chief opposition (one 
can imagine their reactions to her!), and actually ordered 
many of them executed. She drew support from the Bud-
dhist establishment, which she strongly favored and which 
declared her a reincarnation of the Bodhisattva Maitreya, 
the Buddhist messiah. Wu Zhao had become a Buddhist 
nun aft er Taizong’s death in 650 but grew restless without 

 Within the city, people lived in rectangular wards, each 
surrounded by walls whose gates were closed at night. The 
West Market and the East Market, supervised by the gov-
ernment, occupied larger blocks to serve their respective 
halves of the city. There and elsewhere in the city, in open 
spaces and appointed theaters, foreign and Chinese play-
ers, acrobats, and magicians performed dramas, operas, 
skits, and other amusements. Women of fashion paraded 
their fancy clothing and coiffures. For men and women 
alike, one of the most popular pastimes was polo, adopted 
from Persia; Tang paintings showing polo matches sur-
vive, making it clear that women played too. As later in 
India, the wealthy prided themselves on their stable of 
good polo ponies and their elegant turnout for matches.    

 Artists and sculptors also found horses popular sub-
jects; despite their apparent mass production, Tang paint-
ings and clay figurines of horses are still full of life and 
movement. Many of the figurines, glazed in the “three-
color” ( sancai ) style, were burial objects designed to 
 accompany their owners in the afterlife. Another favorite 
subject for art was the endless variety of foreigners in this 
cosmopolitan center, depicted faithfully in both paintings 
and figurines so that one can easily recognize which people 
are being represented by their dress and physical features. 

 Tang culture was worldly, elegant, and urbane, and 
Buddhism was still in vogue and in official favor. Buddhist 
temples and pagodas also gave Chinese architects an out-
let for their talents, and the first half of the Tang was a 

golden age of temple architecture and sculpture, the latter 
showing clear artistic as well as religious influences from 
the Indian home of Buddhism. A cosmopolitan center for 
all of Asia, Chang’an was also, like China, the cultural 
model for the rest of East Asia. Official tributary embas-
sies, and less formal visitors and merchants or adventur-
ers, came repeatedly from Korea, Japan, and lesser states 
to the south and west to bask in the glories of Chang’an 
and to take back with them as much as they could for the 
building of their own versions of Tang civilization. Persian 
Zoroastrians, Muslims, Jews, Indian Buddhists and 
 Hindus, and Nestorian Christians from the eastern Medi-
terranean, representing thus nearly all of the great world 
religions, were among the city’s permanent residents, all 
welcomed in this center of world culture and all leaving 
behind some evidence of their presence. Chang’an flour-
ished for two and a half centuries, from the early seventh 
to the mid-ninth, when the capital, like the empire, fell 
into chaos. But from 618 to about 860 it shone with a 
cosmopolitan brilliance perhaps never equaled anywhere. 

       A sample of perhaps the best-known Tang art form, glazed 
pottery. Horses, like this one, camels, and hundreds of other 
fi gures, were turned out in great quantity, but each fi gure 
is of superb quality. Horse, earthenware with  sancai  (three-
color) lead glazes, Tang dynasty, fi rst half of eighth century, 
77.5 × 71.5 cm. Gift  of Rose M. Palmer, 1981.1212.      (Th e Art 
Institute of Chicago. All rights reserved.)  
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recovered fully from this blow and remained thereaft er a 
mainly minority religion especially in the upper classes in a 
Confucian and Daoist society. Buddhism was also resented 
as a rival faith by many Chinese, especially orthodox Con-
fucianists and dedicated Daoists, because of its alien ori-
gins, as Christianity was to be later. Its association with 
the Empress Wu did not help. Still, Buddhist institutions 
continued to exist in later periods of Chinese history and 
oft en played signifi cant roles in Chinese life. Patronized by 
believers at all levels of society, Buddhist monasteries and 
nunneries off ered an alternative community to orphaned 
children, childless and poor widows and widowers, and 
those who sought a spiritual life. 

 Despite the An Lushan rebellion of 755, the Tang court 
continued to become more and more dependent on for-
eign troops and commanders, as An had been—echoing 
late imperial Rome’s use of and vulnerability to foreign 
legions. Tibetan kings, who had not yet adopted Buddhism, 
launched frequent raids on Tang territory in the late 700s, 
despite the Tang court’s attempt to placate the Tibetan kings 
by sending one of them a Tang princess as a bride in 710. 
Tibetan troops occupied Chang’an briefl y in 763. Regional 
Tang commanders continued to build their power, and a 
series of rebellions broke out aft er 875, originally prompted 
by a great drought in the north but spreading among dis-
aff ected subjects all over the country whom the Tang no 
longer served well. Rival generals or their puppets suc-
ceeded one another as emperor aft er 884, but in 907 the 
dynasty dissolved. Aft er a period of chaos and contending 
kingdoms from 907 to 960, a young general proclaimed a 
new dynasty, the Song, which was to last more than three 
centuries.  

  The Song Achievement 

 In many ways, the Song is the most exciting period in Chi-
nese history. Later generations of Chinese historians have 
criticized it because it failed to stem the tide of invaders 
from the northern steppes and was ultimately overwhelmed 
by the hated Mongols. But it lasted from 960 to 1279, longer 
than the roughly 300-year average for dynasties, and pre-
sided over a period of unprecedented growth, innovation, 
and cultural fl owering. Song scholars built on the Tang-era 
Confucian revival and set many of the patterns of society 
and politics for centuries to come. For a long time, the Song 
policy of defending their essential territories and appeas-
ing neighboring “barbarian” groups with money payments 
worked well. It made sense to give up the exhausting Han 
and Tang eff ort to hold Xinjiang, Tibet, Mongolia, Manchu-
ria, Vietnam, and even the more marginal arid fringes of 
northern China. Th ese areas were all unprofi table from the 
Chinese point of view; they never repaid, in any form but 

greater scope for her talents. Empress Wu, as she is called, 
was denounced by Chinese historians, although this has 
clear sexist overtones; she was a strong and eff ective if 
ruthless ruler, obviously opposed to the Confucian estab-
lishment, and promoted its “enemy,” the alien faith of Bud-
dhism. To be a woman in addition was just too much, and 
in 705 she was deposed in a palace coup. 

 Ironically, one way Empress Wu sought to strengthen 
her position against the still dominant aristocracy was to 
make the examination system more impartial and use it 
to recruit talented offi  cials more fully than previous rulers 
had. But her lasting legacy was to set the pattern in offi  cial 
Chinese histories for assessing women who managed to 
gain political power. Empress Wu was criticized as sexu-
ally voracious, cruel, and calculating, and virtually the same 
adjectives were used to condemn powerful women like the 
Empress Dowager Cixi, who reigned as regent for both her 
son and nephew at the end of the Qing dynasty and even 
Jiang Qing (Madame Mao Zedong) in the twentieth cen-
tury. And most of the accusations were true, because how 
else could a woman gain power in a Confucian age? When 
American historian Laurel Th atcher Ulrich said that “well-
behaved women seldom make history,” she could just as 
well have been talking about Confucian China. 

 Aft er the overthrow of Empress Wu, learning and the 
arts enjoyed a further blooming under the encouragement 
of the emperor Xuanzong (r. 712–756) and at his elegant and 
effi  cient court. But in his old age Xuanzong became infatu-
ated with a son’s concubine, the beautiful Yang Guifei; she 
and her relatives and protégés gained increasing control 
of the empire, but ran it badly. Rebels commanded by An 
Lushan, a general of Turkish descent who had served the 
Tang, sacked the capital in 755. Xuanzong fl ed south with 
Lady Yang, but his resentful guards strangled her as the 
cause of all the empire’s troubles, and Xuanzong abdicated 
in sorrow. An Lushan was murdered by his own son in 757, 
and order was restored by loyal armies by 762, but the rebel-
lion shook the dynasty to its roots. 

 Although there were to be no more outstanding Tang 
rulers aft er Xuanzong, the power of court factions and great 
families grew, the economy thrived, and culture fl ourished. 
Th ere was a Confucian revival that laid the foundations for 
the development of Neo-Confucianism in the Song period 
(see below). Partly as a result the state, jealous of Buddhist 
wealth and power, moved in the 840s against Buddhist 
temples, monasteries, and monks. Most temple and monas-
tic properties and tax-free estates, which had grown to 
immense size, were confi scated by the state, and most mon-
asteries destroyed, a move reminiscent of the actions of 
Henry VIII of England toward Roman Catholicism seven 
centuries later and with the same motives—the need to 
regain control over lost revenues. Chinese Buddhism never 
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and, with a population of some 100 million, was by far the 
largest, most productive, and most highly developed state 
in the world.    

 Th e Song capital was built at Kaifeng, near the great bend 
of the Yellow River. In addition to its administrative func-
tions, it became a huge commercial center and also a cen-
ter of manufacturing, served in all respects by the Grand 
Canal, which continued to bring rice and other goods from 
the prosperous south. Th ere was a particularly notable 
boom in iron and steel production and metal industries, 
using coal as fuel. China in the eleventh century probably 
produced more iron, steel, and metal goods than the whole 
of Europe until the mid-eighteenth century and similarly 
preceded Europe by seven centuries in smelting and heat-
ing with coal. Kaifeng was better located to administer and 
draw supplies from the Yangzi valley and the south than 
Chang’an, whose frontier pacifi cation role was in any case 
no longer so necessary. Th e Song army was large, mobile, 
equipped with iron and steel weapons, and well able for 

pride, the immense costs of controlling them. Most of them 
were arid or mountainous wastelands thinly settled by rest-
less nomads who took every chance to rebel and who were 
very eff ective militarily. 

 Vietnam and Korea had been chronic drains on  China’s 
wealth and military strength; the elite families of both 
these regions were determined to fi ght relentlessly against 
Chinese control but were willing to accept a mainly nomi-
nal tributary status, which protected Chinese pride and 
avoided bloody struggles. Th e Song wisely concentrated on 
the productive center of Han Chinese settlements south of 
the Great Wall and even made a truce, with gift s, to accept 
non-Chinese control of what is now the Beijing area and 
a similar arrangement with another “barbarian” group for 
the arid northwestern province of Gansu. Little of value 
was lost by these agreements, and the remarkable fl ower-
ing of Song China had much to do with its abandonment of 
greater imperial ambitions. What remained under Chinese 
control was still roughly the size of non-Russian Europe 

 China and Korea in 1050        
Note the shrinking of the empire under the Song, the loss of Vietnam and much of the 
north and northwest.   
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are referred to in English as “Neo-Confucianism.” Neo-
Confucian thinkers sought to explain how the ethical system 
outlined in the Confucian  Analects  and the writings of his 
followers, such as Mencius, was embedded in a broader cosmo-
logical system. Th us, much writing that can be characterized 
as “metaphysics” (theories about the fundamental nature of 
being and the world) was produced during the Song and sub-
sequent dynasties, as well as in Choson Korea and Tokugawa 
Japan, where Neo-Confucian learning was promoted. Neo-
Confucian scholars also devoted attention to the question 
of how best to strive to be a moral person in the Confucian 
mode. Some published guides to help people properly orga-
nize family rituals (funerals, weddings, etc.), which were 
thought vital to maintaining harmony within family and 
community. Guides were produced, as well, to instruct the 
young how to study the Confucian classics so as to get at 
their core wisdom most eff ectively. All of these concerns—
metaphysics, ritual practice, and approaches to study—had 
arisen in large part because of the challenge Buddhism 
posed to Confucian beliefs. Until the development of Neo-
Confucianism, Buddhism off ered a richer cosmology, as well 
as a clearer guide to practice, than did Confucian learning. 

 Th e Song period was in many ways a golden age of good 
government, prosperity, and creativity. Paper promis-
sory notes (promises to pay) and letters of credit, followed 
by mass government issue of paper currency, served the 
growth of commerce. Government offi  cials distributed 
printed pamphlets and promoted improved techniques in 
agriculture: irrigation, fertilization, ingenious new metal 
tools and protomachines, and new, improved crop strains. 
Painting had a glorious development, oft en patronized by 
rich urban merchants as well as by the Song court. Litera-
ture also fl ourished, boosted by the spread of cheap print-
ing. Fictional tales proliferated, some now in the vernacular. 
Th e most famous Song literary fi gure is the poet-painter-
offi  cial Su Shi, also known as Su Dongpo (1037–1101), per-
haps the best known of China’s long tradition of poetic 
nature lovers. It was a confi dent, creative time.    

 Su Shi was, like so many of the scholar-gentry, a painter 
as well as a poet. In several of his poems he tries to merge 
the two media, inviting readers to step into the scene and 
lose themselves in a mind-emptying union with the great 
world of nature. He also used dust as a symbol both for offi  -
cial life (dead fi les, lifelessness, etc., as in our own culture) 
and for the capital on the dusty plains of the north, where 
he served for many years as an offi  cial. 

    Foggy water curls and winds round the brook road  
  Layered blue hills  
  Make a ring where the brook runs east.  
  On a white moonlit sandy shore a long-legged heron roosts.  
  And this is a place where no dust comes.  

some time to defend the state’s new borders. Kaifeng prob-
ably exceeded 1 million inhabitants, with merchants and 
artisans now proportionately more important than in the 
past, although there were also crowds of offi  cials, soldiers, 
servants, and hangers-on. 

 Th e early Song emperors prudently eliminated the power 
of the court eunuchs and the great landed families and 
rebuilt the scholar-offi  cialdom as the core of administration. 
Civil servants recruited through examination had no power 
base of their own but did have a long tradition of public ser-
vice and could even check the abuses of the powerful. To fur-
ther ensure their loyalty to the empire, their local postings 
were changed every three years, and they never served in 
their native places, lest they become too identifi ed with the 
interests of any one area. Th is “rule of avoidance” remained 
part of imperial administrative practice up to the fall of the 
last dynasty in 1911. In each county and at each higher level 
the emperor appointed both a civil administrator—a magis-
trate or governor—and a military offi  cial, each with his own 
staff , who with other offi  cials such as tax collectors and the 
imperial censors or inspectors had overlapping jurisdiction 
and could check on each other. It was an effi  cient system that 
ensured good administration most of the time. Th e growing 
spread of mass printing promoted literacy and education 
and opened wider opportunities for commoners to enter the 
elite group of the scholar-gentry from whom offi  cials were 
recruited or to prosper in trade. 

 Th e Tang are credited with fi rst developing recruitment 
of offi  cials through examination beyond its Han origins, 
but such people fi lled, at most, a quarter of the posts. Under 
the Song, this system, one of the chief glories of imperial 
China, reached its peak. Upper-level offi  cials could rec-
ommend people for junior posts, but most high positions 
were fi lled by those who had passed all three levels of the 
examinations: the prefectural and provincial levels and a 
fi nal interview with the emperor. On passing the fi rst level, 
one acquired gentry status and an extensive education in 
the Confucian classics, which some then used as teachers 
to upcoming generations of aspirants. Offi  cials were regu-
larly rated for merit—mainly honesty and effi  ciency—and 
were also watched by the imperial censors, who frequently 
toured local districts, sometimes unannounced or incog-
nito. Able men from any background could rise to offi  ce 
through the examinations, although, of course, the sons 
of the rich and well connected had an advantage through 
their leisure for education. In the Song, successful candi-
dates included a third or more from nongentry families, a 
remarkable degree of upward mobility in any premodern 
society or even in many modern ones. 

 Many famous intellectuals emerged from among gentry 
and nongentry families during the Song, and some of them 
contributed to the developments in Confucian thought that 
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  riot of red like rain.  
  I don’t remember how I came.   

 Source: Translated by Andrew Lee March in “Self and 
Landscape in Su Shih,”  Journal of the American Oriental 
Society,  vol. 86, October–December 1966.

  Wang Anshi: Reform and Retreat 
 In 1068 a new, young emperor, Shenzong, appointed the 
head of a reformist faction, Wang Anshi, as chief coun-
cilor. Wang tried to rearrange the whole sphere of govern-
ment policies, especially in military and fi nancial matters. 
Wang’s attempts to strengthen government control over the 
economy have caused some historians to compare him to 
modern socialists. Th e Song economy and political system 
by his time was in growing crisis; he did his best to check 
the decline and restore the dynasty’s fi nancial solvency, 
which suff ered from the old problem of the avoidance of 
taxes by the rich landowners. Wang tried to control prices 
and to cut out usurious moneylenders by off ering govern-
ment loans to poor peasants at lower rates. He set up a state 
trading organization to break the monopoly of the big mer-
chants. He called for every district to revive the Han and 
Tang practice of operating “ever-normal granaries,” which 
would buy grain when it was inexpensive and sell it to keep 
prices down when it became scarcer in the market. Taxes 
were readjusted based on the productivity of the land, and 
all personal property was assessed for taxation. Th ese were 
all reasonable measures but they aroused, not surprisingly, 
the bitter opposition of those with vested interest, includ-
ing, of course, the conservative bureaucracy. 

  An old man of the stream looks, says privately to himself,  
  “What is your little reason  
  For wanting so much to be a bureaucrat?  
  You have plenty of wine and land.  
  Go on home, enjoy your share of leisure!”  

  •••  

  A boat, light as a leaf  
  Two oars frighten wild geese.  
  Water reflects the clear sky, the limpid waves are calm.  
  Fish wriggle in the weedy mirror  
  Herons dot misty foreshores.  
  Across the sandy brook, swift,  
  The frost brook, cold  
  The moon brook, bright.  
  Layer upon layer, like a painting  
  Bend after bend, like a screen.  
  Remember old Yan Ling long ago.  
  “Lord,” “Minister”—a dream  
  Now, of old: vain fames.  
  Only, the far hills are long  
  The cloudy hills tumbled  
  The dawn hills green.  

  •••  

  Drunk, abob in a light boat  
  wafted into the thick of the flowers,  
  fooled by the sensory world,  
  I hadn’t meant to stop in here.  
  Far misty water  
  thousand miles’ slanted evening sunlight  
  numberless hills  

       Life along the river near Kaifeng at spring festival 
time. Th is scene comes from a long scroll that begins 
with the rural areas and moves through suburbs into 
the capital, giving a vivid picture of the bustling life in 
and around Kaifeng, at the time the largest city in the 
world. Th e painting (in English, Spring on the River), 
by Zhang Zeduan, was done in the early twelft h 
century.      (Werner Forman/Art Resource, NY)  
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 Along the northern frontier, the Tang had been obliged 
to cede control of 16 border prefectures based on what later 
became Beijing to a Mongol off shoot, the Qidans, who went 
on to take over much of southern Manchuria, where they 
established a dynasty called Liao, from 947 to 1125. Th e 
Song were obliged to confi rm this, and paid the Qidan-Liao 
what amounted to an annual tribute. It is probably from the 
name Qidan that the Russian name for China, Khitai, was 
derived, and the later name of Marco Polo’s time, Cathay. 
In the northwest, a Tibetan group called the Tanguts estab-
lished their own independent state in the Gansu area, and 
in 1038 assumed the Chinese-style dynastic title of Xixia. 
Repeated Song eff orts to defeat them failed, and from 1044 
the Song also paid them an annual tribute, although the 
Xixia were wiped out by the 1220s as part of the great Mon-
gol conquests.        

  Invaders in the North, Innovation in the South 
 Still more trouble was brewing on the northern frontiers. 
One among several rival Inner Asian groups, the Jurchen, 
ancestors of the Manchus, spilled over from their home-
land in southern Manchuria, and, in alliance with the 
Song, they defeated in 1122 the Qidan who had ruled the 
northeastern border area, returning it to Chinese control. 

 A major military weakness of the Song was their dif-
fi culty in maintaining cavalry units because they had lost 
control over the chief horse-breeding areas in the north and 
northwest—and to steppe tribes whose cavalry was their 
chief and very eff ective weapon. Wang tried to buy horses 
for distribution to peasant families north of the Yangzi val-
ley, with the understanding that they would be available 
when needed as part of the imperial cavalry. He also tried 
to get each district to provide quotas of trained militia to 
help strengthen the quality of the army. He expanded the 
number of government schools, to off er education and a 
chance at offi  ceholding to those who could not aff ord the 
private academies, and urged that the imperial examina-
tions include practical problems of administration and tests 
of aptitude rather than so heavily concentrating on memo-
rization of the classics. Th ese measures drew the resistance 
of much of the Confucian bureaucracy, men who had risen 
by the old system and were wedded to it. Wang was accused 
of being power-hungry and arrogant, particularly for ignor-
ing the teachings of Mencius, who urged rulers not to bur-
den the people with heavy taxes. Th e conservative group at 
court forced Wang out in 1076; he was recalled in 1078, but 
when the emperor Shenzong died in 1085, Wang was dis-
missed and his reforms canceled or destroyed. 

  Bo Juyi (722–846), one of China’s greatest poets, was also a 
Tang official. While serving as an imperial censor in 808 he 
wrote a memorial (or memorandum) criticizing the “ever-
normal granary” system.  

  I have heard that because of the good harvest this 
year the authorities have asked for an imperial order 
to carry out Grain Harmonization so that cheap 
grain may be bought and the farmers benefitted. As 
far as I can see, such purchases mean only loss to 
the farmers. . . . In recent years prefectures and dis-
tricts were allowed to assess each household for a 
certain amount of grain, and to fix the terms and the 
date of delivery. If there was any delay, the punitive 
measures of imprisonment and flogging were even 
worse than those usually involved in the collection 
of taxes. Though this was called Grain Harmoniza-
tion, in reality it hurt the farmers. . . . If your majesty 
would consider converting the taxes payable in cash 
into taxes payable in kind, the farmers would neither 
suffer loss by selling their grain at a cheap price, nor 
would they have the problem of re-selling bales of 
cloth and silk. The profit would go to the farmers, 
the credit to the emperor. Are the advantages of that 
commutation in kind not evident? . . . I lived for 

some time in a small hamlet where I belonged to a 
household which had to contribute its share to 
Grain Harmonization. I myself was treated with 
great harshness; it was truly unbearable. Not long 
ago, as an official in the metropolitan district, I had 
responsibility for the administration of Grain Har-
monization. I saw with my own eyes how delinquent 
people were flogged, and I could not stand the sight 
of it. In the past I have always wanted to write about 
how people suffered from this plague [but] since I 
was a petty and unimportant official in the country-
side, I had no opportunity to approach your maj-
esty. Now I have the honor of being promoted to 
serve your majesty and of being listed among the 
officials who offer criticism and advice. [If] my argu-
ments are not strong enough to convince . . . order 
one of your trustworthy attendants to inquire incog-
nito among the farmers. . . . Then your majesty will 
see that my words are anything but rash and super-
ficial statements.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Chinese Tradition , Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1960 Columbia University Press. Re-
printed with permission of the publisher. 

 THE “EVER-NORMAL GRANARY” SYSTEM 
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  The Song poet, official, and historian Ouyang Xiu (1007–
1070) was one of several leading figures who promoted the 
revival of Confucianism and criticized Buddhism as alien.  

  Buddha was a barbarian who was far removed from 
China and lived long ago. In the age of Yao, Shun, 
and the Three Dynasties [the golden age of China’s 
remote past], kingly rule was practiced, government 
and the teachings of rites and righteousness flour-
ished. . . . But after the Three Dynasties had fallen 
into decay, when kingly rule ceased and rites and 
righteousness were neglected, Buddhism came to 
China [taking] advantage of this time of decay and 
neglect to come and plague us. . . . If we will but rem-
edy this decay, revive what has fallen into disuse, and 
restore kingly rule in its brilliance and rites and righ-
teousness in their fullness, then although Buddhism 
continues to exist, it will have no hold upon our 
 people. . . . Buddhism has plagued the world for a 
thousand years. . . . The people are drunk with it, and 
it has seeped into their bones and marrow so that it 
cannot be vanquished by mouth and tongue. . . . 

There is nothing so effective in overcoming it as prac-
ticing what is fundamental. . . . When the way of 
Confucius [is] made clear, the other schools will 
cease. This is the effect of practicing what is funda-
mental in order to overcome Buddhism. . . . These 
days a tall warrior clad in armor and bearing a spear 
may surpass in bravery a great army, yet when he 
sees the Buddha he bows low and when he hears the 
doctrines of the Buddha he is sincerely awed and per-
suaded. Why? Because though he is indeed strong 
and full of vigor, in his heart he is confused and has 
nothing to cling to. . . . If a single scholar who under-
stands rites and righteousness can keep from sub-
mitting to these doctrines, then we have but to make 
the whole world understand rites and righteousness 
and these doctrines will, as a natural consequence, 
be wiped out.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Chinese Tradition , Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1960 Columbia University Press. Re-
printed with permission of the publisher. 

 THE CONFUCIAN REVIVAL 

  The Song official Sima Guang (1019–1086) was also part of 
the Confucian revival and wrote a monumental general 
history of China. Here is part of one of his memorials to the 
emperor, urging the abolition of Wang Anshi’s  reforms.  

  Human inclinations being what they are, who does 
not love wealth and high rank, and who does not fear 
punishment and misfortune? Seeing how the wind 
blew and following with the current, the officials and 
gentry vied in proposing schemes, striving to be 
clever and unusual. They supported what was  harmful 
and rejected what was beneficial. In name they loved 
the people; in fact they injured the people. The crop 
loans, local service exemptions, marketing controls, 
credit and loan system, and other measures were 
introduced. They aimed at the accumulation of 
wealth and pressed the people mercilessly. The 
 distress they caused still makes for difficulties today. 
Besides, there were frontier officials who played fast 
and loose, hoping to exploit their luck. They spoke 
big and uttered barefaced lies, waged war unjustifi-
ably, and needlessly disturbed the barbarians on our 
borders. . . . Officials who liked to create new schemes 
which they might take advantage of to advance 

 themselves . . . changed the regulations governing 
the tea, salt, iron, and other monopolies and 
increased the taxes on families, on business, and so 
forth, in order to meet military expenses. . . . They 
misled the late emperor, and saw to it that they them-
selves derived all the profit from these schemes. . . . 

 Now the evils of the new laws are known to everyone 
in the empire, high or low, wise or ignorant. Yet 
there are still some measures which are harmful to 
the people and hurtful to the state. These matters 
are of immediate and urgent importance, and should 
be abolished. Your servant will report on them in 
separate memorials, hoping that it may please your 
sage will to grant us an early decision and act upon 
them. . . . The best plan is to select and keep those 
new laws which are of advantage to the people, while 
abolishing all those which are harmful. This will let 
the people of the land know unmistakably that the 
court loves them with a paternal affection.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Chinese Tradition , Vol. 1, Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1960 Columbia University Press. Re-
printed with permission of the publisher. 

 ADVICE TO A CHINESE EMPEROR 
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Th e warlike Jurchen were not overly impressed by the army 
of their Song allies, and the Song foolishly treated them 
as inferiors. Th e Jurchen advanced southward, besieged 
Kaifeng, and sacked the city in 1127 aft er the Chinese failed 
to pay them an extravagant indemnity. Th e war contin-
ued for a decade, with Jurchen armies briefl y penetrating 
south of the Yangzi. But the Song armies regrouped and 
drove them back into northern China, fi nally concluding 
a treaty that left  the Jurchen in control of the area north of 
the Yangzi valley, with the Song as a tribute-paying vassal 
(quite a humiliating situation for the Chinese). Now called 
by historians the Southern Song, the dynasty built a new 
capital at Hangzhou at the southern edge of the Yangzi 
delta. Th ey had lost the north, but now they could concen-
trate on China’s heartland, the Yangzi valley and the south. 
Another century of brilliance and innovation ensued, with 
only brief loss of momentum.   

     The Southern Song Period 

 Cut off  from normal overland trade routes through the 
northwest, the Song turned in earnest to developing sea 
routes to Southeast Asia and India. Permanent colonies of 
Chinese merchants grew in many Southeast Asian trade 
centers. Ports on China’s southeast coast, from Hangzhou 
south, fl ourished, including large numbers of resident for-
eigners, mostly Arabs, who lived in special quarters under 
their own headmen. Foreign accounts agree that these 
were the world’s largest port cities of the time. Taxes on 
maritime trade provided a fi ft h of the imperial revenue, 
something that was unheard of in the past. 

 Th ere was a striking advance in the size and design of 
oceangoing ships, some of which could carry over 600 peo-
ple as well as cargo, far larger than any elsewhere until mod-
ern times. Th e earlier Chinese invention of the compass was 
a vital navigational aid, and these ships also used multiple 
masts (important for manageability as well as speed), sepa-
rate watertight compartments (not known elsewhere until 
much later), and, equally important, the sternpost rudder 
instead of the awkward and unseaworthy steering oar. In all 
of these respects Song ships and their Han dynasty prede-
cessors predated modern ships by many centuries. Ironi-
cally, they helped make it possible much later for Europeans 
to make the sea voyage to Asia using the compass, rudder, 
and masts—plus gunpowder, of course—originally devel-
oped by China and to record their conquests and profi ts on 
Chinese-invented paper. 

 Domestically, commerce and urbanization also fl our-
ished. Th e Yangzi delta and the southeast coast had long 
been China’s commercial center, with the help of high pro-
ductivity and easy movement of goods by river, sea, and 
canal. Th e proliferation of cities included for the fi rst time 

several as big as or bigger than the capital and many only 
slightly smaller. Suzhou and Fuzhou each had well over 1 
million people, and according to Marco Polo there were six 
large cities in the 300 miles between them. An immense 
network of canals and navigable creeks covered the Yangzi 
and Guangdong deltas, serving a system of large and small 
cities inhabited increasingly by merchants managing a 
huge and highly varied trade. Hangzhou, the new capital, 
with its additional administrative role, may have reached 
a population size of 1.5 million, larger than cities became 
anywhere until the age of railways; water transport made 
this possible for Hangzhou and other big cities, including 
Pataliputra, Rome, Chang’an, Istanbul, Edo (Tokyo), and 
eighteenth-century London. Chinese medicine became 
still more sophisticated, including the use of smallpox vac-
cination learned from Guptan India and usually attrib-
uted by provincial Westerners to the Englishman Edward 
 Jenner in 1798. 

 We know a good deal about Hangzhou, both from volu-
minous Chinese sources and from the accounts of sev-
eral foreigners who visited it, including Marco Polo, who 
actually saw it only later, toward the end of the thirteenth 
century under Mongol rule aft er its great period had long 
passed. Nevertheless he marveled at its size and wealth 
and called it the greatest city in the world, by comparison 
with which even Venice, his hometown and then probably 
the pinnacle of European urbanism, was, he says, a poor 
village. Th e great Arab traveler Ibn Battuta, 50 years later in 
the fourteenth century, says that even then Hangzhou was 
three days’ journey in length and subdivided into six towns, 
each larger than anything in the West. His rough contem-
porary, the traveling Italian friar John of Marignolli, called 
Hangzhou “the fi rst, the biggest, the richest, the most popu-
lous, and altogether the most marvelous city that exists on 
the face of the earth.”    

 Th ese were all men who knew the world; even allowing 
for the usual hyperbole of travelers’ tales, they were right 
about Hangzhou. Its rich merchant and scholar-offi  cial 
community and its increasingly literate population of shop-
keepers, artisans, and the upwardly mobile supported a 
new bloom of painting, literature, drama, music, and opera, 
while for the unlettered, public storytellers in the ancient 
Chinese oral tradition abounded. Southern Song (and the 
Yuan or Mongol dynasty that followed it) is the great period 
of Chinese landscape painting, a celebration of the beauties 
of the misty mountains, streams and lakes, bamboo thick-
ets, and green hills of the south. 

 Unfortunately, it was in the great Song period that the 
practice of foot-binding fi rst appears. Binding the feet 
of young girls, supposedly to make them more attractive 
to men, was limited then to a few of the upper classes; it 
did not spread widely until much later. Th e idea was that 
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however, oft en rested on a woman’s ability to deny her own 
desires and happiness. 

  Innovation and Technological Development 
 Just as in government and the arts, the Southern Song 
period was also an exciting time of technological innova-
tion and even of scientifi c inquiry. Th e philosopher Zhu 
Xi (1130–1200), one of the founders of Neo-Confucianism, 
was interested in and competent at a wide range of practi-
cal subjects as well as philosophy. Th is was in the pattern of 
the Confucian scholar-gentry, but Zhu Xi and some of his 
contemporaries carried what the sage called “the investi-
gation of things” quite far, extending to the natural world 
as well as to the ancient classics. Zhu Xi’s journals record, 
for example, his observation that uplift ed rock strata far 
above current sea level contained marine fossils. Like da 
Vinci in Renaissance Italy but three centuries earlier, he 
made the correct deduction and wrote the fi rst statement 
of the geomorphological theory of uplift . Zhu Xi argued 
that through the Confucian discipline of self-cultivation, 
every man could be his own philosopher and sage. Song 
astronomers built a water-powered armillary model of the 
solar system with gears and an escapement, the basis of all 
modern clocks. 

 In agriculture, manufacturing, and transport there was 
rapid development, on earlier foundations, of a great variety 
of new tools and machines: for cultivation and threshing, 
for water lift ing (pumps), for carding, spinning, and weav-
ing textile fi bers, and for windlasses, inclined planes, canal 
locks, and refinements in traction for water and land car-
riers. Water clocks were widespread, as were water-powered 
mills, to grind grain and to  perform some manufacturing 
functions. It all looks reminiscent of  eighteenth-century 
Europe: commercialization,  urbanization, a widening 
 market (including overseas), rising demand, and hence 
both the incentive and the capital to pursue mechanical 
invention and other measures to increase production. 

 Would these developments have led to a true indus-
trial revolution in thirteenth-century China, with all its 
profound consequences? We will never know, because the 
Mongol onslaught cut them off , and later dynasties failed to 
replicate the details of the Song pattern. Th e great English 
historian of early modern Europe, R. H. Tawney, warns us 
against “giving the appearance of inevitableness by drag-
ging into prominence the forces which have triumphed and 
thrusting into the background those which they have swal-
lowed up.”  1   

It is tempting to think that if the Song had had just a little 
longer—or if Chinggis (Genghis) Khan had died young (as 
he nearly did many times)—China might have continued 
to lead the world economically and technologically, and the 
rise of modern Europe might never have happened as it did. 

a woman’s foot, considered a sex object, should be tiny, a 
so-called “lily foot.” Tight binding prevented the foot from 
growing normally. It broke the arch over time and caused 
great pain for at least the fi rst few years. Th is made walking 
diffi  cult, in fact reducing it to a hobble, but fi t in with the 
view of some that women should be kept at home. Foot-
binding was one of the fi rst targets of reform in modern 
China and has long been gone, although one can still occa-
sionally see an old woman hobbling because her feet were 
once bound. 

 Th e remarkable career of Li Qingzhao (1084–c.1151), 
China’s leading woman poet, shows that some women par-
ticipated actively in cultural life during the Song period. 
Her attractive descriptions of married life (she never men-
tions foot-binding) are probably more typical of the elite 
class in which she belonged; many elite women were fully 
literate and so were many of the courtesans. Th e Song 
women whose words survive, like Li, were educated, well-
off , and unlikely to complain about their fate, since society’s 
opinion of them rested largely on how well they conformed 
to the Confucian ideal of virtue for women. Th at virtue, 

       Song landscape painting by Ma Yuan, late twelft h century. 
Chinese painters have always been fascinated by mountains and 
by nature that is unblemished by, or towers over, human activity. 
In nearly all such paintings, however, there are tiny human 
fi gures, as here near the bottom of the painting, emphasizing the 
harmony between people and nature, with humans appropriately 
in a minor role, accepting and drawing wisdom from the far 
greater and more majestic natural world. Landscape painting 
had its greatest fl owering under the Song dynasty and its brief 
successor, the Yuan (Mongol) dynasty.  Bare Willows and Distant 
Mountains , Southern Song Dynasty, end of twelft h century, 
Chinese, active 1190–1235, Round fan mounted as album leaf; ink 
and light color on silk, 9 3/8 × 9 1/2 in. (23.8 × 24.2 cm). Special 
Chinese and Japanese Fund, 14.61.      (Copyright © 2002 Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston. All rights reserved.)  
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campaigns against the Xixia drained Song resources but 
seem not to have taught them enough, although their 
long resistance to the Mongols does them some credit. 
 Factionalism among conservative groups who resisted all 
innovation was in any case a major factor in the ultimate 
Song defeat. 

 By 1273 the Mongols had triumphed. Th ey soon poured 
into the south; Hangzhou surrendered in 1276. Resistance 
continued in the Guangzhou area until 1279, when the Song 
fl eet was defeated in a great sea battle. During much of the 
long struggle it was touch and go, but the Mongols made 
few mistakes and the Song made many. One false move 
against an enemy like the Mongols was usually all it took, 
and in fact the Song put up a far more eff ective and far 
 longer resistance to the Mongols than did any of their many 
other continental opponents except the Delhi  sultanate 
of Ala-ud-din Khalji and his mameluke troops. (Th e 
 Mongol seaborne expeditions to Japan and Java left  them 
at a  serious disadvantage; their fl eet was twice  scattered by 
major storms at critical points, and their invasion attempts 
were abandoned.) 

Nothing is “inevitable,” and historians dislike the word. Th e 
seeds of the present and future are of course there in the 
past, but they seldom dominate it; people in each period of 
world history have their own perspectives and do not see 
themselves simply as a prelude to the future—nor should 
we. We know what has happened since, but we must avoid 
the temptation to see the past only in that light and try to 
understand it in its own terms.     

  The Mongol Conquest 

and the Yuan Dynasty 

 Th e Mongols, a central Asian nomadic group, overran 
Southern Song because they were formidable fi ghters, and 
because of some serious Song errors. Chinggis Khan (1155–
1227), who unifi ed several separate Mongol and other tribes, 
fi rst attacked the Jurchen territories in the north and then 
the other non-Chinese groups in the northwest. In 1232, 
the Song made an alliance with the Mongols to crush the 
remnants of the Jurchen and within two years reoccupied 
Kaifeng and Luoyang. A year later they were desperately 
defending northern China against an insatiable Mongol 
army, other wings of which had already conquered Korea 
(that tough nut), Central Asia, the Near East, and eastern 
Europe. He who sups with the Devil needs a long spoon! 

 For 40 years the fi ghting raged in the north, where the 
heavily fortifi ed Chinese cities were both defended and 
attacked with the help of explosive weapons. Gunpowder 
had been used much earlier in China for fi reworks and for 
warfare too as an explosive and “fi re powder.” Fire arrows 
using naphtha as fuel and part propellant were known in 
early Han, and by the tenth century fi re lances, spear-tipped 
bamboo tubes fi lled with a gunpowder propellant, were in 
use. In the struggle between the Chinese and the Mongols, 
cast-metal barrels using gunpowder to propel a tight-fi tting 
projectile appeared, marking the fi rst certain occurrence of 
cannon in warfare. Th e devastating new technology, espe-
cially helpful in sieges, quickly spread to Europe and was in 
use there by the early fourteenth century.    

 Th e Song were fatally weakened by divided counsels 
and inconsistent, oft en faulty, strategies, worsened by 
factionalism at court, and by a general undervaluing and 
understandable suspicion of the military by the tradi-
tional Confucian bureaucracy. Earlier, the Song army had 
driven the rampaging Jurchen north of the Yangzi under 
the gift ed general Yue Fei, one of the martyrs of Chinese 
military history. Despite his successes in the fi eld, he was 
adamantly opposed by a counteraction of conservatives 
at the new court at Hangzhou and died in prison in 1142 
aft er he was dismissed and jailed. Yue Fei is still celebrated 
as a hero betrayed, and he was clearly the outstanding 
general of the Song. Th e long, expensive, and fruitless 

       Portrait of Chinggis Khan by Pierre Dufl os.      (Heritage Image 
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conquered by a people who probably numbered only about 
1 million in all, together with a few allies from other tribes 
of steppe nomads. Th e simple answer is that they were 
uniquely tough warriors, almost literally born in the saddle, 
used to extreme privation and exposure, and welded into 
a formidable fi ghting force by the magnetic leadership of 
Chinggis Khan, who consolidated the many warring Mon-
gol and related tribes into a single weapon. Chinggis was 
born clutching a clot of blood in his tiny fi st. Th e Mon-
gols in his time were shamanists (animists and believers in 
magic), and his mother hurriedly called a soothsayer, who 
allegedly declared, “Th is child will rule the world.” 

 Th e Mongols’ great military advantage was mobil-
ity. Th eir brilliant use of cavalry tactics, controlled by the 
ingenious use of signal fl ags, plus their powerful but short 
compound refl ex bow (like a Cupid’s bow), which they 
could load and fi re from a gallop, maximized their striking 

 Th e Mongols could never have conquered China 
without the help of Chinese technicians, including siege 
 engineers, gun founders, artillery experts, and naval 
 specialists. Chinggis died in 1227, but he had already 
planned the conquest of Song China, which was completed 
by his grandson Khubilai (r. 1260–1294), who fi xed his 
capital at Beijing as early as 1264 and adopted the dynastic 
title of Yuan. Korea, northern Vietnam, and the previously 
non-Chinese southwest were also conquered; southern 
Vietnam, Siam, Burma, and Tibet were forced to accept 
tributary status. Th e Mongol conquest of China’s south-
west included the defeat of the Th ai kingdom of Nan Zhao 
based at Dali in western Yunnan and forced a major wave 
of Th ais out of their homeland southward into Siam to join 
earlier migrants  (see  Chapter   7   ) . 

 China, for all its size, was only a small part of the vast 
Mongol Empire. It is astounding that such a vast area was 

  The Yuan dynasty was a hard time for most Chinese. Here is 
a series of short poems by Chinese of that period.  

  Anonymous 
   Be unread, To get ahead 

 Be illiterate and benefit! 

 Nowadays, to gain men’s praise just act inadequate. 

 Heaven won’t discriminate, Between the wicked and 
the great, 

 Nor have we ever had Rules to tell the good from bad. 

 Men cheat the good, They scorn the poor. 

 The well-read trip On their scholarship. 

 So practice no calligraphy, Great Learning or 
epigraphy! 

 Intelligence and competence Now count for less than 
copper pence.    

  Qiao Ji 
   State honor rolls will lack my name, As will biographies 
for men of fame. 

 I  have  from time to time Found sagehood in a cup 
of wine; 

 Now and then, Some verse of mine 

  Has  contained one brilliant line Enlightening as zen. 

 With the Drunken Sage of Lake and Stream And the 
Graduate of Sunset Sky, 

 We’ve laughed and talked and ascertained Just whom 
the state should dignify.    

  Ma Zhiyuan 
   Heaps of jade, Mounds of gold—Then there comes a 
single day 

 And Old Death sweeps them all away! 

 What good are they? Let not slip by the cloudless hour, 
The day benign. 

 Salute the crystal cup, the amber wine, 

 The swaying waists, The flashing teeth and eyes—Ah, 
there’s where pleasure truly lies.   

  Yujiao Zhi 
   Among the hills, Beneath the forest shade, 

 A thatched hut, sheltered window, made For elegant 
solitude. 

 The pine’s blue, Bamboo’s deep green, 

 Combine to make a scene For artists’ brush. 

 Nearby threads of smoke From hearths of huts 
unseen— 

 And I drift through my pleasant dream As blossoms 
fall through air— 

 Insipid as chewing wax, That bustling world out there, 

 To a heart that’s proof against desire, What matters a 
head of whitened hair?    

  Source:  Reprinted with permission from Crump, J. I., Trans., 
1993  Song-Poems from Xanadu . Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese 
Studies, The University of Michigan, pp. 81–82, 91, 93; Poem by 
Yujiao Zhi, James I. Crump, Jr., Trans. Unpublished, from the 
private collection of the author, Rhoads Murphey.  

 ESCAPIST POETRY 
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European and Arab contemporary travelers to China who 
tell similar stories. 

  Yuan China 
 Th e Mongols ran China largely through Chinese offi  cials, 
plus a few Sinicized Mongols and foreigners. Nearly all 
Mongols were illiterate (although they later adopted the 
Uighur script), and none had any administrative experi-
ence. Th e Chinese bureaucratic system was retained, leaving 
the military entirely in Mongol hands. However, Chinese 
offi  cials were horrifi ed when Khubilai refused to reinstate 
the examination system and preferred foreign advisors. For 
the short period of Mongol rule (only about 70 years, since 
they had lost control of most of the country by 1350 and 
were also destroyed by fi ghting between diff erent Mongol 
clans and leaders), Chinese culture continued its growth on 
Song foundations, once the country had recovered from the 
immense devastation of the Mongol conquest. In particu-
lar, the glories of Song landscape painting were restored and 
extended by a new group of great Chinese artists, and there 
was a notable new fl owering of drama and of vernacular 
literature. Th e Yuan period drama was rather like opera; it 
included orchestral music, singing, and dance. Scenery was 
replaced by a variety of conventional gestures and stylized 
movements, somewhat like Elizabethan theater in England, 
and like it, too, most female characters were played by men. 
Th e novel was developed fi rst by storytellers, who created 
tales of love and adventure. Th eir prompt books became the 
basis for later written novels. 

 Th e Mongols created diff erent policies for diff erent 
groups of people in their realm. Mongols were of course the 
most favored, followed by people from the west, including 
Persians, Turks, and Europeans such as the Polos. People 
native to the territories that had been controlled by the 
Jurchens were designated the “Han” and were given more 
privileges than former subjects of the Southern Song, who 
were called the “Nan” people (Southerners). Chinese, par-
ticularly the Southerners, were discriminated against and 
forbidden to have weapons. Taxation was very heavy, and 
laborers were forced to work on big state projects without 
pay. In time, aft er Khubilai ascended the throne and until 
his death in 1294, Mongol rule from their new capital at 
Beijing became somewhat looser. But they rebuilt the Grand 
Canal and extended it to feed Beijing with forced labor, at a 
heavy cost in lives and revenue. Th ey set up a new, effi  cient 
postal system and again issued paper money, both of which 
astonished Marco Polo, as did the burning of “black rocks” 
(coal) to heat houses and as a metallurgical fuel. 

 Khubilai was an able ruler of his new empire but concen-
trated on China and became almost entirely Chinese cul-
turally. Marco Polo gives a fl attering portrait of his sagacity, 
majesty, and benevolence, which was probably as accurate 

force. Th ey could cover 100 miles a day in forced marches, 
unencumbered by a baggage train since they carried their 
spartan rations of parched grain and mare’s milk in their 
saddlebags. When pressed, they knew how to open a vein 
in the necks of their wiry steppe ponies (usually spare 
mounts) and drink some blood, closing it again so horse 
and rider could continue. Th rough Khubilai’s time, the 
Mongols rarely lost an engagement and even more rarely a 
campaign. Th ose who resisted were commonly butchered 
to a man, and women and children raped, slaughtered, or 
enslaved.    

 Th e terror of the Mongol record demoralized their oppo-
nents, who described them as inhuman monsters. Th ey 
were certainly expert practitioners of psychological warfare 
and even employed spies or agents to spread horrifying sto-
ries of their irresistible force and their ruthlessness toward 
any resisters. Chinggis, as a true steppe nomad, especially 
hated cities and city dwellers and made a series of horrible 
examples of them, oft en leaving no one alive. Chinggis is 
said to have remarked that “the greatest pleasure is to van-
quish one’s enemies . . . to rob them of their wealth, and to 
see those dear to them bathed in tears, to ride their horses 
and clasp to your bosom their wives and daughters.”  2   Th e 
Mongols loved the violence and pride of conquest but had 
little understanding of or interest in administration, and 
their empire began to fall apart within a few years of its 
acquisition.   

 Th eir rule in China, the Yuan dynasty (1271–1350), lasted 
a little longer only because by that time they had become 
considerably Sinicized and also realized that they could 
not possibly manage China without employing many thou-
sands of Chinese. Th ey also used many foreigners whom 
they thought they could better trust, including the Vene-
tian Marco Polo, who served as a minor offi  cial for the Yuan 
from 1275 to 1292. He and his contemporaries got to China 
at this period because for the brief years of the Mongol 
empire a single control was imposed on most of Eurasia, 
and one could travel more or less safely across it. Th e Polos 
carried a special heavy silver pass from the Mongol khan 
(ruler), which guaranteed them food, lodging, and security 
along the way. Marco Polo’s famous journal, like all medi-
eval tales, includes some supernatural stories, and it was 
dismissed by many because it speaks in such extravagant 
terms about the size and splendor of Yuan China. Indeed 
he soon became known as “Il Millione,” someone who told 
tall tales of millions of this and that. But when his confessor 
came to him on his deathbed and urged him to take back 
all those lies, Marco is said to have replied, “I have not told 
the half of what I saw.” A few historians have said that Polo 
never went to China, because he never mentioned foot-
binding (not common at that time) or tea (also not com-
mon then), but his account is confi rmed by several other 
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unoffi  cial but eff ective gentry leadership and management 
at all levels, including the vast rural areas, which in practice 
were beyond the power of the county magistrate to manage. 

 Still more important in the ordering of society was the 
family, that basic Asian institution that in practice not 
only controlled people’s lives but settled most disputes and 
ensured harmony also by virtuous example. Government 
controls were thus far less necessary, and indeed a peasant 
proverb runs, “Work when the sun rises, rest when the sun 
sets. Th e emperor is far away.” Dynasties rose and fell, but 
the fundamental order of Chinese society persisted. 

 Chinese history readily divides into dynastic periods 
and into what is called the dynastic cycle. Most dynas-
ties lasted about three centuries, sometimes preceded by 
a brief whirlwind period of empire building such as the 
Qin or the Sui. Th e fi rst century of a new dynasty would be 
marked by political, economic, and cultural vigor, expan-
sion, effi  ciency, and confi dence; the second would build 
on or consolidate what the fi rst had achieved; and in the 
third vigor and effi  ciency would begin to wane, corrup-
tion would mount, banditry and rebellion would multiply, 
and the dynasty would ultimately fall. A new group com-
ing to power from among the rebels would rarely attempt to 
change the system, only the people managing and supervis-
ing it. Th e cycle makes sense, but it is sometimes diffi  cult 
to interpret historical reality through the lens of Confucian 
morality. Chinese historians tended to describe dynastic 
decline in terms of the loss of virtue by Chinese emper-
ors, generally due to the twin scourges of the Confucian 
world—eunuchs and powerful women—or the savagery of 
“barbarians.” 

 Culture was continuous, even during the political chaos 
following the fall of the Han. By Tang times most of the 
elements of contemporary Chinese culture were present. 
Especially with the rise in importance of the south, rice 
was now the dominant element in the diet. Th is was sup-
plemented or replaced in the more arid parts of the north 
by wheaten noodles (perhaps brought back to Venice by 
Marco Polo in the thirteenth century as the origin of spa-
ghetti) and steamed bread, or, for poorer people, by millet. 
Food was eaten with chopsticks, a model adopted early by 
Korea and Japan, while the rest of the world ate with its fi n-
gers. Given the size and density of population and the con-
sequent pressure on land, poultry, eggs, meat, and fi sh were 
relatively scarce and the diet was largely rice or wheat with 
a variety of vegetables, including beans and bean products 
like curd (doufu—in the Japanese version, tofu) as a source 
of protein. Oxen or water buff alo were needed for plowing 
but were usually eaten only when they died naturally. Pigs, 
chickens, ducks, and fi sh, however, could scavenge for food. 

 Th e Chinese cuisine is justly famous, including as it does 
such a wide variety of ingredients (the Chinese have few 

as his more general accounts of Yuan China. But Khubilai 
was followed on the throne by less and less able fi gures, and 
aft er about 1310 there was what amounted to civil war. Smol-
dering Chinese resentment and hatred of their conquerors 
fl ared into widespread revolts by the 1330s, and by 1350 
Mongol control of the Yangzi valley was lost, while factions 
of their once-united front fought one another in the north. 
A peasant rebel leader welded together the Chinese forces, 
chased the remaining Mongols back into the steppe beyond 
the Great Wall, and in 1368 announced the founding of a 
new dynasty, the Ming, which was to restore Chinese pride 
and grandeur. Chinese histories tend to give short shrift  
to the Mongols because Confucian scholars deplored the 
very idea of “barbarian” rule, and the Yuan oft en serves as a 
sorry prelude to the Confucian Ming.   

  Chinese Culture and 

the Empire 

 By the late Tang period, Chinese culture had largely 
acquired the form that it was to retain until the present. 
With the Chinese occupation and Sinicization of most of 
the south—begun under the Han dynasty, extended in the 
Tang and Song periods, and completed at least as conquest 
by the Yuan in the southwest—the state largely assumed its 
present form. Tibet was more permanently incorporated 
later, by the Qing or Manchu dynasty in the eighteenth cen-
tury, which also added their Manchurian homeland to the 
empire. By Song times, the institutions of government and 
society had also evolved, especially with the fi rmer estab-
lishment of the scholar-bureaucracy and the gentry groups 
in the outlines and most of the details that persisted until 
the twentieth century. Civil administration was divided 
among six ministries; in addition, there was the censorate 
and a military administration, which was under ultimate 
civil control. At the top of the pyramid was the emperor, 
assisted by high offi  cials. Th e empire was divided into prov-
inces within the Great Wall, 18 of them by the seventeenth 
century, each under a governor and subdivided into prefec-
tures and counties, the last under the control of imperial 
magistrates. 

 Th ere was an immense fl ow of offi  cial documents to and 
from the capital, transmitted along an empire-wide network 
of paved roads and canals. Most decisions ultimately had to 
be made or approved by the emperor, which oft en created a 
bottleneck at the top. An equally important limitation was 
the small number of offi  cials of all ranks, probably no more 
than 30,000, to govern an area the size of Europe and with a 
population of about 100 million by Song times, rising to 400 
million by the nineteenth century. Th is thin layer of impe-
rial administration was, however, indirectly augmented by 
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  3.    Th e Tang era is portrayed as China’s “cosmopolitan age.” 
How did life at the Tang capital of Chang’an support 
this characterization? What was the impact of Tang 
achievement on the future of China?   

  4.    During the Tang dynasty, China’s rulers repeatedly 
tried to address the proper relationship between 
Buddhism and Confucianism. What are some examples 
of the fortunes of Buddhism under the various Tang 
rulers? Why was Buddhism perceived as a threat to 
traditional Chinese political order? In what ways did 
Buddhism ultimately change Chinese culture, especially 
as it had an impact on what became known as Neo-
Confucianism?   

  5.    Some cite the Song dynasty as the prime example of 
misguided Chinese leadership. Others regard it as 
China’s golden age. What evidence does either side use 
in support of their argument? How does this debate 
focus on inconsistencies—or even a bipolarity—in the 
administration of the Chinese dynastic system? Why 
do some argue that had Song rule continued, especially 
under the Southern Song, China could have had its 
own Industrial Revolution?   

  6.    How did Mongol/Yuan rule of China have a lasting 
impact on Chinese civilization?   

  7.    What were the changing Chinese relationships with 
the international trade routes under the Tang, Song, 
and Yuan dynasties? Why did this happen and with 
what lasting impact on Chinese civilization? How 
did these policies contribute to the development of 
overseas Chinese communities (the Chinese diaspora)? 
Could this networking, as well as the continuing 
interest in the Southern Seas under their successors 
the Ming, have led to greater regional cooperation and 
subsequent development, to the point that Asia could 
have remained dominant rather than giving way to the 
European West?    

  Notes
  1.   R. H. Tawney,  The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth 

Century  (London: Longman, Green, 1912), p. 177. 
  2.   J. Chambers,  The Devil’s Horsemen  (London: 

Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1979), p. 6. 

Suggested Web Sites 
  Imperial China 
  http://www-chaos.umd.edu/history/imperial2.html  
 Textual site exploring the imperial era.  

  Tang Poems 
  http://etext.virginia.edu/chinese/frame.htm  
 A site offering 300 Tang poems from China’s golden age of 
literature.  

dietary inhibitions), fl avors, and sauces. What foods went 
on the rice—vegetable or animal—was sliced small so that 
their fl avors were maximized and distributed and also so 
that they could cook very quickly over a hot but brief fi re. 
Th ere was a progressive shortage of fuel as increasing pop-
ulation cut down the forests and people were reduced to 
twigs, branches, and dried grass for cooking. Th e universal 
utensil was the thin, cast-iron, saucer-shaped pot ( wok  in 
Cantonese), still in use, which heated quickly but held the 
heat and distributed it evenly—ideal for the technique we 
now call “stir frying.” 

 Th e Chinese landscape was converted more and more 
thoroughly into a manmade one of irrigated and terraced 
rice paddies, fi sh and duck ponds, villages, and mar-
ket towns where the peasants sold their surplus produce 
or exchanged it for salt, cloth, tools, or other necessities 
not produced in all villages. From Tang times, teahouses 
became the common centers for socializing, relaxation, and 
gossip and for negotiating business or marriage contracts. 
Fortune-tellers, scribes, booksellers, itinerant peddlers, 
actors, and storytellers enlivened the market towns and 
cities, and periodic markets with similar accompaniments 
were held on a smaller scale in most villages. 

 All this made it less necessary for people to travel far from 
their native places, and most never went beyond the near-
est market town. Beyond it they would have found for the 
most part only more villages and towns like those they knew, 
except perhaps for the provincial capital, and of course the 
imperial capital. In the south most goods and people in 
the lowlands moved by waterways; in the dry north they 
were carried by pack animals, carts, and human porters, 
which also operated in the mountainous parts of the south. 
Th e wheelbarrow and the fl exible bamboo carrying pole 
were Chinese inventions that greatly enhanced the ability 
to transport heavy weights, balanced as they were by each 
design and hence enabling porters to wheel or trot all day 
with loads far exceeding their unaided capacity. All these and 
many other aspects of Chinese culture have remained essen-
tially unchanged until today, as has the deep Chinese sense of 
history and of the great tradition they have inherited.   

     Questions 

  1.    In what ways did the Sui recapitulate the Qin as they 
reasserted dynastic control over China?   

  2.    How do the Du Fu and Li Bo poetry selections refl ect 
Tang era society and culture? Is there a diff erence 
between these selections and that of the Song poet Su 
Shi and the Yuan-era selections that appear later in the 
chapter? How do these poems refl ect either Confucian 
or Buddhist ideas as well as the diff ering concerns of 
Chinese literati during each of these eras?   
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 This Chapter Introduces Japan and Korea. Literacy came rela-
tively late to Japan, only by about the ninth century  c.e.  Early Japan 

owed much to the prior development of civilization in Korea, and the 
two were closely tied. Tribal clans in Japan called  uji  were consoli-
dated under some central control in the seventh century  c.e.  by Prince 
Shotoku, who began the long eff ort to import Chinese culture by send-
ing Japanese missions there. By the eighth century the fi rst real Jap-
anese state, on the Yamato plain between modern Osaka and Kyoto, 
built a Chinese-style capital at Nara and toward the end of the century 
moved it to a new site at Kyoto, then called Heian. Heian court culture 
was elegant and refi ned but largely limited to the capital, where Lady 
Murasaki wrote  Th e Tale of Genji . As in Korea, Buddhism spread widely, 
but aristocratic families such as the Fujiwara built up private estates 
and diluted the authority of Heian, which was fi nally overthrown in 
1185 by a warrior clan of the Minamoto family. Th e Minamotos based 
their control at Kamakura, now a suburb of Tokyo, under a  shogun , 
who was technically the emperor’s military chief but from this time on 
the real ruler. Th is was part of the rise of the military and the domi-
nance of  samurai  or warriors, in a Japan chronically torn by fi ghting. 
Kamakura was defeated by another warrior group, the Ashikaga, who 
returned the capital to Kyoto from 1338 to its collapse by about 1570. But 
the Ashikaga saw a fl ourishing of culture in art and literature. 

 Korean culture had developed even before the Han conquest. With 
the Han’s fall in 220  c.e.  Korean rulers claimed control of the peninsula, 
although it was divided into three rival kingdoms until Silla defeated 
the other two in the seventh century. A new dynasty succeeded the 
Silla rulers in 995, renaming the country Koryo (origin of our name for 
Korea), and the Mongols, in turn, destroyed Koryo power. As Mongol 
control collapsed across Asia in the fourteenth century, a new dynasty, 
the Yi, founded the Choson kingdom on the Korean peninsula in 1392 
and ruled for more than 500 years. 

  Japan 

 Japan today is composed of four main islands (and many smaller ones) 
off  the southern tip of Korea at the nearest point. As its culture and 
political system evolved over the centuries, Japan was protected by its 
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insularity from turmoil on the mainland and, to a degree, 
also isolated from the process of development. Japan has 
had the advantage of a clearly separate identity and of cul-
tural and linguistic homogeneity resulting from insularity 
and from its relatively small size, about that of an average 
Chinese province. Th e Japanese have been able to make 
their own choices at most periods about what they wanted 
to adopt from abroad; what came in was what the Japa-
nese—the ruling class, at any rate—wanted to have. 

 Overall, Japan is smaller than France or California and 
larger than the British Isles, but it is mainly covered by 
mountains. Settlement thus has remained heavily concen-
trated on the narrow coastal plain, mainly between modern 
Tokyo and Osaka, in a series of disconnected basins over 
an area roughly equivalent to the coastal corridor between 
Boston and Washington in the United States. In practice, 
this makes Japan an even smaller country, since so much 
of it (in the mountains) is thinly populated. Hokkaido, the 
northernmost island, was occupied by the Japanese very 
late, mainly aft er World War I. Mountains retarded Japa-
nese economic development and political unifi cation, as 
in Korea, and political unifi cation came very late, in 1600, 
aft er many centuries of disunity and chronic fi ghting 
among rival, regionally based groups. Agriculture too has 
been hampered by the shortage of level land, and even now 
only some 17 percent of the total land area is cultivated, a 
situation similar to Korea’s. 

 Japan’s great agricultural advantage is its mild maritime 
climate, the gift  of the surrounding sea, which keeps it 
humid, mild in winter, and largely free of the droughts that 
plague northern China. Coastal sea routes have also helped 
to link settled areas and carry trade, while the sea provides 
fi sh and other seafood that have always formed an impor-
tant part of the diet, especially convenient since the bulk of 
the population lives close to the sea. Soils in Japan are of 
relatively low natural fertility but they have been improved 
by centuries of use and fertilization. Th is area of the world 
is a volcanic archipelago, and most soils are the product of 
weathered lava and ash. Sometimes, as in Java, this is the 
basis of high fertility, but in Japan the product of volcanism 
is mainly acidic rather than basic, and most soils are also 
rather thin. Mountains are steep and come down to or close 
to the sea, so that nowhere are there extensive plains where 
alluvium can build up, as in China. Rivers are short and 
swift , carrying most of their silt loads into the sea rather 
than depositing them along their lower courses or deltas.    

 Largely for this reason, Japan has become one of the 
largest users of chemical fertilizers in the world, and it has 
been able to support a quadrupling of its population since 
the eighteenth century despite the disadvantages of its agri-
cultural base and without disproportionately heavy food 

 CHRONOLOGY 

 JAPAN 

  200  B.C.E. –200  C.E.  Migrations to Japan via Korea; Yayoi 

Tomb culture  

  c. 400–c. 650  C.E.  Uji clans develop; Yamato state 

develops  

  c. 552 Buddhism to Japan  

  c. 600–622 Prince Shotoku; Soga-dominated court 

missions to China  

  604 Seventeen Article Constitution  

  645 Taika Reforms and Fujiwara 

(Nakatomi)-dominated court at 

Naniwa (Osaka)  

  710–784 Nara Period  

  784–1185 Heian Court Period  

  Lady Murasaki (c. 978–c. 1015)  

  784–1868 Kyoto (Heian) capital  

  1185–1333 Kamakura shogunate  

  1180–1600 Age of the samurai  

  1268 and 1274 Mongol invasions repulsed  

  1333–c. 1570 Ashikaga shogunate  

  1467–1568 Onin Wars  

 KOREA 

  c. 200  B.C.E.  Chinese-style state near 

Pyongyang  

  109  B.C.E.  Han conquers northern Korea  

  c. 250–669  C.E.  Paekche, Silla, Koguryo regional 

kingdoms  

  669–935 Unifi ed Silla  

  935–1392 Koryo  

  1218–1350 Mongol conquest and occupation  

  1392–1910 Choson, ruled by Yi dynasty  

  1592–1598 Hideyoshi’s invasion of Choson  
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trade, perhaps indirect via Korea, between the Yayoi peo-
ple and China, judging from Chinese coins and polished 
bronze mirrors that have been found at some Yayoi sites.     

  Ties with Korea 

and the Tomb Builders 

 Th e connection with Korea was clearly a close one. Th e later 
Yayoi built large above-ground tombs covered with earthen 
mounds very much like those built in Korea slightly earlier. 
Th ey also used both bronze and iron weapons (the latter 
appearing in the third century  c.e. ) that closely resemble 
those made in Korea, as do late Yayoi jeweled ornaments. 
By this time one may certainly call the people Japanese, 
but , as mentioned in  Chapter   1   ,  it may be equally accurate 
to think of them as provincial Koreans or Korean cousins. 
Th e Yayoi people made pottery on a potter’s wheel rather 
than the coil-made pottery of Jomon, the culture that pre-
ceded it and that seems to have spread over the whole of 
Japan including Hokkaido, or at least Jomon sites have been 
found there as well as in Okinawa in the Ryukyu Islands. 
Th e potter’s wheel presumably entered from China via 
Korea, along with bronze, iron, and rice. With the com-
ing of rice agriculture, population increased substantially 
and there was probably some surplus, as evidenced by 
the large tombs built from the third century  c.e.  and the 
many bronze bells, some of them quite large and similar 

imports. In the modern period the Japanese have achieved 
the highest rice yields in the world through a combination 
of intense fertilization and the development of improved 
crop strains. All of this rested on Japan’s remarkable success 
in industrialization and technological development, pri-
marily since 1870. Th e modern image of Japan as industri-
ally and technically advanced is accurate, but it represents a 
fundamental change that has come about mainly in the last 
century and, hence, is not an appropriate picture of Japan 
for most of its history. 

   Th e origins of the Japanese people are summarized in 
 Chapter   1   , so it is unnecessary to present that information 
here. As pointed out in that chapter, agriculture     seems to 
have come relatively late to Japan, perhaps in the course 
of the migration of the people we may call Japanese from 
somewhere in northeastern Asia, via Korea. When these 
people came to the islands, the dominant occupants, at 
least of Honshu, were an unrelated people called the Ainu, 
whose physical characteristics diff ered markedly from the 
Japanese (including larger amounts of facial and body hair, 
so much so that they were oft en insultingly referred to as 
the “hairy Ainu”). Th e Neolithic Yayoi culture that emerged 
about the third century  b.c.e. , cultivators of rice and users 
of fi rst bronze and then iron, may well have been stimu-
lated if not created by these immigrants from the main-
land, bringing with them these aspects of new technology 
through contact with Chinese civilization in the course of 
their movement through Korea. We know that there was 

 Korea and Japan, c. 500–1000        
It is easy to see why there were such 
close connections between the two 
countries. For a time Japanese society 
was dominated by Korean aristocrats. 
Later, Japan largely went its own way.   
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to the myth, Amaterasu’s grandson, Ninigi, descended 
to the earth and brought with him three imperial regalia, 
still the symbols of imperial authority in Japan: a bronze 
mirror (symbol of the sun), an iron sword, and a necklace 
made of curved jewels somewhat in the shape of bear claws. 
All three closely resemble regalia found in Korean tombs 
of early Silla date, again suggesting the close tie between 
Korea and early Japan. Th e myths recount how Ninigi’s 
grandson moved up from Kyushu, conquered the lowland 
area around Nara known as the Kinai region, and founded the 
Japanese state there on the Yamato Plain—but in 660  b.c.e. , 
when it seems reasonably clear that the people whom we 
call Japanese had not yet entered the country and were not 
to begin doing so for another three centuries or more! 

 Ninigi’s grandson, the conqueror of Kinai, is called the 
fi rst “emperor,” and is given a Chinese-style title as Jimmu, 
the “Divine Warrior.” We do know that by the fi ft h cen-
tury  c.e.  the emerging state in the Kinai region, which also 
called itself Yamato, had extended its control into Kyushu 
and northward in Honshu, the main island, to the vicinity 
of modern Tokyo. In the same period, the Japanese main-
tained a presence in southeastern Korea. Th e  Kojiki  claims 
that the priestess-queen Himiko, whose name means “Sun 
Princess,” established a base in Korea. Some historians have 
argued that the Kaya confederacy, at the southern tip of the 
Korean peninsula, was dominated by the Yamato state, but 
archeologists have called this into question. 

 As Japanese occupation and conquest moved north-
ward and eastward from Kyushu, their fi rst center since it 
was closest to Korea, they did so at the expense of the Ainu, 
and perhaps of other groups as well about whom we know 
little. Japan had been settled by people, presumably from 
somewhere in Asia, since at least 100,000  b.c.e. , and these 
people had fi rst to be conquered, enslaved, absorbed, or 
driven eastward and northward. For a long time the bound-
ary with the Ainu was along Lake Biwa, just north of Kyoto. 
Gradually the Japanese prevailed, although there was a 
good deal of intermarriage or interbreeding, evidenced 
in the modern population by people with more facial and 
body hair than those in other parts of East Asia. Indeed, the 
Chinese in their superior attitude toward all other people 
called the Japanese “hairy sea dwarfs,” since they were also 
shorter than the Chinese norm (possibly the result of a low-
protein diet) and were more aggressive and eff ective sea-
goers as well as pirates. Th e earliest Chinese name for the 
Japanese was  wa , which simply means “dwarf.” Th e Ainu 
remained dominant in northern Honshu well into histori-
cal times, and now exists as a tiny and dwindling group on 
reservations in the northernmost island of Hokkaido. 

 By about 200  c.e. , iron tools and weapons were being 
made in Japan rather than being imported and, thus, 
became far more widespread. Th is doubtless helped to 

to Korean forms but already distinctively Japanese. Yayoi 
culture from the third to the sixth centuries  c.e.  is labeled 
the tomb period; some of the tombs, or the mounds erected 
over them, were built in an interesting keyhole shape. Pot-
tery fi gures found arranged around these tombs, perhaps as 
guardians, include those of people, warriors, animals, and 
houses, and are known as  haniwa . 

 Th e tombs, presumably built for aristocrats, show strong 
similarities to Korean forms, as do Yayoi weapons, helmets, 
and armor. Remains of this tomb culture have been found 
in the Tokyo area and in the southwestern island of Kyushu, 
although the original and chief center was the area between 
Kyoto and Osaka, soon to be known as Yamato. People now 
lived in wood and thatch houses supported off  the ground 
on pilings or stilts rather than the pit dwellings of Jomon 
times, and there were similar structures for storing grain. 
Th e fi rst detailed Chinese written account of Japan, the 
 Account of the Th ree Kingdoms , compiled about 290  c.e. , 
described the routes from Korea to Japan, and said that 
the Japanese were a law-abiding people (likely to attract 
Chinese approval) who depended on agriculture and fi shing 
and observed strict social diff erences that were marked by 
tattooing. But at this period neither Korea nor Japan were 
in any sense unifi ed as nations, nor was there any “con-
quest” of Japan by Koreans but rather a movement of cul-
ture from one to the other and probably much migration. 
Japan was said to be divided into a hundred “countries” of 
a few hundred households each—“clans” is probably a bet-
ter word—some ruled by kings and some by queens. Th e 
haniwa fi gures include some that seem to represent female 
shamans (spirit mediums), who probably played an impor-
tant role. Th e Chinese  Account of the Th ree Kingdoms  tells 
us that the Japanese were much involved with divination 
and ritual, and it speaks of an unmarried queen who, as a 
kind of high priestess, ruled over several “kingdoms,” or 
clans and was considered important enough to have one of 
the largest tombs and mounds erected for her on her death. 

  Mythical Histories 
 Th e fi rst Japanese written records are much later, and are 
not reliable or even consistent regarding this early period. 
Th ese are the  Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters)  of 712  c.e.  
and the  Nihon shoki , or  Nihongi , of 720  c.e.  ( Nihon  is still 
the Japanese word for their country). Th eir purpose seems 
to have been to give the contemporary ruling family a long 
history comparable to China’s (whose literate civilization 
the Japanese were then eagerly adopting), put together 
from various contradictory myths. Th ese begin with cre-
ation myths about a divine brother and sister, Izanagi and 
Izanami, who between them created the Japanese islands—
in one version as the drops from the goddess’s spear—and 
also gave birth to the sun goddess, Amaterasu. According 
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or merged with the worship of the mythical Amaterasu 
as the sun goddess, rather than being displaced, as every-
where else, by a textually based religion of greater sophis-
tication. Th e Japanese landscape is exceptionally beautiful, 
which may help to explain why the Japanese identifi ed 
with it so personally, but Japan also has its dramatic and 
awesome reminders of the power of nature: active volca-
noes, occasional tidal waves, frequent earthquakes, and 
the yearly visitation of typhoons in late summer and fall, 
which can do enormous damage. Mountains, waterfalls, 
large trees, and even rocks were thought to contain or to 
embody a divine spirit, or  kami . Emperors were of course 
kami too, as were some notable uji rulers. At many natu-
ral beauty spots, plentiful in Japan, shrines were built to 
the local kami. Nature in Japan was seen as productive, as 
in China, although such a perception long antedated the 
infl ux of Chinese infl uence. To celebrate or worship this 
benefi cent force, there were phallic cults, a common focus 
of the belief in the central importance of fertility, and also 
shrines to the god of rice. 

  As discussed in  Chapter   2   , these     practices, centered around 
the worship of nature, were later called  Shinto , “the way of 
the gods,” primarily to distinguish them from  Buddhism 
when Buddhism reached Japan. Shinto has remained a 
 particularly Japanese religion even into  contemporary times, 
although the arrival of Buddhism in Japan helped transform 
Shinto, inspiring the establishment of its own priesthood and 
temples.   

  The Link with China 

 By the middle of the sixth century (offi  cially in 552) 
 Buddhism had reached Japan from Korea, although the 
Japanese were aware of it through their continued close 
contact with Korea. Buddhism was at fi rst opposed by 
many Japanese as an alien religion, but was championed by 
the Soga uji, which vanquished many of its rival uji in a war 
over the succession in 587 and then established  Buddhism 
at the Yamato court, where it seems to have appealed to 
many as a powerful new magic. As in the Korean kingdoms, 
Buddhism served as a vehicle for Chinese infl uence, and 
Japanese began to adopt many aspects of Chinese civili-
zation, in a move that was over the next two centuries to 
transform the country. Th e rise of the Sui dynasty in China 
and the subsequent reunifi cation under the Tang off ered a 
powerful model, just when the old uji system and its clan-
based values and limited organizational force or control 
over even local areas was proving inadequate to the needs 
of an emerging state. 

 With the Soga dominant at the Yamato court, this 
process was accelerated. It is noteworthy that the Soga 
chief installed his niece on the throne, and appointed her 

increase agricultural productivity still more, and with it 
population totals, giving the Japanese a further advantage 
in their contest with the Ainu, who were in any case tech-
nologically less developed. Japanese pottery improved in 
the tomb period beyond the Yayoi stage, and in particular 
was more thoroughly fi red and hence more practical for 
everyday use. Close interaction continued with Korea, and 
in a genealogical list of 815  c.e.  over a third of the Japanese 
nobility claimed Korean descent, clearly considering this 
a mark of superiority. Many Korean artisans, metallur-
gists, other technologists, and scribes (the Japanese were 
still preliterate) lived in Japan, as well as Korean nobles and 
perhaps even rulers. Th ere were also invasions and raids 
in both directions, until by about 400 such violent inter-
actions faded. By this time, Chinese accounts and various 
Japanese traditions begin to coincide factually and on at 
least rough dates, although true Japanese historical records 
in any detail do not begin for another 400 years, aft er the 
time of the mythical and mixed accounts given in the  Kojiki  
and  Nihongi  in the early eighth century.  

  Th e Uji 
 Th e Japan we can begin to see somewhat more clearly by 
the fi ft h century, long aft er the fall of the Han, was still a 
tribal society, divided into a number of clans called  uji , each 
of which was ruled by hereditary chiefs and worshipped the 
clan’s ancestor. Th e lower orders were farmers, fi shermen, 
potters, and some who seem to have been diviners, although 
we do not know how many by this time were women. Some 
uji expanded at the expense of others, but in any case they 
were the hundred “countries” referred to in the Chinese 
accounts. Th e Yamato state seems to have emerged as a con-
solidation of various uji groups in the area, headed by the 
Yamato uji, although it may be a bit inaccurate to refer to it 
as a “state,” despite its continued conquest or absorption of 
other uji clans. Headmen were appointed for each, eventu-
ally called government ministers. Already there had begun 
the depiction of the ruler, later the emperor, as descend-
ing from the sun goddess Amaterasu and, hence, himself 
divine. 

 Both uji and Yamato rulers combined religious and 
political functions, as did the Chinese emperor. Th e Chi-
nese emperors, however, never claimed divinity but acted 
merely as the performers of state rituals while serving over-
whelmingly a political function, a sort of temporal head of 
Confucianism that was itself a very this-worldly aff air. Th e 
early Japanese rulers also served in eff ect as priests and 
were very active in building or recognizing and ranking a 
great number of local shrines to Amaterasu. Th is had by 
now merged with early Japanese animism, the worship of 
nature and natural forces. Such worship is characteristic of 
all early societies everywhere, but in Japan it was retained, 
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Kamatari, began a major movement of reform designed 
to sweep away what remained of earlier forms of govern-
ment and to replace them on a wholesale basis with Chi-
nese forms, assisted by returnees from earlier embassies to 
China. To aid this restructuring, which is called the Taika 
Reforms, fi ve more embassies were sent to China between 
653 and 669. 

  Taika , meaning “great change” in Japanese, was 
adopted as the name of the new period of Chinese style 
and was decreed as having begun with the success of the 
rebels against Soga in 645. One of the fi rst great changes 
was the laying out of a new capital on the Chinese model 
at Naniwa (now within the modern city of Osaka), com-
plete with government ministries and on a checkerboard 
pattern but without walls such as surrounded Chinese 
cities. A census was carried out in 670 (although the 
population totals it reported are not clear), and on that 
basis a Chinese form of taxation was established. A 
 Chinese-style law code was issued, and eff orts were made 
to impose a uniform centralized rule. Not long thereaft er, 
following the death of Tenchi, the capital was moved in 
710 to Nara, farther from the sea  (see the map on page 156) , 

nephew, Prince Shotoku, as regent. It was more common 
in East Asian history for a woman to take power as regent 
for a younger male relative. Unlike in China, Japanese 
historians tend to treat most of these women well. In 604 
Shotoku issued a document later dubbed the “Seventeen 
Article Constitution,” which promoted the supremacy of 
the ruler, the establishment of an offi  cialdom on the Chi-
nese pattern, based on ability, the central power of gov-
ernment, and a set of court ranks for offi  cials. Shotoku’s 
“constitution” also decreed reverence for Buddhism by 
all Japanese, but at the same time praised Confucian 
virtues, a combination that was to endure in Japan into 
modern times. Th e hereditary ranks of the uji were slowly 
replaced by the new offi  cial ranks as the chief marks of 
status. Th ese new designations were divided into senior, 
junior, upper, and lower groups (in keeping with the Jap-
anese passion for graded hierarchy), altogether making 
some 26 divisions. 

 Shotoku was the fi rst Japanese ruler to send large-scale 
offi  cial embassies to China—in 607, 608, and again in 614—
although some had been sent in earlier centuries. Later 
these became still larger and, by the next century, included 
fi ve or six hundred men in four ships, which by that time, 
as a result of friction with Korea and civil war there, had 
to go by sea, some 500 miles of open ocean on which there 
were many founderings and shipwrecks. Despite the risks, 
the Japanese were determined to tap the riches of Chi-
nese civilization at their source and to bring back to Japan 
everything they could learn or transplant. Students, schol-
ars, and Buddhist monks rather than traders were the 
dominant members of these embassies, and their numbers 
included even painters and musicians. Japanese rulers also 
recognized that the Confucian system had the potential to 
strengthen the throne. Th e missions generally lasted for one 
year, but many men stayed on for another year or more and 
returned to Japan with later returning embassies. Over time 
this constituted one of the greatest transfers of culture in 
world history, with the added distinction that it was all by 
offi  cial plan and management.    

  Taika, Nara, and Heian 
 Aft er Prince Shotoku died (in or about 622), the surviving 
uji head provoked a revolt in 645 against the high-handed 
administration of the Soga and their aggressive promo-
tion of Buddhism, which was resented by many who saw 
it as an alien rival to Shinto. Th e victorious rebels installed 
a new “emperor,” Tenchi (then a youth), supported and 
advised by a rising aristocrat who took the new  family 
name of Fujiwara (formerly Nakatomi). Th eir leader, 
 Fujiwara Kamatari, was to found a long line of nobility 
that would play a major role at the Japanese court for many 
subsequent centuries. Th e two allies, Tenchi and Fujiwara 

       Japanese Prince Shotoku standing with two women, from an 
ancient Japanese painting.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  
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been important in the past but which now clashed with 
Confucian notions and Chinese precedents. Th ere was one 
reigning empress, who favored Buddhism, like the Tang 
empress Wu a century or less earlier, and during her reign 
a Buddhist monk who had infl uence with her tried to take 
over the throne. Th is may have prejudiced people against 
her, but, in any case, on the death of the empress in 770 the 
monk was exiled and no female rulers appeared again in 
subsequent Japanese history. 

 In other respects the Japanese altered the Chinese model 
of government wherever they saw it as necessary to fi t 
Japan’s quite diff erent society and its far smaller size. Once 
again the entire area occupied by the Japanese was divided 
into provinces and districts, although the provinces were 
far smaller than in China. As in the Tang, there was a Grand 
Council of State, and below it eight (rather than six) min-
istries or boards, including one to supervise the imperial 
household and another in charge of the Shinto cult and its 
many shrines. At the court in Heian there was an eff ort to 
replicate the behavior and rituals of the Tang court, includ-
ing its court music and dance forms, long since gone in 
China but still preserved in unchanged form at the Japa-
nese court even now. One of the fascinations of Japan lies in 
its transplantation and preservation of a great deal of Tang 
culture, including its architecture and even the famous 
“Japanese” tea ceremony, taken lock, stock, and barrel from 
Tang China at this period, complete with the rather bitter 
and sludgy green tea, the beautiful bowls, and the elabo-
rate ritual around which it is built. It was further developed 
and formalized in the fi ft eenth century under the Ashikaga 
shogunate. In these and many other respects, anyone who 
wants to get a glimpse of what Tang China was like must go 
to Japan.    

 Offi  cials at the local level in Heian times, and for a long 
time thereaft er, were not, as in China, imperially appointed 
magistrates but local leaders, comparable to headmen. 
 Nevertheless land was thought to belong to the  central state, 
and peasants paid taxes based on the land they  controlled, 
primarily in the form of rice but also in  textiles (where 
they could be produced), and in corvée labor. Th e heredi-
tary aristocracy dominated the local areas and  provided 
troops as needed: themselves with their weapons and, later, 
horses, and their retainers or followers. Otherwise, it was a 
 Chinese-style system, although it seems likely that much of 
it was on paper rather than followed in practice. It would 
not be reasonable to expect that such sweeping changes 
could be carried out overnight, or that the  Chinese model 
could be made to fi t Japan in every respect. Although the 
power of the central state clearly did increase, at the local 
level it seems likely that much of the earlier uji values, 
forms, and social organization persisted and were only 
slowly absorbed into the new state. 

known at the time as Heijo, farther north on the Yamato 
Plain. Th e law code had been reissued with some changes 
in 702, and for the next 75 years, while Nara remained 
the capital, there were even greater eff orts to replicate the 
Chinese pattern. 

 Nara was built as a direct copy of Chang’an, the Tang 
capital, and was the fi rst real city in Japan. It was laid out 
on the same checkerboard pattern as Chang’an but was 
about a quarter of its size, though it included an impe-
rial palace facing south and many large Buddhist temples. 
Here, too, there were no walls, as at Naniwa, and even at 
this reduced size Nara’s plan was never fi lled in; about 
half of it was never built. Japan was still a small country, 
even tinier at that period before the spread of Japanese 
settlement and the apparatus of the state much beyond the 
Yamato area. Nara seems to have been dominated, both 
physically and politically, by its many Buddhist monaster-
ies and temples, some of which still remain. In 784 a new 
emperor, Kammu (r. 781–806), decided to move the capi-
tal from Nara, fi rst just a few miles northward, perhaps to 
escape the Buddhist domination of Nara, but in any case 
he promoted rival Buddhist sects. Th is location was not a 
success, and in 794 Kammu began the building of a new 
city called Heian (modern Kyoto) at the northern end of 
the plain just south of Lake Biwa. It was larger than Nara 
but on the same Chinese plan and also lacked walls. Th e 
original checkerboard layout is still apparent in modern 
Kyoto, which remained the capital of Japan and the seat of 
the emperor until 1868. 

 Th e emperor’s role was modeled on that in China, a 
fi gure who combined all power over a centralized state. 
He had been given a Chinese-style title from the time of 
Prince Shotoku:  Tenno  (“heavenly ruler,” like the “son of 
Heaven” in China). In fact the Japanese emperor, at least 
aft er Kammu’s time (he seems to have been a forceful 
person), played mainly a ceremonial and symbolic role, 
as he still does. Th is was partly because, as a divinity, he 
could not be expected to involve himself in the rough and 
tumble of everyday politics, but primarily because real 
power came increasingly to be wielded by great aristocratic 
families at court. Th e Fujiwara family probably could have 
overthrown the emperor, but chose to exercise infl uence 
in other ways, preserving the powers that emanated from 
the allegedly unbroken imperial line of descent. Th ere was 
no notion of a mandate of Heaven in Japan, no matter how 
much Confucian infl uence seeped in. Th e emperors were 
also busy with their ritual function as the head fi gure of 
the Shinto cult, and perhaps in keeping with their exalted 
position far above the noise and dust of  realpolitik , most 
of them came to retire early. One of the consequences of 
the Sinicization of Japan, especially in its political forms, 
was the end of female power and rulers, which had clearly 
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was not necessarily accompanied by any major improve-
ment in their economic well-being. And it would again 
be logical to assume that the old uji aristocracy did not 
abdicate all their former power and wealth. Th eir aristo-
cratic status continued to be recognized, as “outer” ranks, 
and they probably retained much of their wealth as well as 
their superior position over the peasantry. Since they no 
longer were the chief powers, however, they did not begin 
to match in their local areas the splendors of Heian and its 
sophisticated culture.  

  Chinese and Buddhist Art 
 Buddhism continued to act as a vehicle for Chinese cul-
ture, including Buddhist art. Th is gave a new opportunity 
for the expression of the Japanese artistic genius. Craft s-
men worked mainly in wood, where in China many had 
worked in stone, but because of the Japanese faithfulness 
in preservation (and because most images were housed 
in roofed temples) a great deal of the Buddhist art of this 
period still survives. Bronze and lacquer were other media 
used by the Japanese to perfection, as fi ne as anything in 
China or Korea and closely resembling these earlier forms, 
but already by Heian times distinctively Japanese. Th is is 
equally true of architecture, both in palaces and in temples. 
Here too one can see still preserved many buildings in the 
Tang style built in the seventh and eighth centuries, includ-
ing the temple and monastery complex begun by Prince 
Shotoku at Horyuji not far from Nara and then rebuilt a 
few decades later, probably the oldest wooden buildings in 
the world and as close as one can get to Tang period archi-
tecture. Inside the buildings are Buddhist images and wall 
paintings from this period that are an aesthetic treat. Only 
a little later in age is the great Todaiji temple at Nara itself, 
built to ensure good fortune for the new imperial state and 

 Th e regular fl ow of tax revenues strengthened the central 
government, and between the late eighth and early ninth 
century its control expanded to encompass all of Kyushu 
and pushed Japanese control eastward and northward 
against the Ainu, whose power was fi nally broken in north-
ern Honshu, although the area north of modern Tokyo was 
eff ectively settled by Japanese only slowly. Th ey had begun 
their occupation in northern Kyushu, almost semitropical, 
and northern Honshu was cold and snowy. Japanese culture 
had adjusted to a mild winter climate and hot summers: 
houses that could be easily opened to breezes, minimal 
heating, and loose-fi tting clothing; it is possible that some 
elements in the population had come originally from tropi-
cal or subtropical southern China, and southern Kyushu 
was truly subtropical. 

 In Nara and Heian times, despite the growth of the 
central state, Japan was still not only small but also poor, 
especially by comparison with China, and with a basic agrar-
ian and fi shing economy. Th e elegant court life of Heian, 
which is what we know most about because it was literate, 
is far from representative of the way most people lived. As 
in Korea, barter was still the principal basis of trade, such 
as it was, and government issue of copper coins in 708, in 
imitation of the Chinese model, made little impact. One of 
the chief achievements of the Tang and subsequent dynas-
ties, the bureaucracy based on merit as measured by the 
imperial examinations, was briefl y toyed with, but all offi  -
cial posts and all political power, even at the lower levels, 
remained with the hereditary aristocracy. As in Korea and 
China, a government university was established, but rather 
than off ering education as a means of social mobility it 
educated only the sons of the court nobility. Peasants do 
seem to have escaped from the serfdom of the uji system 
and became taxpayers to the central government, but this 

       Th e tea ceremony is the ceremonial form of 
serving tea according to strict rules that regulate 
the manner in which tea is prepared and drunk. 
Although this is a modern photograph, the tea 
ceremony dates originally from the late eighth 
century.      (Hemis.fr/SuperStock)  
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in Japan as it had in China. Kobo founded a monas-
tery on Mt. Koya, near Nara, most of which still exists 
and is a reminder of the grand scale of Buddhist build-
ing in that period. Many stories and myths were gener-
ated about Kobo and his wanderings and achievements, 
and he became a popular religious hero. In 805 the Tendai 
(Tiantai in Chinese) sect was brought to Japan by another 
returning monk, Dengyo Daishi, who established the 
sect’s headquarters in the mountains northeast of Kyoto 
at Enryakuji, near the top of Mt. Hiei, where one can 
still visit the extensive area and buildings, although none 
date from this period in their present form. Tendai was 
a highly eclectic faith, taking elements from many sects 
as well as echoes of Daoism and even Hinduism, which 
were reconciled by the simple and easy assertion that 
each belonged to diff erent levels of truth, or as the Hindus 
later put it, “Th ere are many ways to moksha (nirvana).” 
A later Enryakuji abbot was the monk Ennin, who went 
to China and whose travel diary is such a rich source on 
Tang China. Tendai became the dominant sect in Japan in 
part because Ennin combined its teachings with those of 
the more esoteric Shingon sect. 

 Th e coming of Buddhism accelerated the spread and 
use of Chinese characters, not only for Buddhist texts 
but for other purposes as well. Along with the characters, 
though most were given a Japanese sound, came many 
thousands of Chinese words, which remain in the lan-
guage still. Some of them, such as the word for “three”—
 san  in both languages—are quite straightforward; others 
are less directly equivalent but easily recognizable. To 
begin with, as in Korea, Japanese used Chinese characters 
for all their writing, and produced an extensive literature 
in Chinese, foreign and diffi  cult language though it was. 
Th is of course put a premium on education, which was 
virtually equated with knowledge of Chinese, and further 
strengthened the position of the upper classes, the only 
people who had the time and education to master it. Th e 
adoption of characters, along with so much of the rest of 
Chinese culture, also stimulated the fi rst Japanese writ-
ing of history, beginning with the  Kojiki  in 712. It was a 
mark of respectability and civilization to keep records, as 
the Chinese did, and to compile accounts of the past. Th e 
 Nihongi  in 720 was followed in the ninth century by fi ve 
further histories on the Chinese model. Th e Japanese also 
began in the eighth century to produce equivalents of the 
Chinese local gazetteers called  fudoki , accounts of local 
geography, history, economy, legends, politics, and nota-
ble features. As in China, calligraphy was regarded as the 
highest form of art and as the mark of an educated per-
son. Poetry and prose were written both in characters and 
in Japanese phonetic syllables (kana), derived from sim-
plifi ed versions of Chinese characters. Another echo of 

imperial and aristocratic families. Subsequent emperors 
were patrons of Buddhism and endowed many temples and 
monasteries and ordered the mass printing of Buddhist 
charms. Inside the Todaiji is an enormous bronze fi gure 
of the Buddha dedicated in 752, still one of the largest in 
the world. A nearby storehouse ( Shosoin ) contains imperial 
treasures from the eighth century: rugs, paintings, screens, 
weapons, and musical instruments, many of them imported 
from Tang China.  

  Buddhism and Literacy 
 By the ninth century Buddhism, promoted by the court, 
had spread throughout Japan and tombs were no longer 
built. Following Buddhist and Indian practice, Japanese 
began to burn their dead (a custom that would horrify 
Confucians), although the ashes oft en were given a burial 
or an enshrinement in an urn. Diet gradually became veg-
etarian, in keeping with Buddhist ideas against the taking 
of life, although fi sh continued to be eaten and provided a 
vital source of protein. Since practically all of the Japanese 
population lived near the sea on the narrow coastal plain, 
fi sh were widely available, either fresh or dried and salted, 
as was dried seaweed, which continues to be an important 
element in Japanese food. Th e few who lived in the moun-
tains oft en could not obtain, or aff ord, fi sh, and probably 
continued to eat some local game; birds were referred to as 
“mountain fi sh,” but for the most part the mountain peo-
ple, too, observed the Buddhist ban on meat. Japan was, 
in any case, very mountainous and lacking pasture land or 
surplus grain or fodder for animals. Buddhism off ered, as 
Shinto did not, doctrines on the aft erlife, text-based ritu-
als and theology, the promise of salvation, and an empha-
sis (in this Mahayana version imported from China and 
Korea) on good works as the means of acquiring merit and 
thus increasing one’s chances of higher status in the next 
life. Shinto cults were tolerated and came to be regarded as 
minor and local versions of Buddhist deities. Th e sun god-
dess, Amaterasu, was eventually identifi ed as Vairocana, 
the universal Buddha, and she is the one represented in 
the large bronze fi gure in the Todaiji. Since Shinto had 
no theology and little in the way of doctrine, it off ered no 
real contest for Buddhism, and most Japanese continued to 
follow both, a little like the persistence of Daoism in China 
in the face of both Confucianism and Buddhism. Indeed, 
Daoism and Shinto had much in common, especially in 
their admiration of nature and their feeling about it as the 
best guide for human existence. 

 Japanese monks returning from visits to China brought 
with them many of the Buddhist sects that had arisen 
there. Th e Shingon (Zhenyan in Chinese) sect, brought to 
Japan in 806 by the monk Kobo Daishi, used magic for-
mulas and incantations, which had a broad mass appeal 
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themselves. Estate owners began to assert their virtual 
independence from the central government, declaring 
themselves immune to government inspection or jurisdic-
tion. Th e shoen were not large single blocks of land like the 
European manor but oft en discrete pieces of farmland that 
might be scattered around a wider area while being run as 
a unit, and almost always under the ownership of an aris-
tocratic family, with court patronage and protection. Th ey 
in turn hired local managers but left  the job of farming to 
small peasant farmers and workers attached to them. One 
interesting aspect of this system is its provision for income 
from the estate and inheritance of it to go to women as well 
as to men. Women could also inherit land, and they were 
important in marriage politics. A daughter who was intel-
ligent, refi ned, and lovely could greatly enhance a family’s 
position. Perhaps this refl ected the decline of the Chinese-
style state, its imposition of Chinese social forms, and thus 
the reversion in this period to something closer to the 
original Japanese patterns. 

 Over time the shoen came to occupy the great bulk of 
the agricultural land; although most were not very large, 
there were thousands of them and they dominated not 
only the landscape but also the entire society and polity, 
as their owners became the chief local and even regional 
powers. Even in the remaining state-owned lands, perhaps 
about half of the total, aristocrats who served there as offi  -
cials became in many ways similar to the shoen owners, 
and in time their positions also became hereditary. By the 
twelft h century, Japan was falling apart in terms of eff ec-
tive central rule. All of this refl ected the declining power 
of the central state, although its power had never been very 
eff ective outside the immediate capital area. As time went 
on, more and more power was exercised primarily by the 
great aristocratic families and by the large Buddhist mon-
asteries, both in the capital area and in the provinces. Th e 
emperor increasingly became a fi gurehead, as he was to be 
for nearly all the rest of Japanese history. In this longish 
period the Fujiwara family dominated court politics and, 
in 901, even exiled to Kyushu an emperor who had dared 
to appoint an offi  cial of whom they disapproved. In 1069 
another emperor attempted to establish a land records 
offi  ce with the aim of confi scating estates that had come 
into being in the preceding 20 years, but the Fujiwara 
blocked this obviously overdue eff ort at reform. Another 
emperor, Shirakawa, was somewhat more successful in 
challenging the Fujiwara aft er he formally retired in 1086 
by working through lesser and non-Fujiwara aristocrats. 
But by his time the central government had been fatally 
weakened, in large part because it had lost most of its 
 earlier revenues. The Fujiwara were split into factions 
and there was widespread general violence, even in the 
capital itself.         

China was the development of short poems, mainly about 
nature and its refl ection in human aff airs, or lack thereof, 
much like many of the Chinese originals. Th is short form 
in the Heian period was called  tanka , and in a later ver-
sion is perhaps the form of Japanese literature best known 
in the West, the  haiku . 

 Th e Heian period is usually dated as running from 
794 to 1185, and, even more than the briefer Nara period 
before it, saw a new fl ood of Chinese infl uence that remade 
most of at least the upper levels of society and many of the 
forms of government. But with the last century of the Tang, 
China was falling into chaos, and the glories of Chang’an 
were no longer so attractive a model. At the same time, 
the very diff erent Japanese circumstances and traditional 
forms began to reassert themselves. Embassies to China 
were discontinued; although individual monks and trad-
ers continued to go in smaller numbers, China was no lon-
ger a magnet. Within Japan, the political system founded 
so squarely on Chinese lines began to encounter the same 
problems as the Chinese original had done as each dynasty 
grew old in offi  ce. 

 Th e Heian aristocracy included the descendants of uji 
rulers with their large landholdings, and the new or higher 
aristocracy oft en were given land grants in recognition of 
their rank or special services. Much land was also granted 
to Buddhist monasteries and the major Shinto shrines. 
Th ese paid no taxes, and many of the aristocracy managed 
to avoid or at least to minimize them. With the slow rise in 
population (we have no accurate numbers for this period), 
much new land, which had to be cleared and then drained 
or irrigated, was opened for rice cultivation. Some of the 
land was reclaimed from the sea or from lakes, but it all 
cost money. Th e court encouraged this, reasonably enough, 
and allowed those who brought new land into cultivation 
to keep it under their ownership, at fi rst for one genera-
tion but soon thereaft er on a permanent basis. Th e only 
groups who could aff ord the heavy expense of the original 
development were of course the small upper classes, and 
so there developed a situation very like that in the declin-
ing years of most Chinese dynasties: more and more land 
slipping off  the tax rolls and becoming concentrated in the 
hands of the rich.  

  Th e Shoen System 
 Th e growing concentration of land in the hands of the 
rich fi t the long-established patterns of Japanese society, 
dominated by a small hereditary aristocracy that held all 
power as well as most wealth. Private estates ( shoen ) began 
to emerge, which more and more acquired some of the 
aspects of small local states. Powerful families at court, 
like the Fujiwara, patronized and protected the shoen 
ruling families, and in some cases became estate owners 
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their estates, pursued an exaggerated form of the Chinese 
elite lifestyle, composing classical-style poems at wine 
 parties and taking enormous pains with their refi ned 
 manners  (li)  and their clothing, which was suited to each 
formal or ritual occasion. 

 Clothing off ered an opportunity for the characteristi-
cally Japanese aesthetic sensitivity, with its combinations 
of colors and textures. By all odds the most famous of the 
literary works of this period is  Th e Tale of Genji , written by 
a court lady, Murasaki Shikibu. In it there are many scenes 
in which clothing is described in loving detail, and in one 
such scene a high-born lady is sighted in her carriage. She 
casually but artfully shows a bit of her forearm on the sill of 
the carriage window; the successive layers of her clothing 
thus revealed are noted instantly by the gentlemen who are 
watching, who comment on the superb taste displayed by 
the combinations of texture and color in this tiny sample 
and conclude that this is indeed a lady worth knowing and 
worth conquering. Much of the  Genji , and other literature 
of the time, deals with amorous aff airs among the court 
aristocrats, in a setting where such dalliance was clearly 
acceptable socially. Adultery was, however, not acceptable 
for women, as it was for men. 

 Most of the surviving literary output from this period 
is in fact the work of female authors. In addition to Lady 
Murasaki, there were a number of other court ladies who 
wrote both poetry and prose. Probably the best known 

  Heian Culture 

 Despite political disintegration, economic and cultural 
development in Japan continued, as it did in China under 
similar circumstances. Th e political scene in both coun-
tries was only one aspect of society, and in both a relatively 
superfi cial one. Even in the chaotic centuries aft er the fall 
of the Han, Chinese culture and economic and technologi-
cal growth continued. In Japan, the shoen system was per-
haps in fact more conducive to regional development than 
the earlier eff ort at central control had been, and clearly it 
was based in and tended to further the interests of local 
areas, including those far from the capital. It was in this 
period, between the ninth and twelft h centuries, that the 
plains area around what was to become modern Tokyo 
was eff ectively occupied and put to use for an increasingly 
intensive agricultural system. Honshu farther north, the 
area later known as Tohoku, was fi rst fi lled in by Japanese 
settlement and made productive where it could be, produc-
ing a great deal of local wealth in the hands of aristocratic 
families, including branches of the Fujiwara. At the same 
time, the Chinese cultural model spread from the capi-
tal at Heian, where it had been cultivated like a hothouse 
plant, to the rest of Japan. Heian court culture became even 
more refi ned, centering on intellectual and aesthetic self-
cultivation in the Chinese mode. Court nobles, who by 
now had no real political role but did have income from 

       Left : Portrait of Murasaki Shikibu, c. 978–1014. Right: Painting of a Japanese Samurai 
in the armor of the Heian period. Both illustrate the clothing of the Heian period.      
(Left : Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY; Right: Th e Granger Collection, New York)  
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 Murasaki Shikibu (Lady Murasaki) 

 Lady Murasaki’s birth date is not known precisely, 
though it was probably about 978  C.E. , and we are also 
unsure of the date of her death, probably about 1015  C.E.  
We do not know her real name, since in Heian Japan it 
was considered improper to record the personal names 
of aristocratic women outside the imperial family. It is 
known that she came from a junior branch of the great 
Fujiwara clan, and that her father was a provincial gov-
ernor. The name Murasaki may derive from that of a 
major figure in her novel,  The Tale of Genji , or from its 
meaning of “purple,” a pun on the  Fuji  of Fujiwara, 
which means “wisteria.” “Shikibu” refers only to an 
 office held by her father. 

 Lady Murasaki’s journal is our only source of informa-
tion about her life. It is casual about dates, but records 
that she was a highly precocious child and became liter-
ate early: 

  When my brother, Secretary at the Ministry of 
 Ceremonial, was a young boy learning the  Chinese 
classics, I was in the habit of listening with him and 
I became unusually proficient at  understanding 
those passages that he found too difficult to grasp 
and memorize. Father, a most learned man, was al-
ways regretting the fact: ‘Just my luck!’ he would 
say. ‘What a pity she was not born a man!’ But then 
I gradually realized that  people were  saying ‘It’s bad 
enough when a man flaunts his Chinese learning; 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

she will come to no good,’ and since then I have 
avoided writing the simplest character.  1      

 But she acquired a wide knowledge of both Chinese 
and Japanese works and also became a talented calligra-
pher, painter, and musician, achievements suitable to an 
aristocratic girl. At about age 21 she was married to a 
much older man, a distant Fujiwara cousin, and bore a 
daughter. The next year her husband died, and in her 
grief she considered becoming a Buddhist nun but 
turned instead to reflection on the problem of human 
happiness, especially for women. Around that time, 
approximately the year 1001, she began work on her 
 masterpiece,  The Tale of Genji , which was probably nearly 
finished when, some six years later, she became a lady-in-
waiting at the imperial court. 

 Like the  Genji , her journal describes the refined and 
colorful life at court, as well as its less glamorous aspects 
of rivalries and intrigues. Both are the subject of her great 
novel, which combines a romantic as well as psychologi-
cal approach with realistic detail and subtle insight into 
human behavior. It is still praised as the chief master-
piece of all Japanese literature. Her people are real 
despite the highly mannered world in which they lived, 
and through her journal we also have a picture of her as 
an extraordinarily alive, imaginative, and even compel-
ling person. A collection of her poems has also survived 
and further mark her as an accomplished stylist. 

  Genji  deals with the life of a prince and his seemingly 
endless affairs with various court ladies, including careful 
attention to the details of manners, dress, and court 
politics—not perhaps the most rewarding of subjects, but 
in the author’s hands they become so. Although the hero 
is idealized, this is far more than a conventional romantic 
tale, including the subtle portrayal of Genji as he grows 
older and the depiction of the pain his promiscuity causes 
many of his lovers. Toward the end of her own journal, 
Lady Murasaki gives us a candid glimpse of herself: People 
think, she wrote, that “[I am] pretentious, awkward, diffi-
cult to approach, prickly, too fond of [my] tales, haughty, 
prone to versifying, disdainful, cantankerous and scornful; 
but when you get to meet [me], [I am] strangely meek, a 
completely different person altogether!.”  2   Perhaps she was 
all these things. But whatever her personal character, she 
was a gifted and inspired writer.   

of them is Lady Sei Shonagon, whose  Pillow Book , writ-
ten about 1000  c.e. , is a collection of comments on court 
life, by turns witty and caustic. Several other court women 
wrote novels, and most of them kept diaries, in which they 
included poems that refl ect on the changing moods of the 
seasons and on the foibles of humanity. Court ladies were 
apparently less conventional than the men and freer to 
express themselves. Th e absence of harems and of exten-
sive concubinage in Japan also left  them a wider scope than 
in China. It is indeed remarkable that women writers dom-
inated the literary output of Heian Japan, but this provides 
little clue to the more general status of women outside the 
exalted circles of court life. Th e aristocratic women who 
lived there generally were idle otherwise but were highly 
educated, unlike women in the rest of Japanese society, 
a kind of rarifi ed and small inner group. Nevertheless, 
their output is impressive and their literary prominence is 
unmatched by any premodern society anywhere.  

  Art and Gardens 
 During the Heian, or Fujiwara, period, from 794 to 1185, the 
graphic arts continued to follow a more clearly Chinese path, 
including the prominence of calligraphy and the painting 
of scrolls and many-paneled screens ( shoji ). But Japanese 
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as plants and trees are replaced over time, but garden styles 
change too, and what we can see of Chinese gardens now 
makes them look quite diff erent from  contemporary 
 Japanese gardens, although one can certainly see the 
 connection, including the oft en purposeful retention of 
a dead tree, partly to complete the picture of nature and 
partly to serve as a contrast to the living forms. Th e gardens 
 originally laid out in the Song dynasty in the city of Suzhou 
west of Shanghai have probably been preserved closer to 
their original form than other Chinese gardens, although 
doubtless there have been changes there, too. In the Suzhou 
gardens, grouped around a pond and with many open 
pavilions and galleries for viewing at diff erent seasons, one 
is much closer to the modern Japanese garden style, and 
indeed it is possible that much of the latter was originally 
based on the Song rather than the Tang model, about which 
we unfortunately know very little and of which there are no 
surviving examples except for a few plantings or preserved 
growth around temples. But it is in China that one must 
look for the sources of this, like so many aspects of  Japanese 
 culture, which we tend to think of now as particularly 
 Japanese. Th e Japanese have indeed made it their own, like 
their graphic arts, ceramics, literary and political forms, the 
institution of the emperor, the writing of history, even the tea  
ceremony, all taken directly from China and woven into 
Japanese culture, although in each case (some more than 
others) these imports were refashioned to suit Japanese 
tastes and circumstances.  

  Kana and Monastic Armies 
 One of the early assertions or expressions of separate 
 Japanese identity was the development of a system of pho-
netic symbols to transcribe the sounds of the Japanese 

art had already begun to distinguish itself from its original 
Chinese model with its greater attention to simple line draw-
ing of fl at surfaces, oft en telling a story. Palace architecture 
became less massive than the earlier copies of Tang palaces 
had been, lighter and with more open pavilions, now usually 
set in artfully re-created “natural” surroundings of carefully 
designed ponds, gardens, and trees that greatly enhance the 
buildings’ appeal and express the particular Japanese appre-
ciation of nature. We know little of domestic architecture at 
this period, but the emphasis on openness apparent in Heian 
temple and palace architecture already suggests the later evo-
lution of the traditional Japanese house, with its sliding pan-
els that could be opened to the summer breezes and to reveal 
a garden and/or pond, sometimes very small but designed 
as a microcosm of the greater natural world. Th at is perhaps 
a good example of the Japanese adaptation of an originally 
Chinese style, as is the Japanese garden. Th e Japanese are 
justly famous as gardeners, but nearly all the plants used 
were originally developed in China, including what became 
the imperial fl ower, chrysanthemum, the showy tree peonies 
that the Japanese, like the Chinese, loved to paint, camellias, 
fl owering fruit trees, and many others. Even the Japanese art 
of  bonsai , the artifi cial dwarfi ng of trees and shrubs grown 
in pots or tubs through careful and repeated pruning, was 
originally Chinese; the intent of course was to keep these 
microcosms of nature down to manageable size so that they 
could decorate living space or a tiny garden and still serve as 
reminders, miniaturized samples of a larger world, like the 
Japanese garden as a whole.    

 Th e garden style of Japan, where carefully placed trees 
and shrubs rather than tended fl ower beds dominate and 
are usually grouped around a pond, was originally derived 
from Tang China. Gardens of course are always changing 

       Traditional Japanese stone garden, Ryoanji Temple, 
Kyoto.      (SuperStock/Alamy)  
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they had originally guarded for court-based families or had 
acquired through patronage. Some of these armies, together 
with the new group of warriors called  samurai , a hereditary 
aristocratic group who were both educated and trained in 
the arts of war—“gentlemen warriors,” as they have been 
called—had developed out of the frontier wars as Japanese 
settlement spread north beyond the Yamato area. Monastic 
armies also sometimes intervened in factional confl icts and, 
thus, became power brokers. By the end of the Heian period, 
contending armies dominated politics. Th e new rising class 
of warriors were called  bushi , from which is derived  bushido , 
“the way of the warrior,” which became a dominant code 
stressing bravery, indiff erence to pain and exhaustion, and 
determination to win against all odds.   

  Pressures on 

the Environment 

 As in China, decay at the center did not necessarily mean 
that the country as a whole suff ered economically, although 
the rise in violence and disorder was certainly harmful or 
fatal to many. We have no real population fi gures for this 
period, but by 1000  c.e.  the total population is estimated to 
have been about 5 million. Th is represents a considerable 
increase from the even rougher estimate of about 2 million 
or perhaps a bit more as of about 550  c.e.  and indicates that 
cultivation was spreading over larger areas. As mentioned 
earlier, the soils of Japan are mainly thin and poor and are 
easily eroded. Eff orts at fertilization seem to have been 
limited largely to the use of green manure—leaves, grass, 
weeds, and branches cut in the surrounding woodlands. 
Th e use of human manure, or night soil, seems not to have 
begun until later (although this is unclear), but the inten-
siveness of farming, especially the spreading use of con-
trolled irrigation, certainly contributed to steady increases 
in the total food supply, enough to feed the increase in pop-
ulation and perhaps a bit more. 

 Nevertheless, as population grew, pressures on the envi-
ronment increased. Th ese were most evident, and poten-
tially most serious, in the progressive cutting of the forests, 
primarily for building material but also to clear land for 
agriculture. Given the thin soils and steep slopes of Japan, 
good forest cover is essential to prevent or limit erosion and 
to prevent the siltation of irrigation systems on the limited 
area of lowlands. Th e infl ux of Chinese infl uences on a large 
scale, beginning in the eighth century, led to the building 
fi rst of Naniwa, then of Nara, and fi nally of Heian (Kyoto), 
which created an enormous new demand for wood, 
increased still further as the population rose and needed 
housing. At the same time, and even more in succeeding 

spoken language, unrelated to Chinese. Although Chi-
nese characters continued to be used, and are still used by 
educated Japanese, more and more texts came to be writ-
ten in this syllabary, known as  kana . At fi rst the Japanese 
sounds were in eff ect spelled out by using the characters’ 
phonetic sound, but during the ninth century, with the 
borrowing from Chinese civilization still at its height, the 
phonetic elements of Chinese characters were simplifi ed 
into a new set of symbols. Th is was relatively easy for Japa-
nese, even though it is not monosyllabic like Chinese, since 
each sound syllable is distinct and each is fully pronounced. 
Most poems came to be written in kana, since sound is 
such an important element of poetry, although in many 
other texts, and sometimes in poetry, kana was mixed with 
characters, as it still is, especially to write words borrowed 
from Chinese. Cumbersome as this sounds (and of course it 
meant learning both systems), it made writing much  easier 
and more authentically Japanese. Lady Sei Shonagon’s 
  Pillow Book  and Lady Murasaki’s  Tale of Genji  were both 
written primarily in kana because educated Japanese men 
wrote in Chinese. 

 As Buddhism spread more widely beyond court circles 
and merged with Shinto, Pure Land Buddhism, imported 
in the ninth century, became the most popular sect. Like 
the original message of the Buddha himself, it focused on 
the doctrine of rebirth and, hence, escape from what it 
asserted was a “degenerate age” into the Pure Land Paradise 
presided over by the Buddha Amida. It was, thus, a form of 
belief that had a wide appeal to the uneducated. At court, 
the more elaborate rituals of Tendai and Shingon remained 
favored. In Japan at large, great Buddhist monasteries grew 
up to rival those in the capital area, and the various sects 
became armed rivals. Th e monasteries drew revenues from 
the lands they owned and became powers that also rivaled 
the declining central state and the rising shoen. Many mon-
asteries developed armed bands, and then genuine armies, 
originally to protect their lands but later to engage in large-
scale warfare with rival sects and their armies. By the end 
of the eleventh century these nominally Buddhist armies 
became the major military powers in Japan and even threat-
ened the capital, a sad sequel to the teachings of the original 
Buddha and his doctrine of nonviolence. 

 Heian court culture was no doubt delightful, but its ele-
gance and refi nement were far removed from the real world 
of most of Japan. Th e Fujiwara had tried to hold the coun-
try together through links with other aristocratic families 
and through extensive patronage, but it is hardly surprising 
that in time this indirect means of control proved inade-
quate. Th e shoen and the Buddhist monasteries increasingly 
became the real powers, and some of the shoen were owned 
by families who also built up their own armies to rule lands 
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(except for shipbuilding purposes). As another indication of 
the growing scarcity of wood, the kind most favored for the 
thousands of large statues that adorned Buddhist temples 
had apparently become so scarce in the course of the eighth 
century that sculptors began to work instead in other less 
suitable woods. By the eleventh century, with the unavail-
ability of large logs, sculptors began to build their images 
out of separate pieces of wood joined together. 

 Successive emperors tried to control cutting and to keep 
peasants out of imperial woodland, as the shoen owners 
and the great monasteries tried to keep any but their own 
loggers or collectors out of their lands. It seems to have been 
realized that good forest cover was essential for the stability 
of rivers and streams. An imperial order of 821 declared as 
follows: 

  The fundamental principle for securing water is found 
in the combination of rivers and trees. The vegetation 
on mountains should always be lush.  3      

 As the chief center of political control moved north-
eastward, to Kamakura near Tokyo, some of the originally 
forested areas in and around the Yamato Plain did recover 
somewhat through natural regrowth, and Japan was saved 
the disastrous consequences of the deforestation that con-
tinued in China without a break. Japan’s mild, moist cli-
mate, where trees grow rapidly, was an important asset, 
ensuring that forests would recover when human pressures 
lessened. But the seemingly unbroken mantle of forest 
that covers Japan’s mountains today is the result primarily 
of determined conservation and reforestation programs 
undertaken since the late 1940s.  

  The Kamakura Period 

 Fujiwara rule ended in 1185, aft er a series of fi erce battles 
between two rival warrior lineages, the Taira and the 
Minamoto. Th at confl ict, known as the Genpei War, pro-
duced many romantic stories of sacrifi ce and heroic death. 
Th e victorious Minamoto clan set up a rival capital in its 
then frontier base at Kamakura (now a southern suburb of 
Tokyo). Th e refi ned court culture of Heian was now supple-
mented by a less cultivated but far more politically eff ective 
system based on military power and the security off ered by 
the emerging group of samurai. Th e samurai were not sim-
ply warriors but were educated hereditary aristocrats who 
eventually served as administrators as much as fi ghting 
men. Heian culture continued through them and through 
other educated aristocrats and in time infl uenced even 
Kamakura. But the rise of new noble families and their 
samurai armies led to the emergence of  Japanese feudal-
ism, a close parallel to that of medieval Europe but very 

centuries, the many very large Buddhist temples and mon-
astery complexes consumed cumulatively even larger 
amounts of wood. Th e use of iron tools aft er about 200 
 c.e.  sped the assault on the forests and also brought new 
demands for wood and charcoal for smelting. Th e begin-
nings of shipbuilding brought further uses for wood, but 
the major forest depredations were caused by the building 
of the two successive capitals at Nara and Heian and the 
Buddhist temples and monasteries. Since all building was 
done in wood, fi res were frequent and oft en uncontrolled 
and, hence, necessitated frequent rebuilding. 

 By the time of the building of Nara, accessible timber in 
the southwestern part of the Yamato area was largely gone 
and trees had to be hauled from relatively far away. In the 
eighth century, the rulers, now called emperors, thought 
it appropriate to build two capitals, one for the reigning 
emperor and another for the heir. Th e building of Heian, 
on a much larger scale than Nara, could draw on still largely 
untapped forests nearby to the northwest and around Lake 
Biwa. Hundreds of thousands of workers were employed 
in the construction and in the felling and hauling of tim-
bers. But for all the scale of building at Heian, Buddhist and 
Shinto construction was probably larger still, including the 
buildings at Horyuji, the Shinto shrine at Ise, and hundreds 
of others. Th e monumental scale of much of this construc-
tion ate deeply into remaining accessible forest stands, 
beginning with the building of the great Buddhist temple 
at Nara, the Todaiji. Like the palaces, most temples required 
frequent rebuilding as well as repair. By the tenth century, 
all of the accessible forests of and around the Yamato area 
had been cut, and inroads begun into mountainous areas 
despite the high costs of getting the trees to where they were 
needed. 

 One consequence of this diffi  culty was the development 
of a less extravagant form of building, including domes-
tic architecture, which emphasized open walls that could 
be closed by sliding screens covered with translucent rice 
paper. Some roofs began to be covered with tile instead of 
wood, far more durable and also fi re-resistant, although 
many roofs began to be made of bark. Floors were cov-
ered by rush or grass mats,  tatami , which could be laid 
over rough boards and which produced an attractive sur-
face as well as welcome insulation and a degree of springi-
ness, important since Japanese have always slept on the 
fl oor. Th is is of course the nature of the traditional Japanese 
house as one can still see it and as it is represented in art 
from the past. Houses also became smaller, and the build-
ing of large palaces largely came to an end in the course of 
the ninth century. 

 By the ninth century, timber for shipbuilding had become 
so scarce that an imperial order of 882 tried to prevent tree 
felling in the area where the most suitable ship timbers grew 
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In Heian times women were prominent at court, but that 
was only the tiniest fraction of the population. As the cen-
turies of fi ghting wore on, women were more and more 
reduced to a subservient role of caring for and supporting 
their husbands, whom they might only rarely see while 
they returned for brief visits from the wars. Th e situation 
in poorer, rural families could be quite diff erent, however, 
since women oft en worked in the fi elds alongside their 
husbands. 

 Despite Amaterasu, or the myth of Izanagi and Izanami, 
or the remarkable prominence of women writers during the 
Heian period, the rise of the warrior culture that followed 
the fall of Heian brought in a strongly male-dominant cul-
ture, with women reduced to an essentially subservient 
role, as wives and mothers. Th is brought with it also a heavy 
preference for sons, to carry on the family line, as in China, 
and the unfortunate spread of female infanticide with it. 
Literature and art came to be monopolized by men, and 
even women tended to extol the virtues of  bushido , the way 
of the warrior. Confucian values also encouraged the sub-
ordination of women. Trends in Korea were closely similar, 
and for similar reasons. In both countries women became 
largely an oppressed group.     

diff erent from the imperial civil bureaucracy and meritoc-
racy of China. 

 Th e emperor, still residing in Kyoto, became increasingly 
a fi gurehead, and real power rested with whoever could 
grasp and hold the offi  ce of  shogun , the emperor’s chief 
military commander and agent—fi rst the Fujiwara and 
then the Minamoto and other military clans. Th e shogun 
in turn presided over a feudal hierarchy of lords bound to 
him in loyalty assured by oaths, periodic homage, certain 
payments, and promises of military support. In return, the 
shogun confi rmed the nobles’ hereditary rights to their 
lands. As in medieval Europe, this was a symptom of lim-
ited central state power, an arrangement of mutual conve-
nience; but it was also inherently unstable as ambitious or 
upstart vassals sought to improve their positions or rebel 
against the shogun’s authority. Military power was now 
what counted, but it was seldom unifi ed under any single 
control for long. Each noble vassal maintained his own 
group of samurai and his own army; the martial virtues of 
bravery, endurance, and loyalty were stressed, but loyalty 
could not always be ensured, either to local lords or to sho-
guns. Th e patterns that emerged in the Kamakura shogu-
nate (1185–1333) were in many respects to dominate Japan 
until the nineteenth century. 

 In 1268 Kubilai Khan demanded the submission of 
the Japanese, and when his order was refused the Mon-
gols forced the recently conquered Koreans to build and 
man a fl eet for the invasion of Japan, where they arrived in 
1274. Soon aft er the fi rst landings, a great storm wrecked 
many of their ships and forced their withdrawal. Th e 
Japanese executed subsequent Mongol envoys, and in 
1281 a far larger expedition of both subject Koreans and 
 Chinese arrived, only to be swept away by an even greater 
storm, one of the late summer typhoons common along 
the coasts of East Asia. Th e Japanese attributed this dou-
ble deliverance to a “divine wind,” the  kamikaze . How-
ever, the costs of meeting the terrible Mongol threat 
and of the preparation that went on against a feared and 
expected third expedition drained Kamakura resources 
and diverted large numbers of people from productive 
occupations. With the weakening of Kamakura power, 
political divisions and open revolts multiplied. In 1333 an 
unusually active emperor, Go-Daigo, whom the dominant 
faction at Kamakura had tried to depose, gathered sup-
port and attracted dissidents from the crumbling Kamak-
ura structure. One of his commanders burned Kamakura 
and ended its power. But another of his supporters, from 
the rival Ashikaga clan, turned against him, put a diff er-
ent member of the imperial line on the throne, and in 1338 
had himself declared shogun.    

 Th e constant fi ghting in the age of the warrior aft er 
the collapse of Heian left  less and less place for women. 

       Samurai armor. Made by Myochin Muneharu in Japan in 
1859, this is a copy of armor from the Kamakura Period, 
1185–1333.      (V&A Images, London/Art Resource, NY)  
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 Chan ) was a contemplative and mystical approach that 
concentrated on eternal truth and self-cultivation rather 
than on the pointless turmoil of political life. Based on dis-
ciplined meditation and oneness with universal creation, 
Zen appealed nevertheless to the aristocratic warrior class 
of samurai; it also stressed unity with nature, a traditional 
Japanese interest. 

 Less detached but clearly related to a turning away from 
the dusty arenas of worldly strife, or as an alternative to 
them, was the further blossoming of temple and palace 
architecture. Buildings were consciously and ingeniously 
integrated with their peaceful natural settings; landscape 
gardening and nature painting, much of it in the Southern 
Song mode, also fl ourished. Th e literature of the period 
commented on the shift ing fortunes of politics and the 
foibles of those grasping for power or gloried in the simple 
beauty of nature and the joys of untroubled rural life. Th e 
shogunate patronized Zen, as it supported art and litera-
ture, thus continuing the Heian tradition. 

 Even more specifi cally Japanese was the Ashikaga evolu-
tion of the tea ceremony as a graceful, soothing, contempla-
tive, and highly aesthetic ritual. Although its origins, too, 
were in Tang China, it became and remains a distinctively 
Japanese assertion of cultural identity and personal seren-
ity. Delicate teahouses set in a naturally landscaped garden 
in unobtrusive elegance provided brief havens of tranquil-
ity and aesthetic enjoyment for samurai and other members 
of the elite, who characteristically took additional pleasure 
from the simple, exquisite beauty of the teacups. It was all 
a thoroughly Japanese counterpart to the bloody and oft en 
ruthless life of the times. 

 Finally, the Ashikaga era saw the birth and fl owering 
of another distinctively Japanese form, the  Noh  drama, a 
subtle Zen-inspired blending of dance, spoken lines, and 

  Ashikaga Japan 

 Th e Ashikaga shoguns, who established themselves in 
Kyoto, were never able to build eff ective central control. A 
rival faction supporting another member of the imperial 
family remained in power in southwestern Honshu and 
could not be dislodged; Kyushu continued under the control 
of still another group or groups. Civil war became endemic, 
and as one consequence feudal lords beyond the limited cen-
tral control supported what developed into highly profi table 
piracy along the coasts of China, which got the Ashikaga in 
chronic trouble with the Ming dynasty. Th ey tried to sup-
press piracy, but their power to do so was totally inadequate. 
For a time the Ming felt obliged to abandon large stretches 
of their own coast and pull settlements back to more eas-
ily protected sites up rivers and estuaries. Until the end of 
the fi ft eenth century, political chaos in Japan was chronic, 
despite the country’s small size and the even smaller dimen-
sions of its principal settled areas. By 1467, eff ective Ashikaga 
rule was ended, and much of Kyoto had been destroyed, 
although the emasculated shogunate continued in name. 
Rival Buddhist sects and their monasteries continued to 
fi ght bloody wars against each other with armed monks as 
troops. Peasant revolts and bitter confl icts among petty feu-
dal lords continued to mar the landscape. 

 Yet despite the growing political disorder, and perhaps 
because of it, especially aft er about 1450, the last century 
of the Ashikaga saw a remarkable fl owering of culture. In 
part, this was the result of a conscious fusion of aristocratic 
Heian traditions with those of the newer samurai culture. 
Millions also found solace in popular new Buddhist sects, 
including Zen and the popular evangelical and egalitar-
ian Shin and Nichiren sects, all originally from China but 
adapted to varying Japanese tastes and styles. Zen (Chinese 

       Th e Golden Pavilion in Kyoto: Japanese adaptation 
of a Chinese style, with careful attention to the 
blending of architecture with landscaping, a Japanese 
specialty. Th is beautiful building dates from 1397, in 
the Ashikaga period, but has had to be restored several 
times aft er fi res.      (      vichie81 / Shutterstock)  
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theater in which costumes, makeup, and refi ned gestures 
can communicate rich meaning, emotion, and passion. 
Every step and every movement are precisely measured in 
a state of controlled tension, a slow-moving concentrated 
experience of understatement, but with a heavy freight of 
feeling and disciplined expression.       

 Despite the turmoil of the age, artisan production, 
including, appropriately enough, the making of fi ne swords, 
developed still further, and with the arrival of the Portu-
guese early in the sixteenth century trade was stimulated 
and Portuguese armed ships largely eliminated Japanese 
pirates. 

  Tea became very popular in Japan, largely because of its close 
connection to Zen Buddhism, as well as the almost  miraculous 
powers attributed to this Chinese beverage. This selection was 
written by Eisai (1141–1215), a Zen master who was very influ-
ential in popularizing Zen and tea drinking in Japan. Tea 
drinking became a ritualistic, meditative practice for many.  

   Tea is the most wonderful medicine for nourishing 
one’s health; it is the secret of long life. On the 
hillsides it grows up as the spirit of the soil. Those who 
pick and use it are certain to attain a great age. India 
and China both value it highly, and in the past our 
country too once showed a great liking for tea. Now as 
then it possesses the same rare qualities, and we 
should make wider use of it. 

 In the past, it is said, man was coeval with Heaven, but 
in recent times man has gradually declined and grown 
weaker, so that his four bodily components and five 
organs have degenerated. For this reason even when 
acupuncture and moxa cautery are resorted to the 
results are often fatal, and treatment at hot springs 
fails to have any effect. So those who are given to 
these methods of treatment will become steadily 
weaker until death overtakes them, a prospect which 
can only be dreaded. If these traditional methods of 
healing are employed without any modification on 
patients today, scarcely any relief can be expected. 

 Of all the things which Heaven has created, man is the 
most noble. To preserve one’s life so as to make the 
most of one’s allotted span is prudent and proper 
[considering the high value of human life]. The basis of 
preserving life is the cultivation of health, and the 
secret of health lies in the well-being of the five organs. 
Among these five the heart is sovereign, and to build 
up the heart the drinking of tea is the finest method. 
When the heart is weak, the other organs all suffer. . . . 
I consider it advisable, therefore, to reveal the latest 

methods of healing as I have become acquainted with 
them in China. Accordingly I present two general 
approaches to the understanding of diseases prevalent 
in these degenerate times, hoping that they may be of 
benefit to others in the future.   

  Harmonious Functioning of the Five Organs 

   According to the esoteric scripture known as the 
Conquest of Hell the liver likes acid foods, the lungs 
pungent foods, the heart bitter ones, the spleen sweet, 
and the kidney salty. It also correlates them with the 
Five Elements and five directions. 

 Thus the five organs have their own taste preferences. 
If one of these preferences is favored too much, the 
corresponding organ will get too strong and oppress 
the others, resulting in illness. Now acid, pungent, 
sweet, and salty foods are eaten in great quantity, but 
not bitter foods. Yet when the heart becomes sick, all 
organs and tastes are affected. Then, eat as one may, 
one will have to vomit and stop eating. But if one 
drinks tea, the heart will be strengthened and freed 
from illness. It is well to know that when the heart is 
ailing, the skin has a poor color, a sign that life is 
ebbing away. I wonder why the Japanese do not care 
for bitter things. In the great country of China they 
drink tea, as a result of which there is no heart trouble 
and people live long lives. Our country is full of sickly-
looking, skinny persons, and this is simply because we 
do not drink tea. Whenever one is in poor spirits, one 
should drink tea. This will put the heart in order and 
dispel all illness. When the heart is vigorous, then even 
if the other organs are ailing, no great pain will be felt.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Japanese Tradition , Vol. 1 by Ryusuku 
Tsunoda, Wm. Theodore de Bary and Donald Keene, eds. Copy-
right © 1958 Columbia University Press. Reprinted with per-
mission of the publisher.   

 DRINK TEA AND PROLONG LIFE FROM THE KISSA YOJO-KI 

 Th e Ashikaga shogunate dissolved even more completely 
into civil war in the 1570s, and Japan was torn by rival clans 
and their armies until the end of the century.  

  Maritime Contacts 

Between Medieval Japan 

and the Continent 

 During the Ashikaga shogunate, Japan gained an interna-
tional reputation for its piracy. Japanese and Korean buc-
caneers were based in Japan’s southern (western) islands. 
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hoped to curtail the rampant piracy that was causing seri-
ous diplomatic problems, but also because they needed the 
revenues that the trade would bring, since they could not 
depend on suffi  cient collections of land taxes to fund their 
government’s expenses. 

 In 1392, the new rulers of the new Korean kingdom, 
 Choson, were also intent upon ending the pirate menace, 
and they saw the opening of offi  cial trade with Japan as 
one way to do it. Aft er 1443, this trade between Japan and 
Choson was managed by one samurai house, the So, who 
controlled the island of Tsushima (and its previous pirate 
lair), which lies in the strait between Japan and Korea. 
From around 1400, piracy in Japanese waters was checked 
for about 60 years, until the Onin Wars destroyed central-
ized order. By the early fi ft eenth century, Japan’s trade with 
China was monopolized by the Ouchi, a family of  samurai 
in partnership with previous pirates who were based at 
the southern tip of Honshu and controlled the Straits of 
 Shimonoseki. When the Ouchi were attacked and over-
thrown in 1551, all semblance of order was lost, and piracy 
once again became a serious problem. In the Inland Sea, 
competing samurai lords ( daimyo ) sponsored rival pirate 
bands. In 1592, aft er order was restored, these pirates par-
ticipated in the Japanese assault on Choson, which the 
Japanese claimed to be their retribution for the Mongol’s 
invasion attempts of 1274 and 1281. By this time Japan’s own 
maritime trade had developed and Japan-based sailors were 
sailing directly to Southeast Asia. Th ereaft er piracy tended 
to concentrate further to the south, around the Philippines 
and in the South China Sea  (see  Chapter   11)    .  

  Korea 

 Korean culture, though adopting much from China, added 
its own innovations and retained a strong sense of separate 
identity, together with a fi erce determination to preserve its 
political independence. Th e Korean Peninsula, set off  from 
the mainland, is further marked by mountains along its 
northwestern base adjacent to Manchuria and by the gorge 
of the Yalu River, which marks the boundary. Th e Korean 
people probably came originally from eastern Siberia and 
northern Manchuria, as their spoken language, unrelated to 
Chinese, suggests. Th ey brought with them or evolved their 
own culture, already well formed before they were exposed 
to heavy Chinese infl uence at the time of the Han occupation 
in the late second century  b.c.e.  Rice, wheat, metals, writ-
ten characters, paper, printing, lacquer, porcelain, and other 
innovations spread to Korea aft er they appeared in China.    

 As in Vietnam, literate Chinese-style culture in Korea 
was an upper-level overlay on an already developed cul-
tural base that remained distinctive. A Chinese-style state 
arose in the north around Pyongyang in the century before 

From 1350 to 1400, they not only preyed on merchant ves-
sels in East Asian waters but also were a menace to Chinese 
and Korean coastal communities. Indeed, in Korea they 
became so bold that they sacked the capital area and were a 
signifi cant factor in the fall of Koryo in 1392. 

 When the Ming dynasty came to power aft er the fall 
of the Mongols, the Ashikaga shogun Yoshimitsu reestab-
lished a tributary relationship with China, which Japan had 
not acknowledged for almost six centuries (Japan’s last offi  -
cial embassy was in 838). Th is opened offi  cial trade between 
China and Japan, in part because the Ashikaga shoguns 

  All throughout the turbulent Ashikaga period, many court-
iers, samurai, and Buddhist priests continued to compose 
and recite poetry. One popular form was the  renga , or 
linked verse, which sometimes included hundreds of stan-
zas on an established theme. Groups of friends often wrote 
them together, each person contributing their own lines 
linked to the imagery and style of previous ones. Eventu-
ally, the opening few lines of renga, which set the theme in 
a standard number of syllables, began to be called  hokku . 
This is the origin of the famous poetic form called haiku—
a hokku without additional verses.  

  Here are a few examples of hokku:  

  Nijo Yoshimoto (1320–1388) 

   In the hills the cries of deer, 

 In the fields the chirping insects. 

 In everything 

 What sadness is apparent 

 This autumn evening.    

  Shinkei (1407–1475) 

   The clouds still possess 

 Some semblance of order: 

 They bring the world rain.    

  Sogi, a pupil of Shinkei (1421–1502) 

   To live in the world 

 Is sad enough without this rain 

 Pounding on my shelter.  

  Source:  Hall, John. Translations of three poems from pages 
254 and 257 of  Japan in the Muromachi Age  by Takeshi 
Toyoda, translated by John Hall. Copyright © 1977 The 
 Regents of the University of California. Reprinted with 
permission.   

 THE ORIGINS OF HAIKU 
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And like the Japanese, the Koreans also departed from the 
Chinese pattern in providing an important place for a mili-
tary aristocracy.    

 In 669, with help from the Tang, Silla succeeded in con-
quering Koguryo, aft er having earlier demolished Paekche. 
With its now-united strength and new sense of Korean 
nationalism, Silla repelled the Tang eff orts at reconquest, 
a remarkable feat given the power and proximity of Tang 
China. As a formal vassal of the Tang, Silla presided over 
a golden age of creativity and continued adaptation of 
Chinese-style elite culture. Tang cultural splendor was an 
appealing model, as were other Chinese ideas, institutions, 
and technology. Korean ceramics had a magnifi cent devel-
opment, fully the equal of anything in China, particularly 
in a consistent Korean tradition of excellence in pottery and 
fi ne porcelain. Th is included the beautiful celadon-ware 
with its subtle milky-green, jade-colored glaze, a secret for-
mula admired and envied by the Chinese but extinguished 

Han Wu Di’s conquest. Aft er the fall of the Han in 220  c.e.  
and the withdrawal of the Chinese military colonies, Korea 
regained its independence and was thenceforward ruled 
by Koreans (except for the brief Mongol interlude) until 
the Japanese takeover in 1910, although Chinese infl uences 
continued and indeed were freely sought. 

  Paekche, Silla, and Koguryo 
 Th ree Korean kingdoms arose aft er 220 with the Han 
garrisons gone: Paekche in the southwest, Silla in the 
southeast, and Koguryo in the north, the largest and the 
closest to China and the Han legacy in Korea. At the tip of 
the peninsula, a number of small states united in the Kaya 
confederacy, eventually absorbed by Silla. Confucianism, 
Chinese law, and Chinese forms of government, literature, 
and art spread rapidly, followed by Buddhism as it grew in 
China. But, as in Japan, Korea’s long tradition of a heredi-
tary aristocracy within a hierarchically ordered society 
of privilege prevented the adoption of China’s more open 
offi  cial system of meritocracy based on examinations. 

Kungnae

Kaesong

P’yongyang

Kyongju

Kwangju

Kongju

Puyo

KOGURYO

SILLA

PA
EK

CH
E

KAYA

Taed
ong R

.

H
an

ra
n 

R
.

Han R.

Naktong R

.

Yalu R.

 Korea’s Three Kingdoms       

       A masterpiece of Korean art in bronze from the Silla period, 
seventh century  c.e.  Th is seated fi gure is Maitreya, Buddha of 
the future.      (DeA Picture Library/Art Resource, NY)  
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the name Korea. Th e Koryo capital at Kaesong, just north of 
Seoul, was built faithfully on the planned imperial model of 
Tang Chang’an and incorporated most of the Chinese sys-
tem of government. Interest in Buddhism and its texts as 
well as the example of the Song stimulated a virtual explo-
sion of woodblock printing in the eleventh century in which 
Koreans continued the technological development of the 
art, and magnifi cent celadon pieces were again produced. 
In an attempt to protect the country from Khitan and later 
Mongol invasions, the Korean royal house paid for monks 
to carve thousands of wooden blocks with the texts of the 
Buddhist canon, known as the Tripitaka. When the fi rst set 
burned, a second set with more than 81,000 blocks was pro-
duced and eventually stored in the Haeinsa temple, where 
it can still be seen today. Koryo rule dissolved into civil war 
on the eve of the Mongol invasion, an unfortunate circum-
stance for Korean resistance to the armies of Chinggis Khan. 

by the Mongol conquest of the thirteenth century and never 
recovered. During the early Korean kingdoms, as in Japan, 
Chinese served as a written language, and Chinese charac-
ters also came to be used as phonetic symbols to spell out 
Korean. In the fi ft eenth century King Sejong (r. 1418–1450), 
one of Korea’s most celebrated rulers, oversaw the inven-
tion of an ingenious and easy to learn new phonetic system 
with which to write Korean:  han’gul . In han’gul many of the 
symbols for sounds were designed to match the shape of a 
mouth pronouncing them. At fi rst, as with the kana system 
in Japan, yangban scholars and offi  cials preferred to write 
in Chinese, the elite language, while the new script was 
adopted by women, peasant farmers, and military men. 
Over time, all Koreans embraced han’gul with great pride. 

 Silla control weakened by the tenth century and was 
supplanted by a usurper in 935, who named his new united 
state Koryo, an abbreviation of Koguryo and the origin of 

  The Yi dynasty was founded by a general named Yi Song-gye 
(1335–1408), who was able to enlist the support of many 
neo-Confucian officials to help him legitimate his regime. 
Assuming the right to rule a Confucian government neces-
sitated a willingness to accept suggestions and criticism from 
the censorate, which in Choson was called the Office of the 
Inspector-General. The Inspector-General issued this memo-
rial to the new king upon his ascension to the throne.  

   Once again the Inspector-General memorialized the 
throne: 

 Your Majesty, responding to the call of Heaven, has 
accepted the mandate and has now ascended the 
throne. In the Book of Documents it is written: “God 
dwelling in the great heavens has changed his decree 
in favor of his eldest son and this great dynasty of Yin. 
Our king has received that decree. Unbounded is the 
happiness connected with it, and unbounded is the 
anxiety. Oh! How can he be other than reverent?” 

 Reverence is the heart’s controlling force and the basis 
of all things. Thus, whether on such important 
occasions as serving and offering sacrifices to Heaven 
or in such small matters as rising, dwelling, eating, 
and resting, one should never turn away from piety for 
even a moment. Thus it is our earnest wish that Your 
Majesty think constantly as if you were with the Lord of 
Heaven and act as if the Lord of Heaven were present, 
even in moments of idleness. In dealing with matters 
of state, you should be even more prudent in your 
thinking. If you do this, the reverence in your heart will 
be sufficient to move Heaven, and you will be able to 
realize the ideal rule. 

 With this memorial we undertake respectfully to 
enumerate certain things you should do. We sincerely 
hope that you will adopt and implement them so that 
the model of this generation can be emulated by 
myriad generations. 

 Your ministers believe that trust is the sovereign’s 
greatest asset—for the state is protected by the 
people, and the people are protected by trust. For this 
reason, the sage would sooner have done without an 
army and food to eat than to have done without trust, 
and that is a profound lesson for later generations and 
our time as well. If you do not act with trust in 
attracting superior men and spurning inferior men, the 
superior will easily become estranged from you, and 
the inferior will easily find their way into your company. 
If you do not act with trust in hearing remonstrance 
and in trying to root out slander, you will find that 
good advice seems unpleasant to the ear while 
flattering words will come to influence your decisions. 
We beseech Your Majesty to keep this trust 
unwaveringly and firmly, to enforce these points as 
faithfully as the seasons follow one another, never 
forsaking the mandate granted you by Heaven above 
to help you, nor the desires of the officials and the 
people to have you lead them as their king, so that 
unbounded peace will prevail for myriad generations.  

  Source:  From  Early Times Through the Sixteenth Century,  Vol. 1, 
 Sources of Korean Tradition  by Peter H. Lee and Wm. Theodore 
de Bary, eds., with Yongho Ch’oe and Hugh H. W. Kang. Copy-
right © 1997 Columbia University Press. Reprinted with per-
mission of the publisher.  

 ADMONITION TO THE NEW KING 
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Th e Mongols easily overran the peninsula in 1218 against 
only scattered opposition, but ruled through the Koryo 
kings, who were obliged to marry Mongol princesses. Th e 
Mongols exacted heavy tribute and imposed an iron rule, 
including forcing Koreans to aid them in their later expedi-
tions against Japan. Th eir occupation lasted only until the 
1350s, however, when the Mongol Empire collapsed. In 1392 
a Koryo general, Yi Song-gye, rebelled against the court and 
established a new dynasty, renaming the country Choson, 
which his descendents ruled until 1910.  

  Choson 
 Under the Yi dynasty, Choson continued the adaptation of 
Chinese civilization to a greater extent than any of its pre-
decessors, including now the imperial examination system 
and Confucian bureaucracy. But though Confucian ide-
ology prospered, in practice offi  ceholding was still domi-
nated by hereditary aristocrats, since only those of high 
rank (a group called the  yangban ) were allowed to take the 
exams and serve as offi  cials. Th e Choson capital at Seoul 
and the eight provinces into which the country was divided 
all followed the Chinese model, and Choson rulers contin-
ued to accept the formal status of a Chinese tributary state, 
a relationship that both parties spoke of amicably as that 
between “younger brother and elder brother.” Buddhism 
was banned from the cities and declined signifi cantly, while 
Confucianism and Chinese-style painting and calligraphy 
fl ourished. Th e  yangban , originally landowners, acquired 
most of the functions and status of the Chinese gentry as 
an educated elite but remained a hereditary class, providing 
both civil and military offi  cials, unlike the Chinese model.    

 Th e greatest challenge to the government’s goal of 
strengthening the Confucian order was the traditional 
Korean family, in which women exercised relatively impor-
tant roles. Before the Choson period, all children inher-
ited equal parts of the family property, many marriages 
were uxorilocal (the husband would move into the wife’s 
home, at least for a number of years) and the oldest daugh-
ter and her husband would remain in her parents’ home, 
and remarriage was not uncommon among both genders. 
Women also retained ownership of the property they 
brought into their marriages, and could keep that prop-
erty and their children if widowed and if they remarried. 
Men could marry more than one woman, but the fi rst wife 
did not necessarily outrank the others. Th e Choson state 
worked hard to inculcate Confucian values through educa-
tion and legal statutes, and by the mid-eighteenth century, 
women had been relegated to the traditionally inferior 
position characteristic of Confucian societies. 

 Korean economic development was hampered by 
the mountainous landscape, which is divided into sepa-
rate, small basins as in Japan, and by a long, harsh winter, 

especially in the north. Only about one-seventh of the total 
land area could be cultivated, and easy exchange and the 
resulting concentrated urban growth and trade were also 
disadvantaged. But although most Koreans remained mate-
rially poorer than most Chinese, elite culture, technol-
ogy, and the arts prospered in distinctively Korean styles, 
including the still-superb ceramics. Korean dress, house 
types, diet, lifestyles, marriage and inheritance customs, 
and the volatile, earthy, robust, spontaneous Korean tem-
perament remained their own as well. Food was fl avored 
by the peppery pickled cabbage called  kimchi , as it still 
is. Th e indigenous cultural fabric of Korea was basic and 
showed through the Chinese overlay. Th ere was no risk that 
Korea would simply be absorbed into Chinese culture, and 
Koreans remained proud of their independence and of 
their own sophisticated cultural tradition.   

 Korea During the Choson Era        
There has been relatively minor change in the provincial 
divisions of Korea since the Choson era and no change in its 
external boundaries. In 1945 the country was divided between a 
Communist North and a supposedly democratic South, but this 
split is totally out of keeping with the unity of Korean culture.   
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projects. Th ere was some economic growth, and popula-
tion probably doubled between 1600 and 1800, based now 
on improved agriculture and on a rising commercial sector. 
Merchants began to buy their way to yangban status, as did 
prosperous farmers; Choson Korea was following the path 
of Song, Ming, and Qing China, and of Tokugawa Japan. 
But its political and administrative health was poor, and it 
ultimately fell victim to Japanese intervention aft er 1894. 

 Japanese civilization, having been largely created on 
the Chinese model and with Korean help, in time asserted 
its own separate cultural identity and produced a grace-
ful elite culture combined with chronic political divi-
sion and confl ict. Japanese feudalism and the role of the 
samurai evolved aft er the Heian period (794–1185) under 
the Kamakura and Ashikaga shogunates (1185–1568), 
but such developments were unable to unify the country 
or end the endemic civil war until the emergence of the 
Tokugawa clan in 1600. Despite political turmoil, Japan 
also produced great art, literature, and architecture and a 
refi ned culture for the upper classes. It should be stressed 
that “borrowing” does not mean merely “echoing.” 
 Koreans and Japanese made what they took from China 
their own and went on to modify or further develop it, 
each in their own distinctive ways, while retaining their 
own indigenous culture as the basic fabric. 

 Korean culture, which arose before the Han conquest, 
retained its distinctiveness but borrowed heavily from 
Chinese civilization at the elite level and went on to create 
new innovations in ceramics, movable-type printing, and 
institutions adapted from a Chinese original. Korea was 
fi rst unifi ed by the Silla state (669–995) and then under the 
Koryo rulers, who became subservient to the Mongols aft er 
1218. Choson Korea (1392–1910) saw a new burst of cultural 
and technological brilliance, but its vigor was slowly eroded 
by factionalism, and its last centuries, although still cultur-
ally creative, lapsed into administrative ineff ectiveness.    

     Questions 

  1.    How have mountains had an impact on the historical 
development of both Korea and Japan?   

  2.    How do the  Kojiki  and  Nihongi  refl ect early Japanese 
society and culture?   

  3.    What did Chinese civilization off er to Japan, as Prince 
Shotoku began to innovate at the Japanese court? How 
does Japan’s localization of the Chinese tradition diff er 
from Chinese practice?   

  4.    Why was the Japanese court moved from Nara to 
Heian (Kyoto)? Specifi cally, how did this relate to the 
problems Buddhism presented to Japan’s elite? How did 
Buddhism develop in Japan thereaft er, and what was its 
impact on Japanese culture?   

  Th e fi rst century or so of Yi rule was a brilliant period 
in Korean and East Asian history. In the fi ft eenth century 
there was a new explosion of printing, now vigorously sup-
ported by a Confucian state that put a high value on texts 
and learning. To aid this eff ort Koreans further perfected 
the art of metal movable type, which was used among other 
things to reproduce the libraries burned by the Mongols 
and the wooden plates from which those books had been 
made. Eight other ambitious printing projects were car-
ried out between 1403 and 1484. Th is was the fi rst extensive 
use of movable type anywhere in the world. Th e technique 
originated in eleventh-century Song China and was further 
developed in Korea a century or so later; this innovation 
belatedly stimulated the European beginnings of movable-
type printing in the time of Gutenberg (1400–1468). Th e 
fi ft eenth century in Korea also saw important new devel-
opments in mathematics and in the manufacture of astro-
nomical instruments. 

 More closely related to printing and the Confucian 
emphasis on learning was the roughly contemporary per-
fection of the  han’gul  system, not only for writing Korean 
but also to give the Korean pronunciation of Chinese char-
acters. Characters continued to be used for offi  cial docu-
ments and elite literature, as in Japan, but the development 
and popularity of han’gul was an affi  rmation of Korea’s 
proud and confi dent distinctiveness. 

 Th e vigor of the Choson order was slowly weakened by 
bureaucratic factionalism, which the throne never really 
overcame. Factionalism already had a long and disrup-
tive history in Korea, dating from the time of the three 
early kingdoms, and it progressively eroded the eff ective-
ness and authority of the Choson state. No strong rulers 
emerged aft er the early sixteenth century, and toward its 
end a divided and enfeebled Choson had to face the inva-
sion ordered by the Japanese warlord Hideyoshi. From 1592 
to 1598 his army overran and ravaged the country, until the 
Korean people, aided by “elder brother” Ming China, drove 
the invaders back almost to the coast, where the contest 
was stalemated. Th e gift ed Korean admiral Yi Sun-sin then 
repeatedly defeated Japanese naval detachments and dis-
rupted their supply lines with his ingenious “turtle ships.” 
Th ese ships were armed fore and aft  with metal prows 
shaped like beaks and covered with overlapping plates of 
iron and copper to make them almost invulnerable. Th ey 
could ram and sink any ship by moving either forward or 
backward, powered by rowers under the projection of the 
outer “turtle shell”—the fi rst armored warships. 

 Th e invasion was abandoned when Hideyoshi died in 
1598, but Choson never fully recovered from its devasta-
tion. Th e Yi dynasty continued its decline, picked away at 
by perennial factional fi ghting, although it still patronized 
learning and the arts and supported major new printing 
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  5.    How do the writings of Lady Murasaki refl ect 
both the best and the worst of early Japanese court 
culture? How does what she describes relate to the 
development of  shoen  and the collapse of the Heian 
order?   

  6.    When were connections among Korea, Japan, and 
China strongest? Why did they strengthen and weaken 
when they did?   

  7.    Why did the Koreans try to reproduce Chinese 
culture so faithfully? How did their eff orts compare 
with those of their Japanese neighbors? How were 
they also selective in their localizations of the 
Chinese system?    
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  1.   Murasaki Shikibu,  The Diary of Lady Murasaki , 
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Bowring. 
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    This Chapter Deals with the Mughal dynasty, which ruled India 
from 1526 to the early eighteenth century. Babur, “Th e Tiger,” 

invaded India from his base in Afghanistan and founded the dynasty. 
His grandson Akbar (1542–1605) was one of India’s greatest rulers and 
tried to build a fusion between Turkish, Persian, and Indian cultures. 
His successors on the throne were less dedicated and more absorbed in 
the pleasures of the court; his grandson Shah Jahan (r. 1627–1657) built 
the Taj Mahal at Agra and a splendid new capital at Delhi. Aurangzeb 
(or Alamgir), who succeeded Shah Jahan, was a fervent Muslim whose 
attempt to conquer the Hindu south failed, sparking revolt from the 
Sikhs of Punjab, the Rajputs of Rajasthan, and the Marathas of Maha-
rashtra. At Aurangzeb’s death in 1707, India collapsed into a chaos of 
fi ghting, in which the British slowly enlarged their coastal footholds.      

  The Mughals in India 

 Aft er Timur’s bloody invasion of northern India in 1398, the Delhi sul-
tanate never regained its earlier control, and the north remained frag-
mented. An Afghan clan, the Lodis, seized power in Delhi in 1451 but 
could not extend their rule beyond the neighboring Punjab. Th eir con-
tinued temple razing and oppression of Hindus sparked rebellions that 
could not be put down, erupting eastward in the central Ganges Valley, 
westward among the Rajputs of Rajasthan, and fi nally in Punjab itself.  

  Babur and the New Dynasty 

 A rebel governor in Punjab asked for help from the Central Asian leader 
Babur (1483–1530), known already as “Th e Tiger” and by this time also 
established as ruler of most of Afghanistan. Babur claimed descent on 
his father’s side from Timur and on his mother’s from Chinggis Khan. 
Like many other Central Asian Turks, he had acquired a great deal of 
Persian culture and was a gift ed poet in Persian. In 1526, Babur’s tough, 
mounted Turco-Afghan troops defeated the numerically superior Lodi 
forces and their war elephants at the battle of Panipat in Punjab, some 
70 miles northwest of Delhi. Th e next year Babur routed the Rajput army 
which tried to eject him, and in 1529 he crushed the Delhi sultanate’s 
last eff ort to regain power. Babur was master of the north, proclaiming 

 Mughal India 
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 Th e total population within the empire was probably over 
100 million, on a par with China’s but most likely larger than 
Europe’s. To symbolize their power and wealth, the Mughal 
emperors built magnifi cent new capitals at both Delhi and 
Agra, some 100 miles to the south. Th is area, between the 
Jumna and Ganges rivers, had long been the strategic key 
to Hindustan, the Ganges Valley, and routes southward , as 
described in  Chapter   6    . Successive Delhis had risen and 
fallen on this strategic site, controlling, with Agra as its sat-
ellite, the heart of repeated imperial eff orts. Like sentinels, 
both cities were built on the west bank of the Jumna, which 
fl ows into the Ganges below Agra aft er running parallel to it 
like a defensive moat from well north of Delhi.  

 Each city was now dominated by a great walled fort con-
taining the palace and audience halls. Inside and outside the 
walls the Mughals also constructed great mosques, gardens, 
tombs (such as the Taj Mahal at Agra), and other monu-
mental buildings in the Persian style, which they further 
developed and made distinctively Indian. Literature, music, 
and the graphic arts fl ourished under imperial patronage 
at both capitals, which were the seat of government alter-
nately, at the pleasure of the emperor. Strong imperial rule 
was oft en oppressive, but it helped to ensure an unprece-
dented period of unity and prosperity in which most Indi-
ans shared. Hindus too could feel pride in the new imperial 
grandeur, for they were given an important role in it. 

  Akbar’s Achievement 
 Akbar’s success in building a truly Indian empire rather 
than just another alien conquest was the chief foundation 
of Mughal greatness, but he had fi rst to establish his rule. 
Babur died prematurely in 1530, aft er off ering his life to 
God in exchange for that of his son Humayun, who was 
deathly ill. But Humayun (1508–1556) was a weakling who 
was fi nally driven out of India in 1540 by one of Babur’s 
Afghan generals and forced to take refuge in Iran. A year 
aft er he returned in 1555 at the head of a Persian army to 
reclaim his father’s conquests, he fell on the stone steps of 
his private astronomical observatory and library, light-
headed from opium, and died early in 1556, leaving the job 
to his 13-year-old son, Akbar, who had been born in exile 
in 1542.    

 Immediately challenged upon his accession, Akbar with 
his army defeated yet another Hindu eff ort to drive out the 
invaders, again at Panipat, and in 1562, at age 20, Akbar 
assumed full charge of the empire from his advisers. In the 
same year he married a Rajput princess and gave her rela-
tives noble titles, beginning what was to be a lifelong cam-
paign to blend the many strands of India’s ancient cultural, 
regional, and religious heritage, building both an empire 
and a new culture that was as nearly all-Indian as he could 
make it, uniting elements under fi rm Mughal control. 

the Mughal dynasty (the name is derived, via Persian, from 
 Mongol ), which was to restore imperial grandeur in north-
ern India for nearly two centuries. Babur wrote an account 
of his life, the  Baburnama , in the Persian-infl uenced Turkish 
language that was his native tongue. It was soon translated 
into Persian and, eventually, into many other languages. 

 Th e greatness of the Mughal period rested on a fortu-
nate combination of able, imaginative rulers, especially the 
emperor Akbar (1542–1605), and the new infusion of Persian 
culture into northern India. Under Akbar and his imme-
diate successors, Persian, the offi  cial language of court, 
government, and law, merged with the earlier language of 
the Delhi-Agra area to form modern Hindi, now the larg-
est single language of India, and Urdu, its close equivalent, 
now the offi  cial language of Pakistan. Hindi and Urdu are 
very closely related grammatically and share much vocabu-
lary, but are written in diff erent scripts—Hindi in the Deva-
nagari script that developed in eastern India and Urdu in 
Perso-Arabic script. Persian artistic and literary forms 
blended with earlier traditions in the north and enriched all 
of Indian culture. Th e Mughals reestablished fi rm central 
control in the north. Within their empire, agriculture and 
commerce fl ourished again. Steady revenues and an effi  -
cient imperial administration enabled the building of a net-
work of imperial roads to link the empire together. Th is was 
no small task, given India’s previous centuries of disunity 
and regional separatism, as well as its size. 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1526 Babur’s victory at Panipat initiates 

Mughal rule  

  1508–1556 Humayun  

  1542–1605 Akbar  

  1573 Surat becomes the Mughal’s offi cial 

port-of-trade  

  1605–1627 Jahangir  

  1627–1658 Shah Jahan  

  1658–1707 Aurangzeb  

  1664 Shivaji sacks Surat; international traders 

move to Bombay  

  1660–1800 Sikhs, Rajputs, Marathas  

  1739 Nadir Shah invades India from Persia 

and takes the Peacock Throne  
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his empire. For many years his armies raided the northern 
Deccan but were never able to win permanent control, a 
goal that also eluded his successors. But India and Afghani-
stan under Akbar and his successors remained until the end 
of the seventeenth century one of the greatest empires in 
history, both in size and wealth and in eff ective administra-
tion and cultural splendor. It was divided into 15 provinces, 
each under a governor but with a separate set of offi  cials 
responsible for revenue collection. Provinces were subdi-
vided into districts, where representatives of the governor 
kept order and dispensed justice. Revenue demands were 
smaller than under the Delhi sultans, and the large num-
ber of Hindus employed in the revenue service, as well as at 
its head, helped to keep taxes from becoming exploitive or 
unfair. Hindu law was applied in disputes between Hindus. 
Revenue collectors were ordered to remit taxes in districts 
that had had a poor harvest. 

 One reform that endeared Akbar to his subjects was his 
abolition of two hated taxes: on Hindu pilgrims traveling to 
sacred sites and on all Hindus as infi dels (the  jizya , or poll 
tax), both of which had been collected by Muslim rulers 
for centuries. He abolished the enslaving of war prisoners 
and their families and forbade forcible conversion to Islam, 
a bitter issue since the fi rst Muslim invasions of the tenth 
century and the rule of the Delhi sultanate. Hindus were 
welcome at court, and their advice was regularly sought. 
Akbar not only patronized Persian and Urdu art and litera-
ture but also appointed a court poet for Hindi and encour-
aged Hindu literature and art more generally. Most of the 
greatest court painters were Hindus, producing beautiful 
portraits, miniatures, and naturalistic bird, animal, and 
fl ower paintings. Some Muslims challenged this defi ance 
of what they considered an Islamic ban on the depiction 
of natural—especially human—forms because such depic-
tions could lead to idolatry, but Akbar replied that he could 
not believe God, “the giver of life,” would disapprove of the 
beauty he had made, which was portrayed in true art. 

 Like the other Mughal emperors aft er him, Akbar loved 
gardens. Nearly all Mughal buildings, including palaces, 
forts, and tombs, were surrounded by magnifi cent blendings 
of green lawns, gaily colored beds of fl owers, and fl ower-
ing trees for shade. Th e ingenious use of water in fountains, 
pools, and fl uted channels enhanced the atmosphere of 
coolness, restfulness, and verdure, especially striking in 
the hot, dry surroundings of the plains of northern India. 
Akbar took a personal interest in the planning and care of 
the imperial gardens and is shown by court painters super-
vising the planting of fl ower beds and tending his roses. 

 Although illiterate, Akbar was widely curious and loved 
to discuss philosophy and religion with all comers, includ-
ing Portuguese Jesuits as well as Hindu Brahmins. He had 
the Christian gospels translated into Persian and attended 

 Akbar saw himself as an Indian ruler, not as a foreign 
despot, and understood from the beginning that his and his 
dynasty’s success must depend on commanding the support 
and participation of all Indians, varied and oft en antago-
nistic as they were. But he could be ruthless if his power 
was challenged. When the chief Rajput faction resisted his 
diplomacy, he sacked their capital in 1568 and massacred 
the surviving defenders. By 1570 all but a small remnant of 
the Rajputs had sworn allegiance to him; in return, he made 
a Rajput whose military skills he knew well one of his chief 
generals; other Rajputs thereaft er also had a strong role in 
the imperial army. Th is political wisdom solved what would 
otherwise have been his major and perhaps most unwork-
able military problem. Rajputs became his comrades rather 
than his implacable enemies. To further mark his religious 
toleration, the women he chose for the four wives allowed 
to rulers by the Qur’an included two Hindus (including his 
Rajput bride, who gave birth to Jahangir, his successor on 
the throne), one Christian, and one Muslim, thus symboli-
cally embracing India’s religious variety. 

 With his new Rajput allies, Akbar invaded wealthy 
Gujarat, capturing Surat, the chief seaport of the west 
coast, in 1573. In 1576 he completed the conquest of Bengal 
in the east, and by 1581 had added most of Afghanistan to 

  In his Memoirs, Babur wrote that for 20 years he had 
“never ceased to think of the conquest of Hindustan.” 
After he had been invited to aid the rebel governor of 
Lahore in 1526 against the Delhi sultanate, he com-
mented:  

  I placed my foot in the stirrup of resolution and 
my hands on the reins of confidence in God, and 
marched against Sultan Ibrahim . . . whose army 
in the field was said to amount to a hundred thou-
sand men and who had nearly a thousand ele-
phants. [Babur had about 10,000, but these 
included superb horsemen from central Asia, and 
he also used cannons lashed together to fire 
broadsides against the enemy’s elephants.] The 
sun had mounted spear-high when the onset 
began, and the battle lasted till midday, when the 
enemy was completely broken and routed. By the 
grace and mercy of Almighty God this difficult 
affair was made easy to me, and that mighty army, 
in the space of half a day, was laid in the dust.  

  Source:  From  A New History of India  by Stanley Wolpert, 
copyright © 1997 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Reprinted 
by permission of Oxford University Press. 

 BABUR IN BATTLE 
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mystic, blending ideas from many religions and symbol-
izing his mission to merge the best of all the Indian tradi-
tions with those the Mughals brought into India. He was a 
deeply religious person, but his departures from orthodox 
Islam shocked many Muslim leaders and provoked a revolt 
against him in 1581. He suppressed it by force and then in 
deference to Hindu values forbade the slaughter of cattle 
and became a vegetarian, even giving up hunting, of which 
he had been very fond. Akbar founded a new faith that he 
hoped could unite his varied subjects in the common love 
of God, without need for a sectarian priesthood, but it did 
not survive him. If he had been followed by successors like 
him, his dream of a united India free of strife might have 
moved closer to realization.      

mass. But just as he came to reject the dogma of Islam as the 
only true religion, he could not accept the exclusive truth of 
any one faith, except a universal faith in an all-powerful cre-
ation. In later life he increasingly became a sufi , or Islamic 

  One of the many accounts of Akbar and the India of his 
time is that of the Jesuit Antonio Monserrate, who visited 
the court from 1580 to 1583. Here are some excerpts from 
his Commentary.  

  This Prince is of a stature and type of countenance 
well fitted to his royal dignity, so that one could 
easily recognize even at first glance that he is the 
king. . . . His forehead is broad and open, his eyes 
so bright and flashing that they seem like a sea 
shimmering in the sunlight. . . . He creates an 
opportunity almost every day for any of the com-
mon people or of the nobles to see him and con-
verse with him. It is remarkable how great an effect 
this courtesy and affability has in attaching to him 
the minds of his subjects. . . . He has an acute 
insight, and shows much wise foresight both in 
avoiding dangers and in seizing favorable opportu-
nities for carrying out his designs. . . . Unlike the 
palaces built by other Indian kings, his are lofty 
[and] their total circuit is so large that it easily 
embraces four great royal dwellings. . . . Not a little 
is added to the beauty of the palaces by charming 
pigeon cotes. . . . The pigeons are cared for by 
eunuchs and servant maids. Their evolutions are 
controlled at will, when they are flying, by means of 
certain signals, just as those of a well trained sol-
diery. . . . It will seem little short of miraculous 
when I affirm that when sent out they dance, turn 
somersaults all together in the air, fly in orderly 
rhythm, and return to their starting point, all at the 
sound of a whistle. [Akbar’s] empire is wonderfully 
rich and fertile both for cultivation and pasture, 
and has a great trade both in exports and imports. 
. . . Indian towns appear very pleasant from afar; 
they are adorned with many towers and high build-
ings in a very beautiful manner. But when one 
enters them, one finds that the narrowness, aim-
less crookedness, and ill planning of the streets 
deprive these cities of all beauty. . . . The common 
people live in lowly huts and tiny cottages, and 
hence if a traveller has seen one of these cities, he 
has seen them all.  

  Source:  Lach, Donald F. From  Asia on the Eve of Europe’s 
Expansion  by Donald F. Lach and Carole Flaumenhaft. 
 Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1965. Courtesy of the 
Estate of Donald F. Lach. 

 THE COURT OF AKBAR 

 Akbar, the Man 

 Akbar is a fascinating figure, and much has been written 
about him. He was a contemporary of Elizabeth I of 
 England, Henry IV of France, Shah Abbas of Iran, and the 
Ming emperor Wanli. Europeans who had met them all 
agreed that as both a human being and a ruler he tow-
ered over his contemporaries. He had not only great 
strength of intelligence, character, and will but also the 
good sense to realize that compromise and cooperation 
work better than force. He was full of energy and imagi-
nation but highly sensitive and often prey to melancholy 
and fits of depression. He seems to have been an epilep-
tic, like many other famous men, including Julius Caesar 
and Napoleon, and to have been illiterate, astonishing as 
that appears. As a child he preferred hunting and other 
sports to lessons, but he had a phenomenal memory, like 
many unlettered people, and was a great listener. From 
adolescence, he appointed courtiers to read to him sev-
eral hours a day; he had over 24,000 manuscripts in his 
library, and the learned men who debated with him often 
found him better “read” than themselves. He had a 
broadly inquiring mind, but a complicated one; the 
 Jesuits at his court, who came to know him well, could 
never fully understand it or predict what he might say or 
do. He kept his dignity with all but had the knack of mak-
ing the humblest petitioner feel at ease, and he charmed 
everyone who met him, high and low. 

 He was remarkably versatile, not only in his interests 
but also with many skills. He was an accomplished polo 
player, metalworker, draftsman (many of his beautiful 
drawings have survived), and musician. He even in-
vented a lighted polo ball so that the game could be 
played at night and a gun with a new mechanism that 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

M11_MURP8552_07_SE_C10.indd Page 182  05/09/13  7:58 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 10 / Mughal India 183

could fire multiple rounds. But his main preoccupation 
shifted to religion, especially after he had completed his 
major conquests, and he spent many nights alone in 
prayer and meditation, seeking truth. In 1575 he built a 
Hall of Worship, to which he invited the widest range of 
philosophers and theologians for periodic discussions, 
first from Islamic schools of thought and then from all 
religions he could gather, including individual holy men, 
ascetics and mystics, Hindu sadhus and Muslim sufis, 
Jesuit priests and Iranian fire worshippers. In time, these 
seminars on religion were held regularly every Thursday 
evening, while Akbar continued his own private devo-

       Akbar in his older years, a portrait that suggests his 
absorption in religion and philosophy.      (Werner Forman/Art 
Resource, NY)  

tions at sunrise, noon, sunset, and midnight. Although 
he hoped earnestly that his new mystic religion, founded 
in 1581 to unite all people, would attract a mass following, 
it was typical of him never to force it on anyone.    

 Akbar was too intellectually alive and too religiously 
devout to lapse into the life of extravagant luxury that sur-
rounded him at court, but he was no purist or prude. He 
enjoyed the food and wine, the sherbet (the word is 
 Turkish) brought to him daily by runners from the snowy 
Himalayas, the dancing girls, the music and plays, and 
the flourishing literature and art that he so generously 
patronized. He was, in other words, a truly regal monarch, 
but a most unusual one in the range of his vision and 
understanding. It was too much to ask for a succession 
of others like him, but India was never again to be served 
by even one ruler of his quality until the first prime minis-
ter of its modern independence, Jawaharlal Nehru. 

 Akbar was still without an heir after six years of mar-
riage. He sought help from a sufi saint who lived at a 
place called Sikri, some 20 miles west of Agra. A year 
later his first son to survive infancy was born, and in grat-
itude Akbar built a magnificent new, red-sandstone capi-
tal, which he called Fatehpur Sikri, next to the saint’s 
humble cottage. Here he had fresh scope to blend 
Indian, Persian, Islamic, and Mughal themes in architec-
ture, drawing also on traditional Hindu architecture in 
the south. But the water supply in this arid area proved 
inadequate and Fatehpur Sikri had to be abandoned after 
only 15 years. The deserted stone city still stands much as 
Akbar left it, a monument to his vision that still can move 
those who visit it.    

 The last four years of his life were clouded by the rebel-
lion of his eldest son, whose birth had been such a joyous 
occasion. The Mughals were never able to work out 

       Akbar’s planned capital at Fatehpur Sikri, near Agra. 
Th e buildings are designed open to the breezes, 
with wide courtyards between them, and with water 
fl owing under the fl oors of the sleeping rooms to 
cool them. In one of the courtyards shown here, 
marked off  as a giant pachisi (parcheesi) board, the 
game was played with court ladies as live pieces 
whose moves were directed by players throwing 
dice.      (R. Murphey)  
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(Mumbai)

 India at the Height of Mughal Power        
The darkened area shows the maximum extent of Aurangzeb’s conquests, but they lasted for only a few years as southern 
forces, aided by Rajput, Mahratha, and Sikh attacks destroyed his position. Also shown are the early English trading bases, 
with dates for the founding of each.   

 satisfactorily the problem of succession. From this time 
on, each emperor was plotted against in his old age by his 
many sons, who also tore the empire apart by their fight-
ing until the most ruthless had disposed of his rivals. It 
was a pattern inherited from the Mughal’s Central Asian 
origins, and it blighted their otherwise great achieve-
ments while also draining the country’s resources. In 
1605 Akbar reasserted his authority, only to die of poison 
administered by his rebellious son, who took the throne 
that year with the title Jahangir (“world seizer”). 

  Jahangir and Shah Jahan 
 Jahangir’s Persian wife, Nur Jahan, a power in her own 
right, further entrenched Persian culture at the court and 
throughout the north. Th e administrative system inher-
ited from Akbar continued to run smoothly, and revenues 
fl owed in to pay for the brilliance of the court. Jahangir and 
Nur Jahan preferred Agra to Delhi and further adorned 
it with new palaces, gardens, and tombs. Court life took 
on a more luxurious splendor; Jahangir was no mystic 
like his father. He and his courtiers delighted in silks and 
perfumes, jewel-decked costumes, wine, song, and the 
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characteristically Mughal emphasis on water and gardens, 
and the use of Rajput canopies around the base of the 
dome. Before it was fi nished, Shah Jahan had begun a new 
capital city at Delhi, site of so many capitals before, mod-
eled on Akbar’s Red Fort at Agra and built of the same red 
sandstone, with massive walls and battlements but even 
larger. Inside were beautiful gardens, palaces, audience 
halls, harems, barracks, stables, and storehouses, and out-
side he built India’s largest mosque, the Jama Masjid. Both 
still stand, little altered, and still dominate Old Delhi, some-
times known by its Mughal name, Shahjahanabad (“Shah 
Jahan’s City”). Monumental building and the opulent court 
were not his only extravagances. He ordered campaigns to 
reclaim Afghanistan and restore Mughal rule in Central 
Asia. Both failed and exhausted the treasury. From his Red 
Fort palace on his Peacock Th rone, encrusted with the larg-
est jewels ever found, the emperor doubled Akbar’s revenue 
demands, and the empire groaned.    

 Meanwhile his many sons were already conspiring 
against each other, impatient to succeed the ailing emperor. 

pleasures of the harem. Th ere were state processions with 
elephants covered with silk and jewels, troupes of dancing 
girls, and month-long festivities to celebrate the marriages 
of Jahangir’s many sons. 

 Th e painting of this era became more naturalistic, and 
the Islamic restrictions on representing human or ani-
mal forms gave way to older Indian traditions, includ-
ing nearly nude fi gures and embracing couples in classic 
Rajput and earlier Hindu styles as well as portraits of the 
emperor, oft en in his beloved gardens. For all their use of 
Persian language, culture, and art forms, the Mughals had 
become Indian rulers and were increasingly seen as such 
by most Indians. Th ey were following a traditional Maha-
raja lifestyle, and their pretensions to divine authority were 
familiar to their subjects; like luxurious living, they were 
expected for royalty.    

 A resurgent Iran under Shah Abbas (1587–1629) began to 
challenge Mughal control and conquered most of Afghani-
stan, but Jahangir was too busy with his gardens, wine, 
and harems to lead his army over the mountains. He had 
given his son, the future Shah Jahan, command of the army, 
but Shah Jahan refused to leave the capital because he was 
already plotting to seize the throne, having previously poi-
soned his elder brother. He knew that his real enemy was 
Nur Jahan, who appointed her own father and brother to 
the highest offi  ces and entirely manipulated Jahangir, hop-
ing to occupy the throne herself. Entranced by her beauty 
and wit, Jahangir had named her Nur Jahan, meaning “light 
of the world,” and she became empress in all but name 
soon aft er he married her. She arranged the marriage of 
her brother’s daughter, Mumtaz Mahal, to Shah Jahan as an 
extension of her power into the future. 

 But Shah Jahan openly rebelled in 1623, and when Jahan-
gir died late in 1627, he put to death all of his closest relatives 
and pensioned off  Nur Jahan. He declared himself “emperor 
of the world,” which is the meaning of his regnal name, and 
marked his coronation with three weeks of extravagant cer-
emonies. He ruled for three decades, the most lavish of all 
the Mughal reigns, especially in his passion for monumen-
tal architecture inlaid with precious stones. Court life under 
Shah Jahan was sumptuous, in the pattern set by his father, 
but he was even more attached to his harem, where 5,000 
concubines awaited his pleasure. Nevertheless, he was gen-
uinely devoted to his wife, Mumtaz Mahal, who bore him 
14 children. When she died in childbirth in 1631 at age 39, he 
was desolated. “Empire has no sweetness, life has no relish 
for me now,” he said when told of her death. 

 To honor her memory he built what is probably the 
most famous structure in the world, the Taj Mahal at Agra, 
which took 20,000 workmen over 20 years to complete. 
Designed by two Persian architects, it beautifully blends 
Iranian and Indian themes and Indian craft smanship, the 

       No photograph can do full justice to the Taj Mahal, whose great 
bulk seems to fl oat weightlessly above the pool that holds its 
refl ection. Mughal cupolas and domes are matched by minarets 
(the four slender towers on each side) in the Islamic tradition, 
while the central archway beneath the dome is reminiscent of 
the Persian models on which it was based. Inscriptions from the 
Qur’an and beautiful inlaid fl oral patterns cover much of the 
outer and inner walls, worked on for over 20 years by craft smen 
from as far away as China and Italy. Th e entire structure is of 
glistening white marble.      (R. Murphey)  
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 Within a few years, there were widespread revolts, which 
merely increased Aurangzeb’s pressure for more revenue to 
raise armies to put them down. For many years he did so 
successfully, thanks to his superior generalship and to the 
fear-induced loyalty of most of his court and army. When 
revolt failed, or the risks of defying Aurangzeb or his tax 
collectors seemed too great, growing numbers of peasants 
abandoned their homes and fi elds to become bandits or 
join dissident groups or armies elsewhere, including explic-
itly Hindu forces such as the Sikhs of Punjab (particularly 
brutalized by Aurangzeb), the formerly loyal Rajputs, and 
the Marathas. 

 Relentless in suppressing rebellion, Aurangzeb was also 
determined to extend his empire into the south. Th e last 
half of his wearily long reign was consumed in bloody but 
ultimately unsuccessful campaigns into the Deccan, while 
at the same time his forces tried to stem the rising tide of 
Sikh, Rajput, Afghan, Bengali, and Maratha revolt. His brief 
conquests in the south, won at terrible cost in money and 
lives, quickly evaporated. From their mountain fortresses 
in the northwestern Deccan, the Hindu Marathas became 
increasingly powerful and took the fi eld to harry Mughal 
forces retreating from the south near the end of Aurangzeb’s 

His favorite son, Dara, a philosopher and mystic like his 
great-grandfather Akbar, might have made a fi ne ruler, 
but a younger son, Aurangzeb (or Alamgir), was insatiably 
ambitious. From 1657 there was open warfare among rival 
brothers. Aurangzeb imprisoned his father, Shah Jahan, 
in the dungeon of Agra’s Red Fort while he completed his 
gruesome work, and then sent the old emperor the head of 
his son Dara. Th e aged Shah Jahan could just see through 
the barred window of his cell a glimpse of his beloved Taj 
Mahal. Hearing that the sight gave the old man a little com-
fort, Aurangzeb is said to have had his father’s eyes put out.   

  The Reign of Aurangzeb: 

Repression and Revolt 

 Th is cold-blooded zealot ascended the throne in 1658. By 
poison, intrigue, or assassination he had eliminated a dozen 
of his own brothers and half-brothers, as well as uncounted 
others. He gave as the reason for this slaughter his own 
devotion to Islam and the more lax views of his many rivals. 
But Aurangzeb was also a brilliant and single-minded ruler 
and administrator and a cunning statesman. Sunni Mus-
lims revered him as much as Hindus hated him. He is said 
to have had no friends, only servile admirers and bitter 
enemies. 

 Civil war on top of Shah Jahan’s extravagances had emp-
tied the treasury, but Aurangzeb increased his revenue 
demands still further and at the same time extended his 
own puritanical tastes to the running of court and empire. 
He stopped all court luxuries, especially the wine, song, and 
dance forbidden by the Qur’an, and ended all monumental 
construction. He also appointed censors of public morals to 
enforce rigid Islamic law, ordered everyone to pray at stated 
intervals every day, tried to abolish gambling and drinking, 
and began a lifelong campaign to demolish all surviving 
Hindu monuments and temples. Unfortunately, he largely 
succeeded in the north, and the only surviving samples of 
pre-Mughal architecture are in the south, where Aurang-
zeb never prevailed. Hindus were forbidden to carry arms, 
forced conversion was resumed for many, and Hindu fes-
tivals or public expression outlawed. Aurangzeb knew the 
Qur’an by heart and copied it out twice in his own hand. 
But his piety and his praying do not seem to have guided 
him toward anything but dogmatic orthodoxy and gross 
inhumanity in pursuit of it. To increase the revenue needed 
to maintain his army and to pay for new conquests in the 
name of Allah, he reimposed the hated jizya tax on  Hindus, 
levied a new tax on Hindu pilgrims, and doubled the taxes 
on Hindu merchants. When crowds gathered outside 
the Red Fort in Delhi to protest, he ordered the imperial 
 elephants to crush them to death.    

       Interior of the Delhi Red Fort from an audience hall, showing 
the pearl mosque for the use of the court. An inscription 
on the wall reads, “If there is a paradise on earth, it is this.”      
(R. Murphey)  
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saved by his works alone; God will not ask a man his tribe 
or sect, but what he has done. Th ere is no Hindu and no 
Muslim. All are children of God.”  1     

 His disciple and successor Guru Angad (active 1530–
1552) began the compilation of the Sikh holy book, the 
Guru Granth Sahib, recording all he had learned from 
Guru Nanak and adding devotional refl ections. Successive 
Sikh gurus continued opposition to caste and to all forms 
of discrimination. Sikh leaders met with Akbar, who lis-
tened to them with interest and granted them a site for their 
chief temple in Amritsar, near Lahore. Th e origins of Sikh-
ism were thus wholly peaceful, but in the sixteenth century 
some Sikhs were drawn into support for one of Jahangir’s 
rebellious sons, hoping that he would be more tolerant 
of non-Muslims. When the rebellion failed and Jahangir 
had the Sikh leader executed in 1606, the Sikhs began to 
develop a defensive military emphasis in order to maintain 
their own identity and their territorial base in Punjab. 

 By 1650 their numbers had greatly increased, and they 
began to see themselves as a separate state. Sikh gurus urged 
their followers to eat meat not only in distinction from 
high-caste Hindus but also to give them strength. Martial 
skills, bravery, and physical strength began to be cultivated 
as Sikh hallmarks. Shah Jahan left  them largely alone, pre-
occupied as he was with his ambitious building projects and 
the luxurious pleasures of his harem and court. But when 
the Sikhs understandably supported his favored son Dara’s 
bid for the throne, they became Aurangzeb’s enemies. His 
persecutions of them and his eff orts to eliminate them as 
both a power and a community predictably strengthened 
their commitment and led to their further militarization 
in self-defense. Aurangzeb cruelly tortured to death the 
ninth Sikh guru, Teg Bahadur, in 1675 when he refused to 
embrace Islam and ignored the guru’s warning against the 
still tiny but foreboding European threat to India. 

 Teg Bahadur’s son and successor, Guru Govind Singh 
(r. 1675–1708), fi rst organized the Sikhs into a real political 
power and a great military fraternity. He urged them all to 
adopt the surname Singh (“lion”) as he had done, to swear 
never to cut their hair (which came to be worn knotted up 
in a turban) or their beards, and to avoid tobacco and alco-
hol. Th e practices of  purdah  (the veiling and seclusion of 
women) and  sati  (the burning of widows) were rejected in 
part not only because they were Muslim and Hindu cus-
toms but also because they were seen as inhuman. Sikh 
women were freer, more nearly coequals to men, than in 
most other Indian religions. Govind Singh’s four sons were 
captured by Aurangzeb and tortured to death, steadfastly 
refusing to convert to Islam. 

 When Govind Singh himself died in 1708, the line of ten 
guru leaders ended and the Sikhs were thereaft er ruled by 
political rather than religious leaders. Many Punjabis and 

reign. His campaigns exhausted the country and left  it split 
among contending powers, sharing an implacable hatred of 
Mughal rule but divided by their own diff erences and rival-
ries. India was never to recover from this legacy of religious 
strife and factionalism. 

  Sects and Rebels: Rajputs, Sikhs, and Marathas 
 Th ree groups stood out against Aurangzeb’s intolerance 
and military conquests and as his most eff ective oppo-
nents: the Rajputs, the Sikhs, and the Marathas. Unfortu-
nately for them, they never made common cause, as they 
also failed to do later against the expanding East India 
Company. Aurangzeb broke the alliance that Akbar had 
prudently made with the Rajputs and eliminated their 
previously prominent role in the Mughal army. Th rough-
out most of his reign they were in revolt, maintaining their 
reputation as courageous fi ghters and never eff ectively 
being suppressed. Th e proximity of their base and its for-
tresses in Rajasthan to the center of Mughal power in the 
Delhi-Agra region made them highly vulnerable, and they 
suff ered repeated annihilation campaigns. But Rajput resis-
tance survived and hung onto the margins of Rajasthan as a 
permanent thorn in Aurangzeb’s side, precisely the danger 
that Akbar had so wisely turned to his advantage by mak-
ing the Rajputs his collaborators. Each campaign against 
them bred new bitterness and new determination to fi ght. 
Aurangzeb’s bigotry and conquering ambition called forth 
resistance in the name of India and of Hinduism against a 
Mughal order now seen afresh as alien and hateful, a sad 
sequel to Akbar’s vision and achievement of a multiethnic, 
multicultural, and multireligious India, in which all groups 
could be partners in a common enterprise under Mughal 
leadership and could share pride in the empire. Th roughout 
their history the Rajputs had been quick to spring to the 
defense of what they considered Hindu India, and now they 
took the fi eld again, convinced of the rightness of their all-
India cause. 

 As an outgrowth of the devotional bhakti movement  (see 
 Chapter   6   )  late in the fi ft eenth century, the Sikhs of Punjab 
emerged as a religious group with its own separate identity. 
As elsewhere in India where bhakti ideals spread, a series of 
nonsectarian saint-reformers preached a puritanical form 
of life and freedom from priestly domination, discarding 
the more dogmatic and hierarchical aspects of Hinduism 
but retaining its devotion to nonviolence. Th e founder of 
Sikhism, Guru Nanak (1469–1538), tried at fi rst to work out 
a compromise between Hinduism and Islam and then to 
purify Hinduism. He was a contemporary of Martin Luther 
(1483–1546) but less contentious and less of a theologian. 
He preached the bhakti message of a universal, loving God, 
to whom everyone has access without the need for priests 
or rituals. Perhaps his best-known saying is “Man will be 
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greatest hero to this day. Unlike his successors, he was not 
only a brilliant military strategist and tactician but also an 
eff ective organizer and political administrator. He ruled 
with a council of ministers, made Marathi and Sanskrit the 
court languages, and banned the use of Urdu and Persian. 
For nearly 20 years he defi ed a series of Mughal armies, a 
considerable accomplishment in itself. Aurangzeb called 
him “the mountain rat”; “My armies have been employed 
against him for nineteen years,” he said, “and nevertheless 
his state has always been increasing.” 

 But Shivaji did not live to see the death of Aurangzeb 
and the collapse of the Mughal power, and the son who 
succeeded him neglected the army and the state and spent 
his time enjoying the luxuries of court life. He was defeated 
and captured by the Mughals, who executed him and many 
other Maratha chiefs in 1689. Shivaji’s grandson, the next 
Maratha ruler, defected to the Mughals and was made one 
of their high offi  cials, but other Marathas renewed the 
struggle. A younger descendant of Shivaji reorganized the 
army and resumed his grandfather’s devastating raids. In 
1699, aft er his own generals had failed to put them down, 
Aurangzeb himself marched against the Marathas, but 
without success. By 1702 the Mughals were on the defen-
sive. Th e Marathas were now led by Tara Bai, the remark-
able wife of the ruler who had died in 1700, although she 
ruled through her son, Shivaji III. She rode a horse with 
fearless skill and led the Maratha cavalry charges, which 
were their chief weapon. 

 Aft er Aurangzeb’s death and the collapse of his overam-
bitious crusade, the Marathas were torn by civil war, a con-
tinuation of the feuding that was also part of their tradition, 
again like the Scots. Successive leaders aft er 1712 resumed 
campaigns to the north, south, and east, extending their 
territory close to Delhi, conquering most of the peninsular 
south, and raiding even into Bengal. Th e Maratha Confed-
eracy, as it was called, had become by far the greatest power 
in India, but it lacked the fi rm hand and administrative 
skills of Shivaji and was chronically troubled by factional-
ism. Th e Maratha army was used as much to raid and plun-
der as to fi ght major engagements, and raids or conquests 
were seldom followed up by responsible government of the 
captured areas. 

 In 1761, the army marched north to meet an Afghan 
invasion on the historic fi eld of Panipat, northwest of Delhi, 
and was totally defeated with heavy losses. Th eir short-lived 
“empire” was dissolved, and their power never recovered. 
Th e real benefi ciaries were the English, since the Marathas 
had been the only major defenders of India against foreign 
invaders and the only group with the potential to reunite 
the country. Internal feuding among themselves, lack of 
commitment to responsible administration, a predatory 
pattern that repelled support, and the strain of chronic 

others from neighboring areas adopted Sikhism. A for-
mer Rajput, Banda Bairagi, ravaged the Mughal forces as 
leader of the Sikhs until he was betrayed, captured, and 
executed in 1716. Nadir Shah’s invasion from Iran in 1739 
fi nally eliminated Mughal power in Punjab and gave the 
Sikhs new opportunity to extend their domination of that 
territory. During the remainder of the eighteenth century 
the Sikh kingdom became still stronger and stood fi nally as 
the last major obstacle to British rule south of Afghanistan’s 
Khyber Pass, overcome only in 1849 aft er two campaigns 
against them. 

 Th e Marathas were probably the most formidable and 
eff ective enemies of the Mughals, and for some two centu-
ries played a major all-India role. For a time it seemed as 
if they would become the dominant power in the subcon-
tinent and would found a new Indian empire. Th eir home 
base was well protected by mountains, the Western Ghats, 
just back from the coast behind Bombay; by the Deccan 
Plateau east of the Ghats broken by numerous hills and 
defended outcrops; and by the central Indian mountain 
ranges of the Vindhyas and their spurs to the north and 
east, ideally suited to guerrilla warfare. Th e Marathas glo-
ried in their hardiness, which they attributed to the relative 
barrenness of their mountain-girt homeland, rather like the 
Gurkhas of Nepal or the Scots, and like them had a proud 
military tradition (Maharashtra means “Great Country”). 

 Th e greatest Maratha leader was Shivaji (1627–1680), 
who rose to prominence just as Hindus, embittered by 
Aurangzeb’s oppression, were ready to take up arms against 
him. Shivaji combined his Hinduism with his martial 
background and determination to free India of the alien 
Mughal tyranny. From the beginning of Aurangzeb’s reign, 
Shivaji and his commando cavalry raided Mughal territory. 
Th e Mughal general sent against him captured Pune, the 
Maratha capital, in 1663, but was routed by Shivaji in a dar-
ing night attack. A few months later in 1664 Shivaji attacked 
Surat in Gujarat, then the richest port in India, and car-
ried off  immense booty. A second major Mughal campaign 
against him ended in negotiations aft er some of Shivaji’s 
feuding adversaries deserted to the Mughal cause. Shivaji 
visited Agra, expecting to be off ered a high post, but when 
he complained that Aurangzeb’s off er was not good enough 
he was imprisoned. He smuggled himself out concealed in a 
basket and rebuilt his forces and resources for what he now 
saw as the inevitable confl ict. 

 When Aurangzeb ordered Hindu temples and schools 
demolished and all Hindu public teaching and practice 
suppressed, Shivaji renewed his raids in 1670, and over the 
next ten years more than doubled the territory under his 
control, rivaling the Mughal territory as an enemy state 
with which to be reckoned. Th is achievement inspired the 
Marathas with renewed pride, and Shivaji remains their 
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maintaining or enhancing the system’s ability to generate 
production or even to pay taxes. Th e state did almost noth-
ing to increase irrigation, so badly needed in most of India, 
or to promote other agricultural improvements. Neglect 
of agriculture meant neglect of most of the country and its 
people. 

 Even before Aurangzeb, whatever wealth was left  over 
aft er paying the staggering costs of military campaigns was 
used primarily for gorgeous display at the capital and the 
court and for monumental building. Th e Mughals were at 
war on a major basis for much more than half of the years 
between Babur’s victory at Panipat in 1526 and Aurang-
zeb’s death in 1707, and fi ghting continued into the 1750s. 
Even a prosperous and well-run system would have been 
fatally weakened by such an outpouring of treasure to no 
constructive result and by the large-scale devastation of 
the countryside over two centuries. (German development 
is said to have been set back 100 years by the Th irty Years 
War of 1618–1648.) Th e Indian economy was progressively 
drained, and almost nothing was put back into it, while 
even administration was increasingly neglected.     

fi ghting against the Mughals left  them unequal to that enor-
mous task. India itself was exhausted by unending warfare. 
Th e Mughals, Marathas, Sikhs, and Rajputs merely blood-
ied and drained each other and the country as a whole 
rather than taking any united stand.  

  Th e Mughals and India 
 By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the order and 
prosperity that had fl ourished under Akbar and his imme-
diate successors had been fatally weakened. Akbar’s care-
fully designed revenue system, under Hindu management, 
had been eroded by the excessive granting of tax-collecting 
rights for large areas, known as  jagirs , to those whom 
the throne wanted or needed to pay off . Especially under 
Aurangzeb, Mughal attention was concentrated on military 
conquest, which meant not only mounting demands for 
revenue but also decreasing attention to normal adminis-
tration and supervision. Hindu revenue offi  cials were elim-
inated; holders of jagirs ( jagirdars ) became more and more 
independent, and more and more rapacious in extracting 
everything they could from an oppressed peasantry and 
merchant group, retaining for their own pockets any bal-
ance beyond the offi  cial government tax rates. Th e same 
was true for the group known as  zamindars , who were also 
granted tax-collection rights for smaller local areas and 
used these rights to enrich themselves, oft en acquiring the 
ownership of land from peasants who were unable to pay 
the tax. 

 Th is demise of Akbar’s system was a disaster for the well-
being of most of the agricultural sector, the predominant 
basis of the economy and the major tax base. Th e Mughals 
had built an imperial road system, but it was used mainly 
for the movement of troops and supplies. Even so, it was 
not well maintained and became impassable in many sec-
tions, especially given the torrential rains of the annual 
monsoon. More important, Mughal economic policy con-
centrated heavily on obtaining revenue and far too little on 

       Shah Jahan’s Red Fort in Delhi, 
massively built of red sandstone, with 
the characteristic Mughal towers and 
domes.      (Stuart Forster/Robert Harding)  

 Commerce at the Mughal Port of Surat 

 Ahmedabad, the capital of pre-Mughal Gujarat, served as 
the economic center for the collection and distribution of 
Gujarati cotton, which was transported overland to Surat, 
the dominant Mughal-era international port. Surat also 
served as the Indian base for pilgrimage to Mecca. 
 Surat’s prosperity ultimately depended on Mughal 
 protection and the commitment of Mughal rulers to 
allow it to run its affairs free of the state’s intervention, 
but as the Mughal state’s commercial partners. 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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 Court life at Delhi and Agra was sumptuous and bril-
liant but expensive. Offi  cials knew that their money and 
property would revert to the emperor when they died, 
and consequently they spent it freely in lavish conspicu-
ous consumption, with stables full of Arabian horses 
and harems fi lled with dancing girls. Massive entertain-
ments and banquets, complete with music, dance, and 

 Surat’s hereditary merchant plutocracy, known collec-
tively as the  mahajan  (“great men”), controlled local 
 financial, commercial, and artisan activities, and their 
agents dominated the surrounding agricultural hinter-
land, ensuring a steady flow of raw cotton, indigo (a 
valuable blue-black textile dye), tobacco, foodstuffs, and 
craft products to Surat’s merchant houses. Grain mer-
chant/moneylenders controlled the resident laborers 
and artisans, who were organized into caste groups and 
craft guilds. 

 The elite of the community were the  sarafi , commer-
cial financiers, who represented family firms of different 
ethnic, sectarian, and caste backgrounds: Jains, Parsis, 
and Hindu Banias. In addition to transacting their own 
commercial affairs, sarafi and their broker representa-
tives exchanged money, acted as paymasters, financed 
Mughal authorities and other merchants, provided in-
surance, and served as trustees for religious and chari-
table enterprises. Sarafi issued  hundi , bills that were 
promissory notes guaranteeing payment over distance. 
These were discounted to cover interest, insurance, and 
the cost of the transmission of the monetary payment. 
Since the major sarafi houses had well-established 
branches or representatives in the major trade centers of 
India and Asia, they could send messages to their local 
agents instructing them to make payment or to invest 
the transferred sum in a specified business venture. This 
system eliminated the danger of transferring large sums 
of coinage or bullion and also avoided the loss of ex-
change value experienced between one monetary region 
and another. 

 At the top of Surat’s merchant hierarchy was the  na-
garsheth , a chief merchant-prince who negotiated on the 
mahajan community’s behalf with the Mughal govern-
ment as well as foreign traders by establishing the terms 
by which they might participate in Surat’s marketplace 
and predetermining the value of their merchandise. 
Major foreign merchants were assimilated as special 
members of the resident elite and were allowed the same 
rights and privileges as the merchant-princes as long as 
they lived by the community’s rules. 

poetry readings, fi lled much of their time. Courtiers and 
the upper classes dressed in magnifi cent silk outfi ts or 
fi ne Kashmir wool in the brief northern winter, while the 
peasants wore coarse sackcloth woven from jute or locally 
made cottons. Indian cotton cloth won extensive overseas 
markets in the rest of Asia and much of Africa as well as 
in Europe; weavers benefi ted, but the state’s tax collectors 
benefi ted still more. 

 For all the brilliant splendor of court life, however, sci-
ence and technology were largely neglected aft er Akbar. 
What learning there was centered on the Qur’an and on the 
cultivation of the arts. Th ere were no changes or improve-
ments in the arts of production, and by the seventeenth 
century India had fallen behind Europe in science and 
technology and probably in the productivity of both agri-
culture and manufacturing, while at the same time bleed-
ing from virtually continuous warfare. It is signifi cant that 
while Shah Jahan was building the Taj Mahal at staggering 
expense, India suff ered probably the worst famine in its his-
tory, from 1630 to 1632. Between 1702 and 1703, in another 
famine that was nearly as bad, over 2 million people died 
while Aurangzeb was campaigning in the Deccan with a 
huge army and supply corps. Th e Mughals put peasant wel-
fare low on their list of priorities, and Indians were over-
whelmingly peasants. 

 Aurangzeb moved south in 1683, and for the rest of his 
life he ruled the empire and directed his military campaign 
from a new capital he established in the Deccan. Annual 
losses were estimated at 100,000 men and over 300,000 
transport animals, mainly requisitioned from the peasantry. 
Continued Maratha raids sapped his forces, in addition to 
fi erce southern resistance. Aft er 1705 he seems to have spent 
most of his time reading and copying the Qur’an, preparing 
himself for death. Until then, he had refused to recognize 
the destructiveness of his policies. At least one anonymous 
letter reached him aft er he had restored the poll tax on 
Hindus; the letter read in part: “Your subjects are trampled 
underfoot; every province of your empire is impoverished; 
depopulation spreads and problems accumulate. . . . If your 
majesty places any faith in those books called divine, you 
will be instructed there that God is the God of all mankind, 
not the God of Muslims alone.”  2   In 1705, he confessed to 
his son: “I came alone and I go as a stranger. I do not know 
who I am, or what I have been doing. I have sinned terri-
bly and I do not know what punishment awaits me.”  3   Th e 
Mughals had come full circle from the inspiring vision of 
Akbar to the nightmare of Aurangzeb. Th e eff ective power 
of the Mughals ended with Aurangzeb’s death in 1707. India 
slowly dissolved into civil war, banditry, intergroup rivalry, 
and mounting chaos, a context that provided the English 
traders, present on the fringes for well over a century, with a 
path to ultimate power.   
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India might have taken part in or at least benefi ted from 
these important advances. Th e early European visitors to 
India had, like Marco Polo, been drawn to and impressed 
by its wealth and sophistication. In Akbar’s time there 
seems little question that India was at least on a par with 
Europe and China technologically, economically, and 
politically. But Jahangir and Shah Jahan were preoccupied 
with the pleasures of the court, monumental building, 
and intrigue, and Aurangzeb cared nothing for the mate-
rial welfare of his people and bled the empire to fi nance 
his wars. Instead of scholars, as at Akbar’s court, Aurang-
zeb surrounded himself with sycophants, servile yes-men 
who dared not disagree or suggest alternatives and who 
fl attered the emperor into thinking that he and his empire 
led the world. He did not deign to correspond with other 
monarchs, as Akbar had done, or to take an interest in 
anything but his endless military campaigns in the name 
of Islam, to impose his tyrannical rule over all of India, 
a goal he never achieved. By the time of his death, much 
of India was economically and politically a shambles, and 
technological development was nonexistent. Th is was to 
prove a fatal combination of weaknesses, resulting in a 
situation of virtual anarchy where the now far more eff ec-
tive and technologically advanced Europeans were able 
to establish footholds from which their power in India 
would grow. 

 Th e custom of  purdah , the veiling of women in pub-
lic now became common in the north, even for Hindus, 
while in the south women were not as confi ned. However, 
among the Rajputs, and even more the Sikhs, women were 
also free of such restrictions and oft en played an active 
public role. Among the nomads of central Asia, despite 
their generally warlike culture, although women did not 
take part in fi ghting, women were never veiled and took 
a more active part in the life of the tribe. Th e Marathas, 
fi ghting in defense of Hindu India against the tyranny 
of Aurangzeb, were led aft er the death of Shivaji by the 
Tara Bai, a fearless female cavalry commander who rode 
astride like a man and struck terror into the hearts of the 
Mughal opponents. 

 Th e French traveler François Bernier, who visited India 
in Aurangzeb’s time, reported that the emperor complained 
to him, aft er belatedly realizing the potential strength of 
the Europeans, that his tutor had told him, “Th e whole of 
Feringustan [Europe] was no more than some inconsider-
able island, that its kings resembled petty rajahs, and that 
the potentates of Hindustan eclipsed the glory of all other 
kings.”  4   Th is may not have been, for all its sycophant over-
tones, a grossly inaccurate description, but it did of course 
help to blind Indians to the danger posed by the Western 
presence. Th eir innate sense of cultural superiority was to 
remain both an obstacle to rational adjustment to changed 

  Aurangzeb’s long reign spanned nearly 50 years, from 
1658 to 1707. He was thus a contemporary of the Manchu 
emperor Kangxi in China  ( Chapter   11   ) , Louis XIV of 
France, the “Glorious Revolution” in England, Frederick 
I of Prussia, and Peter the Great of Russia. During these 
years, Europe began its modern development of strong 
centralized states, continued its commercial and colonial 
expansion overseas, and rode a wave of unprecedented eco-
nomic growth that was refl ected in the beginnings of major 
population increases. In Aurangzeb’s time, Qing China, 
whose rulers also claimed kinship with the Mongol empire’s 
Chinggis Khan, saw a boom period of prosperity and vig-
orous economic growth, with major increases in trade and 
at least a doubling of agricultural output and population. 
Th e modern agricultural revolution was beginning at the 
same time in Europe, and the foundations were laid for the 
later Industrial Revolution. European science and technol-
ogy leaped ahead of the rest of the world with the pioneer-
ing discoveries of scientists like Isaac Newton and Robert 
Boyle, early fi gures in the European Age of Reason and the 
Enlightenment. Europe developed in these years a lead that 
was to widen greatly in subsequent centuries. 

 If Akbar’s open-minded curiosity and zeal for learning 
and experimentation had prevailed into Aurangzeb’s time, 

       Central India, in the Vindhya mountains. Terrain like this kept 
successive northern-based eff orts, including Aurangzeb’s, from 
conquering or holding the south.      (R. Murphey)  
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complete without some attention to them. Th ese Central 
Asian people were preliterate (until a few acquired literacy 
from surrounding cultures), and hence most of their his-
tory is recorded only in terms of their interactions with the 
sedentary cultures around them, most importantly China 
and India. What we know about them is based largely on 
the descriptions of outsiders.    

 Th e world’s largest area of semiarid steppe and true 
desert covers the middle of the Eurasian continent, from 
the Ukraine and what is now Turkey across the southern 
half of the former Soviet Union, most of Iran, Afghani-
stan, and what is now Pakistan, the Mongolian People’s 
Republic, and most of China north of the central Liao 
Valley of Manchuria and east of about 75 degrees east 
longitude. On climatic and vegetational grounds, Tibet 
belongs in the same category of steppe-desert, although 
its physical environment is conditioned by high altitude. 
Th roughout most of this vast Eurasian area, permanent 
fi eld agriculture is possible only in a few favored spots 
where water is available as supplemental irrigation, as in 
the few widely scattered oases. 

  Nomadic Lifestyle 
 Traditionally, nearly all of this immense region has been 
occupied by a variety of peoples, most importantly Turk-
ish and Mongol, who supported themselves primarily by 
nomadic pastoralism, using animals to extract sustenance 
from grazing on the steppe and living in turn on their milk 
and meat. Many of the pastoral nomads of Central Asia 
scorned all agriculture and those who practiced it. Th is view 
seems to have been most true of the Mongols, who associ-
ated all farming with their traditionally despised Chinese 
enemies and regarded settled agriculture and all sedentary 
lifestyles as equivalent to slavery, preferring the free life 
of the open steppes—and the relative anarchy that oft en 
resulted from individual and group resistance to direction 
or control, even in cooperative eff orts for the common good. 

 Th e typical pastoral nomad grouping was the tribe, and 
although many tribes might share a common language and 
culture, the normal form of interaction among them was 
rivalry, competition, and periodic warfare. Turks, Mongols, 
and other tribes sometimes operated together against other 
nomad groups or, as in the cases of the Seljuk and 
Ottoman Turks, the Mongols of Chinggis Khan’s time, and 
the  Manchus under Nurhachi’s leadership  (see  Chapter   11   ) , 
banded together in pursuit of wider conquest. Most con-
fl icts, however, took place between much smaller tribal 
groups and commonly centered on disputes over grazing 
rights. Grass was the indispensable and fi nite resource of 
all pastoral nomads, the means for sustaining the herds on 
which they lived. Each pastoral tribe worked out over time a 
more or less fi xed pattern of movement whereby individual 

circumstances and a prop for their wounded egos. Bernier’s 
contemporary, the Italian traveler in India Nicolo Manucci, 
recorded his impression that Indians believed Europeans 
“have no polite manners, that they are ignorant, want-
ing in ordered life, and very dirty.”  5   Th is too had consid-
erable truth in it, especially the last point, which shocked 
Indians, given their scrupulous attention to daily washing 
and toothbrushing, habits that did not become European 
practice until well into the nineteenth century. Crude and 
dirty or not, the Europeans were fast becoming the most 
eff ective groups in India, given the ruin of the Mughals 
and the disorganization of the Marathas or other possible 
Indian orders. Th e way was open for the rise of a British-
dominated India.   

  The Central Asia 

Connection 

 Like China but to an even greater degree, India was closely 
connected to the great Central Asian steppe area. Although 
there were many short-lived dynasties of conquest in China, 
only the Mongols and the Manchus conquered more than a 
small part of the north. India, however, suff ered repeated 
invasions by steppe nomads, beginning with the Aryans 
from Central Asia and Iran, various Persian groups at 
diff erent periods, a Mongol invasion, and, beginning in the 
tenth century  c.e. , successive waves of primarily Turkish 
invaders from Central Asia (including Afghanistan), which 
progressively conquered most of the north. Turco-Afghan 
conquests culminated in the Mughal Empire, which also 
brought in a fresh wave of Persian infl uence and culture. 
Both China and India have also been closely involved with 
Tibet. Buddhism and trade spread to Tibet from both India 
and China, and both countries have maintained a proprie-
tary interest in events on the Tibetan plateau, although only 
China since the Qing dynasty has established direct politi-
cal control over Tibet. 

 Th e history of both countries cannot be fully under-
stood without some knowledge of Central Asia and its 
people. Th e relative poverty of the steppe economy chroni-
cally tempted the nomads to raid and invade the rich agri-
cultural areas of adjacent China and India. Despite their 
small numbers, their use of horse cavalry tactics made 
them formidable militarily. In addition, trade routes across 
the Central Asian steppes were of major importance, for 
this was where most contact between India and China 
took place; nearly all of it was indirect and depended on 
Central Asian intermediaries, as in the transmission of 
Buddhism and its associated art forms from India to 
China. Finally, Central Asia and its people and history are 
important for themselves, and no history of Asia would be 
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Th e population fi gures are similar for Tibet, only slightly 
smaller in size and similarly dependent largely on pas-
toral nomadism. Turkish tribes probably totaled only a 
little more. 

 Th e animals that made the pastoral nomadic way of 
life possible were primarily sheep and goats, native to the 
Central Asian steppe and very little altered from their wild 
forms. Th ey were oft en hybrid mixtures that, like these spe-
cies everywhere, were able to survive on far sparser and less 
nutritious or luxuriant pasturage than would be needed to 
sustain cattle. Given their grazing habits, however, espe-
cially their close cropping, they would quickly exhaust the 
pasturage and had to be moved on before they destroyed its 
capacity to recover. 

 Horses and camels were kept for riding and as carri-
ers. It was earlier farming communities rather than pasto-
ral nomads that fi rst trained the horse to pull loads, using 
some sort of harness, perhaps as early as the third millen-
nium  b.c.e.  Probably only much later did farming commu-
nities train the horse for riding.    

pasturage areas would be grazed only as frequently as was 
compatible with the maintenance of a permanent yield. 

 Because of such land-use patterns, any one part of a 
tribe’s claimed grazing areas as part of their seasonal, 
annual, or multiannual rotation would be out of use for 
long periods of time, sometimes for several years, while 
the tribe and its herds might be literally hundreds of 
miles away. Such absence inevitably invited poaching by 
other tribes and resulted in chronic small-scale warfare, 
since the preservation of claims to grazing rights was 
truly a matter of life or death for the tribe and its herds. 
As with arid and semiarid areas everywhere, rainfall may 
vary as much as 40 percent from year to year. Th e severe 
limitations of the environment, the low productivity of 
pastoral nomadism, and the chronic intertribal fi ghting 
kept the human populations at very low levels. Th e Mon-
gol tribes consolidated by Chinggis Khan in the twelft h 
century appear to have amounted to at most 1 million 
people, about the same total as in the early twentieth cen-
tury, in an overall area almost as large as Western Europe. 

 Central Asia and the Mongol Empire        
The vast extent of the Mongol conquests is to some extent misleading since they lasted only for a few decades, destroyed largely 
by fighting among the Mongol clans. But for a brief interval most of Eurasia was under their control, and the Pax Tatarica, as it 
was called, enabled Marco Polo and several other Europeans to reach China.   
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compound bow was an invention of the sedentary peoples, 
appearing in China as early as the second millennium  b.c.e.  
Th e bows were composites of laminated wood, horn, and 
sinew, materials readily available to the nomads. 

 Th roughout Central Asia the camel was also used, not 
in general for herding but for carrying and for travel-
ing. Camels were native to Central Asia and wonderfully 
adapted to its harsh environment. Th ey are, of course, 
known for their ability to live without water or food for 
extended periods by drawing on and oxidizing fat stored in 
their humps, but they can also subsist at least for a time on 
thorny, tough, or bitter vegetation and on brackish water that 
is rejected even by goats. Th eir soft , splayed feet enable 
them to walk more easily in loose or deep sand. Th e camel 
also has a secondary transparent eyelid so that it can see 
in the frequent dust or sandstorms without being blinded. 
Th is was the dominant carrier of trade within and across 
Central Asia, for which its qualities and its larger carry-
ing capacity fi t it far better than the horse. Th e Arabs and 
Turks also used camels as military cavalry, although such 
use was less common with the nomads of eastern Eurasia. 
Camel meat and milk occasionally were added to the diet, 
and their hides were used or sold, but they were not kept 
primarily for such purposes.     

  Nomad Warriors 
 It was tempting to the nomads—Turks, Arabs, or Mon-
gols—with their ability to move and to strike quickly, to sim-
ply take what they needed from the agricultural areas along 
their borders, or to raid the trade caravans that ran through 
their domains, carrying high-value goods like silk, gold, or 
lacquer that could in turn be bartered for more mundane 
necessities. Within their steppe-desert world were also the 

 Mounted archery became the principal military weapon 
of the nomads, used with great skill and with devastating 
eff ect by warriors who were also consummate horsemen. 
Th e bow was adapted for use on horseback by making it in 
so-called compound form, a double refl ex in the shape of a 
Cupid’s bow, which made it much shorter and hence more 
manageable on horseback but without any signifi cant loss 
of fi repower, range, or accuracy. Like the original domesti-
cation of the horse and its training for draft  and riding, the 

  Marco Polo gave this description of battle with the Mongols.  

  They never mix with the enemy, but keep hovering 
about him, discharging their arrows first from 
one side and then from the other, occasionally 
pretending to fly, and during their flight shooting 
arrows backwards at their pursuers, killing men 
and horses. . . . In this sort of warfare the adver-
sary imagines that he has gained a victory, when 
in fact he has lost the battle; for the Tartars, 
observing the mischief they have done him, wheel 
about and, renewing the fight, overpower his 
remaining troops and make them prisoners in 
spite of their utmost exertions. Their horses are 
so well broken-in to quick changes of movement 
that upon the signal given, they instantly turn in 
any direction; and by these rapid maneuvers 
many victories have been obtained.  

  Source: The Travels of Marco Polo, the Venetian  (London: J.M. 
Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1908), p. 130. 

 THE MONGOLS IN BATTLE 

       In the steppes and mountains of Central Asia. A barren landscape, suited to camels but not to dense or 
productive populations. It is easy to see why so many Central Asian groups were tempted to invade India 
or China. Th is scene is in Afghanistan.      (R. Murphey)  
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power, were annihilated in this way, from the time of the 
Xiongnu battles against the Han into the mid-Qing dynasty 
of the eighteenth century, when the Mongol power was 
fi nally destroyed in the campaigns of Qianlong  (see  Chap-
ter   11   ) . Shah Jahan’s eff orts to reconquer Afghanistan and the 
former Mughal domains in Central Asia met a similar fate. 

 Th e nomads produced their own bows and arrows, 
oft en made by each warrior for himself, and they oft en did 
not have (and hence were not encumbered by) swords or 
spears. Each cavalry charge could be planned and manipu-
lated so that horses and men moved in response to signal 
fl ags and hence could be adjusted in their maneuvers as 
the battle developed. Each rider could discharge a volley of 
four or fi ve arrows at short range and at high velocity while 
moving at high speed. Th ey would then wheel away in uni-
son and reload their stock of arrows, return for another 
charge, and then retreat to their own lines, passing on the 
way a fresh contingent of their companions with full quiv-
ers. Th e nomads would oft en seek to draw their opponents 
out in pursuit and would then turn in their saddles and 
shoot their pursuers or lead them into an ambush or to the 
nomads’ own lines, where freshly mounted and armed war-
riors could confront them or cut them off . In any such bat-
tle of rapid movement, the nomads had the advantage, but 

scattered oases, some of them relatively large but all highly 
productive and with markets crowded with a wide variety 
of goods. Th ere, too, the nomads could oft en obtain what 
they wanted by lightning raids. Hit-and-run attacks on the 
settled farming communities on the edge of the steppe and 
along the trade routes that ran through it brought them into 
chronic confl ict with the sedentary empires around them. In 
this contest the nomads usually had the upper hand. 

 Th eir great weapon was their mobility, and hence unpre-
dictability, through the striking power of their mounted 
warriors. Mobility and horsemanship were their basic way 
of life, and aft er the invention of the stirrup and the perfec-
tion of their cavalry tactics they were oft en irresistible in 
the short, sharp engagements that they could plan for times 
and places of their own choosing. Th e vastly superior forces 
of the sedentary empires, with their dependence on supply 
trains and on grain or fodder and water for their heavier 
and more numerous horses and soldiers, were at a crip-
pling disadvantage out on the steppe. Th e nomads defended 
themselves against counterattacks, punitive expeditions, or 
eff orts to subdue them by drawing their opponents’ armies 
far out onto the grasslands away from their supply bases 
and then surrounding them or cutting them off . Successive 
Chinese armies, greatly superior in numbers and striking 

 In the settled agrarian areas of Asia, women’s roles usually 
were confined to the household, although in some parts of 
Asia women provided much of the labor in the fields in 
addition to handicrafts. Generally, among nomadic 
communities, such as the Mongols, and communities 
with strong seafaring traditions, such as in Southeast 
Asia, women tended to have higher status and greater 
mobility. The Turkish areas of central Asia often followed a 
strict interpretation of Islamic teachings, requiring women 
to cover themselves in public and generally keep to their 
houses. After the fall of the Guptas, India became more 
bound by the caste system, which placed greater 
restrictions on both men and women. Marriages were 
commonly arranged by parents or clan elders until 
relatively recently across Asia, and that continues to be a 
common practice in India and Pakistan. The introduction 
of Islam into north India led to the spread of the practice 
of purdah, but in Southeast Asia, where Islam spread later, 
veiling became more common for women but purdah was 
relatively rare. Elite women in China, Japan, and Korea 
were also usually kept indoors, although in Tang China 
they seem to have been relatively free, even participating 
in polo matches. Their contemporaries, the court ladies of 
Heian Japan, were the dominant literary figures. The 

subsequent rise of the warriors ( bushi ) tended to 
downgrade the place of women. 

 Families throughout East and South Asia, except for 
the Southeast, tended to value sons far more than daugh-
ters and sometimes practiced female infanticide. Sons 
were essential to carry on the family name and to support 
parents in their old age, since daughters became mem-
bers of their husbands’ families at marriage. In China and 
India female infanticide still occurs, leading to a shortage 
of brides, many of whom are now imported from neigh-
boring countries. But even in India, China, and Japan, 
there were women who became prominent: the learned 
sage Gargi Vacaknavi in ancient India, the Empress Wu in 
Tang China, and Lady Murasaki in Japan. 

 Among the major states of monsoon Asia, the few 
women who became prominent—including Prime Min-
ister Indira Gandhi and many cabinet ministers and 
writers—were all from the elite, highly educated group, 
while peasant women were more subjugated. Chinese, 
Indian, and Southeast Asian women are numerous now 
in the professions; in Japan, however, although about half 
the wives work outside the house, only a very few have 
become prominent in politics. Southeast Asia still stands 
out as the home of female equality. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES :  WOMEN IN ASIA 
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the close connections and cultural affi  nities between the 
Mughal court of India and the Safavid rulers of Iran, it is 
useful to bring Iran into the discussion here. Th e heart of 
Iran is a high central plateau surrounded by mountains. 
Two large deserts occupy the center of the plateau. About 
1000  b.c.e.  this land was invaded by horse-riding nomads 
from Central Asia. Th ese were the Medes and the Persians, 
who spoke a Sanskrit-derived Indo-European language, 
as did the invaders of India. Th ey were soon joined by the 
warlike Scythians from farther north and east Central Asia. 
Th ese combined peoples sacked Nineveh and thus ended 
the Assyrian empire. In 550, Cyrus the Great defeated the 
Medes and in subsequent years conquered Lydia and the 
Greek cities on the coast of Anatolia, Babylon, Afghanistan, 
and northwestern India. His son Cambyses added Egypt, 
but the next ruler, Darius (522–486), began over two centu-
ries of peaceful and prosperous growth. Th e Persian Empire 
was highly cosmopolitan—all of its various peoples living in 
harmony much of the time. Th e empire was ruled with effi  -
ciency and justice. Th ere were two capitals, Susa in the east 
and the later capital built by Darius at Persepolis southwest 
of Susa. Alexander, in his advance eastward, conquered Persia 
between 334 and 326  b.c.e. , but Persian culture remained. 

 Iran has long been the dominant state and culture of 
Central Asia, since the fi ft h-century empire of Cyrus and 
Darius. Th e Abbasid Caliphate, a Muslim confederation 
based at Baghdad, was beginning to break up by about 
1000  c.e. , and Baghdad was captured by the Central Asian 
Seljuk Turks in 1065. Th e Seljuks also conquered Iran and 
converted the Persians to Islam, but they embraced and fur-
thered Persian culture, still a magnet for many. In the mid-
thirteenth century, all this was swept away by the Mongol 
advance, which razed every Central Asian city. A century 
later, Timur laid waste to much of the same area. Th rough 
all of this catastrophe, Persian culture and a sense of identity 

most of their conquests were short-lived, and in time they 
tended to be absorbed into the far greater mass of Indian or 
Chinese civilizations.       

 Inner Mongolia has been absorbed by the modern 
 Chinese state, as has Manchuria, and in both areas Han 
Chinese have become the overwhelming majority of the 
population. Xinjiang was repeatedly conquered by China, 
but its Turkish inhabitants (Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz) 
remained dominant until the infl ux of Chinese settlement 
aft er 1949. Aft er a long history of raiding and counterraiding, 
revolt and reconquest, and of the encroachment of Chinese 
agricultural settlement in the eastern approaches, Tibet was 
fi nally subdued by the Qing dynasty in the eighteenth cen-
tury but nevertheless retained into the 1950s its traditional 
culture and Lamaistic Buddhist theocratic government. 
Until then, for example, half the adult male population con-
sisted of Buddhist monks living in vast monasteries; but the 
economic level of the population was low. Tibetan revolts 
against the eff orts of the new Communist government of 
China to reclaim its imperial heritage led to brutal Chinese 
repression, which still continues. Th ough they are clearly a 
separate people, Tibetans have been overwhelmed by the 
modern Chinese state, so much more powerful than in the 
past, as have the Mongols, Manchus, and Turkic people of 
Xinjiang. Th eir modern fate parallels that of other Central 
Asian peoples farther west, who have been overwhelmed by 
the modern Russian state. Th is also parallels U.S. history, 
as the American Indians and their cultures were conquered 
and absorbed by the rise of the United States.   

  Iran: A Brief History 

 Iran (formerly Persia) sits at the crossroads between the 
mountains of western Asia, the arid plains of Central Asia, 
and the eastern borders of Afghanistan and India. Given 

       Th e Potala Palace in Lhasa, Tibet, the residence of the 
Dalai Lama until 1959.      (Sovfoto/Eastfoto)  
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on a weakened Iran, while the Ottomans remained a bel-
ligerent neighbor and Afghanistan fell away from Persian 
control. Th e Russians were aggressively expanding their 
control into Central Asia, and in the course of the nine-
teenth century they took all of Central Asia south of Sibe-
ria and west of Mongolia, including the old oasis trading 
cities of Samarkand and Bokara, once bases for Timur and 
later Babur. Th en in 1907, Russia and Britain arranged to 
divide Iran into “Spheres of Infl uence,” although they did 
not take over territory. In World War I both the Ottomans 
and the Russians invaded Iran in the west and the north, 
but their fi nal defeat left  Iran again free. Nationalistic 
reformers resisted British eff orts to take over the country. 
Reza Shah Pahlavi, an army colonel, became a new reform-
ist shah in 1925 and tried to modernize the country by 
secularization, Western clothing, and strengthening of the 
army with new weapons. He also built new railroad lines 
and changed the country’s name to Iran. An Allied force 
occupied Iran in 1941, but aft er World War II it left  and 
Mohammad Mossadegh rose to power. He then national-
ized the British Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. He had been 
a good ruler, but he was deposed by a C.I.A. coup in 1953 
that installed as a U.S. client Reza Shah Pahlavi. Th e Shah 
was overthrown during the Islamic revolution of 1979 and 
the country was then ruled under successive Ayatollahs 
who pursued fundamentalist religious reforms, as they 
still do. More recently, Iran has begun developing some 
nuclear capability. Although this will take some years, it 
has alarmed especially the United States. 

 With the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1990, the Islamic 
kingdoms of Central Asia—Kazakhstan (the largest), 
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and others—became at 
least nominally independent; all have Turkish populations.   

     Questions 

  1.    How did the diff ering administrative styles and values 
of Akbar and Aurangzeb have diff erent political results?   

  2.    How did the rule of the Mughals refl ect their Central 
Asian roots? How was this both an advantage and 
disadvantage in India? How was this specifi cally 
demonstrated in repeated Mughal succession crises and 
their consequences?   

  3.    In what ways did Mughal architecture refl ect a merging 
of native Indian and Persian cultures, along with the 
infl uence of Islam?   

  4.    Why were the Rajputs, Sikhs, and Marathas eff ective 
against Aurangzeb?   

  5.    What Mughal economic policies were detrimental to 
their subject populations? How did this contribute to 
the Europeans passing India’s level of technology and 
economic productivity?   

survived, and out of the chaos a new Iranian dynasty arose, 
the Safavids (1501–1736), founded by yet another Central 
Asian Turkish group. 

 As far as historians know, a variety of Turkish tribes 
were the original inhabitants of most of Central Asia west 
of Mongolia. Th ese included the Uyghurs of Xinjiang (Chi-
nese Turkestan). Most of these Turks were nomadic keepers 
of sheep and goats, although a few farmed in the scattered 
oases. Th e Seljuk Turks conquered Palestine far to the west 
and were then attacked by the European crusaders. Later, 
the Ottoman Turks fought their way westward and fi nally 
captured Constantinople in 1455, which they then renamed 
Istanbul. But Turks of other tribes remain the dominant 
people in most of Central Asia, including the republics set 
up aft er the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

 Th e fi rst Safavid ruler in Iran, Ismail, assumed the 
ancient title of shah. His son Tahmasp reigned for 52 years 
(1524–1576) and presided over a fl owering of Persian art, 
especially miniature painting. Th e greatest of the Safavids, 
Shah Abbas, ruled from 1587 to 1629; he was both a 
patron of the arts and a highly eff ective administrator. He 
made Persian culture again a model for surrounding areas, 
including India. Shah Abbas built a beautiful new capital 
at Isfahan and rebuilt much of the imperial structure of 
Cyrus and Darius. He also drove the Ottomans and their 
allies from the parts of northern and western Iran that they 
had occupied during the decade of disorder preceding his 
reign. Th at Safavids were Shia Muslims and the Ottomans 
were Sunni sharpened the confl ict between them. In the 
eighteenth century, the Safavids were replaced by a new 
dynasty under Nadir Quli, who repelled the new Ottoman 
and Afghan attacks and then invaded India in 1739, killing 
some 20,000 people and seizing the Peacock throne of the 
Mughal emperors in Delhi. He tried to stop persecution of 
Sunnis by Shias and unify all Muslims, but he failed. 

 Nadir’s military adventuring led to his neglect of the 
economy and of administration; he squandered human 
and material resources on a disastrous scale and then was 
embroiled in a new campaign in the Caucasus. His huge 
exactions bred revolt, and he was assassinated in 1747. His 
death led to civil war, but order was restored by Karim 
Khan, who refused the title of shah and tried to help the 
peasants. His era was generally one of peace and prosper-
ity. He beautifi ed the new capital at Shiraz and encouraged 
artisans in the royal workshop, who produced sumptuous 
tapestries, carpets, and miniatures. Under Karim there was 
wide religious tolerance, including for Jews, although aft er 
his death in 1779 they were again persecuted. Aft er a time of 
fratricidal fi ghting, Agha Muhammad had himself crowned 
shah in 1794. 

 With the rapid growth of imperialism in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, Russia and Britain pressed 
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  6.    How did the Mughal obsession with conquest in the 
Deccan demonstrate the dangers of unrestrained military 
expenditure on the local quality of life as well as the 
ability of the political elite to maintain their authority?   

  7.    How did commerce at the Mughal port of Surat refl ect 
the strengths and weaknesses of the Asian economic 
system in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries?   

  8.    In what ways were the Mughals connected to Iran and 
to Central Asia? How similar and diff erent were China’s 
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    With the Expulsion of the Mongols in the mid-fourteenth cen-
tury, the Chinese imperial tradition was reasserted with the 

founding of the Ming dynasty in 1368. Pride in regained power and wealth 
led to the building of magnifi cent new capitals, fi rst at Nanjing and then 
at Beijing, as well as to the resumption of the tributary system whereby 
lesser Asian states sent regular missions to China, acknowledging its 
superiority and prostrating themselves before the Son of Heaven. Ming 
armies reconquered much of the empire of the Tang and the Song, and 
early in the dynasty a series of seven naval expeditions toured Southeast 
Asia, India, the Persian Gulf, and as far as the east coast of Africa, acquir-
ing new tributaries, trading in Chinese products, and bringing back curi-
osities from afar. Th e growing commercialization of the economy, aided 
from the sixteenth century by imports of silver from the Spanish New 
World, greatly stimulated urban growth and a rich merchant culture. 
Literature, philosophy, and the arts fl ourished, and popular culture also 
expanded into vernacular writing, opera, plays, and woodblock prints.      

 For at least its fi rst two centuries, Ming administration was eff ective 
and the country was prosperous. But the dynasty became increasingly 
dysfunctional. It was plagued by court intrigues, and a series of weak 
emperors sapped its vigor. Popular unrest mounted as government 
became less and less able to provide an equitable order or to move with 
the times. Rebels took Beijing and then were replaced by a new set of 
alien conquerors, the Manchus from Manchuria, who inaugurated the 
Qing dynasty in 1644. Manchu rule nevertheless rested consciously and 
purposefully on the Ming heritage, and most of the trends that began 
under the Ming continued with little break once order was restored. 
Two outstanding emperors, Kangxi (1654–1722) and Qianlong (1711–
1799), gave the Qing dynasty a strong start, and the empire reached 
its greatest extent up to that time. But continued population increases 
without corresponding production increases from advancing technol-
ogy progressively weakened China and left  it unable to deal with new 
pressures from the Westerners. 

  The Founding of the Ming 

 By the early 1300s, Mongol control of China was weakening under the 
ineff ective successors of Kubilai Khan (died 1294). Mongol power was 
enfeebled by chronic feuding within the imperial clan and pressures 

 New Imperial Splendor in 
China: The Ming and Early 

Qing Dynasties 
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from rival clans, and by 1330 there was open civil war. Begin-
ning in 1333 successive drought-induced famines wracked 
northern China, worsened by unchecked fl ooding in the 
Yellow River where the dikes had been neglected. Most Chi-
nese interpreted these natural disasters as portents of divine 
displeasure and the loss of the mandate of Heaven by the 
Yuan dynasty, a response typical of the declining years of all 
previous dynasties but further fed in this case by bitter Chi-
nese hatred of the alien Mongols and their oppressive rule. 

 Banditry and rebellion spread rapidly in nearly every 
province, and rebel leaders vied for Heaven’s mandate in 
eff orts to eliminate their rivals. Many rebel groups were 
aided by or belonged to secret societies, which recruited 
supporters from among poor peasants and drew on anti-
Mongol sentiment. Th e most important of these was the 
White Lotus, a Buddhist sect originating in the Southern 
Song period that consistently opposed the ruling dynasty 
and hence had to remain secret, with its own private ritu-
als. Th e White Lotus, which was most active in the Yangzi 
Valley, persisted underground or in association with ban-
ditry and rebellion until the twentieth century. Another 
Buddhist secret society that dated back to the Song was the 
Red Turbans, so called for their distinctive headdress; they 
played a major role in the lower Yellow River plain. 

 One of the rebel leaders, Zhu Yuanzhang (1328–1398), 
rose to a commanding position in the 1350s and went on 
to found a new dynasty. His forces swept the Yangzi Valley 
by the end of the decade, set up a government at Nanjing 
in 1356, and in 1368 captured Beijing, proclaiming the Ming 
(“brilliant”) dynasty, which was to last until 1644. Th e Ming 
achievement in rebuilding the empire and restoring Chinese 
pride ushered in a period of unprecedented economic and 
cultural growth, on Song foundations but going far beyond 
where the Song had left  off . Th e population probably rose by 
at least 50 percent by the end of the dynasty, stimulated by 
major improvements in agricultural technology promoted 
by the state. Th ere was also rapid commercialization of the 
economy as a whole, an accompanying rise in the number 
and size of cities, and perhaps a doubling of total trade.   

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1368–1644 Ming dynasty: Nanjing, Beijing (1421)  

  1328–1398 Zhu Yuanzhang (Hongwu)  

  r. 1403–1424 Yongle  

  1405–1433 Zheng He’s expeditions  

  1550–1600 Spread of piracy and banditry  

  1567 Eastern and Western Seas trade system  

  1583–1610 Jesuit Matteo Ricci in China  

  1644 Manchu conquest  

  1683 Qing conquest of Taiwan  

  1654–1722 Kangxi  

  1711–1799 Qianlong    

 Hongwu: The Rebel Emperor 

 Zhu Yuanzhang, the victorious rebel leader who became 
the first Ming emperor, took the name Hongwu (“great 
military power”); he is known mainly by this name and by 
his official dynastic title Ming Taizu (“Great Progenitor”). 
Life had been hard for him up to that point. Like Liu Bang, 
the founder of the Han dynasty, Zhu had been born a 
peasant, in 1328. Orphaned early in life he entered a 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

 Buddhist monastery, where he became literate, and at 
age 25 joined a rebel band, where his natural ability soon 
brought him to the top. As emperor his strong personal-
ity and high intelligence made a deep and lasting impres-
sion on the first two centuries of the Ming, whose foun-
dations he largely built. He was an indefatigable worker, 
concerned with all the details of administering his new 
empire, but he had few close associates or friends and 
led an austere lifestyle that reflected his difficult and im-
poverished youth. He was notoriously frugal and often a 
pinchpenny in his disapproval of expenditures proposed 
by others. Having risen to power over rebel rivals, he be-
came paranoid about supposed plots against him and 
was given to violent rages of temper during which he 
often ordered harsh punishments or tortures for sus-
pected disloyalty or trivial offenses. 

 Irritated by continued Japanese piracy along the China 
coast, Hongwu also wrote to the Ashikaga shogun  (see 
 Chapter   9   ) : “You stupid eastern barbarians! Living so far 
across the sea . . . you are haughty and disloyal; you per-
mit your subjects to do evil.” The Japanese replied, two 
years later, in a more Confucian mode, but doubtless 
partly tongue in cheek: “Heaven and earth are vast. They 
are not monopolized by one ruler.”1 Hongwu’s reaction, 
perhaps fortunately, is not recorded. In his last will, he 
wrote of himself: “For 31 years I have labored to dis-
charge Heaven’s will, tormented by worries and fears, 
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  Note the new Great Wall, rebuilt by the Ming, and the restored Grand Canal. The arrangement and naming of provinces 
differ somewhat from the contemporary forms.   

without relaxing for a day.”2 One wonders if he thought 
that the winning of the Dragon Throne had really been 
worth it! 

 Hongwu increasingly concentrated power in his own 
hands, trusting no one, and in 1380 abolished the Impe-
rial Secretariat, which had been the main central admin-
istrative body under dynasties of the past, after suppress-

ing a plot for which he blamed his chief minister. The 
emperor’s role thus became even more autocratic, 
although Hongwu necessarily continued to use what 
were called the “grand secretaries” to assist with the 
immense paperwork of the bureaucracy: memorials 
(petitions and recommendations to the throne), imperial 
edicts in reply, reports of various kinds, and tax records. 
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 This group was later more regularly established as the 
Grand Secretariat, a kind of cabinet, but in Hongwu’s 
time he supervised everything and made or approved all 
decisions. He was concerned about the power of the 
eunuchs, remembering the trouble they had often caused 
in earlier dynasties, and erected a tablet in the palace that 
read, “Eunuchs must have nothing to do with adminis-
tration.”3 He greatly reduced their numbers, forbade 
them to handle documents, insisted that they remain 
illiterate, and got rid of those who so far forgot them-
selves as to offer comments on government matters. 
Some eunuchs were considered necessary as guards and 
attendants for the imperial harem, which the emperor 
was thought to need so as to ensure male heirs. In time 
the eunuchs were to reemerge as closely connected and 
scheming insiders at court. The Ming dynasty marked 
the high point of eunuch influence, a phenomenon 
deplored by Confucian scholars, who viewed eunuchs as 
vile usurpers because the latter did not rise to power 
through the examination system. However, many 
 eunuchs were intelligent, competent, and loyal. 

 One policy of Hongwu’s that shocked the Confucians 
was his resumption of the Mongol practice of having offi-
cials publicly beaten when they had displeased him. Con-
fucian doctrine held that corporal punishment was only 
for the ignorant masses; the “superior man” was to be 
exempt because one could reason with him and expect 
him to mend his ways by following the virtuous example 
of those above him. Hongwu was a tough ruler and 
demanded complete submission despite his praise for 
the Confucian classics, which he saw as a prop for the 
state. But as a peasant by birth, he never lost his envy and 
distrust of intellectuals. He also reorganized the army 
around a new system of elite guard units stationed at 
strategic points throughout the empire and along the 
frontiers. While some of his policies seemed extreme to 
many and his personality forbidding or fearsome, rather 
than benevolent according to the Confucian ideal, Hongwu 
was a strong emperor whose work provided the Ming 
with a momentum of imperial power and effectiveness 
that lasted far beyond his time. His concentration of 
power in the emperor’s personal hands worked well 
when the emperor was as able and dedicated as he was. 
When weaker and less conscientious men occupied the 
throne, the empire was in trouble, as was to happen 
disastrously in the last decades of Ming rule. To be suc-
cessful, despotism had to be enlightened; the late Ming 
emperors were no match for Hongwu.    

 When Hongwu died in 1398, the provinces within the 
Great Wall were secure and Chinese power was again 
dominant in eastern Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, and 

southern Manchuria. Vietnam, Tibet, Korea, and Japan 
accepted tributary status. Hongwu built a splendid new 
capital at Nanjing with a city wall 60 feet high and 20 
miles around, the longest city wall in the world, intended 
like most Chinese city walls more as a symbolic affirma-
tion of imperial power than for defense. Indeed, the Chi-
nese word for city also means “wall,” to distinguish it 
from a mere town. Beijing was passed over to begin with 
as a capital because of its association with the Mongols 
and its location on the northern fringe of the country, far 
from major trade routes and unable to feed itself in this 
semiarid area on the edge of Mongolia. The Yangzi Valley 
had long been the economic heart of the empire, and it 
made sense to put the capital there. 

 The second Ming emperor, Yongle (r. 1403–1424), was 
also an able and conscientious administrator. Continued 
prosperity, plus the new southern emphasis of the Ming, 
stimulated the further expansion of trade, including its 
maritime extensions. Commerce and city life grew rapidly. 
Ports on the southeast coast acquired new importance as 
links with the colonies of overseas Chinese in Java, the 
Philippines, Vietnam, and elsewhere in Southeast Asia. 

       Th e emperor Hongwu (1328–1398), also known more 
formally as Taizu (“Great Progenitor”). Hongwu’s rather 
pig-like face, commented on by many of his contemporaries, 
was pockmarked from smallpox, which had nearly killed 
him as a young man. Th e portrait conveys Hongwu’s forceful 
personality.      (GL Archive/Alamy)  
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Burma, Siam, Ceylon, Malacca, and a number of others, in 
addition to many Central Asian kingdoms. Th e renewed 
Chinese interest in the wider world was a feature of the 
fi rst few decades of the Ming, although the tributary sys-
tem continued into the nineteenth century. Th e last half or 
more of Ming rule was, in contrast, a period of retrench-
ment, preoccupation with the defense of the land frontiers, 
and cultural conservatism.  Such a shift  fi ts the pattern of 
the dynastic cycle discussed in  Chapter   8   .  All dynasties 
tended to be open-minded, cosmopolitan, and expansion-
ist in their fi rst century, complacent in their second century, 
and overwhelmed by problems in their third and last cen-
tury, when the eff ectiveness and vigor of the imperial gov-
ernment deteriorated, corruption mounted, and rebellion 
spread. Th e Ming were no exception to this recurrent pat-
tern, and the memory of the Mongol conquest tended in 
any case to make them xenophobic, conservative in their 
determination to reaffi  rm the great tradition of the Chinese 
past, and inward-centered. All this was understandable and 
probably benefi ted the country, at least in the short run, as 
much as or more than foreign adventuring. China was a 
huge and productive world in itself. Until late in the 1500s 
things continued to go well, and general prosperity kept 
most people content. 

 Japanese and Korean pirate raids at places all along the 
coast did worry the Ming and not only because of what the 
pirates stole or destroyed. Th e raids demonstrated that the 
Chinese government could not keep order locally or defend 
its people. Th e raids were regarded as equivalent to rebel-
lion, and the government also knew that a good many ren-
egade Chinese were involved, masquerading as Koreans 
or Japanese or in league with them. Aft er much pressure 
from the Chinese court, the Ashikaga shogunate in Japan, 
formally a Ming tributary, suppressed some of the Japanese 
pirate activity and sent some captured pirates to Beijing for 
execution. A Ming document addressed to the Ashikaga in 
1436 acknowledged this and went on to say, in the custom-
ary language of the tributary system and with its pretentious 
assumptions: 

  Since our Empire owns the world, there is no country 
on this or other sides of the seas which does not submit 
to us. The sage Emperors who followed one another 
had the same regard and uniform benevolence for all 
countries far and near. You, Japan, are our Eastern 
frontier, and for generations you have  performed trib-
utary duties. The longer the time, the more  respectful 
you have become.4  

 A very diff erent perspective on the Ming is provided by 
the Choson Korean offi  cial Ch’oe Pu, who traveled through 

    The Ming Tributary System 

 To mark the resurgence of empire aft er the brief Mongol 
eclipse, the traditional tributary system was enlarged and 
made more formal. Th is was mainly a device to feed the 
Chinese ego, but it also helped to keep peace along the 
extensive borders and to assert Chinese overlordship. In 
theory, Chinese political and cultural superiority was a 
magnet for all lesser peoples or states, who would will-
ingly acknowledge its greatness and model themselves on 
it, “yearning for civilization,” as the offi  cial Chinese phrase 
put it. In practice, there was just enough truth in this to 
warrant saying it. Although, of course, non-Chinese states 
and cultures had their own pride and their own sense of 
superiority, like all peoples, all of them also freely recog-
nized that Chinese civilization was more advanced than 
their own and had a great deal to off er them, in trade, cul-
ture, and technology. Th e Chinese capital and other cities 
were exciting and profi table places to visit, and near neigh-
bors such as Korea or Vietnam, and later Burma, Laos, 
Tibet, and even Mongolia, had reason to fear  Chinese 
military power and hence to accept tributary status. 
Recognizing China’s supremacy cost them little; as long as 
they did not try to challenge it, they were left  to manage 
their own aff airs. 

 Th e required ritual obeisance to the Son of Heaven was 
probably not seen as humiliating but in keeping with the 
way in which they had to deal with their own monarchs at 
home, and in any case the proper way to behave before any 
exalted person. Once that was completed, they could learn 
and profi t and return home without feeling they had given 
anything away, since their own states were in fact fully sov-
ereign. Tributary states sent regular missions every few 
years to the imperial capital, where they kneeled before the 
Son of Heaven in a series of prescribed prostrations known 
as the  ketou  (later Westernized as  kowtow , literally “bang 
head,” on the fl oor, as a token of respect). Th ey presented 
a long list of “gift s” and in return were given “presents,” 
which were oft en greater in value and amount. Th e mis-
sions were in part really a polite cloak for trade, combining 
mutual benefi t with diplomacy and the prestige of asso-
ciation with the Celestial Empire. It also fed the Chinese 
bias about themselves as the only imperium, the only true 
civilization, the center of the world, compared with which 
all other people were mere barbarians. Th is was a long-
standing attitude since at least Han times, when the trib-
ute system that refl ected it included over 50 Central Asian 
“barbarian” states. 

 At its height, fi rst under the Ming and later in early 
Qing, the tributary system involved over 40 states, includ-
ing Korea, Vietnam, Tibet, Japan, Java, the Philippines, 
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Ming territory under military escort aft er his boat was 
blown off  course in 1488 and landed on the Chinese coast. 
Ch’oe was impressed by the effi  ciency of the Ming army, 
but appalled by the corruption of offi  cials and what he con-
sidered the vulgarity of the people. As a good Choson offi  -
cial, he despised the many Buddhists he encountered and 
was proud of his Confucian learning, which he thought 
exceeded that of any Chinese he met.  

  Ming Maritime Expeditions 

 What distinguished the early Ming, but fi t the pattern of 
early Han, Tang, and Song, was the outreach of imperial 
pride, especially in their remarkable maritime expeditions. 
Using the nautical technology inherited from the Song, the 
eunuch admiral Zheng He mounted seven naval expedi-
tions of Chinese fl eets between 1405 and 1433, with up to 60 
vessels. Th ey toured much of Southeast Asia, the east and 
west coasts of India (including Calicut, where 90 years later 
Vasco da Gama was to make his Asian landfall), Ceylon, the 
Persian Gulf and the Straits of Hormuz, Aden, Jidda (from 
where seven Chinese went to Mecca), and East Africa. 
Some ships may have gone as far as the Cape of Good Hope 
or even around it. Despite recent claims, most scholars 
believe Zheng He’s fl eet did not enter the Atlantic Ocean 
and certainly did not visit the Americas. Th ey brought back 
giraff es, zebras, and ostriches to amaze the court and tribu-
tary agreements with gift s from a host of new states. When 
the king of Ceylon was considered not deferential enough, 
he was arrested and taken back to Nanjing, and Yongle 
appointed a new king in his place, but that intervention was 
very unusual. 

 Zheng He’s many-decked ships carried not only up to 
500 troops but also cargoes of export goods, mainly silks 
and porcelains, and brought back foreign luxuries such as 
spices and tropical woods. Th e economic motive for these 
huge ventures may have been important, and many of the 
ships had large, private cabins for merchants. But the chief 
aim was probably political, to show the fl ag and command 
respect for the empire, as well as to enroll still more states 
as tributaries.    

 Zheng He’s ships, like those of the Song, were built with 
double hulls and up to a dozen separate watertight com-
partments. Despite their far-fl ung voyages and their many 
encounters with storms and unknown coasts, few were 
ever lost. Th ey were provided with detailed sailing direc-
tions, at least for the waters nearer home, as well as com-
passes. Although much bigger, they were reported to be 
faster than the Portuguese caravels or Spanish galleons of 
a century or two later, especially with a favorable wind. 
Th ey were designed in accordance with the well-known 

monsoonal wind patterns of Asia and the Indian Ocean. 
Properly timed voyages could count on going with the wind 
for about half the year almost anywhere in that vast region 
and then returning with the opposite monsoon in the other 
half of the year. 

 Such exploits of seamanship and exploration were 
unprecedented in the world. Th eir grand scale and imperial 
pretension, as well perhaps as their commercial ambition, 
were an expression of new imperial pride and vigor. But 
they contributed little to the economy, except temporary 
employment for shipbuilders and crew, and made no last-
ing impression on the Chinese mind, except to further con-
fi rm their sense of superiority as the only civilized empire. 
Th ey were capable of crossing the Pacifi c, but if they had 
done so, they would have found at this period no one to 
trade with. 

 Th e expeditions were very expensive and were stopped 
aft er 1433, perhaps mainly for that reason, although abuses 
and corruption in procuring shipbuilding materials and in 
contracts with shipyards also attracted offi  cial criticism. 
Zheng He was a Muslim as well as a eunuch, and this may 
have generated prejudice against him in the orthodox and 
highly Confucian court. Yongle may have believed that he 
had made his imperial point, and it is unlikely that trade 
profi ts covered the costs. Another factor was his decision 
to move the primary capital to Beijing in 1421 (Nanjing 
was kept as a secondary capital) to better command the 
chronically troubled northern frontier, where there was an 
attempted revival of Mongol power, as well as to bring the 
Ming into line with what was by now the hallowed tradition 
of a northern capital. Th e monumental building of Beijing 
also competed with the shipyards for shrinking sources of 
timber and construction workers, as well as for treasury 
allocations.    

 But the abandonment of the maritime expeditions, like 
the move to Beijing, was a symptom of the Ming’s basic 
conservatism once the fi rst half century had passed. Th ere 
were understandable fears of a Mongol resurgence and 
deep concern about the Central Asian conquests of the 
Turkish leader Timur (1336–1405), who, they had reason to 
fear, was planning to invade China. His death ended that 
threat, but the Mongols were still active. Yongle person-
ally led fi ve expeditions out into the steppe to combat the 
Mongol revival and remained preoccupied with his north-
ern defenses, for which there was ample precedent in Chi-
nese history. Newly reorganized Mongol tribes continued 
to harass the border areas and raid across the frontier until 
the mid-seventeenth century. Th e Ming also promoted the 
spread of Tibetan Buddhism to the Mongols in an eff ort to 
pacify them, a strategy that seems in the end to have been 
more eff ective than military confrontation.     
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 Until Europeans introduced into Asia the concept of 
piracy as a criminal activity, many Asians regarded acts 
of piracy as standard and legitimate political or 
commercial practices. For example, revenue for the 
local regimes along the Strait of Melaka and Vietnam 
coastlines came from commercial monopolies and  
port-polities (states based in a coastal or river-mouth 
emporium) that drew foreign traders. Raiding, or 
 merompak , was a frequent occurrence in these areas. It 
served as a means of commercial competition, political 
warfare, and tax collection, as well as a way for young 
chiefs to establish their power. 

 A warrior chief might, for example, unite a group of 
sailors and set up a port-polity at a strategic location 
where he could control the river mouths and sea lanes. In 
exchange for port fees, he offered a friendly port and safe 
passage. The enterprising chief was in essence selling 
protection from his band of raiders, who might otherwise 
seize the cargoes of those who refused the chief’s guar-
antee of safe passage. Raiders might also force the crews 
of ships seeking passage to join their band or sell them as 
slaves in marketplaces elsewhere. 

 Early records of the international trade routes are fi lled 
with warnings about the dangers of the Southeast Asia 
passageway. The Chinese tried to reduce the danger by 
offering preferential trade status to those port-polities 
that would guarantee ships safe passage to China’s ports. 
In return for their preferred trade status, the port-polities 
were required to make regular presentations of tribute at 
the Chinese court. 

 The system, however, never worked perfectly. As 
 overseas trade became ever more important to China 
during the second millennium  C.E. , the Mongol rulers of 
China tried to deal directly with the recurring threat to 
international shipping by launching naval expeditions 
against the pirates of the southern Vietnam coast in the 
1280s. 

 By the late thirteenth century, the Javanese ruler 
 Kertanagara controlled the passageway through the 
Strait of Melaka. The Mongol ruler Kubilai Khan sent an 
envoy to Java to demand that a member of the Javanese 
royal family go to Yuan China to present tribute at the 
Beijing court. From the Yuan perspective, presenting 
tribute at the court represented a great honor for 
Kertanagara’s family. Kertanagara, however, refused the 
demand and persecuted Kubilai Khan’s envoy. Chinese 
sources imply that the envoy was sent home with the 
Javanese ruler’s brand on his head; Javanese sources 

assert that the envoy’s decapitated head was returned 
to the Yuan court. In response, Kubilai Khan launched a 
punitive, but ultimately unsuccessful, expedition against 
the Javanese in 1292. 

 During the Ming era, the legacy of Zheng He’s 
exploits was a stable international trade network 
 centered in the Strait of Melaka passageway. From 
this same era, however, along the Vietnam coast-
line, the  so-called wokou pirates—a combination of 
 displaced Chinese, Koreans, and Japanese as well as 
Malays, Chams, and Bugis sailors based in the eastern 
 Indonesian archipelago—continued to threaten ships 
sailing along the coast. The people of the south China 
coast were China’s principal seafarers, and many 
earned their livings by fi shing and trading. The fl eets of 
Zheng He were built there in those harbors, from local 
timbers in yards on this coast, and their sailors were 
recruited there. As the power of the central government 
weakened under the later Ming, including its naval 
strength and effi ciency, and as poverty worsened after 
the fi fteenth century, piracy and smuggling grew once 
again out of control. By late Ming, most of the pirates 
along the China coast were not Japanese or Korean but 
Chinese. 

 As the British and Dutch colonial empires began to 
expand in Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century, the 
political and commercial practices of local Asian  raiders 
came to be regarded as criminal activities in direct 
 opposition to Western beliefs in free trade, antislavery, 
and  legality. When in 1819 the British established their 
trade base at Singapore and declared it a free port, 
they put an end to the trading system that had been 
controlled by the local Johor chiefs and their follow-
ers by cutting them out of their traditional share of the 
trade revenues. Yet, as the old Straits political system 
ended, the volume of international trade increased, thus 
 creating more opportunity for raiding and other acts of 
piracy. 

 The arrival of steamships and British naval vessels in 
the Strait of Melaka and along the Borneo coast destroyed 
the rival port-polities of native traders. By 1837, Singapore 
had become part of the British Empire and embarked 
on its own punitive expeditions against coastal enclaves 
with “piratical” reputations. The increasing dominance of 
the square-rigged European and Chinese trading vessels 
 further contributed to the decline of piracy, as the speed of 
these new ships allowed them to escape the slower craft 
of local pirates. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   PIRACY IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 
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(too hot and jungly), west (too mountainous or dry), or east 
into a vast and, in cultural or economic terms, empty ocean. 
Th e Chinese attributed the lack of civilization they noted in 
all foreigners to their far less favorable geographic environ-
ment (in which there was of course some truth) as well as to 
their distance from the only center of enlightenment. 

 China was indeed the most productive area of compa-
rable size anywhere in the world, especially its great river 
valleys and fl oodplains. Th e empire was bigger than all of 
Europe in size, more populous, and with a far greater vol-
ume of trade. Th e Chinese saw their interests best served by 
further embellishing their home base rather than by pur-
suing less rewarding foreign contacts. As the Italian Jesuit 
missionary Matteo Ricci reported early in the seventeenth 
century, “Everything which the people need for their well-
being and sustenance . . . is abundantly produced within 
the borders of the kingdom.”5 Domestic and interprovincial 

  Prosperity and Conservatism 

 Meanwhile the Ming turned inward from their new capi-
tal at Beijing, rebuilding the Great Wall and its watchtowers 
in the form it still has today and promoting the develop-
ment of their own home base. Such domestic concerns had 
always been the center of Chinese attention. Since Shang 
times they had called their country the Middle Kingdom, 
meaning not only that it was the center of the world but also 
that it combined the advantages of a golden mean, avoiding 
the extremes of desert, jungle, mountains, or cold around 
its borders. In whatever direction one went from China, the 
physical environment deteriorated: north (too cold), south 

       Magnifi cent paintings of nature continued under the Ming in the 
now long-established Chinese tradition. Th is tranquil scene is 
called “Th e Hour Th at Mist Descends into the Shadows” by the 
master Wen Zhengming (1470–1559).       (RMN-Grand Palais/Art 
Resource, NY)  

  The following is part of a text engraved on a stone tablet 
in 1432, commemorating the expeditions of Zheng He.  

   The Imperial Ming dynasty in unifying seas and 
continents . . . even goes beyond the Han and the 
Tang. The countries beyond the horizon and from 
the ends of the earth have all become subjects. . . . 
Thus the barbarians from beyond the seas . . . have 
come to audience bearing precious objects. . . . The 
Emperor has ordered us, Zheng He . . . to make 
manifest the transforming power of the Imperial 
virtue and to treat distant people with kindness. . . . 
We have seven times received the commission of 
ambassadors [and have visited] altogether more 
than thirty countries large and small. We have 
traversed immense water spaces and have beheld 
huge waves like mountains rising sky-high, and we 
have set eyes on barbarian regions far away hidden 
in a blue transparency of light vapors, while our sails 
loftily unfurled like clouds day and night continued 
their course, traversing those savage waves as if we 
were treading a public thoroughfare. . . . We have 
received the high favor of a gracious commission of 
our Sacred Lord, to carry to the distant barbarians 
the benefits of his auspicious example. . . . 
Therefore we have recorded the years and months 
of the voyages. [Here follows a detailed record of 
places visited and things done on each of the seven 
voyages.] We have anchored in this port awaiting a 
north wind to take the sea . . . and have thus 
recorded an inscription in stone . . . erected by the 
principal envoys, the Grand Eunuchs Zheng He and 
Wang Jinghong, and the assistant envoys.  

  Source:  J. J. L. Duyvendak, “The True Dates of the Chinese 
Maritime Expeditions in the Early Fifteenth Century,”  Toung 
Pao,  vol. 24 (1938): 349–355.  

 A MING NAVAL EXPEDITION 
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 Th e Ming government and most of its Confucian mag-
istrates cared about the welfare of their people, at least 
until the fi nal collapse, and even reformed the tax system 
to make it less burdensome for peasants, although the bulk 
of imperial revenue now again came from taxes on land 
and grain, plus the offi  cial monopoly taxes on salt, tea, and 
such foreign trade as was offi  cially recognized. Regular 
labor service was also required of all districts and house-
holds for public works of general usefulness, including 
the building and maintaining of irrigation and fl ood-
prevention systems and the imperial road network. Th e 
roughly 2,000 local magistrates, forbidden to serve in their 
native provinces lest they show favoritism, were necessarily 
but eff ectively assisted by a large staff  and also by local 
degree-holding gentry. Local gentry were oft en the major 
factors in keeping order and ensuring that offi  cial policy 
and projects were carried out. Th is system could, however, 
present problems for ordinary people who sought redress 
from gentry exploitation. Imperial censors traveling on cir-
cuit from the capital watched for irregularities and reported 
directly to the emperor. A newly comprehensive code of 
administrative and criminal law was published in 1397. 

 Food crops were still considered of prime importance, 
but there was a boom in commercial crops also, encouraged 
by the state, such as mulberry (to feed silkworms) and cot-
ton. Silk was produced principally in the densely populated 
Yangzi Delta area, where its dependence on intensive hand 
labor could rest on family members as a household enter-
prise, especially women and older children. Th e Guang-
dong area, equally densely populated, and the similarly 
populous Red Basin of Sichuan were other important silk-
making regions. All three were close to major urban mar-
kets and to navigable waterways to distribute their output 
at low cost throughout the empire. Under the Ming cotton 
became for the fi rst time, aft er its earlier diff usion from 
India, the predominant fabric of daily clothing for most 
people. It was cheaper and more durable than silk and dis-
placed coarser or more laboriously made hemp and linen. 
Silk remained a luxury item for the wealthy, more numer-
ous than ever before, but cotton became a far larger crop, 
grown and woven mainly in the lower Yangzi, eastern 
northern China, and central China, adding to the income 
of farmers and providing new employment for weavers and 
merchants. It was a peaceful, confi dent, prosperous time for 
most people, and Ming culture refl ected it. 

 However, the repression of women, which was part of the 
traditional legacy of Chinese civilization, continued under 
the Ming, and we have records of very few exceptions. Th e 
custom of foot-binding, which had begun on a small scale 
under the Song, became more widespread, causing untold 
suff ering to young girls as their feet were constrained by 
tight bindings so that the arch of the foot was broken. Th is 

trade between provinces the size of many European states 
was far greater than foreign trade and served the world’s 
largest market. Revenues now went increasingly to nour-
ishing the domestic scene and glorifying its rulers. 

 Th ere was thus a growing turn to conservatism even 
before the end of the Ming’s fi rst century. Partly this 
refl ected a determination to reestablish the traditional Chi-
nese way in all things aft er the Mongol humiliation, but it 
also stemmed from enhanced prosperity. With everything 
going so well, there was less incentive to seek change or be 
innovative, at least in terms of offi  cial policy. Th e emperors 
who followed Yongle were less and less able or imaginative 
and tended to leave policy and administration to the intrin-
sically conservative Confucian bureaucracy, once again 
entrenched in power. Th e imperial censors were revived 
(they had been understandably reluctant to speak out under 
Hongwu!) to keep offi  cials honest and responsible and to 
keep the capital informed of actual or potential problems. 
On the whole, this tried-and-true system worked well for 
another century. In time it became increasingly rigid and 
less able to respond to change or the need for change, but 
until the last decades of the Ming, as with other dynasties, it 
was an impressive form of government that kept order and 
ensured justice to an admirable degree. 

 Nor did offi  cial conservatism and Confucian-based anti-
commercialism prevent the basic changes at work in the 
economy. As for every Chinese dynasty, agriculture was 
regarded as the predominant source of wealth and as some-
thing to be offi  cially promoted. Under Hongwu there was 
a major reconstruction eff ort to rebuild agriculture in the 
extensive areas devastated by the Mongols and the rebellions 
against them. Many thousands of reservoirs and canals were 
built or repaired, and depopulated areas resettled by mass 
transfers of people. Many thousands of acres of farmland 
were newly reclaimed. Th ere was also a major campaign of 
reforestation. Th ere were many new government projects to 
extend irrigation, build new canals and paved roads, stock 
public granaries, and construct fl ood-prevention works. 

 Rice yields rose with the use of new, more productive, 
and earlier-ripening varieties introduced from Southeast 
Asia and actively promoted by the state. New irrigation and 
better manuring, as well as new land brought under cultiva-
tion to feed the growing population, produced a major rise 
in total output and a marked improvement in average mate-
rial well-being. In the sixteenth century new crops, most 
importantly maize (corn), sweet and white potatoes, and 
peanuts reached China from Spanish America via the trade 
connection with the Philippines. All of these imported 
plants increased output still further since they did not need 
irrigation, and for the most part they did not replace rice or 
wheat but fi t into the system using hilly or sandy areas little 
cultivated before. 
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dollars began to circulate widely in the China market. By 
about 1450 silver coins, bars, and smaller ingots had driven 
out paper money; it was abandoned as people came to pre-
fer silver, which by then was plentiful, to a paper currency 
that could not be exchanged for metal; aft er its value dete-
riorated beyond recall, it was given up. Taxes began to be 
commuted from a share of the grain harvest and periods of 
labor on public-works projects to cash payments in silver. 
A sweeping reform in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries known as the “single lash of the whip” attempted, 
with considerable success, to simplify the tax system. Th e 
reform lumped what had previously been a great variety of 
exactions into a few categories and collected them at fi xed 
dates in silver, a major step toward modern revenue systems. 
At least for a time, this greatly reduced both the confusion 
and the corruption or evasion that had bedeviled the former 
system. It also increased the government’s net income.    

 Grain had to be hauled north from the Yangzi Valley 
to feed the cloud of offi  cials, garrison troops, and com-
moners as well as the elite of Beijing. Japanese and Korean 
piracy prompted Yongle to restore the Grand Canal, which 
had silted up and fallen into disrepair, and to abandon 
the coastal route by sea aft er 1415. Fift een locks were con-
structed and the canal dredged. Th e cost was high, but the 
canal helped to stimulate further increases in interregional 
trade and in artisan and other consumer goods production 
to supply a now-enlarged market. It also stimulated the 
growth of cities along its route. Suzhou, in the Yangzi Delta 
just west of Shanghai, was until the nineteenth century the 
major city and port of that productive area aft er Nanjing. It 
became a national fi nancial and commercial center near the 
canal’s southern end and was noted for its fi ne silk goods, 
distributed to the wealthy all over China, but especially in 
fashionable Beijing. Cotton cloth, lacquerware, magnifi -
cent porcelain pieces, iron cooking pots from Guangzhou, 
and a long list of other goods were distributed, mainly by 
water routes, to an increasingly national market. Hankou 
(now part of the city of Wuhan) on the central Yangzi grew 
as a major junction of rivers and a national distribution 
center as well as a major market in itself. Private Chinese 
merchants went to Southeast Asia in great numbers and 
managed an increasing overseas trade from bases on the 
southeast China coast such as Guangzhou, Xiamen, Shan-
tou, and Fuzhou, despite offi  cial discouragement. Tianjin, 
the port of Beijing, also grew as the chief port for trade with 
Korea. Other booming cities included Chengdu, the capi-
tal of agriculturally rich Sichuan with its many rivers, and 
Changsha, the capital of Hunan on the Xiang River, a tribu-
tary of the Yangzi fl owing through the productive lowlands 
of Central China known as “China’s rice bowl.” 

 Merchant guilds acquired new though unoffi  cial power 
in many Chinese cities, especially in the lower Yangzi and 

was an eff ort to produce the so-called “lily” foot, an erotic 
turn-on for men, and to ensure that the girl could fi nd a 
good husband. In Ming times this custom was largely con-
fi ned to the upper classes, although it later spread to most of 
the population of the north while many parts of the south 
remained free of it. 

 Th e spread of foot-binding was symptomatic of the Con-
fucian conservatism that increasingly governed women’s 
lives and behavior, particularly in the upper class where 
more and more women were educated, oft en through texts 
that praised women who served their husbands in life and 
remained loyal to them aft er their deaths (even those who 
committed suicide rather than suff er dishonor), and moth-
ers who raised their children to be fi lial and obedient. Th e 
Ming state encouraged the spread of Confucian values 
to ordinary women through laws that penalized widows 
who remarried, and popular literature took up the theme, 
although oft en adding salacious details about the youth 
and beauty of a noble widow. Th ose who strayed outside 
Confucian boundaries of female respectability were oft en 
considered “dangerous,” like the women who worked as 
midwives or matchmakers and had the ability to aff ect the 
health of individuals and entire families. Th ose who toed 
the line, however, could accrue praise, prestige, and even 
some degree of power.  

  Commerce and Culture 

 For all the ambitiously revived system of imperial bureau-
cracy, it remained a thin and superfi cial layer at the top, 
administered by a relative handful of offi  cials—about 2,300 
outside the capital—which barely touched most aspects 
of daily life in this vast country with a population by now 
well over 150 million. Commerce was offi  cially disparaged, 
except for its taxation, but the most signifi cant changes 
taking place in Ming China were in the expanding com-
mercialization of the economy. Zheng He’s expeditions 
were past, but trade with most of the places he had visited 
continued to increase, especially with eastern Southeast 
Asia. Although the largest trade was domestic, new sup-
plies of silver and silver coins came into China to pay for 
the exports of silk, tea, porcelain, lacquerware, and other 
goods and heightened the pace of commercialization and 
monetization. More and more production was undertaken 
for sale, in agriculture and in manufacturing. Most of it was 
consumed in the rapidly growing cities, but some found its 
way to Choson Korea, Japan, Java, the Philippines, and far-
ther abroad. 

 Some of the silver fl owing back came from Japan, but 
increasingly it came from the new Spanish base at Manila 
by the end of the sixteenth century, where it was brought 
from the mines in Peru and Mexico. Spanish-minted silver 
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 Gu Ruopu (1592–ca. 1681) was a poet, teacher, virtuous 
widow, and matriarch of the Huang family. Daughter of a 
notable gentry family in Hangzhou, she married Huang 
Maowu, an examination candidate from a comparable 
local family, in 1606. They shared some tender moments 
during their thirteen years together, which produced two 
sons and two daughters. In 1619, Huang passed away 
after a long illness. For the rest of her long and prolific life 
Gu stayed the course of a virtuous widow. Historian 
 Dorothy Ko has translated some writing by Gu Ruopu into 
English. An excerpt of her translation may be found below, 
after Ko’s observations (text in italics) about Gu’s life. 

  As was typical of gentry daughters in the region, Gu received 
a literary education in her youth. Upon her widowhood, her 
father-in-law decided to give her a classical education so that 
Gu could take her dead husband’s place in preparing her 
two sons for the civil service examinations. Over the next six 
decades Gu educated not only her sons but also numerous 
women from the Gu and Huang families . . .  

  After her father-in-law passed away, Gu became the 
matriarch of the family. Local histories remembered her as a 
public-minded elder who sought to establish “sacrifi cial fi elds” 
to fi nance rituals honoring the entire family. Her leadership and 
vision were felt in other ways. Having seen to it that both sons 
married capable and learned wives, Gu decided to divide the 
family property and establish separate households (“stoves”) 
for them. In the letter translated here, dated 1632, Gu outlines 
her support for the Confucian ideal of familism and its principle 
of patrilineal descent, but admonishes her sons to recognize 
women’s indispensable roles in the male-centered kinship system.  

   Ever since I married your father in 1606, I have been 
involved in the affairs of our family. For twenty-six 
years I tasted all sufferings and experienced every 
tribulation. In fear and caution I rose early to toil and 
retired late to ponder the day. My only thought was to 

avoid any mistake, so that my ancestors’ law will not 
be violated and my parents’ concerned care will not be 
in vain. Do you suppose that I endured all the hardship 
because I enjoyed it? 

 I gave birth to my son Can in 1612 and to son Wei 
in 1614. You two only know that you were born into a 
scholar-official family. You have grown up in 
comfortable quarters, enjoyed adequate food and 
clothing, and scarcely tasted distress or pain. Little did 
you know that your mother had to battle poverty, 
illness, and fatigue to keep the family from going 
adrift. For twenty-six years I persevered as if it were 
one single day. 

 I am glad that both my daughters-in-law are 
virtuous and wise. Frugal and restrained, they abide by 
the teachings of the ancestors. Before I advance in 
years and run out of energy, I wish to clearly divide up 
every item [of family property]. You will now know just 
how difficult it has been to provide for this family and 
how taxing the ways of the world have been. You will 
establish yourselves on your own, so that each of you 
will gradually ascend to the gateways of propriety and 
righteousness. Then the family will not be weakened by 
internal strifes, nor will it be threatened by permanent 
extinction. Why should unity be held up as the only 
desirable goal? 

 Every fiber and every grain that this family owns are 
the fruits of my industry and hardship over several 
decades. Preserve and magnify them. These are the 
high hopes I have for my two sons.  

  Source:  Susan Mann and Yu-Yin Cheng, eds.,  Under Confucian 
Eyes: Writing on Gender in Chinese History.  Copyright © 2001, 
The Regents of the University of California. Published by the 
University of California Press. Reprinted with permission.  

 LETTER TO MY SONS 

the southeast coast, the country’s most urbanized and com-
mercialized areas. Guilds controlled much nonagricultural 
production, marketing, and long-distance trade, infor-
mally and oft en through family or native-place networks, 
and very eff ectively. Merchants were still considered, in the 
offi  cial mind, parasitic rather than productive and were for-
mally subject to offi  cials and periodically to special govern-
ment exactions. But they had their own less formal offi  cial 
connections, usually through a degree-holding or offi  ce-
holding gentry member of an extended family, as protec-
tion, access to favors, and indeed the only secure basis for 
commercial success in this bureaucratic society. Despite the 
Confucian disdain for their activity, at least on the surface, 

many merchants grew rich in this expanding economy. 
Some were able to buy gentry rank, although those who 
purchased rank were almost never permitted to hold offi  ce. 
In any case, their money enabled them to live in the style of 
the scholar-gentry, as literate connoisseurs of sophisticated 
art and literature in their great townhouses in the fashion-
able quarters. 

 Aft er about 1520, capital investment increasingly moved 
away from the ownership and rental of land and into com-
mercial enterprises: trade and artisan production. Prices 
for land continued to fall, and coastal piracy did not appar-
ently discourage the increase of maritime trade as charges 
rose to cover those risks. Th e biggest growth, however, was 
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 To serve the needs of an increasingly commercialized 
economy, guilds of moneychangers and bankers became 
more important, and some of them developed a national 
network, with representatives in most major cities and at 
the capital. Techniques for transferring money through 
the equivalent of letters of credit, referred to as “fl ying 
money,” had been used in the Song dynasty but were fur-
ther refi ned and greatly expanded in the second half of the 
Ming, as were other aspects of banking and the fi nancing 
of trade. Th ese developments, too, suggest comparison 
with what was happening in Europe along similar lines. 
Th e Marxist historians of China in the 1970s identifi ed 
these trends in the Ming as “early sprouts of capitalism,” 
a description that seems quite reasonable. But, as protec-
tor of “the livelihood of the people” ( minsheng ) the state 
always claimed ultimate control over the economy. Many 
of the richest merchants in fact grew wealthy through 
managing what were offi  cially state enterprises or monop-
olies: supplies for the army, the shipment of rice to feed 
the capital, and the trade in salt. 

  Elite Culture 
 Wealthy merchants patronized literature and the arts, deco-
rated their houses lavishly with art objects, and supported 
an elegant urban culture. Ming painting was in general less 
imaginative or innovative than that of the Song and tended to 
rework older themes and styles, but the later Ming produced 
its own great painters, especially gift ed in their exquisite 
 representations of birds and fl owers. Ceramics reached a new 
level of perfection, and beautiful pieces were part of every rich 
merchant household. Th is was the period of the famous Ming 
blue-and-white porcelain, samples and copies of which were 
prominent among Chinese exports to the West.   

  Yongle commissioned an immense encyclopedia of all 
knowledge, on which 3,000 scholars worked for fi ve years. 
It was followed later in the fi ft eenth century by a great med-
ical encyclopedia and others devoted to geography, botany, 
ethics, and art. Th e medical volumes, completed in 1578, 
listed over 10,000 drugs and prescriptions, most of them 
unknown in the West, and recorded the use of inocula-
tion to prevent smallpox, far in advance of this discovery 
in eighteenth-century Europe. A handbook of industrial 
technology printed in 1637, just before the dynasty col-
lapsed, described methods and tools or machines in the 
production of rice, salt, porcelain, metals, coal, weaving, 
ships, canal locks, paper, weapons, and many other fruits of 
Chinese industry and ingenuity. Science and technology in 
Ming China still led the world. 

 In monumental architecture the Ming created new glo-
ries in their capitals at Nanjing and Beijing and in temples 
in every city and many towns. But in general, and particu-
larly aft er their fi rst century, the Ming looked to the past for 

in domestic commerce. In agriculture too, commercial or 
industrial crops such as cotton, indigo (for dyeing fabrics), 
and vegetable oil for illumination became more important. 
Handicraft  production of tools, furniture, paper, porcelain, 
and art objects for wider sale grew rapidly, and large, spe-
cialized workshops became common, distributing fi nished 
products to a regional or even national market. Some of 
them employed several hundred workers—another step 
toward industrialization. 

 A major cluster of porcelain workshops at Jingdezhen in 
the central Yangzi Valley made magnifi cent pieces for the 
imperial household and the court as well as for the domes-
tic market as a whole and for export. Iron and steel were 
made in many places, especially in southern Hebei, in what 
amounted to factories. Large cotton mills producing cloth 
in major urban centers in the lower Yangzi Valley and the 
highly commercialized delta area sold their output nation-
wide. Th ere were 50,000 workers in 30 papermaking fac-
tories in Jiangxi Province alone at the end of the sixteenth 
century. Skilled workers were in great demand and were 
recruited over a very wide area. A national labor market 
developed, with the equivalent of hiring halls in major 
regional centers. Silk, porcelain, and tea especially, among 
other products, were exported in growing volume and with 
great profi t. For example, Chinese silk sold in Japan at fi ve 
or six times its price in the domestic market, and it contin-
ued to be sold in the West at even higher prices. 

 As would happen two centuries later in Europe, grow-
ing commercialization, a widening market, and rising 
demand for goods provided incentives for improving and 
speeding up production and the development of new tech-
nology to turn out more goods. In the last century of the 
Ming, a number of technical handbooks and treatises were 
published that show impressive progress in production 
technology. Some of the new techniques are reminiscent of 
those that appeared in eighteenth-century Europe, where 
the increase in trade and demand helped lead to techno-
logical innovation, rising output, and the beginnings of 
the Industrial Revolution. In Ming China, such innova-
tions included mechanical looms with three or four shuttle 
winders for producing larger amounts of silk or cotton 
cloth in less time and without increasing labor require-
ments. New techniques emerged for the printing of wood-
blocks in three, four, and fi ve colors to feed the booming 
market for books and prints, and further improvements 
were made in movable type. An alloy of copper and lead 
was developed that made the type sharper and more dura-
ble so that it could be used for many more copies, and 
could be reused many more times. New procedures were 
even worked out for the manufacture of specially refi ned 
grades of sugar to suit the tastes and pocketbooks of the 
greatly increased numbers of the wealthy. 
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Neo-Confucian classics. Th is was the famous “eight-legged 
essay,” which clearly and probably intentionally inhibited 
individual thought or innovation and encouraged a past-
centered orthodoxy. Government-supported schools at 
the county and prefectural levels, originally established by 
Hongwu, off ered classical education to able boys, the best of 
whom were brought to the capital for further study and for 
training as apprentice offi  cials. On an earlier Song model, 
private academies and tutors for the sons of the wealthy 
(daughters were given no such formal education) passed on 
the distilled wisdom of the past to those fortunate enough 
to attend and shaped their instruction to prepare aspiring 
youths to conform to what the examinations now required. 

 Candidates had to pass preliminary examinations at 
the  xian  (county) level. Success there enabled the stu-
dent to compete in exams at the prefectural city, where 
he could obtain the lowest principal degree, the  xiucai  or 
shengyuan. Th at constituted admission to the  gentry class, 
which brought, among other things, exemption from labor 
service and corporal punishment. Th e second level of 
exams was held in each provincial capital; it lasted  several 
days during which time each candidate was walled into a 
tiny separate cell and provided with food and water. Only 
about one in a hundred passed, earning the degree of  juren  
and the right to compete in the fi nal exam every three years 
at the imperial capital. Success there brought the designa-
tion  jinshi  and then a fi nal test interview with the emperor 
himself, who could appoint those he chose to an offi  cial 
post. Th e lowest degree,  xiucai , could be  purchased, espe-
cially as the dynasty declined and needed money, but such 
buyers—merchants or landlords—did not serve as offi  cials. 
Th e sale of these degrees also served to some extent as a 
concession to wealthy families who might otherwise have 
become discontented or restive, a kind of co-optation.    

guidance. Th is accounted for their interest in encyclopedias, 
collecting the wisdom and experience of previous genera-
tions as guardians of tradition. Most Ming scholars and phi-
losophers were traditionalists, mistrusting speculation or 
innovation. Th ere were exceptions, of course, but orthodoxy 
tended to dominate thought, as it did the imperial exami-
nations. As one Ming writer put it: “Since the time of 
Zhu Xi [the Song Confucianist] the truth has been made 
clear. No more writing is needed. We have only to practice.”6 
Th ere were nevertheless some important developments in 
philosophy, especially in the thought of Wang Yangming 
(1472–1529), a scholar-offi  cial who went beyond the Neo-
Confucianism of Zhu Xi in urging both a meditative and 
intuitive self-cultivation, much infl uenced by Buddhism, 
and an activist moral role in society. Wang’s most famous 
aphorism stresses the organic connection between knowl-
edge and behavior: “Knowledge is the beginning of conduct; 
conduct is the completion of knowledge”—a maxim still 
much admired by Confucians in China, Korea, and Japan 
and one that makes excellent sense to any thoughtful person. 

 Before Wang’s time, Hongwu had issued six brief impe-
rial edicts that were posted in all villages and towns in 1397, 
a year before his death. Th ey ordered people to be fi lial, to 
respect elders and ancestors, to teach their children to do 
the same, and to peacefully pursue their livelihoods. Local 
gentry, those not in offi  ce but functioning as local elites and 
keepers of order and morality, helped to see that these pre-
scriptions were carried out. 

 About the same time, increasingly conservative offi  cial 
attitudes were refl ected in the Ming imprint on the imperial 
examination system. In 1487 a set form was established for 
the writing of examination papers in eight categories using 
no more than 700 characters altogether, following a pre-
scribed style of polished commentary on the Confucian and 

       Love of unsullied nature remained a prominent theme for Ming painters. Like the white magnolia for 
spring, white lotus for summer represented purity, regeneration, and tranquility, as in this peaceful scroll by 
Chen Xun, who lived from 1483 to 1544.      (Chen Chun, Chinese (1483–1544). Life Cycle of the Lotus (section), 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644). Hand scroll: color on paper, 12  229 ¾ inches (30.5  583.6 cm), overall. Th e 
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri. Purchase: William Rock hill Nelson Trust, 31–135/34)  
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in volume and in circulation the more proper output in the 
orthodox classical mode, extensive and varied as that was. 
Much of it was also read in private by the elite, who would 
hide any “undignifi ed” book under the pillow if someone 
entered the room. For us today, too, most of it is more fun 
than the restrained, polished, or formal material that the 
scholarly gentry were supposed to read and write. 

 Th e major advance of Ming literature was in long, popu-
lar novels and other stories of adventure and romance. Th ey 
still make excellent reading and give a vivid picture of the 
life of the times. Perhaps the best known now is titled  Water 
Margins  (translated by Pearl Buck as  All Men Are Brothers ), 
which tells the story of an outlaw band and its eff orts to 
correct the wrongs done by unjust offi  cials. Bandits of the 
Robin Hood variety had the same romantic appeal in China 
as in the West, and their life was idealized. Many centuries 
later, Mao Zedong said that  Water Margins  (the title came 
from the marshes that surrounded the outlaws’ base) was 
his favorite book, and of course it did glorify those attempt-
ing to defy, and if possible replace, the existing government. 
Another still widely read Ming novel,  Th e Golden Lotus , an 
oft en-pornographic satire about the amorous adventures 
of a druggist with servants, neighbors, and other people’s 
wives, seems as fresh as today’s best-sellers. 

 Most of the characters in  Th e Golden Lotus , the title of 
which refers to the bound foot that consistently arouses the 
protagonist, are members of the leisure class, servants, or 
concubines in a wealthy household. Th e novel is generally 
interpreted as a critical portrayal of decadence, but since 
the characters are mainly well educated, including the con-
cubines, it includes scenes in which they recite or improvise 
classical-style poems or songs. Here is one of them: 

    It is evening.  
  The storm has passed over the southern hall,  
  Red petals are floating on the surface of the pool.  
  Slowly the gentle thunder rolls away.  
  The rain is over and the clouds disperse;  
  The fragrance of waterlilies comes to us over the distance.  
  The new moon is a crescent  
  Fresh from the perfumed bath, decked for the evening;  
  Over the darkening courtyard it wanes  
  Yet will not go to rest.  
  In the shade of the willow the young cicada bursts into song,  
  Fireflies hover over the ancestral halls.  
  Listen. Whence comes this song of Ling?  
  The painted boat is late returning,  
  The jade chords sink lower and lower;  
  The gentlefolk are silent:  
  A vision of delight!  
  Let us rise and take each other by the hand  
  And dress our hair.  
  The moon lights up the silken curtains,  
  But there are no sleepers there.  

 Th e lives and values of most people had their own 
momentum. “Th e emperor is far away,” as the traditional 
saying went, expressing a wealth of meaning. Local freedom 
and good order had little to do with imperial politics and 
much to do with the traditional Chinese system of the self-
regulating society. Local gentry directed and raised money 
for public works, especially irrigation, roads, canals, bridges, 
and ferries. Oft en they organized and funded schools and 
academies, orphanages, care for old people, and relief mea-
sures in hard times or aft er fl oods. Many of them compiled 
the local histories or gazetteers that are still a mine of infor-
mation about local conditions, events, and notable local 
people. Th is was all done as part of Confucian morality, and 
without pay or offi  cial appointment. When all went well, 
perhaps half or more of the time during the 2,000 years of 
dynastic rule, the local gentry were thus a major supplement 
to government and an important cement for society.  

  Popular Culture 
 By the sixteenth century there was a large and growing 
number of people who were literate or semiliterate but who 
were not members of any elite or of the very small num-
bers of offi  cial Confucian-style gentry, who probably never 
exceeded at most 2 percent of the population. Th ese non-
elite literates and semiliterates lived in the vast Chinese 
world that was little touched by the imperial system and its 
canons, most of them outside the big cities and the circles 
of the rich merchant elites. Popular literature, stories, nov-
els, and plays produced by and for them probably exceeded 

       Chinese Confucian scholars await the posting of the results of their 
civil service examination.      (Th e Granger Collection, New York)  
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including folk versions of Buddhism and Daoism as well as 
local animist cults and deities, and many of the operas, plays, 
and stories focused on it. Operas were commonly performed 
at festivals celebrating a local god or as part of temple rituals, 
and many operas and shadow plays had an explicitly religious 
or ritual content, like the medieval miracle plays of Europe. 
Still others satirized daily life: henpecked husbands, jilted or 
faithless lovers, grasping merchants, corrupt offi  cials, over-
protective or authoritarian parents, tyrannical landlords, 
and so on—set in villages or towns rather than in the more 
sophisticated and urbane world of the cities.    

 Th ey formed in eff ect a countertradition to the elite cul-
ture and expressed strong sympathy for the powerless, the 
oppressed, and the underdogs, including especially women, 
who were oft en the major fi gures. Th ey show a contempt for 
wealth without compassion, for power without responsibil-
ity, and for all forms of hypocrisy, opportunism, and moral 
compromise. Of course, such failings are endemic in all 
societies, including our own, but especially common among 
the elite, even in a Confucian China, many of whose sup-
posed values are in fact faithfully mirrored in the popular 
literature. In this extensive genre, individuals are, however, 
valued and respected for their achievements and their moral 
virtue regardless of their social position, unlike the hierar-
chical ordering of individuals that Confucian doctrine came 
to support. Th rough this rich and varied literature we can 
catch far more than a glimpse of what has been called the 
“little tradition,” present in all societies and oft en at odds 
with or showing a very diff erent perspective on the great 
tradition. It was, of course, already old in China, but with 
the expansion of printing and literacy under the Ming, these 
various literary and artistic forms began to be recorded on a 
much greater scale. It has a universal fl avor and many paral-
lels in the popular culture of most other societies around the 
world, past and present. But it also reveals the basic good 
sense, the humor, and the appealing human qualities of the 
common people of Ming and Qing China. 

  The mandarin duck tumbles the lotus leaves  
  On the gently rippling water  
  Sprinkling them with drops like pearls.  
  They give out fragrance,  
  And a perfumed breeze moves softly over the flower beds  
  Beside the summer-house.  
  How can our spirits fail to be refreshed?  
  Why crave for the islands of the blest, the home of fairies?  
  Yet when the west wind blows again, Autumn will come with it.7    

 Other popular types of arts and entertainment in Ming 
and Qing China were puppet shows, shadow plays, mys-
tery and detective stories (four or fi ve centuries before 
they appeared in the West), operas, ballads, the oral tradi-
tion of itinerant storytellers, and a wealth of inexpensive 
woodblock prints, many of them dealing with aspects of 
daily life, others with mythology or folk religion. Opera, 
which combined drama, music, dance forms, singing, and 
gorgeous costumes, could also appeal to illiterates, still 
the majority (although Ming and Qing China may well 
have been the world’s most literate societies, like the Song 
before them), as could storytellers, balladeers, and the 
various forms of plays. Performances in all of these media 
were off ered everywhere, even in small towns, by itinerant 
groups. Storytellers would oft en be accompanied by musi-
cians or would provide their own music; they would end 
each recital at a moment of suspense: “Come back next 
time if you want to hear the next episode,” or “Pay now if 
you want to know how it all came out!” 

 Over 300 diff erent local or regional genres of opera have 
been identifi ed, intended mainly for nonelite audiences. 
Many operas, plays, and stories centered on the adventures 
of heroes and villains of the rich Chinese past, not always 
historically accurate in every detail but always entertaining, 
appealing to the deep and consistent Chinese interest in their 
own history. Most of the common people learned their his-
tory from opera, theater, and storytellers, and they learned a 
great deal of it. Th e connection with folk religion was close, 

       Street people of the Ming: beggars and hawkers, 
painted by Zhou Chen (active c. 1500–1535). (Beggars 
and Street Characters, 1516. Zhou Chen (Chinese). 
Handscroll; ink and light color on paper, 31.9  244.5 cm. 
Th e Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund 
1964.94 © Th e Cleveland Museum of Art)     
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 Imperial Beijing: Axis of the Ming World 

 When Yongle decided to move the capital back to the 
north, Beijing was the obvious choice, primarily for its 
nearness to the most threatened frontiers. It is only about 
40 miles from the mountains that surround and protect 
the city on the west, north, and northeast. The Great Wall 
runs through the mountains, crossing a narrow lowland 
strip of coastal plain east of the city leading to Manchuria 
called Shanhaiguan (“mountain sea gate”). Passes to the 
northwest lead directly into Mongolia. Both areas were 
accurately seen by now as the chief trouble spots along 
the frontier, and it was mainly to guard against them that 
the Great Wall was rebuilt, at tremendous cost. 

 The Xiongnu menace that had plagued the Han had 
been replaced by that of the Mongols farther east, and by 
the early signs of what was to become the next alien con-
quering group, the Manchus of Manchuria. The gradual 
west-to-east progression of China’s capital from Zhou, 
Qin, Han, and Tang Chang’an to Luoyang, the Song move 
to Kaifeng and Hangzhou, and now the Ming choice of 
Beijing reflected these changes. The location of the capital 
was also affected by the growth of the south, the drought 
and agricultural deterioration of the northwest, and the 
provision of canals to bring food from the surplus areas of 
the Yangzi to feed successive northern capitals. 

 The new Beijing was designed to make a statement of 
imperial power and majesty. The pre-1850 center of the 
city today is largely a Ming creation, replacing what was 
left of the Mongol capital but on a much larger scale. The 
main outer city walls were 40 feet high and nearly 15 miles 
around, forming a rectangle pierced by nine gates with 
watchtowers and outer gates to further deter attackers, 
check permit papers, and awe all those who entered. 
Inside was the Imperial City, within its own walls, 5 miles 
in circumference. These enclosed in turn the red inner 
walls of the Forbidden City, which contained the palace 
and was surrounded by a moat 2 miles around. Succes-
sive courtyards inside the Forbidden City, dominated by 
throne halls for different purposes, were set on terraces of 
white marble and with gleaming gold-tiled roofs. These 
led along a north-south axis to the palace. Outside the 
Forbidden City (so called because it was closed to all 
except those with official business), a similar succession 
of elegant stone-paved courtyards, terraces, and audience 
halls led to the main gates. The outermost walls enclosed 
gardens, artificial lakes, and even an artificial hill.    

 The orientation of the city as a whole was based on 
astronomical principles and followed throughout a north-

 A CLOSER LOOK 

south axis to reflect and draw authority from the supreme 
correctness of the universe. The whole plan and all its 
details were designed to awe and impress all who 
approached or entered its series of walls and courtyards. It 
still has that effect and, partly for that reason, a section has 
been restored by the People’s Republic of China as the 
centerpiece of their capital. The Ming design was accepted 
and further embellished by their successors, the Qing, as 
serving their similar purposes admirably. That part of 
 Beijing remains one of the best preserved and impres-
sively planned capitals anywhere. Its splendid courtyards, 
the gracefulness and yet strength of architectural and roof 
lines in all of its buildings, and the lavish use of colored 
glazed tiles make it aesthetically as well as symbolically 
overwhelming. 

 A less planned city grew up outside the walls, where 
most of the common people lived, and it soon housed 
most of Beijing’s residents. The total population, inside 
and outside the walls, was probably a little over 1 million 
under both the Ming and the Qing, fed in part with rice 
brought from the Yangzi Valley by the Grand Canal. Some 
space was left clear immediately around the outer walls, 
for better defense, and there were large military barracks. 
A maze of streets, alleys, and small courtyards covered 
most of the extramural area, including the small, walled 
compounds with their tiny gardens and living space for 
extended families, for which Beijing became famous and 
some of which can still be seen. The majestic Imperial 
and Forbidden cities were formally ordered on a grand 
scale, in sharp contrast to the unplanned alleys and irreg-
ular streets of the city around them, but above all Beijing 
was—and remains—an imperial statement in wood, 
stone, brick, and tile that dominated the entire urban 
area physically as well as symbolically. 

       Th e Imperial Palace, Beijing.      (R. Murphey)  
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  Another serious drain on Ming resources was the huge 
allowances paid to the endless relatives of the imperial fam-
ily and the nobility, altogether many thousands of people 
and their dependents. By the late sixteenth century these 
allowances alone consumed over half of the revenues of 
two provinces, which provides some measure of their gar-
gantuan scope. Th e heavy expenses of the expedition to 
Choson Korea to expel the invasion of the Japanese war-
lord Hideyoshi  (see  Chapter   9   )  drained fi nancial resources 
still further. Subsidies to Mongol and other Central Asian 
princes, to keep them quiet and to deter them from new 
uprisings or raids on Chinese territory, increased fi nancial 
strain. Th e already high taxes were raised still more, and 
there were both urban and rural revolts. Th e burden fell 
disproportionately on the poor, because many families with 
money and connections had managed to get their names off  
the tax registers. Peasants also had to perform heavy labor 
service, including the rebuilding of the Grand Canal and 
the Great Wall. Many became so desperate that they just 
melted away into the countryside or the towns or became 
bandits. Some chose to be eunuchs. 

 Strong rulers, such as Hongwu, could check these 
abuses and control the eunuchs, but under weaker emper-
ors eunuchs oft en became the real powers, and they oft en 
did not use their power responsibly. Hongwu had warned 
his ministers: “Anyone using eunuchs as his eyes and ears 
will be blind and deaf.” Aft er Yongle there was a succession 
of undistinguished emperors, most of whom kept to the 

     Factionalism and Decline 

 Beijing was built in the days of power and pride, but as 
the decades went by, the eff ectiveness of the Ming sys-
tem declined. Japanese and Korean pirate attacks on the 
coast proved impossible to control, and the government’s 
ultimate response was to order the removal of all settle-
ment 30 miles inland and offi  cially forbid maritime trade, 
although the ban was widely ignored. Guns had been in use 
for centuries, but China had begun to fall behind advances 
in Western gunnery. When, late in the fi ft eenth century, 
a touring censor asked a garrison to demonstrate their 
obviously long-neglected cannons, the commander said, 
“What, fi re those things? Why, they might kill somebody!”8 
Th is may be an unfair example, however humanly appeal-
ing, and during most of the dynasty the Ming armies were 
reasonably eff ective in keeping the long peace at home and 
on the frontiers, maintaining an order that encouraged eco-
nomic prosperity. But the failure to control raids by sup-
posed “tributaries” was worrying. 

 At the capital, there was a clear decline in administrative 
eff ectiveness by the end of the sixteenth century. Th e court 
was fi lled with intriguing factions, including the eunuchs. 
Th is was to become a curse of the imperial system. Hongwu 
had created a pattern of secrecy and harsh authoritarian-
ism gave rise to plotting and counterplotting. Because they 
had no heirs, eunuchs were oft en trusted, given the care of 
imperial sons, and had ready access to the emperor and to 
powerful wives and concubines. Th ey were also given com-
mand of the palace guard and oft en won high military posts 
as commanders or served as imperial inspectors in the 
provinces. Th ey controlled the workshops that made luxury 
products for the court and supervised the tribute sent from 
the provinces and foreign countries. Eunuchs were also 
oft en appointed as heads of offi  cial missions abroad. 

 All this gave them limitless opportunities for graft , 
which they used to enrich themselves. Eunuchs also came 
to control the fearsome secret police and used their power 
to blackmail and corrupt as well. Th is was a burden on 
the treasury as funds were siphoned off  from normal rev-
enues. A particularly egregious example of eunuch miscon-
duct is the case of Wei Zhongxian. Wei joined the palace 
administration in the early 1600s aft er castrating himself 
as an adult. Although many believe he poisoned the young 
emperor he was supposed to serve, the succeeding emperor 
continued to employ him. Confucian offi  cials and scholars 
formed a group called the Donglin, aft er a famous acad-
emy and accused Wei of murders, the forced abortion of 
the empress, and 24 other “high crimes.” In the end, Wei’s 
unscrupulous power won out and most of the Donglin 
scholars were disgraced, jailed, or beaten to death by the 
time of Wei’s own death in 1628 at the hand of an assassin.   

       A sample of the famous Ming blue-and-white porcelain.       
(RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY)  
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the now shrinking imperial revenue by once more reform-
ing the tax system to get exempted lands and families that 
had slipped off  the rolls aft er the earlier tax reform back 
on again. He also tried to limit the special privileges and 
extravagant expenses of the court and the imperial family 
and to rebuild the authority of the censors to report on and 
check abuses. But aft er Zhang’s death in 1582, Wanli aban-
doned all pretense at responsibility and indulged in more 

pleasures of their palaces and left  the running of the empire 
to the eunuchs and bureaucrats, many of whom became 
corrupt. Th is was a disastrous pattern in a system where 
authority and responsibility had been so heavily centralized 
in the person of the emperor. For a short period, in the late 
sixteenth century, it looked like the Ming might be revived. 
Th e Wanli emperor (r. 1572–1620) appointed a very capa-
ble Grand Secretary, Zhang Juzheng, who tried to increase 

  Over the centuries many officials, imbued with Confucian 
notions of loyalty to the throne and the responsibility of 
officials to speak out, courageously protested against bad 
officials and harmful policies. Particularly obligated in this 
way were the censors, for they were charged with serving as 
the emperor’s “eyes and ears” and impeaching officials any-
where in the government who violated laws, administrative 
regulations, or traditional moral standards. Because censors 
could submit their memorials directly to the emperor, 
bypassing the routine channels of communication, they 
could accuse senior figures whose subordinates had no way 
to submit memorials except through them.  

  Below is the memorial submitted in 1624 by the censor 
Yang Lian (d. 1625), impeaching the eunuch Wei Zhongxian 
(1568–1627).  

  This memorial did get through to the emperor, but he did 
not act on it. Wei Zhongxian, moreover, had his revenge. In 
1625 he obtained a forged confession implicating Yang Lian 
and fi ve others. Arrested, Yang died in prison after enduring 
torture.  

   A treacherous eunuch has taken advantage of his 
position to act as emperor. He has seized control and 
disrupted the government, deceived the ruler and 
flouted the law. He recognizes no higher authority, 
turns his back on the favors the emperor has conferred 
on him, and interferes with the inherited institutions. 
I beg Your Majesty to order an investigation so that 
the dynasty can be saved. 

 When Emperor Taizu [i.e., Hongwu] first established 
the laws and institutions, eunuchs were not allowed to 
interfere in any affairs outside the palace; even within 
it they did nothing more than clean up. Anyone who 
violated these rules was punished without chance of 
amnesty, so the eunuchs prudently were cautious and 
obedient. The succeeding emperors never changed 
these laws. Even such arrogant and lawless eunuchs 
as Wang Zhen and Liu Jin were promptly executed. 
Thus the dynasty lasted until today. 

 How would anyone have expected that, with a wise 
ruler like Your Majesty on the throne, there would be 
a chief eunuch like Wei Zhongxian, a man totally 

uninhibited, who destroys court precedents, ignores 
the ruler to pursue his selfish ends, corrupts good 
people, ruins the emperor’s reputation as a Yao or 
Shun, and brews unimaginable disasters? The entire 
court has been intimidated. No one dares denounce 
him by name. 

 As a consequence, everyone in the palace 
recognizes the existence of Zhongxian but not of Your 
Majesty; everyone in the capital recognizes the 
existence of Zhongxian but not of Your Majesty. 

 I beg Your Majesty to take courage and thunder 
forth. Take Zhongxian to the ancestral temple in 
fetters. Assemble the military and civil officials of all 
ranks and have the judicial officials interrogate him. 
Check all the precedents from previous reigns on 
eunuchs having contacts with the outside, usurping 
imperial authority, breaking dynastic laws, disrupting 
court business, alienating the people, and violating the 
trust of the ruler. Sentence him in a way that will 
please the gods and satisfy public indignation. . . . 

 If all this is done and yet Heaven does not show its 
pleasure, the people do not rejoice, and there is not a 
new era of peace within the country and at its borders, 
then I ask that you behead me as an offering to 
Zhongxian. I am well aware that once my words 
become known, Zhongxian’s clique will detest me, but 
I am not afraid. If I could get rid of the one person 
Zhongxian and save Your Majesty’s reputation as a 
Yao and Shun, I would fulfill the command of the 
former emperor and could face the spirits of all ten of 
the former emperors. My lifetime goal has been to 
serve loyally. I would not regret having to die as a way 
of paying back the extraordinary favors I have received 
during two reigns. I hope Your Majesty recognizes my 
passion and takes prompt action.  

  Source:  Reprinted with the permission of Free Press, a Division 
of Simon & Schuster, Inc., from  Chinese Civilization: A Source-
book , 2 rev. ed. by Patricia Buckley Ebrey. Copyright (©) 1993 by 
Patricia Buckley Ebrey. Copyright (©) 1981 by the Free Press. 
All rights reserved.  

 A CENSOR ACCUSES A EUNUCH 
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 A rival rebel leader named Zhang had meanwhile been 
raiding and plundering over much of north China with hit-
and-run tactics that the Ming armies were unable to cope 
with. In 1644 he invaded Sichuan, set up a government, and 
moved to claim the throne himself. His power plays and his 
terror tactics, however, lost him the support of the gentry, 
whom he saw as rivals for power, and without them on his 
side his cause was lost. But the Ming had really defeated 
themselves by ignoring the basic functions of any govern-
ment—namely, to govern and to serve their subjects.  

  The Manchu Conquest 

 Beyond the Great Wall in Manchuria, a non-Chinese steppe 
people, the Manchus, descendants of the Jurchen who had 
conquered the Northern Song, had risen to power despite 
earlier Ming eff orts to keep them divided and subdued. A 
strong leader, Nurhachi (1559–1626), united several previ-
ously separate tribes and founded a Chinese-style state, tak-
ing the title of emperor and promoting the adoption of the 
entire Confucian system and its philosophy. His capital was 
established at Mukden (now called Shenyang) in southern 
Manchuria, where his two sons, also capable people, suc-
ceeded him and continued the Sinicization of the Manchu 
state and culture. 

 By 1644 the Manchus were politically and culturally very 
similar to the Chinese, except for their spoken language, 
and they controlled the whole of Manchuria as far south as 
Shanhaiguan, where the Ming Great Wall meets the Gulf of 

extravagance and pleasures while leaving the court eunuchs 
to run the empire. He avoided even seeing his own min-
isters for many years and refused to make appointments, 
conduct any business, or take note of or react to any abuses.    

 As already pointed out, factionalism, corruption, heed-
lessness, irresponsibility, and moral rot at the capital did 
not mean that the same problems dominated the rest of the 
country, which went on under its own momentum until the 
very end. Still, the serious economic problems of the late 
Ming court led to unrest across Ming territory in the fi rst 
decades of the seventeenth century. Infl ation greatly wors-
ened the problem. Th ere were major droughts and famine 
in Shaanxi Province in the northwest in 1627 and 1628 and 
spreading revolts, soon covering most of the north.   

  Th e now incompetent and demoralized government had 
to face two major revolts. Th e famine in Shaanxi Province 
in the northwest in 1628 led to arbitrary government econo-
mies instead of the needed relief. A postal clerk named Li 
Zicheng was laid off  and joined his uncle who was already 
a bandit in the mountains. Li and his forces raided widely 
among three or four adjoining provinces, attracted more 
followers, set up a government, distributed food to famine 
victims, appointed offi  cials, and proclaimed a new dynasty. 
Early in 1644 he advanced on Beijing, meeting only weak 
resistance. Th e last Ming emperor, deserted by his offi  cials 
and driven to despair by news that the city had already 
fallen, hanged himself in the palace garden where he had 
lived a life of ease and irresponsibility, aft er failing to kill his 
oldest daughter with a sword. 

  The Chinese interpreted earthquakes and other natural disas-
ters as symbols of Heaven’s displeasure. When they coincided 
with popular discontent and dynastic decline, they were seen 
as warnings. Here is a description of an earthquake in 1626 
at Beijing, in the last corrupt years of the Ming. The partisans 
referred to were palace eunuchs.  

  Just when the . . . partisans were secretly plotting in 
the palace, there was a sudden earthquake. A roof 
ornament over the place where they were sitting fell 
without any apparent reason and two eunuchs were 
crushed to death. In a moment there was a sound 
like thunder rising from the northwest. It shook 
heaven and earth, and black clouds flowed over con-
fusedly. Peoples’ dwellings were destroyed to such 
an extent that for several miles nothing remained. 
Great stones hurtled down from the sky like rain. 
Men and women died by the tens of thousands. 
Donkeys, horses, chickens, and dogs all had broken 

or cracked limbs. People with smashed skulls or bro-
ken noses were strewn about—the streets were full 
of them. Gunpowder that had been stored in the 
Imperial Arsenal exploded. This alarmed elephants, 
and the elephants ran about wildly, trampling to 
death an incalculable number of people. The court 
astrologer reported his interpretation of these events 
as follows: “In the earth there is tumultuous noise. 
This is an evil omen of calamity in the world. When 
noise gushes forth from within the earth, the city 
must be destroyed. . . . The reason why the earth 
growls is that throughout the empire troops arise to 
attack one another, and that palace women and 
eunuchs have brought about great disorder.”  

  Source:  Lach, Donald F. From  Asia on the Eve of Europe’s 
 Expansion  by Donald F. Lach and Carol Flaumenhaft. 
 Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1965. Courtesy of the 
 Estate of Donald F. Lach. 

 AN EARTHQUAKE AT BEIJING, 1626 
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Qing gave the empire good government, order, and tran-
quility under which it prospered as never before. 

 Like the Mongols, the Manchus, totaling only some 1 
percent of the empire, or a little over 1 million people, could 
not hope to rule without Chinese collaborators, who fi lled 
about 90 percent of all offi  cial posts throughout the dynasty. 
Manchu aristocrats kept the top military positions, but the 
army, militia, and police were predominantly Chinese, as 
were many generals. Provincial administration was headed 
by two-man teams of Chinese and Manchu governors work-
ing in tandem—and, of course, checking on each other. Th e 
gentry, who provided unoffi  cial leadership and authority at 
all local levels, remained almost entirely Chinese. Th e gen-
try continued to supply from their ranks of men educated 
in the Confucian classics nearly all of the offi  cials through 
the imperial examination system, which was retained and 
expanded by the Manchus. At the capital, Beijing, the Grand 
Secretariat, the various ministries, and the imperial censor-
ate were staff ed equally by Chinese and by Manchus. Qing 
China was far more Chinese than Manchu. 

 But the Manchus also succeeded because they had 
become, even before 1644, almost as Chinese in culture as 
their “subjects”—indeed, they had been an outlying part 
of the Chinese Empire. Th ey came from an area where 
 pastoral nomadism in northern Manchuria merged with 
Chinese-style intensive agriculture in the Liao valley, where 
the Chinese cultural model in all respects was at least as old 
as the Han dynasty. To protect their homeland and their 
identity, they tried to prevent further Chinese  emigration to 
Manchuria and to keep northern Manchuria as an  imperial 
hunting preserve. 

 However, the Manchus were not enthralled with all 
things Chinese, and they were proud of their victory. Dur-
ing the fi rst years of the new regime, to symbolize the new 
era, the Qing ordered their male Chinese subjects to adopt 
the Manchu hairstyle known as the queue, and commanded 
Han Chinese women to cease binding their feet. Chinese 
objected, some violently, to these measures, but soon men 
universally adopted the queue, which required shaving 
much of the head and leaving a small patch in the back that 
was grown very long and woven into a braid. By the end of 
the Qing, some rebel groups cut their queues to symbolize 
their rejection of subordination by the Manchus, but most 
Chinese men had come to see the queue as an emblem of 
their masculinity. Foot-binding, on the other hand, while 
never practiced by Manchu women, persisted into the 
twentieth century and even became more common in the 
eighteenth century. A recent study suggests that one reason 
for the growing prevalence of foot-binding was a desire by 
Han Chinese to resist the Manchu conquest culturally—
foot-binding could be embraced as a sign of superior civili-
zation and properly cultivated femininity. 

Bohai. Th eir administration and army included large num-
bers of Chinese, who accurately saw them as a coming power 
and as a far more eff ective state than the Ming had by then 
become. Th e Manchus made vassals of the Mongols of Inner 
Mongolia and of Choson Korea, aft er expeditions had con-
quered both. Th ey were consciously building their power to 
take over China, and in 1644 they had their opportunity. 

 A Ming general, Wu Sangui, confronted with the rebel 
forces of Li Zicheng, who now occupied Beijing, invited 
the Manchu armies waiting on the border at Shanhaiguan 
to help him defeat the rebels. Having done so handily, the 
Manchus remained to found the Qing dynasty, rewarding a 
number of Chinese collaborators with grants of land. Some 
of these collaborators later rebelled but were suppressed in 
heavy fi ghting. Finally, in 1683, the new dynasty conquered 
the off shore island of Taiwan (Formosa), which had clung 
to the defeated Ming cause, a situation with parallels in the 
twentieth century. It thus took nearly another 40 years aft er 
1644 before all Chinese resistance to this new conquest was 
eliminated by another originally steppe people. But unlike 
Mongol rule, it ushered in a long period of domestic peace 
and unprecedented prosperity. 

 Th e Manchus called their new dynasty Qing, a title 
adopted by Nurhachi’s son and continued by his grand-
son, Kangxi (r. 1661–1722), who was only six years old in 
1644 and thus “ruled” through a regent until 1661, when he 
ascended the throne.  Qing  means “pure,” and the name was 
intended to add legitimacy to an alien, even barbarian, rule. 
But the Manchus had learned their Chinese lessons well. 
Th ey honored and continued the Ming tradition, and with 
it the Chinese imperial tradition, and could legitimately say 
that they were liberators restoring China’s glorious past. 
While this made them, like the Ming, conservative stew-
ards rather than innovators and in time helped to harden 
them against any change, they too presided over a brilliant 
period in Chinese history for their fi rst two centuries.  

  China Under the Manchus 

 Scattered groups of Ming loyalists and others fought against 
the new conquerors until the 1680s. Many southern Chi-
nese fl ed to Taiwan, a large island previously occupied by 
non-Chinese people of Polynesian ancestry, thus beginning 
the incorporation of Taiwan into the Chinese cultural zone. 
As noted above, some of the original Chinese collabora-
tors with the Manchus who had been granted fi efs in the 
south rebelled, as well. Once resistance had been crushed, 
however, and Taiwan claimed for the Qing, the new dynasty 
made a genuine eff ort to win not only Chinese support but 
also actual partnership, a far more successful approach than 
that of the alien Mongol dynasty of conquest four centu-
ries earlier. With Chinese collaboration on a large scale, the 
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routine and paperwork. But even so, it was a thinly spread 
system—about 30,000 imperially appointed offi  cials, 
including by far the biggest cluster in Beijing and secondary 
clusters in the 18 provincial capitals, for a population that 
rose from some 200 million to over 400 million. Most of 
China, still over 90 percent rural, continued to govern itself 
through the Confucian system of the “self-regulating soci-
ety.” But there was a huge amount of imperial administra-
tive business too. Communication was essential among the 
widely scattered provinces and districts of this enormous 
empire, considerably larger than the modern United States 
and far more populous, and between each of them and the 
capital, where most important decisions had to be made or 
approved. Th e Qing established some 2,000 postal stations 
along the main and feeder routes of the imperial road sys-
tem, many of which were paved and which extended into 
Manchuria, Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet. Less urgent 
communications and shipments traveled by water wherever 
possible—most of the populated areas from the Yangzi Val-
ley southward—but for emergency messages or documents 
mounted couriers using relays of fast horses could cover 
250 miles a day or more. Th is still meant at least a week of 
travel from Guangzhou to Beijing, but it was almost cer-
tainly faster than anything in the West, rivaled only by the 
Roman courier system for parts of their empire at its height. 

 We know more about Qing China than about any previ-
ous period, partly because its successor state, the Republic 
of China, did not destroy its imperial archives, as all previ-
ous regimes had done aft er producing the offi  cial histories 
of their predecessors. But we also have a great many for-
eign accounts, especially aft er the late eighteenth century, 
including early Jesuit descriptions. Th e Europeans were 
fascinated by China, and they can give us a perspective, 
and a comparative dimension, lacking for earlier periods. 
Th eir accounts help to establish a picture of the Qing as 
the largest, richest, best governed, and most highly devel-
oped country in the world of its time. European thinkers 
of the Enlightenment, including Leibniz and later Voltaire 
and Quesnay, were much infl uenced by what they knew of 
Qing China. Th ey were struck in particular by its emphasis 
on morality (as opposed to revealed religion) and on selec-
tion for offi  ce of those who were best educated—or best 
“humanized” in the Confucian tradition—through com-
petitive examination. China, they thought, thus avoided the 
evils they ascribed in Europe to a hereditary nobility and a 
tyranny of the landed aristocracy. To them, China seemed 
close to the Platonic ideal never achieved in the West, a 
state ruled by philosopher-kings. 

 Th e Qing compiled a vast new law code, dealing mainly 
with criminal off enses; most civil disputes continued to be 
handled locally through family, clan, and gentry networks. 
It also impressed European philosophers and legal scholars, 

 Other recent research challenges the long-standing pic-
ture of the Manchus as entirely assimilated, although the 
Manchus oft en were far less segregated than many of them 
claimed or desired. Most Manchus sought to retain impor-
tant aspects of their distinctive culture, and the Qing regime 
helped by forbidding intermarriage with Han Chinese and 
encouraging the study of the Manchu language. Th e Qing 
also engendered Chinese resentment by allowing aspiring 
Manchu offi  cials to take easier examinations, giving Man-
chus preference in upper-level government positions, and 
imposing more lenient legal penalties on Manchu law-
breakers. Manchus were also organized in military castes 
called the Eight Banners, which incorporated Mongols and 
some Chinese as well. In many cases, appearance alone was 
enough to distinguish a Manchu from other ethnic groups. 
Manchu women, especially in the upper classes, wore their 
hair in the distinctive “batwing” style, and they did not bind 
their feet. Th eir names did not sound Chinese, they oft en 
dwelled in segregated sections of Chinese cities and towns, 
and they were forbidden by law to work as anything other 
than offi  cials, farmers, or soldiers.    

 During the Qing era, as noted, foot-binding spread 
even to the lower classes, although most poor women had 
neither the leisure nor the incentive to work toward the 
three-inch ideal, and the Qing state embraced Confucian 
values related to the status of women, promoting what has 
been termed the “cult” of widow chastity by erecting grand 
marble arches to commemorate widows who sacrifi ced 
themselves rather than lose their honor. At the same time, 
Manchu women were freer of restraints than their Chinese 
contemporaries, and the chief fi gure of the last decades of 
the Qing was the forceful Empress Dowager Cixi, who plot-
ted her way to the throne and became the second woman 
ruler of China, aft er Empress Wu of the Tang. Neverthe-
less, Chinese women, though formally subjugated, were 
oft en the real powers within the family and managed the 
household money; as was said, “once the door is closed, the 
woman takes over.” 

 In their administration of China, the Qing continued 
the now long-established imperial structure and its institu-
tions. Th e emperor appointed all offi  cials down to the level 
of the county magistrates and presided over a mobile body 
of civil and military servants who owed direct loyalty to the 
throne. He was accessible to all his offi  cials, who could send 
confi dential memoranda (known as “memorials”) to the 
emperor alone, and to which he would reply in confi dence 
to the sender only. Th e emperor had to approve all policy 
matters, sign all death sentences, and hear all appeals. 

 It was a top-heavy structure, but on the whole it worked 
well for the fi rst two centuries under strong emperors. Each 
offi  cial had his own extensive unoffi  cial staff  to help with 
the otherwise unmanageable burden of administrative 
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  The following is taken from the observations of a Jesuit mission-
ary named Martino Martini, who witnessed the Qing takeover. 
He refers to the Manchus as “Tartars.” This English text is a 
translation by John Crook published in 1654.    

   The Tartars . . . doe shave both the Head and Beard, 
reserving only the Mustachoes, which they extend to a great 
length, and in the hinder part of their heads they leave a 
Tuff [the queue], which being curiously woven and plated, 
they let hang down carelessly below their shoulders; they 
have a round and low Cap, which is alwaies garnished 
round with some pretious skin three fingers broad, the 
Castor [beaver] or Zibellin [sable], and serveth to defend 
their Temples, Ears, and Foreheads from colds and other 
Tempests. That which appears above the skin being 
covered over either with curious red silk, or else with black 
and purple horse-hair, which they die and dress most 
curiously; so as their appurtenances being handsomely 
joined together, makes the caps both commodious and 
handsom. Their Garments are long Robes falling down to 
the very foot, but their sleeves are not so wide and large as 
the Chinese use; but rather such as are used in Polony 
[Poland] & Hungary, only with this difference, that they 
fashion the extremity of the Sleeve, ever like a Horse his 
Hoof. At their Girdle there hangs on either side two 
Handkerchiefs to wipe their face and hands; besides, there 
hangs a Knife for all necessary uses, with two Purses, in 
which they carry Tobacco, or such like Commodities. On 
their Left side they hang their Scymiters, but so as the point 
goes before, and the handle behind, and therefore when 
they fight they draw it out with the right hand behind them 
without holding the Scabbard with the other. They seldom 
wear Shoes, and use no Spurrs to their Boots, which they 
make either of Silk or of Horse-skin very neatly drest; but 
they often use fair Pattins, which they make three fingers 
high. In riding they use Stirrups, but their Saddles are both 
lower and broader than ours; their faces are comely, and 
commonly broad as those of China also have; their colour is 
white, but their Nose is not so flat, nor their eyes so little, as 
the Chineses are; they speak little, and ride pensively. In the 
rest of their manners they resemble our Tartars of Europe, 
though they may be nothing so barbarous. They rejoice to 
see Strangers; they no way like the grimness and sourness 
of the Chines gravity, and therefore in their first abords [that 
is, on first approach] they appear more human. 

 Under eight colours [that is, flags] are comprehended all 
the forces of the Kingdom of China, whether they be Natives 
or Tartars; the first of which is White, called the Imperial 
Banner; the second is Red, the third is Black, the fourth is 
Yellow; and these three last are governed and Commanded 
by the Uncle of the Emperour . . . Of these four colours by 
several mixtures, they frame four more, so as every Souldier 
knows his own colours, and to what part of the City to repair, 
where they have ever their Arms and Horses ready for an 

expedition; so as in one half hour they all are ready; for they 
blow a horn just in the fashion of that, which we appropriate 
usually to our Tritons, and by the manner of winding it, they 
presently know, what Companies and Captains must march, 
so as they are ready in a moment to follow their Ensign, 
which a Horse-man carries tyed behind him, though 
commonly none but the Commander and Ensign knows 
wh[i]ther they go: this profound secrecy in their exercise of 
War, has often astonished the Chineses; for many times, 
when they thought to oppose them in one part, they 
presently heard they were in another Quarter; and it is no 
wonder they are so quick, for they never carry with them any 
Baggage, nor do they take care for Provision; for they fill 
themselves with what they find, yet commonly they eat Flesh, 
though half rosted or half boyled; if they find none then they 
devour their Horses, or Camels; but ever when they have 
leasure, they go hunting all manner of wild Beasts, either by 
some excellent Dogs or Vultures, which they bring up for 
that end, or else by incompassing a whole Mountain, or 
large Field, they beat up all the wild Beasts into a Circle, and 
drive them into so narrow a Compass, as that they can take 
as many as they please and dismiss the rest. The earth 
covered with a Horse-cloath is their Bed; for they care not for 
Houses and Chambers; but if they be forced to dwell in 
Houses, their Horses must lodge with them, and they must 
have many holes beaten in the Walls; but yet their Tents are 
most beautiful, which they fix and remove with such Art and 
dexterity, as they never retard the speedy march of the Army. 
Thus the Tartars train their Souldiers to hardness for War.    

  Source:  Lynn A. Struve, ed. and trans.,  Voices from the Ming-
Qing Cataclysm: China in the Tigers’ Jaws.  Copyright © 1993 by 
Yale University Press. Reprinted by permission. 

 A MISSIONARY DESCRIBES THE MANCHUS 

       Chinggis Khan leading the Mongols. Th e founders of the Qing 
considered themselves the heirs of Chinggis Khan.      (North 
Wind Picture Archives)  

M12_MURP8552_07_SE_C11.indd Page 221  05/09/13  8:06 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia222

had probably been declining for two generations or more, 
British observers agreed that most Chinese were materi-
ally better off  than most Europeans. A particularly well-
informed traveler and resident in China writing in 1853 
provided a one-sentence summary of many such accounts 
by saying “In no country in the world is there less real mis-
ery and want than in China.”9 One must remember that he 
wrote from the perspective of the industrializing England 
of Charles Dickens and knew the bad working and living 
conditions for most Westerners at that time. But his judg-
ment was probably accurate about China and is confi rmed 
by other contemporary Western observers. 

 Th e massive growth of population, and of production to 
match it until late in the eighteenth century, is a good mea-
sure of the orderly benefi cence of Qing rule and the con-
fi dent spirit of the times. Government offi  cials diligently 
promoted improvements in agriculture, new irrigation and 
fl ood-prevention works, roads, and canals. More new land 
was brought under cultivation to feed the rising popula-
tion and more new irrigation projects were constructed 
than in the whole of previous Chinese history put together. 
Th e Qing period also saw the completion of Chinese 
 agricultural occupation of the cultivable areas of the south 
and southwest, at the expense of the remaining non-Han 

particularly the application of law on the basis of Confucian 
ethics. Admiration of China led to a European vogue for 
Chinese art, architecture, gardens, porcelains, and even fur-
niture and wallpaper (another item in the long list of Chi-
nese innovations), all of which became the height of fashion 
for the upper classes, especially in France and England. Th e 
foreign perspective on China began to change in the nine-
teenth century as China declined and the West began its 
steep rise. But the change in attitudes was slow, and traces of 
the original admiration remained for those of a more open 
mind, less blinded by Victorian imperialist arrogance.  

  Prosperity and Population 

Increases 

 Th e fi rst 150 years of Qing rule were an especially brilliant 
period, marked by the long reigns of two exceptionally 
able and dedicated emperors, Kangxi (r. 1661–1722) and 
Qianlong (r. 1735–1796). As a consequence of the order and 
prosperity they established, population began an increase 
that was to continue until aft er 1900, probably tripling from 
approximately 1650. But until late in the eighteenth century, 
production and the growth of commerce more than kept 
pace. Even by the 1840s and 1850s, when per capita incomes 

       As population increased and demand for food rose, agriculture was pushed up onto steeper and steeper 
slopes, as in this photograph from the southwestern province of Yunnan. Terracing required immense 
labor but could create only tiny strips of level land, and water for irrigation was a major problem. Terracing 
was necessary because by the late Qing period all gentler slopes had been occupied, while the population 
continued to rise. Th is is an extreme example, but such terraces were not uncommon.      (R. Murphey)  
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 Merchants were also allowed a larger scope under the 
Qing even than under the Ming. Trade with Southeast Asia 
grew still further, as did permanent settlements of Chinese 
merchants there. Foreign trade as a whole seems clearly to 
have been larger than Europe’s. Domestic commerce, larger 
still, and urbanization reached new levels and remained 
far more important than overseas connections. Merchant 
guilds proliferated in all of the growing Chinese cities and 

inhabitants, in essentially the same pattern as today. Much 
of the new tilled land was in the hilly south, where terrac-
ing was oft en pushed to extremes, driving the indigenous 
people into still more mountainous areas, especially in the 
southwest. Large new acreage was also brought under the 
plow in the semiarid margins of northern China. Yields 
everywhere rose with new irrigation, more fertilization, 
better seeds, and more intensive cultivation.    

ANNAM
(VIETNAM)

Zhoushan

 China Proper Under the Qing      
  The dynasty also controlled Xinjiang, Manchuria, and, after the 1780s, Tibet. The surrounding countries were “tributaries,” 
including Burma, Siam, Korea, Vietnam, and Japan.   
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for irrigated rice. Peanuts and tobacco fi lled other gaps and 
added substantially to total food resources or to the list of 
cash crops, like cotton. 

 Early ripening rice, introduced from Southeast Asia 
in the Song and Ming, was further developed under the 
Qing, and the period from sowing to harvest was progres-
sively reduced. In the long growing season of the south, this 
meant that more areas could produce two crops of rice a 
year, and some could even manage three. Th e practice of 
transplanting rice seedlings from special nursery beds to 
spaced rows in large irrigated paddies fi rst became univer-
sal in the Qing. Th is greatly increased yields, as well as fur-
ther shortening the time to harvest. 

 Food and nonfood crops were now treated with the kind 
of care a gardener uses for individual plants; they were fer-
tilized by hand and hand-weeded at frequent intervals, and 
irrigation levels were precisely adjusted to the height and 
needs of each crop as the season advanced. Th e use of night 
soil (human manure) now also became universal, and the 
amounts increased as the population rose, providing both 
the source and the need for more intensive fertilization. 
Rice yields probably more than doubled by a combination 
of all these methods, and the total output rose addition-
ally as the result of double and triple cropping and newly 

oft en acquired great social and political infl uence. Rich 
merchants with offi  cial connections built up huge fortunes 
and patronized literature, theater, and the arts. Fleets of 
junks (Chinese-style ships) plied the coast and the great 
inland waterways, and urban markets teemed with people 
and goods. General prosperity helped to ensure domestic 
peace. Silver continued to fl ow in to pay for China’s exports, 
including now tea and silk to the West, and there was a large 
favorable trade balance. Cloth and handicraft  production 
boomed as subsistence yielded to more division of labor 
and to increasing market forces.       

 Along with silver, other New World goods entered the 
China market through the Spanish link to Manila; the most 
important were new and highly productive crops from the 
Americas, including sweet potatoes, white potatoes, maize 
(corn), peanuts, and tobacco. Th ese were all unknown in 
Asia before, and in many cases they supplemented the agri-
cultural system without displacing the traditional staples of 
rice, wheat, and other more drought-tolerant cereals such 
as millet and sorghum grown in the drier parts of the north. 
Potatoes could be raised in sandy soils unsuited to cereals, 
white potatoes in the colder areas and sweet potatoes in 
the south. Both produce more food energy per unit of land 
than any cereal crop. Corn yielded well on slopes too steep 

  This selection is taken from a longer description of the Qing 
takeover of Nanjing, written by Yao Wenxi, member of a 
prosperous Chinese family.  

   When the Qing came into the city, everyone said that 
only military officers and soldiers needed to shave 
their heads, so before long quite a number of Nanjing 
military men deserted. After a few days an edict was 
issued notifying all civil and military officials, soldiers, 
and civilians that every male was to shave his head 
within three days and cultivate a coin-sized rat’s tail [a 
queue]. Anyone who didn’t conform was to be killed. 
The common people were afraid to die, so within three 
days the men had shaved their heads shiny clean. 

 Among the civil officials the first to shave his head 
was Zhang Sunzhen. Upon seeing the Prince of Yu at 
West Floral Gate, Zhang also told his circle that his 
own ancestors had been Tartars and that he still had a 
portrait of them in Manchu costume in his home, so it 
was fitting that he shave his head. I don’t know how 
they [Zhao and Zhang] got employed as officials in the 
first place. That the two of them had now slipped 
through the net of circumstance was something to be 
decried for thousands of years. 

 We young men cherished our hair, and when we saw 
people with shaven heads, they didn’t seem human. At 
first some of us hid out, unwilling to shave; but later 
we didn’t see anyone on the streets unshaven. We had 
to shave. Old Master Sheng, who’d been in charge of 
the imperial hunting park, lived not far from my family. 
But we saw only his butler, carrying a net cap and 
sobbing as he walked back toward Master Sheng’s 
home. We asked him why, and he said, “The old 
master of my household was unwilling to shave his 
head and concealed himself in another old 
gentleman’s home. But today, having heard that 
everyone—big and small—in the whole capital city had 
shaven, he had no recourse but to shave as well. I saw 
him there crying, heartbroken, with the other old 
gentleman. And later when I saw him shaven, indeed, 
he looked very ugly. I can’t help but shed tears, too.” 
When he finished speaking, he walked on, carrying the 
mesh cap and sobbing. . . .  

  Source:  Lynn A. Struve, ed. and trans.,  Voices from the Ming-
Qing Cataclysm: China in the Tigers’ Jaws.  Copyright © 1993 by 
Yale University Press. Reprinted by permission.  

 THE QING TAKEOVER OF NANJING 
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  Kangxi and Qianlong 
 Th e emperor Kangxi, who was in fact deeply concerned 
with retaining elements of his Manchu heritage, seemed to 
outside observers completely Chinese in culture and even a 
poet in that language (the Manchus also retained their own 
language). He encouraged literature, art, printing, scholar-
ship, and artisan production. He revived and enlarged the 
Imperial Potteries, which turned out great quantities of 
beautiful porcelain, originally for the palace and court and 
later for rich merchants and even for export. A patron of 
learning, Kangxi himself studied Latin, mathematics, and 
Western science with Jesuit tutors at his court and corre-
sponded with European monarchs. Toward the end of his 
reign he lost patience with the sectarian quarreling of the 
Catholic missionaries and was incensed that a pope in 

cultivated land. Improvements in rice agriculture, China’s 
major crop since Han times, as well as new irrigation and 
other intensifi cation of the traditional system, were prob-
ably the chief source of food increases. Rising population 
totals provided the incentive and the means for greater 
intensifi cation, but it was a process pushed also by the Qing 
administration and its local magistrates as well as by local 
gentry. Th e irrigation system for rice was a fi nely engineered 
aff air, permitting the altering of water levels as needed and 
the draining of the paddies in the last few weeks before har-
vest. It all required immense amounts of labor, but it paid 
handsomely in increased yields, and a prosperous China 
continued to provide the additional hands needed. 

 Th ese changes, improvements, and additions to an exist-
ing highly productive agricultural system help to explain 
how an already huge and dense population could double or 
triple in two centuries and still maintain or even enhance 
its food and income levels. Agriculture remained the heart 
of the economy and the major source of state revenue, but 
its surpluses created a growing margin for both subsis-
tence and commercial exchange. Th e population fi gures 
compiled by the Qing were, like those of earlier dynasties, 
not designed as total head counts, but were based on local 
reports by village headmen enumerating households and 
adult males fi t for military service. Land and its owners and 
output were also recorded for tax purposes, and for a time, 
as in previous centuries, there was a head tax. Since every-
one knew that these fi gures were used for calculating taxes 
and for conscription or corvée labor, there was an under-
standable tendency for local headmen and households to 
understate the true numbers. 

 Early in the dynasty it was announced that the head tax 
would never be raised, and it was later merged with the land 
tax and with taxes in the form of a share of the crop. At the 
same time the Qing made it plain that reports of population 
increase were welcome evidence of the prosperity resulting 
from their reign. Reports showing little or no gain would 
refl ect on the eff ectiveness of the local magistrate. For 
these and other reasons having to do with the imprecision, 
inconsistency, and incompleteness of the count (which 
oft en but not always excluded women, servants, infants, 
migrants, and non-Han people), Qing population fi gures 
must be used cautiously. However, the long-term trend is 
clear. From roughly 150 million, clearly an undercount, in 
the late seventeenth century, the population had reached 
400 million or possibly 450 million by 1850, and 500 mil-
lion by 1900. Th e offi  cial fi gures, almost certainly an under-
count to begin with and possibly an overcount aft er about 
1750, show 142 million in 1741 and 432 million in 1851. It was 
strong evidence that all was well, but in time it became a 
burden that the system could no longer carry successfully 
and that produced spreading poverty and disorder. 

       Offi  cial court painting of the emperor Kangxi (1661–1722) 
wearing the imperial dragon robes, by an unknown artist.      
(Chinese School/Private Collection/Peter Newark Military 
Pictures/Th e Bridgeman Art Library)  
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the source of so much trouble in the past, where any chal-
lenge to their authority had to be met and subdued. Th eir 
lack of concern about the maritime frontier, which had 
never presented any major problem for them in the past, 
was ultimately to prove critical. Th eir defenses, their front 
doors, and their military priorities faced the other way. 

 Kangxi was succeeded by his son, the Yongzheng 
emperor, who ruled very eff ectively from 1722 to 1735. His 
son (Kangxi’s grandson) Qianlong then succeeded him in 
1735. He might have reigned offi  cially even longer, but fi l-
ial piety, that most hallowed of Chinese virtues, prompted 
him to formally retire in 1796 aft er 60 years so as not to 
stay on the throne longer than his grandfather. However, 
he remained the real power until his death in 1799 at the 
age of 89. Less austere and more extroverted than Kangxi, 
his grand manner has oft en been compared to that of 
Louis XIV of France. But comparison with Louis XIV does 
Qianlong less than justice. Until his last years he was a 
diligent and humane ruler who continued his grandfather’s 
administrative and patronage model in all respects. Not 
wanting to seem to rival Kangxi, instead of an encyclopedia 
he commissioned a collection and reprinting of an immense 
library of classical works in over 36,000 volumes. But 
he also ordered the destruction of over 2,300 books that 
he thought were seditious or unorthodox, a censorship 
and literary inquisition that deeply marred his otherwise 
 admirable record of support for learning. 

 Qianlong was, of all Chinese emperors, probably the 
greatest patron of art. He built up in the imperial palace a 
stupendous collection of paintings and other works of art 
from all past periods as well as his own. Most of it is still 
intact, and Qianlong also spent huge sums on refurbishing, 
embellishing, and adding to the imperial buildings inher-
ited from the Ming.    

 Militarily, he was an aggressive and able leader. Despite 
Kangxi’s expeditions against them, the Mongols had 
remained troublesome. Qianlong completely and perma-
nently destroyed their power in a series of campaigns in the 
1750s, aft er which he reincorporated the whole of Xinjiang 
into the empire and gave it its present name, which means 
“new dominions.” A revolt in Tibet shortly aft erward led 
to a Qing occupation that fi xed Chinese control there even 
more tightly. Punitive expeditions invaded Nepal, northern 
Burma, and northern Vietnam and compelled tributary 
acknowledgment of Chinese overlordship. It is somewhat 
ironic that a regime that later blamed many of its problems 
on foreign imperialism engaged in the same process itself. 
Th e physical boundaries of the Chinese empire expanded 
enormously under the Qing. 

 Until the 1780s, Qianlong, like those before him on 
the Dragon Th rone, dealt personally with an immense 
mass of offi  cial documents and wrote his own comments 

“barbarian” Rome should presume to tell the few Chinese 
Christian converts what they should and should not believe. 
But he remained interested in a wide variety of things and is 
described by his Jesuit tutors as insatiably curious, as other 
Jesuits had earlier described the Mughal emperor Akbar.    

 Kangxi was a conscientious and able administrator of 
boundless energy who tried to ensure honesty in govern-
ment and harmonious partnership among Chinese and 
Manchu offi  cials. He went on six major state tours around 
the empire and showed a great interest in local aff airs. He 
commissioned an ambitious new encyclopedia of all learn-
ing, updated and greatly expanded from Yongle’s compila-
tion under the Ming. At 5,000 volumes, it is probably the 
largest such work ever written anywhere. Th e huge diction-
ary of the Chinese language that he also commissioned 
and that still bears his name remains the most exhaustive 
and authoritative guide to classical Chinese up to his own 
time. He also supervised the compilation of a voluminous 
administrative geography of the empire. He encouraged 
the further spread of private academies for the sons of the 
gentry, and state-supported schools for worthy but poorer 
boys, both of which multiplied far beyond what they had 
been in the Ming, to spread classical learning and open the 
way to offi  ce for those who mastered it. Older scholars and 
retired offi  cials were sent around the empire at government 
expense to lecture to the populace on morality and virtue. 

 Kangxi was equally eff ective in military aff airs. He super-
vised the reconquest of Taiwan, restored Chinese control 
over Mongolia and eastern Xinjiang, and in 1720 mounted 
an expedition to put down civil war in Tibet, where he 
then established fi rm Qing authority. His armies had ear-
lier chased the expanding Russians out of the Amur region 
of northern Manchuria. He then negotiated the Treaty of 
Nerchinsk in 1689 with the czar’s representatives, confi rm-
ing Qing sovereignty in the Amur Valley and southward. 
Th is was China’s fi rst signifi cant engagement and its fi rst 
treaty with a Western power. It was a contest in which the 
Qing clearly emerged as the winners, successfully defend-
ing China’s traditionally threatened landward frontiers. 
Th e Russian negotiators were kept on the frontier and not 
received in Beijing; Nerchinsk was a minor border post and 
relatively minor Chinese offi  cials were sent to deal with 
them, assisted by Jesuit interpreters. 

 Far less attention was paid to the sea powers—the Por-
tuguese, Dutch, English, and others—already attempting 
to trade at Guangzhou and to extend their eff orts farther 
north along the coast. Th e Westerners were regarded as 
troublesome but were put in the same category as bandits 
or pirates. Th ey were certainly not to be seen as represen-
tatives of civilized states with whom China should have 
any dealings. Th ese diff ering responses refl ected the long-
established Chinese concern about their continental borders, 
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in his own hands, holding in time as many as 20 diff er-
ent positions simultaneously. He betrothed his son to the 
emperor’s daughter and clearly intended to take over the 
dynasty. 

 He Shen’s rise was symptomatic of Qianlong’s growing 
senility. But it also showed the deterioration of the admin-
istrative system as a whole with no responsible fi gure on the 
throne, the chief liability of the top-heavy imperial struc-
ture. With He Shen in charge and giving most of his atten-
tion to building his own fortune, the effi  cient running of the 
empire was neglected, including the army. Th is had a good 
deal to do with the inconclusive sparring action against 
a major rebellion of the White Lotus sect that erupted in 
1796. Th e rebels were fi nally put down only aft er He Shen’s 
fall under the new emperor, Qianlong’s son Jiaqing, who 
reigned offi  cially from 1796 to 1820. Th e Jiaqing emperor 
did not acquire any real power until Qianlong died in 1799, 
when he quickly moved against He Shen.    

on them. One of the Grand Council secretaries remarked 
“Ten or more of my comrades would take turns every fi ve 
or six days on early morning duty, and even so would feel 
fatigued. How did the Emperor do it day aft er day?”10 But 
as Qianlong grew older he became more luxury-loving and 
surrounded himself with servile yes-men. For most of his 
life an astonishingly hard worker, in old age he left  matters 
increasingly in the hands of his favorites. His chief favorite, 
the unscrupulous courtier He Shen, built up a clique of cor-
rupt henchmen and truly plundered the empire. When he 
entered the palace in 1775 as a handsome young bodyguard 
of 25, He Shen had impressed the emperor, then 65 years 
old. Within a year he had risen to become grand councilor. 
At his fall aft er Qianlong’s death, the private wealth He 
Shen had extorted was said to be worth some $1.5 billion, 
an almost inconceivable sum for that time and probably a 
world record for corrupt offi  cials. From this exalted post 
and with the emperor’s support he concentrated all power 

  Jean Baptiste du Halde published in 1738 A Description of 
the Empire of China, based on earlier Jesuit accounts. In that 
volume he wrote:  

   The great and only road to riches, honour, and 
employments is the study of the jing (the classical 
canon). History, the laws, and morality, and to learn 
what they call wen-chang, that is to write in a polite 
manner, in terms well chosen and suitable to the 
subject. By this means they become Doctors (jin-shi), 
having passed the third level of the examinations; 
soon after they are sure to have a government post. 

Even those who return to their provinces to wait for 
posts are in great consideration with the mandarins 
of the place; they protect their families against all 
vexations and enjoy a great many privileges. But as 
nothing like this is to be hoped for by those who apply 
themselves to the speculative sciences, and as the 
study of them is not the road to honours and riches, it 
is no wonder that these sorts of abstract sciences 
should be neglected by the Chinese.  

  Source:  From J. B. du Halde,  A Description of the Empire of 
China , vol. 2. (London: E. Cave, 1738).  

 WHY CHINA DOWNGRADED SCIENCE 

       Qing glory: the Altar of Heaven, just outside 
the Forbidden City in Beijing, originally a Ming 
structure but rebuilt by the Qing. Here the emperor 
conducted annual rites to intercede with Heaven for 
good harvests. Th e temple roofs are covered with 
magnifi cent colored and glazed tiles.      
(tbkmedia.de/Alamy)  
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had forgotten. Th e Qing then followed the early Ming pat-
tern, expanding the size of its territory through conquest 
and creating political stability that led to steady economic 
growth and rapid population increase. Th e foreign origin 
of the dynasty did not prevent it from establishing fi rm and 
relatively long-lasting control; however, when problems 
began to accumulate in the nineteenth century, the foreign-
ness of the (largely assimilated) Manchus came to be a sig-
nifi cant political liability for the Qing court.    

     Questions 

  1.    Why did so many rebel groups adopt a non-Confucian 
religion?   

  2.    In what ways did the Ming modify the Chinese 
administrative system?   

  3.    Why did the Ming court decide to end its maritime 
voyages aft er China had asserted its dominance over 
the Asian seas?   

  4.    What were the characteristics of Ming elite culture? 
How did Ming elite culture diff er from that of the Song 
era?   

  5.    What are the benefi ts and defi ciencies of the rigid 
examination system implemented by the Ming?   

  6.    Describe the Chinese economy in Ming times. Some 
have argued that there were ample foundations 
for capitalist development, especially in the late 
Ming era. What is the evidence to support such 
a characterization? What restrained its further 
development?   

  7.    In what ways was there considerable local autonomy 
during Ming times, as regional elite and political 
authorities openly ignored the court’s offi  cial policies? 
In what other ways can it be argued that, although 
the Ming tried to centralize their authority and 
standardize Chinese culture, Chinese civilization was 
still substantially decentralized? How is this specifi cally 
demonstrated in the development of Chinese popular 
culture?   

  8.    What explains the tripling of China’s population under 
the Qing?   

  9.    How did the Qing reinforce Chinese ethnocentrism?   
  10.    How do the reigns of Kangxi and Qianlong contribute 

to and demonstrate China’s stability in the late 
eighteenth century?
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    In Sixteenth-Century Japan, the civil war that marked the last 
years of the Ashikaga shogunate saw the emergence of three succes-

sive brilliant military leaders: Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, 
and Tokugawa Ieyasu. Only the last of the three was able to establish 
his descendents in control, but he did so very eff ectively. Th e Tokugawa 
shogunate ruled Japan from Edo (modern Tokyo) until 1869 and 
imposed strong central control over all of Japan for the fi rst time. Dur-
ing the years of civil war, Portuguese ships had frequented Japanese 
ports, bringing European weapons and Catholic missionaries to the 
islands. Many Japanese were converted to Christianity, and European 
guns played a key role in the warfare. By 1638, though, all foreigners 
were expelled, including the troublesome missionaries, and Christian 
converts were killed or forced to recant. One or two Dutch ships a year 
were allowed to trade at Nagasaki so that the Japanese remained aware 
of developments outside Asia.      

 Under strict Tokugawa control, Japan enjoyed over two centuries of 
order, prosperity, and economic growth. But control rested on a revived 
system of feudal ties, and as the economy matured, the population 
grew, and a new merchant class became more prominent, pressures for 
change increased. Foreign demands for trade concessions, as in China, 
fi nally broke down Japan’s self-imposed isolation in 1853; this revealed 
Japan’s weakness and at the same time fed domestic discontent with the 
Tokugawa rulers. Th e shogunate was ended in 1868 by what is called 
the Meiji Restoration; although it did ostensibly restore the emperor, 
it is more accurately seen as a nonviolent revolution that brought to 
power a new group of radical reformers who set Japan on a course of 
rapid modernization.  

  The Tokugawa Unification 

 Late medieval Japan under the Ashikaga shogunate was marked by the 
rise of regional feudal lords and their armies , as summarized in  Chap-
ter   9    . Ashikaga rule from Kyoto became increasingly ineff ective in the 
sixteenth century. Although the shogunate was never in control of 
more than central Japan, areas beyond the immediate vicinity of Kyoto 
became more and more independent under their own daimyo (feudal 
lords), each with an army of samurai and based in impressive fortifi ed 

 Tokugawa Japan 
    Chapter 12 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     The Tokugawa Unifi cation  

     Foreign Pressures for Change    
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in sophistication. Th e political chaos of the late sixteenth 
century tore Japan apart once more, but it was to emerge 
from these troubles to fi nd a new national unity and new 
development under Tokugawa rule.    

 It was the rising power of the daimyo that destroyed the 
Ashikaga. Th e continued growth of their feudal domains, 
each more and more like a state in miniature, needed only 
some form of leadership to turn Japan into a national politi-
cal unit. Th at was essentially the nature of the Tokugawa 
solution. Th e Tokugawa founders started out as daimyo like 
any of the others. Over about a generation, a series of three 
exceptionally able leaders progressively conquered all their 
daimyo rivals. Th ey superimposed their own dominance on 
what was still a largely unchanged feudal system. Th e sub-
ject daimyo ran their domains (han) to a great extent on 
their own in return for formal submission to the Tokugawa 
shogun and periodic attendance at his court. Tokugawa 

castles. Fighting between them became chronic, and with 
the fi nal collapse of the Ashikaga in 1573, Japan dissolved 
into civil war. 

 Japan was still a small, poor country on the edge of the 
major Asian stage, divided between warring clans. Th e set-
tled area was the size of a Chinese province, and the total 
population numbered only about 15 million. Th e court 
and urban culture of Kyoto with their extreme refi nement 
were luxurious, and technologically Ashikaga Japan had 
made much progress and surpassed its Chinese teacher in 
some fi elds, including steelmaking and the production of 
fi ne swords, a major Japanese export to the rest of East Asia. 

 Trade was in fact extensive; by the fi ft eenth century Japa-
nese shipping dominated the East China Sea, and domestic 
networks had also grown. Japan’s small size and population, 
as well as its weak central government, made it relatively 
easier to develop a national commercial system and a strong 
and semi-independent merchant group, unlike China or 
India. Foreign trade was also proportionately more impor-
tant than in China or India and more like the experience 
of European countries. But Japan was still split into many 
contending feudal units, and the rural areas—most of the 
country—were a world apart from Kyoto or Osaka culture, 
lagging far behind technically and economically as well as 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1534–1598 Oda Nobunaga (Nagoya), Toyotomi 

Hideyoshi (Osaka), and Tokugawa 

Ieyasu (Edo) vie for power  

  1587–1638 Periodic ban and persecutions of 

Christians  

  1600 Battle of Sekigahara  

  1600–1868 Tokugawa shogunate  

  1638–1640 Expulsion of Westerners and bans on all 

Japanese travel overseas; designation of 

Nagasaki as the only legal port for 

foreign trade  

  1650–1868 Edo-centered government  

  1760–1849 Hokusai  

  1853 Perry “opens” Japan  

  1854 Treaty of Kanagawa  

  1868 Meiji Restoration  

 Tokugawa Japan      
  In comparison with China, Japan, especially its settled area 
along the Pacific Coast, is tiny (Hokkaido, the northernmost 
island, was not significantly settled by Japanese until the 
twentieth century). Japan is mainly mountains and they are 
extremely thinly populated.   
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soldiers from becoming merchants. Hideyoshi saw the 
changes of his time as a threat and tried to control them. 
Th us, the new Tokugawa order had its roots in the earlier 
work of Nobunaga and Hideyoshi.  

  Tokugawa Rule 
 Ieyasu wanted to build a strong, centrally controlled politi-
cal system. He and his able Tokugawa successors largely 
achieved this and created relative stability and peace for 
the next 250 years. Th ey did so by enforcing a set of rigid 
controls on society as well as on political behavior and by 
repressing change. At Edo the shogun’s administrative 
offi  ces, the  bakufu , continued to govern in the emper-
or’s name, and treated the court in Kyoto with respect. 
Tokugawa funds and planning rebuilt the imperial palace 
and made over revenues for the support of the imperial 
court while retaining control over all court appointments 
and stationing a garrison in Kyoto. Th ere was no question 
that the emperor and the nobility around him had a purely 
ceremonial role. Bakufu administration was headed by a 
council of elders, one of whom eventually was accepted as 
the head, or Great Elder, and a junior council of younger 
peers to supervise military aff airs. Under the two coun-
cils were the usual and necessary branches of administra-
tion: commissioners of fi nance and tax collection (from 
the shogunate’s own domain—the daimyo paid no taxes to 
Edo), of temples and shrines, and of towns; the latter also 
supervised what foreign trade was permitted. Both open 
and secret police organizations kept order and checked on 
activities in the  han  (domain); the Tokugawa secret police 
was a fearsomely eff ective operation. Th e internal adminis-
tration of the  han  was similar in that in most of them there 
was also a council of elders, and a less formal use of lesser 
samurai to do the work of administration. Th e Tokugawa 
themselves administered the central core of the country, 
from the Edo area to Kyoto, Osaka, and the peninsula south 
of Osaka, placing members of their own clan in key centers: 
Mito (northeast of Edo), Nagoya, and Wakayama (south of 
Osaka).    

 Th is was, then as now, the economic heart of Japan, con-
taining most of the commercial towns and cities. Other 
loyal allies and early supporters of Ieyasu were given  han  
in the rest of this central area. Beyond it, to the north and 
to the west, the Tokugawa bound other daimyo to them 
by feudal ties, helping to ensure their loyalty through the 
 sankin kotai  or “alternate residence” system. 

 As in feudal Europe, marriage ties were used to cement 
loyalty, but the special feature of the Tokugawa control 
system was the requirement for all daimyo to leave their 
wives and immediate heirs in Edo as hostages, and to per-
sonally attend the shogun’s court there in alternate years. 
Th e expenses of the journey, with an extensive retinue, and 

central authority was far stronger and extended over a 
much larger area than any government in previous Japanese 
history. Despite its feudal trappings it was in many respects 
in a class with the emerging national states of contempo-
rary Europe. Samurai served not only as military offi  cers 
but also as administrators. Th e fl ourishing merchant group 
provided revenue to add to land or agricultural taxes and 
also transported troops and supplies. 

  Th e Era of the Warlords 
 Th e process of unifi cation began even before the for-
mal end of the Ashikaga shogunate when Oda Nobunaga 
(1534–1582), a powerful daimyo who ruled the area around 
Nagoya, seized Kyoto in 1568 and became supreme in cen-
tral Japan. Arming his troops with guns he acquired and 
copied from the Portuguese, who had recently made their 
way to Asia  (see  Chapter   13   ) , he later captured the great 
temple-castle of Osaka, until then the independent seat 
of the militant Shin Buddhist sect. He was murdered by a 
vassal in 1582, but his place was taken by his chief general, 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536–1598), who, though born a peas-
ant, rose to the top through his ability and driving ambi-
tion. Hideyoshi soon eliminated the remaining faction of 
Nobunaga’s family, subdued its vassals, and rebuilt the 
castle at Osaka as the base of his military government. In 
a campaign westward, he crushed the major daimyo power 
of the Satsuma clan in the island of Kyushu. In 1590 all of 
eastern and northern Honshu submitted to him aft er he 
had defeated the chief daimyo in the Edo (Tokyo) area. Per-
haps because of his lowly birth, Hideyoshi claimed a con-
nection to the great Fujiwara family of the Heian period. 
Instead of calling himself shogun, therefore, he adopted the 
title “kampaku,” which Fujiwara men had used as regents of 
the Heian-era emperors. He ruled, however, as a dictator, 
and warlord is probably a more appropriate title. 

 With a large unifi ed army of professional fi ghters forged 
in a century of incessant warfare, Hideyoshi looked abroad 
for more worlds to conquer. His invasion of Choson 
Korea was aborted aft er his death in 1598 , as mentioned in 
 Chapter   9    . His place was soon taken by one of his  leading 
 vassal-allies, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542–1616).1 Ieyasu had 
already built a castle headquarters at Edo, where he had 
served as Hideyoshi’s deputy. In 1600 he won a great vic-
tory in the battle of Sekigahara, near Nagoya in central 
Japan, over a coalition of rivals. Th is established his power 
as  Hideyoshi’s successor, and he completed his supremacy 
by capturing Osaka castle in 1615. Hideyoshi had forced 
all nonsamurai to surrender their swords and ensured 
that all commoners would be kept down, unable to chal-
lenge him. His famous “sword hunt” in which houses 
were searched and swords confi scated reestablished rigid 
class lines, and new laws prohibited farmers or common 
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trade along the route, known as the Tokaido. Th ese pro-
cessions, including the overnight stops along the route, 
became favorite subjects for Japanese artists.    

 A close eye was kept on construction or repair of 
daimyo castles, which were not permitted to become 
potential bases for rival military power, as they had been in 
previous centuries. Th e shogunate created a new group of 
offi  cials who acted as censors, in the Chinese pattern, and 
the secret police watched for any threats to Tokugawa rule. 
At Edo, a new castle was built as the shogun’s headquarters, 

of maintaining two luxurious households and estates, at 
their home bases and in Edo, were heavy, taking over half 
of their incomes. Money had increasingly to be borrowed 
from merchants, or acquired through marriage with their 
daughters, thus increasing merchant power. Th is tie with 
Edo tended to increase cultural unity in Japan; even remote 
areas followed the cultural lead of Edo. Daimyo processions 
to and from Edo, especially along the coastal road from 
and to Kyoto (still the seat of the emperor), also served to 
spread an increasingly national culture, as well as stimulate 

  Hideyoshi, wishing to disarm the peasants (a majority of the 
population) ordered that their weapons be confiscated.  

  (a) The Edict:  

   1.   The farmers of all provinces are strictly forbidden to have 
in their possession any swords, short swords, bows, 
spears, firearms or other types of weapons. If unnecessary 
implements of war are kept, the collection of annual rent 
( nengu ) may become more difficult, and without provoca-
tion uprisings can be fomented. Therefore those who per-
petrate improper acts against samurai who receive a grant 
of land ( kyūnin ) must be brought to trial and punished. 
However, in that event, their wet and dry fields will remain 
unattended, and the samurai will lose their rights ( chigyō ) 
to the yields from the fields. Therefore, the heads of prov-
inces, samurai who receive a grant of land, and deputies 
must collect all the weapons described above and submit 
them to Hideyoshi’s government.  

  2.   The swords and short swords collected in the above 
manner will not be wasted. They will be used as nails 
and bolts in the construction of the Great Image of Bud-
dha. In this way, the farmers will benefit not only in this 
life but also in the lives to come.  

  3.   If farmers possess only agricultural implements and 
devote themselves exclusively to cultivating the 

fields, they and their descendants will prosper. This 
compassionate concern for the well-being of the 
farmers is the reason for the issuance of this edict, 
and such a concern is the foundation for the peace 
and security of the country and the joy and happiness 
of all the people. In China, in olden days, the sage 
ruler Yao pacified the country and converted precious 
swords and sharp knives into agricultural imple-
ments. But there is no precedent for such an act in 
this country. Thus, all the people must abide by the 
provisions of this edict and understand its intent, 
and farmers must work diligently in agriculture and 
sericulture. 

 All the implements cited above shall be collected and 
submitted forthwith.     

 Vermilion seal of Hideyoshi 
  Sixteenth year of Tensho [1588], 

seventh month, 8th day.    

  Source:  From  Japan: A Documentary History , ed. David J. Lu 
(Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997), pp. 191-192. Translation 
copyright (©) 1997 by David J. Lu. Reprinted with permis-
sion of M.E. Sharpe, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Not for 
Reproduction. 

 HIDEYOSHI’S SWORD COLLECTION EDICT, 1588 

       Daimyo castle, Nagoya. Th is is a typical example of 
the fortresses built during the last troubled decades 
of the Ashikaga and in the early Tokugawa period 
by local lords who then were conquered or swore 
allegiance to the Tokugawa shogunate. Th e massive 
wall was surrounded by a moat. Such castles could 
usually be taken only by a long siege, leading to the 
surrender of the starving defenders.      
(Zoonar GmbH/Alamy)  
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of the sixteenth century and following decades or who were 
themselves natural losers and were no longer wanted or 
attached became a masterless group called ronin, a source 
of trouble. But the major pressures working against the 
Tokugawa’s too-neat divisions of Japanese society and 
economy were generated by the continued evolution of 
that society, in spite of such determined eff orts to prevent 
change of any kind. 

 By the time Ieyasu died in 1616, having prudently trans-
ferred power to his son so as to avoid disputes over the suc-
cession, the new, but at the same time traditionally feudal, 
order was fi rmly established. A new post of prime min-
ister was created, assisted by a council of state, in part to 
ensure that the system would not weaken or collapse under 
a less eff ective shogun. In time, a relatively complex central 
administration grew up, with posts fi lled fi rst largely by able 
members of the Tokugawa clan or from the families of loyal 
daimyo and later from the expanding group of gentry in the 
central area. 

 Merchant groups and other commoners had begun 
to acquire new power and even some independence as 
Ashikaga rule deteriorated. At the same time, the econ-
omy grew. Large-scale trade centered in the Osaka area. 
Th e neighboring commercial center of Sakai, now part of 
greater Osaka, was actually a self-governing city run by 
merchants with their own army, like a Renaissance Italian 
mercantile city-state. Th e Tokugawa suppressed the rising 
political power of the middle and lower classes as a threat 
to their central authority. Merchants were restricted and 
supervised in their activities and made subservient to the 
new aristocratic order. Sakai’s walls were demolished, its 
armies dissolved, and its government absorbed into the 
Tokugawa system. 

 Th e same order was brought into the countryside. Large 
armies were no longer necessary, and armed peasants avail-
able as daimyo troops were a potential menace. Peasants 
were again made to surrender their swords and other weap-
ons to the government, and the hereditary warrior class 
of samurai was left  in complete charge of military aff airs. 
Swords became the badge of the samurai, a mark of aris-
tocratic birth and status that came to symbolize their dual 
role as “gentlemen warriors” and as administrators. Fire-
arms, which the Japanese knew of both from the Chinese 
and from the Portuguese and Dutch, were also seen as 
potentially disruptive and as making disorder or rebellion 
easier. Th ey too were successfully outlawed, and Japan was 
free of them for more than two centuries, since foreigners 
were also excluded. Swords became even more an exclu-
sive hallmark of the aristocracy, not easily challenged by 
unarmed peasants. 

 Peasants and artisans were essential producers, although 
of low status, but merchants, despite their obvious 

a vast fortress inside massive walls and moats arranged in 
a series of concentric rings about two miles across. Th e 
innermost ring, with its moat and walls, remains as the 
imperial palace in the center of downtown Tokyo today. 
Th e emperor was left  in place with his court at Kyoto, and 
the ancient fi ction of imperial divinity and supremacy pre-
served. Technically, the shogun was only the emperor’s 
military chief of staff ; in reality, he was the acknowledged 
ruler of Japan. 

 Hereditary upper-class people, of various grades from 
rich to poor daimyo and lesser, even threadbare, samu-
rai, totaled about 6 percent of the population, a relatively 
high fi gure compared with Europe (China had no hered-
itary aristocracy). In practice those who lived in towns, 
such as most merchants and artisans, tended to form a 
single group of “townsmen,” or  chonin . Peasants also oft en 
migrated to the town and became artisans or laborers, and 
some engaged in small-scale commercial dealings in the 
villages or in the production of goods for sale. Villages 
were largely self-governing, but did have to pay very heavy 
taxes, as much as half of the total output, for the expenses 
of bakufu and han administration and also for the sup-
port of the large samurai group as a whole. Private estates, 
except for those of the daimyo, were gone, and taxes had 
to support the whole structure, almost all at the expense of 
the peasants, who were cruelly squeezed. A much-quoted 
proverb at the time was, “Peasants are like sesame seeds. 
Th e more you squeeze, the more oil you get.” But peas-
ants accounted for over 80 percent of the population, and 
they suff ered periodic famine while the court plus mer-
chant culture fl ourished in Edo, Kyoto, Osaka, and other 
towns and cities and tends to dominate our image of the 
Tokugawa. 

 Another largely forgotten sector of Japanese society 
was the eta outcast group, altogether over 2 percent of the 
population, who not only performed essential services in 
disposing of dead animals but also served as butchers and 
leatherworkers, activities considered defi ling since they 
violated the Buddhist doctrine against the taking of life. 
Th ey were concentrated in Kyoto and westward and may 
have originated as people defeated in the wars of earlier 
times. Th ey still exist in modern Japan, and are still discrim-
inated against, although they are physically and culturally 
(except for their occupations in some cases) indistinguish-
able from other Japanese. Beggars, low-class prostitutes, and 
itinerant actors were also an outcast group, as in China and 
many societies. 

 Th e status divisions decreed by the Tokugawa and 
intended to be mutually exclusive did not thus accurately 
refl ect reality. In addition, there were now really too many 
samurai to be adequately employed or to fi nd suffi  cient 
support for. Some, whose lords had lost out in the struggles 
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and converts were executed or forced to recant. Th e per-
secution culminated in the suppression of a rebellion by 
impoverished Christian peasants in the area of Nagasaki, 
which had been the chief port for trade with Westerners, 
in 1638. Th e survivors were slaughtered and many cruci-
fi ed, but a few escaped and kept Christianity alive on an 
underground basis until the reappearance of Western mis-
sionaries in the 1860s. 

 All Western traders were also expelled by 1638 and rela-
tions ended; Portuguese envoys who came in 1640 to ask 
for a reopening of relations were executed. Japanese were 
forbidden to go abroad, and no ships capable of overseas 
trade could be built. In order not to lose complete touch 
with what was happening in the rest of the world, one or 
sometimes two Dutch ships a year (because they showed 
no interest in Christian conversion and were there solely 
for trade) were permitted to come for trade, on the island 
of Deshima in Nagasaki Harbor, remote from the centers 
of Japanese population. Japanese fi shing boats also con-
tinued to ply the seas in East and Southeast Asia.  

  Culture and Urbanization 
 With such an array of controls over people’s lives, the 
Tokugawa did indeed ensure peace and stability. For about 
two centuries they also largely succeeded in preventing 
most change, especially in social or political matters. Japan 
was still a poor country, and there were periodic peasant 
rebellions and urban-based revolts as expressions of eco-
nomic distress, but they were easily put down. In larger 
terms, however, Japan continued to develop, and now, 
under the long Tokugawa peace, more rapidly than ever 
before. Production and internal trade grew, and with it an 
expanding merchant class. A truly national market system 
developed for many basic commodities, aided by the use of 
paper credits. Th is included even a futures market for rice. 
None of this fi t well with the formally feudal arrangement 
of the social and political systems; it had the same disrup-
tive eff ects on Japanese feudalism as the revival of trade, 
towns, and merchants had in late medieval Europe. As rich 

accomplishments, literacy, oft en cultivation, and wealth, 
were seen as parasites and put into the lowest social order 
of all. Th is refl ected classic Confucian values. Japan had 
retained Confucianism especially within the aristocratic 
class, and it was revived and strengthened under Tokugawa 
rule as suiting admirably their feudal and hierarchical sys-
tem and their stress on loyalty. Merchants were forbidden 
to wear the fi ne clothes or materials of the upper classes, 
to ride in sedan chairs, or to omit the groveling and sub-
servient bowing also required of peasants and artisans 
to samurai or other aristocrats whom they encountered. 
Th ose who did not bow low enough might have their heads 
chopped off  by samurai guards. Such killings generally 
resulted in investigations that could lead to punishment. 
Although they wanted to preserve class distinctions, the 
shogun and daimyo were also aware that excessive arro-
gance among samurai could provoke uprisings by farmers 
or townspeople.  

  Th e Expulsion of Foreigners 
 Th e Portuguese had reached Japan by 1543, and for nearly 
a century they and later the Spanish and Dutch carried 
on an extensive export-import trade. Catholic missionar-
ies came, too, and began to make numerous converts  (see 
 Chapter   13   ) . Japan was more curious about and open to 
Westerners than China, having long understood the value 
of learning from others. But the Tokugawa grew irritated 
by the factional bickering among the diff erent mission-
ary orders and by the allegiance converts had to give to a 
distant and alien pope. Th e combination of missionaries 
and traders as agents or forerunners of foreign infl uence 
or even colonial expansion was disturbing to the smooth 
order the Tokugawa had worked so hard to establish. 
Hideyoshi had welcomed Christian missionaries and for-
eign traders, but he too came to see them as disruptive and 
banned missionaries in 1587 and in 1597 began active per-
secution by crucifying nine Catholic priests and seventeen 
Japanese converts as an example. In the years aft er  Ieyasu’s 
death in 1616, all missionaries were killed or expelled, 

  Tokugawa Ieyasu was a careful planner, a good judge of 
men, and one who understood the virtue of patient waiting 
until the time was right for action. Here is one of the instruc-
tions he left to his successors.  

  The strong manly ones in life are those who under-
stand the meaning of the word patience. Patience 
means restraining one’s inclinations. There are 
seven emotions: joy, anger, anxiety, love, grief, fear, 

and hate, and if a man does not give way to these he 
can be called patient. I am not as strong as I might 
be, but I have long known and practiced patience. 
And if my descendants wish to be as I am, they must 
study patience.  

  Source:  A. L. Sadler,  The Maker of Modern Japan  (London: Allen 
and Unwin, 1937), pp. 389–390. 

 TOKUGAWA IEYASU: INSTRUCTIONS TO HIS SUCCESSOR 

M13_MURP8552_07_SE_C12.indd Page 236  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 12 / Tokugawa Japan 237

merchants began to lend money to needy or extravagant 
noblemen, and then to marry their daughters, they could 
no longer be treated as beneath the notice of daimyo and 
samurai. Th e cultural life of Tokugawa Japan was largely 
urban, and merchants came to dominate it as a new bour-
geoisie. Towns grew around the many daimyo castles, 
which became trade centers. Most of modern Japan’s cities 
began in this era as castle towns.          

 Th e amusement quarters in the cities, especially Edo, 
were supported mainly by merchants, “tired businessmen,” 
with occasional samurai also as patrons, relaxing from the 
stiff  conventions of aristocratic society. Th is was the great 
age of the geisha, who were not primarily prostitutes but 
entertainers who specialized in singing, dancing, and lively 
conversation with male patrons. Artists and novelists loved 
to depict geisha scenes, the highly popular puppet plays, 
and, from the seventeenth century, a new dramatic form, 

       Tokugawa splendor: details of paintings that adorn Nijo Castle, 
the shogun’s home away from home in Kyoto. Th ese superb 
screen paintings, beautifully set off  by the plain  tatami  (rush 
mat) fl oor, are a fi ne example of early Tokugawa decorative art 
for the elite.      (Superstock/Alamy)  

 From 1570 through the seventeenth century, Japanese 
cities prospered as foreign trade expanded and all of Japan 
experienced greater political stability. Merchants from 
Kyoto, Osaka, and Sakai imported silk yarn and other 
Chinese goods, paying with silver, gold, and copper from 
Japanese mines whose productivity had increased thanks to 
new mining and engineering technologies from Korea, 
China and Europe. Trading of goods took place in 
Southeast Asian ports because in 1567 the emperor of 
China’s Ming Dynasty chose to permit non-official trade 
with Southeast Asian countries, but not Japan because of its 
past failures to control pirates menacing China’s coastline. 

 Initially Portuguese ships from Macao carried much 
of the trade to and from Japan, but by the 1590s Japanese 
merchants were dispatching their own ships to Southeast 
Asia ports to compete with the Portuguese. They sailed in 
great number to central and northern Vietnam, the Thai 
kingdom of Ayudhya, ports on the Malay Peninsula, and 
even Spanish Manila to buy Chinese goods. They enjoyed 
the support of Ieyasu, the founder of the Tokugawa shogu-
nate, but the third shogun, his grandson Iemitsu, banned 
overseas travel by Japanese in 1635 to guard against for-
eign meddling in Japan’s domestic affairs. Three years 
later, he expelled the Portuguese after Japanese Catholics 
rebelled against suppression of their religion in 1638. 
Thereafter, overseas Chinese operating from Southeast 
Asian ports, and the Dutch, who had fi rst established a 
trading post in Japan in 1609 and always disassociated 
their Protestantism from the missionary-oriented Catholi-
cism of the Portuguese, became the primary carriers of 
the silver-for-silk trade. The shogunate also encouraged 
similar trade with Korea through the Japanese island 
of Tsushima and China’s Fujian Province through the 

nominally independent Ryukyuan Kingdom that in fact 
was under de facto Japanese control. 

 The shogunate succeeded in tightening its control 
over trade without impairing the level of imports and 
exports. The value of foreign trade peaked in the years 
1636–38, again in the early 1660s and once again in the 
late 1690s. The declines in between the peaks refl ected 
the gradual depletion of Japan’s silver and gold deposits, 
and the policy diffi culties offi cials faced balancing silver 
and gold exports with domestic monetary requirements 
for the metals. In the 1660s the shogunate tried to ease 
the confl ict by imposing sumptuary laws to curb demand 
for imports of luxury goods, and encouraged exports of 
copper, porcelain, and lacquerware in lieu of gold and 
silver. By 1695, gold and silver shortages were so great 
the shogunate began debasing its coinage. The result 
was fi rst infl ation, and then defl ation when the shogunate 
retrenched by slashing expenditures and restoring the 
purity of coinage to pre-debasement levels. Trade then 
had to be suppressed by fi at to make gold and silver 
 available for new coinage, and domestic production of 
silk, sugar, and medicinal plants was encouraged in place 
of imports. 

 Defl ation of the rice price dealt a heavy blow to the 
income of the ruling samurai-bureaucrats, whose stipends 
were fi xed quantities of rice. To maintain some semblance 
of their former standard of living, samurai households 
became increasingly dependent on borrowing and marriage 
alliances with the otherwise disempowered merchants. 

  Source : Robert Innes, “Door Ajar: Japan’s Foreign Trade in the 
Seventeenth Century,” PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1980. 
Reprinted by permission. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES  : JAPANESE OVERSEAS TRADE IN THE TOKUGAWA ERA 
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 Kabuki , which is still popular in Japan. Kabuki catered 
to less refi ned tastes than the classical Noh theater and 
emphasized realism, comedy, and melodrama. Classi-
cal poetry on the Chinese model was reduced to three- or 
four-line miniatures, the  haiku , which at their best were 
superb but which also attracted many literate amateurs. 
Painting became more fl amboyant, splendidly colorful, and 
on a grander scale, but still in keeping with the remark-
able Japanese sense of good taste. Magnifi cent decorated 
screens and wall panels were produced for the palaces of 
the shogun and of noblemen, who wore gorgeous silk bro-
cades and furnished their tables with beautiful lacquerware 
and porcelain. In time, much of this splendor could also be 
found in the houses of rich merchants. With growing pros-
perity, popular art also became important and commoners’ 
houses were more oft en decorated with woodblock prints. 
Th is is probably still the Japanese art best known abroad; it 
reached its high point in the last decades of the Tokugawa 
in the early nineteenth century. 

 A surprising amount of information about the outside 
world continued to fi lter in by way of the Dutch and Chi-
nese at Nagasaki, including Western advances in medi-
cine, shipbuilding, and metalworking. A few Japanese 
scholars began to study Western science. Th ey compared 
Dutch texts on anatomy with traditional Chinese medical 
texts, for example, and through their own dissection of 
the corpses of executed criminals demonstrated as early 
as 1771 that the Dutch version was accurate, whereas the 
Chinese was not. Th e Chinese rejected dissection, taboo 
in light of Confucian respect for the body. At the same 
time, Japanese acquired a new national consciousness, 
thanks to the Tokugawa unifi cation. Th ey were able to 
adopt ideas and techniques from foreign sources, as they 
long had done from China, without in any way diluting 
their own cultural and national identity. Japan’s separate-
ness as an island nation further reinforced their feeling of 
uniqueness. 

 Together with a renewed interest in things foreign, late 
Tokugawa saw a revival of Shinto, the ancient Japanese 
worship of natural forces, primarily as a symbol of the new 
awareness of being Japanese. Buddhism, which had over-
shadowed and almost eliminated Shinto in earlier centu-
ries, was aft er all a foreign import. Shinto legends and naive 
myths about the divine origin of the emperor, and through 
him of the Japanese people, now appealed more to popular 
nationalist attitudes, although Shinto never replaced Bud-
dhism, or Confucianism for the upper classes and intel-
lectuals, as the dominant religion. Th ese and other changes 
were slowly transforming Japan, despite its unchanging 
surface, into a modern nation with a commercial economy 
and a society that would soon be ready to burst the artifi cial 
restraints imposed on it. 

 Edo and the “Floating World” 

 By 1770, it is probable that Edo and its immediate envi-
rons had reached 1 million in population, rivaled or 
exceeded only by Beijing and Suzhou in China and larger 
than any city in Europe. This urban concentration in such 
a relatively small country (mid-Tokugawa Japan totaled 
about 25 million) resulted from a combination of admin-
istrative centralization under the shogunate and the 
rapid commercialization of the economy. Edo and Osaka 
were the major centers of a national trade system and the 
headquarters of large merchant groups. The requirement 
that all daimyo had to maintain households in Edo, where 
they left their wives and family members as hostages, fur-
ther swelled the population, as did their regular formal 
visits with their large retinues. Daimyo family estates, the 
large court of the shogun, and rich merchant families 
employed very large numbers of servants and artisans, 
who provided them with luxurious furnishings and works 
of art. The heavy expense of daimyo travel with their ser-
vants and the maintenance of their Edo residences often 
left them financially dependent on loans from merchants 
and on marriage alliances with previously despised mer-
chant families. The latter also profited from catering to 
the daimyo processions and their stopovers along the 
routes to Edo, a journey that might take many weeks. The 
longest stage for most daimyo was the route from Kyoto 
to Edo, known as the Tokaido. 

 Edo was also a major port, and much of Japan’s 
coastal trade passed through it in addition to what came 
by land. Much of the site had originally been swampy or 
prone to flooding, and large new tracts were drained and 
reclaimed. Areas were set aside for daimyo and merchant 
residences and for shops, open-air markets, temples, 
and amusement quarters around the landward sides of 
the huge, new castle built by Ieyasu. Thousands of sol-
diers based in Edo added to the numbers, as did the even 
more numerous laborers and suppliers that maintained 
such a huge population. Except for the shogun’s castle 
and a few daimyo mansions, Edo was built almost entirely 
of wood, like all Japanese cities of the time, and fires 
often could not be controlled. The city burned down 
almost completely several times, but each time it was 
rebuilt on an even larger and grander basis. 

 Merchants dominated the bourgeois culture of Edo. 
Rich commoners wore forbidden silk under their plain 
outer clothing. The arts and amusements centered 
around what was called the Floating World of fugitive 
pleasures, an amusement quarter of theaters, restaurants, 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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bathhouses, and geisha houses, lovingly portrayed in 
the woodblock prints that were produced in great vol-
ume. The main pleasure quarter was at the northern 
edge of the city, outside the official limits, a district 
known as Yoshiwara. Patrons there, sometimes includ-
ing lesser aristocrats, retainers, or artisans as well as 
merchants, could enjoy Kabuki plays or an evening with 
favorite geishas. 

 Literature, theater, and art were not necessarily vulgar-
ized by their new bourgeois patrons, who in fact often 
insisted on high aesthetic standards in their prints, 
screens, clothing, porcelains, furnishings, books, and 
drama. It was a new urban age of great cultural vigor, 
reminiscent perhaps of Song dynasty Hangzhou but dis-
tinctly Japanese in its tastes. In Japan, as elsewhere, 
tastes and influence were passing increasingly into bour-
geois hands in a new, urban-dominated world. 

 Under the long Tokugawa peace population increased, 
from about 18 million in 1600 to perhaps 26 million by 
1720. The rise of castle towns meant major new demands 
for wood as the common building material and as fire-
wood and charcoal. Many slopes were denuded, and 
floods and erosion became more common. The state 
realized, however, that their tax revenues depended on a 
productive agriculture, and, accordingly, they imposed 
strict regulations on forest cutting, which in general pre-
served most of Japan’s vital forest cover. They also dis-
tributed pamphlets advising farmers how to increase 
their output through fertilization and irrigation and 
through conscientious hard work. Population growth 
slowed after about 1720, attributable to the growing use 

of infanticide, especially of females, and to abortion, 
especially in the growing towns. Merchants increased 
and prospered with the growth of towns. Japanese soci-
ety and economy developed well beyond the limits of a 
strictly feudal system. The country became an economic 
unit, with a new national market for many goods, espe-
cially rice and the sake made from it, centered in Osaka. 
The  sankin kotai  system not only helped to impoverish 
many of the daimyo but also helped to create a national 
economy and a national culture as the norms of Edo were 
spread more widely. The daimyo and samurai continued 
to feel that agriculture was the sole source of wealth, and 
indeed they measured their incomes in  koku  (about five 
bushels) of rice. The growing merchant class, however, 
was fast becoming more important, and as they began to 
marry their sons or daughters to the children of impover-
ished aristocrats and to lend money to them, often as 
part of a marriage contract, their status rose. Paper cred-
its were used in most large transactions. Conglomerates 
like the Mitsui family became rich and prominent. Mitsui 
began as sake brewers and then moved into pawnbro-
king and banking and opened textile shops in Edo, Kyoto, 
and Osaka; Sumitomo grew on the basis of hardware and 
pharmacies in Kyoto and became dominant in the min-
ing and smelting of copper, one of Japan’s few major 
resources. But there was also a group of smaller entre-
preneurs, many originally rural but moving to the towns 
and cities. More and more of farm output was sold, and 
many of the peasants became literate. None of these 
developments fit easily into the Tokugawa feudal struc-
ture and produced pressures for change. 

  At the same time, the samurai class was increasingly 
torn by internal tensions. Because of the lengthy Tokugawa 
peace, many samurai warriors had by necessity become 
bureaucrats, and feudal links with their lords were cemented 
by regular stipends in rice, rather than the spoils of war. 

Samurai were forbidden from taking up other occupations 
unbefi tting their status, and many became quite poor, caus-
ing a split between the daimyo and other wealthy “upper 
samurai” and the “lower samurai” who grew increasingly 
resentful of the lack of opportunities in the current system.   

  Sugita Genpaku (1733–1817), a physician, recorded his 
 reactions to the discovery of the accurate Dutch version of 
human anatomy.  

  I was struck with admiration by the great difference 
between the knowledge of the West and that of the 
East. And I was inspired to come to the determina-

tion that I must learn and clarify the new revelation 
for applying it to actual healing and also for making 
it the seed of further discoveries among the general 
physicians of Japan.  

  Source:  Conrad Totman,  Japan Before Perry  (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1981) p. 208. 

 THE IMPACT OF WESTERN KNOWLEDGE 
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      Strains in the Tokugawa System 
 Cultural and economic change, and the rise of the merchant 
group, suggests an overall system that was dynamic despite 
the Tokugawa eff orts to hold everything stable. Th ey were 
able to prevent any signifi cant political change, but pres-
sures were building up as the distinctions of the state’s 
hierarchy became blurred. Th e original Tokugawa system 
dominated by upper classes, whose origins were in the very 
diff erent context of the preceding centuries of chronic war-
fare, came to seem to most Japanese less and less appropri-
ate. In an eff ort to control expenses, both the shogunate and 
the han reduced the stipends given to samurai, and drove 
many of them who were already on the edge into real pov-
erty. Ronin, or masterless samurai, were of course the worst 
disadvantaged, but in general only those who had been able 
to fi nd functional roles as bureaucrats, and not all of those, 
were saved from destitution. Already the less fortunate of 
these distressed and now threadbare samurai were being 
derisively called “sweet potato samurai,” unable to aff ord 
rice and subsisting on the culturally despised sweet potato 
introduced into Japan in the sixteenth century. Th ere was 
even more widespread suff ering in the rural areas, where 
the crushingly heavy taxes ground many peasants into the 
dirt; rural protests melded into riots and angry peasants 
began to attack the local representatives of both the bakufu 
and the han, as well as village elders and rich peasants. Th eir 
incidence rose steeply aft er the mid-eighteenth century, a 
sure sign that the system as a whole was in trouble, with 
large sections of the population feeling exploited, ignored, 
or just left  out of the prosperity which many chonin, or 
townspeople, mainly merchants, were enjoying. 

 And as seems to happen predictably in all political sys-
tems, those at the top, especially the shoguns, declined in 
competence and conscientiousness from the high level set 
by Ieyasu and his immediate successors. One who became 
famous for his eccentricity was Tsunayoshi (r. 1680–1709), 
the fi ft h shogun, who left  matters largely to his Grand 
Chamberlain but who also debased the currency by merely 
minting more coins and alienated everyone by his quixotic 
policies in other respects. He is remembered most for his 
protection and patronage of dogs, in part through the use 
of Buddhist temples, and hence is known still as “the Dog 
Shogun.” Fortunately, he was followed by abler and more 
dutiful men who tried to repair the fi nancial and other 
damage he had done, especially Yoshimune (r. 1716–1745), 
the eighth shogun. But his reforms, while most were fully 
appropriate, and he himself a model Confucian ruler who 
set a good example of frugality and moral rectitude, took 
no account of the potentially revolutionary changes at work 
in Japanese society, and merely tried to reaffi  rm the original 
Tokugawa system and its rigidly controlled social order. He 
encouraged increases in farm output, true to his Confucian 

 Hokusai, Master Artist 

 Probably the best known of Japanese woodblock printmak-
ers under the Tokugawa was the man called Hokusai (not 
his real name, which remains unknown), who lived from 
1760 to 1849. He was born in Edo to unknown parents and 
was adopted at age three by a craftsman named Nakijima, 
who made mirrors for the shogunate. The boy seems to 
have shown a talent for drawing by the time he was five, 
and by age thirteen he had been apprenticed to an engraver 
of woodblocks. Hokusai was a devout Buddhist and chose 
the name by which he is known, which means “north stu-
dio,” to honor a Buddhist saint who was thought to be an 
incarnation of the North Star. His early work centered on 
book illustration, and he also made many portraits of con-
temporary actors. His prints are very Japanese in style but 
became enormously popular in the West even before the 
end of Japan’s seclusion policy. Trade had continued, even 
though most foreigners were excluded, and increased sub-
stantially after 1800. Japanese artisans began to copy the 
Chinese blue-and-white porcelainware that had proved so 
popular with Westerners and that became, together with 
silk and tea later, an important Japanese export. 

 It did not occur to the Japanese that Westerners would 
find their art desirable, and in any case woodblock prints 
were turned out in large numbers, sold very cheaply, and 
easily duplicated from the original block. But the fresh-
ness, color, and simple lines of Hokusai’s work and that of 
many of his contemporaries appealed strongly to a Europe 
already impressed and influenced by Chinese art. The 
European craze for chinoiserie in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries was joined by an enthusiasm for 
“japonaiserie.” Many Japanese prints in fact arrived in 
Europe as wastepaper, used for wrapping porcelain and 
other export goods, but they soon became prized. Return 
trade to Japan brought among other things the color and 
materials for Prussian blue, which was soon used by  Hokusai 
and others to further brighten and enliven their work. 

 Perhaps the best known in the West of Hokusai’s prints 
is his  Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji . His style and that of his 
contemporaries had a great influence on Western artists, 
especially the impressionists in France, and the American 
James Whistler, although most of Hokusai’s influence came 
after his death. Most of the impressionists acknowledged 
their debt to him, and many of them painted pictures in an 
avowedly Japanese style during the craze for things  Japanese 
after 1870. Vincent Van Gogh carefully copied prints by 
Hokusai’s contemporary, Hiroshige (1797–1858). Thus, 
while Meiji Japan was busily adopting Western ways as fast 
as it could, Western artists were returning the compliment.   

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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bias, but this had the eff ect of reducing rice prices, which 
hurt both the peasants and the samurai since the latter’s 
income was mainly in rice. Th us, the two sectors of the pop-
ulation already suff ering most economically were further 
disadvantaged, not what Yoshimune had intended. Yoshi-
mune had reduced the amount of foreign trade permitted, 
but Tanuma Okitsugu (1719–1788), more in tune with the 
times, allowed it to increase; he also increased the program 
of issuing licenses to merchants and their guilds as well as 
imposing some taxes on trade. 

 Unfortunately, successive shoguns modeled themselves 
on Yoshimune and reimposed strict limits on merchants and 
their behavior while paying totally inadequate attention to 
the worsening plight of most peasants. Th ey relied on moral 
exhortation to force Japanese society back into its strict class 
structure, extracted forced loans from merchants, discontin-
ued their government licenses, and tried to get peasants who 
had migrated to the cities to go back to their villages. Mint-
ing more coins, now supplemented by a silver coinage which 
in itself was an improvement, could not solve the bakufu’s 
mounting fi nancial problems, as it merely created new infl a-
tion. Some of the worst-off  samurai were obliged to eke out 
their shrinking incomes in commercial activity, formerly and 
still offi  cially despised. Th e urban poor suff ered of course still 
more, and riots in the cities became more frequent. In the 
countryside periodic crop failures led to famine deaths and 

       Hokusai,  Th e Great Wave at Kanagawa,  from  Th irty-six Views of Mount Fuji,  perhaps the woodblock print 
best known outside Japan. Mount Fuji shows clearly in the background.      (© Th e Metropolitan Museum of Art/
Art Resource, NY)  

more unrest. It became increasingly clear to most Japanese 
that the Tokugawa were not managing the country well, much 
as Chinese felt that a dynasty in its last century, when similar 
problems surfaced, had lost the “Mandate of Heaven.” Among 
the intellectuals, there was new interest in what was now 
unmistakably a big and growing Western lead in science and 
technology, and concern about the new power that Europeans 
gained from their science. Th e aggressive Western record in 
the rest of Asia was beginning to be better known in Japan, 
and it was realized that Japan had totally inadequate means 
with which to defend itself against such determined enemies.   

  Foreign Pressures 

for Change 

 Th e political system controlled so tightly from Edo ran rela-
tively smoothly through the fi rst half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In time, the pressures building up within the feudal 
facade would probably have forced basic change, although 
it was not easy to challenge the overwhelming Tokugawa 
power and its secret police. As it happened, an outside force 
provided the impetus that destroyed the shogun’s power 
and, hence, opened wide the fl oodgates that had held Japan 
in confi nement for so long. It is not surprising that, having 
been so long suppressed, change then took place on a truly 
revolutionary scale. 
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year, the government saw that it really had no choice. It 
signed a treaty at Kanagawa, on the south shore of Tokyo 
Bay near Kamakura, opening two ports and allowing a lim-
ited amount of regulated trade. Similar treaties followed 
with European powers, and in 1858 a set of more detailed 
commercial treaties. 

 Foreigners could now reside in fi ve ports as well as 
Osaka and Edo and could trade with whomever they liked. 
But this had all been agreed to at the point of a gun. Most 
Japanese still believed strongly that the barbarians must be 
expelled before they further sullied the sacred soil of Japan. 
Th e man who had signed the treaties was assassinated by 
conservative elements in 1860. Other extreme nationalists 
murdered an Englishman near Yokohama, a former fi shing 
village on the western shore of Tokyo Bay that had become 
the main foreign settlement and was soon to develop into 
one of the world’s largest ports. Th ere were, of course, 
reprisals, and the Tokugawa government was caught in 
a dilemma. It still tried to resist all foreign pressures but 
was unable to act, or even to control its own subjects, who 
increasingly believed that their government had failed 
them and that its weakness was revealed. Th e outer daimyo 
domains in western Japan, especially Satsuma in Kyushu 

 Among the outsiders from the late eighteenth century, 
the Americans were most anxious to open Japanese ports 
to foreign trade. First American whalers, then clipper ships 
plying the China trade, then early steamships in need of 
coal supplies sought permission to obtain provisions in 
Japan and better treatment for sailors shipwrecked on its 
shores, who were oft en roughly handled. American, British, 
and Russian expeditions aft er 1800 were repelled by Edo, 
and their requests rejected. Finally, the American govern-
ment took matters in its own hands and sent a small but 
powerful naval force under Commodore Matthew Perry in 
1853 with a letter to the shogun demanding trade relations 
and better treatment of foreign castaways. 

 Th e government in Edo was not only bewildered but 
also impressed by the size and the guns of the Americans’ 
steam-powered “black ships,” against which they realized 
Japan was defenseless. Perry’s squadron had anchored 
in Tokyo Bay in full view of Edo for precisely this reason. 
Ten years earlier, the British had made the same point with 
China in the Opium War  (see  Chapter   15   ) . Like the Chi-
nese, the Japanese fi rst tried to stall. Conservative forces, 
which dominated the Tokugawa, urged that the foreigners 
be refused and ejected. But when Perry returned the next 

  From the early accounts of the Dutch at Deshima, some 
American authors in 1841 compiled this account of the state 
of women in Japan.  

  The position of women in Japan is apparently unlike 
that of the sex in all other parts of the East, and 
approaches more nearly their European condition. 
The Japanese women are subjected to no jealous 
seclusion, hold a fair station in society, and share in 
all the innocent recreations of their fathers and hus-
bands. The minds of the women are cultivated with as 
much care as those of men; and amongst the most 
admired Japanese historians, moralists, and poets are 
found several female names. The Japanese ladies are 
described as being generally lively and agreeable com-
panions, and the ease and elegance of their manners 
have been highly extolled. But, though permitted thus 
to enjoy and adorn society, they are, on the other 
hand, during their whole lives, kept in a state of tute-
lage: that is, of complete dependence on their hus-
bands, sons, or other relatives. They have no legal 
rights, and their evidence is not admitted in a court of 
justice. Not only may the husband introduce as many 
unwedded helpmates as he pleases into the mansion 
over which his wife presides but he also has the power 

of divorce, which may be considered unlimited, since 
he is restrained only by considerations of expediency. 
The Japanese husband, however, is obliged to sup-
port his repudiated wife according to his own station, 
unless he can allege grounds for the divorce satisfac-
tory to the proper tribunal; among which, the misfor-
tune of being without children takes from the unhappy 
wife all claim to maintenance. Under no circum-
stances whatever can a wife demand to be separated 
from her husband. At home, the wife is the mistress 
of the family; but in other respects she is treated 
rather as a toy for her husband’s amusement, than as 
the rational, confidential partner of his life. She is 
expected to please him by her accomplishments, and 
to cheer him with her lively conversation, but never 
suffered to share his more serious thoughts, or to 
relieve by participation his anxieties and cares. She is, 
indeed, kept in profound ignorance of his business 
affairs; and so much as a question from her in relation 
to them would be resented as an act of unpardonable 
presumption.  

  Source:  P. F. Siebold,  Manners and Customs of the Japanese in 
the Nineteenth Century  (London: Murray, 1852), pp. 122–124. 

 JAPANESE WOMEN: AN OUTSIDER’S VIEW 
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prevent change, Japan was being transformed economi-
cally. Tokugawa Japan has oft en been compared with late 
medieval Europe, where similar changes were taking place 
beneath the feudal exterior and central governments were 
building up their power. Antiquated though the feudal 
forms seemed, late Tokugawa Japan, like late medieval 
Europe, was ready to break out of those forms with new 
energy and purpose.   

     Questions 

  1.    How did the Tokugawa political system that was based 
in family alliances diff er from Chinese bureaucratic rule 
during the Ming and Qing? What were the consequences 
of each, relative to the potentials for commercial 
development and the way families interacted with the 
Chinese and Japanese political systems?   

  2.    Was Japan really “closed” in the Tokugawa period? 
What were the eff ects of the Tokugawa restrictions on 
interaction with the outside world?   

  3.    In what ways did the Tokugawa shogunate develop 
Japan’s political, social, economic, and educational 
infrastructures that were the foundations for Japan’s 
rapid modernization aft er 1869?   

  4.    How did the Japanese move from their prior feudal 
order to a more mobile society?    

  Note
 1. Japanese names, like Chinese, are customarily given with 

surname or family name first and personal name second. 
Somewhat inconsistently, Nobunaga, Hideyoshi, and 
Ieyasu are, however, commonly referred to by their 
personal names only, presumably because they are so 
well known as key figures.

Suggested Web Sites 
  Japan: Memoirs of a Secret Empire 
   http://www.pbs.org/empires/japan/index.html   
 A useful Web site with timelines, images, and maps, designed 
to accompany a PBS special on Tokugawa Japan.  

  History of Money in Tokugawa Japan 
   http://www.imes.boj.or.jp/cm/english/index.html   
 The Web site of the Currency Museum of the Bank of Japan.  

  Tokugawa Ieyasu 
   http://www.samurai-archives.com/ieyasu.html   
 A site dedicated to the life of Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the 
Tokugawa shogunate, 1603–1868.  

  The Floating World of Ukiyo-e 
   http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/ukiyo-e/   
 A Library of Congress exhibition on the art of the floating 
world.  

and Choshu in western Honshu, had always been restless 
under Tokugawa domination and now saw their chance to 
challenge it. Th ey and others began to intrigue at the court 
in Kyoto and fi nally went to war with the shogun’s troops, 
claiming he had betrayed the emperor and Japan by agree-
ing to foreign demands.    

 When the emperor died in 1867, the shogun, sensing a 
growing popular desire to return to imperial rule, formally 
handed over power to the new boy emperor, Meiji, and 
his advisers, among whom samurai from rebellious west-
ern Japan had a prominent place. A little over a year later, 
they persuaded the outer daimyo to off er their domains to 
the emperor, and feudal lords in the rest of Japan followed 
suit. Th e emperor moved to more modern Edo, which thus 
became Tokyo (“eastern capital”). Th is largely nonviolent 
revolution in 1868 and 1869 is known as the Meiji Restora-
tion, but it was a revolution nevertheless, and it brought to 
power a new government bent on radical and rapid change. 
Th e daimyo were compensated for their surrendered lands, 
and some remained as governors and other offi  cials of the 
new government, but this was the sudden though peaceful 
end of feudalism in Japan. Th e way was clear for the whole-
sale remaking of Japan as a modern industrial power.    

 Aft er 1869, the rapid growth of cities, trade, and mer-
chants and the rise of a strong centralized government 
helped to make it possible for Japan to modernize rapidly 
along Western lines while, as we shall see, China fl oun-
dered. Tokugawa rule was profoundly conservative, even 
hidebound in its feudal forms, but despite its eff orts to 

  The Tokugawa government issued a decree in 1853 after 
the visit of Perry’s ships and a similar visit by Russian ships 
to Tokyo Bay only a month later with the same purpose. 
The decree read in part:  

  Everyone has pointed out that we are without a 
navy and that our coasts are undefended. Mean-
while the Americans will be back next year. Our 
policy shall be to evade any definite answer to 
their request, while at the same time keeping a 
peaceful demeanor. It may be they will have 
recourse to violence. For that we must be pre-
pared, lest the country suffer disgrace.  

  Source:  From  A History of the Japanese People: From the 
Earliest Times to the End of the Meiji Era,  by Frank Brinkley 
and Dairoku Kikuchi, p. 666, copyright © 1915 by The 
 Encyclopedia Britannica Company. 

 CRISIS IN 1853 
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      Chapter   13        Surveys the beginnings of European expansion at the 
end of the Middle Ages, the Portuguese pioneers of the sea route 

to Asia around Africa, the nature of the Portuguese trade empire, and 
the Spanish in the Philippines. Catholic and Jesuit eff orts at conver-
sion to Christianity are then considered, including the Jesuits in China 
and missionary adventures in what has been called “Japan’s Christian 
Century.” We then turn to the Dutch and English in Asia, their rivalry, 
and English attitudes toward Asia as depicted in Shakespeare’s play  Th e 
Tempest .      

  Independent Development 

 Although Marco Polo’s journal of his spectacular trip to China and 
India late in the thirteenth century was widely read, Europe and mon-
soon Asia, the two major poles of world civilization, remained largely 
isolated from each other until the fi ft eenth century. India was an excep-
tion, but its early contact with the Greco-Roman world of the Medi-
terranean was largely broken aft er about the fourth century  c.e.  with 
the decline of the Roman order. From the seventh century, the Arab 
conquest and Islamicization of the Middle East and Central Asia also 
imposed a formidable barrier. European civilization arose out of the 
Roman collapse without any but the dimmest awareness of what lay 
beyond the Arab realms and without the benefi t of Asia’s far older and 
more sophisticated model of civilization. Th e Arabs transmitted west-
ward a few samples of Asian science and technology: Indian math-
ematics and numeration system; Indian medicine and steel-making 
technology; Chinese silk, paper, and printing. But medieval Europeans 
tended to call all of these “Arabic” and either never knew or ignored 
their Asian origins, especially aft er the end of direct Roman connec-
tions with India and the interposition of an Arab monopoly on the 
trade with India and China, by sea, and by land across Central Asia. 

 From classical times, trade was proportionally more important in 
Europe than in Asia. Europeans were well aware of a wider and far 
more varied world than their own, including the Arab-Persian-Turkish 
world as well as the peoples and cultures of North Africa. European 
traders from the time of the early Greeks periodically sought to explore 
and do business with these adjacent areas, linked to their own shores by 
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Levant, the end of the overland route from the east. Venice 
went into offi  cial mourning on hearing the news of Vasco 
da Gama’s triumphal return from India to Lisbon in 1499, 
realizing that this meant the end of their monopoly. Th e 
Atlantic was now the start of the route to Asia; that meant 
Portuguese, Dutch, and later English ports, merchants, and 
ships designed for the open sea—and the eclipse of Venice 
by its Italian rival, Genoa, the home of Christopher Colum-
bus and Italy’s premier port for trade with the Atlantic and 
hence with the world overseas.  

  The Portuguese in Asia 

 Christopher Columbus, though a Genoese, sailed under 
the Spanish fl ag; his objective was Marco Polo’s Cathay, 
which he believed could be reached by sailing westward 
on a round earth. Until his death he thought that the coasts 
and islands he encountered in the New World were out-
posts of Asia, perhaps the islands of “Cipangu” (Japan). But 
the Spanish entered the competition relatively late, delayed 
in large part by their long eff ort to eject the Moors from 
the Iberian peninsula, which was fi nally successful only in 
1492. In the end, it was the Portuguese, not Columbus, who 
pioneered the direct sea route to the East.  

 Portugal’s position on the open Atlantic and the long 
Portuguese tradition of seafaring and fi shing in its stormy 
waters gave the Portuguese an advantage in this enterprise. 
Cape St. Vincent, at the southwestern tip of Portugal, is 
the last outpost of Europe, the jumping-off  place for any 
routes around Africa, which the Portuguese realized early 
was the way to go. Portugal had never been an important 
commercial center. It was a relatively poor, mountainous, 
and backward country, but it knew the open sea, as Medi-
terranean sailors like the Venetians with their oared galleys 
did not. 

 Th e Portuguese, like the Dutch, had long since necessar-
ily developed more seaworthy craft  and had begun to build 
small ships with benefi ts from some of the Arab experience 
riding the monsoon winds in the Indian Ocean, especially 
the large triangular lateen sail. Th e Portuguese combined 
it with an adjustable square sail and then with a kind of jib, 
making it possible to move better on an angle off  the wind 
instead of only with it. Th is was the origin of the Portu-
guese caravel. By the thirteenth century, Arab traders had 
brought the Chinese invention of the compass to Europe. It 
was adopted early by the Portuguese together with multiple 
masts and the sternpost rudder, which replaced the awk-
ward and unseaworthy steering oar and was developed fi rst 
in Han and then in Song China.    

 Navigation was still crude, and European ships hugged 
the coasts, using the astrolabe and quadrant to determine 
their course. Th ese early navigational instruments were 

easy sail across the narrow and usually calm Mediterranean 
and by relatively easy land routes eastward. 

 Asians elites were in general more complacent, proud 
of their own rich and sophisticated civilizations, whereas 
Europeans realized early that their own domestic base and, by 
the Middle Ages, their level of development lagged behind. 
Th ey knew that wealth could be won through trade abroad. 
Th is was an important motive for the Crusades and led, 
among other things, to a Venetian near-monopoly of trade 
and great prosperity. At the head of the Adriatic, Venice 
was the closest port to northern Europe via the Brenner 
pass through the Alps only some twenty-fi ve miles away, 
receiving Asian goods by sea from Constantinople and the 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1498 Vasco da Gama to Calicut  

  1510 Goa becomes Portuguese 

administrative base in Asia  

  1511 Portuguese take Melaka  

  1521 Magellan claims the Philippines for 

Spain (no regular Spanish presence 

until the 1540s)  

  1522–1605 Portuguese introduce Christianity to the 

Indonesian Spice Islands  

  1545–1640 Christian missionaries in Japan  

  1570 Spanish take Manila  

  1573–1823 Manila galleon trade  

  1583–1610 Matteo Ricci in China  

  1600 English East India Company founded  

  1600 Will Adams in Japan  

  1602 Dutch consolidate their control over the 

Indonesian spice trade  

  1615–1618 Sir Thomas Roe in India  

  1618 Jan Pieterszoon Coen founds Batavia  

  1641 Dutch take Melaka  

  1645 Dutch take Ceylon  

  1689 Sino-Russian Treaty of Nerchinsk  
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  Motives for Expansion 

 Th e Portuguese had played only a minor role in the Cru-
sades and a European push eastward, partly because they 
did not have a major commercial interest at that time, but 
they were fervent Roman Catholics and saw themselves as 
defenders of the faith. Th ey too had been conquered by the 
Muslim Moors, and Islamic North Africa lay just across the 
Gibraltar Straits. All Muslims were seen as the archenemy—
and also as blocking the routes to the East and fattening on 
their control of the trade with Asia. Since early medieval times 
there had been tales of a Christian ruler, Prester (“priest”) 
John, somewhere east of Europe, who had withstood the 
Arab onslaught and would make a valuable ally against the 
common foe. Indeed, the pope of the time gave Marco Polo 
letters to be delivered to Prester John, thought by some to 
be Kubilai Khan. More immediately, Muslim traders based 
in North Africa also controlled the trade in slaves, gold, 
ivory, drugs, and spices from West Africa by land across 
the Sahara; the possibility of fi nding alternative ways to 
access these resources provided the major incentive for the 
fi rst Portuguese venture abroad, their capture in 1415 of the 
Moorish city of Ceuta on the Atlantic coast of North Africa 
west of Gibraltar. Th is was the beginning of the long Portu-
guese push down the African Atlantic coast that occupied 
most of the remainder of the century. 

 Until his death in 1460, Prince Henry the Navigator 
(born 1394), younger son of King John I of Portugal, directed 
and inspired this campaign. Henry sent successive expedi-
tions down the African coast, collected and recorded what 
they learned, and built up an academy of cartographers and 
students of exploration and navigation at Sagres on Cape St. 
Vincent, on a bluff  in sight of the sea. Henry’s captains built 
forts and trading stations as they pressed southward, and by 
the end of the century had replaced the Muslim traders as 
the dominant commercial power in much of West Africa, 
importing slaves, gold, ivory, and other trade goods directly 
to Europe by sea. 

  Voyages of Exploration 
 Aft er Prince Henry’s death, Portuguese explorers contin-
ued their progress southward, and in 1487 Bartholomeu 
Dias fi nally sailed around the tip of Africa, which he named 
the Cape of Good Hope. By this time, Portuguese interest 
in trade with Africa had taken second place to their deter-
mination to tap the far richer trade of Asia. An expedition 
of four ships was prepared under Vasco da Gama; it set sail 
from Lisbon in 1497 with India as its objective. Both da 
Gama and Columbus had been inspired by Marco Polo’s 
journal and carried copies of it with them. Europeans were 
still a bit vague about the location of Cathay, “the Indies,” 
or the Spice Islands, as well as the distances and diff erences 

arrangements of crosspieces on a disc used to sight the 
elevation of the sun or the stars and thus to give a rough 
approximation of latitude. Th e Portuguese until the late fi f-
teenth century made few open sea voyages out of sight of 
land, unlike the great Chinese naval expeditions or trading 
voyages and the Arab and Indian vessels plying the Indian 
Ocean and the seas between India, China, and Southeast 
Asia. In their slow progress down the African coast, the 
Portuguese commonly landed every few days and hung 
their primitive instruments on a tree or staff  rather than 
trying to use them on a rolling or pitching deck. Th ey did, 
however, begin to make increasingly detailed charts as 
they followed the coast southward, paving the way for later 
progress. 

 By the late fourteenth century, aft er the Chinese inven-
tions of gunpowder and cannons had spread to Europe, 
the Portuguese and the Dutch began slow improvements 
in naval warfare, developing guns designed for use at sea 
and taking advantage of the greater maneuverability of 
their vessels with their combinations of sails. Guns were 
now used to destroy enemy ships or fortifi cations on shore 
and replaced the traditional method of ramming or grap-
pling and boarding to enable hand-to-hand fi ghting, as the 
Greeks, Romans, and Venetians had done, although Vene-
tians and Turks were also early users of cannon at sea.1   But 
Europeans made their way to Asia with the help of a variety 
of originally Asian nautical and military technology—and 
came to record their conquests, profi ts, and colonial man-
agement on Chinese-invented paper.  

       Th is model of a four-masted caravel illustrates the triangular 
lateen sails combined with square sails for sailing with the 
wind.      (Museu de Marinha, Lisbon, Portugal/National 
Maritime Museum)  
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of scaring off  pirates. Th ey sometimes added dummy gun 
ports for the same purpose.    

 Meanwhile another Portuguese sailor, Ferdinand 
Magellan (1480–1521), in the service of Spain, tried to 
reach Asia as Columbus had done, by sailing westward. He 
negotiated the stormy and dangerous straits at the tip of 
South America that still bear his name and sailed across 
the Pacifi c to the Philippines, where he and 40 of his 
men were killed aft er he had fi rst claimed the islands for 
Spain. Th e survivors took the two remaining ships to 
the Moluccas and loaded a cargo of cloves. Piloted by 
Juan Sebastian del Cano, a skeleton crew of only 18 men 
returned to Spain aft er great hardships. Th ey sailed 
across the Indian Ocean and around Africa rather than 
 daring again the dangerous passage through the Straits of 
 Magellan. Th is was the fi rst circumnavigation of the globe; 
it took some three years and cost the lives of most of those 
who took part. On the long passage across the Pacifi c the 
crew suff ered terribly from scurvy and were forced to eat 
rats, hides, and sawdust, a fate that befell mariners on long 
voyages for several centuries thereaft er. 

 By the 1520s, the Portuguese, spreading their control 
rapidly eastward from India and Ceylon, had won a strong 
position in the East Indies (what is now Indonesia), and 
in 1529 the Spanish sold their claims to the Moluccas to 
Portugal. Spain retained the Philippines, and Manila was 
made the colonial capital in 1571, aft er earlier Spanish bases 
and settlements elsewhere in the archipelago had been 

between them or between Europe and monsoon Asia. For 
this reason, though Columbus thought he had reached the 
margins of Cathay, he called the people he encountered 
there Indians. 

 Arab, Indian, and Chinese ships had long been trad-
ing across the Indian Ocean to East Africa. Aft er rounding 
the Cape in the track of Dias, Vasco da Gama arrived at 
Malindi (now in Kenya) in East Africa early in 1498. He 
commandeered an Indian Gujarati pilot who had made 
the voyage many times before to guide him to the port of 
Calicut on the southwest coast of India. With such help, he 
reached there easily in May of 1498, aft er a voyage of nearly 
a year from Lisbon. Th e Indian merchants and local rul-
ers realized immediately that the Portuguese represented 
a threat to their own position in the spice trade and soon 
found them to be ruthless competitors. When the authori-
ties at Calicut tried to stall him in his requests for trade, da 
Gama bombarded the town and took Indian hostages. In 
the end he got his cargo of spices, which on his return to 
Lisbon in 1499 were said to have brought a 3,000 percent 
profi t and to have paid the full costs of his expedition 600 
times over. By 1503 the price of pepper in Lisbon was about 
a fi ft h of its price in Venice. Portugal’s part in the European 
discovery of the New World was an incident of the second 
expedition to India in 1500, when Pedro Cabral’s ship was 
blown off  course westward in a great storm off  West Africa. 
His ship reached Brazil, which he claimed for the Portu-
guese crown.  

  Th e Portuguese Commercial Empire 
 In 1502 da Gama returned to Calicut, which he again 
bombarded, and then defeated or destroyed Indian and 
Arab ships sent against him. Th e Portuguese explored the 
whole of the Indian west coast and Ceylon, and in 1510 
settled on Goa as their principal Asian base, from which 
they enforced their monopolistic control of all trade 
westward. It was already clear that the West’s new power 
at sea could win them the upper hand, at least along the 
coastal areas within range of their guns. Chinese and 
Indian ships had carried cannon for some time, most of 
them larger and heavier than those of the Portuguese, 
and their ships were generally much bigger. But they were 
also less easily maneuvered, especially in changing wind 
conditions, and their guns were usually fi xed so that they 
could not be aimed. In repeated encounters aft er 1498, 
Western ships resoundingly defeated Indian and Chi-
nese ships, and by the early years of the sixteenth cen-
tury they had won control of the sea lanes as well as of 
strategically located trade bases. Even the dreaded Asian 
pirates were usually no match for them. Soon aft er the 
Portuguese arrival, Asian shipbuilders on the Indian west 
coast began to adopt a Western-looking rig in the hope 

       A traditional Chinese junk. Th ese vessels were seaworthy and 
fast sailors with the monsoonal winds; many were large and 
had far greater cargo capacity than European ships until the 
eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. Like the Ming fl eets of 
Zheng He, they were built with separate watertight compartments.      
(Th e New York Public Library/Art Resource, NY)  
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Spanish also became the language in which educated 
 Filipinos communicated with each other, since there 
was previously no common language and great regional 
 linguistic variety. Th e missionary eff ort included schools, 
and a new educated elite began to emerge; among them in 
time the seeds of nationalism would grow, as elsewhere in 
Western-dominated Asia.  

  Trading Bases in Asia 

 Portuguese and later Dutch settlements in Africa were inci-
dental to the drive into Asia, but they served as way stations 
and provisioning bases along the sea route. Although the 
Portuguese began the slave trade from West Africa, includ-
ing to Brazil, and sought a few other African goods such 
as gold, they did not penetrate inland and their coastal 
bases were few and scattered. Th e Asian objective of their 
eff ort was emphasized by the names they gave to their two 
principal African bases: Algoa Bay (“to Goa,” now Port 
Elizabeth in South Africa) and Delagoa Bay (“from Goa,” 
now Maputo in Mozambique). Th e names refl ected the 
dominant wind patterns that determined the best routes by 
sail across the Indian Ocean to and from Goa, the adminis-
trative center of Portugal’s Asian enterprise.     

established. Spain’s colonial conquests in the Americas took 
its major attention, but the Philippines nevertheless became 
the fi rst major Western colonial territory in Asia and the 
longest lasting of all large colonial dominions, since Philip-
pine independence was not won until 1946. Latin America 
threw off  Spanish control by the mid-nineteenth century, 
as did Portuguese Brazil. Th e tiny Portuguese bases in 
Asia, which lasted as colonial property even longer (Goa 
remained Portuguese from 1510 to 1961, Macao from the 
1540s technically to 1999), are hardly in the same class. Th e 
territories of Australia and New Zealand became settler 
colonies, with voluntary and many involuntary migrants 
(the latter “transported” convicts) from Europe largely wip-
ing out the native inhabitants, as with European coloniza-
tion in the Americas.   

  The Spanish in the 

Philippines 

 Manila prospered as an interisland entrepôt as well as the 
colonial capital, and it provided an important link between 
Spanish America and Asia, primarily through trade with 
China. Th e Manila galleon, as it was called, carried annual 
shipments of Mexican and Peruvian silver from Acapulco 
to Manila, much of which went on to China to pay for 
exports of silk, porcelain, and lacquer back to both New 
and Old Spain. New World silver fl owed into the China 
market, with major consequences for the economy of the 
Ming and Qing periods (1368–1911) and their growing 
commercialization, as well as into Japan. Productive New 
World crops previously unknown in Asia, especially maize 
(Indian corn) and potatoes, also entered Asia via Manila 
and helped to support the subsequent major increase in 
China’s population. Spanish control of the Philippines was 
relatively loose and did not extend eff ectively into the more 
remote or mountainous areas, especially on the larger 
islands like Luzon (where Manila lies on an extensive bay) 
or Mindanao in the south. 

 But it was accompanied by a determined missionary 
eff ort to win the inhabitants to Catholic Christianity, which, 
by the later periods of Spanish domination, had converted 
most Filipinos except for some of the mountain tribes and 
the remaining Muslim groups in southern Mindanao. Th e 
Philippines became the only Asian area where Christian 
missions had any substantial success, owing largely to the 
absence there of any literate or sophisticated indigenous 
religious tradition, unlike India, China, Korea, Japan, or the 
rest of Southeast Asia. When the Spanish arrived, Islam had 
just begun to penetrate Mindanao, but most of the archi-
pelago remained at an essentially tribal level culturally, 
practicing a great variety of animistic beliefs and without 
written texts or philosophical and theological traditions. 

  Especially after the great period of their trade dominance 
in Asia had passed, the Portuguese increasingly became 
pirates—and slavers, as this sixteenth-century text makes 
clear.  

   The Arakan [north coastal Burma] pirates, who were 
both Portuguese and native, used constantly to 
come by water and plunder Bengal. They carried off 
such people as they could seize, pierced the palms 
of their hands, passed thin slips of cane through 
the holes, and shut them huddled together under 
the decks of their ships. Every morning they flung 
down some uncooked rice, as we do for fowl. . . . 
Many noblemen and women of family had to 
undergo the disgrace of slavery or concubinage. . . . 
Not a house was left inhabited on either side of the 
rivers. . . . The sailors of the Bengal flotilla were so 
terrified of the pirates that if a hundred armed boats 
of the former sighted four of the latter their crews 
thought themselves lucky if they could save 
themselves by flight.  

  Source:  M. Collis,  The Land of the Great Image  (New York: 
Knopf, 1943), p. 85. The author is quoting the sixteenth-
century Mughal historian Shiab-ud-din Talish.  

 PORTUGUESE SLAVERS 
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 The Spanish conquest of Peru in the 1530s provided Spain 
with immense quantities of silver that it used to purchase 
directly the luxuries of the East, thus eliminating its 
dependence on Portuguese intermediaries. Since the 
Chinese government would not allow Spain to establish a 
permanent settlement on the China coast, Spain was 
forced to find a suitable harbor elsewhere. When Spain 
seized Manila on the island of Luzon in 1570, it was 
already a prosperous port with a well-established 
commercial community of Chinese and Southeast Asian 
merchants. These Manila-based traders had become 
wealthy as marketers of products from the eastern 
Indonesian archipelago, but they also traded regularly 
with Japan, Vietnam, and Thailand. 

 The Manila galleon was a heavy, square-rigged, three- 
to fi ve-masted sailing ship that from the sixteenth through 
the eighteenth centuries sailed between Manila in the 
 Philippines and Acapulco in New Spain (present-day 
Mexico). In 1573 the fi rst Manila galleon carried Chinese 
silks, satins, porcelains, and Southeast Asian spices to 
Acapulco, returning to Manila with Spanish silver from 
the Americas. For the next 250 years, Manila was the hub 
of a commercial circuit in which Asian products were 
exchanged for New World silver. 

 A navigational route from Manila to Acapulco and 
back had been discovered in 1565. The voyage westward 
from Acapulco to Manila was a relatively easy eight to 
ten weeks with the wind, catching the Japan Current 
down the coast of America. The return voyage, however, 
was much longer—between four and six months—and 
far more dangerous, as it required a more northerly route 
and went against the Pacifi c Ocean wind currents. A 
galleon leaving Manila departed between April and July. 
Sometimes up to 75 percent of the crew members died 
from disease or malnutrition before the galleon reached 
Acapulco; a 30 to 40 percent loss of crew was usual. To 
improve the odds of survival on the voyage from Manila, 
the Spanish settled the California coast in order to 
provision galleons before they made their way south to 
Acapulco. 

 The voyage, though risky, produced high profi ts. 
The Atlantic Ocean trade normally returned a 15  
percent profi t, but it was not unusual to realize a 30 
to 50 percent interest on an investment in the Manila 
galleon trade. Between 1570 and 1780 an estimated 
4,000 to 5,000 tons of silver were exported to Manila. 
In 1597, the bullion shipped from Acapulco to Manila 
reached an astounding 12 million pesos. So much 

silver was shipped to Manila and so many Asian 
 products were returned that Spanish merchants in 
Seville, who had been granted a monopoly on the New 
World import and export trade, forced the  Spanish 
 government to limit the value and volume of the 
annual Manila  galleon trade. Offi cial regulations of the 
 galleon trade were meant to guarantee suffi cient profi t 
in order to  subsidize Manila’s Spanish  population 
and  government while also protecting the interests 
of  Spanish  merchants. Despite these regulations, the 
 volume of the galleon trade always far exceeded the 
offi cial limits. When the Englishman George Anson 
 captured the Manila galleon  Covadonga  in 1746, he 
found over 1 million pesos on board, much of it hidden 
to escape customs payments. 

 Restrictions on the volume of the galleon trade inhib-
ited Spain’s interest in developing trading relationships 
with other Asian states. Not until the British occupied 
Manila in 1762—and subsequently plundered it—did 
the residents of Manila’s Spanish community venture 
into Luzon’s interior to cultivate crops for export. Since 
the Spanish elite were content to remain in Manila, 
Filipinos and  mestizos  (people of mixed race) managed 
the transport of produce from the interior to the ports, 
and together with the Spanish friars established landed 
estates on which they began to raise cash crops for 
export. 

 Cargo space in the Manila galleon was divided into 
shares of fi xed size that were controlled by the Span-
ish community in Manila. Few of these Spaniards in 
Manila were merchants themselves. Instead, they sold 
their cargo space to Chinese merchants or depended on 
Chinese trade partners who secured cargoes and traded 
on their behalf. The Spanish Church was also a major 
participant in the trade, often supplying most of the 
capital to purchase Chinese goods and outfi t the galleon 
and frequently subsidizing Manila’s Spanish community 
between the galleon’s annual visits. Spanish residents of 
Manila were so dependent on the galleon trade that the 
loss or capture of a galleon could bring the community to 
fi nancial ruin. 

 The Manila galleon trade brought together Span-
ish, Chinese, and local Filipino residents, linking them 
through both commercial and marriage alliances. By the 
end of the nineteenth century, the mestizo offspring of 
these marriage alliances would challenge Spanish rule 
and claim authority in Manila, in a new partnership with 
United States colonists. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   THE MANILA GALLEON TRADE 
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were in areas on the fringes of the great Asian empires or 
where the local power was weak or could be persuaded 
to grant privileges in return for favors. Th e latter oft en 
included Western naval help against pirates, rebels, or small 
rival states. Th e Portuguese seized Goa on the Indian west 
coast in 1510 and soon made it into their major Asian base. 
Th e small area around the city was not then part of any 
powerful Indian state. Th e Portuguese saw that they had 
little hope of controlling the larger ports farther south, such 
as Calicut, although they did establish some smaller bases 
elsewhere on the Malabar coast in the west. From Goa, 
however, their ships could patrol the entire coast and essen-
tially control Indian Ocean trade. Goa was a logical choice 
as the administrative center of the extensive Portuguese 
trade network farther east, and it prospered so much on the 
profi ts of that trade that it became known as “Golden Goa.”   

  A commercial empire that stretched another 6,000 miles 
east by sea, through all of Southeast Asia (except the Philip-
pines) and on to China and Japan required other bases too. 
Th e most obvious control points over the sea lanes east-
ward from India were Colombo in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) 
and Melaka in Malaya. Th e Palk Strait between India and 
Ceylon was too shallow for shipping, and the route around 
Sumatra and through the Sunda Strait between Sumatra 
and Java added extra miles and was plagued by reefs and 
currents, with no safe harbors along the Sumatran west 
coast. Traffi  c to and from East Asia was therefore fun-
neled through the Straits of Melaka. Th e Portuguese seized 
the town of Melaka, commanding the straits, in 1511, but 
Malaya at that period was thinly settled and relatively 
unproductive. Melaka’s role was primarily strategic, and 
drew the Portuguese because they rightfully saw it as that 
era’s critical intermediary in the China trade as well as the 
paramount international marketplace for insular Southeast 
Asia’s spices. Colombo, which the Portuguese also fortifi ed 
aft er establishing themselves there about 1515, was able to 

   But for over two centuries aft er Europeans had made 
contact with Asia by sea, they remained insignifi cant on 
the Asian scene, a handful of people dismissed by Asians 
as crude barbarians. At sea and along the Asian coasts, 
they had the upper hand, but their power on land extended 
little beyond the range of their naval guns, and they were 
completely outclassed in power on land by the great Asian 
empires or more local states. Th e Portuguese and later the 
Dutch built a strong position in the spice trade and were 
rivals for the monopoly of its export to Europe, but within 
Asian commerce as a whole, even its seaborne component, 
their role was minor. Th ey bought spices and a few other 
goods in preexisting markets at established ports, such as 
Calicut, where they had already been collected by Asian 
traders, and then hauled them to Europe. Th e Portuguese 
never, and the Dutch only much later, had any involvement 
in production, and both continued to compete as traders 
with numerous Chinese, Indian, Southeast Asian, and Arab 
entrepreneurs, who did the bulk of the assembly. Only in 
the transporting of Asian goods to Europe did they have a 
monopoly. Th ere the Portuguese in time faced intense com-
petition from the Dutch and English. 

 As if to emphasize their role as ocean carriers with their 
improved ships for long voyages, the Portuguese developed 
a highly profi table trade between China and Japan, carry-
ing Chinese silks and porcelains and some Southeast Asian 
spices from the Guangzhou area to Nagasaki in south-
western Japan, bringing back Japanese silver and copper 
for China. Th ey, and later the English, also found profi t in 
hauling Southeast Asian and Chinese goods to India and 
exchanging them for the Indian cottons that had an even 
larger and more eager market in Europe. 

 Recognizing their weakness on land or in trade competi-
tion with Asian and Arab merchants, Europeans built on 
their strength at sea by occupying and fortifying coastal 
footholds at key points along the sea routes. Ideally, these 

       Present-day photo of the harbor of Goa, with craft  
much the same as those used in the fi ft eenth and 
sixteenth centuries.      (R. Murphey)  
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the sixteenth century the Ming were still close to the height 
of their power and eff ectively excluded all foreigners except 
for tribute missions and a handful of traders at the fringes. 
Th ere was no comparable territorial base in Indonesia, 
where in any case there was no large state at this time. Th e 
Portuguese dominated the spice trade and excluded rival 
Europeans by intimidation of local sultans, alliances or 
treaties with others, and a scattered string of forts as far east 
as Ternate and Amboina in the Moluccas. 

 Th e shape and nature of the Portuguese commercial 
empire are clearly defi ned by its emphasis on strategically 
located ports, most of them already long in existence, and 
on domination of the sea lanes. Th ey controlled no terri-
tory beyond the immediate area of the few ports named 
and traded in the hundreds of other ports in competition 

draw on the nearby production of cinnamon, predomi-
nantly a Ceylonese product produced from the bark of a 
rain forest tree, and thus played a commercial role as well. 

 For trade with China and Japan, the Portuguese some-
what later established their chief base at Macao, at the sea-
ward edge of the Guangzhou delta. Th ere they could be a 
little freer of the restrictions imposed on foreign merchants 
at Guangzhou by the Ming government and be tolerated 
by the Chinese authorities, enough to permit modest for-
tifi cations and a small, permanent settlement. From the 
Chinese point of view, these unruly foreigners were better 
shunted off  to such a remote neck of land and closed off  
by a wall (which still stands) where they could not make 
trouble or corrupt the Chinese and where they could gov-
ern themselves according to their own strange customs. In 

(                 )

ANNAM

 Asia in the Age of Early European Expansion      
  Note the Straits of Melaka as the shortest route east from India, which in turn was naturally the first Asian area to be reached 
by the Europeans by sea.   
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according to a widely repeated story, he is said to have replied 
to questions about what he sought, “Christians and spices,” 
a neat summary of the two aims of both the Iberian states 
abroad. Th e Portuguese did encounter the Christians of 
southern India but soon dismissed them contemptuously as 
“heretics.” Th ey freely slaughtered Hindus and Muslims, both 
of whom they saw as enemies. Th e Portuguese and Spanish 
were, aft er all, the heirs of the Roman Catholic Inquisition 
and its persecution or execution of all alleged heretics and 
infi dels. Such people and their beliefs were seen as the work 
of Satan, and those who had the truth had a sacred duty to 
destroy them and to spread the “true word.”    

 Aff onso de Albuquerque (1453–1515), named viceroy of 
the Indies in 1508 and the chief architect of the Portuguese 
commercial empire in Asia, wrote of his plan to capture 
Melaka in 1511: 

  The first aim is the great service which we shall perform 
to our Lord in casting the Moors out of this country 
and quenching the fire of the sect of Mohammed. . . . 
And the other is the service we shall render to the king 
. . . in taking this city, because it is the source of all the 
spiceries and drugs which the Moors carry every 
year. . . . For I hold it certain that if we take this trade of 
 Malacca (Melaka) away from them, Cairo and Mecca will 
be  entirely ruined, and Venice will receive no  spiceries 
 unless her merchants go and buy them in Portugal.2    

 When Albuquerque took Melaka, he massacred all the 
Muslims but tried to make allies or friends of the few other 
inhabitants. In Malaya and Indonesia, by now dominantly 
Muslim, these were not attitudes or policies calculated to 
ingratiate the Portuguese. Th eir cruel practice of conver-
sion by torture, their pitiless extortion, and their slaughter 
of “heathen” Hindus and Buddhists as well as their ancient 

with Asian and Arab traders. Even so, their eff ort was over-
extended, and by the latter part of the sixteenth century 
they could no longer maintain what control they had ear-
lier established. Th eir home base was tiny as well as poor; it 
could not provide either manpower or funds to sustain the 
eff ort required to maintain their overseas stations against 
competition. As the century ended they were rapidly being 
ousted by the Dutch in Southeast Asia and were soon to be 
eliminated as serious competitors in the rest of the Asian 
trade by the other rising European power, the English.    

 Many Portuguese stayed on, picking up crumbs of trade 
and operating as pirates. As in Africa, they had from early 
days married local women, and from the seventeenth cen-
tury virtually all of them in Asia were Eurasians, though 
commonly carrying Portuguese names and retaining the 
Catholic faith to which they had been converted. To this 
day Portuguese names such as Fernando or de Souza are 
common in coastal south India, Sri Lanka, Melaka, dot-
ted throughout the Indonesian archipelago, and in Macao. 
As Portuguese power faded, their bases were no longer a 
threat, so Portugal retained formal sovereignty over Goa 
until it was forcibly reclaimed by India in 1961. Amazingly 
enough, the fi ction of Portuguese control was maintained 
for Macao until 1999, an arrangement that suited the conve-
nience of the Chinese government.  

  “Christians and Spices” 

 Conversion to Roman Catholicism was a major motive of 
the Portuguese and Spanish drive overseas from the begin-
ning. Th ey saw it as a new Crusade. Like all the Spanish and 
Portuguese explorers, da Gama, and Cortez in Mexico, car-
ried missionary priests as well as soldiers in their ships and 
saw their goal as winning souls (or killing heathens) as much 
as winning trade profi ts. When da Gama reached Calicut, 

       Portuguese-founded church in Kerala, southern 
India. Th e architecture clearly marks its Western 
origin.      (Borderlands/Alamy)  
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 Th e Chinese remained aloof from these Western mari-
time and commercial rivalries and kept European traders at 
arm’s length at Guangzhou, where they were not even per-
mitted to enter the city but did their business outside the 
walls during the six-month trading season and then were 
obliged to depart until the next year. Successive Portu-
guese, Dutch, and English eff orts to break these restrictions 
by trading elsewhere on the China coast were repelled, as 
Europeans did not have the means to challenge the Dragon 
Th rone. Th e sixteenth-century missionary eff ort to pen-
etrate China was more successful, at least for a time. For 
the Jesuits, as for all later missionary groups, China was 
the chief goal, if only because of its immense population, 
its sophisticated culture, and the knowledge that it lacked 
an indigenous religion of salvation. Successive Jesuit eff orts 
to enter the country stalled aft er Francis Xavier died off  the 
south China coast in 1552, still cherishing the dream of con-
verting China’s millions. 

Muslim foes earned them hatred. Th e Portuguese record 
during their brief century of power in Asia is at least as hor-
rendous as that of the Spanish in the New World, and their 
decline was regretted by none.   

  By the early 1500s, with the beginnings of the Protestant 
Reformation in Europe and widespread criticisms of the 
Roman Catholic church, the Catholic European powers 
mounted a counteroff ensive, a movement that came to be 
known as the Counter-Reformation. Th is was designed to 
regain ground lost to the Protestants and included renewed 
eff orts to spread Catholicism abroad. In 1534 Ignatius Loyola 
founded the Society of Jesus, also called the Order of the 
Jesuits, dedicated to reaffi  rming and teaching the Roman 
Catholic faith and to winning new converts. Asia became 
the major target because of its huge population and because 
of the Western conviction that Hinduism, Buddhism, and 
Confucianism were not legitimate or adequate religions at 
all and hence should easily yield to the superior message of 
Christianity. Islam remained the archenemy against which 
European Christendom had been at war for centuries. Th us, 
a new urgency was added to Portuguese and Spanish eff orts 
in Asia, one that profoundly colored their impact. 

  An early Dutch traveler to the Malay Peninsula remarked 
on the Southeast Asian practice of “temporary marriage” 
to accommodate foreign visitors:  

   When foreigners come there from other lands to do 
business . . . men come and ask them whether they 
do not desire a woman; these young women and 
girls themselves also come and present themselves, 
from whom they may choose the one most 
agreeable to them, provided they agree what he 
shall pay for certain months. Once they agree about 
the money (which does not amount to much for so 
great a convenience), she comes to his house and 
serves him by day as his maidservant and by night 
as his wedded wife. He is then not able to consort 
with other women or he will be in grave trouble with 
his “wife”, while she is similarly forbidden to 
converse with other men, but the marriage lasts as 
long as he keeps his residence there. . . . When he 
wants to depart he gives her whatever is promised, 
and so they leave each other in friendship, and she 
may then look for another man as she wishes, in all 
propriety and without scandal.  

  Source:  A. Reid, From  Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce: 
The Lands Below the Winds.  Copyright © 1988 by Yale Uni-
versity Press. Reprinted by permission.  

 CONVENIENCE MARRIAGE 

 Matteo Ricci: Missionary to the Ming Court 

 The pioneer of the Jesuit effort in China was Matteo Ricci. 
He was born at Ancona in 1552, where he soon demon-
strated his scholastic ability and magnetic personality. At 
the age of 16 he went to Rome to study law, and at 19 he 
entered the Society of Jesus, where he distinguished him-
self in mathematics and geography. In 1577 he deter-
mined to pursue his career in the East and arrived in Goa 
the following year. After finishing his religious training, 
he taught in the college there until 1582, when he was 
called to Macao to prepare himself for the challenge of 
China. There he began diligent study of written and spo-
ken Chinese and in 1583 became the first Jesuit to enter 
China, although at first only as a “guest” in Guangdong 
Province near Guangzhou. There he continued his study 
of the Confucian classics and in 1589 built a church in 
Chinese architectural style. By this time he had discov-
ered that priests of any kind were associated with Bud-
dhism, which many among the Chinese elite despised, 
and he, therefore, adopted the dress as well as the man-
ner and education of a Confucian scholar.    

 Ricci was a compelling person, tall and vigorous with 
flashing blue eyes, a curly beard (which assured the 
Chinese of his sagacity), and a resonant voice. What 
impressed them most, however, was his remarkable 
learning, combining as it did most of contemporary 
Western achievements, including cartography, and a 
thorough mastery of the classical Chinese corpus. He 
also had a phenomenal, almost photographic, memory 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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and made use of a variety of mnemonic devices to assist 
it. This was a tremendous help to a scholar, especially for 
learning Chinese characters. Ricci was accordingly much 
sought after by Chinese who wanted to succeed in the 
imperial examinations or wanted their sons to do so. 
This enhanced his acceptability, as did his success in dis-
sociating himself entirely from the Portuguese traders at 
Macao. In 1595 he and his missionary colleagues were 
permitted to move north to the Yangzi valley and in 1601 
to establish their permanent base at Beijing. 

 The reigning emperor, Ming Wanli, had become 
incompetent and concerned only with pleasures; the 
court was corrupt and full of scheming factions  (see 
 Chapter   11   ) . Ricci finally caught the emperor’s fancy by 
presenting him with two clocks and a clavichord, a pre-
cursor of the piano. When asked to demonstrate it, he 
composed some “edifying” madrigals for his majesty to 
sing. Later he was given a special imperial stipend and 
accepted at court as an outstanding and useful scholar. 
As the first missionary to China and one who fully under-
stood how the hierarchical Chinese society worked, Ricci 
concentrated on the well placed. To avoid alienating 
them and to make Christianity more understandable and 

appealing, he represented it as a system of ethics similar 
to and compatible with Confucianism, leaving out such 
potentially upsetting parts as the crucifixion, the virgin 
birth, equality of all persons, and monogamy. He also 
avoided discussion of Christian theology. 

 This abbreviated version of the faith got the Jesuits in 
trouble with Rome later on, but it made excellent sense 
if the aim was to interest the Chinese. Ricci avoided 
preaching or overt efforts at conversion, and when he 
died in 1610 he was buried at Beijing in a special plot 
granted by the emperor. He and his colleagues won few 
converts, but they saw their role as preparing the ground 
for a later assault by easing the Chinese into accepting 
the less controversial parts of Christianity and by mas-
querading as Confucian scholars. With his sharp mind, 
vast erudition, and winning personality, Ricci was an 
ideal person for such a role, but interest in him as a 
scholar never led to an equivalent interest in the religion 
he came to China to plant. 

 Such success as Ricci and his successors achieved 
was largely the result of their use of some of the new 
fruits of the European Renaissance as a lure, especially 
early clocks, improvements in the calendar, maps of the 
world, astronomy, and glass prisms. Astronomy was par-
ticularly important to Chinese emperors because pos-
sessing the Mandate of Heaven brought the expectation 
that court astronomers could accurately predict celestial 
phenomena. Such things intrigued the Chinese and 
ingratiated the Jesuits at court as learned men. By now 
they had necessarily learned not only the Chinese lan-
guage and the Confucian classics but also the full deport-
ment of the Confucian scholar as the vital credential for 
acceptance. They also understood that in this hierarchi-
cal society the key to missionary success was to convert 
those at the top, especially the emperor, and that preach-
ing to the masses would only label them as troublemak-
ers. Aided by their Confucian guise as men of learning 
and their useful Renaissance knowledge and interesting 
inventions, they made some converts among the gentry 
and court officials, but though they interested successive 
emperors, they never converted many Chinese. Western 
technology was more appealing than Western religion; 
this has remained true into our own times. 

 In the end, the Jesuit effort was undermined by the 
pope, who refused to permit their softening of Catholic 
doctrine in regard to multiple wives or the acceptance of 
some Confucian rites—most significantly rituals of 
respect for previous generations that some Catholics 
condemned as “ancestor worship”—in order to avoid 
offending potential converts. The controversy simmered 

       Matteo Ricci with his most prominent convert, Xu Guangqi, 
who translated European works on astronomy from Latin 
into Chinese. Xu Guangqi is wearing the winged cap of a 
high Chinese offi  cial, which he was, and Ricci the gown of a 
Chinese scholar.      (Th e New York Public Library/Art 
Resource, NY)  
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    The Russian Advance in Asia 

 Russian expansion across Siberia was slow but involved per-
manent Russian occupation and domination of these vast 
territories and their technologically less developed peoples, 
whose numbers were also small. By 1637 the Russians had 
reached the Pacifi c north of what is now Vladivostok, but 
they were behind the western Europeans in making direct 
connection with China. Early Russian explorers followed 
the major Siberian rivers, but these fl ow northward into 
the Arctic. Gradually a network of fortifi ed garrisons and 
trading posts spread eastward. When the Amur River was 
reached, it was eagerly used as an easier route leading to 
more productive areas and to the sea. Russian presence in 
the Amur Valley came to the attention of the Chinese court 
when northern Manchurian tribes, tributary vassals of the 
Qing dynasty, appealed for help. Mongol groups were also 
trading with the Russians, which additionally alarmed the 
Qing rulers. Two successive Russian embassies to  Beijing, 
in 1654 and 1676, requesting trade privileges, refused to 
perform the required prostrations before the emperor 
and were sent away. By the 1680s, the Qing, now having 
consolidated their power within China, began to estab-
lish new routes and military colonies in the Amur region 
and put naval ships on the river itself. Th e Russians were 
quickly chased out, and a large Qing army besieged the 
one remaining Russian fortress. Th e Russians now agreed 
to negotiate and sent an ambassador to their major post 
at Nerchinsk, on an upper Amur tributary but still within 
Siberia. 

 Th e treaty concluded there in 1689 confi rmed the Amur 
region as Chinese and obliged the Russians to destroy 
their remaining fortress but accepted limited Russian 
trade rights by camel caravan to Beijing, in part because 
the Chinese court wanted to maintain the supply of fi ne 

for years, but the ground had been cut out from under 
the Jesuits, and they were ultimately expelled in the early 
eighteenth century. Meanwhile, their accounts of China 
became an important source of Western knowledge and 
contributed to the European Enlightenment view that 
China was a state of philosopher-kings. European admi-
ration of China and India, and what people like the 
French philosophers Voltaire and Montesquieu wrote 
about it, influenced the American heirs of the Enlighten-
ment, who framed our republic in the Jeffersonian vision 
of an educated citizenry. During much of this period 
there was a Western craze for things Chinese: paintings, 
furniture, gardens, flowered wallpaper, as well as the 
Confucian order. 

Russian furs from Siberia. A later treaty in 1727 excluded 
Russia from Mongolia and further delimited the bound-
ary between Russia and China, leaving the Russians only 
Siberia. Th e Qing emperor Kangxi would not deal directly 
with these foreigners, still less go to them, so he sent as 
his representatives two Jesuits from the court whom he 
deemed appropriate agents for the management of such 
aff airs. Nevertheless, the Treaty of Nerchinsk treated both 
sides as essentially equal sovereign states. It was the only 
such treaty agreed to by China with a Western state until 
the nineteenth century, when Qing rulers were forced to 
abandon the pretense of political superiority and accept 
inferior status. Until 1842, the various “sea foreigners” 
could be treated as savages, though Russia as a rival and 
adjacent land power had to be dealt with diff erently. Fear 
of Russia and its ambitions remained a fi xture in the Chi-
nese mind and was later intensifi ed by Russian expansion 
into Manchuria.  

  Japan’s “Christian Century” 

 Th e Japanese, as a small, remote, and, in their own view, 
less-developed people, were far more open than the Chi-
nese or the Indians to new ideas, even of foreign origin. 
Where Chinese, and oft en Indians, with their immense 
cultural pride and self-confi dence, tended to dismiss 
anything foreign as crude and undesirable, the Japanese 
remained curious and sought opportunities to learn, as 
they had done from Tang China.  As mentioned in  Chapter 
  12   , the     sixteenth century, sometimes called Japan’s “Chris-
tian Century,” saw signifi cant numbers of Christian con-
verts, although they were concentrated in communities 
near major ports and never amounted to anywhere near a 
majority of the people. Th ere was also a fl ourishing trade 
with Europeans, centered not only in Nagasaki but also 
at Osaka, Edo (Tokyo), and other ports. Aft er missionary 
work in Goa and the East Indies, Francis Xavier spent two 
years (1549–1551) in Japan preaching, teaching, and disput-
ing with Buddhist monks. 

 But Christians were soon branded as troublemakers. 
Rival Catholic religious orders contended with one another, 
oft en violently, as did the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, and 
English. Th eir ships and arms were oft en used in domestic 
Japanese factional fi ghting and intrigue, and Christianity 
was also seen by many daimyo and samurai as corrupting 
the Confucian loyalty of the Japanese and making con-
verts potential subversives. According to the principles of 
bushi do that developed over the centuries, Japanese owed 
complete allegiance to their daimyo—belief in the Christian 
God thus was seen as creating divided loyalties. Portuguese 
missionaries in Japan were also told that if Christianity was, 
as they asserted, the only true religion, it would have been 
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superiority at sea. As the fi rst British consul at Shanghai was 
to remark over three centuries later in 1843: “By our ships 
our power can be seen, and if necessary, felt.”3   Th is was to 
remain the major basis of Western success in Asia through-
out the centuries from 1498 to the end of colonialism in the 
ashes of World War II.    

 In the early period, Asians saw Westerners (except the 
Jesuits) as clever with ships and guns but ignorant, dirty, 
contentious, drunken, uncivilized, and treacherous—all 
understandable descriptions of the European adventur-
ers of the time. Th e habit of regular bathing did not come 
to Europe until well into the nineteenth century, with the 
advent of piped water and more adequate domestic heat-
ing. Th e smell of the Westerners who arrived in Asia dur-
ing the fi rst three centuries of their contact, aft er several 
months cooped up on board their tiny ships, disgusted the 
far cleaner Asians, especially Indians and Japanese with 
their practice of scrupulous daily bathing and Indian daily 
toothbrushing. Westerners were also generally bearded, 
unkempt, and ill-mannered, brawling with each other and 
with rival Western nationals.    

 Th e Chinese, noticing the Europeans’ greater amount 
of body hair, smell, and strange features as well as their 
wild behavior, reasoned that they must be related to apes. 
Th ey were certainly by Asian standards an unimpressive, 
impetuous lot of ruffi  ans, adventurers and pirates by their 
own accounts, as well as religious bigots. Th e only quali-
ties that made them viable in a far more civilized Asia were 
their naval skills and their ruthlessness. Nevertheless, and 
to Asia’s later cost, they were largely ignored. Th at seemed 
reasonable enough in the splendid and confi dent context of 
Mughal India, Ming and Qing China, and Tokugawa Japan 
(1600–1869), and it remained so for another two or three 
centuries. But one aft er the other, the Asian political orders 
declined, while, by the late eighteenth century, Europe 
began to ride the wave of new industrial, economic, and 
technological power.  

adopted by the Chinese long ago. Th is convinced the 
Jesuits that the Chinese were key to the rest of East Asia, 
but, as just indicated, their eff orts at conversion failed. In 
Japan, the contending missionaries were increasingly seen 
as  disruptive and possibly as the vanguards of  imperialist 
aggression. In 1637, a peasant uprising in a domain near 
Nagasaki was joined by many of the area’s Christians;  several 
tens of thousands of them were executed by the  shogun’s 
troops when the uprising was put down.  Christianity was 
suppressed by 1640, thousands of converts who refused to 
renounce their faith by stepping on a cross were crucifi ed, 
and all foreigners were expelled. Th e Japanese were for-
bidden to go abroad, and contact with the world beyond 
China was limited to one Dutch ship a year, allowed to 
trade only on an island in Nagasaki Harbor. 

 Th e fi rst burst of Western activity in Asia thus ended 
with only minor success. It was the Europeans who sought 
out the East, because Europe—poor and backward by com-
parison with the riches of Asia—was eager for contact. In 
terms of power the Europeans were no match for the great 
Asian empires or even for lesser states, and they had noth-
ing desirable to off er in trade with the more sophisticated 
economies of the East. Th is was to inhibit European con-
tacts for several more centuries. Th e Europeans had to be 
content with a few tiny and insecure footholds on the coast, 
where they competed with Asian and Arab merchants. 
Sometimes they were thrown out at the whim of the Asian 
states and their goods confi scated. 

 Only at sea were the Europeans powerful—hence in part 
the Dutch success in controlling most of the trade of insu-
lar Southeast Asia—and there they tended to cancel each 
other out as rivals. Th eir chief commercial advantage was in 
the carrying trade, where their ships made them competi-
tive but where they served mainly Asian markets. Although 
Portuguese power subsequently faded in the face of Dutch 
and English competition, oft en forcing the Portuguese 
into piracy, the Asians continued to acknowledge Western 

       Arrival of the Portuguese 
in Japan, seventeenth 
century.      (RMN-Grand 
Palais/Art Resource, NY)  
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  These documents reveal the generally positive Jesuit view of 
the Japanese and the worries of one Japanese leader when 
confronted with the growing influence of the Jesuit mission-
aries. The first was written by the man that Francis Xavier 
left in charge of the Japan mission. The second was an 
order issued by Toyotomi Hideyoshi as he worked to unify 
Japan. The missionaries were not actually expelled until 
several decades later.  

  Cosme de Torres (d. 1570) on Japanese Receptivity, c. 1550  

  These Japanese are better disposed to embrace our 
holy Faith than any other people in the world. They 
are as prudent as could be desired and are gov-
erned by reason just as much as, or even more 
than, Spaniards; they are more inquisitive than any 
other people I have met. No men in the wide world 
like more than they to hear sermons on how to 
serve their Creator and save their souls. Their con-
versation is so polite that they all seem to have 
been brought up in the palaces of great nobles; in 
fact, the compliments they pay each other are 
beyond description. They grumble but little about 
their neighbors and envy nobody. They do not gam-
ble; just as theft is punished by death, so also is 
gambling. As a pastime they practice with their 
weapons, at which they are extremely adept, or 
write couplets, just as the Romans composed 
poetry, and most of the gentry occupy themselves 
in this way. . . .  

  Expulsion of Missionaries, 1587  

   1.   Japan is the country of gods, but has been receiving 
false teachings from Christian countries. This cannot be 
tolerated any further.  

  2.   The [missionaries] approach people in provinces and 
districts to make them their followers, and let them 

destroy shrines and temples. This is an unheard of 
outrage. When a vassal receives a province, a district, 
a village, or another form of fief, he must consider it 
as a property entrusted to him on a temporary basis. 
He must follow the laws of this country, and abide by 
their intent. However, some vassals illegally [commend 
part of their fiefs to the church]. This is a culpable 
 offense.  

  3.   The padres, by their special knowledge [in the sciences 
and medicine], feel that they can at will entice people 
to become their believers. In so doing they commit the 
illegal act of destroying the teachings of Buddha pre-
vailing in Japan. These padres cannot be permitted to 
remain in Japan. They must prepare to leave the coun-
try within twenty days of the issuance of this notice. 
However, the vassals must not make unreasonable de-
mands on the padres, which shall be treated as a cul-
pable offense.  

  4.   The black [Portuguese and Spanish] ships come to 
Japan to engage in trade. Thus the matter is a separate 
one. They can continue to engage in trade.  

  5.   Hereafter, anyone who does not hinder the teachings 
of Buddha, whether he be a merchant or not, may 
come and go freely from Christian countries to Japan. 

 This is our wish, and so ordered. 
 Fifteenth year of Tenshō [1587], sixth month, 19th day.   

  Source:  From Michael Cooper, ed.,  They Came to Japan: An 
Anthology of European Reports on Japan 1543–1640 , University 
of California Press, 1965. Reprinted by permission of Michael 
Cooper; From  Japan: A Documentary History , ed. David J. 
Lu (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997), p. 197. Translation 
 copyright © 1997 by David J. Lu. Reprinted with permission 
of M.E. Sharpe, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Not for 
Reproduction. 

 CHRISTIANITY IN JAPAN 

  The Dutch in Asia 

 Th e union of Portugal and Spain in 1580 did not materi-
ally strengthen what was now their joint eff ort in the East, 
but it did highlight the enmity and rivalry between them 
as Catholic powers and the rising Protestant states of the 
Netherlands and England. All of the Iberian positions 
overseas became attractive targets, and Portuguese profi ts 
were newly tempting. Th e Dutch were the fi rst to pick up 

this challenge eff ectively in Asia. At this period, the Neth-
erlands was a more important center of trade and shipping 
than was England, and Dutch ships had the upper hand in 
the English Channel. Th ere were more of them, backed by 
merchant capital earned in trade, and in the course of the 
sixteenth century they became larger and more powerful, 
as well as more maneuverable, than the Portuguese cara-
vels. Dutch seamen had traveled east on Portuguese ships 
and learned what they needed to know about sailing to Asia 
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a small group of 10 English merchants who had begun to 
buy spices in the Moluccas, at Amboina, were accused of 
conspiracy, tortured to extract confessions, and then exe-
cuted in 1623. Th is was the fi nal blow to English hopes in 
the islands of the East Indies, and thereaft er they concen-
trated their eff orts on India. Th e Dutch retained some trad-
ing posts on the Indian east coast and Bengal, in mainland 
Southeast Asia, and in Formosa (Taiwan) and had a small 
part in the trade with Guangzhou and Nagasaki (in Japan), 
but their major focus was the East Indies, especially the 
productive island of Java. 

 Dutch success was due in part to their highly able gover-
nor-general Jan Pieterszoon Coen, appointed in 1618, who 
fi xed the naval and administrative capital of the Dutch East 
Indies at Batavia (now Jakarta) in western Java, where it 
could guard the Sunda Straits. Dutch ships patrolled the 
waters and ports of Southeast Asia south of the Philippines 
and excluded Western competitors, while recognizing that 
the long-established trade of Asia would remain largely in 
Asian and Arab hands. Th ey realized that greater profi ts 
could be won by taking whatever part in it they could win 
competitively and by hauling Asian goods, mainly spices, 
to the European market. Governor-general Coen did for 
the Dutch what Albuquerque had done for the Portuguese, 
but with far greater and longer-lasting eff ect. He turned 
what had been a network of trading posts into a chain of 
strongholds and ruled this new commercial empire with 
an iron hand. 

 Th e Dutch drove hard bargains and eliminated rivals 
wherever they could. Many of the local rulers began to regret 
their earlier willingness to exchange the Portuguese for the 
Dutch, but Coen and his successors gave them little choice. 

 Th e Dutch acquired territory in Asia slowly and reluc-
tantly; they were interested in profi ts only and resented the 
labor and cost of administration or involvement in local 
politics. But if they were to protect their bases and forts and 
to enforce their monopoly, they realized in time that some 
of their attention and resources would have to be diverted 
from making money to safeguarding it. Th e vicinity of Bat-
avia came under direct Dutch rule, as did the other major 
ports. Slowly their grip on western Java, Ceylon, and the 
Moluccas strengthened, fi rst by treaties with local rulers, 
then by joining one side against the others, and fi nally, by 
the eighteenth century, taking over more or less full control. 
Many Dutch-controlled territories in the East Indies were 
ostensibly headed by a native regent or were managed as 
protectorates or allies, with a Dutch resident appointed as 
the ruler behind the scenes. For several decades beginning 
in 1624, the Dutch controlled parts of the large island of 
Taiwan, off  the southeast coast of China, sharing it with the 
Spanish until 1642, when they captured the Spanish fort. 
In the 1660s, aft er the Qing had defeated the Ming on the 

and about trading there: what and where to buy and sell 
most profi tably. 

 Th e Dutchman Jan Huyghen van Linschoten sailed on a 
Portuguese ship to Goa and spent some six years there from 
1583 to 1589 in the service of the Portuguese archbishop. 
Aft er his return to Holland he published in 1595–1596 an 
 Itinerario , a geographical description of the world as he 
knew it, his observations in Asia, and a set of sailing direc-
tions for reaching most of the major Asian ports. Th is was 
exactly what the Dutch (and the English, who soon trans-
lated the book) needed. Th e Dutch had earlier made deter-
mined eff orts to fi nd a northeast passage around Russia 
but found (as the English were to do) that this was not pos-
sible. Now a better path east lay open, and the Dutch also 
knew that the Portuguese trade empire was overextended 
and weakening. A Dutch fl eet under Cornelis de Houtman 
sailed to Asia in 1595, using van Linschoten’s sailing direc-
tions, and this was followed by a series of trading expedi-
tions fi nanced by various Dutch syndicates. 

 Th ey found the Portuguese generally disliked, especially 
in Southeast Asia, and they quickly broke the Portuguese 
spice monopoly. Th eir ships and sailors were better and 
could accomplish cheaper and quicker passages to and 
from Europe. Th e fi rst real battle between Dutch and Por-
tuguese ships off  Bantam in western Java in 1601 led to a 
decisive Dutch victory; even though the Portuguese ships 
and men outnumbered them, the Portuguese guns were 
inferior and their ships were less able at maneuvering. As 
the seventeenth century opened, Dutch ships already out-
numbered the Portuguese in Asia and had established their 
own semi-monopoly of the spice trade, concentrating their 
Asian eff ort on what is now Indonesia and adjacent Malaya. 
Th ey also ousted the Portuguese from Ceylon beginning in 
the 1640s and captured Melaka in 1641, both of them strate-
gic points whose passing to Dutch control signaled the end 
of the Portuguese position and the rise of Dutch power. 

 Unlike the Portuguese, the Dutch concentrated on trade 
and avoided all missionary eff orts or religious confl ict. But 
they were a hard lot and enforced their new monopoly 
ruthlessly against both Asian and European rivals. Th e sev-
eral rival Dutch companies organized for trading to Asia 
were amalgamated into one national organization in 1602, 
the Dutch East India Company, to which the government 
gave a monopoly of all trade with the East. It was empow-
ered to make war or treaties, seize foreign ships, build forts, 
establish colonies, and coin money—all under loose gov-
ernment supervision from home. Th e new company’s chief 
rivals were now the English, whom the Dutch ultimately 
drove out of their new domain in what is now Indonesia. 
Th eir monopoly was far more eff ective than that of the Por-
tuguese had been, and they had better means to maintain 
it by force. English ships were driven off  by gunfi re, and 
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Richard Chancellor. Willoughby and his men died on the 
north coast of Scandinavia in their two ships, but Chancel-
lor went on to Russia and obtained a formal trade agree-
ment from the czar, Ivan IV. Subsequent eff orts to fi nd a 
sea route to the East around Russia and northwest around 
North America all failed, but Francis Drake’s return from 
his circumnavigation of the globe in 1580 and his successful 
penetration of the Moluccas (aft er an earlier landing at San 
Francisco) rekindled English interest in the southern route. 
In 1583 Ralph Newberry and Ralph Fitch sailed to Syria and 
thence went overland to the head of the Persian Gulf, where 
they found a Portuguese ship to take them to Goa, the fi rst 
Englishmen to reach India. Newberry died there, but Fitch 
traveled widely in the subcontinent for over two years and 
then shipped on to Burma and Melaka before returning to 
England, via the Persian Gulf and Syria, in 1591. 

 Soon aft er his return Fitch wrote an account of his trav-
els that in some ways paralleled Linschoten’s  Itinerario , 
although it was less accurate and detailed and included a 
good deal of hearsay. But its descriptions of Asian wealth 
whetted English appetites still further and contributed to the 
founding of the English East India Company in 1600. Mean-
while, Th omas Cavendish duplicated Drake’s circumnaviga-
tion and his successful raiding of Spanish and Portuguese 
ships in the Pacifi c from 1586 to 1588. In 1589, the year aft er 
England’s victory over the Spanish Armada, a group of 
London merchants began to seek support for an ambitious 
trading venture to the East using da Gama’s route around 
Africa. “Great benefi t,” they said “will redound to our coun-
try, as well as for the annoying of the Spaniards and Portugalls 
(now our enemies) as also for the selling of our commodi-
ties.”4   Continued seizure by English freebooters like Drake 
and Cavendish of Portuguese and Spanish ships loaded with 
valuable Asian cargoes provided new reminders of the profi ts 
to be won and fi red the English imagination, as did the 
successful Dutch expedition of 1595–1597 under Houtman. 

 Especially with the defeat of the Spanish Armada and 
the surge of national feeling and ambition, the last decade 
of Queen Elizabeth’s reign (r. 1558–1603) saw an almost 
feverish interest in extending English shipping and trade 
overseas, as their old rivals the Dutch were already doing 
so successfully, following the Portuguese lead. English ships 
were already beginning to get the upper hand against the 
larger and far less maneuverable Spanish and Portuguese 
galleons and caravels, and they were pulling up equal to 
the earlier-developed Dutch. Th e relatively small Dutch 
home base now began to tell against them in the  competition 
with England with its far larger, rapidly developing, and 
expansionist economy and population, including the eager 
merchants of London and Bristol. 

 Th is was also the time of William Shakespeare (1564–
1616), whose last play,  Th e Tempest , written about 1614, 

Chinese mainland, the island was conquered by Koxinga 
(also known as Zheng Chenggong), a Ming loyalist, and the 
Dutch expelled. 

 Trade profi ts were augmented by tribute exacted from 
the local states, as well as by forced deliveries of commodi-
ties at artifi cially low prices. Th e Dutch introduced coff ee 
growing to Java in the late seventeenth century; while they 
initially compelled the Javanese to grow it, western Java’s 
peasants soon responded to the new marketing opportu-
nity by converting their fi elds to coff ee production at their 
own initiative. By the eighteenth century it became the 
island’s largest export to Europe. Th ey also encouraged the 
production of sugar and indigo, and both became highly 
profi table exports. Almost as much as the Portuguese, the 
Dutch in Asia freely married local women, although such 
wives were oft en discriminated against, as were their chil-
dren. Th e Chinese, with their commercial experience, were 
welcomed by the Dutch but lived in their own areas at each 
port and under the administration of their own headmen, 
as had been the case for most foreigners throughout Asian 
history. 

 Th e Dutch East India Company slowly began to regulate 
production in order to maintain prices and to impose their 
direct control on the areas that produced the most valuable 
crops. Indonesians in the areas ruled directly by the Dutch 
were subject to forced labor, most oft en for construction 
and harbor-improvement projects. Spices remained cru-
cially important to the company, and the island of Amboina 
in the Moluccas and the Banda Islands were wholly Dutch-
run. Production was adjusted to market demand, and in 
some years trees were actually cut down to avoid surpluses 
that might depress prices. Production of other crops was 
“encouraged” by various pressures, including later the 
imposition of taxes that obliged subsistence growers of rice 
to grow sugar or other cash crops in order to pay the taxes. 
Crops could be sold only to the company. Indigenous trad-
ers and shipbuilders were driven out by Chinese and Dutch 
competition, and the Javanese especially became largely a 
group of cultivators and laborers. By the sixteenth century 
the spread of Islam had undermined the earlier Hindu-
Buddhist civilization of Java. Th e whole archipelago, as well 
as Java itself, was divided into a great number of small rival 
kingdoms that were easily outmaneuvered and in the end 
subdued by the determined, highly organized, and persis-
tent Dutch.  

  The English in Asia 

 Like the Dutch, the English fi rst tried to fi nd a northeast 
passage, and a company was formed in London in 1553 to 
open up trade with “Cathay” by that route. Th ey sent an 
expedition of three ships under Sir Hugh Willoughby and 
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London merchants organized into an East India Company 
for trading with all of Asia. For all the enthusiasm for over-
seas exploration and trade, England was still primarily a 
country of farmers, and the scale of its enterprise in Asia 
was for some time relatively small. Th e Dutch had little 
trouble in repelling English eff orts to break their monopoly 
in the East Indies, but the English hung on as minor players 
at some of the mainland Southeast Asian ports, and in India 
aft er primary Dutch attention shift ed to the more profi table 
East Indies. But in 1597 the Dutch foolishly doubled the 
price they charged the London brokers for pepper, which 
helped to persuade Elizabeth to lend royal support to an 
English East India Company. Interestingly enough, the new 
Company excluded as members any “gentlemen”—that is, 
hereditary aristocrats, most of whom owned land and rep-
resented the old England rather than the new order, which 
was to become increasingly dominated by commerce and 
later manufacturing. 

 Th e new Company’s fi rst two expeditions, both aimed 
at the spice trade of the East Indies, were only moderately 
successful, thanks in large part to Dutch eff orts to prevent 
their trading where they would have preferred to do busi-
ness. Meanwhile the London merchant John Midnall trav-
eled overland to India from the Near East via Persia and 
Afghanistan, arriving at Agra in 1603 while Emperor Akbar 
was still on the throne. He had an audience with Akbar 
in which he asked for English trade privileges like those 
granted to the Portuguese. He believed that the Jesuits then 
at the court were speaking against him, and against the 
English as troublemakers, but Midnall’s journal says that he 
won Akbar over and was given what he asked for. Nothing 
seems to have come of this, since the fi rst English ship to 
reach India was William Hawkins’s  Hector  in 1608, sailing 
for the Company.   

refl ects the wide contemporary English interest in the 
new overseas discoveries.  Th e Tempest  also foreshadows 
to an almost uncanny degree what were much later to 
become the dominant European attitudes toward Asians 
as “inferior” people fi t only to serve the conquering West-
erners. In fact, although Elizabethan and Shakespearean 
England exuded confi dence and pride, the handful of 
Westerners in Asia remained awed by Eastern power and 
wealth and were confi ned to precarious, tiny footholds on 
the fringes of the great Asian empires until the late eigh-
teenth century in India and Java and the mid-nineteenth 
century in the rest of Asia. Most of them acknowledged 
that the Asian civilizations were superior to their own. 
But racial and cultural diff erences have nearly always 
been occasions for prejudice when diff erent peoples have 
confronted each other. 

 Shakespeare seems to have understood that (see also, for 
example,  Othello  and  Th e Merchant of Venice ) and some-
how to have anticipated the attitudes that became promi-
nent in the Western mind two centuries or more aft er his 
death. He clearly had read and heard accounts of the new 
discoveries of exotic lands and people and set  Th e Tempest  
on an isolated island where Prospero, an exiled duke, had 
been shipwrecked with his daughter Miranda. Th ere, by 
his special powers of magic (new Western technology?), 
Prospero made the only two native inhabitants his servants: 
Caliban, a brutish “savage,” and Ariel, an elfi n wood spirit. 
Th ese two characters seem to personify the later Western 
image of Asia not only as “uncivilized” (i.e., diff erent) but 
also, as in Ariel, graceful, intuitive, and charming, even 
“childlike.” 

 Such attitudes were still far in the future, despite Shake-
speare’s accurate vision, when, on the last day of December 
1600, Queen Elizabeth signed a royal charter to a group of 

       Shah Alam, Mughal emperor, reviewing troops of the 
British East Indian Company, 1781.      (North Wind 
Picture Archives)  
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appointed pilot-major to a fl eet of Dutch ships bound for 
the East Indies in 1598. Th ey were scattered in successive 
storms, and only the ship captained by Adams appears to 
have survived the passage around Cape Horn, arriving in 
Kyushu in southwestern Japan in the spring of 1600. For-
eigners and their ships were still uncommon, and Adams 
was summoned to Osaka by Tokugawa Ieyasu, who was 
about to become the eff ective ruler of the entire coun-
try. Again the Jesuits and the Portuguese, already well-
entrenched in Japan, tried to persuade Ieyasu to execute 
Adams as an intruder. He did spend some time in prison 
and was then ordered to bring his ship around to Edo 
(now Tokyo), where Ieyasu was beginning his rule as sho-
gun. Aft er the Japanese had carefully studied it, the ship 
was confi scated and Adams and his Dutch crew forbidden 
to leave the country without permission. Adams settled 
down in Japan, learned the language, and married a Japa-
nese woman. At Ieyasu’s orders he built a couple of small, 
Western-style vessels and in return was granted an estate 
near Edo. 

 Adams’s story made its way back to London via Hol-
land, and the English East India Company, anxious not to 
be outdone by the Dutch (for whom Adams had aft er all 
been working), sent three ships in 1611 with a letter from 
King James I requesting trade privileges. Two ships loaded 
spices in Southeast Asia and returned home, but the third 
reached Hirado, on an island off  the westernmost tip of 
Japan some 50 miles from Nagasaki, in 1613, where a trad-
ing warehouse was provided. Adams came down from Edo 
to talk with his compatriots and accompanied them to 
Ieyasu, who gave them full permission to trade. When the 
ship sailed home later that year, seven Englishmen were left  
at Hirado to promote trade. Adams decided to remain in 
Japan, although Ieyasu had given him permission to leave, 
and in 1620 he died there. Th e English trade begun in 1613 
lasted only about a decade and never became very profi t-
able, partly because of continued Portuguese and Dutch 
resentment and competition (including their own imports 
of Indian cottons). Aft er the death of Ieyasu in 1616 there 
were increasing pressures against foreigners, culminating 
in their complete expulsion, but the English Company was 
not impressed with trade prospects there and withdrew its 
people and enterprises in 1623.  

  The English in 

Seventeenth-Century India 

 Th ese various eff orts elsewhere in Asia tended to confi rm 
the English Company’s belief that their prospects were 
 safest and best in India. A further letter was sent from 
James I with Th omas Best in the Red Dragon accompanied 
by a smaller vessel, the Hosiander, which reached Surat 

  Hawkins tried establishing trading rights at Surat, 
but the Portuguese there attacked his goods and tried to 
drive him away. He traveled to Agra for an audience with 
Emperor Jahangir, who said he would grant all his requests 
if Hawkins remained at court as an ambassador from King 
James I, from whom he had brought a letter. Th e Jesuits, 
still at court, and the Portuguese in both Surat and Goa 
continued to urge that the English be excluded, and 
Jahangir withdrew his earlier promise. Hawkins departed 
for England but died on the voyage home. Th e next Com-
pany expedition to India in 1611 was also refused permis-
sion to trade at Surat, and they were obliged to do the best 
they could at Bantam in Java, but the Dutch continued to 
make things as diffi  cult as possible for outsiders in their 
new domain, as they had for earlier ventures of the English 
Company. 

 Another opportunity, previously ignored, now began 
to seem more attractive: buying Indian cottons on the 
Coromandel (southeast) coast of India, beyond Mughal con-
trol, and selling them in mainland Southeast Asia, China, 
and Japan, where they were in great demand and where 
the Dutch monopolistic control did not operate. Th e Por-
tuguese and then the Dutch had been doing this for some 
time and had established trading posts at several points 
along the Coromandel coast for that purpose. Both groups 
tried to chase off  the English, but the latter managed from 
time to time to buy cottons and sell them profi tably at 
Patani on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula and even at 
Ayudhya, then the Siamese capital. Th e fi rst such Company 
expedition was in 1612, but aft er several years it was judged 
more profi table to concentrate operations on the Coroman-
del coast, especially at the port of Masulipatam north of 
what was later to become Madras. 

 Eff orts to trade in China were largely blocked by the 
Chinese authorities at Guangzhou and by the Portuguese 
at Macao. Even the determined Dutch had little or no suc-
cess in their repeated attempts to break through this sys-
tem. Th e English captain John Weddell fought his way 
up the river to Guangzhou in 1637 and took back some 
 English merchants who had been imprisoned there but 
was denied permission to trade as well as harried by the 
 Portuguese at Macao. Much the same fate befell subsequent 
English ventures to China, including an eff ort in the 1670s 
to succeed the Dutch in Taiwan aft er their  expulsion 
by Koxinga in 1661, but by 1683 the Qing dynasty had 
 conquered Taiwan and all foreigners were told to trade 
at Guangzhou. By the early eighteenth century, trade by 
Westerners slowly became easier at Guangzhou, but the 
English did not get permission to establish a regular trade 
base there until 1762  (see  Chapter   14   ) . 

 Meanwhile, there was a brief English adventure in 
Japan. Will Adams, an English shipmaster and pilot, was 
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but also asked for permission to trade and set up ware-
houses in eastern India, specifi cally in Bengal, where he 
knew the fi nest of the Indian cottons came from. Even-
tually, Jahangir agreed to English rights of residence and 
storage at Surat and limited trade privileges there. But 
Roe knew that goods were assembled at Surat from all 
over India, mainly by a series of local merchant networks, 
and that Bengal was, as all the Westerners agreed, the 
chief storehouse of Indian wealth and trade prospects. 
Portuguese and some Dutch traders were already estab-
lished there, and as Roe reported: 

  The number of Portugalls residing there is a good ar-
gument for us to seek it; it is a sign that there is good 
doing. An abbey was ever a token of a rich soil, and 
stores of crows of plenty of carrion. . . . We must fire 
them out and maintain our trade at the pike’s end.5    

 Th ese were appropriate sentiments for an Englishman 
of his time, but it was to be many years before an  English 
trading post was established in Bengal , as detailed in 
 Chapter   14    . 

 Th e fi rst century and a half of the Western experience 
in Asia was in general a period of only limited success, 
and it would have been hard to foresee even as late as 1700 
or 1750, let alone in 1650, that in the nineteenth century 
the tiny groups of Western traders and their few scattered 
trading posts would yield to full-scale colonial empires 
or to the kind of Western dominance imposed on Siam, 
China, and Japan. Until then, Westerners were present in 
Asia only on the fringes and at the pleasure, or mercy, of 
the great Asian empires or local states. Europeans did not 
have the means to challenge these states, nor did such an 
idea occur to them. Th ey were there to make money as 
merchants, not to take on administrative responsibility for 
territory and people. Profi table commerce came fi rst and 
last. If this meant fl attering, bribing, or prostrating them-
selves before Asian rulers or other important men, they 
were quick to do so. Whatever was good for business was 
what these Western traders wanted. Th ey wished to avoid 
whatever was dangerous (annoying their Asian hosts or 
getting involved in local politics except where it paid off ) 
or unprofi table (acquiring territory and the consequent 
headaches and expense). 

 But as the eighteenth century entered its second half, 
great changes were at work in Europe that would produce 
strong new nation-states with overseas ambitions. A series 
of technological and scientifi c breakthroughs set the Indus-
trial Revolution in motion. Europe was thus to acquire 
major new power as well as wealth, and in the course of the 
nineteenth century it was progressively enabled to over-
whelm Asia.   

in 1612. Best expected, from the earlier English experi-
ences, that he would have trouble trading at Surat, espe-
cially since word had reached there of the piracy by earlier 
English ships against Indian vessels in the Indian Ocean. 
Apparently this had helped to convince the Mughal and 
Gujarati authorities that they could not aff ord to antago-
nize the English, whose ships could so easily defeat their 
own. Indian trade to the Red Sea and the pilgrim traffi  c 
by Indian Muslims to Mecca were vitally important. Th e 
Mughal governor of Gujarat agreed to permit the English 
to trade there and promised the emperor’s formal assent 
later. Within a month four Portuguese galleons, accompa-
nied by twenty-fi ve smaller vessels, arrived from Goa with 
the express purpose of destroying the English ships and 
their eff ort. In a series of engagements, Best’s two small 
merchant ships completely defeated the Portuguese fl eet of 
war vessels. Much of the action was visible from the shore, 
and the point was not lost on the Indians. Two months 
later the emperor’s formal document giving permission to 
trade arrived at Surat. 

 Best was enthusiastic about the prospects, including 
the market for English goods. His agent at Surat delivered 
King James’ letter to Jahangir at Agra, but once again the 
Jesuits there intervened to prevent the emperor from hav-
ing further serious dealings with the English, while the 
Portuguese at Surat and Goa continued to intrigue against 
them. In 1615 another Portuguese armada sailed north from 
Goa, but it was repelled by four English ships that had just 
arrived two months earlier at Surat. Th ey then loaded a 
cargo of Indian cottons and indigo, some of which was sold 
in Sumatra in exchange for spices, and the ships returned 
to England with a handsome profi t. But the Dutch power 
in the East Indies proved greater and more implacable an 
obstacle to English trade than the inconsistent and periodi-
cally friendly Mughals in India. Local Indian rulers, espe-
cially in the areas beyond Mughal control, were also oft en 
accommodating, and the English eff ort shift ed more and 
more toward India. 

 With all of this in mind, the English East India  Company 
persuaded James I to send yet another letter to  Jahangir, 
to be carried by Sir Th omas Roe, special ambassador to 
the Mughal court. He reached Surat in the fall of 1615 
with a fl eet of four ships and was received by the emperor 
in January 1616. He remained at Jahangir’s court for two 
years, pressing for a formal trade treaty, but the Mughals, 
like the Chinese rulers, were unwilling to deal with any 
foreigners as equals, and matters of trade were beneath 
their notice. To them, the foreigners had very little to 
off er, either in trade goods or in more general inter-
change, and they were regarded as unruly, crude, and 
troublesome. Roe hinted at English assistance against the 
Portuguese, who were oft en a problem to the Mughals, 
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  Suggested Web Sites 
  The Western Intrusion in India 
  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/india/indiasbook.html  
 Large set of documents related to the Western intrusion. 

   http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/indiaofficeselect/welcome.asp   
 The British Library’s India Office Web site, a catalogue of 
maps, documents, and pictures related to South Asia after the 
arrival of the British.  

  Dutch and Portuguese Colonial History 
   http://www.colonialvoyage.com/   
 Information, annotated bibliographies, and maps of the Dutch 
and Portuguese colonies. Includes information on historical 
remains and the Portuguese language heritage in former colo-
nies and a brief history of the Portuguese in Ceylon, with a list 
of governors and photos of the Dutch cemetery in Cochin.  

  European Expansion 
  http://www.ualberta.ca/~janes/Marworld.htm  
 Background and links to various sites introducing the history 
of European expansion, including its political and economic 
motivations.   

  Suggestions for Further Reading 
 Andrews, K. R.  Trade, Plunder and Settlement: Maritime 

Enterprise and the Genesis of the British Empire, 1480–1630 . 
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1987. 

 Andrade, T.  Lost Colony: Th e Untold Story of China’s First Great 
Victory over the West . Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2011. 

 Arasaratnam, S.  Merchants, Companies, and Commerce on the 
Coromandel Coast, 1650–1740 . Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1986. 

 Blussé, L.  Bitter Bonds: A Colonial Divorce Drama of the Seven-
teenth Century . Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener, 2002. 

 ———.  Visible Cities: Canton, Nagasaki, and Batavia and the 
Coming of the Americans . Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2008. 

 Boxer, C. R.  Th e Dutch Seaborne Empire, 1600–1800 . London: 
Knopf, 1965. 

 ———.  Th e Portuguese Seaborne Empire, 1415–1825 . New York: 
Knopf, 1969. 

 Brockey, L. M.  Journey to the East: Th e Jesuit Mission to China . 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007. 

 Bruijn, J. R., et al.  Dutch-Asiatic Shipping in the Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries . Th e Hague: Mouton, 1987. 

 Chaudhuri, K. N.  Th e Trading World of Asia and the English 
East India Company, 1600–1760 . Cambridge, England: 
 Cambridge University Press, 1978. 

 Cipolla, C. M.  Guns and Sails in the Early Phase of European 
Expansion, 1400–1700 . London: Collins, 1965. 

 Crosby, A. W.  Ecological Imperialism: Th e Biological Expansion 
of Europe, 900–1200 . Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1986. 

     Questions 

  1.    How, why, and when did the Europeans arrive in 
Asia? What was the state of Asia’s political, social, and 
economic development at that time? What does the 
phrase “gunpowder empire” imply about European 
aggression—and how did this diff er from the normal 
characteristics of Indian Ocean trade?   

  2.    What did Asia contribute to the European knowledge 
base and economic situation? What European 
behaviors shaped the views of Asians toward the 
West?   

  3.    Why did the Europeans treat China and Japan 
diff erently from the Indonesians?   

  4.    What were the characteristics of the Portuguese empire 
during the sixteenth century? Th e Portuguese intended 
to impose their monopoly of Asia’s maritime trade. 
Why were they unable to do so? Why did their larger 
imperial enterprise ultimately fail, while they were able 
to retain their bases in Goa, Macao, and East Timur 
well aft er their European competitors had relinquished 
their centers of authority?   

  5.    What was the Jesuit impact on China and Japan? 
What were the reasons for their initial successes, as 
also their consequent failures? What was the Church’s 
relationship with the early Spanish enterprise in the 
Philippines? What impact did the Jesuit accounts have 
on European society?  In  Chapter   11   , the text asserts     that 
“China seemed close to the Platonic ideal, a state ruled 
by philosopher-kings.” What were the consequences 
of this view relative to initial European contact with 
China? Was this view justifi ed? How would this change 
over time?   

  6.    Why were the Dutch ultimately more successful in their 
Asian enterprise than their Portuguese predecessors? 
What was the focal point of their initial Asian interests, 
and why? What was their initial relationship with the 
local political systems?   

  7.    Why did the English East India Company have only 
limited success in the seventeenth century?    

  Notes 
   1.   Turks and Persians never used the sea for trade with 

monsoon Asia.  
   2.   G. F. Hudson,  Europe and China  (London: Arnold, 

1931), p. 201.  
   3.   R. Murphey,  The Outsiders: The Western Experience in 

India and China  (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1977), p. 21.  

   4.   W. Foster,  England’s Quest for Eastern Trade  (London:  
A. & C. Black, 1966), pp. 127–128.  

   5.   J. N. Das Gupta,  India in the Seventeenth Century  
(Calcutta: Spink, 1916), p. 212.   
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 Tracy, J. E., ed.  Th e Rise of Merchant Empires . Cambridge, 
 England: Cambridge University Press, 1990.    

M14_MURP8552_07_SE_C13.indd Page 265  05/09/13  8:04 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



266

    This Chapter Surveys the chaotic state of India in the early eigh-
teenth century as the Mughal order collapsed; the origins of the 

English trade in India; the founding of Madras in 1639, Bombay in 1687, 
and Calcutta in 1690; and the beginnings of wider territorial acquisi-
tions with the conquest of Bengal by Robert Clive in 1757. Th e rise of 
the British “Orientalists,” including Sir William Jones, and the work 
of Indians who cooperated with Britain’s East India Company—such 
as Rammohun Roy, the father of the Bengal Renaissance centered in 
Calcutta, the colonial capital—are considered. We then take a look at 
the growth of opium production in British India, linked to the Opium 
War with China that resulted from Britain’s increasingly aggressive 
policy toward trade. Power corrupts, and as the British gained power 
in India and then rode the wave of the industrial revolution at home, 
arrogance and racism replaced the earlier tolerance. In addition to the 
Opium War, highhanded British policies provoked the Indian revolt of 
1857. Most Indians, however, did not challenge British rule, and such 
collaborators remained in the majority, especially in trade and the pro-
fessions, until the twentieth century. Th e chapter ends with a section on 
the incorporation of India into the British Empire, and developments 
in economic, political, and cultural life in the late nineteenth century.       

 Th e collapse of Mughal power in India aft er 1707 was not followed by 
the rise of a new Indian order. Th e subcontinent’s great cultural diver-
sity and legacy of intergroup and interregional rivalry worked against 
unity, as in the similar context in Europe; there was no single eff ec-
tive successor to the Mughals. In this confused setting, the English East 
India Company began to extend its position, fi rst to protect its mer-
chants, Indian trade partners, and goods against banditry and civil war 
and then increasingly to take on the functions of government. By about 
1800 the Company’s power was uppermost, and it had become the real 
sovereign over most of India. In the course of the next half century, a 
combination of military campaigns, more peaceful takeovers, and trea-
ties with local Indian rulers left  the Company as the direct adminis-
trator of about half of the subcontinent and, indirectly through Indian 
princes, the dominant power in the rest of this huge area. Although it 
was a development that rested to a large degree on Indian collabora-
tion, alien rule is never popular. In 1857, dissidents joined forces in sup-
porting a mutiny by some of the Indian troops in the Company’s army. 

 British India 
    Chapter 14 
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     The Mughal Collapse  

     Westerners in India  

     The Early English Presence  

     The Mughal and Post-Mughal Contexts  

     Anglo-French Rivalry and 
the Conquest of Bengal  

     The Orientalists and the 
Bengal Renaissance  

     From Tolerance to Arrogance  

     The Revolt of 1857  

     The Consolidation of the 
British Empire in India  

     British Imperial India    
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Th is was put down aft er much bloodshed, and the earlier 
fruitful mixing of Indian and Western cultures gave way to 
the arrogance of imperialism. 

  The Mughal Collapse 

 India was left  in chaos at the death of Aurangzeb in 1707. 
His military campaigns in the south and his continued per-
secution of Hindus and Sikhs had exhausted the treasury 
and brought most of the country to rebellion. His succes-
sors on the throne at Delhi were far weaker men. His three 
sons fought each other in the usual battles of the Mughal 
succession. Aft er two and a half years of civil war, the vic-
tor was then virtually besieged by a Sikh uprising that 
swept the Punjab and by guerrilla warfare to the west and 
south. His death in 1712 brought on another struggle for 
the throne among his sons. Th ey were outmaneuvered by 
a cousin, who captured the Sikh leader and slowly tortured 
him to death; but then he was poisoned by his own court-
iers in 1719. 

 Th e authority of the once-great Mughals was by now 
irretrievably lost. But even Aurangzeb could never have 
reestablished control over Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Gujarat, 
or Bengal, let alone the Deccan or Afghanistan. All these 
areas became independent of Mughal power, as did most 
of the Punjab and the central Ganges Valley, leaving only 
a remnant of the former empire around Delhi and Agra. 
Unfortunately, this did not bring peace, and most of the rest 
of India continued to be torn by factional fi ghting, civil war, 
local banditry, and widespread raiding by Maratha cavalry 
all over the Deccan, along the east coast, and into the north. 

 Aurangzeb’s immediate successors had accepted real-
ity by offi  cially recognizing the Maratha confederacy (so 
called, although it never really achieved unity) and its 
extensive conquests in Mysore and on the southeast coast. 
Th e Marathas were made nominally tributary allies of the 
Mughals but controlled their own growing territories and 
large revenues. Th ey were in eff ect given both the means 
and the license to extend their raids or conquests into still 
more of central, southern, and eastern India, whose rev-
enues could further augment their power. Th ey continued 
to nibble away at the remaining shreds of Mughal authority 
in the north and Hindustan, ultimately raiding even as far 
as Agra and Delhi itself as well as deep into Bengal and as 
far as Calcutta, though English defenses kept them out of 
the city.  

 For a time it looked as if the Marathas might inherit 
the former Mughal position, but they proved bitterly and 
incurably divided into contending factions, and no out-
standing leader emerged who might have welded them into 
a coalition. Th e Maratha cavalry operated more and more 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1639 Founding of Madras (Chennai)  

  1687 Founding of Bombay (Mumbai)  

  1690 Founding of Calcutta (Kolkata)  

  1714 English embassy to Delhi  

  1739 Nadir Shah invades India  

  1746–1761 Robert Clive and his Indian allies defeat 

the French and their Indian allies in the 

south  

  1756 Siraj-ud-daulah takes Calcutta; Black 

Hole incident  

  1757 Battle of Plassey; Clive takes Bengal  

  1772–1798 Hastings and Cornwallis establish British 

East India Company administration  

  1795 British take Ceylon  

  1798–1805 Formalization of the British Empire—

Wellesley  

  1773–1796 East India Company develops monopoly 

system for opium production  

  1774–1830s William Jones and Orientalism  

  1818 Defeat of Marathas  

  1835–1850 Utilitarians displace the Orientalist 

administrators  

  1839–1841 First Afghan war  

  1839–1842 First Opium War between Britain and 

Qing China  

  1849 Defeat of the Sikhs  

  1850 Rail network begun  

  1857–1858 “Sepoy Mutiny” and its suppression  

  1860–1861 Transition to British Colonial Offi ce 

administration under a government-

appointed viceroy; founding of British 

universities at Madras, Bombay, and 

Calcutta  
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authority, at least ritually. Even the British followed suit well 
until into the nineteenth century. But aft er 1739, few peo-
ple in India or elsewhere took the Mughals seriously. Th is 
was the harvest of Aurangzeb’s cruel reign, which had con-
demned most of India to chronic civil war, local disorder, 
and impoverishment. Unfortunately, Rajputs, Marathas, 
Sikhs, Gujaratis, Bengalis, and other regional groups who 
had fought against the Mughals saw each other as rivals 
and indeed as enemies rather than as joint Indian inheri-
tors of power. Th eir languages, though related like those of 
Europe, were diff erent, and they diff ered culturally as well. 
Th ey were comparable to the separate European cultures 
and states in size as well. Th eir divisions now made it pos-
sible for the fi rst time for the Portuguese, Dutch, English, 
and French to make a place for themselves and increase 
their leverage.   

as bandits and plunderers, rarely even attempting to set up 
any administration in the areas they swept for loot and then 
left  in chaos. By now their traditional role as spoilers and 
harriers of the Mughal drive into the Deccan had perhaps 
spoiled them too for any more constructive approaches. In 
the south, Hyderabad became a large and wealthy kingdom 
independent of both the Mughals and the Marathas, while 
in the central Ganges Valley the independent kingdom of 
Oudh (Awadh) with its capital at Lucknow also emerged 
from the breakup of the once great Mughal Empire. In 
many parts of India cultivated areas were abandoned by 
peasants because they were unable to defend their crops or 
their homes against raiders and bandits. Trade dwindled in 
many areas, famine increased, and much of India slipped 
further into mass poverty. At the same time there was a 
revival of trade in other areas, especially in the north, with 
the collapse of Mughal control. 

 Th e last shreds of Mughal power were swept away when 
the Persian army sacked and looted Delhi in 1739, massa-
cred its inhabitants, and took back with them the famous 
Peacock Th rone.  As discussed in  Chapter   10   ,  Iran was 
in a period of revived strength under its new ruler, Nadir 
Shah (1688–1747), a powerful general who had repulsed an 
Afghani invasion and seized the Persian throne in 1736. He 
then asked for Mughal help to crush Afghanistan, formerly 
a part of the Mughal Empire, but the Mughals were by now 
hard-pressed to defend even Delhi against Maratha raiders. 
In 1738 Nadir Shah, acting alone, fi rst conquered Afghani-
stan and then went on to Lahore and Delhi, which he left  in 
smoldering ruins in 1739. Th e dynasty continued in name, 
and successive Mughal emperors sat in state in Delhi’s Red 
Fort until 1858, when the last of them, an old man, was ban-
ished to Rangoon by the British in the wake of the 1857 war. 

 Surprisingly, the once-brilliant aura of the Mughals con-
tinued to be acknowledged by most other Indian rulers 
aft er 1739 with ceremonial gift s and recognition of Mughal 

  1869 Opening of the Suez Canal  

  1877 Queen Victoria adopts title of Empress 

of India  

  1878–1880 Second Afghan war  

  1885 Indian National Congress established  

  1900 Rail network completed  

  1911–1930 Capital moves from Calcutta to Delhi  

  1919 Amritsar massacre  

  The Muslim Indian historian Khafi Khan, writing in the 
1720s, gives a vivid picture of the chaos following the 
death of Aurangzeb in 1707.  

  It is clear to the wise and experienced that . . . 
thoughtfulness in managing the affairs of state 
and protecting the peasantry . . . have all departed. 
Revenue collectors have become a scourge for the 
peasantry. . . . Many townships which used to 
yield full revenue have, owing to the oppression of 
officials, been so far ruined and devastated that 
they have become forests infested by tigers and 
lions, and the villages are so utterly ruined and 
desolate that there is no sign of habitation on the 
routes.  

  This is matched by an English description of late seventeenth-
century Bengal, which had broken away from Mughal 
control.  

  Bengal is at present in a very bad condition by 
means of the great exactions on the people. . . . 
There are no ways of extortion omitted . . .[which] 
makes merchants’ business very troublesome. . . . 
The king’s governor has little more than the 
name, and for the most part sits still while others 
oppress the people and monopolize most com-
modities, even as low as grass for beasts. . . . Nor 
do they want ways to oppress people of all sorts 
who trade, whether natives or strangers.  

  Sources:  I. Habib,  The Agrarian System of Mughal India  (New 
York: Asia Publishing House, 1963), p. 186; H. Yule, ed., 
 Diary of William Hedges,  vol. 2 (London: Barlow, 1887), 
pp. 237, 239. 

 INDIA IN TURMOIL 
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contending for political power in India until the latter half 
of the eighteenth century. Although the Portuguese arrived 
well before the establishment of the Mughal Empire in 1526, 
they were a tiny handful with no eff ective means of con-
fronting any of the Indian states of the south. Th ey were 
also largely powerless against the Mughals when the latter 
took over the north, although Portuguese ships and their 
guns became a major force at sea and on the coasts.    

 Westerners fought among themselves for control of the 
sea routes, but their objectives in India were purely com-
mercial, except for the early Portuguese interest in winning 

    Westerners in India 

   Th e story of the Portuguese arrival in India and the estab-
lishment of their major base at Goa on the west coast has 
been briefl y told in  Chapter   13   .  For about a century aft er 
Vasco da Gama’s voyage to Calicut in 1498 the Portuguese 
dominated Western trade with India, as well as with South-
east Asia, China, and Japan. In India they competed with 
Indian and Arab traders and, increasingly aft er the end of 
the sixteenth century, with Dutch and English merchants 
and their ships. But no Westerners even thought about 
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 India      
  With the collapse of the Mughal order, and in the ensuing chaos, the recently founded English trading bases slowly expanded 
their control over surrounding areas, collecting revenue and keeping order while at the same time defending themselves. 
After the Battle of Plassey in 1757, their control rapidly spread, in time to include the whole of the subcontinent.   
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Th eir involvement in Ceylon was far more extensive. Th e 
Portuguese had fortifi ed a base at Colombo some years aft er 
arriving there in 1502 and controlled large parts of the low-
land west coast of the island, including the profi table trade 
in cinnamon bark from the Colombo area. Th eir eff orts to 
extend their control inland were repelled by the Sinhalese 
kingdom of Kandy in the central highlands, which had 
become the chief power in a divided Ceylon aft er the late 
thirteenth-century collapse of the classical and medieval 
state based at Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa  (see  Chap-
ter   4   ) .1   But the Portuguese did succeed in converting many 
of the west coast Sinhalese to Catholicism, oft en originally 
by force, and Portuguese surnames such as daSilva or Per-
era remain widespread there, as in those parts of Southeast 
Asia where the Portuguese established trade bases. 

 Th e Dutch drove out the Portuguese between 1640 and 
1658 and established their own more extensive position 
in Ceylon, including bases on the east and west coasts. 
Although they too failed in several attempts to conquer 
the mountain-girt Kandyan kingdom, they made Ceylon 
an even more profi table commercial enterprise and began 
the plantation system there, fi rst for coconuts and later for 
coff ee, brought in from their territories in Java. Like the 
Portuguese, they oft en intermarried with the Sinhalese, 
producing a Eurasian group still known as “Burghers.” By 
the 1630s Dutch ships dominated the Indian Ocean and its 
approaches and were even able to blockade Goa. Ceylon was 
an obvious prize, both for its trade profi ts and for its strate-
gic role along the route eastward from India, in sight of the 
southern tip of the subcontinent and only three or four days’ 
sail from Goa. Th e Dutch were to maintain their control of 
the trade of Ceylon from their several coastal bases until the 
Napoleonic Wars, when the British took over the island and 
in 1815 fi nally conquered the Kandyan kingdom.  

  The Early English Presence 

   To briefl y summarize the material presented in  Chapter   13   , 
the     English, like other European trading nations, learned 
about and envied Portuguese profi ts earned in India and 
began explorations for a northeast passage to India by sea 
around Russia and Siberia in 1553. A later eff ort to run the 
Portuguese blockade in 1583 in the ship  Tiger  ended in Por-
tuguese capture of the vessel, but one of the English mer-
chants aboard, Ralph Fitch, escaped and went on to India, 
where he visited Akbar’s capitals at Agra and Fatehpur Sikri 
as well as Goa, returning to London in 1591 with fi rsthand 
accounts of India’s wealth. Portugal was united with Spain 
in 1580, but this tended to weaken rather than strengthen 
the Portuguese eff ort in Asia, and, with the defeat of the 
Spanish Armada in 1588, the way eastward was more open 
to England. 

converts to Catholicism. In their competition for trade, the 
Europeans commonly sought agreements with local rul-
ers, off ering them guns and naval help for their confl icts 
with other Indian states as well as a share of trade profi ts, 
in exchange for commercial privileges or the use of a port. 
Diff erent Europeans might involve themselves on opposite 
sides of such inter-Indian confl icts, seeking to ally them-
selves with the winning side as well as with those who had 
the most desirable concessions to give or were most ame-
nable as partners or patrons. Once the Mughals became the 
dominant Indian power, permission to trade at ports and 
in areas they controlled was sought too by each European 
group, in competition with one another but as the humblest 
of petitioners before the Peacock Th rone, whose power was 
so much greater than their own. 

 Th e Portuguese were fi rst in India and, hence, obtained 
the largest number and geographical spread of bases, or 
more properly in most cases (except for Goa) trading 
arrangements and permission for warehouses and resi-
dences. Th ese included several small ports on both east and 
west coasts, as well as commercial sites inland in Bengal, 
which was the source of the fi nest cotton textiles wanted by 
all the European traders and was thought to be the richest 
and biggest market. By the early seventeenth century, how-
ever, the Portuguese were rapidly losing ground to Dutch 
and English traders. Th eir ships were being outclassed in 
size, speed, maneuverability, fi repower, and numbers, and 
their poor and tiny home base could no longer maintain 
an overextended commercial empire. Th e Dutch and later 
the English were able to move into the Indian market by 
making their own agreements with local rulers or with the 
Mughals and to begin to establish their own trade bases. 

 It must be remembered that India was the size of Europe 
and with at least equal cultural and political diversity; 
the north was in a strong Mughal grip, but the south was 
divided among many large and small kingdoms. Vijay-
anagara, for example, actively sought Portuguese help in 
its eff orts to fi ght off  its ultimate conquest by a coalition of 
Muslim sultanates in the northern Deccan. Th e Portuguese 
had earlier provided Vijayanagara with imported horses 
and cannon and had benefi ted commercially from their 
association with this dominant state of the south, but the 
ruler’s urgent request for more aid in his greatest hour of 
need was shortsightedly refused. Aft er the defeat of Vijay-
anagara in 1565, Portuguese trade and their position in 
India rapidly declined. 

 Dutch interest in Asia was from the beginning centered 
on the spice trade and its Southeast Asian sources in the 
Indonesian archipelago, but they established several bases 
in small ports along the east coast of India, retaining many 
of them until late in the eighteenth century and giving fi rst 
the Portuguese and then the English vigorous competition. 
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trade with China and the rest of Asia until well into the 
nineteenth century. 

 However, the Mughals had no navy and had to depend 
on foreigners for protection against piracy; of these, it now 
seemed clear, the English were the least troublesome and 
the most eff ective. In 1616, King James sent another ambas-
sador, Sir Th omas Roe, who fi nally won permission from 
Jahangir for the East India Company to build a “factory” 
(warehouse; “factor” is an old word for “merchant”) in 
Surat. Seven years later the Dutch tortured and then mur-
dered ten English merchants who had been sharing in the 
spice trade of eastern Indonesia, signaling the end of Dutch 
willingness to allow any European competition in what thus 
became their private preserve. Th e English were obliged to 
abandon their eff ort to penetrate Dutch territory and to 
concentrate their attention on India.    

  Territorial Bases 
 From Surat, English ships completed the elimination of 
Portuguese power at sea, and English merchants became 
the principal traders in the port. But they still sought bases 
on the east coast and in Bengal, where they could buy the 
fi nest-quality cottons more directly as well as the indigo 
and saltpeter (for gunpowder) produced in the lower Gan-
ges Valley, which was considered to be the fi nest quality 
in the world. (Later English military successes in Europe 
against Louis XIV of France and Napoleon were attributed 
in part to their superior gunpowder, made with Bengal 
saltpeter.) Aft er their early attempts to penetrate Bengal 
had been driven off  by the Dutch from their already estab-
lished east coast bases, the English in 1639 negotiated with 

 Th e fi rst two ventures of the English East India Com-
pany, founded in 1600, were aimed at the spice trade in 
Southeast Asia, but the third went to India and reached 
Surat, the major port of Gujarat on the west coast, in 1608. 
Gujarat had been absorbed into the Mughal Empire in 1573, 
and Captain William Hawkins, who commanded the fl eet 
of three English ships, carried presents and a letter from 
King James I to the Mughal emperor, Jahangir, requesting 
a trade treaty. Hawkins claimed that the Portuguese, espe-
cially the Jesuits who were already ensconced at the Mughal 
court, conspired against him, but in any case he was kept 
waiting for over two years and was fi nally obliged to return 
home empty-handed. A second English envoy reached 
Agra in 1612 but was sent away even more summarily aft er 
the Jesuits urged the emperor not to deal with him. 

 However, later in 1612 a single English ship defeated 
and dispersed four Portuguese galleons and a number of 
frigates off  Surat, in full view of the people on shore, a feat 
that was repeated in 1615. Indians now saw that the Eng-
lish were more valuable clients than the Portuguese and 
better able to defend Indian shipping and coasts from 
pirates and from rival Europeans (sometimes one and the 
same, especially with the Portuguese, who had been char-
acteristically aggressive and ruthless whenever they had 
the opportunity). Th e Indian market, and the Mughals, 
had little or no interest in trade with England and were 
not impressed by the samples of goods they were off ered 
from what was, aft er all, a much less advanced economy, 
which accordingly sought to buy Indian goods but had 
little that was attractive to exchange for them. Th e same 
problem hampered English, European, and American 

       Bombay about 1755—Western sea power and one of its early beachheads. Note the fortifi cation, and the 
western-style architecture of the buildings, including the church in the center.      (Th e Print Collector/Alamy)  
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 Th e Company sent an embassy to the by then virtually 
powerless Mughal emperor in 1714. Th e embassy’s leader 
prostrated himself before the throne as “the smallest par-
ticle of sand” giving “the reverence due from a slave.” He 
asked fi rst for additional trade privileges and then, more 
signifi cantly, for the right to collect revenues in the imme-
diate areas around Madras and Calcutta, where the Com-
pany was by now the de facto government. Th e embassy 
was largely ignored and would probably never even have 
been acknowledged if the emperor had not fallen ill and 
asked for treatment from the embassy’s English doctor, 
Walter Hamilton. His success, probably just as much a 
stroke of luck as the emperor’s illness, led to the embassy’s 
reception, and in 1717 all their requests were granted. Th e 
Mughals, like many premodern states, were used to such 
arrangements with a variety of groups or individuals to 
whom they in eff ect farmed out the collection of taxes and 
the administration of local areas that the taxes supported. 
In their view the English were little diff erent from scores 
of others who had long been granted such rights, equiva-
lent to the Mughal jagir or zamindari, and Delhi attached 
little importance to the 1717 concession. Indeed, it seems 
important now only because we know what followed and 
can recognize it as the fi rst step toward English territorial 
sovereignty in India.   

  The Mughal and 

Post-Mughal Contexts 

 Part of the context of the times was that since the death 
of Aurangzeb neither the Mughals nor the local or provin-
cial administrations had been able to keep order. Th e East 
India Company was able to carry out this basic function 
of government in its small but fortifi ed bases and, with 
the help of small private armies that they developed, in 
the areas immediately around their bases. Th e embassy to 
Delhi in 1714 had to fi ght off  large bands of armed robbers 
even on the imperial road from Agra. Most of the rest of 
India was in even worse disorder. Th e Company could sur-
vive and prosper only if it could create security for trade 
goods in storage and in transit and off er similar security to 
its Indian trade partners. Areas of production could gener-
ate trade commodities only if they could be kept orderly. 
Hence, the main consequence of the fading of Mughal 
power was not that the English were seen or saw them-
selves as rising political powers in India but that they were 
driven increasingly to provide their own defense, policing, 
revenue collection to pay the costs, and local government. 
Th ey did this well enough to survive, as well as to attract 
Indian merchants to deal with them and even become resi-
dents of the English bases, where their profi ts and property 
could also be secure. 

a small local ruler to the south to buy land near the village 
of Mandaraz around a small lagoon at the mouth of the tiny 
Coum River. Th is later became Madras (now called Chen-
nai), where they soon built what they called Fort St. George, 
named for England’s patron saint. 

 From Madras as their chief base in eastern India, which 
also gave access to south Indian cottons and other goods, 
they made repeated eff orts to trade directly in Bengal and 
fi nally established a warehouse upriver near the provincial 
capital. Th ey found, however, that such proximity to the 
Mughal and Bengali authorities exposed them to arbitrary 
taxation and even sometimes expropriation of their goods; 
on at least one occasion the Company’s agent was publicly 
whipped and expelled. Accordingly, they sought a more 
secure position. Th ey had traded periodically at a small mar-
ket called Sutanuti (“a hank of cotton”) a day’s sail up the 
Hooghly River, one of the lesser mouths of the Ganges, that 
was occupied only on market days. In 1690, they decided to 
make a settlement there where they thought their ships could 
protect or rescue them if needed and where they were more 
on the fringes of Indian authority. Shortly thereaft er, they 
received permission to build a fort, and the new settlement 
was called Fort William (aft er William III, who had come to 
the English throne in the Glorious Revolution of 1688), soon 
to be known instead as Calcutta (now spelled Kolkata). 

 At Surat the English were only one among many mer-
chant groups and were dependent on the fi ckle pleasure of 
Mughal and Gujarati powers. But Bombay (now Mumbai), 
originally a chain of small islands enclosed in a large bay, 
was ceded to the English crown by Portugal in 1661 as part 
of the marriage contract of the Portuguese princess Cath-
erine of Braganza and Charles II. Th e Portuguese had built 
no settlement there and used it only occasionally, since it 
was highly exposed to piracy, was cut off  from landward 
access to markets by the rampaging Marathas, and had a 
harbor that was really too big for the small ships of the time. 
But the quite diff erent drawbacks of Surat and the attrac-
tions of a more nearly independent and protected base, as 
at Madras and (later) Calcutta, led the East India Company 
to move its western India headquarters to Bombay in 1687. 
Several of their Indian trade partners at Surat, including 
Parsee fi rms, moved with them. 

 With the founding of Calcutta in 1690, they now had 
three small territorial footholds, well placed to tap the 
trade of India in each of its major segments, west, south, 
and east. But the English, like all other foreigners in India, 
remained petitioners, still dependent on the favors of the 
Mughal state or of local rulers and still liable to be driven 
out, expropriated, or denied trading privileges. No one, cer-
tainly not the English, realized at the time what was hap-
pening to Indian power aft er the death of Aurangzeb as the 
country as a whole slid ever more deeply into chaos. 
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extensive and willing Indian collaboration. Th e connec-
tions into domestic trade networks and producing areas 
that Indian merchants, agents, and bankers could provide 
were in any case essential. All were dependent on the Com-
pany’s ability to keep order so that trade could fl ow and 
profi ts accumulate securely for every party.  

  Anglo-French Rivalry and 

the Conquest of Bengal 

 Th e French had also been active contenders for the trade 
of India since the rather belated founding of the French 
East India Company in 1664. It had established a “fac-
tory” at Surat, an east coast base at Pondicherry south of 
Madras, and another “factory” just upriver from Calcutta. 
Th e French in India had the advantage of superb leadership 
under Joseph Dupleix (1697–1764) and of equally outstand-
ing military and naval commanders. Th eir forces captured 
Madras in 1746 and went on to defeat the local Indian ruler 
of the southeast, becoming the dominant power in the 
whole of southern India. Unfortunately for them, they got 
little support from home, and the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle 
in 1748 restored Madras to the English. Two years later 
Robert Clive defeated both the French and their southern 
Indian allies with only a small force of Indian and British 
troops. When the Seven Years War (1756–1763) erupted in 
Europe, fi ghting spread to the French and British holdings 
overseas, in India as in North America, and the home gov-
ernments took a more direct hand in providing troops and 
ships. Now deprived of Dupleix’s leadership—he had been 
called home for spending too much of the French com-
pany’s resources in “unprofi table adventures”—the French 
lost out in this struggle, which was fought mainly by Indian 
troops in the service of both sides as well as by independent 
but client Indian groups. 

 A major lesson of all this fi ghting was that very small 
numbers of European troops, operating with somewhat 
larger numbers of Indian soldiers trained in Western meth-
ods, could repeatedly defeat enormously larger Indian 
armies. Th ose on the European sides were disciplined to 
fi re regular volleys on command and to plan and coordi-
nate their actions. Th eir guns and cannons were better, but 
it was organization and leadership that made them more 
eff ective, as well as the morale that fl owed from regular 
pay, uniforms, and esprit de corps, all of which their Indian 
opponents lacked. 

 Western military power was, however, tested most 
severely in a Bengali challenge to the growing English 
position in and around Calcutta. As their local authority 
increased, the English became less deferential to the still 
technically sovereign rulers of Bengal, now independent 
of the Mughals. No longer humble petitioners who had 

 Within a few years, Madras, Calcutta, and Bombay were 
overwhelmingly Indian in population, home to many labor-
ers and servants as well as merchants, artisans, bankers, 
and agents, all having decided that the still-tiny, English-
dominated world of the fortifi ed ports was more attractive 
than any Indian alternative. Apart from the Mughals, who 
aft er 1707 counted for almost nothing, local states and rulers 
were also oft en willing, as at Madras, to have the Company 
manage trade, collect taxes, and keep order—things they 
were usually unable to do themselves but that they realized 
were desirable for their own interests. Civil order and healthy 
conditions for trade, which the English off ered, were more 
than enough to ensure the cooperation of most Indians. 

 Th e Company prospered, and Indian cottons became 
so popular in England that in 1701 Parliament, feeling the 
need to protect English textiles, prohibited their import. 
When that ban was ignored, a parliamentary ruling in 1720 
prohibited their use or wear, but reexport to the continent 
continued, and even domestic consumption could not be 
prevented. Indian cottons were clearly superior, the fi n-
est of them never surpassed even now. A widely repeated 
story told how the emperor Shah Jahan had reproved his 
daughter for appearing naked in court, to which she is said 
to have replied that she was wearing seven thicknesses of 
Dhaka (Dacca) muslin. (Dhaka in east Bengal, now Bangla-
desh, was the source of the fi lmiest cottons; “muslin” is, of 
course, derived from “Muslim.”) 

 But it was not only the Company that prospered. At 
every period, from the fi rst “factory” at Surat to Indian 
independence in 1947, Indians found new employment, 
new scope, and new wealth in the expanding economy of 
colonial ports and inland trading posts, as well as in the 
colonial bureaucracy. Th ey greatly outnumbered the Eng-
lish and Scots who prospered from the same system. How-
ever, most of the biggest gainers were British; most Indians 
remained poor, while those who prospered did so as junior 
partners and, especially aft er about 1830, despite British 
economic and social discrimination against them. 

 For the rural areas the spread of Company rule meant 
protection against banditry or Maratha raids and a grow-
ing new market open to them, within India and abroad, 
for commercial crops. Commercialization of agriculture, a 
process greatly accelerated with the coming of the railways 
aft er 1850, was ruinous to some but profi table to many. One 
of the most signifi cant commercial crops was opium, which 
had long been grown in north India, but which the Brit-
ish found particularly useful in their trade with China. In 
1773, the East India Company had declared a monopoly 
on opium in its territories around Calcutta; this monopoly 
was subsequently made more eff ective in 1797, when an 
agency of the Company was establish to oversee it. But the 
East India Company could never have succeeded without 
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regularly kissed the feet of the  nawab  (ruler) of Bengal, 
their independent behavior and their addition to the for-
tifi cations of Fort William off ended the new nawab, Siraj-
ud-daulah, who came to the throne in 1756. In a last fl ash 
of imperial fi re, his army and war elephants overwhelmed 
Calcutta and its relative handful of defenders in June 1756. 
Some escaped in boats and fl ed to Madras, but about 60 
were left  behind, to be thrown into the fort’s tiny, airless 
dungeon and spend a hot night in this steamy climate. Th e 
next morning all but about 20 were dead of suff ocation. Th e 
incident of the “Black Hole of Calcutta” became infamous. 
It seemed the end of the English position in Bengal, but 
appearances were deceiving. Within four months an expe-
dition sailed from Madras under the same Robert Clive 
who had earlier ousted the French from the south. In Janu-
ary 1757, he retook Calcutta and then drove the French from 
their remaining bases in Bengal. With support from Indian 
groups, he then defeated the huge army of the nawab at the 
Battle of Plassey, some 75 miles northwest of Calcutta. 

 Although no one seemed fully to realize it at the time, 
the English were now masters of Bengal, in the absence of 
any eff ective rivals or even viable alternatives. Th eir mili-
tary victory was, however, due in large part to Indian col-
laboration, including perhaps most importantly bankers 
who had lent money to both sides and who calculated, like 
most Indians, that an English victory was more desirable 
on practical grounds. Th e English paid their debts, as the 
nawab did not (nor did he pay his troops regularly), and 
as a merchant group the English East India Company fur-
thered trade rather than preying on it. Th e leading Indian 
banker in fact paid very large sums to troops on the nawab’s 
side to persuade them not to fi ght; the reserves that were to 
have swept the fi eld at Plassey when the battle hung in the 
balance never came. Th e traditional Indian armies of the 
day were usually composed of diff erent groups who were 
oft en rivals and were rarely eff ectively generalled or used 
as a concerted force according to tactical planning. Contin-
gents oft en deserted or failed to appear when they decided 
to throw in their lot with another side or to sit out the battle. 

 Robert Clive and the Beginnings of 
British India 

 Robert Clive (1725–1774) had shipped out to Madras as 
an East India Company clerk, but he soon developed a 
reputation as an adventurer. He found his clerk’s job so 
boring that he tried unsuccessfully to kill himself with a 
pistol that misfired. Adventure soon came when the 
French captured Fort St. George in 1746 and he was 
taken prisoner. He escaped and took a commission in 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

the Company’s small army. His first military expedition, 
against a powerful southern kingdom allied with the 
French, was won by brilliant strategy even though his op-
ponents outnumbered him 20 to 1. Clive was acclaimed 
as a hero; he then repeated his successes by driving out 
the French and their Indian allies in the major Deccan 
kingdom of Hyderabad. Still only 27 years old, he was 
praised as a deliverer and granted two years’ home leave. 
Sent out again with the rank of colonel in 1756, he reached 
Madras just as Calcutta was being overwhelmed by the 
armies of the nawab of Bengal. 

 Already known to Indians as “He Who Is Daring in 
War,” Clive sailed north with a small force. He recaptured 
Calcutta, defeated the vastly superior army that tried to 
stop him just north of the city, and, four months later, 
met the main Bengali contingent at Plassey. By this time 
he had just over 1,000 British troops and about 2,000 
Indians under his command. The Bengali army totaled 
18,000 cavalry and 50,000 foot soldiers, as well as over 
50 field guns managed by French artillerymen. Again 
Clive’s tactical genius won the day, confusing, outma-
neuvering, and finally routing the enemy. He then 
marched on to the Bengali capital, where he installed his 
own Indian client and ally as ruler. Clive and his English 
and Indian colleagues helped themselves to the provin-
cial treasury, and the Company too was richly repaid in 
reparations and new revenues now under its control. 
After consolidating his conquests with further victories 
against Indian and French efforts to recoup their losses, 
he devoted his enormous energy to strengthening the 
Company’s army, refortifying Calcutta, and administer-
ing the new domains. Four years of incessant activity 
broke his health, and he spent five years in England but 
was sent back to India in 1765 to try to check the plunder-
ing excesses of his successors and reorganize what now 
amounted to East India Company government in Bengal. 

 Two years later he was back in England to face charges 
in Parliament that he had defrauded the Company and 
enriched himself by extortion, accusations brought by peo-
ple whom he had tried to restrain from exactly those things 
and who were jealous of his unbroken string of successes. 
Although in the end he was cleared, he brooded over his 
grievances, and, still suffering from poor health, he shot 
himself in 1774 at age 49. The same mercurial tempera-
ment that made him try suicide as a young man and then 
carried him to the heights of success proved to be his 
undoing. More than any one person, he began the process 
that was to end in British rule in India. He was far more 
than a brilliant field commander and was concerned about 
larger patterns of British policy in India. His immediate 
successors were more interested in personal enrichment.   
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regional Indian rulers, not as a sovereign power. Adminis-
tration was expensive and distracted from the Company’s 
main business, trade. Collection of rural taxes was farmed 
out to Bengali agents or zamindars, a bad system but one 
that gave the zamindars a stake in British rule, especially as 
they also became landlords, with British approval, acquir-
ing land from defaulting taxpayers. Calcutta was made 
the capital of all of British India, which by 1785 had settled 
down to a generally effi  cient and honest administration 
bent on promoting trade and revenues, and on attracting 
Indian collaboration, although all higher administrative 
and military posts were reserved for the British. 

 Offi  cial policy against taking over more areas of India 
yielded in the 1790s to the strategic pressures of the Napo-
leonic Wars. Th e French still had small footholds in south-
ern India and a history, like the English, of alliances with 
various Indian rulers. Successive heads of state in Mysore—
including the famous “Tiger of Mysore,” Tipu Sultan 
(1750–1799)—had had some dealings with the French and 
had also periodically threatened Madras. Th e tensions of 
the war against Napoleon in Europe made Britain anx-
ious to end the French threat in India. In 1799, Tipu Sultan 
was defeated, and Mysore was overwhelmed by Company 
troops. Half of it, including the commercially important 
coastal strip, was annexed outright, thus linking the Madras 
area to the west coast. Most of the rest of it was given to a 
loyal Indian ally, the neighboring state of Hyderabad, which 
was to remain nominally independent until absorbed into 
the new Republic of India in 1947. 

 Th e peninsular south was now fi rmly under Company 
control, but the Marathas, despite their earlier defeat by 
the Afghans in 1761, remained a formidable power, and 
their home base in Maharashtra blocked Bombay’s access 

    Th e Establishment of British Rule 
 With Bengal now in their hands, many of the English turned 
to simple plunder as well as trade, extorting silver and jewels 
from the rich and demanding what amounted to “protec-
tion money.” Aft er a few years this brought severe criticism 
from home, parliamentary inquiries, and fi nally, in 1784, the 
India Act, which created a new Board of Control for India 
in London. By this time the worst of the plunder was over, 
although beyond Bengal, the rest of India remained in tur-
moil. Afghan armies repeatedly ravaged the northwest and 
looted Delhi again in 1757, slaughtering most of the inhab-
itants. A huge Maratha army gathered to repel yet another 
Afghan invasion in 1760 was crushed in a great battle near 
Delhi early in 1761, removing the only Indian power able to 
contest the English. Th e Afghans, having done their work, 
withdrew. Th ree years later, the surviving government of 
Bengal, still nominally in place, then made common cause 
with the remnants of Mughal power and raised a large 
army to drive out the English, now belatedly recognized as 
the most dangerous contenders. Th e much smaller force of 
Company troops beat them soundly in a battle at Buxar at 
the western edge of Bengal in 1764, surmounting the last 
serious challenge to their power in the north.     

  From Trading Company to Government 
 From then on, the policy of both the East India Company 
and its London supervisors was to acquire no more terri-
tory, but to achieve their ends through alliances with Indian 
princes, off ering them military protection in exchange for 
trading rights. In Bengal as in the smaller areas around 
Madras and Bombay, they continued to collect taxes and 
run the administration as nominal agents of the local or 

       Robert Clive accepting tribute from Mir Jaff ar, the 
puppet whom he had placed on the throne of Bengal 
aft er the Battle of Plassey, as depicted in an oil painting 
by Francis Hayman, c. 1760.      (Th e Granger Collection, 
New York)  
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had many Indian friends. Th is not only gave him valuable 
insight into Indian customs and attitudes but also encour-
aged him to play the role of absolute ruler, in the Indian 
tradition. He largely checked the extortion and corruption 
by Company offi  cials that had been widespread earlier and 
made sure that the offi  cial revenue collections, including 
from the lucrative opium monopoly, got to his govern-
ment rather than into private pockets. Hastings reduced the 
nawab of Bengal even more to a British client and stopped 
the annual tribute that was still being paid to the Mughal 
emperor. But he also began the British strategy of interven-
tion in the faction fi ghting within the Maratha confederacy, 
partly to forestall the French, but also partly to strengthen 
the overall British position in India and meet the still-serious 
threat of Maratha power. Hastings began the fi rst moves 

to inland markets. Taking advantage of internal Maratha 
division, the Company signed a treaty with one side in 
1802 promising military support in exchange for territorial 
rights. When the Maratha puppet the British had installed 
tried later to revive his power, the Company defeated his 
forces and took over all the Maratha domains in 1818, soon 
joining them to Bombay Presidency, the major British ter-
ritory in western India. 

 Meanwhile in Bengal, Warren Hastings (1732–1818) had 
been appointed governor of Fort William in 1772 and was 
later confi rmed as governor-general of British-run Ben-
gal, Madras, and Bombay. Hastings had long experience 
working for the Company and, like so many of the English 
who went out to India, had become fascinated by the rich 
Indian tradition; he was a scholar of Persian and Urdu and 

  The English who succeeded in trade or in the higher adminis-
tration of the East India Company lived luxuriously and 
affected an extravagant style. Here are some sample 
accounts, the first describing the governor’s entourage in 
Madras about 1710.  

  The Governor seldom goes abroad with less than 
three or four score peons armed; besides the English 
guards to attend him he has two union flags carried 
before him. . . . He is a man of great parts, respected 
as a Prince by the Rajahs of the country, and is in 
every way as great.  

  The secretary to a high Company offi cial in Calcutta in the 
mid-1770s complained:  

  The cursed examples of parade and extravagance 
they [the Indian servants] are holding up forever to 
us. “Master must have this. Master must do that.” 
A councillor never appears in the street with a train 
of less than twenty fellows, nor walks from one 
room to another in his house unless preceded by 
four silver staves. . . . What improvement India may 
make in my affairs I know not, but it has already 
ruined my temper.  

  Things were much the same at Bombay, according to a 
visiting English lady in 1812, who might have been describing 
pretentious expatriate society anywhere and at any time, 
including the present.  

  With regard to the Europeans in Bombay, the man-
ners of the inhabitants of a foreign colony are in gen-
eral so well represented by those of a country town at 
home that it is hopeless to attempt making a descrip-
tion of them very interesting. The ladies are under-
bred and over-dressed, ignorant, and vulgar. The 

civil servants are young men taken up with their own 
imaginary importance.  

  Caste Hindus, and most Muslims, could not normally receive 
Westerners in their homes, according to traditional rules. Even 
the well-intentioned British often felt isolated. There were some 
more imaginative ones among them who took the initiative in 
seeking out Indian friends or acquaintances, but Lord William 
Bentinck, later to be governor-general, spoke in 1807 for most 
of the colonial rulers, especially those of higher status.  

  We do not, we cannot, associate with the natives. We 
cannot see them in their houses and families. We 
are necessarily very much confined to our houses by 
the heat; all our wants and business which could cre-
ate greater intercourse with the natives is done for 
us, and we are in fact strangers in the land.  

  Of course, before full colonial control was established British-
Indian relations were much closer, and there was a good deal 
of mutual admiration, as in the following example.  

  It certainly is curious, and highly entertaining to an 
inquisitive mind, to associate with people whose 
manners are more than three thousand years old, 
and to observe in them that attention and polished 
behavior which usually marks the most highly civi-
lized state of society.  

  Sources:  C. Lockyer,  An Account of the Trade of India  (London: 
Crouch, 1711), p. 24; B. Francis and E. Kean, eds.,  Letters of 
Philip Francis,  vol. 1 (London: Murray, 1901), p. 219; 
J. T. Wheeler,  Early Records of British India  (Calcutta: Newman, 
1878), p. 53; J. Rosseli,  Lord William Bentinck  (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1974), p. 146; P. Pal and V. Dehejia, 
 From Merchants to Emperors: British Artists and India, 1857–1930  
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 11. 

 BRITISH LIFE IN INDIA 
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on Dutch-held Ceylon aft er Napoleon occupied Holland. 
Th eir fi rst concern was to take over the fi ne natural har-
bor of Trincomalee on the east coast of Ceylon, where they 
could base their naval vessels. Th ere were no harbors safe to 
enter or leave during the northeast monsoon of winter any-
where on the Indian east coast, nor were any of them large 
enough for the fl eet, which had to be withdrawn to win-
ter haven in distant Bombay. Trincomalee fi lled this urgent 
need, and the British occupied it in 1795, subsequently tak-
ing over all of the other Dutch holdings in Ceylon. 

 With the fading of the French threat, British attention 
shift ed to the far more productive southwestern lowlands of 
Ceylon, and the colonial capital was fi xed at Colombo. From 
there roads were built crisscrossing the island and, aft er the 
fi nal conquest of the Kandyan kingdom in 1815, into the cen-
tral highlands, followed by railways aft er 1858. Coff ee plan-
tations spread rapidly with this improved access to export 
markets, as did coconut production, and by mid-century 
Ceylon had largely developed the plantation economy that it 
retained until aft er independence. Tea replaced coff ee aft er a 
disastrous coff ee blight in the 1870s, and rubber was added at 
the end of the century, second only to tea. Tamil laborers were 
brought in from overpopulated south India to build roads 
and railways and to provide labor for coff ee, tea, and rubber 
plantations. Th ey had relatively little in common with the 
Tamils who had been living as farmers in the  northern fi ft h 
of the island for some 2,000 years, but the Tamil  minority as 
a whole was to become an explosive issue aft er independence. 
Ceylon was designated a Crown Colony, not part of British 
India, and was administered separately despite its long and 
close Indian connections. Coff ee and tea from the highlands, 
coconut products, and later rubber all fl owed by road and rail 
routes focused on Colombo, which grew as the major port 
and service center for Ceylon’s expanding commercial sector.  

  Th e Reasons for British Hegemony 
 Th is relatively sudden rush of land grab and the rise of the 
East India Company could not have happened without a 
great deal of Indian (and Sinhalese) support. Factional divi-
sions fatally weakened what eff orts there were at Indian 
resistance. Most people accepted Company control either 
because they benefi ted from it as merchants, bankers, col-
laborators, agents, or employees or because they saw it as 
preferable to control by the Mughals, the Marathas, or any 
of the local rulers, whose records were not attractive. Most 
contemporary Indian states were oppressive, taxing mer-
chants and peasants unmercifully and oft en arbitrarily while 
at the same time failing to keep order, suppress banditry, 
maintain roads and basic services, or administer justice 
acceptably. Revenues went disproportionately to support 
court extravagances and armies, which spent their energy 
more in interregional confl ict than in genuine defense. Th is 

against the ruler of Mysore and sent a  Company army south 
to defend Madras. All this cost money, and Hastings was 
driven to extort funds from  several of his Indian “tribu-
tary states” to support the “pacifi cation of India,” which, he 
argued, was in  everyone’s interest. Jealous rivals at home 
engineered impeachment proceedings against him, and 
when the new India Act of 1784 was passed setting up the 
Board of Control in  London, he felt further threatened. He 
resigned in 1785 and left  India for good. 

 He was succeeded as governor-general by Lord 
Cornwallis, the same man who had surrendered the 
 British forces to the Americans and French at Yorktown. 
 Cornwallis had a reputation for honesty and integrity and 
cracked down still more on extortion and  corruption, 
but in 1793 he  confi rmed the landowning rights of the 
 Indians, mainly  Bengalis, who had been made  zamindars, 
in what was called “Th e Permanent Settlement,” thus 
 strengthening an  exploitative system that became still 
more so in  subsequent years. Cornwallis, anxious not to be 
responsible for  losing another colony, further pursued the 
 campaign against Mysore and issued a new  administrative 
code for all the  British  territories, establishing rules for all 
services, courts, and  revenue systems and empowering 
 British  district  magistrates to administer legal justice. In 
1798, Richard Wellesley, elder brother of the future duke of 
Wellington who was to become the hero of Waterloo and 
who had also campaigned in  southern India, succeeded to 
the  governor-generalship as the Napoleonic Wars were in 
full spate. He completed the conquest of Mysore in 1799 
and  subsequently added still more territory in the south 
to  British control, while in 1801 he reached up the Ganges 
 Valley to force British  “protection” on the Indian state of 
Oudh. It is generally thought that Britain’s Indian empire, 
and attendant imperialist attitudes and actions, fi rst took 
coherent shape under Wellesley, who remained until 1805. 

 Because India’s major trade route ran through the cen-
tral Ganges Valley west of Bengal, it was too important 
commercially to be left  to periodic disorder. Th e ruler of 
the state of Oudh (Awadh) with its capital at Lucknow 
was forced to accept British protection, although he was 
promised that his own formal sovereignty would remain, 
as a Company ally. Th e same arrangement was made with 
the still-reigning Mughal emperor for his domains in the 
Delhi-Agra area. Southern Gujarat, including the com-
mercially important port of Surat, was also brought under 
Company control. Only Rajasthan, the Indus valley and 
Sindh, Kashmir, and Punjab remained outside the British 
sphere, although much of what the British controlled was 
nominally ruled by Indian princes as allies. 

 Fear of the still-live French threat during the Napoleonic 
Wars and the memory of French naval successes in the Bay 
of Bengal 50 years earlier prompted the British to move 
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was partly the legacy of the Delhi sultanate, and particularly 
of the Mughals. It became clear to most Indians that in fact 
only the British were both willing and able to protect them 
from banditry, to ensure the security of life and property, 
and to foster conditions under which trade and agriculture 
could again prosper. Th at was enough to win their support. 

 Although the British were foreigners and subscribed to a 
foreign religion, this was nothing new to most Indians and 
did not provoke widespread resistance on that account. For 
their part, aft er their early rapacity in Bengal, the Company 
tried in general to avoid displacing or off ending Indians as 
much as possible or disrupting Indian customs (except for 
slavery and widow burning, which they eventually tried to 
suppress); with Indian help, they tried to run an honest, 
effi  cient, and humane administration. Th at was also offi  cial 
policy in London, as illustrated in this letter from the direc-
tors to the Company offi  ces in Bombay in 1784:   

   By the exercise of a mild and good government people 
from other parts may be induced to come and reside 
under our protection. Let there be entire justice ex-
ercised to all persons without distinction, and open 
trade allowed to all.2    

 Such a plan refl ected the original exclusive aim of trade 
profi ts, as succinctly stated in a letter almost a century earlier: 
“Merchants desire no enemies, and would create none.”3     

  The first half of the nineteenth century saw several large-
minded and intelligent British officials serving in India. Here 
is Sir Thomas Munro, governor of Madras.  

  It ought to be our aim to give the younger servants 
[i.e., British recruits to the company’s service] the best 
opinion of the natives, in order that they may be better 
qualified to govern them hereafter. We can never be 
qualified to govern men against whom we are preju-
diced. If we entertain a prejudice at all, it ought to be 
rather in their favor than against them. We ought to 
know their character, but especially the favorable side 
of it. . . .We shall never have much accurate knowl-
edge of the resources of the country, or of the causes 
by which they are raised or depressed until we learn to 
treat the higher classes of natives as gentlemen.  

  Here is Mountstuart Elphinstone from Maharashtra.  

  We must not dream of perpetual possession, but 
must apply ourselves to bring the natives into a state 
that will admit of their governing themselves in a 
manner that may be beneficial to our interest as well 

as their own and that of the rest of the world. . . . It is 
not enough to give new laws, or even good courts; 
you must take people along with you, and give them 
a share in your feelings, which can be done by shar-
ing theirs.  

  Finally, here is Charles Metcalfe, British resident at Delhi.  

  The real dangers of a free press in India are, I think, 
in its enabling the natives to throw off our yoke. . . . 
The advantages are in the spread of knowledge, 
which it seems wrong to obstruct for any temporary 
or selfish purpose.  

  Sources:  Rev. G. R. Gleig,  The Life of Major-General Sir Thomas 
Munro, bart. and K.C.B., Late Governor of Madras , Vol. II 
 (London: Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1830), pp. 15 
and 59; Sir T. E. Colebrooke,  Life of the Honorable Mountstuart 
Elphinstone , Vol. II (London: John Murray, 1884), pp. 125 and 
398; J. W. Kaye,  The Life and Correspondence of Charles, Lord 
Metcalfe; Late Governor-General of India, Governor of Jamaica, 
and Governor-General of Canada  , Vol. II (London: Richard 
Bentley, 1855), p. 121. 

 SOUND ADVICE 

  The Orientalists and the 

Bengal Renaissance 

 As British administration was extended, more and more 
Company employees were not merchants or clerks but offi  -
cials and magistrates. English and Indian merchants had 
obvious common interests, and many even appreciated 
each others’ culture. Some Company traders and offi  cials, 
such as Sir William Jones (1746–1794), found themselves 
fascinated by the rich variety of the Indian tradition. Jones, 
a judge in late eighteenth-century Bengal, had received the 
usual classical education in England and then learned Per-
sian (still used for Mughal law), Sanskrit (the classical lan-
guage of India and of Hindu texts, which were oft en cited in 
cases), and the modern languages of northern India spoken 
by those who appeared in court: Bengali, Hindi, and so on. 
He began to realize the close connections among them and 
between them and Greek, Latin, and the languages of mod-
ern Europe (like any educated European, he knew not only 
Greek and Latin but also French, German, and Italian). In 
1786 he published a paper that convincingly made the case 
for an Indo-European language family and earned himself 
the nickname “Oriental Jones.”    

 Other Englishmen studied and translated the Indian 
classics, the great religious and artistic traditions, and the 
historical record, and conducted archaeological work of 
great importance such as the later “rediscovery” of Harappa 
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power and virtue of the Indian cultural tradition. H. L. 
Derozio (1809–1831), of mixed Indian and British parent-
age, became in his short life a brilliant teacher and poet, 
inspiring young Bengalis to pursue learning in both the 
Indian and the Western traditions, like the Orientalists 
among the British. Another prominent member of the 
society was Dwarkanath Tagore (1794–1846), an outstand-
ing Western-style entrepreneur, banker, merchant, and 
industrialist who became, like Roy and many others, at 
least as much English as Indian and proud to be a part of 
both traditions.    

and Mohenjo Daro, the Mauryan Empire, Ashoka, and 
many of the great artistic and architectural monuments 
of the past. British scholars of Indian culture and history 
founded the Asiatic Society of Bengal in Calcutta in 1784; 
the society’s  Journal  published Jones’s paper and many oth-
ers on a wide variety of Indian topics. Most of the members 
and contributors were employees or offi  cials of the East 
India Company and pursued their research on the side, but 
some found their Indian studies so engrossing that they 
retired to devote all their time to what was now known as 
Indology. Many took Indian wives, though few brought 
them home in retirement. 

 Th ese British Orientalists, as they were called, were 
matched by Indian scholars who learned perfect English, 
studied Latin and Greek, wrote in the English literary and 
academic tradition, and produced what is known as both 
the Hindu Renaissance and the Bengal Renaissance, begun 
primarily by the work of the Bengali Rammohun Roy 
(1772–1833). Having fi rst mastered the English world, Roy 
and others who followed him, many of them also employ-
ees of the Company and others private scholars, turned 
their attention to the Indian and Hindu tradition, where 
they sought successfully for their own cultural identity and 
helped to restore the pride of educated Indians in their rich 
religious, philosophical, and literary heritage. 

 In Calcutta, Roy founded a society—Brahmo Samaj—to 
pursue these eff orts, which made a deep impact on suc-
cessive generations of Bengalis and Indians everywhere. 
Members of the society and like-minded Indians studied 
India’s classical texts; this led to a revival of interest in the 

       William Jones, the pioneer Orientalist.      (Classic Image/Alamy)  

  In 1772, one of the early Orientalists, Alexander Dow, 
criticized the English.  

  Posterity will perhaps find fault with the British 
for not investigating the learning and religious 
opinions which prevail in those countries in Asia 
into which either they or their commerce or their 
arms have penetrated. The Brahmins of the East 
possessed in ancient times some reputation for 
knowledge, but we have never had the curiosity to 
examine whether there was any truth in the 
reports of antiquity upon that head. . . . Literary 
inquiries are by no means a capital object to many 
of our adventures in Asia.  

  But William Jones was soon to join Dow and others. This is 
what he wrote in 1783.  

  It gave me inexpressible pleasure to find myself . . . 
almost encircled by the vast regions of Asia, 
which has ever been esteemed the nurse of sci-
ence, the inventress of delightful and useful arts, 
the scene of glorious actions, fertile in the pro-
duction of human genius . . . abounding in natu-
ral wonders, and infinitely diversified in the forms 
of religion and government, in the laws, manners, 
customs, and languages as well as in the features 
and complexions of men. . . . [Later he wrote] It 
was my desire to discharge my public duties with 
unremitted attention, and to recreate myself at 
leisure with the literature of this interesting coun-
try. . . . I am no Hindu, but I hold the doctrine of 
the Hindus concerning a future state to be incom-
parably more rational, more pious, and more 
likely to deter men from vice than the horrid opin-
ions inculcated by Christians on punishments 
without end.  

  Sources:  A. Dow,  History of Hindoostan  (1772), p. 107; 
Quoted in P. Mudford,  Birds of a Different Plumage  (London: 
Collins, 1974), pp. 88–90. 

 THE BRITISH INDICTED 
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 Th ese Western and Eastern synthesizers of the two 
 cultures worked together, especially in Calcutta, to pro-
mote the similar education of young upper-class Indi-
ans,  founding schools and libraries and publishing jointly 
a number of journals and books. It was a fruitful time of 
 vigorous hybridization, enthusiastically pursued by both 
sides. Th eir eff orts foreshadowed the full-scale emergence 
later in the nineteenth century of the Westernized Indian 
middle class of intellectuals and businesspeople, includ-
ing Tagore’s grandson Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), 
India’s greatest modern literary fi gure, who devoted most of 
his life to bridging East and West. Th e Hindu Renaissance 
was also concerned to reform what in the perspective of the 
nineteenth century had come to seem less desirable aspects 
of Hinduism, such as  sati  (suttee, or widow-burning), and 
child marriage, which Rammohun Roy criticized as cor-
ruptions of the Hindu tradition. In time their eff orts were 
continued by others, such as Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869–
1948), who showed how Hinduism could serve as an appro-
priate vehicle for modern Indian nationalism. 

       Government House, Calcutta, in 1826: all very 
Western in style, although the sedan chair was 
a traditional Asian institution, too.      (A View of 
Government House, Calcutta, 1826, engraved 
by Robert Havell the Younger [1793–1878] 
[aquatint], Fraser, James Baillie [1783–1856] 
[aft er]/Guildhall Library, City of London/Th e 
Bridgeman Art Library)  

 Calcutta, Colonial Capital 

 By 1810 Calcutta’s population had reached 1 million, and 
it was already being labeled “the second city of the British 
Empire,” a title it retained until Indian independence in 
1947. It was also known as “the city of palaces,” adorned 
not only with government buildings and the governor’s 
residence but also with the mansions of rich English and 
Indian merchants, especially in an imposing facade along 
the river. Rudyard Kipling was later to call Calcutta “the 
City of Dreadful Night” for its hot, humid climate and its 
vast slums and shanty settlements set back from the 
river. From the beginning, it was overwhelmingly Indian 
in population, but British residents found its tropical en-
vironment a trial as well as a serious health problem, the 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

more so because fashion required them to wear the 
woolen outfits expected of a gentleman at home, to over-
eat, and to consume large quantities of wine and whis-
key. Anyone who aspired to a position in society had to 
keep a carriage, dress in fashion, and entertain lavishly.    

 Westerners also had no immunity to regional dis-
eases, and the death rate among them was shockingly 
high until well into the twentieth century. It became the 
custom among Westerners to meet each year in Novem-
ber, when the cool season began, to congratulate each 
other on having survived another year. Probably less than 
half of the English and Scots who came out to Calcutta 
during its first century or so survived to return home. 
Malaria, dysentery, typhoid, and cholera were the major 
killers. It was in Calcutta in 1899 that Sir Ronald Ross first 
proved the theory that malaria was carried by mosquitoes 
and began preventive measures. Home leave was not 
common until after the opening of the Suez Canal in 
1869, but the seat of government, which remained in Cal-
cutta for all of India until 1912, moved up to the cool foot-
hills of the Himalayas for the hottest summer months. 

 Calcutta was picked in 1690 for the site of the Compa-
ny’s trading base in Bengal because the Hooghly River, 
one of the many mouths of the Ganges, widened a little 
there and formed a deep pool where the ships of the time 
could anchor. There was a tiny intermittent trading village 
where Indian merchants periodically brought their goods, 
but Calcutta probably took its name from the nearby 
shrine to the goddess Kali at Kalighat (ghat is a set of 
steps descending to a river) or from the village of Kalikata 
close by. It prospered from the start and became the pre-
dominant trading center first for Bengal and then for all of 
eastern India, thanks to its position in the Ganges delta 
and its access to the easiest routes inland, by water and 
through the Ganges Valley as well as by coastal shipping. 
After 1850, railways were built with Calcutta as the major 
hub, and textile and metalworking factories rose beside 
the Hooghly, joined by the end of the century by a wide 
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rulers, and many were enthusiastic. Peasants who had been 
accustomed to the harsh exactions of the variety of Indian 
states had come to distrust all governments but were little if 
any touched by this latest  raj  (ruler); most were only dimly 
if at all aware that a new group of foreigners now dominated 
the political scene, especially since local administration 
was left  largely in Indian hands. Indirectly, peasant welfare 
became increasingly aff ected by the spread of exploitative 
zamindar landlordism encouraged by the British and by the 
expansion of commercial crops and market forces. Freedom 
from banditry and from arbitrary or excessive taxation were 
important gains, but there was a signifi cant rise in tenancy 
and a decline in net economic well-being for many who lost 
their land or were exploited by new commercialization, such 
as the notorious indigo plantation system, which ruined 
thousands of Indian peasants, and the many more who suf-
fered under oppressive zamindars. 

 Just as they worked largely through native rulers, the 
British at fi rst left  most of the structure of Indian society 
intact. Th ey did feel compelled to suppress sati, banditry 
(including the cult of  thugee , from which comes our word 
 thug ), and slavery. Th e thugs were members of a secret cult 
of the goddess Kali who waylaid travelers and then ritually 
strangled them as off erings to Kali, the “goddess of destruc-
tion.” Th ugee, as the cult was called, was fi nally wiped out 
in the 1850s, and the last of its members executed. Otherwise 
the British did not tamper with Indian customs. Even Chris-
tian missionaries, who had been excluded as “disruptive” 
by the Company until 1813, were limited for some time 
under Company pressure aft er 1813 to running schools; these 
schools were popular with many young Indians and their 
families as a way of learning English and Western culture, 
an obvious means of upward mobility in this colonial soci-
ety, leading for many to employment in the colonial system. 
Th e booming Indian commercial middle class made money 
in the expanding trade promoted by the British order, and 
they too founded or joined as partners in new Western-style 
banks, corporations, agency houses, and joint-stock com-
panies, all instruments of Western capitalist enterprise with 
considerable Indian ownership, management, or participa-
tion. In 1833, Parliament abolished the East India Company’s 
previous monopoly on all trade in and with India, as part 
of a commitment to free trade in general, and India was 
opened to all kinds of private enterprise.    

 But as the nineteenth century wore on, industrializa-
tion and advances in science and technology at home gave 
fi rst Britain and then other Western nations new power, 
confi dence, and wealth. Th eir growing conviction that 
they were the appropriate leaders of the world in all things 
began to change the earlier interest in Indian culture and 
Indian ways and substitute for it a new ethnocentric arro-
gance. Machine-made cloth from the mills of Lancashire 

    From Tolerance 

to Arrogance 

 Until well into the nineteenth century, British rule in India, 
much of it indirect through the formal sovereignty of the 
so-called Princely States and their Indian rulers under loose 
British oversight, was becoming more and more an Indian 
government through its variety of adjustments to, accep-
tances of, and collaborations with, Indians and Indian ways. 
Even in recently conquered Maharashtra, as elsewhere, the 
British attracted support by their suppression of banditry 
and furthering of production and trade. Most Indians who 
had any dealings with them were content with their new 

range of industrial enterprises. The biggest single manu-
facturing industry was the weaving of jute, a coarse fiber 
grown along the muddy banks of delta streams and made 
into gunnysacking and twine. Calcutta had a near world 
monopoly. The city became the largest industrial center in 
India, as well as its biggest city. Kipling wrote a short 
poem about it in 1905 that caught it well:4   

    Me the sea captain loved, the river built,  

  Wealth sought and kings adventured life to hold.  

  Hail England! I am Asia, power on silt;  

  Death in my hands, but gold!5     

  Source:  Rudyard Kipling, “Song of the Cities,”  The Five 
Nations and the Seven Seas  (New York: Doubleday, 1915), 
p. 183.  

 Calcutta after 1760 was the major base for the English 
plunder of Bengal, and many fortunes made in those cha-
otic years were reflected in the splendid houses along the 
river. This was the extravagant culture of the people 
called “nabobs” (a corruption of the Indian title  nawab , 
“ruler”), who had “shaken the pagoda tree” in India and 
used their new wealth in conspicuous display. Most of 
the British aimed to make a quick fortune and then retire 
to England or Scotland, where they could acquire gentry 
respectability by buying land and building ostentatious 
houses, often in semi-Indian style. But as the city grew, it 
attracted immigrants of all sorts and began to industrial-
ize; it was no longer mainly a city of palaces but one of 
dingy warehouses, factories, and slums. However, Cal-
cutta was also the scene of the Bengal Renaissance, that 
remarkable flowering of the blend between English and 
Indian cultures. The city remains India’s most lively liter-
ary, intellectual, and cultural center. Western visitors find 
its grimy slums depressing, like those of any crowded 
city. It is still, as for all of its short history, an immensely 
vigorous and creative place. 
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  India and the Opium War between Britain and 
China, 1839–1842 
  As discussed in  Chapter   11   , the     British had been far less 
successful in trading with Qing China than they had with 
India. Th roughout the eighteenth century, the powerful 
Qing rulers had refused to loosen the restrictions that kept 
foreign merchants from dealing directly with Chinese pro-
ducers and consumers. Th e British nevertheless spent a lot 
of money in Guangzhou, the port open to them, buying 
tea, porcelain, and silk. Because there was no market for 
British goods, British merchants were forced to hand over 
large quantities of silver, which the Chinese used as cur-
rency. However, the British East India Company domi-
nance in Bihar and Bengal in eastern India allowed them 
access to supplies of high-quality opium, for which there 
was growing demand in China. Th e Company encouraged 
the production of opium poppies and fi nanced the compli-
cated process of turning the poppy sap into opium for con-
sumption. In China, opium smoking became widespread. 

 Th e Qing court banned the importation of opium in 
1729, but, as Qing eff ectiveness declined in the late eigh-
teenth century, smuggling increased. Although the British 
East India Company did not sell opium in China directly, 
it sold its opium in Calcutta to private merchants of many 
nationalities (including Americans), who transported 
the opium to the southern Chinese coast, where it was 
turned over to Chinese smugglers. Qing attempts to cut 
off  the trade led to war with Britain itself in 1839 , as will 
be recounted in  Chapter   15    . Th e question of the morality of 
the opium trade was raised in the British Parliament occa-
sionally, but, by the early nineteenth century, the East India 
Company had become more and more dependent on its 
opium monopoly to pay for its administration in India and 
no eff ort was made to end it until increased production in 
other parts of the world (including, eventually, China) had 
signifi cantly decreased its value. 

 Many members of Parliament blamed the opium trade 
not on the Company, but on corruption among Qing rulers 
(who were thought to allow smuggling to go on in exchange 
for bribes) and weakness of character among the Chinese 
population. Racial and cultural arrogance were already 
asserting themselves as Britain attempted to solidify its new 
power and its self-appointed role as the vanguard of “prog-
ress,” leading the way for more “backward” peoples in the 
rest of the world. 

 In India, Britain planned to introduce “the three great 
engines of social improvement which the sagacity and sci-
ence of recent times have given to the Western nations: rail-
ways, uniform postage, and the electric telegraph.”  7 Th e fi rst 
rail lines were begun in 1850, reaching inland from Calcutta 
and from Bombay. By 1855 all of India’s major cities had been 
linked by telegraph, and by postal service down to the village 

ended most of the Indian cotton exports to the West that 
had for so long been the chief basis of trade. English cloth 
even invaded the Indian market, throwing millions of 
Indian hand spinners of cotton out of work, although raw 
cotton continued to be shipped to supply looms in Britain. 
Imported machine-spun yarn did help to keep traditional 
Indian weavers viable, as did yarn from Indian mills in 
Bombay aft er the 1850s. British policymakers for India 
and a series of governors-general, beginning with William 
Bentinck in 1828, who were followers of the new British 
school of utilitarian liberalism thought that it was the chief 
duty of government to “civilize” and “improve” Indians in 
the British mold as much as possible. 

 It was decided in 1835 that English and Western learn-
ing should be the main objects of education, in order “to 
form a class who may be interpreters between us and the 
millions whom we govern, a class of persons Indian in 
blood and color, but English in taste, in opinions, in mor-
als, and in intellect.”6   Th e views of the Orientalists and their 
admiration of Indian civilization were largely set aside; 
Indians were now to be educated along British lines. A new 
law code was devised for all of British India, incorporating 
many aspects of Indian law but bearing the unmistakable 
stamp of its English authorship. Fewer Englishmen or Scots 
now bothered to learn Sanskrit or study the Indian classics, 
although from 1809 all British recruits to the Company and 
later to the Indian Civil Service were required to learn at 
least one Indian language and something of the country’s 
history and culture. 

       Cultural blending in colonial India: an Indian ruler in British 
uniform, by an Indian artist.      (Victoria and Albert Images, 
London/Art Resource, NY)  
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control. Factional confl icts over the political succession gave 
the British a chance to intervene in 1845–1846. Th e British 
ultimately defeated the Sikhs and absorbed Punjab and 
Kashmir, although they were nearly beaten by these tough 
fi ghters and had to mount a second campaign before the 
matter was fi nally settled in 1849. Having won the war, the 
British, appreciating the military skills of the Sikhs, off ered 
them a prominent place in their army. Th is was the begin-
ning of a long and happy partnership, which paid an early 
dividend in Sikh support for the British in the Revolt of 1857.   

  The Revolt of 1857 

 Th e indirect arrangement that left  Indian princes in formal 
control of more than half of India, although under British 
supervision, was in many cases unsatisfactory to the new 
imperialist mind. Using the pretext that disputes over suc-
cession were disruptive (as they oft en were), the East India 
Company took over direct sovereignty in several central 
Indian states in the 1850s; in 1856, despite earlier treaty 
promises, they annexed the rich kingdom of Oudh in the 
central Ganges and deposed its nawab. Mounting British 
arrogance and racism had already provoked some discon-
tent and even some mutiny among Indian troops. Now 
British land grabs had created new and potentially power-
ful enemies, who made common cause with disgruntled 

level. Railways and telegraph service were soon to be of vital 
importance to the British in suppressing the revolt of 1857, but 
their primary use was to haul raw materials and agricultural 
goods to the rapidly expanding urban markets. Many had 
doubted that caste-conscious Hindus would crowd together 
on trains, but they were popular from the start and, indeed, 
showed the fl exibility of caste in a changing environment. 

 At the same time, British ambition faced potential com-
petition. Th ey worried about a Russian invasion of India as 
they watched with growing concern the successive Russian 
takeovers of the independent kingdoms of Central Asia. 
Soon only Afghanistan stood between the two empires. To 
block Russian infl uence there the British foolishly sent an 
expedition to Kabul in 1839, the same year they started the 
Opium War on the Chinese coast. On the way into Afghani-
stan, the expedition took over the lower Indus Valley (the 
province of Sind). Afghan guerrilla resistance fi nally forced 
the British to retreat in 1841 through the wild mountain and 
gorge country along the route to India, a natural setting for a 
devastating ambush. Only one British survivor of the nearly 
20,000-man army of the Indus reached safety. Fierce Afghan 
tribal warriors had humbled yet another proud empire, but 
Sind was brutally reconquered in 1843 as “strategic territory.” 

 Th e Sikhs of Punjab had refused passage to the ill-fated 
expedition to Afghanistan and now challenged the British 
as the only part of India not under their direct or indirect 

       A drawing by C. F. Atkinson,  Repulse of a Sortie , depicting an incident in the Revolt of 1857.      
(Th e British Library Board/C. F. Atkinson))  
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and died fi ghting on her horse, aft er leading probably the 
most eff ective campaign of all against the British. Bahadur 
Shah died in exile in Burma in 1858, and a British captain 
named Hodson murdered his two sons in cold blood when 
the British retook Delhi. Despite their continued reliance 
on Indian elites, including the native princes left  in con-
trol over nearly half of the country, fraternization greatly 
decreased. Earlier friendship and even intermarriage gave 
way to mutual dislike, the British as oppressive conquer-
ors, the Indians as inferiors. Such attitudes were far from 
universal on either side; the ideals of the Orientalists never 
completely died, and most Indians remained collaborators, 
while many of those who were educated enthusiastically 
patterned themselves on British models and indeed took 
pride in being members of the British Empire, the greatest 
show on earth until well into the twentieth century. Both 
individual Englishmen and successive governors-general 
also followed more positive and constructive policies and 
attitudes. But the dream of an equal Anglo-Indian partner-
ship was largely over.  

  The Consolidation of the 

British Empire in India 

 It is tempting to look into the past for the seeds of the 
present—to look back, for example, to Sir Th omas Roe’s mis-
sion in 1616, the founding of Madras in 1639 or of Calcutta 
in 1690 as the beginning of Britain’s Indian empire. But 
until the nineteenth century, the British were very far from 
seeing themselves as conquerors; nor did they expect or 
plan to become the government of India. Clive’s victory 
at Plassey in Bengal in 1757, although it was not fought for 
that purpose, brought the East India Company much of the 
responsibility for administration in that area, but their chief 
role was still seen as furthering and profi ting from trade. 
Administrative responsibility was to be avoided as much as 
possible so as to devote their energies to their major pur-
pose, although in the wake of Plassey the energies of many 
Company offi  cials and merchants were diverted to plun-
dering a chaotic and defenseless Bengal from 1758 to about 
1773, when controls on such rapacious behavior began to 
be imposed. Until 1757 and despite the Company’s tiny 
footholds at Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta, the English 
position in India was marginal and precarious, as Siraj-ud-
daulah demonstrated when he captured Calcutta in 1756. 
No one in the Company thought of taking over power else-
where, still less of an Indian empire. 

 Rivalry with the French in the 1740s and 1750s spurred 
the English East India Company to seek further alliances 
with regional Indian rulers and then during the Napoleonic 
era to expand into large-scale takeovers of Indian states, 

soldiers. Th e sweeping reforms earlier in the century, 
which aimed at massive Westernization, were resented by 
many who saw their own traditions being buried under a 
British avalanche. Th e hereditary aristocracy saw not only 
that they had been displaced as rulers by the British but 
also that their place in Indian society was being taken by 
upstarts, the collaborators and the rising commercial and 
Westernized Indian middle classes. Many of the troops 
were incensed at being required to accept service overseas, 
including campaigns in Burma; caste Hindus were for-
bidden to leave India by “crossing the dark water.” Lower 
Burma was nevertheless defeated in 1826, and British terri-
tory there expanded in 1852 with Indian troops under Brit-
ish offi  cers  (see  Chapter   15   ) .    

 Early in 1857 an improved rifl e was introduced. It was 
rumored that the cartridges were coated in lard and ani-
mal fat and that the tips had to be bitten off  before load-
ing. Th at had been true originally, but the rumor persisted 
even aft er the cartridges had been changed. Th e outcry of 
protest from deeply off ended vegetarian Hindus and pork-
avoiding Muslims was met by rigid insistence on following 
orders. Th ose who refused were dishonorably discharged, 
many of them men from Oudh. Several regiments mutinied 
and killed their British offi  cers. Th e British called the subse-
quent fi ghting the “Sepoy Mutiny,” since  sepoy  was the term 
used for India soldiers serving in the British Army. Later, 
Indian nationalists interpreted the events not as a mutiny, 
but as a righteous uprising against the British imperialists. 
Th e anti-British side captured Delhi and “restored” the last 
surviving Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah, now an old man, 
who had never been formally removed by the Company. 
Th ey also slaughtered the British population of Delhi and 
of outlying districts there and in Oudh, massacred those 
who had surrendered from their encampment in the city 
of Cawnpore (Kanpur), and besieged the somewhat larger 
group of men, women, and children, including Indians 
loyal to the Company, who had fortifi ed themselves in the 
grounds of the British residency at Lucknow, the capital of 
Oudh. Most of the rest of India either took no part in the 
struggle or stood by the British, who regained complete 
control within a year. Most army units remained loyal, and 
aft er the initial shock the outcome was never in doubt. But 
the confl ict worked a change in the relationship between 
India and the British, who thereaft er were seen, and saw 
themselves, more and more as an occupying power. 

 Th e British repaid in kind the atrocities they had suf-
fered. Captured rebel soldiers were strapped to cannons 
and blown away, and entire villages were put to the torch. 
Th e remarkable Rani (Queen) of Jhansi, who had joined 
the revolt when the British took over her small central 
Indian state on her husband’s death because they were 
unwilling to recognize a female ruler, was hunted down 
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education system. Macaulay asserted that “a single shelf of 
a good European library is worth the whole native litera-
ture of India,” and Governor Bentinck in the end declared 
that “the great object of the British government ought to be 
the promotion of European literature and science among 
the natives of India.” Th e education system that grew in the 
course of the nineteenth century from such offi  cial designs 
and that involved most ambitious and higher-income Indi-
ans was strongly English in character and content, although 
most upper-class Indians continued to study also their own 
culture and linguistic tradition. Macaulay, a brilliant and 
widely read young man despite his prejudices and blind 
spots, also draft ed virtually single-handed a new penal code 
of law for British India that produced for the fi rst time uni-
formity throughout India, and a great variety of provisions 
to ensure impartial and scrupulous justice. Almost every 
possible off ense was covered, and punishments according 
to the new code were in many cases less severe than under 
the English law of the time. Indian judges, trained in both 
Indian and Western-style law, were included in the sys-
tem and by the end of the colonial period were in the great 
majority. 

 English-style education and law made a lasting impact 
on India. Both have been retained with relatively little 
change, as Indians made them their own. Between them, 
they helped to create successive generations of Indians who 
saw themselves as legitimate members of the British sys-
tem. Most educated Indians were as familiar with English 
literature and history, as well as with its language, as were 
educated Englishmen. Many of the Indian upper classes 
went on to British universities, where they competed suc-
cessfully with English students and oft en outdistanced 
them. Th e Hindu Renaissance saw to it that most Indians 
also learned about their own cultural tradition and retained 
a sense of pride in it. Racist arrogance on the part of the 
British, and their denigration of Indian culture as well as 
their position as conquerors and rulers, understandably 
stimulated educated Indians to search their own tradition 
not only to explain how and why they had “failed” but also 
to restore their pride in their cultural identity, as the heirs 
of greatness, including many centuries of sophisticated 
development when Britain and Europe were still a primi-
tive wilderness.    

 Indian restored pride, together with the railways and the 
spread of a uniform political system of colonial control over 
most of the country, created the necessary conditions as 
well as the breeding grounds for the rise of Indian national-
ism. Educated Indians learned more than Shakespeare and 
Milton; they learned about the English traditions of democ-
racy and justice, and they admired the strength of Eng-
lish nationalism. It was inevitable that in time they would 
develop the same values and goals and would demand their 

fi rst in the south (where the French were already active) and 
then in Maharashtra, while kingdoms in the north beyond 
Bengal, such as Oudh and Gujarat, were placed under Brit-
ish “protection.” Ceylon was taken over in the 1790s origi-
nally as a base against the French. By 1800 the British were 
dominant in India, and went on subsequently to round out 
their holdings and construct a true Indian empire. But until 
then there was no concerted plan of all-India conquest, and 
even aft er 1857 half of the country remained at least nomi-
nally in Indian hands under indirect rule through heredi-
tary Indian princes. 

 Having acquired an Indian empire, the British then had 
to decide what to do with it. Part of the debate that ensued, 
in England and India, centered on what sort of education 
and legal system would best serve the new dominions and 
serve British interests. Th e Orientalists argued that young 
Indians under British tutelage should be educated in their 
own culture and its great tradition. Th ey should learn 
Sanskrit, the Indian equivalent of Latin and Greek, and 
study the classical Indian texts, much as educated  Britons 
were immersed in the Western classics and the study 
of ancient history and philosophy as the best  general 
 preparation for adult life and its responsibilities. Th e 
 followers of utilitarianism, who in the end became the 
dominant voice in the British government of India, argued 
that  Britain had “a moral duty to perform,” in the words of 
Lord  Ellenborough, president of the East India Company’s 
Board of Control in London, in “civilizing” India  according 
to the modern British model. Th is meant that English 
would replace Sanskrit and that the new Western subjects 
of science, mathematics, and Western history and literature 
would replace the traditional Indian curriculum. 

 Th e Orientalists saw the study of the Hindu cultural and 
religious legacy not only as valuable for its own sake, one 
of the great civilizations of the world, but also as a guide to 
proper social behavior. One of the British members of the 
Asiatic Society of Bengal wrote: 

  [Hinduism] little needs the meliorating hand of Chris-
tian dispensation to render its votaries, a sufficiently 
correct and moral people, for all the useful purposes 
of a civilized society. . . . [I]n the vast region of Hindu 
Mythology, I discover Piety in the garb of allegory, I see 
Morality at every turn, blended with every tale. . . . [I]t 
appears the most complete and ample system of moral 
allegory, that the world has ever produced.8    

 Governor-General William Bentinck chose Th omas 
Babington Macaulay, newly arrived in India in 1834 and a 
disciple of Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism, to preside over 
the education committee that was attempting to resolve 
the debate between the two sides and to plan British India’s 
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 Indian women in this period were, as before, expected to 
confi ne themselves to their homes and be obedient to par-
ents, parents-in-law, and husbands, although this was less 
the case in the south. With the support of some members 
of the elite, such as Rammohun Roy, the British launched 
an ultimately successful campaign against  sati , the practice 
of self-immolation of widows on their husbands’ funeral 
pyres, although it had never been widespread. A move-
ment in support of women’s liberation, originated in part 
by Christian missionaries, gathered force aft er the suppres-
sion of the 1857 revolt, signaled by the start of education for 
women and by legislative measures against child marriage.    

 Th e more far-sighted Britons recognized early what 
must happen. Charles Trevelyan, a secretary in the political 
department of the government in Calcutta, wrote in 1838, 
soon aft er the new education system and law code had been 
inaugurated: 

  The existing connection between two such distant 
countries as England and India cannot in the  nature 
of things be permanent; no effect of policy can 
 prevent the natives from ultimately regaining their 
 independence. But there are two ways of arriving at 

freedom from alien colonial control. India had never been 
eff ectively unifi ed politically or culturally in the past. Th e 
British accomplished this, at least at the level of the edu-
cated elite, and greatly strengthened national integration 
through modern means of transport. Before the nineteenth 
century the strength of Indian regionalism had resulted in 
part from the great diffi  culty of communication among its 
parts, given its size, mountains, deserts, and the absence of 
navigable rivers in more than a small part of the country. 
Even the Ganges and the Indus were usable only by small 
boats over most of their courses, and the rivers of central 
and southern India were essentially unnavigable. 

 Th e rail and road system built under the British tied 
India together for the fi rst time and brought most Indians 
into contact with one another, with English as their com-
mon language and the colonial-founded ports of Calcutta, 
Bombay, and Madras as their chief centers of new intel-
lectual ferment. In these and other growing cities there 
was a vigorous press in both English and various regional 
languages, of high quality and widely read by educated 
Indians. Th e press was a forum for emerging Indian nation-
alism, especially among professional and educated people. 
Th anks in part to British eff orts in education, this became 
a substantial segment of the population, including many 
thousands of lawyers trained in English law and its Indian 
version. Lawyers and others who had had an English-style 
education became the leaders of the movement for Indian 
independence. 

       An East India Company offi  cial studying an Indian language 
with a  munshi  (teacher) about 1813. Especially aft er 1800, the 
Company required all of its offi  cials to learn at least one Indian 
language fl uently, an obvious necessity for those who dispensed 
justice and managed administration.      (Th e Art Archive/Alamy

  The rise of humanitarianism and liberalism in Britain led 
to a new Charter Act for India in 1833 when the  Company’s 
monopoly was removed. This was often cited later by 
Indian nationalists as showing the hypocrisy of British 
rule, but it stated a principle that many, if not all, colonial 
administrators into the twentieth century at least made 
an effort to follow.  

  No native [of India], nor any natural-born subject 
of His Majesty resident therein, shall by reason of 
his religion, place of birth, descent, color, or any 
of the above, be disabled from holding any place, 
office, or employment under the Company. . . . 
On a large view of the state of Indian legislation, 
and of the improvements possible in it, it is 
 recognized as an indisputable principle that the 
interests of the native subjects are to be  consulted 
in preference to those of Europeans whenever the 
two come in competition, and that therefore the 
laws ought to be adapted to the feelings and 
 habits of the natives rather than to those of 
 Europeans.  

  Source:  From “The Charter Act for India (1833),”  A New 
 History of India  by Stanley Wolpert, copyright © 1997 by 
Oxford University Press, Inc. Used by permission of the 
publisher. 

 THE CHARTER ACT, 1833 
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of national identity, to massive Western infl uences, which 
bothered many Indians, and fi nally to an independent 
India that still preserves, by its own choice, basic elements 
fi rst introduced in this early period of colonial control. 
Later Indian historians, notably R. C. Dutta, however, 
were far more critical of British rule, stressing the “drain” 
of India’s resources, especially in Bengal, and said that the 
British rule in India was contrary to their own home tra-
dition of democracy. Recent studies have also analyzed 
the decline in the manufacture of cotton cloth in India, 
attributable in part to British monopolies imposed by 
force, and accused the Company of systematically “dein-
dustrializing” India. Th e growth of Indian nationalism, 
later to blossom into an independence movement, was 
nourished by Westernization and then fed by British rac-
ist arrogance, especially aft er the revolt of 1857, and by 
their authoritarian rule.  

  British Imperial India 

 In the aft ermath of suppression of the 1857 revolt, the 
English East India Company was dissolved, and the gov-
ernment in London was made both the real and the offi  -
cial sovereign. Th e revolt marks a watershed between the 
earlier stages of gradual colonialism under the Company, 
which saw considerable cultural and racial mixing, and 
the ascendancy of full-blown imperialism. Later in the 
nineteenth century and still more in the twentieth, many 
Indians joined the colonial civil service and in time fi lled 
a wide range of responsible positions in all fi elds, but the 
earlier honeymoon was largely over. To mark the change 
from Company rule to direct British government rule, 
Queen Victoria adopted the title “Empress of India” in 1877. 
She took a special interest in her new dominions, which 
her prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli, called “the bright-
est jewel in the crown,” and is said to have prayed nightly 
for her Indian subjects. Although she never went there, she 
was revered by millions of Indians as their own empress, 
accepted as part of the long Indian imperial tradition, and 
her picture was widely displayed. 

 Th e British were careful not to displace any more of the 
remaining Indian rulers of the “Princely States” or to take 
over any more territory, a policy held to until Indian inde-
pendence in 1947. British residents were placed in each of 
the hundreds of small and a few large Indian-ruled states, 
but intervention or threats were rarely needed to keep the 
roughly half of India still formally in native hands in line 
with British policy. Th e army remained largely Indian, but 
the proportion of British offi  cers and troops was increased. 
Military service and pride in their regiments became an 
attractive career for Sikhs, Rajputs, Gurkhas (from Nepal), 
and other Indians. 

this point. . . . One must end in the complete alien-
ation of mind and separation of interests between 
ourselves and the natives; the other in a permanent 
alliance, founded on mutual benefit and goodwill.9    

 One may say that relations between Britain and indepen-
dent India since 1947 have followed the happier of these two 
ways for the most part. But for much of the fi nal century 
of British rule, beginning in 1857 but with its roots in the 
arrogance and racism that had begun to grow soon aft er 
1800, the fi rst way seemed all too likely an outcome. 

 Nevertheless, the beginnings of full colonial rule held 
considerable promise, and in the end much of that prom-
ise was realized and continued aft er 1947. Charles Metcalfe 
(1785–1846), British resident from 1813 at the still-preserved 
though tattered Mughal court at Delhi, wrote in 1835: 

  Our dominion in India is by conquest; it is naturally 
disgusting to the inhabitants and can only be main-
tained by military force. It is our positive duty to ren-
der them justice, to respect and protect their rights, 
and to study their happiness. By the performance of 
this duty, we may allay and keep dormant their innate 
dissatisfaction.10    

 French visitors to India, not likely to see much good in 
the English, especially at this period, confi rmed such an 
assessment. Here is only one sample, from the Abbé Dubois 
in 1823: 

  The justice and prudence which the present rulers 
display in endeavouring to make these people less un-
happy than they have been hitherto; the anxiety which 
they manifest in increasing their material comfort; the 
inviolable respect they constantly show for the customs 
and religious beliefs of the country; and the protec-
tion they afford to the weak as well as to the strong. . . 
all these have contributed more to the consolidation of 
their power than even their victories and conquests.11    

 Rammohun Roy, the major fi gure of the Hindu Renais-
sance, was one of the fi rst of many Indians who found their 
new rulers admirable. He wrote in 1833: 

  Finding them generally more intelligent, more steady 
and moderate in their conduct, I gave up my preju-
dices against them and became inclined in their favor, 
feeling that their rule, though a foreign yoke, would 
lead most speedily and surely to the amelioration of 
the native inhabitants.12    

 Whether British rule did or did not accomplish this 
aft er Roy’s time, it did clearly lead to a new Indian sense 
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  Th e Colonial System 
 Th e British saw themselves as the bringers of order and 
“civilization” to India, as to the other parts of their empire, a 
role that many of them likened to that of the Romans 2,000 
years earlier in Europe. Britain was the greatest power in 
the world from the mid-eighteenth century to the early 
twentieth. It was also the original home of industrialization, 
railways (built by Indian labor), and many modern political 
and commercial institutions. All this bred an understand-
able pride and a sense of greatness. Britons were fond of 
saying that the sun never set on the British Empire, since 
it stretched almost around the entire globe. Indians, they 
believed, should be grateful to be included, and indeed 
many were.    

 British-style education, in English, continued to shape 
most Indian intellectuals and literate people to a large 
degree in the British image. Th e law of British India, based 
on English common law, was practiced overwhelmingly by 
Indians themselves, and most of the teachers, engineers, 
physicians, lower-level administrators, writers, and jour-
nalists were Indian. 

 Th e prestigious Indian Civil Service (ICS), staff ed until 
the twentieth century almost entirely by Britons trained 
in Indian aff airs, long remained an exclusive supervisory 
group under the viceroy, the eff ective head of state in India 
appointed by London. Th e ICS was referred to proudly as the 
“steel framework” whose roughly 900 members ensured the 
smooth operation of the colonial government. But despite 
undoubted achievements, given such small numbers, in the 
generally even-handed administration of justice and the 
promotion of irrigation, agriculture, public health, educa-
tion, and transportation, most Indians remained poor, illit-
erate, and powerless. Occasional regional famine continued, 
as in China. Tenancy and landlessness grew with increasing 
commercialization of agriculture, and industrial growth, 
largely an Indian enterprise, was far too slow to absorb or 
produce adequately for the still-rising population.    

 Th e increase in numbers was in itself a sign that the colo-
nial system was accompanied by greater economic oppor-
tunity. From 1800, a convenient date for the beginnings of 
British rule, to independence in 1947, the total population at 
least doubled, although that is a very modest rate of growth. 
One of the colonial government’s outstanding achievements 
was the establishment of an effi  cient modern census, but 
the count did not become reasonably complete until 1881, 
aft er which it showed more or less continuous growth and 
a falling death rate. But overall economic growth was prob-
ably little greater and was in any case unbalanced. Th ere 
was little margin for improved living standards, although 
some groups rose to wealth while others sank deeper into 
poverty. India remained poor because it was poor to begin 

  Modern Growth 
 Th e opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the shift  to steam 
navigation, and the rapid spread of railways brought India 
much closer to Europe, greatly accelerating the commer-
cialization of the economy. India was now under far closer 
imperial control, and the Suez link tightened Britain’s grip 
on its leading position throughout Asia. By the end of the 
century India had by far the largest rail network (25,000 
miles) in all of Asia, on a par with many European coun-
tries although on a much bigger scale. British women could 
now join their husbands more easily in India, roughly two 
weeks from England by steamship via Suez on the ships of 
the Peninsular and Oriental Line (the P. and O.), and raise 
their families there, thus, creating another wedge of separa-
tion between the races and cultures. In each city or town 
colonial social life centered in the buildings and grounds of 
the British Club from which Indians were excluded. 

 Meanwhile, Indians who were quick to respond to new 
economic opportunities increased their role in commerce 
and began the industrialization of their country, fi rst in 
machine-made textiles in Bombay and Calcutta and then 
in a widening range of other manufacturing. Railways 
speeded up such changes and stimulated the growing com-
mercialization of agriculture, especially in such industrial 
crops as jute, cotton, indigo, and new plantation produc-
tion of tea, grown mainly in the rainy hills of Assam, which 
captured most of the world market. New irrigation proj-
ects, especially in the semiarid Punjab and the Indus Valley, 
opened new and productive farming areas to feed India’s 
booming cities and increased output elsewhere. By 1900 
India had the world’s largest irrigation system. 

 Calcutta remained the largest city, closely followed by 
Bombay and then by Madras. Bombay, with its magnifi -
cent harbor and its closeness to cotton areas in Gujarat and 
Maharashtra, became the premier port and the chief center 
of Indian-owned textile manufacturing. Th ese had all been 
founded as colonial ports, but large new industrial cities 
also arose inland as the railway linked most of the country 
in a single market: Ahmadabad in Gujarat, Lucknow, Kan-
pur, and Allahabad in the central Ganges, Salem and Coim-
batore in the south, and many more. Karachi grew as the 
export center for irrigated cotton and wheat from the Indus 
Valley. British industrial and commercial investors, manag-
ers, and traders made money and sold goods in this vast 
new market, but Indians became increasingly prominent 
in the growing modern sector. Indians also entered and in 
time dominated the new Western-style professions such as 
law, medicine, and education. By 1900 India had the world’s 
fourth-largest textile industry, and by 1920 the biggest steel 
plant in the British Empire; both, like many other indus-
tries were owned and managed largely by Indians.  
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  Rudyard Kipling, sometimes called “the bard of imperialism” 
wrote “The White Man’s Burden” in 1899 for the Americans 
on the occasion of their conquest of the Philippines. It was 
widely quoted to justify imperialism’s “civilizing mission.”  

   Take up the White Man’s burden, 

 Send forth the best ye breed; 

 Go bind your sons to exile 

 To serve your captives’ need, 

 To wait in heavy harness 

 On fluttered folk and wild, 

 Your new-caught sullen peoples, 

 Half devil and half child. 

 Take up the White Man’s burden 

 In Patience to abide, 

 To veil the threat of terror 

 And check the show of pride; 

 By open speech and simple 

 A hundred times made plain, 

 To seek another’s profit 

 And work another’s gain. 

 Take up the White Man’s burden, 

 End savage wars, bring peace; 

 Fill full the mouth of famine 

 And bid the sickness cease. 

 And when your goal is nearest, 

 The end for others sought, 

 Watch sloth and heathen folly 

 Bring all you hope to naught. 

 Take up the White Man’s burden, 

 Not tawdry rule of kings, 

 But toil of serf and sweeper, 

 A tale of common things: 

 The roads ye shall not tread— 

 The ports ye shall not enter, 

 Go make them with your living 

 And mark them with your dead. 

 Take up the White Man’s burden 

 And reap his old reward: 

 The blame of those ye better, 

 The hate of those ye guard, 

 The cry of hosts ye humour 

 So slowly toward the light: 

 “Why brought ye us from bondage, 

 Our loved Egyptian night?” 

 Take up the White Man’s burden, 

 Have done with childish days, 

 The lightly proffered laurel, 

 The easy ungrudged praise. 

 Come now and search your manhood 

 Through all the thankless years, 

 Cold, edged with dear-bought wisdom, 

 The judgement of your peers.  

  Source:  Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden” (1899) 
from  Rudyard Kipling’s Verses  (New York: Doubleday, 1943), 
pp. 321–323.  

 THE WHITE MAN’S BURDEN 

with aft er the extravagances, exploitation, and collapse of 
the Mughals, who had left  it torn and bleeding. Industrial-
ization and commercialization impoverished some groups 
and benefi ted others, as happened in the West too, but over-
all their net impact on the Indian economy was to create 
more jobs and more productivity. Britain, the fi rst industrial 
power, fl ooded India with its machine-made textiles and 
other industrial goods. Eventually this sparked the Indian 
 Swadeshi  self-reliance movement  (see  Chapter   16   )  and the 
rise of machine-made textiles in Bombay and elsewhere. 

 Th e major criticism of colonial rule in India is that it did 
not do enough. Th e government was chronically pinched 
for funds, and London insisted that all expenses, includ-
ing the army, must be covered from Indian revenues. Th e 

colonial government was reluctant to extract more revenue 
from a still overwhelmingly peasant population; the army 
took much of it, and there was little to spare. While private 
British entrepreneurs, and many Indians, did well eco-
nomically, the government barely broke even or lost money. 
Planning was diffi  cult, and problems were met with inade-
quate ad hoc solutions. Reformers accused the government 
of playing the role of night watchman while most Indians 
remained in poverty. But despite growing racial discrimi-
nation, most Indians saw no preferable alternative until the 
twentieth century. 

 By the 1930s, without the support or active help of most 
Indians, it would have been impossible for the relative 
handful of British to control the subcontinent and its 350 
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(Mumbai)

 Growth of the British Empire 
in India      
  Starting with Bengal (then a larger area) 
in 1757, British control spread to engulf 
the whole of the subcontinent, including 
Ceylon (Sri Lanka).   

million people. Th e British offi  cer contingent in the Indian 
army reached 40,000 only in the special circumstances of 
World Wars I and II. Total British members of all levels 
and branches of the civil service, including district offi  cers, 
judges, and police, were never more than 12,000. In short, 
colonial India was run mainly by Indians, who until late in 
the day willingly supported the British raj (government). 
By 1910, for example, the police force comprised about 

5,000 Britons and over 600,000 Indians. Th e rest of the 
civil service employed an additional 600,000 Indians with 
only some 5,000 Britons, and the army consisted of 150,000 
native troops and approximately 25,000 British offi  cers.   

  Th e higher echelons of government remained a British 
preserve, and almost as if to show their degree of detach-
ment from the country they ruled, they governed in the 
blazing hot months of summer from hill stations in the 

       Social life in the hill stations: a fete at Simla, in a 
glade nostalgically named “Annandale,” painted by 
A. E. Scott, c. 1845.      (Th e British Library Board/
A. E. Scott)  

M15_MURP8552_07_SE_C14.indd Page 290  05/09/13  8:03 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 14 / British India 291

Th ere, and in British northern India, women continued to 
be subjugated and kept in purdah, restricted to the house-
hold and its women’s quarters and veiled when they infre-
quently left  the house. Th e princely state of Kashmir was 
a qualifi ed exception, where at least the Hindu women 
and many of the Muslims were not subjected to purdah 
and enjoyed a greater degree of equality. Most Kashmiris 
(including the ancestors of the Nehru family, so prominent 
in twentieth-century India) mixed freely across caste lines 
and prided themselves on their distinction from most other 
Indians, especially in the north. 

 British power seemed complete, and most educated Indi-
ans followed British ways in many respects and with genu-
ine conviction that this was the best path for India’s own 
development. It was not the kinds of traditional groups and 
forces represented in the Revolt of 1857 but the new group 
of English-educated and professionals that was to question, 
and ultimately to demand its freedom from, British rule. 
Th is dominant group of modern India was being created 
in the very fabric and institutions of colonial rule, and at 
least in part by British design, especially in the educational 
system that it fostered. In that sense, the success of British 
colonialism and its sharpening edge of arrogance sowed the 
seeds of its eventual downfall. 

Himalayan foothills, fi rst at Darjeeling in northernmost 
Bengal, and later from Simla, north of Delhi. From both 
they enjoyed spectacular views of the snow-covered moun-
tains, the cool, bracing air, Western-style lodges and cot-
tages that reminded them of home, and a round of parties, 
picnics, and receptions. As more of the British in India were 
expected to marry, young women came or were sent out to 
India to fi nd husbands, an annual migration at the begin-
ning of the cool weather in autumn irreverently referred 
to as “the arrival of the fi shing fl eet.” Th ose who remained 
unspoken for by the time the hot weather arrived in mid-
March, aft er a long round of introductions, receptions, and 
dances, oft en went back to England as “returned empties.” 

 As the British community grew, many families had lived 
in India for several generations and thought of it as home. 
Th ey called themselves Anglo-Indians, and lived, except 
for the top offi  cials in summer, in separate residential 
areas built for them some distance from the Indian town 
where they worked. Th ese areas were known as “civil lines” 
or sometimes as “cantonments,” since many of them had 
begun as quarters for troops or garrisons. Each house-
hold was waited on by clouds of Indian servants. Another 
group was also known as Anglo-Indians; these were the 
descendants of British-Indian marriages that were com-
mon in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and 
still occasionally took place in later years. Th ey were an 
unfortunate group, rejected by both the Indian and British 
communities but usually trying to “pass” as English and 
talking wistfully of “home,” meaning an England that most 
of them never saw. Many of them became Christians in an 
eff ort to upgrade their status, as did many Untouchables, 
who had the same motives. Missionary eff orts made few 
converts otherwise; many Indians believed that they had 
themselves invented religion and needed no help, but in 
any case the religious ground was already fully occupied. 
However, mission schools remained an important means 
to Western education for many non-Christians as well as 
for the few faithful. 

 In the so-called Princely States, nominally independent 
but under the eye of a British resident, traditional court 
life continued, and in most there was little change. A few 
of the hereditary rulers, anxious to prevent a British take-
over, promoted a degree of modernization: telegraph lines, 
railways, some Western-style education, and some public 
health measures. But most of the native states remained rel-
atively backward, out of the main stream of change centered 
in the colonial port cities and along the major rail lines, and 
clinging to their hereditary privileges. Th eir largely peasant 
subjects were oft en oppressed, both by the rulers and by the 
large landholders whom they supported or with whom they 
were involved in feudal-like arrangements, survivals of or 
similar to the Mughal system of jagirs and their jagirdars. 

 New Delhi: Indian Summer of the Raj 

 Calcutta had long seemed inappropriate as the capital of 
a British India that had expanded to cover the subconti-
nent, thousands of miles from Bengal. Although a thor-
oughly Indian city, it had been an alien foundation with no 
previous indigenous roots, and, like all ports, it faced out-
ward to the sea rather than inward. As the colonial capital, 
it emphasized the foreignness of British rule. For several 
years after 1900 various alternative capital sites were con-
sidered, and Delhi won out. Although it was hardly central 
and was awkwardly far from the south, the logic of past 
empires, including the Mughals, whose capital it had 
been for many centuries, was too strong. At the head of 
the Ganges Valley, Delhi controlled routes east and south 
to the heart of India, at a defensible crossing place over 
the Jumna River (a Ganges tributary) where hills stretched 
to the southwest, funneling passage through Delhi. Suc-
cessive invaders had to hold Delhi first, mounting their 
campaigns and ruling their empires from there. At the 
height of its power and pride, in 1911, the British raj moved 
to Delhi to put itself in line with the Indian imperial tradi-
tion, a symbolic effort to legitimate its rule.   

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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   Delhi was at least a major rail and road hub and much 
closer to India’s center of population and economic activity 
than to its geographical center. It was decided to build a new 
planned city as an imperial statement, adjacent to the old 
city and with open space around it but still well within sight 
of Shah Jahan’s Red Fort. Th e remains of other imperial 
Delhis of the past also showed on the skyline. An artifi -
cial hill was built as the setting for the monumental resi-
dence and gardens of the viceroy, fl anked on each side by 
two large and stately government buildings known as the 
Secretariat. From this low rise, broad boulevards and wide 
vistas led to other buildings and monuments to empire, 
including the neoclassic parliament house, which by the 
1920s was fi lled with mainly Indian members.    

 Like Paris and Washington, New Delhi was planned 
before the age of mass transit and the automobile. It was 
built in a star-shaped pattern with broad, tree-lined streets 
intersecting at angles and punctuated by circles of green 
around which traffi  c had to move. Th e plan included a large, 
separate commercial and shopping district, with buildings 
in neoclassical and Anglo-Indian styles, grouped around 
its own immense circle still called Connaught Circus (like 
Piccadilly Circus in London), with related enterprises along 
all the streets leading into it at various angles. Pleasant, 
shaded avenues with British names occupied most of the 
rest of the new planned city, most of them fi lled with gra-
cious residences and beautiful gardens for civil servants, 
Indian princes (most of whom maintained extensive estab-
lishments in New Delhi), and other members of the upper 
classes. Workers and servants commuted the mile or so 
from Old Delhi, mainly by bicycle, or were housed in the 

  Tarabai Shinde, an Indian woman, wrote vividly about 
the status of women, their repression, and the beginnings 
of change in late colonial India. Observations by Jyotirao 
Phule in his pamphlet  Satsar  published in 1885 paid 
tribute to her as a “valiant defender of women’s rights 
and dignity,” and added:  

  Today through the power of the English rulers, a 
few of the harassed womenfolk of this country 
have begun hesitatingly to learn to read and write. 
So in this issue a small effort is made to lay out 
before women’s eyes all of the evil men’s tricks 
through which the cunning Aryans have for thou-
sands of years tormented all women in all sorts of 
ways, and still do so now.  

 Satsar (1885). 

 AN INDIAN VIEW OF WOMEN 

       An example of colonial architecture in India: Victoria Station 
in Bombay, with a statue of Queen Victoria on the top of its 
dome.      (R. Murphey)  

unplanned developments that soon grew around the edges 
of New Delhi.    

 Th e ambitious building plans of 1911 and 1912 were 
greatly delayed by the disruptions of World War I; but by 
1930, the new imperial capital was complete. Th e architects 
of New Delhi were of course British, but they made a gen-
erally successful eff ort to combine Western and Indian 
monumental and imperial traditions, consciously using the 
same red sandstone of which the Red Fort had been built 
and creating buildings that fi t their Indian setting and role 
far better than the earlier Victorian extravaganzas in Cal-
cutta and Bombay. Old Delhi remains a traditional Indian 
city, grouped around the Red Fort and including a confus-
ing maze of tiny streets and alleys in the bazaar near Shah 
Jahan’s great mosque, the Jama Masjid. Th e large, unbuilt 
area in front of the Red Fort remains a vast open-air market 
and a frequent scene of political rallies. 

 New Delhi became almost automatically the capital of 
independent India, with no sense of inappropriateness for 
the world’s largest parliamentary democracy. Since inde-
pendence Delhi has become a major industrial center as 
well. But Old and New Delhi represent diff erent strands in 
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Allan David Hume, in 1885. Indian political leaders made 
nationalist appeals to cultural pride in the great tradition of 
their country; among them were such highly eff ective and 
articulate fi gures as M. G. Ranade (1842–1901), B. G. Tilak 
(1856–1920), G. K. Gokhale (1866–1915), and Motilal Nehru 
(1861–1931), the father of Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), 
independent India’s fi rst prime minister. Th eir language, 
culture, and education were as much English as Indian, and 
they could speak convincingly of the “un-Britishness” of 
one-sided colonial rule of their country. 

 Meanwhile, paranoia about the still-expanding Russian 
empire in Central Asia prompted yet another disastrous 
invasion of Afghanistan in 1878 to install a British puppet 
on the throne of Kabul. Th e Afghan resisters fi nally mur-
dered the British resident and his entire staff  and military 
escort within a year; and guerrilla fi ghters stalemated the 
reinvasion and brutal retaliation until it was fi nally with-
drawn in 1880 and the Afghans were again “permitted” to 
choose their own ruler. Opinion in Britain was outraged by 
both the brutality and the cost of this futile military adven-
ture, and the Disraeli government in London fell as a result. 

 In the mid-nineteenth century British paranoia about 
Russian expansion in central Asia fueled what was called 
the Great Game. Both the Russians and the British had to 
get the support of central Asian rulers. Agents died on both 
sides, but Russia really won as nearly all of central Asia west 
of Mongolia came under their control—all this in addition 
to the British debacles in Afghanistan. In addition to the 
three-stage conquest of Burma  (see  Chapter   15   ) , the gov-
ernment of India launched an armed reconnaissance to 
Lhasa, capital of Tibet, in 1903–1904, to forestall supposed 
Russian infl uence there. Russian infl uence proved to be 
illusory, but the mission showed the fl ag and obtained an 
agreement about the frontier. 

 While all this imperial posturing occupied the govern-
ment, poverty in India remained largely unaddressed. Th ere 
was severe economic distress in many areas and for many 
groups, which Indian nationalists now blamed on colonial 
rule. Boycotts of British imports were begun as a politi-
cal weapon, cutting their value by a quarter between 1904 
and 1908. Th e government’s response was oft en repressive, 
including the jailing of many political leaders. Th ere were 
still many British in government with more liberal ideas, 
and many more outside government, who strove to reduce 
racial discrimination and urged Indian self-government as 
Britain’s ultimate goal. In 1883, for example, it was agreed 
that Indian judges could preside over cases involving Euro-
peans, although the ruling sparked much protest by mem-
bers of the British community in India. Indian nationalists 
not only deplored the protests but also learned from them 
as they began to launch their own political movements. 
Imperialist attitudes and bureaucratic inertia, however, 

India’s varied past and now also show the two faces of con-
temporary India, traditional and modern.  

  Th e Rise of Indian Nationalism 
 British-educated Indians, including those successful in 
business or the professions, became increasingly resent-
ful of the racial discrimination to which they were subject. 
Many began to ask themselves and their colonial masters 
whose country India was and demanded a larger role in 
its government. Gradually a movement for independence 
developed, encouraged by a great many English men and 
women, at home and in India, who agreed with Indian crit-
ics that alien rule, without adequate Indian participation, 
was in fact contrary to the British tradition of representa-
tive government and political freedom. Gestures toward 
increasing the scope for Indians in the administration of 
civil service and the beginnings of elections for some offi  -
cials and advisers came too slowly to satisfy either Indian or 
British critics. 

 Th e Indian National Congress, an annual political 
gathering that was to become the core of the indepen-
dence movement, was actually founded by an Englishman, 

  The British raj was slow to admit Indians to power but did 
not lack Indian admirers nevertheless. Here is a sample of 
Bengali opinion in the 1860s and 1870s, written originally 
in English.  

   Day by day is the dominion of mind extending over 
matter, and the secrets of nature are brought to the 
light to evolve the powers of the soil and make 
nations depend on their own resources. The railway 
turns the courses of men, merchandise, and mind 
all into new channels. 

 Progress is the law of God, and cannot be arrested 
by the puny efforts of man. As knowledge is 
acquired, facts accumulate and generalization is 
practiced; skepticism arises and engenders a spirit 
of inquiry, resulting in the triumph of truth. The 
final cause of the advent of the English in India is to 
forward the progress of mankind toward perfection. 
They are the destined instrument in the hand of 
Providence for this great work. . . . The march of 
civilization throughout the world is forward. . . . 
Progress is a necessary condition of creation, [and] 
the course of nature is perpetual development.  

  Source:  R. Murphey,  The Outsiders: The Western Experience in 
India and China  (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1977), p. 149.  

 AN INDIAN VIEW OF THE BRITISH 
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control was not needed for British goods to penetrate Indian 
markets. Th ey managed fi ne elsewhere in Asia without 
such control, as they did in Europe and Latin America. 
India would have sold Britain her raw materials, and later 
her manufactured goods, as in world markets generally, 
without colonial control. Individual British merchants and 
companies profi ted from the Indian empire, but the British 
government lost substantially. Education and the system of 
law and courts were clear improvements of the raj, but they 
too might have been furthered without colonialism.    

     Questions 

  1.    How did the pattern of British behavior in India 
change from their fi rst encounters with Indian cotton 
producers through the nineteenth century?   

  2.    Why did the British attempt to rule through local 
power elites instead of directly?   

  3.    Why did the Indian population fail to unite against 
British expansion? What did the British off er that the 
previous system did not?   

  4.    How and why did the British eliminate French power 
in India? What were the consequences relative to the 
transition in the British East India Company’s presence 
in India?   

  5.    How did the development of Orientalism aff ect early 
British colonial experiences in India? In contrast, 
how did this colonial presence begin to change Indian 
society? What impact did British Utilitarianism have in 
the development of the British colonial administration?   

  6.    How did India play a role in the Opium War between 
Qing China and the British?   

  7.    What were the causes of the 1857 “Sepoy Mutiny” and 
why the choice of 1857? Why did it fail? How did the 
revolt mark a transition in the British relationship with 
India?   

  8.    How did British behavior in India subsequently 
contribute to the development of a sense of Indian 
national identity?   

  9.    Why did the British move their capital from Calcutta 
to Delhi? Was this a good choice? What were its 
consequences? How did New Delhi embody the ideal of 
the colonial metropole, in contrast to neighboring old 
Delhi?    

  Notes 
   1.   The Sinhalese (Singhalese) are the dominant inhabitants 

of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), having settled the island, probably 
from northern India, in the sixth century  b.c.e .  

   2.   From Company records, quoted in S. N. Edwardes,  By-
Ways of Bombay  (Bombay: Tara Poreuala, 1912), pp. 
170–171.  

retarded the process of giving Indians a larger and more 
appropriate role in their own government.    

 Over 1 million Indian troops and noncombatants served 
the Allied eff ort in World War I in Europe and the Middle 
East, and many hoped that this would speed progress toward 
self-government. When change did not move fast enough 
aft er the war, civil disobedience movements spread, now led 
by Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948) among others, only to be 
met by more government repression. In 1919, Indian troops 
under British command, called in to put down rioting in 
Amritsar near Lahore, fi red on a peaceful and unarmed 
crowd celebrating a festival, leaving 400 dead. Th is massacre 
was a watershed in Anglo-Indian relations. It turned most 
Indians away from the idea of reform and toward the goal 
of full independence, creating almost overnight a greatly 
expanded nationalist movement  (see  Chapter   16   ) . In 1907 
Parliament in London had declared that independence was 
Britain’s objective in India. Th is was restated by the British 
government in 1917 and in 1921, but the colonial administra-
tion remained slow to move even toward full self-government. 
Although the electoral system was greatly widened in the 
1920s and 1930s and Indian legislatures and offi  cials were 
given far more power and responsibility, it was too little, too 
late. Time had run out for British rule in India. 

 One may wonder whether the imposition of British 
rule had ever been worth it, given its heavy costs. Imperial 

       Th e Amritsar Massacre of April 1919 was followed by further 
repression in the wake of new protests and demonstrations. Here 
British police offi  cers in Amritsar watch while their Indian assistants 
search a demonstrator.      (Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)  
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    The Years between 1840 and 1919 were the highpoint of European 
imperialism. Two new non-European entrants to the imperial-

ist competition in Asia—the United States and Japan—also appeared. 
Aft er a brief general discussion of imperialism, this chapter covers 
the weakening of the Qing regime in China, including its loss to the 
British in the Opium Wars of 1839 and 1858, the devastating Taiping 
uprising (1850–1864), and the limited success of Qing attempts at “self-
strengthening.” Th e Boxer fi ghting of 1900 brought foreign troops in to 
occupy Beijing, and the dynasty’s attempts to reform led eventually to 
its collapse in 1911. Th e decline of the Qing state also aff ected Choson 
Korea, its ally and tributary. Although the Choson court tried to isolate 
the country from outside infl uence, the Japanese and Russians began to 
challenge the status quo on the Korean peninsula, leading eventually to 
Japanese absorption of Korea into its empire in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Th e Japanese dealt with the challenge of Euro-American imperial-
ism more eff ectively than either the Qing or Choson courts. Th e Meiji 
reforms included much Westernization, and Japan built a strong mod-
ern economy and military, which defeated Qing China in a war over 
the status of Korea (1894–1895) and also took over the island of Taiwan. 
Japan then attacked the Russians in Manchuria in 1904 and became the 
dominant power there from 1905.      

 Japanese imperialism was prompted by the increasing domination 
of Asia by Europeans and Americans. British control of Burma and 
Malaya, spurred the French conquest of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos 
(ruled together as Indochina). Siam (Th ailand since 1932) remained 
independent as a buff er zone between French Indochina and British 
Burma and Malaya. Meanwhile, the Dutch continued to deepen their 
rule in Indonesia, and the Americans acquired the Philippines as a 
result of war with Spain. Aft er a discussion of the American role in Asia 
and attitudes toward Asians in the United States, the chapter concludes 
with a overview of Asian reactions to imperialism , a topic that is cen-
tral to  Chapter   16    . 

 In the course of the nineteenth century, between 1800 and 1900, a 
handful of countries imposed their domination over large portions of 
the globe. In that brief period England, France, Germany, the United 
States, Japan, and to a lesser extent Italy and Belgium took control of 
perhaps one-quarter of the earth’s land surface and one-quarter of its 
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entire population while becoming dominant over another 
quarter. Russia continued to push its borders eastward into 
Asia, while the United States and Japan both extended their 
presence into the Pacifi c region. One result of this grab for 
overseas power was the establishment of complex forms of 
interdependency among world civilizations that still pro-
foundly shape our lives. Th is fi rst major phase in the cre-
ation of a “global village” as the product of imperialism is 
the background of the contemporary age. 

  The New Imperialism 

 Th e new imperialism was the work of advanced industrial-
capitalist nations like Britain rather than of mercantilist 
economies that were prominent in the centuries before 
1800. It involved the commitment of signifi cant fi nancial 
investment as well as the deliberate exploitation of the 
material and human resources of the colonial areas. Th ese 
economic functions led in turn to the establishment of 
direct political control over colonies, administered through 
elaborate colonial bureaucracies. By the opening of the 
twentieth century, therefore, a new and direct relation-
ship of unequal exchange had been established among the 
civilizations of the world, one marked by a vast diff erence 
between the industrial and technological power of the West 
and the relative weakness of the less technologically devel-
oped cultures. 

  Confl icting Interpretations 
 Scholars continue to debate imperialism’s causes and conse-
quences. Some have argued that all states are predisposed to 
aggression and dominance as a result of culturally inherited 
atavistic attitudes. Th e misapplication of Charles Darwin’s 
theory of evolution to human behavior, an approach known 
as social Darwinism, was certainly atavistic in its stress on 
“the survival of the fi ttest” and the consequent justifi cation 
or even glorifi cation of aggression, with strong racist over-
tones about who was “fi ttest” and who “inferior.” Others 
have stressed strategic motives. But perhaps the most basic 
aspect of the drive for territorial control was simply national 
pride and the aggressive ambition of national states, in the 
West and then in Japan. Th e creation of new nation-states 
in Germany and Italy in the second half of the nineteenth 
century heightened the spirit of aggressive national rivalry 
on the international scene. Great-power status was increas-
ingly equated with the possession of overseas colonies, so 
empire became a matter of national honor. Policymakers 
oft en used economic arguments to explain the necessity for 
expansion, but imperialism had signifi cant support among 
all classes, including workers, and even trade union lead-
ers and some socialists were enthusiastic about colonial 
expansion. 

 CHRONOLOGY 

 CHINA 

  1793 Macartney mission  

  1839–1842 First Anglo-Chinese Opium War ends in 

Treaty of Nanjing  

  1850–1864 Taiping Rebellion  

  1858–1860 Second Anglo-Chinese Opium War 

settled with Treaty of Tianjin  

  1860–1905 Russia in Manchuria  

  1864–1894 Self-Strengthening Movement  

  1882, 1905 Oriental Exclusion Acts (U.S.)  

  1861–1908 Empress dowager Cixi  

  1900 Boxer Rebellion  

 JAPAN 

  1868–1912 Meiji Era  

  1870–1940 Westernization and industrialization  

  1895 Japan defeats China, takes Korea and 

Taiwan  

  1904–1905 Russo-Japanese war  

  1905–1945 Japan in Manchuria  

  1910 Japan adds Korea to its empire  

 SOUTHEAST ASIA 

  1755 Division of Mataram court into 

Surabaya- and Yogyakarta-based 

sultanates  

  1782 Bangkok founded; Chakri dynasty  

  1786 Penang becomes the principal British 

factory in Southeast Asia  

  1802 Hue-based Nyugen rulers consolidate 

their Vietnam monarchy by annexing the 

Hanoi-based north  

  1819 Singapore founded  

  1825–1830 Java wars  

  1826, 1852, 1886 British take Burma  
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and fi nancial interests in each country extended their 
monopolies overseas in the search for ever-greater profi ts. 
Imperialism was, therefore, an inevitable and predictable 
response to the “internal contradictions” of capitalism in its 
monopolistic stage. For Lenin, imperialism would result in 
the crisis and breakdown of the entire capitalist system. 

 Lenin was at least partially correct. Between 1860 
and 1900, the value of British capital invested abroad 
grew from $7 billion to $20 billion. By the eve of World 
War I, one-fi ft h of the foreign investments of France and 
Germany were in colonial regions, while about 40 percent of 
England’s overseas investments were in the colonial world. 
Th ere were, however, many instances in which foreign rul-
ers needed and requested Western capital, and fi nancial 
investment hardly explained the imperialist expansion of 
less developed nations such as Italy and Russia, which had 
little surplus capital of their own. Nor does Lenin’s theory 
explain the even larger British investments in noncolonial 
areas, such as Latin America and the United States. Finally, 
it should be remembered that while some colonial posses-
sions were profi table, the military and bureaucratic costs 
of occupation nearly always exceeded the fi nancial return. 

       Economics and Empire 
 Economic rivalry between older industrial states such as 
England and France and newly industrializing states such 
as Germany and the United States added to the competi-
tion for colonies, especially because tariff  barriers tended 
to restrict European markets. Th e unprecedented material 
prosperity and military-industrial power produced by the 
Industrial Revolution and the rapid advances in science, 
technology, and industrial organization gave Westerners a 
new sense of overwhelming self-confi dence in the superi-
ority of their civilization. Th is generated a drive for cultural 
dominance and supported a belief in each country’s “civi-
lizing mission.” Industrialization also led to a new search 
for markets for manufactured goods and for sources of raw 
materials. Th e steady abandonment of free trade aft er 1860 
was already limiting the general European market, while 
British textiles invaded the Indian market. Th is growing 
competition prompted some to argue in favor of creating 
“sheltered” markets in overseas colonies, from which the 
products of other nations would be excluded in favor of 
monopoly trade with the home country. Industrial econo-
mies developed huge appetites for raw materials unavail-
able in Europe, especially rubber, cotton, jute, tin, and 
petroleum, as well as foodstuff s such as coconut, coff ee, 
and tea, all produced in Asia. Not only were these materials 
increasingly necessary, but their value was also enhanced 
because cheap labor in the colonies made mining, extrac-
tion, and agriculture especially profi table. 

 Th ese economic trends and conditions clearly contrib-
uted to the origins of imperialism, but there is a continu-
ing debate on the issue of accumulated surplus capital. Th is 
argument, which later became the major interpretation of 
Marxist writers, states that capitalism suff ered from under-
consumption; wealth in capitalist societies was poorly dis-
tributed as a result of overaccumulation by the rich. Th e 
business and fi nancial interests that accumulated such sur-
plus capital soon discovered that it could be more profi tably 
invested in overseas areas, where the availability of cheap 
labor and the raw materials demanded by Europeans made 
possible a signifi cantly greater return. Imperialism, accord-
ing to this argument, resulted from the inability of large 
capitalists to fi nd investment outlets for the surplus wealth 
that they were not able to use eff ectively at home. 

 In 1916, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870–1924), the future 
Communist leader of the Russian Revolution, wrote the 
classic Marxist analysis of the subject,  Imperialism: Th e 
Highest Stage of Capitalism . Th e scramble for colonies, 
Lenin noted, coincided with the change in Europe’s econ-
omy from a phase of free competition to one of intense and 
ever-increasing monopoly through combines, trusts, and 
the control of fi nance capital. Imperialism emerged from 
this last and “highest” stage of capitalism when business 

  1830–1900 Culture (Cultivation) System in Java  

  1830–1920 Chinese and Tamil labor migrations 

to Malaya  

  1851–1868 King Mongkut of Siam  

  1862–1885 French take Vietnam, Laos, and 

Cambodia and consolidate their colonial 

authority in French Indochina  

  1867 Straits Settlements becomes a British 

Crown Colony  

  1871 Federated Malay States established, 

with Kuala Lumpur as their capital  

  1890–1969 Ho Chi Minh  

  1898–1902 United States takes the Philippines  

  1906 Young Men’s Buddhist Association in 

Burma  

  1906 Dutch consolidate their control over all 

of Indonesia  

  1909 Unfederated Malay states  

  1932 Overthrow of Thai monarchy by Thai 

military    
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  The Decline of The Qing 

 Th e eighteenth century saw the pinnacle of Qing glory, pros-
perity, and harmony, but even before the death of the Qian-
long emperor, decline had begun and China was beginning 
to face serious problems. Prosperity remained for most and 
with it a major output of art and literature. Th is included 
new vernacular novels such as  Dream of the Red Chamber , 
which prophetically deals with the decline and degeneracy 
of a once-great family and is still widely read. Except for 
the disastrous interval of the corrupt He Shen, government 
remained well organized and effi  cient. But despite the still-
rising population, there was only a small increase in the 
number of offi  cial posts, perhaps 25 percent as against a 
doubling and later a tripling of total numbers. Th is had an 
obvious negative eff ect on governmental eff ectiveness and 
was also bad for morale. A prestigious career in the bureau-
cracy, once a reasonable ambition for able scholars, became 
harder and harder to obtain as the pool of examinees grew 
larger. At the same time, the imperial examinations became 

 However important the economic motives behind 
imperialism, it is also true that imperialism caught the 
imagination of the many in Europe (and eventually in 
the United States and Japan) and responded to a popular 
thirst for the strange and exotic. Th e exploits of European 
explorers, recounted in best-selling travel books and the 
mass circulation press, provided excitement and enter-
tainment. Scientists, missionaries, hunters, and merce-
nary adventurers poured into Africa and Asia in the late 
nineteenth century. Yet even the humanitarian instincts 
of the missionaries, intent on bringing Christianity and 
modern medicine to “savages,” implied a conviction about 
the superiority of their own civilization. When the British 
writer Rudyard Kipling spoke of the “White Man’s Bur-
den,” he refl ected the view of many Europeans that the 
civilizing mission was a sacred duty of more advanced 
races. Imperialism was economically irrational and is per-
haps best seen as a disease, highly contagious and reach-
ing fever pitch in the last years of the nineteenth century, 
as a prelude to World War I.   
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 Colonial Empires in Asia.      
  All of India and most of Southeast Asia, with the sole exception of Siam (Thailand), succumbed to colonists, while China and 
Japan had their sovereignty compromised by the so-called Unequal Treaties.   
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Th e rebels defi ed the imperial army until 1804 from their 
mountain strongholds in the upper Yangzi Valley along the 
borders of three provinces. Th e enormous expense of sup-
pressing the White Lotus bled the treasury and fed corrup-
tion in the military and its procurement. Th e unnecessarily 
long campaign also revealed the decline in the eff ective-
ness of the army, which had to depend on the help of some 
300,000 local militia. 

  New External Pressures 
 Th ese problems were just beginning to appear as the Qing 
approached its third century. Even into the nineteenth 
century the problems remained manageable, and the tra-
ditional system continued to impress European observers, 
now in far greater numbers than ever before. China was 
still able to overawe Westerners who tried to deal with the 
Dragon Th rone as an equal or to obtain trading privileges. 
Like all foreigners, they had from the beginning been fi tted 
into the forms of the tributary system, the only way China 
knew how to deal with outsiders. At Guangzhou, the only 
port where Westerners were permitted to trade, they were 
not allowed to stay beyond the trading season of about six 
months and were forbidden to bring in fi rearms or women, 
to enter the city proper, or to trade elsewhere on the China 
coast. Th ey were obliged to deal only with the offi  cial 
monopoly that controlled all foreign trade, a restraint that 
they found galling given their image of China as a vast mar-
ket fi lled with a variety of merchants. Th e Westerners were 
viewed as potential troublemakers and perverters of Chi-
nese morality. It was believed that they should be kept on 
the fringes of the empire and walled off  from normal con-
tact with its people. 

 Various attempts by the English and Dutch to trade 
elsewhere or with other merchants were rebuff ed. In 1755 
the English trader James Flint had sailed into several ports 
north of Guangzhou, including Shanghai and Tianjin, in 
an eff ort to establish trade there. He was jailed and then 
deported, but the emperor ordered execution for the Chi-
nese who had served as his interpreter and scribe. By the 
1790s the restrictions at Guangzhou seemed intolerable, 
especially to the British, then in their own view the greatest 
mercantile and naval power in the world and tired of being 
treated like minor savages. 

 In 1793 George III of England sent an embassy to Qian-
long led by a British nobleman, Viscount Macartney, to 
request wider trading rights and to deal with China as an 
equal nation. He brought with him as presents samples of 
British manufactures to convince the Chinese of the bene-
fi ts of trade with the West. Th e articles he brought were not 
yet highly developed enough to impress the Chinese; they 
included samples of the contemporary pottery of Josiah 
Wedgwood, hardly likely to appeal to the inventors of 

still more rigidifi ed exercises in old-fashioned orthodoxy 
and the memorization of “correct” texts. Th ese were to be 
regurgitated and commented on in the infamous eight-
legged essays  (see  Chapter   11   ) , allowing no scope for imagi-
nation or initiative. “Men of talent,” as they had been called 
since the Han, were oft en weeded out. Th e examination fail-
ure rate climbed rapidly, as the system lacked the fl exibility 
to accommodate the ever-greater numbers of aspirants. 

 Disappointed examination candidates, and others who 
passed but were not called to offi  ce, became a larger and 
larger group of able and ambitious but frustrated men. 
Educated, unemployed, and frustrated intellectuals are a 
worrying problem in all societies. In China the problem 
was only made worse by the earlier Qing eff orts to expand 
education and to open it to larger sections of the popula-
tion. Learning had always been the key to advancement. 
Now it was far from necessarily so. Th e system had hard-
ened just when fl exibility was most needed. Instead of pre-
serving the Great Harmony, it bred discontent. Degrees, 
and occasionally even offi  ces, once attainable only by 
examination, began to be sold. Failed candidates and dis-
appointed offi  ce seekers provided the leadership for dis-
sident and ultimately rebellious groups, whose numbers 
increased rapidly aft er about 1785. 

 Th e lack of fi rm leadership aggravated the burdens of 
overworked offi  cials aft er the death of Qianlong’s son, the 
Jiaqing emperor, in 1820. Th ey now had to manage districts 
whose populations had more than doubled. A magistrate of 
the Song dynasty 500 years earlier was responsible for an 
average of about 80,000 people in his county. By the end 
of the eighteenth century the average county, still adminis-
tered by a single magistrate and his staff , numbered about 
250,000; many were larger, and the average rose to about 
300,000 in the nineteenth century. Local gentry, landlords, 
merchant guilds, and sometimes dissident or even crimi-
nal groups began to fi ll the vacuum. Th ere was increasing 
anti-Manchu sentiment, for the Qing was aft er all an alien 
dynasty of conquest. 

 By the last quarter of the eighteenth century population 
growth had probably outrun increases in production. Per 
capita incomes stabilized and then began slowly to fall. Th e 
poorest areas suff ered fi rst, and local banditry increased. By 
the end of the century there were open rebellions, which 
increasingly marred the remainder of Qing rule. Th e secret 
society of the White Lotus, revived from its quiescence 
since the fall of the Mongols and the Ming, reemerged in a 
major uprising in 1796. Its reappearance tended to suggest 
to many Chinese that once again the ruling dynasty was 
in trouble and perhaps was losing the mandate of Heaven. 
Th e secret, quasi-Buddhist rituals of the White Lotus and 
its promise to overthrow the Qing attracted many fol-
lowers, drawing on the now-widespread peasant distress. 
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traders. Th ey were now beginning to feel the new strength 
and pride that industrialization at home was starting to give 
them. Nevertheless, the accounts of China given by mem-
bers of the Macartney and Amherst parties as they traveled 
south from Beijing to Guangzhou, nursing their rage at the 
way they had been treated, were still strongly positive. Th ey 
found it prosperous, orderly, and agriculturally productive, 
with immense trade fl ows and numerous large cities and 
bustling markets. Here are a few samples from the diary 
kept by a member of the Amherst mission in 1816: 

  Tranquility seemed to prevail, nothing but content-
ment and good humor. . . . It is remarkable that in so 
populous a country there should be so little begging. . . . 
Contentment and the enjoyment of the necessities of 
life [suggest that] the government cannot be a very 
bad one. . . . The lower orders of Chinese seem to me 
more neat and clean than any Europeans of the same 
class. . . . Even torn, soiled, or threadbare clothing is 
uncommon. . . . All the military stations are neatly 
whitewashed and painted and kept in perfect repair, 
and instead of mud cabins the houses of peasants are 
built in a neat manner with brick. The temples are also 
handsome and numerous.2    

 China may have declined from its eighteenth-century 
peak, but it was far from being in ruins. Although the 
emperors aft er Qianlong fell somewhat short of his or 
Kangxi’s brilliance, they were conscientious and hon-
est. Th e corruption that had marred Qianlong’s last years 
was greatly reduced, his scheming favorites disposed of, 
and a renewed atmosphere of responsibility and service 
established. Th e offi  cial salt monopoly, which had become 
semiparalyzed by corruption, was totally reformed in the 
1830s. Th is was one of many pieces of evidence that even the 
imperial bureaucracy still had resilience and the power to 
correct weaknesses. 

 At its best Qing art remained magnifi cent, but much of 
later Qing painting, decoration, and ceramics lacks origi-
nality, and toward the end it oft en became overly ornate. 
Like the scholarship and philosophy of the time, it is tech-
nically superb but concentrates on reproducing traditional 
themes without the exuberance or imagination of earlier 
periods. Urban culture continued to thrive as merchant 
wealth spread more widely, and city dwellers could read 
the new vernacular literature, enjoy the art of the time, and 
attend plays. It remained a sophisticated society as well as a 
prosperous one and still generally confi dant, even compla-
cent. Imperial slights to barbarian upstarts like the British 
were in keeping with what most Chinese thought. 

 But all was not well domestically. Th e state really had 
no adequate long-run means to respond to the inexorable 

porcelain. Th e Chinese could still make most of the things 
Macartney brought better and cheaper and saw no need 
for his samples. Th e whole mission was a comedy of errors 
on both sides, since both were still profoundly ignorant of 
one another and lacked any standard of comparison. Th e 
Chinese interpreted the visit and the presents as a standard 
tribute mission, although from an especially distant (they 
had only the dimmest of notions where England was) and 
hence backward group of barbarians, too far from China to 
have picked up any civilization. Chinese politeness obliged 
them to accept the presents, but with the kind of indulgence 
that a kindly parent might feel for the work of children. 

 Th ey expected Macartney to perform the  ketou  (kow-
tow), or ritual submission, as all tribute missions including 
kings did before the Son of Heaven. Macartney, as a typi-
cal pompous Georgian aristocrat in his satin knee breeches 
and also suff ering from gout, refused. He off ered instead to 
bend one knee slightly, as to his own sovereign, rather than 
prostrating himself and banging his head on the fl oor as the 
Chinese ritual prescribed. Macartney said that he was “sure 
the Chinese would see that superiority which Englishmen, 
wherever they go, cannot conceal.” One can almost hear 
him saying it! As a result, he never had a proper audience 
with Qianlong, although he was kept waiting in Beijing for 
over a month, and all his requests were refused. Qianlong 
sent him a letter for George III that was a masterpiece of 
crushing condescension, imperial Chinese style: 

  I have already noted your respectful spirit of submis-
sion. . . . I do not forget the lonely remoteness of your 
island, cut off from the world by intervening wastes 
of sea. . . . [But] our Celestial Empire possesses all 
things in abundance. We have no need for barbarian 
products.1    

 One can imagine the reaction of George III and Macartney. 
 In 1793 it was still possible for China to get away with 

such haughty behavior, and it was true that China was 
happily self-suffi  cient. A Dutch embassy of 1795 that also 
asked for better trade conditions was similarly rejected, 
even though the Dutch, less concerned with power or 
dignity than with profi ts, vigorously performed the  ketou  
several times as they lined up at court with other repre-
sentatives from countries sending tributary missions. A 
later British embassy under Lord Amherst in 1816 had a 
similarly humiliating experience. Amherst had the bad 
luck to turn up just when the British in India were fi ghting 
the Gurkhas of Nepal, a Chinese tributary since 1792, and 
was ordered out of the country by the emperor without an 
audience. 

 Foreign trade remained bottled up at Guangzhou under 
the same restrictions, increasingly frustrating to Western 
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system was its self-sustaining quality. Merchants, who 
theoretically were considered very low status because of 
their exploitative lifestyles and emphasis on profi t, oft en 
sought to buy their way into the gentry class by purchas-
ing land, government degrees, or a fi rst-class education 
for promising sons. 

 Leisure and gracious living in gentry style were more 
valued in China than in the modern West, and there was 
less interest in further accumulation for its own sake. Th e 
gentry and the scholar-offi  cials dominated Qing China as 
they had since at least the Han dynasty, leaving little sepa-
rate scope for merchants, who were offi  cially looked down 
on as parasites and who depended on their gentry or offi  -
cial connections to succeed. Th ey neither could nor wanted 
to challenge the Confucian bureaucracy and were instead 
content to use it for their own ends. All of this discouraged 
or prevented the rise of capitalism and the kinds of new 
enterprise and investment that were such a basic part of the 
commercial and industrial revolutions in the modern West. 
But it made perfectly good sense in the Chinese context. 

 In science and technology China had been an outstand-
ing pioneer. Iron-chain suspension bridges, canal locks, 
the beginnings of mechanical threshers, water-powered 
mills, looms, clocks, and even the crankshaft , connecting 
rods, and piston rods for converting rotary to longitudi-
nal motion and back, all originated in Han, Song, or post-
Song China and were still spreading under the Qing. In 
the eighteenth century China seemed again to be on the 
threshold of new technological and economic change. Th e 
achievements just mentioned are closely similar to what 
was worked out in eighteenth-century Europe. Until some 
time in the later seventeenth or early eighteenth-century 
China remained ahead of the West in most respects. It had 
invented printing, paper, gunpowder, the compass, and so 
on, all later adopted and adapted by the West. But Chinese 
accomplishments were primarily a catalog of cumulative 
empirical discoveries, as in medicine and pharmacology 
and their adaptations, rather than the result of systematic 
or sustained scientifi c inquiry. Confucianism made little 
place for abstract theorizing or speculation about what 
was not directly perceivable. Learning concentrated on the 
Confucian classics and on records of the past as the proper 
guide for the present and future. 

 Th e tradition of the learned man as a gentleman also 
 created a deep division between those who “labored with 
their minds,” as Mencius put it, and those who worked 
with their hands. Chinese artisans were highly skilled and 
ingenious but rarely engaged in theory or experiments, and 
most were not even literate. Scholars saw all manual work as 
beneath them, even experimental work. It was the joining of 
theory, design, experiment, and practice that produced the 
achievements of modern Western science and technology. 

pressures of increasing population. Decline was slow at fi rst. 
China was immense, and its society and economy, largely 
independent of state management except for the offi  cial 
monopolies, took time to decay. Signs of trouble here and 
there did not mean that the whole system was rotten—not 
yet, at least. Nor did governmental or military ineffi  ciency 
or corruption among some offi  cials mean that the whole 
administration was in trouble. Most of the Chinese world 
lay outside the political sphere in any case and continued to 
fl ourish aft er political decay was far advanced. Government 
was a thin layer. Both foreign and Chinese critics were oft en 
misled by signs of political weakness into wrongly assum-
ing that the whole country was falling apart. 

 Th e basic problem was rural poverty in some areas, as 
population rose faster than production. Traditional agricul-
tural technology, already developed to a peak of effi  ciency, 
had reached its limit, as had usable land. Further growth in 
production of any sort could be won only with new tech-
nology. China was now rapidly falling behind the West 
and showed no signs of realizing this or any readiness to 
try new ways. Th ere was little interest in the now-superior 
technology of Europe, especially not in the disruption that 
must inevitably accompany its spread. China continued to 
protect itself against such things and against any ideas or 
innovations of foreign origin. It strove to preserve the Great 
Harmony; it was complacently and even narcissistically 
proud of its glorious tradition and mistrusting of anything 
that might threaten it. Th ere might have been a diff erent 
sort of response from a new and vigorous dynasty, but the 
Qing was now old, rigid, and fearful of change. As alien 
conquerors, they were also nervous about departing in any 
way from their self-appointed role as the proponents and 
guardians of the ancient Chinese way in all things. 

 Th e still-growing commercialization of the economy 
and the rise of urban-based merchants were not accom-
panied by the developments that these same trends had 
produced in Europe. Individual or family wealth came not 
so much from increasing production as from acquiring a 
greater share of what already existed, through offi  cial con-
nections or by managing the state monopolies. Merchants 
and their guilds never became an independent group of 
entrepreneurs or sought to change the system to their 
advantage, as their European opposite numbers did. In the 
Chinese view, they prospered by working within the exist-
ing system and had few incentives to try to alter it. For 
longer-term investment, land was the preferred option 
since it was secure and also off ered social prestige. Capi-
tal earned in trade went into land, to money lending at 
usurious rates (always a symptom of capital shortages), or 
into luxurious living; only rarely did it go into enterprises 
that could increase productivity, such as manufacturing 
or new technology. One of the geniuses of the Confucian 

M16_MURP8552_07_SE_C15.indd Page 303  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia304

its cultivation as a cash crop to pay for its purchases of tea 
and silk in Guangzhou. 

 Opium had been imported from Persia and was later 
grown in China for many centuries. It was widely used for 
medicinal purposes but began to be smoked recreationally 
on a large scale only in the late eighteenth century. Chinese 
smokers and their merchants and middlemen created the 
market for imported opium, which was thought to be supe-
rior to the domestic supply that had earlier provided the 
major source. 

 Although the imperial government declared opium 
smoking and trade a capital off ense, the profi ts of the trade 
were high for both Chinese and foreigners and the ban was 
ineff ective. No foreign pressures were necessary. West-
erners, including Americans as well as European traders, 
merely delivered it to Chinese smugglers on the coast, who 
then distributed it throughout the country through a vast 
network of dealers. It was, in short, a Chinese problem, 
although foreign traders can hardly be exonerated. Most 
of the fortunes won by early American traders to China 
rested on opium. Its spreading use in China was viewed as a 
symptom both of the growing despair of the disadvantaged 
and of the degeneracy of a once proud and vigorous system, 
including many of its now self-indulgent upper classes. 

 Th is view is more than a little ironic, given that the for-
eigners who were among the most strident critics of Chi-
nese opium smoking were oft en from countries like Great 
Britain and the United States, in which opium was widely 
used. Th e criticism of Chinese consumption stemmed, not 
only from racism, but also from diff erences in the way the 
drug was consumed and the perceived motivations for its 
consumption. British and Americans, from infants to the 
elderly, took opium in liquid form (oft en dissolved in alco-
hol in a potent concoction known as laudanum), allegedly 
for its medicinal benefi ts. Th e Chinese smoked the drug, 
and oft en in opium dens that to Western eyes reeked of 
potential debauchery. Many Chinese smoked the drug as 
a medicine, and most smokers were not addicts, but that 
wasn’t what it looked like to foreign observers, especially in 
the larger context of Qing decline.    

 Meanwhile, opium provided the occasion for the fi rst 
military confrontation with these new sea barbarians in the 
fi rst Anglo-Chinese war of 1839–1842, the so-called Opium 
War. Nearly 50 years had passed since Qianlong’s rebuff  
of Macartney and his refusal of all of the British requests. 
British patience was wearing thin, and new power from 
industrialization was ready to seek a diff erent solution. 
Opium was the immediate issue that sparked the outbreak 
of hostilities, but much larger matters were involved.  Britain 
and other Western trading nations wanted freer trading 
opportunities with the huge Chinese market, as well as direct 
access and recognition, as equals, by its government. Th ey 

Th is did not happen in China, which rested on its already 
high level of development. 

 It seems easier to understand why China did not move 
into capitalism or push on from its early successes in sci-
ence and technology than to understand why Europe did. 
Th e West’s abrupt break with its own past and the explosion 
of modern science are harder to explain. China was too 
successful by Qing times to conceive of possible improve-
ments or to seek change. To a poorer and less developed 
Europe, change and new enterprise were more compelling, 
as the means to “progress.” In any case, by the nineteenth 
century China had fallen critically behind the West and 
was also ruled by a dynasty old in offi  ce and suff ering from 
the common dynastic pattern of complacency and loss of 
effi  ciency. Th e timing was bad, since it coincided with the 
rapid rise of Western power. Th e weakened government 
faced two unprecedented problems: a population bigger 
than ever before and now sliding into economic distress 
and the threat posed by militant Westerners. Neither was 
ever adequately dealt with. 

 Corruption is endemic in all systems; its seriousness is 
only a matter of degree. As the nineteenth century wore on 
in China, it became a growing cancer sapping the vigor of 
the whole country. Confucian morality began to yield to an 
attitude of “devil take the hindmost.” People and families 
with good connections had their lands and fortunes pro-
gressively removed from the tax rolls, as in the last century 
of all previous dynasties. Th is, of course, put a heavier bur-
den on the decreasing number who still had to provide the 
state’s revenue, mainly peasants. Th e strain on their already 
marginal position led many of them into banditry and 
rebellion. In all of these respects, late Qing China was espe-
cially unprepared to meet the challenge of an aggressive, 
industrializing West. It was hard also to readjust Chinese 
perspectives, which had always seen the landward frontiers 
as the major area of threat. China was slow to recognize 
that external danger now came from the sea and along the 
coast, or to take these new, hairy sea “barbarians” seriously. 
Th eir pressures continued to be treated as China had always 
treated local piracy or banditry, not as a basic challenge to 
the entire system.   

  The Opium War 

 With increasing production in British India and growing 
demand in China, opium imports rose dramatically aft er 
about 1810, and by the 1820s the favorable balance of trade 
that China had enjoyed in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries was reversed as more and more silver fl owed out 
of the country to pay for it. Although most of the opium was 
grown in India, some came from Turkey and Iran.  As noted 
in  Chapter   14   , the     English East India Company encouraged 
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fi nally sailed up the Yangzi River to Nanjing to force the still-
stalling Chinese government to negotiate a treaty that would 
grant what the British wanted. Distances, supply problems, 
and the unwillingness of the Chinese government to face 
facts made the war go on in fi ts and starts for over three 
years. It was a disconnected series of separate actions, each 
one ending in a Chinese rout and demonstrating the over-
whelming superiority of Western military technology. Th e 
Chinese fi nally capitulated in the Treaty of Nanjing, signed 
in 1842 on board a British naval vessel. Th is was the fi rst of a 
long series that the Chinese came to call “the unequal trea-
ties.” Western imperialism had come to China.     

  China Besieged 

 Th e Treaty of Nanjing granted Britain most of its demands. 
Hong Kong was ceded outright and fi ve mainland ports, 
including Shanghai and Guangzhou, were opened to 
British trade and residence. Other Western powers, including 
the United States, negotiated similar treaties the following 
year, including the provision of extraterritoriality whereby 
foreign nationals in China were immune from Chinese 
jurisdiction and were dealt with according to their own 

saw China as rigidly out of step with a modern world in 
which, free trade and “normal” international relations were 
the common ground of all “civilized” nations. Th ey could 
no longer tolerate being looked down on or ignored and 
excluded, and they now had the means to do something 
about it. China’s resistance to such demands was taken as 
proof of its backwardness; Westerners were inspired in part 
also by their sense of mission to use force if necessary to 
bring China into the modern world, for its own benefi t as 
well as their own. Chinese and Western arrogance, though 
resting on somewhat diff erent grounds, were approximately 
equal, and in 1839 they met head on. 

 An imperial commissioner, Lin Zexu, was sent to 
Guangzhou in 1839 to stop the illegal and damaging traffi  c 
in opium. Lin ordered the stocks of the drug stored there 
destroyed, most of which was technically the property of 
British merchants. Although they had no right to keep 
opium on Chinese soil under Chinese law, the British used 
the incident as a pretext to declare war. A small mobile 
force sent mainly from India soon destroyed the antiquated 
Chinese navy, shore batteries, and coastal forces. With the 
arrival of reinforcements, it attacked Guangzhou, occupied 
other ports northward on the coast including Shanghai, and 

       Th e Opium War: the British steam-powered paddle wheeler  Nemesis  destroying a Chinese fl eet in a battle 
on January 7, 1841, near Guangzhou.  Nemesis , aptly named, was one of the fi rst iron-hulled steam vessels; 
it was designed with a shallow draft  so that it could attack inland shipping. Its guns had far greater range 
and accuracy than those of the Chinese ships or shore batteries, and its easy success made it a symbol of 
Western naval and military superiority.      (Rischgitz/Getty Images)  
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reluctance to comply with these terms led to a second war 
from 1858 to 1860, when British and French troops captured 
Tianjin and Beijing and burned the imperial summer pal-
ace in retaliation for what they saw as Chinese “treachery.” 
Th e Chinese had fi red on British forces, imprisoned the 
representative sent to negotiate under a fl ag of truce, bro-
ken successive agreements to observe earlier treaties, and 
refused to receive an ambassador in Beijing. Lord Elgin, the 
commanding British general, said he had no wish to harm 
the Chinese people but chose instead to burn the sum-
mer palace as a symbol of Qing government elitism and 
arrogance.    

  Traders and Missionaries 
 Th e Treaty of Tianjin, which ended the second war, opened 
still more ports to residence and trade and allowed foreigners, 
including missionaries, free movement and enterprise any-
where in the country. It also set a tariff  on opium, thus legal-
izing the import trade in the drug. Missionaries, the largest 
number of them Americans, oft en served as a forward wave 
for imperialism, building churches and preaching the gospel 
in the interior and then demanding protection from their 
home governments against Chinese protest or riots. Trouble 
encountered by missionaries or foreign traders might be 
answered by sending a gunboat to the nearest coastal or river 
port to threaten or shell the inhabitants, a practice known as 
“gunboat diplomacy.” When missionaries or their converts 
were killed by angry antiforeign mobs, Western governments 
oft en used this as a pretext for extracting still more conces-
sions from the weakening Qing regime. Most Chinese were 

laws. Th e war had fi nally cracked China’s proud isolation. 
However, the opium trade remained illegal until aft er the 
Second Opium War. 

 Foreign trade immediately began a rapid increase that 
continued until the world depression of the 1930s. Tea and 
silk remained the dominant exports and opium the main 
import, although it was overtaken aft er 1870 by cotton yarn, 
textiles, kerosene, and a variety of other foreign manu-
factured goods. Th e treaties further impinged on China’s 
sovereignty by limiting import tariff s to 5 percent, open-
ing the vast China market to Western goods. Although in 
fact China continued to provide for most of its own needs, 
and imports never became proportionately important, the 
“unequal treaties,” as the Chinese nationalists later called 
them, reduced the country to semicolonial status. Beijing’s 

  After the Opium War, foreign arrogance increased. Here 
is a sample from 1858.  

   It is impossible that our merchants and missionaries 
can course up and down the inland waters of this 
great region and traffic in their cities and preach in 
their villages without wearing away at the crust of the 
Chinaman’s stoical and skeptical conceit. The whole 
present system in China is a hollow thing, with a 
hard brittle surface. . . . Some day a happy blow will 
shiver it [and] it will all go together.   

  But the Chinese returned the compliment.  

   It is monstrous in barbarians to attempt to improve 
the inhabitants of the Celestial Empire when they 
are so miserably deficient themselves. Thus, 
introducing a poisonous drug for their own benefit 
and to the injury of others, they are deficient in 
benevolence. Sending their fleets and armies to rob 
other nations, they can make no pretense to 
rectitude. . . . How can they expect to renovate 
others? They allow the rich and noble to enter office 
without passing through any literary examinations, 
and do not open the road to advancement to the 
poorest and meanest in the land. From this it 
appears that foreigners are inferior to the Chinese 
and therefore must be unfit to instruct them.  

  Sources : G. W. Cooke,  China: Being the Times Special Corre-
spondence from China in the Years 1857–58  (London: Rout-
ledge, 1858), p. v; “A Chinese Tract of the Mid-Nineteenth 
Century,” in E. P. Boardman,  Christian Infl uence on the Ideol-
ogy of the Taiping Rebellion , copyright (©) 1952 by the 
Regents of the University of Wisconsin System. Reprinted 
by permission of the University of Wisconsin Press.  

 THROUGH EACH OTHER’S EYES 

       Th e wreckage left  aft er Anglo-French forces stormed the forts at 
Dagu guarding the approaches to Tianjin and Beijing in 1860. 
Th e guns had been made in China’s early eff orts to copy modern 
Western armament, but they were no match for those of the 
Westerners.      (Rischgitz/Getty Images)  
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history, the Taiping Rebellion, erupted in 1850. Westerners 
tend to overemphasize their own role in China as the major 
infl uence on events aft er 1840. China was huge, Westerners 
were few, and their activities were sharply limited to the tiny 
dots of the treaty ports and outlying mission stations. China 
continued to respond primarily to its own long-standing 
internal problems, most importantly a population that had 
now long outgrown production and was falling into poverty 
and distress in many areas. Th e Taiping leader, Hong Xiu-
quan (1814–1864), was a frustrated scholar who had failed 
the rigid imperial examinations several times and then 
adopted a strange version of Christianity picked up from 
missionaries. He had religious visions in which he saw him-
self as the younger brother of Jesus Christ. Hong became the 
head of a largely peasant group from the poor mountainous 
areas of south China, which had been excluded from the 
new commercial opportunities in the treaty ports. Th e reb-
els, now armed with a “Christian” ideology, were devoted to 
the overthrow of the Manchus as an alien dynasty of con-
quest. Th ey picked up massive support as they moved north 
and captured Nanjing in 1853. A northern expedition from 
there was turned back later that year near Tianjin, but their 
forces won at least a foothold in sixteen of China’s eighteen 
provinces and dominated the rich Yangzi Valley. 

 Taiping eff orts at government were relatively feeble, but 
their system was primarily a traditional Chinese one. Th ey 
did, however, propose some revolutionary reforms, includ-
ing the prohibition of opium smoking and foot-binding, the 
promotion of gender equity, and a form of communal land-
holding, none of which endeared the rebels to the gentry 
establishment. Factions grew among the Taiping leadership, 
and the court at Nanjing was disorganized and increasingly 
given over to riotous living despite the puritanical restric-
tions on the lives of their followers. Large-scale fi ghting 
against the imperial forces continued nevertheless without 
signifi cant breaks until, in 1864, it was fi nally suppressed 
with horrendous destruction and loss of life. As many as 40 
million people died as a result of the Taiping Rebellion, and 
much of the productive lower Yangzi region was laid waste. 
During the same period, the Qing also managed fi nally to 
put down three other mass uprisings, in the north, the south-
west, and the northwest, the last two mainly Muslim rebel-
lions against Qing rule that were not fi nally defeated until 
1873. As one Qing offi  cial pointed out, these several revolts 
were a disease of China’s vital organs, while the Western bar-
barians were a marginal affl  iction only of the extremities. 

 One foreign power was still advancing by land: the 
Russians. Sensing China’s weakness and internal prob-
lems, they penetrated the Amur Valley in northern Man-
churia from which they had been excluded by the Treaty 
of Nerchinsk in 1689. In the treaties following the war of 
1858–1860 the Russians detached the maritime provinces of 

not interested in the Christian message, especially in the 
evangelical and intolerant form of most mission preaching, 
and resented foreigners with special privileges and protec-
tion encroaching on their country. Th ey did not understand 
the missionary practice of buying or adopting orphans for 
charitable and religious purposes and assumed the worst of 
these strange barbarians. Stories circulated that missionaries 
ate babies or gouged out their eyes for medicine.    

 In 1870 a mob destroyed a French Catholic mission in 
Tianjin and killed 10 nuns and 11 other foreigners; gunboats 
and heavy reparations followed. Unlike the British, the 
French had no important trade with China and oft en used 
protection of their missionaries as a means of increasing 
their infl uence. In 1883, they went to war with China over 
Vietnam when Chinese troops crossed the border to eject 
them. Th e French destroyed part of the brand new Western-
style Chinese navy and the dockyards at Fuzhou on the 
south China coast, which they had earlier helped to build. 
China was humbled again.  

  Th e Taiping Rebellion 
 Meanwhile, the greatest of all uprisings against the Qing 
governments; and possibly the most destructive uprising in 

  The imperial commissioner, Lin Zexu, sent to Guangzhou 
in 1839 to stop the opium trade, wrote a letter in the 
same year to the young Queen Victoria that read in part 
as follows:  

    Magnificently our great Emperor soothes and pacifies 
China and the foreign countries. . . . But there appear 
among the crowd of barbarians both good and bad 
persons, unevenly. . . . There are barbarian ships that 
come here for trade to make a great profit. But by 
what right do they in return use the poisonous drug 
[opium] to injure the Chinese people? . . . Of all China’s 
exports to foreign countries, there is not a single thing 
which is not beneficial. . . . On the other hand, articles 
coming from outside China can only be used as toys; 
they are not needed by China. Nevertheless, our 
Celestial Court lets tea, silk, and other goods be 
shipped without limit. This is for no other reason than 
to share the benefit with the people of the whole world.   

  Source:  Reprinted by permission of the publisher from  China’s 
Response to the West: A Documentary Survey, 1839–1923,  by 
Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank, pp. 24–26, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, copyright © 1954, 1979 by 
the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Copyright 
renewed 1982 by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank.  

 OPIUM 
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management rose to power, helped by the victories over the 
rebels and the now-undeniable threat posed by foreigners. 
For a decade or two, the Qing seemed to have a new lease 
on life and to show surprising vigor.    

 Unfortunately for them, it was not to last; nor were the 
reforms ever fundamental enough to be equal to China’s 
problems. Th ey never won full support from the archcon-
servative throne or from most of the people. Both remained 
basically antiforeign and opposed adopting barbarian ways 
even to fi ght barbarians. In 1862 a weak boy emperor came 
to the throne, dominated by his scheming mother, Cixi, 
originally an imperial concubine who plotted her way to 
the top. Cixi was another woman whose unorthodox rise 
to power (there was no other path for women) reinforced 
Confucian stereotypes about the dangers of female rule. 
When the emperor died in 1875 at age 19 (many said he was 
poisoned by his mother), Cixi put her 4-year-old nephew in 
his place, retaining all real power for herself as the empress 
dowager until her death in 1908. She was clever and politi-
cally masterful, but narrow-minded and deeply conserva-
tive, the opposite of the leadership China so badly needed. 
She had no understanding of what China required to enable 
it to deal successfully with foreign powers, whom she con-
tinued to see as unruly and hateful barbarians. China’s 
fi rst tentative eff orts at change were thus mainly aborted. 
Th e Confucian reactionaries, who now again dominated 
the government with few exceptions, grudgingly acknowl-
edged that the barbarians had a few tricks (weapons) that 
China might fi nd useful, but there could be no thought of 
abandoning or even altering traditional Chinese culture or 
view of the world.  

  Treaty Ports and Mission Schools 
 Meanwhile, the ports opened to trade via the “unequal 
treaties,” which numbered over 100 by 1910, grew rapidly, 
attracting Chinese as merchants, partners, and laborers. 
Shanghai became the largest treaty port, as well as China’s 
biggest city, followed in size by Tianjin, Nanjing, Hankou, 
and Guangzhou, respectively. Among major cities, only Bei-
jing remained outside the treaty-port system, but it too was 
dominated by the foreign presence and foreign privilege. 
Th ese Western-dominated cities, although foreign resi-
dents were a relative handful in number, were an example of 
Euro-American-style “progress.” Manufacturing also began 
to grow in the treaty ports and increased especially rapidly 
aft er 1895 when the Japanese, who had defeated China in 
a war over the status of Korea, imposed a new treaty that 
permitted foreign-owned factories in the ports, producing 
mainly textiles and other consumer goods. Th is was the real 
beginning of modern industrialization in China and was 
soon joined by Chinese entrepreneurs and industrialists, 
including many who had been blocked or discouraged by 

eastern Manchuria and added them to their empire, includ-
ing the port of Vladivostok, which they had earlier founded 
on the Pacifi c coast. Muslim rebellion in the northwest aft er 
1862 led to Russian intervention in northern Xinjiang just 
across their own border, and their support of rebel Mus-
lim leaders. Th e Qing government decided that this threat 
must be met head-on, raised an army under a highly eff ec-
tive general, marched it 2,500 miles from its base in eastern 
China, and, to everyone’s surprise, defeated both the rebels 
and the Russians by 1878.  

  Attempts at Reform 
 Suppression of the Taiping and other rebellions showed 
that even in its last decades the Qing were still capable of 
successful action. Th ey still refused to accept or deal with 
foreigners as equals, but they had learned that adopting 
foreign military technology was essential if they were to 
defend themselves at all. Aft er 1860 they began what they 
called “self-strengthening,” including the establishment of 
new Western-style arsenals, gun foundries, and shipyards. 
Th ese and other eff orts to modernize were handicapped by 
government red tape and cross-purposes, but they made 
some slow progress. Several outstanding senior offi  cials 
who realized the need for some changes and more eff ective 

       A powerful and unscrupulous ruler, the empress dowager Cixi 
(1835–1908), in keeping with the degeneracy of the late Qing 
period, favored an ornate style for decorating many rooms in the 
imperial palace in Beijing.      (Tzu-hsi, Empress Dowager of China, 
1835–1908, Photographs Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. 
Sackler Gallery Archives Smithsonian Institution, Photographer: 
Hsun-ling)  

M16_MURP8552_07_SE_C15.indd Page 308  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 15 / The Triumph of Imperialism in Asia 309

  Th e Boxer Uprising 
 Missionaries in rural areas continued to provoke antifor-
eign riots as their activities spread. In the late 1890s, the 
empress dowager adroitly turned an anti-Qing group of 
impoverished bandits and rebels in Shandong Province 
against a diff erent target—missionaries, and ultimately all 
foreigners, who were to be killed or driven into the sea. By 
early 1900 this group, known to foreigners as the Boxers (a 
crude translation of their name for themselves, “the fi sts 
of righteous harmony”), went on a rampage, burning mis-
sion establishments and killing missionaries and Chinese 
converts. Converts had always been resented because they 
oft en used foreign help, and sometimes gunboat diplomacy, 
to intervene in their disputes with other Chinese. Th e impe-
rial court not only favored the Boxers but also saw them as 
the fi nal solution to the barbarian question. By June 1900, 
with covert imperial support, they besieged the foreign 
legations in Beijing, which barely held out until relieved by 
a multinational expedition in mid-August. Having earlier 
declared war offi  cially against all the foreign powers, the 
court fl ed to Xi’an. 

 Aft er brutal reprisals, the foreigners (now including 
a large Japanese contingent) withdrew, and a peace was 
patched up a year later. China was saddled with a staggering 
indemnity on top of the one already extracted by Japan in 
1895, but leaving the empress dowager and her reactionary 
councilors still in power. Th e Qing dynasty was almost dead, 
but no workable alternative was to emerge for many more 
years  (see  Chapter   16   ) . China had still to learn the lessons of 
national unity and shared political purpose, which had been 
unnecessary in the past when the empire controlled “all 
under Heaven” and China had no rivals. Th e government 
fi nally fell in 1911, more from its own weight and incom-
petence than because of the small, weak, and disorganized 
group of revolutionaries whose mistimed uprising was 
joined by disgruntled troops. Th e fall of the Qing was hardly 
a revolution, but it ended the dynastic rule by which China 
had been governed for more than 2,000 years and opened 
the way for fundamental change in the years ahead.   

  Choson Korea in Decline 

 Under Yi rule from 1392 Choson Korea had preserved a 
correct tributary relationship with both Ming and Qing 
China, which were oft en referred to by Koreans as “elder 
brother.” Chinese infl uence strengthened throughout this 
long period, including new emphasis on Confucianism and 
the adoption of the Chinese examination system based on 
mastery of Confucian scholarship, philosophy, and moral-
ity. For a century or more Korea experienced a lively cul-
tural growth on the Chinese model, printing encyclopedias 

the conservative government until they entered the more 
enterprising world of the treaty ports. 

 As elsewhere in Asia, however, imperialist arrogance was 
growing, and Chinese found that they were excluded from 
foreign clubs and parks and treated as second-class citizens. 
Given their ancient cultural pride, this was a bitter pill, but 
it fed the fi rst stirring of modern Chinese nationalism and 
a determination to purge China of its century of humilia-
tion. Such sentiments as yet aff ected only the few who lived 
in the treaty ports or encountered missionaries, and by no 
means all of them. Many treaty-port Chinese, like their 
Indian parallels in colonial Calcutta and Bombay, saw the 
Western way as the best for China and followed it increas-
ingly in their own lives and careers. But they were the tini-
est fraction of the Chinese people. Most Chinese never saw 
a foreigner, and most of those who did still dismissed them 
as weird barbarians. 

 More infl uential than the treaty ports and their Western 
economic systems were the missionaries. Th e total of Chi-
nese Christians remained discouragingly small, probably 
about 1 million at most, out of a total population of some 
450 million by 1910. Most of them attended church for 
handouts rather than from sincere religious faith—“rice 
Christians” as they were called. But many of the missions 
saw that education and medical help were more attrac-
tive than Christian doctrine and might be a better path 
to the goal of conversion. Mission-run schools and hospi-
tals spread rapidly. Th e schools drew many, in time most, 
of the young Chinese who wanted to study English and 
Western learning or science. Missionaries off ered educa-
tion for Chinese girls on a broader scale than ever before, 
and many of these female students became outspoken 
reformers and revolutionaries. Th ey also got exposure to 
Christianity, but most graduates did not become converts, 
although they adopted Western ways of thinking in many 
respects, and Western-style nationalism as a source of the 
strength that China lacked. Most twentieth-century Chi-
nese nationalists were infl uenced by mission schools, and 
most of China’s universities before 1949 were founded by 
missionaries. 

 New government schools that included Western learn-
ing were also established, and in 1905, to mark the passing 
of an era, the traditional examination system was abol-
ished. Missionaries and others translated a wide range of 
Western works, which were avidly read by the new genera-
tion of Chinese intellectuals. Many of them began to press 
for radical change and for the overthrow of the Qing. Ironi-
cally, they had to use the treaty ports, notably Shanghai, as 
their base, where they were protected from Qing repression 
by living under foreign law. It was in the treaty ports, which 
were both an irritating humiliation and an instructive 
model, that the fi rst stirrings of revolution began.  
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 To the alarm of the government, Christianity did 
spread despite persecution, and with it some of the West-
ern learning and ideas that Jesuits and other missionaries 
had introduced into China and Japan. Followers in Korea 
called it “practical learning,” and some began to urge fun-
damental change. Th ere was a predictable backlash on 
the part of others who saw Western ideas as a threat to 
Korean Confucian values and identity. Bands of armed 
men called “tiger hunters” attacked foreigners and took 
part in the eff orts to repel the still small-scale foreign 
expeditions. In 1862 and 1863, there was a major peasant 
revolt in the southeast in protest against mounting pov-
erty and the ineff ective government response, but it also 
had xenophobic overtones. In the 1860s a new religious 
cult arose that was violently opposed to Western learn-
ing and all foreign infl uences. Called Tonghak, or “East-
ern Learning,” it was founded by a poor village scholar, 
Ch’oe Che-u (1824–1864), who had repeatedly failed the 
offi  cial examinations. Much like Hong Xiuquan, founder 
of the Taipings in China, Ch’oe claimed to have had 
divine instructions to lead a new movement. His religion 
combined elements from Confucian, Buddhist, Taoist, 
Catholic, and indigenous Korean beliefs, including more 
than a touch of magic, but centered on the creation of a 
new “way” that would conquer the Westerners and restore 
Korea to its ancient glory. He attracted widespread sup-
port from impoverished peasants, as with the Taipings, 
and there were renewed revolts. Ch’oe was arrested and 
executed in 1864 as a subversive, but aft er his death the 
Tonghak movement spread even more widely, for the time 
being on a more passive basis. 

 Th e government thus faced both domestic rebellion and 
foreign challenge. An offi  cial known as the Taewongun 
(“Grand Prince”) served as regent for his son from 1864 to 
1873. He instituted a series of conservative reforms aimed at 
restoring the golden age of the Yi dynasty nearly fi ve centu-
ries earlier. In a parallel to the “self-strengthening” move-
ment in China during the same years, there was an eff ort 
to reduce corruption, strengthen the central administra-
tion, build new forts, and introduce a few modern arms, 
but the government’s basically reactionary and exclusionist 
emphasis did not change. Th e government executed some 
French Catholic priests, thus provoking a French naval 
attack in 1866. Th e Koreans managed to drive them off , and 
the commander lectured them in Confucian style, “How 
can you tell us to abandon the teachings of our forefathers 
and accept those of others?” Persecution of Christians was 
greatly increased, but the Koreans seem not to have realized 
even yet the potential or actual power of the Westerners and 
continued to insist that their foreign relations be managed 
only through Beijing, of which they remained a tributary 
state. Choson counted on the Qing to protect it but failed 

and extensive histories. Th e capital was fi xed at Seoul, and 
the country was divided into eight provinces, subdivided 
into counties following the Chinese pattern, and admin-
istered by a scholar-elite class chosen from those who had 
passed the examinations. 

 Although the system was supposedly based on merit, or 
in practice on conformity with the oft en rigid Confucian 
code, Korean society remained sharply hierarchical, based 
on hereditary class distinctions as in Japan. All those who 
served as military or civil offi  cials came from the yang-
ban, or gentry group. Th e unity and vigor provided by the 
Yi dynasty in its fi rst centuries could not be maintained, 
and its authority was progressively weakened by chronic 
confl icts among rival bureaucratic and court factions. At 
the end of the sixteenth century, Choson was devastated 
by the invasion of the Japanese warlord Hideyoshi. It was 
subsequently invaded by the Manchus in 1636 in prepa-
ration for their assault on Ming China. Th e government 
became more and more ineff ective, while the economy 
and culture stagnated and declined. Th us, Choson Korea 
was especially poorly prepared to meet the challenge 
posed by Western and then Japanese imperialists in the 
nineteenth century. 

  Rejection of Foreign Ideas 
 Th e Choson establishment and government were rigidly 
opposed to any and all foreign infl uences or presences 
and had no interest in adopting Western technology even 
in self-defense. Catholic missionaries from Qing China 
reached Choson at the end of the eighteenth century, but 
they and their converts were soon persecuted as both for-
eign and heretical—that is, anti-Confucian—and Christi-
anity was driven underground. Unfortunately for Korea, 
its position between the larger and more powerful states 
of China and later Japan on the one hand and in the later 
nineteenth century an expansionist Russia on the other 
exposed it to overwhelming forces that it could not per-
manently resist and made it a battleground of competing 
foreign interests. It should be remembered, however, that 
Korea has the same geographic size and population as 
many European states, with a far older, more sophisticated 
culture, a major civilization in its own right, though deeply 
in the shadow of China. Because of its seclusionist and 
antiforeign attitude, Choson was called by Westerners the 
Hermit Kingdom, but this merely increased foreign curi-
osity and determination to “open” the country to trade. 
Th e government’s response to mounting foreign pressures 
aft er 1860 was in eff ect to pull the covers over its head and 
hope the foreigners would go away, although shipwrecked 
mariners were treated roughly and expelled, while the 
Koreans fi red on and drove off  foreign ships that tried to 
establish contact. 
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eff orts at rational change were largely undone. Neverthe-
less, foreign infl uences increased, including those brought 
by a new fl ood of mainly American missionaries, and a 
Korean diplomatic mission was established in Washington 
in 1888. 

 But the major infl uence was still from Japan, whose 
example of modern development and strength since 1869 
inspired most Korean patriots and reformers. Th ey wel-
comed a larger role for Japan in Korea’s overdue develop-
ment, and when the Min faction at court blocked their 
eff orts, they tried to stage a coup in 1884. In Japanese style, 
they assassinated several conservative ministers and seized 
the king. Th is was all done with the knowledge of the Japa-
nese legation, but their coup failed when the young Qing 
commander in Korea, Yuan Shikai, defeated the guards of 
the Japanese legation and rescued the king. Th e aff air was 
settled in 1885 by an agreement between Li Hongzhang and 
Ito Hirobumi of Japan—known as the Li-Ito Convention. 
Both powers agreed to withdraw their troops and military 
advisers and to notify each other before sending them back. 
Li proceeded to push for Choson’s modernization, includ-
ing the creation of a customs service, telegraph lines, and 
new military training. But the Tonghak movement was still 
very much alive, and in 1894 it rose in rebellion, once again 
against unaddressed poverty, governmental ineff ectiveness, 
and foreign infl uences. Qing China and Japan once more 
intervened, but now Japan was clearly superior militarily. 
In the brief undeclared war between the two, with the 
Qing still attempting to act as Choson’s protector, Japanese 
naval and ground forces won a quick and decisive victory. 
Choson was declared independent of China, but from 1895 
it became in eff ect a part of the Japanese sphere of infl uence. 

 Choson Korea would perhaps have done better if it 
could have followed the Meiji pattern, or even that of post-
1860 China or Siam (Th ailand), letting in all foreign nations 
in order to balance each other out while pursuing its own 
modernization along Western lines. As it was, Korea 
became Japanese property and suff ered terribly. Russian 
ambitions in Korea were ended with the Japanese victory 
over the Russian empire in 1905, when Korea was offi  cially 
declared a Japanese protectorate. Th e weak Choson king, 
husband of Queen Min (who had been murdered by the 
Japanese in 1895), was left  nominally in power, but when he 
complained to the Western powers about Japanese domina-
tion, Tokyo forced him to abdicate and turn over the throne 
to his feeble-minded son. Japanese now fi lled most offi  cial 
posts, and the Choson army was disbanded. Japan brutally 
suppressed all eff orts at protest, which they labeled “riots,” 
killing over 12,000 people. Ito, from 1905 the Japanese 
resident-general, was assassinated by a Korean patriot late 
in 1909, and Korea was offi  cially annexed to the Japanese 
Empire the following year as Chosin Province.   

to understand China’s growing weakness or the West’s 
strength and determination, soon to be supplemented by a 
resurgent Japan.  

  Foreign Contention for Korea 
 Japanese had continued to trade at the southeast port of 
Pusan, by special permission, rather like the Dutch trade 
at Nagasaki under the Tokugawa. With the Meiji Restora-
tion of 1868 (discussed below), Japan began to acquire new 
strength and new ambition. Th e Japanese had had a long 
history of interaction with nearby Korea. Now they saw it 
as their fi rst foreign opportunity to demonstrate their new 
power. But it was, aft er all, the Americans who had fi rst 
succeeded in “opening” Japan in 1853, and in the growing 
rivalry over who would manage to do the same for Korea, 
the U.S. minister to China went in 1871 with fi ve warships 
to the mouth of the Han River and sent his surveyors up 
river toward Seoul. Th e Koreans fi red on them, wounding 
two. Th e Americans demanded an apology, and when none 
was forthcoming, destroyed fi ve forts by gunfi re and killed 
some 250 Koreans. But the government refused to deal 
with them and fi nally they had to sail away, leaving the 
Koreans sure that they had won a victory. Th e Japanese mili-
tary soon decided to try to provoke a war with Korea and to 
detach it from the Chinese sphere into their own. Th eir fi rst 
plan was stopped by the still-cautious Meiji government, 
but in 1875 Japanese who landed from warships to survey 
the Korean coast were fi red on, and the Tokyo government 
determined to use this as a pretext for demanding that 
Korea open its doors. A Japanese fl eet anchored off  Inchon, 
the port of Seoul, in early 1876, and forced the government 
to sign an “unequal treaty” patterned on those imposed 
earlier on China and Japan by the West. Th e treaty opened 
the ports of Pusan, Inchon, and Wonsan to Japanese trade 
and declared Korea an “independent state.” 

 Th e Taewongun, now formally out of power, never-
theless promoted an antiforeign riot in 1882, and a mob 
attacked the Japanese legation. Both Qing China, still 
regarding itself as the ultimate legitimate authority, and 
Japan sent troops. Japan received an indemnity, and Qing 
offi  cials removed the Taewongun and held him in China for 
the next three years. Li Hongzhang took control of relations 
with and for Choson and tried to foster “self-strengthening” 
measures there. Li saw it was best for Choson to develop 
some counters to the overwhelming Japanese presence and 
ambitions and urged trade and diplomatic treaties with the 
Western powers. Such treaties were negotiated between 
1882 and 1886, fi rst with the United States, but the eff orts 
at self-strengthening were blocked by Korean conservatism 
and by continuing factional confl ict. With the removal of 
the Taewongun, the archconservative Min family came to 
power; under the leadership of Queen Min, the few feeble 
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Although change was largely bloodless and accompanied 
by relatively minor political reorganization, Meiji Japan 
produced in many ways a real revolution.  

  Economy and Government 
 Th e fi rst priority was rapid industrialization, especially in 
heavy industries and armaments. Foreign advisers from 
appropriate countries were hired to expedite this growth—
from Britain for a modern navy, from Germany for a mod-
ern army and armaments industry, and so on. Railways 
were rapidly built to link the major cities, and new ports 
and facilities were created. Th e machinery of government 
and law was wholly remade, modeled on a judicious com-
bination of Western systems. A constitution was adopted in 
1889, but with very limited voting rights. In balance, it was 
a modifi ed constitutional monarchy with a parliament and 

  Japan Among the Powers 

  Directed Change 
 In contrast to China, the Meiji Restoration in Japan, which 
replaced the Tokugawa rule in 1868, ushered in a period 
of rapid change and Westernization. Th e Tokugawa feudal 
order had long been undermined by the rise of merchants 
and by the growing restlessness of the outer daimyo, who 
were also incensed at Tokugawa weakness in the face of the 
foreign challenge. “Restoration” of the emperor was made a 
patriotic rallying cry against the decaying Tokugawa shogu-
nate  (see  Chapter   12   ) . Meiji was the reign title of the young 
emperor, who now moved to Tokyo (“eastern capital”) as 
the restored head of state, although his role remained for-
mal and symbolic only. He and his successors, though they 
were largely fi gureheads, served as a focus for new national-
ist sentiment and most Japanese took inspiration from the 
fact that their country was once again formally under impe-
rial rule. 

 Th e goal of the new government was to strengthen and 
modernize Japan so that it could get rid of the “unequal 
treaties” that the Tokugawa shogun had been forced to 
sign by the Americans and Europeans and win equality 
with other nations. As in China, loss of control over their 
own tariff s, the treaty-port system, and special privileges 
for foreigners, including extraterritoriality, were galling to 
the Japanese, who were accustomed to thinking of them-
selves as superior, with no history of foreign conquest. On 
the other hand, they had long understood the wisdom of 
adopting ideas and techniques from other countries, as 
they had done from China. To China, change meant dis-
order; to Japan, it meant the chance of improvement. Japa-
nese pride rested not so much in their culture as in their 
sense of themselves as a people.    

 In any case, they were quick to realize that if Japan was 
not to become a colony or semicolony like the rest of Asia, 
it would have to adopt Western technology. In sharp con-
trast to the Chinese, and in part because of China’s dismal 
experience, Japan also saw that military technology could 
not be separated from overall industrialization or the insti-
tutional structures that had produced and accompanied it 
in the West. Where cultural pride oft en blinded the Chinese 
to this truth, Japan showed little hesitation aft er 1869 in 
transforming or abolishing traditional institutions in favor 
of those that could give the country the modern strength it 
needed to survive. Many Japanese urged wholesale West-
ernization, arguing, “If we use it, that will make it Japanese.” 
Some radical enthusiasts in the early years of Meiji actu-
ally tried to destroy traditional temples, to sweep away the 
old and make way for the new Japan. Fukuzawa Yukichi, 
the outstanding intellectual of Japan’s Meiji “enlighten-
ment,” especially urged Japanese to learn foreign languages. 

  In 1868 the boy emperor Meiji was given by the new reform-
ers a document to sign that became known as the Charter 
Oath. Although its five articles are rather general, they do fit 
the mood of the new Japan and the course it took.  

  Article 1. Deliberative assemblies shall be widely 
established and all matters decided by public 
 discussion. 

 Article 2. All classes, high and low, shall unite vig-
orously in carrying out the administration of the 
affairs of state. 

 Article 3. The common people, no less than the 
civil and military officials, shall each be allowed to 
pursue his own calling so that there may be no 
discontent. 

 Article 4. Evil customs of the past shall be broken 
off and everything based upon the just laws of 
Nature. 

 Article 5. Knowledge shall be sought throughout 
the world so as to strengthen the foundation of 
imperial rule.  

  Perhaps the best one-line statement of the mood of early 
Meiji is the reply given to a German physician who visited 
Japan in the mid-1870s and asked a Japanese friend about 
the country’s history. He replied:  

  We have no history. Our history begins today!  

  Source:  From page 672,  Sources of Japanese Tradition , Vol. 1 
by Ryusuku Tsunoda, Wm. Theodore de Bary and Donald 
Keene, eds. Copyright © 1958 Columbia University Press. 
Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

 DIRECTIONS 
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was decided in Tokyo was quickly carried out everywhere 
as national policy. 

 Farm output doubled and then tripled between 1870 
and 1940 with the use of new Western technology as well as 
hard work. In many ways it was the latter that was the basis 
of Meiji Japan’s astounding success. But the costs of such 
forced draft  development were high. Taxation was heavy, 
and most of the burden was borne by the peasantry, still the 
largest sector of the Japanese population. Rice riots became 
frequent, and peasant welfare was also aff ected by the new 
military conscription of a largely peasant army.  

  Japanese Imperialism 
 By the 1890s Japan had a modern navy and army and a 
fast-growing industrial base to support it. Japanese steam-
ships had won a major place in East Asian trade, and its 
merchants had acquired a rising share of the China mar-
ket. Exports to the West now included silk and tea, where 
Japanese effi  ciency and quality control had captured much 
of the market from a more disorganized China. In 1894 
Britain agreed to relinquish the unequal clauses of the old 
treaty by 1899, and other nations soon followed suit. 

 As it had followed the Western lead in modern devel-
opment, Japan now joined the other imperialist powers in 
colonial conquests. According to the Western example, this 
was part of being one of the “powers,” but Japanese had long 
sought a special role for themselves on the mainland. Japa-
nese saw the weak Qing regime in China as inviting foreign 
meddling, and they did not want the Europeans to be the 

a largely Western-derived legal system. Such change was 
important also to demonstrate that Japan was a “civilized” 
country where foreigners did not need extraterritorial-
ity to protect them. But all Western institutions, even the 
details of Western culture such as dress and diet, were seen 
as sources of strength. Samurai discarded their swords and 
picturesque garb, put on Western business suits, learned to 
waltz, and dominated the new bureaucracy. Some samurai 
found careers as offi  cers in the new army, but most sol-
diers were now peasant conscripts and war was no longer a 
gentlemen’s preserve. Other samurai went into business or 
manufacturing in the rapidly expanding economy. Still oth-
ers deeply resented their loss of status. 

 Change was centrally directed, but succeeded in mobi-
lizing most Japanese toward the announced goal of “a rich 
country and a strong army.” Th e Japanese were used to taking 
direction from daimyo, samurai, or other hierarchical supe-
riors, and most came to share the national objectives with 
genuine enthusiasm, especially since the new government 
seemed to promise more popular participation. Japan’s 
almost ready-made nationalism as an island country with 
a long history of separateness was a strong asset, again in 
sharp contrast with China. Its people were also relatively 
homogenous ethnically and culturally (as the Chinese or 
Indians were not), and the country was small and easily 
integrated as a unit. In area and population, approximately 
50 million by 1910, it was about the size of one of China’s 
larger provinces. But some 90 percent of the Japanese lived 
in the area between greater Tokyo and greater Osaka. What 

       Th e fi rst modern Japanese embassy abroad, sent by the Tokugawa to Washington and shown here in a navy 
yard in 1860 with their American hosts. Note that the Japanese are all dressed in samurai outfi ts, complete 
with swords.      (Corbis)  
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the stationing of troops and of Japanese “advisers” to the 
government of the new Republic of China (established 
in 1912), that would have made China in eff ect a Japanese 
colony. By such greedy and bullying tactics, Japan quickly 
lost the admiration and goodwill built up by its progress 
since 1869. Th e demands also infuriated Chinese patriots 
and more than any other event sparked the rise of genuine 
Chinese nationalism on a widening basis  (see  Chapter   16   ) . 
Japan had begun a policy in China, and in the acquisition of 
empire, that was to lead it into what Japanese call “the dark 
valley,” the fateful years leading to the military takeover of 
Manchuria in 1931 and to the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 
1941. Some of the demands were rejected, although Japan 
hung on to the German concessions in Shandong. Mean-
while, attention was centered on the further development 
of Taiwan, Korea, and Manchuria. 

 Taiwan off ered rice, sugar, and tropical crops to feed 
Japan’s booming and increasingly urban population. Korea 
had rich resources of coal, iron ore, and timber, which were 
exploited for export to Japan. Korea was drained of every-
thing exportable, including food crops, to support  Japanese 
growth. Most Koreans were reduced to menial  occupations 
and denied even elementary education, although some 
attended college in Japan and returned to serve the  Japanese 
government in Korea. Koreans were forced to adopt 
 Japanese names and were forbidden to teach or use their 
own language in public. Manchuria, still formally part of 
China but in eff ect a Japanese sphere of control, was a store-
house of coal, ores, timber, productive agricultural land, and 
potential hydroelectric power. All these resources were put 
to work with heavy investment of Japanese capital in rail-
ways, mines, irrigation, fertilizers, dams, port facilities, and 
colonial administration. Even in Korea, railways, mines, fac-
tories, and roads were built and basic economic growth was 
begun, although for Japanese benefi t. In  Taiwan, the infra-
structure for economic development was also laid, primarily 
in agriculture, and there was new prosperity. 

 Japanese policy in Taiwan and Manchuria was more con-
structive than in Korea, where anti-Korean prejudice and 
harsh responses to Korean resistance marred the Japanese 
record and impoverished most Koreans. Taiwan’s success-
ful economic growth aft er 1950 rested on Japanese founda-
tions in irrigation, fertilizer, rail and road systems, power 
supplies, coal mines, education, and industry. In Manchu-
ria the Japanese built the largest single industrial complex 
in Asia, including closely integrated mines and factories in 
the Mukden (Shenyang) area centered on heavy manufac-
turing, a dense rail net, and a highly productive commer-
cialized agriculture generating large surpluses of wheat and 
soybeans for export to Japan and to world markets through 
the port of Dairen. Large power dams were built on Man-
churia’s rivers. Th e population increased by nearly 1 million 

benefactors. Choson Korea, which maintained tributary 
relations with the Qing, was the handiest target, and in brief 
campaigns in 1894–1895 the new Japanese fl eet and army 
demolished the poorly led Chinese forces sent to protect 
their tributary dependency. Th e terms of the 1895 Treaty of 
Shimonoseki angered many Chinese and turned some of 
them into rebels against the Qing, whom they blamed for 
weakening China to the point that it could not even defeat 
the neighbor that China had long overawed. Japan became 
dominant in a still nominally independent Korea; the Qing 
also ceded to them the island of Taiwan (Formosa), a huge 
indemnity, and the right to operate factories in the China 
treaty ports.    

 Th e Russians were still extending their infl uence, railways, 
and concession areas in Manchuria, leasing its southern tip 
from the Qing and developing the port of Dairen there. Th e 
Japanese saw this as a threat to their position in Korea, but in 
any case they had their own plans for Manchuria. As in 1894 
in Korea, and 1941 at Pearl Harbor, they struck in 1904 before 
declaring war. To everyone’s surprise, they won a series of 
land and naval battles against Russia, then the world’s larg-
est military power, by a combination of sneak attack, dash, 
and willingness to take heavy casualties. Th e Russians were 
far from their home base and inadequately prepared; in time, 
their much greater resources would have won out, but the 
Japanese wanted to quit while they were ahead and agreed 
to a peace arranged by the Americans under President 
 Th eodore Roosevelt that was signed at Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire, in 1905. Th e Russians were concerned by then 
with the fi rst stirrings of revolution at home, and the war 
was expensive and unpopular. Japan inherited the  Russian 
 position in  Manchuria and tightened its grip on Korea, 
deposing the last of the Choson rulers in 1910 and declaring 
the  peninsula part of the now-extensive Japanese Empire. 

 Th ere was widespread British, American, and German 
support for Japan in this period, not only as an apt pupil 
who made all the proper moves but also as a counterweight 
against Russia and China. Japan had been encouraged to 
attack Russia by the Anglo-Japanese treaty of alliance and 
friendship signed in 1902, which was welcomed in Japan 
also as a mark of international equality with Western pow-
ers. Th eodore Roosevelt saw the Japanese as promising 
allies, “bully fi ghters” as he called them. Th e Russo-Japanese 
War of 1904–1905 inaugurated a period of new pride, confi -
dence, and continued economic progress. 

 Japan joined the Allies in World War I, ostensibly as an 
equal partner, although it took no part in the fi ghting in 
Europe apart from sending a few destroyers to join the Brit-
ish Mediterranean fl eet. Th e opportunity was instead used 
to take over the German concession areas in China, centered 
in the province of Shandong in eastern north China. In 1915 
Japan presented a list of Twenty-one Demands, including 
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     Colonial Regimes in 

Southeast Asia 

 While Japan was extending its power to Taiwan, Korean, 
and Manchuria, and beginning to put pressure on China 
itself, the Europeans and Americans continued to develop 
their interests across Southeast Asia.    

  Th e British in Burma and Malaya 
 Early British interest in Southeast Asia, and their expulsion 
by the Dutch in the seventeenth century, was incidental to 
their concerns in India and their eff orts to break into the 
China market. Th ey established what soon became their 
major Southeast Asian trade base at Singapore in 1819. Th ey 
had taken over Melaka from the Dutch in 1795, symboliz-
ing the new shift  of power (as the Dutch capture of Melaka 
from the Portuguese had done in 1641), but its harbor was 
small and it no longer controlled trade through the straits. 
From the start, Singapore, with its large and excellent 
island-shielded harbor commanding the southern entrance 
to the straits, was a commercial center for all Southeast Asia 
and not just for Malaya, which remained largely undevel-
oped economically and thinly populated until the end of 
the nineteenth century. 

 Meanwhile, Burma was next door to India and under 
the rule of an antiquated monarchy that was nevertheless 
expanding westward. Early nineteenth-century Burmese 
kings were too proud to deal with anyone, even the British, 
as equals. One of them conquered Arakan on Burma’s west 

a year from 1900 to the outbreak of the Pacifi c War in 1941, 
consisting almost entirely of Chinese who migrated from 
a disordered and impoverished north China seeking new 
economic opportunity. Japan’s huge investment in Man-
churia, which never paid off  in net terms for the Japanese, 
laid the essential basis for China’s industrialization aft er 
Japan’s defeat in 1945. But Japan’s record as a colonial power, 
despite the constructive achievements, was marred by a 
basically exploitative approach to the areas it controlled and 
by a disregard for local interests or aspirations. 

 Ito Hirobumi: Meiji Statesman 

 Ito Hirobumi, the leading statesman of Meiji Japan and a 
typical figure of the period, was born in one of the outer 
daimyo domains in southwestern Japan in 1841. His ca-
reer encapsulates the successive stages of Meiji attitudes 
and actions. As a youth he wanted passionately to save 
his country from the foreign threat, and at age 21 he tried 
to burn the newly established British embassy in Tokyo. 
But when he visited Britain the next year, he realized that 
it was impossible to drive the Westerners out and re-
turned to work for Japan’s modernization. After the Meiji 
Restoration, he went with government missions to 
Europe and America to learn how to make his country 
strong, and in 1881 he became Japan’s first prime minister 
under the new Western-style government. A later mission 
to Prussia convinced him that the Prussian constitutional 
monarchy was best suited to Japan. Ito was the chief 
 architect of the new constitution proclaimed by the 
 emperor in 1889, which contained many Prussian ideas. 
He understood, however, that constitutional government 
and the cooperation of the new parliament could not be 
made to work without political organization and popular 
support. In 1898 he left office to form a political party for 
that purpose, which was dominant until 1941. 

 After the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, Ito became the 
first Japanese resident-general in Korea. Japanese domi-
nation and occupation were deeply resented by patriotic 
Koreans, the more so as Ito increased pressure for fur-
ther Japanese influence. He saw such a policy as prefer-
able to a complete military takeover, which was urged by 
powerful voices at home, and hoped against the odds 
that he could win Korean goodwill and cooperation in 
modernizing their country under Japanese tutelage. In 
1909 he was assassinated by a Korean patriot while on a 
visit to northern Manchuria; this ended the career of a 
man who might have played a vital moderating role in 
subsequent Japanese policies. 

 A CLOSER LOOK 

 Ito was an enthusiastic modernizer, especially after 
his visits to the West, but he also understood the need 
for compromise in politics and for adapting Western 
ways to Japanese traditions, circumstances, and values. 
In some ways he remained at least as traditional as he 
was modern. His objective was the preservation and 
development of his country, not its Westernization. He 
saw the need for many foreign ideas, but never at the 
expense of a strong Japanese identity. He believed deeply 
in the restoration of the emperor’s personal rule and 
aimed to accomplish his ends by working through the 
throne, but he also understood the rising interest in a 
less authoritarian form of government, the need for polit-
ical parties, a constitution, and a parliament. He was 
both an enthusiast and a realist, a radical reformer and a 
traditional conservative, a promoter of change and a 
practical compromiser—in other words, a true statesman 
who served his country well and who never let personal 
ambition or power cloud his judgment or dedication to 
the public welfare. 
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with the French, and, in a two-week war in 1886, the British 
annexed all of Burma and exiled Th ibaw. Two other minor 
wars in 1852 and 1885–1886, largely provoked by the British, 
annexed both Lower Burma and the rest of the country. 
Burma was administered as a province of British India, 
with basically the same policies and results, until it was 
fi nally made a separate colony in 1937.    

 Burma and Malaya saw rapid commercialization aft er 
1880 under British rule; railways were built and steam 
navigation was developed. Th e Irrawaddy delta in lower 
Burma, including much newly cultivated land, became a 
great exporter of rice, leading the world and yielding 75 
percent of Burma’s exports. Upper Burma produced tim-
ber, especially teak, and the central valley yielded oil from 
new wells drilled by the British. All these were exported 
from the port of Rangoon, which became a smaller-scale 
version of Calcutta and also served as the colonial capi-
tal. Rich deposits of tin were found in Malaya, a metal in 
great demand in the industrializing West, and toward the 

coast and again refused to deal with the British, who felt 
that Arakan was threateningly close to Bengal. Burma peri-
odically made diffi  culties for English merchants, appearing 
to fl out British power. A brief war from 1824 to 1826 gave 
the East India Company special rights in the important 
coastal provinces of Burma and checked Burmese expan-
sion. A treaty in 1826 ceded Arakan, Assam, and Tenas-
serim on the eastern borders of India to the British, gave 
them indemnity, and accepted a British Resident at the then 
capital at Ava, who shift ed to Mandalay when the capital 
was moved there shortly thereaft er. 

 Another war at British initiative, in 1852–1853, was fol-
lowed by commercial treaties in 1861 and 1867, which 
included the British right to run steamers on the Irrawaddy. 
Th e new king, Mindon Min, in general a good ruler but 
tempted, like the contemporary kings of Siam, to try to 
play the British off  against the French, signed a commer-
cial treaty with the French in 1873. His successor, Th ibaw, 
an old-style absolute monarch, continued to play “footsie” 
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  French and Dutch Colonialism 
 Largely eliminated from India by the end of the eighteenth 
century, the French sought their own colonial sphere in 
Asia and used the persecution of French Catholic mis-
sionaries in Vietnam as a pretext for conquering Vietnam’s 

end of the century Malaya also became the world’s major 
producer of plantation rubber. Labor for tin mining and 
rubber tapping had to be imported, since the local Malays, 
subsistence farmers, were not interested in such work. Th e 
gap was fi lled when the British recruited Chinese labor-
ers from overcrowded southern China, who soon became 
nearly half of the population of Malaya, including the 
colonial capital at Kuala Lumpur, originally a tin miners’ 
camp. 

 In time many of these Chinese immigrants, who also 
entered the booming commercial economy of Singapore, 
became wealthy. Chinese dominated the money economy 
of Malaya, and there was growing resentment against them 
by Malays. Indians also came in, as laborers and as mer-
chants, to the rapidly growing economies of Burma and 
Malaya. Chinese, Indians, and British dominated the com-
mercial production and foreign trade of both countries. 
Th e colonial government, especially in Malaya where the 
locals had almost become a minority in their own country, 
tried to protect their culture and rights and ruled as much 
as possible through native sultans, but both countries were 
economically transformed under colonialism.    

 For most of the nineteenth century, Malaya was divided 
into the British-owned Straits Settlements: Penang, Melaka, 
and Singapore, founded in 1819, leaving the rest of Malaya 
in the hands of several local sultans, some with British resi-
dents. But in 1895 they formed what they called the Fed-
erated Malay States, incorporating the most important 
sultanates, mainly those on the tin- and rubber-producing 
west coast, under British control.  

  British impatience and ambition over upper Burma, in 
the face of supposed French rivalry and the Burmese 
monarchy’s resistance to British demands, are clearly 
revealed in this passage from a letter by Sir Owen Burne, 
undersecretary of state for India, to the British Foreign 
Office in the fall of 1885.  

   I feel quite sure that some far more absolute action 
than we are yet aware of must be taken. I say 
unhesitatingly that we should now get any pretext 
to annex or make Burma into a protected state. 
King Theebaw’s sins are many and great and I feel 
quite sure your able pen, aided by a few snarls from 
myself, could formulate a Bill of Indictment against 
him that would make every old woman in London 
weep.  

  Source:  “Letter to British Foreign Offi ce (1885)” from H. Aung,  
The Stricken Peacock  (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1965), p. 9.  

 IMPERIALIST DESIGNS 

  Winston Churchill as a young man served briefly as a 
newspaper correspondent and junior officer in the Boer 
War (1899–1902) against the Dutch settlers in South 
Africa. He also served briefly in the Indian Army. He early 
became a supporter of British imperialism and remained 
so all his life. According to him:  

   The act [of colonial acquisition] is virtuous, the 
exercise invigorating, and the results often extremely 
profitable. . . . Besides, all the  vigorous  nations of the 
earth have sought and are seeking to conquer.   

  Missionary arrogance was apparent from the beginning 
of their effort in Asia. Here is a famous missionary hymn 
written by Reginald Heber, Anglican bishop of Calcutta, 
in 1819.  

   From Greenland’s icy mountains, from India’s coral 
strand 

 Where Africa’s sunny fountains roll down their 
golden sand 

 From many an ancient river, from many a palmy 
plain, 

 They call us to deliver their land from error’s chain. 

 What though blow soft the breezes 

 O’er Ceylon’s spicy isle, 

 Where every prospect pleases 

 And only man is vile, 

 In vain with lavish kindness 

 The gifts of God are strewn; 

 The heathen in his blindness 

 Bows down to wood and stone. 

 Can we whose souls are lighted with wisdom from 
on high, 

 Can we to men benighted the lamp of life deny? 

 Salvation, oh salvation! The joyful sound proclaim, 

 Till each remotest nation has learnt Messiah’s name.  

  Sources:  W. Churchill,  The River War,  vol. 1 (London: Long-
man’s Green, 1899), pp. 18–19; R. Heber,  Hymns Ancient 
and Modern  (Oxford, 1973, reprinted in Norwood, MA: 
Plimpton Press, 1940), p. 254.  

 IMPERIALIST ARROGANCE 
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education or free expression. Protesters were jailed. Java 
was systematically exploited by forcing its peasants to grow 
export crops for Dutch profi t. Production and population 
grew very rapidly, but living standards and quality of life 
declined.  

  Independent Siam 
 While the rest of Southeast Asia was being taken over by 
imperialist powers, the Th ais kept their independence. 
Th eir country lay between the British in Burma and Malaya 
and the French in Indochina. Neither was willing to let the 
other dominate Siam. British preponderance in Th ai for-
eign trade and investment was balanced by French annexa-
tion of Th ai territory and claims in western Cambodia and 
Laos. British Malaya detached Siam’s southern provinces. 
Th e Th ais benefi ted from a series of shrewd and able kings 
who adroitly played the French off  against the British and 
urged the advantages to both of leaving at least part of their 
country as a buff er state. Th ey had to grant special trade, 
residence, and legal privileges to the colonialist powers, a 
system like that imposed on China, but there was no for-
eign eff ort to take over the government. Nevertheless the 
Th ai economy developed along the same lines as colonial 
Southeast Asia, with a big new export trade in rice from 
the delta area in the valley of the Chao Praya, followed later 
by rubber, tin, and tropical hardwoods. Bangkok, the capi-
tal, grew rapidly as virtually the sole port for foreign trade 
and spreading commercialization. All of Southeast Asia 
was badly hurt by the world depression of the 1930s, since 
so much of its economy depended on exports to Western 
markets.  

  Overseas Chinese 
 Immigrant Chinese began to fl ood into all the commercially 
developed parts of Southeast Asia in growing numbers aft er 
1870, as plantation and mining labor and as traders. Th ey 
soon largely monopolized the retail trade in all the cities 
of Southeast Asia, although they shared it with immigrant 
Indians in Burma and Malaya. In Bangkok they became 
over half of the population and, as in Vietnam, controlled 
most of the large export trade in rice. Th ey were under-
standably resented by Southeast Asians, especially since 
they also served as moneylenders and owned most of the 
shops. But they were oft en welcomed by the colonialists as 
useful labor and commercial agents. In Siam, unlike the rest 
of Southeast Asia, most Chinese were quickly assimilated 
into Th ai society through intermarriage and acculturation. 
Elsewhere, Chinese immigrants tended to stick to their 
own culture and residential areas and were discriminated 
against by the local people. Altogether, Chinese settlers 
in Southeast Asia, almost all in the cities, totaled about 
15 million by the outbreak of World War II.   

southern provinces in 1862, including the port of Saigon. 
Later they annexed Cambodia and Laos and, aft er defeating 
Chinese forces sent to protect their tributary state, took over 
northern Vietnam in 1885. Southern Vietnam also became 
a major exporter of rice and rubber grown in the delta of 
the Mekong River and exported through the chief port of 
 Saigon, which was made the colonial capital.  Cambodia 
and Laos remained little developed commercially. North-
ern Vietnam, the area around Hanoi, was already too 
densely populated on the Chinese model to have surpluses 
for export, but there was some small industrial growth 
there and in the northern port of Haiphong. Th e colonial 
administration tried to impose French culture on these 
territories, collectively called Indochina. Control was cen-
tralized in French hands and traditional institutions were 
weakened. French rule was oppressive and oft en ruthless 
in squashing Vietnamese gestures toward political expres-
sion or participation, and was oft en brutal to workers. Th e 
army was augmented by special security forces and much 
of the apparatus of a police state, which executed, jailed, or 
drove into exile most Vietnamese leaders. Th ese included 
the young Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969), later the head of the 
Vietnamese Communist party, who went to Europe in 1911 
and later on to Moscow and Guangzhou. 

 Th e Dutch left  most of Indonesia to native rulers until 
late in the nineteenth century, content with their control of 
trade from their major base at Batavia (now Jakarta), the 
colonial capital on the central island of Java. Tropical Java 
was richly productive of plantation crops promoted by the 
Dutch: sugar, coff ee, tea, tobacco, and a variety of others. By 
the early 1900s, rubber production in Indonesia was second 
only to Malaya. Oil was also found and exploited. Th e dis-
covery of more oil, as well as tin and prime land for rubber 
and tobacco, prompted the Dutch to increase their control 
fi rst of Sumatra and then of the other islands of Borneo, 
Celebes (Sulawesi), the Moluccas, Bali, and the hundreds of 
smaller islands in the archipelago south of the Philippines. 
Tin and oil joined rubber as major exports, and new rail-
ways and ports were built to expedite trade. 

 Despite fi erce resistance on some of the islands, espe-
cially in Sumatra, Dutch rule became absolute but never 
tried to penetrate eff ectively into the mountain and jun-
gle interior of Borneo. Th e northern coast of Borneo was 
divided between British colonial administration and 
nominally independent sultanates run as private preserves 
by British entrepreneurs, the Brooke family. In time the 
Brooke empire included most of northern Borneo except 
for the tiny sultanate of Brunei, augmented in 1881 by the 
British North Borneo Company in Sabah. Dutch control 
outside Borneo became increasingly oppressive. Indo-
nesians were excluded from participation in government 
and denied access to anything more than basic primary 
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  In the 43 years of American control, more impact was 
made on the culture and economy of the islands than in 
400 years of Spanish rule. Th e new imperialists built roads, 
railroads, hospitals, and an education system up to the uni-
versity level. Literacy and health levels became the high-
est in Asia aft er Japan. But the U.S. economic impact was 
exploitative. In partnership with rich Filipinos, it concen-
trated on growing commercial crops for export, especially 
sugar, and oft en neglected the basic needs of the people 
as a whole. Manila became a rapidly growing commercial 
center and colonial capital, and the chief base of the rising 
Filipino middle class and educated elite. Th e American col-
onists were more idealistic than the French or Dutch and 
saw their goal as conferring their own type of democracy 
on their new subjects. 

 To a degree this was successful, but Philippine politics 
were dominated by a small elite drawing support from 
those who profi ted from the American connection and pay-
ing little attention to the still predominantly rural and peas-
ant population. In any case, free public education and free 

  Imperialism and Americans 

in Asia 

 Americans entered the trade with China early, and several 
merchant families in Boston, Salem, Philadelphia, and 
Baltimore grew rich on it. In 1784 the American ship 
 Empress of China  sailed from Brooklyn for Guangzhou; 
it was followed over the years up to the 1850s by clipper 
ships bringing back tea, silk, porcelains, and other luxury 
goods. Th e opium trade was also very lucrative for many 
American merchants. American ship designers had per-
fected the clipper ship, and their captains held records for 
the fastest voyages, although they were soon copied by the 
British.  American ships also traded to Calcutta, Madras, 
and  Bombay, bringing back Indian cottons, spices, and 
handicraft s. It was hard to fi nd Asian markets for American 
goods. For some years ice cut on New England ponds and 
packed in sawdust in the holds of ships was sold profi tably 
in Calcutta and then in Guangzhou, aft er necessarily cross-
ing the equator twice. Furs were another export to China, 
including sea otter from the American northwest coast. 
In time, American oil and kerosene became the leading 
exports to Asia, marketed by the Standard Oil Company, 
and later some American machinery and minerals. 

 In 1898 the United States went to war against Spain. In 
the course of the war, the U.S. dispatched a naval ship to 
the Philippines, Spain’s colony. Th ree centuries of Spanish 
rule had spread a common language and religion among 
the national elite, and there was an emerging middle class 
of educated people, the  ilustrados , who were increasingly 
resentful of foreign rule. When their demands for reform 
in the 1870s were met by harsh repression, they were fi rst 
supplanted by and then joined outright revolutionaries led 
by Emilio Aguinaldo, who mobilized widespread popu-
lar support. As Spain went to war with the United States, 
they declared an independent republic in 1898. Th is would 
certainly have succeeded, making the Philippines the fi rst 
Asian country to win its independence, if the Americans 
had not almost immediately intervened. 

 Having promised the infant Philippine Republic its free-
dom in exchange for collaboration against the Spanish, the 
Americans then, once the Spanish had surrendered, turned 
on their Philippine allies and brutally suppressed Aguinaldo’s 
forces in a long antiguerrilla war, resulting in tens of thou-
sands of Filipino deaths. Th e ruthless American military 
tactics were similar to those used in Vietnam 50 years later. 
Th is was hardly a good example of America’s proclaimed 
democracy. Bitterness over this betrayal faded relatively soon 
among the ilustrados; most of them made their profi table 
peace with the Americans as collaborators in the full-scale 
commercialization of the Philippines and the Americaniza-
tion of its economic, legal, political, and educational systems.   

  American senator Henry Cabot Lodge probably spoke for 
most of his countrymen when he tried in 1899 to justify to 
the Senate the American takeover of the Philippines.  

   Duty and interest alike, duty of the highest kind and 
interest of the highest and best kind, impose upon 
us the retention of the Philippines, the development 
of the islands, and the expansion of our Eastern 
commerce.  

  Source:  Quoted in U. Mahajani,  Philippine Nationalism  
(Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1971), p. 225.  

 AMERICAN IMPERIALISM I 

  The American general Shafter, in charge of the military 
campaign against the Philippine patriots under Aguinaldo 
in central Luzon, added this in 1900.  

   It may be necessary to kill half the Filipinos in order 
that the remaining half may be advanced to a higher 
plane of life than their present semi-barbarous state 
affords.  

  Source:  Quoted in F. Luzviminda, “The First Vietnam: The 
Philippine-American War,”  Bulletin of Concerned Asian 
Scholars,  December 1973, p. 4.  

 AMERICAN IMPERIALISM II 
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to be acting only in China’s best interest. Cynics pointed out 
that the Open Door policy was merely an attempt to keep 
China open to exploitation by all nations. In any case, the 
other powers paid little attention to the Open Door notes. 

 American motives in Asia were mixed almost from the 
beginning: the search for commercial profi ts and Christian 
converts inspired many, of course, but a genuine desire to 
help Asians to “modernize” and to improve their material 
lot also is evident in many of the diaries, letters, and mem-
oirs of Americans who took an interest in Asia. American 
missionaries were in the forefront of modern medical work 
in Asia and the establishment of hospitals and medical 
schools, as they were in education as a whole and female 
education in particular, including the founding of many 
of Asia’s modern universities. American missionaries also 
led the way in mounting famine-relief programs and road 
building in the disastrous fl ood, drought, famine, and war-
lord decade of the 1920s in northern China. Th e foreign 
powers imposed a huge indemnity on China in 1901, sup-
posedly to cover the costs of the allied expedition against 
the Boxers. In 1908, the United States followed the British 
lead in using the indemnity payments to fi nance Chinese 
students studying in each country, certainly a positive ges-
ture but with an aspect of paternalism, as if China’s hope lay 
in becoming “like us,” i.e., “civilized.” People who are poor 

expression were not something most peasants were able to 
pursue. Nevertheless, the United States promised speedy 
independence and kept its promise in 1946, although on 
terms that diluted sovereignty economically and left  huge 
American military bases in the Philippines.    

 Apart from the Philippines aft er 1900, U.S. trade with 
Asia was never very large, as part of U.S. or Asian foreign 
trade as a whole, and remained a small fraction of Britain’s 
and later, Japan’s, although Japanese silk exports aft er 
1875 found their largest market in the United States. In the 
missionary fi eld, however, Americans outnumbered those 
from any other country in China, Japan, Korea, and the 
Philippines; Britons dominated the missionary enterprise 
in India, Burma, and Malaya, and French and Dutch mis-
sions dominated Indochina and Indonesia. With its lure of 
400 million potential converts and the absence, or so the 
missionaries thought, of any proper religious tradition, 
China drew by far the largest number of missionaries, 8000 
at its 1920s peak, from a great variety of Protestant sects and 
Catholic orders. 

 Th e dominant foreign power in China was Britain, both 
in terms of its trade, investments, and concessions and 
through its role in the wars of 1839–1842, 1858–1860, and 
other lesser skirmishes. It was the British who as a result 
of these wars had extracted the unequal treaties, although 
the Americans were quick to obtain their own treaty in 
1843, following the Treaty of Nanjing, which was the fi rst 
to establish rights of extraterritoriality whereby they would 
not be subject to Chinese law. But Americans took no part 
in any of these wars. Until their contingent joined the allied 
expedition against the Boxers in 1900, they were content 
to let the British and to a smaller degree the French do the 
fi ghting to “open” China to traders and missionaries. It was 
the British navy that maintained the foreign position in 
China until the end of the century. In the late 1890s, China 
seemed about to break up into colonial concessions and at 
the same time the United States was expanding across the 
Pacifi c and conquering the Philippines. Th e British in par-
ticular were concerned that China not be divided up among 
the colonial powers, and especially that the Russians not be 
given an opportunity for further expansion, a concern that 
the American government shared. 

 It was originally a British idea to oppose new conces-
sions in China and to press for an “Open Door” for trade by 
all nations. Th e Americans, in consultation with the Brit-
ish, circulated a note to that eff ect to all the powers involved 
in China in September 1899 and again, prompted by the 
Russian occupation of Manchuria aft er the Boxer Rebellion, 
in July 1900, supporting China’s “territorial integrity.” As the 
Americans pointed out, they had no concession areas in 
China (although they had one in Shanghai earlier that was 
later merged into an International Concession) and claimed 

       A Japanese woodblock print of about 1860, showing an 
American ship in the harbor of Yokohama.      (Library of Congress 
Photographs and Prints Division[LC-USZC4-1274])  
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and Rabindranath Tagore attracted enthusiastic crowds on 
the American parts of his lecture tours, as had the Hindu 
revivalist Swami Vivekananda earlier. By the twentieth cen-
tury many educated Americans were also reading Lafcadio 
Hearn’s romantic and admiring accounts of Japan, and then 
Lin Yutang’s books, which gave an idealized picture of the 
virtues and appealing qualities of traditional Confucian 
China. But the Asian immigrants who came to California 
and to east coast ports, where they were also obliged to live 
in ghettos, rioted against, and killed, were not easy to asso-
ciate with the elite view of Asian culture. Th ese were peas-
ants and laborers, driven by poverty and overcrowding to 
emigrate, as they were doing at the same time to Southeast 
Asia. Th ey themselves knew little about the elite cultures of 
their homelands. 

 But the Exclusion Acts, aimed specifi cally at Asians, 
were perceived by Asians as a humiliating insult—as indeed 
they were. Nearly all Asian countries were noted, one might 
almost say notorious, for their pride, and for understand-
able reasons. To be treated by an upstart new Western 
nation as inferior and “undesirable” was a bitter pill to swal-
low, especially when no Asian government was yet able to 
stand up to the West and to demand equal treatment. Even 
Asians from upper classes were discriminated against and 
humiliated when they visited the United States. When Con-
gress added new clauses to the Oriental Exclusion Acts in 
1905, political activists and patriotic merchants in China 
organized a boycott of American goods that was eff ective 
both symbolically and economically, especially in Guang-
zhou and Shanghai.     

  Imperialism and Cultural 

Change 

 Over the course of the centuries before 1900, India, Ceylon, 
Burma, Malaya, Indochina, Indonesia, and the Philippines 
became outright colonies, and foreigners extorted special 
privileges in China, Japan, and Siam (Th ailand). Much of 
traditional Asian culture survived (and remains) vigorous, 
most importantly not only the family system but also many, 
perhaps most, traditional values. At the same time, many 
Asian institutions were remade under Western infl uence or 
were augmented by new ones introduced by Westerners. 

 Th e arrogance as well as the success of Western imperi-
alism was galling to most Asians, especially given their own 
cultural arrogance and pride in their ancient traditions of 
greatness. Western colonialism, and the unequal treaties 
forced on Siam, China, and Japan, stimulated a revival of 
the several national Asian traditions and an eff ort to make 
them relevant to a world dominated by the West and its 
standards. Th us in India there was the Hindu Renaissance 
and related movements to eliminate or restrict institutions 

and weak are seldom as grateful for help from outsiders 
as the stronger and richer donors think they ought to be, 
a basic aspect of human nature that has oft en clouded the 
American relationship with Asia.    

 Asians also had diffi  culty seeing American (or French 
or British) behavior in Asia as part of the Western tradi-
tion of freedom and democracy. Th ere was little evidence 
of liberty, equality, and fraternity in French Indochina, the 
ideas of John Stuart Mill’s  On Liberty  in late colonial India, 
or the ideals of the American Revolution among Americans 
in the treaty ports, the behavior of U.S. Marines garrisoned 
in China aft er 1900, or the American gunboats on the 
Yangzi, supporting America’s “treaty rights,” still less in the 
Philippines. Yet all of these Western ideals were an inspira-
tion to Asia’s emerging nationalists. Th e growing affl  uence 
and power of the United States were also attractive models 
of success in the modern world. Indian nationalists hoped 
that the Americans, who had fought for and won their own 
independence from Britain, would support them in their 
similar struggle. But the United States treated India as a 
British preserve and did not wish to interfere with another 
great power on whom they depended in China. 

 Asians were most deeply hurt, however, by the series 
of so-called Oriental Exclusion Acts passed by the U.S. 
Congress in 1882 originally against Chinese immigrants, 
and elaborated in successive years into the 1920s. Japanese 
were specifi cally excluded in 1908, but all Asians faced dis-
crimination. By an ironic coincidence, the Statue of Liberty, 
erected in New York harbor in 1886 as a gift  from France 
bore the well-known poem by Emma Lazarus that read in 
part: “Give me your tired, your poor/your huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free/I lift  my lamp beside the golden 
door.” Asians, especially Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos, 
had begun to fl ock to America in the wake of the California 
gold rush of 1849; they worked as miners, cooks, and man-
ual laborers and provided most of the labor for the building 
of the western sections of the transcontinental railroads. By 
1880 some 8 percent of California’s population were Chi-
nese. Many Asians were killed in anti-Chinese riots there 
and in other western states in the 1870s and 1880s, where 
these unwelcome immigrants were seen as competitors as 
well as being rejected on racist grounds; some Japanese, 
Koreans, and Filipinos who were oft en ignorantly mistaken 
for them were victims, too. But the new laws against Asian 
immigration refl ected American racism as a whole, which 
was exhibited by individual Americans in Asia and at home 
as well as by their government and its military and diplo-
matic personnel. 

 A few American intellectuals knew something of and 
admired Asian culture; Emerson, Th oreau, and the Tran-
scendentalists in nineteenth-century New England openly 
acknowledged the Indian source of many of their ideas, 
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 All of the imperial powers sought to exploit the natural 
and human resources of their colonies for their own 
benefit. Likewise, all the powers used military, police, and 
personal violence—as well as the threat of such 
violence—to maintain their power. At the same time, 
each power also relied on the collaboration of certain 
colonial subjects in order to rule effectively. 

 That said, however, there were indeed differences 
among styles and legacies of colonial rule. For example, 
some imperial powers exercised more brutality than 
 others in response to either external or internal pressures, 
whereas some others devoted more time to ideologies 
of imperial rule and to education. 

 The Portuguese were notorious for their policies 
of severe economic exploitation, forced conversion to 
Catholicism, and widespread use of slavery. Their interests 
were not so much to claim large swaths of territory, but 
rather to control the lucrative trade in spices and other 
luxury items found in South, Southeast, and East Asia. 
The Spanish used their Philippine base in Manila as a way-
station for ships carrying American silver from Spanish 
Mexico to China. As in the Americas, the Spanish not only 
spread their culture to indigenous peoples in and around 
Manila but also made use of forced labor and physical vio-
lence to maintain rule. In 1898, a revolution by indigenous 
Filipinos overthrew Spanish rule, and thereafter they were 
divested of all their territory in Asia. 

 The Dutch in Asia had interests similar to those of the 
Portuguese—to control and profi t from the spice trade. 
They set up a base at Batavia (now Jakarta) on the island 
of Java. From there, their joint stock company enjoyed 
monopoly rights to trading in the spices of the Indonesian 
archipelago and tried to maintain their position in Java 
by forming mutually lucrative alliances with local rulers. 
By the nineteenth century, however, the Dutch began 
to expand their power outward to the rest of Java as 
well as to the islands of Sumatra, Bali, and all the other 
Indonesian islands. In that century, too, the Dutch insti-
tuted their “culture (cultivation) system” in Java, which 
forced Javanese peasants to grow such plantation crops 
as sugar and coffee in order to pay the taxes the Dutch 
imposed. They offered little education to Indonesians 
while suppressing efforts at greater political participation 
by Indonesians. 

 Like the Dutch, the British set up trading stations on 
the Indian subcontinent at Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras. 
In the middle of the eighteenth century, however, the 
 British began to claim extensive territory in India, and 
from then until 1858—when control of India was trans-
ferred to the British crown after a spectacular rebellion by 
 British Indian troops—the British used military force to 
exert claim to most of the subcontinent. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, the British were by far the most formi-
dable imperial power in Asia, claiming in addition to India 
Burma, Hong Kong, Malaya, and Ceylon. Although British 
rule has typically been classifi ed as more “humane” than 
French or Dutch rule, it is important to note that British 
rule involved signifi cant violence as well as economic 
exploitation through plantation labor. Some Indians were 
educated in the British style so that they could assist in 
the day-to-day running of the empire, but they were a 
miniscule number compared to the Indian population as 
a whole. 

 In Asia, French expansion centered on Vietnam 
and the surrounding territories of Laos and Cambo-
dia. Although French imperial ideology, unlike British 
ideology, held that French colonial subjects could be 
“assimilated” to French culture and could thus “become” 
French, in practice this ideology became a reality for only 
a tiny number of educated elites. Economic exploitation 
in Indochina was rampant, especially in terms of using 
coerced labor on rubber plantations. The French effec-
tively used overt as well as threatened violence to counter 
even mild rebellions. 

 Of the powers newly inspired to imperial expansion, 
the Americans and the Japanese were most important. 
The Americans conquered the Philippines, which they 
purchased from Spain at the end of the Spanish-American 
War in 1898. Philippine nationalists launched an anti-
imperial war against the United States, but this was 
suppressed with great brutality and loss of life. By 1902, 
U.S. forces had killed approximately 200,000 Filipinos in 
the effort to maintain American rule. They did, however, 
promise the Filipinos eventual independence, and they 
fulfi lled this promise in 1946, just after the end of World 
War II. 

 The only Asian imperialist power was Japan, which 
effectively took over Korea in 1895 and formally annexed 
it in 1910. Japanese brutality there led a million Koreans 
to march in support of Woodrow Wilson’s ideology of 
national self-determination in the wake of World War 
I; in response to the march, over 20,000 Koreans were 
gunned down by Japanese police. Koreans were forced to 
take Japanese names, their language could not be taught, 
and their mines, farms, and forests were plundered to 
feed Japan’s industrialization and growing population. 
The Japanese also took control of Taiwan in 1895 and 
effective control of Manchuria in 1905 (formally in 1931), 
where they built railroads, took advantage of mines, and 
developed industrial infrastructure—but all for Japanese 
economic needs. 

 In summary, all the imperial powers sought to benefi t 
themselves and were perfectly willing to use violence to 
do so. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   IMPERIALISM AND ASIA 
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  Lord what do they understand?  
  I’ve a neater, sweeter maiden  
  In a cleaner, greener land,  
  On the road to Mandalay . . .    

 Industrialization was in time vigorously pursued, fi rst in 
India, then in Japan, and fi nally in China, all by Asians as 
well as by Westerners, although such developments lagged 
in Southeast Asia. At least as important as technological 
change were the commercial and industrial institutions 
from the nineteenth-century West such as banking and 
joint-stock companies, which changed the face of Asia and 
ultimately helped to destroy colonialism. More important 
was the growing sense of national identity, which counter-
posed itself to the colonial masters. Th e great Asian empires 
and states of the past were cultural and bureaucratic struc-
tures diff erent from the nation-states of modern Europe, 
whose national coherence and drive Asians rightly saw as a 
source of strength that they lacked but that they must have 
if they were again to be masters in their own houses. 

 In every country engulfed by colonialism, the Western 
example was accompanied by the beginnings of education 
for women, while the new colonial ports began to off er an 
escape for women as well as men from their traditional con-
straints, as factory workers or simply as servants, in a world 
divorced from the otherwise deeply conservative Asian 
society. Western wives began to come out to join their hus-
bands, especially aft er the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, 
and made a signifi cant impact. Western women brought 
the Victorian ideals of late nineteenth-century society with 
them. Married women demanded their husbands’ commit-
ment to the sanctity of the family unit, based in upholding 
Christian ethics, which began with spousal fi delity. Th is 
eff ectively eliminated the common practice among earlier 
male colonial administrators and merchants of taking local 
wives and fathering a second Asian family. Th e expecta-
tions of European wives who were now on-site carried over 
into the larger social fabric and began to establish a defi ni-
tive social and cultural distance between Westerners and 
Asians. Th is new social ethic reinforced the new imperial-
ist political and economic agendas, which mandated a clear 
division between the “superior” Europeans and their infe-
rior Asian subjects. Christian missionaries, many of whom 
were women, criticized some of the social practices of the 
Asian societies, and helped encourage the process of wom-
en’s liberation. In China they worked against foot-binding 
and in India against  sati , and in every country they opened 
their schools to girls and their universities to women. 

 Th e new imperialism also had a major impact on the 
labor practices of Asian women. Southeast Asian women 
spun and wove cloth in almost every household in the 
early nineteenth century. During that century, however, the 

now seen as “backward,” such as sati and child marriage. 
Th ere were similar movements in China against foot-
binding, chaste widowhood, and concubinage and in Japan 
against premarital promiscuity, class-based restrictions 
on clothing, and more or less open pornography. Western 
imperialists looked down on all non-Westerners, a role 
reversal that was deeply disturbing to Asians. Now more 
than ever they needed to hold their heads up, convinced 
that to be Indian or Chinese or Japanese or Southeast Asian 
was something of which to be proud. Many persuaded 
themselves that while the West might be temporarily ahead 
in material things, the East was still superior spiritually and 
in the arts of civilization. 

   Rudyard Kipling caught the attitude of many Westerners 
in Asia in his poem “Mandalay”:  

    Ship me somewhere east of Suez, where the best 
is like the worst,   

   Where there ain’t no Ten Commandments, an’ a 
man can raise a thirst.3       

 Th e Westerners that Asians typically encountered in 
Asia were oft en a law unto themselves, no longer bound by 
the mores of “home” and yet not part of Asian society and 
its mores. Th is was particularly true in the earlier period 
of adventurers, but such attitudes remained until the end 
of Asian colonialism. Most colonial offi  cials, diplomats, 
and foreign merchants lived in Asia like kings, waited upon 
by innumerable servants in luxurious quarters and behav-
ing oft en like “little tin gods,” as they were called. It was an 
attractive life for many, especially by comparison with their 
circumstances or opportunities at home. Partly for this rea-
son, but partly also because many of them found Asia fasci-
nating, many Westerners developed a genuine attachment 
to the areas or cultures where they served, and to the peo-
ple. Although Western (and later Japanese) racial arrogance 
became more and more prominent, “the call of the East” 
as Westerners labeled it was strong, even for the common 
soldier, as Kipling says in “Mandalay”: 

    If you’ve ‘eard the East a-callin’  
  You won’t never heed naught else,  
  No you won’t heed nothin’ else,  
  But them spicy garlic smells  
  An’ the sunshine and the palm trees  
  An’ the tinkly temple bells,  
  On the road to Mandalay . . .  
  Tho I walks with fifty housemaids  
  Outa Chelsea to the Strand  
  An’ they talk a lot o’ lovin’  
  But what do they understand?  
  Beefy face and grubby ‘and—  

M16_MURP8552_07_SE_C15.indd Page 323  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia324

Western teachers, created their own colonial empire in Korea, 
Taiwan, and Manchuria. Th e wave of imperialism and colo-
nial control transformed all of the cultures and societies that 
it touched. Control by a foreign power is easy to condemn, 
especially when it has been won by forcible conquest and has 
resulted in massive injustice and exploitation in the name of 
empire. Much that was desirable and valuable about tradi-
tional cultures was destroyed or weakened. But imperialism 
and colonial control also forced or stimulated all of the soci-
eties involved to break the mold of the past and start down 
the long road to modern development. Th e imperialists or 
their pupils (Japan) built railways, mines, and factories, revo-
lutionized and commercialized the agricultural system, and 
began eff ective measures of public health. Th ey built hospi-
tals and schools, created or transformed educational systems 
in the Western mode, and spread not only their own tech-
nology but also their values and many of their economic and 
political institutions. New or altered commercial-industrial 
cities and ports grew rapidly and soon became the largest in 
each country despite their Western nature. 

 All of these changes were disruptive to the indigenous 
cultures and societies and to traditional values. Th e suff er-
ing was far worse because the chief agents of change were 
foreign rulers or foreign pressures, although the impact 
of imperialism depended largely on domestic conditions 
inside each Asian country. Some of the changes had positive 
aspects in the long run, but any process of change, includ-
ing the transformation of the West in preceding centuries, 
disrupts, destroys, or harms some things of value and some 
groups in the process. Imperialism remains hard to accept 
because it clearly involved forced exploitation by outsid-
ers for their own benefi t, ambition, or pride. Th e injustice 
of imperialism, however, and the model of strength that it 
off ered were largely responsible for the emergence of mod-
ern nationalism in all of the areas aff ected by it. Asians 
became determined to free their countries by united eff ort 
and build their own versions of strength and development 
based largely on many aspects of the Western model. Th e 
modern world thus begins with the spread of Western 
infl uence over most of the globe and the diverse responses 
evoked by it.   

     Questions 

  1.    Defi ne and explain the concept of imperialism in the 
hands of the British, French, Dutch, and Americans. 
What were their attitudes toward and policies enforcing 
imperialism? Did this imperialism advance or hinder 
the development of local cultures and economies?   

  2.    What is “gunboat diplomacy”? Th e word developed 
in the context of nineteenth-century China. Can it be 
applied in other contexts discussed in this chapter?   

enormous growth in peasant consumption of cheap Euro-
pean manufactured textiles changed this. Potential textile 
producers reacted to the reality of the marketplace. Women 
found their production of native textiles to be overly costly 
in personal time. In turn, they chose to purchase the cheap 
European cloth in the market rather than to weave cloth in 
their own homes. Sumatran, Malay, and Vietnamese women 
dropped household weaving to work in the developing rub-
ber industry. In Java, the value of imported textiles rose 
from 3.8 million guilders in 1830 to 13.1 million in 1840; in 
Burma three-fourths of the country’s textiles were imported 
by 1930; and in Th ailand the nominal value of cotton manu-
facture imports rose seven times between 1864 and 1910. 

 Against this trend toward the import displacement of 
the indigenous textile industry is the case of Java, where 
local producers modifi ed their production technique suf-
fi ciently to remain cost competitive. Dutch, Swiss, and 
English textile imports of machine-printed imitation batik 
sold more cheaply than traditionally produced batik, and, 
even more, the colors of these imports were brighter and 
more diverse than native dyes would allow. To retain a place 
in the marketplace, local craft speople responded by devel-
oping a new method of cloth production that displaced 
time-consuming free-hand wax design methods. Commonly, 
the new method made production quality more consistent, 
and synthetic dyes allowed new color schemes and resolved 
long-standing consumer complaints over the imperma-
nence and dullness of traditional batik. 

 In India, China, and Japan, many women won a degree 
of liberation from traditional subjugation by fi nding jobs 
in the growing industrial cities. Pay was low and they were 
oft en abused in company-owned dormitories. In Japan, 
the surplus produced in the textile mills, largely through 
the hard work of tens of thousands of young, unmarried, 
rural women who labored in these sweatshop conditions, 
fueled that nation’s industrial development. Th e work could 
pay well, but because textiles were traditionally the domain 
of Asian women and because most of the women’s salaries 
were paid directly to their fathers, most women did not 
gain lasting independence. However, many women enjoyed 
the camaraderie with their coworkers, the steady meals, 
and the pride that came with being an active contributor to 
the economic well-being of their families.  

  The Legacy of Western 

Control 

 Th e age of Western domination saw Western powers take 
control of most of India and Southeast Asia, while exercis-
ing heavy infl uence and enjoying special rights in Th ailand, 
China, and Japan. Th e Japanese, taking a lesson from their 
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  The U.S. in the Philippines 
   http://www.loc.gov/rr/hispanic/1898/philippines.html   
 A site prepared by the Library of Congress, this includes maps 
and links to documents and photos.  

  White Man’s Burden 
   http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5478/   
 Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem written on the occasion of 
the U.S. debate over acquiring the Philippines in 1899. The 
History Matters site also includes several parodies of the 
poem, locatable by searching for “Kipling.”   
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  3.    How did the Boxer Rebellion represent the fi nal failure 
of nineteenth-century Chinese eff orts to respond to 
the incursive policies of the Europeans? What were its 
consequences, in terms of increased Western presence 
in China as well as the Chinese reactions?   

  4.    How did Choson Korea’s geography and history 
infl uence its reactions to the expansion of imperial 
powers in the late nineteenth century?   

  5.    How did the achievements of Meiji Japan counter 
the Western imperialist characterizations of Asians? 
How and why did Japan follow the lead of the West in 
becoming an imperialist power? What was the nature of 
Japanese imperialism in Korea and Taiwan?   

  6.    What diff ering factors and ambitions contributed to 
the British takeover of Burma, the French in Vietnam, 
the Dutch in Indonesia, and the Americans in the 
Philippines?   

  7.    How does Kipling’s poem “Mandalay” refl ect late 
nineteenth-century Western romantic visions of their 
imperial mission?   

  8.    How were Asian and European women’s lives aff ected 
by imperialism?    

  Notes 
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Longman, 1962), pp. 212–213.  
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  Suggested Web Sites 
  Imperialism 
  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/modsbook34.html  
 Detailed information on analyses, motives, attitudes, celebra-
tions, and objections regarding imperialism in China, India, 
and Japan.  

  The Taiping Rebellion 
   http://www-chaos.umd.edu/history/modern2.html   
 Documents about the emergence of modern China and the 
Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864).  

  The Boxer Rebellion 
   http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1900Fei-boxers.html   
 Features an article by Fei Ch’i-hao, a Chinese Christian, from 
 The Modern History Sourcebook , in which he recounts the 
activities of the “Boxers” in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900.  

  U.S. and Japanese Imperialism 
   http://www.casahistoria.net/usa_japan_imperialism.htm   
 Offers links to useful resources.  

M16_MURP8552_07_SE_C15.indd Page 325  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia326

 Myers, R. et al.  Th e Japanese Colonial Empire . Stanford: 
 Stanford University Press, 1984. 

 Nish, I. H.  Th e Origins of the Russo-Japanese War . London: 
Longmans, 1985. 

 Palais, J. B.  Politics and Policy in Traditional Korea . Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1991. 

 Samuels, R. J.  Rich Nation, Strong Army . Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1995. 

 Schmid, A.  Korea Between Empires . New York: Columbia 
 University Press, 2002. 

 Wilson, G. M.  Patriots and Redeemers in Japan . Chicago: 
 University of Chicago Press, 1992.  

  Southeast Asia 
 Brocheux, P., and D. Hémery.  Indochina: An Ambiguous 

 Colonization, 1858-1954 . Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010. 

 Reid, A.  Southeast Asia: Th e Early Modern Era . Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1993. 

 Stanley, P. W.  Reappraising an Empire: Th e American Impact on 
the Philippines . Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984. 

 Steinberg, D. J., ed.  In Search of Southeast Asia . Honolulu: Uni-
versity Press of Hawaii, 1987.     

 ———.  Japan’s Modern Century . New York: Ronald Press, 1955. 
 Calman, D.  Th e Nature and Origins of Japanese Imperialism . 

London: Routledge, 1992. 
 Chandra, V.  Imperialism, Resistance, and Reform in Late Nine-

teenth Century Korea . Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1988. 

 Clancey, G.  Earthquake Nation . Berkeley: University of 
 California Press, 2006. 

 Deuchler, M.  Th e Confucian Transformation of Korea . 
 Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993. 

 Duus, P.  Th e Abacus and the Sword . Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995. 

 Harashima, Y.  Meiji Japan Th rough Woodblock Prints . Tokyo: 
University of Tokyo Press, 1990. 

 Henthorn, W. E.  A History of Korea . New York: Free Press, 
1971. 

 Huber, T. M.  Th e Revolutionary Origins of Modern Japan . 
 Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1981. 

 Hunter, J. C.  Th e Emergence of Modern Japan . London: 
 Longmans, 1989. 

 Jansen, M. ed.  Th e Emergence of Meiji Japan . Cambridge, 
 England: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 

M16_MURP8552_07_SE_C15.indd Page 326  05/09/13  8:05 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



327

    Japan’s Successful Rise to the ranks of leading world power by the 
early twentieth century inspired many Asians, such as China’s Sun 

Yat-sen, and appalled others, such as India’s Mohandas K. Gandhi, who 
hoped for the emergence of a less militaristic world. Th is chapter exam-
ines the history of nationalist movements and political change in China 
and India, Asia’s two massive, multicultural, agrarian polities.      

 Th e chapter fi rst reviews China’s abortive struggle to reform, as 
Meiji Japan had done, to meet the threat of foreign encroachment.  As 
discussed in  Chapter   15   , the     Taiping uprising and other rebellions were 
suppressed, but “self-strengthening” came to little under the rule of 
the conservative empress dowager Cixi. Defeat by Japan in 1894 was a 
crushing humiliation, and Western and now Japanese domination in 
the treaty ports increased. Aft er a brief eff ort at reform by Kang Youwei 
in 1898, the dynasty was fi nally overthrown in 1911. Th e new leader, Sun 
Yat-sen, lacked the means to impose his authority, and power fell to a 
general, Yuan Shikai, until his death in 1916, the fi rst of the regional 
warlords who ravaged China for some 15 years. Chinese nationalism 
surged in an angry response to the Japanese takeover of Shandong 
Province in demonstrations on May 4, 1919. Th is May Fourth Move-
ment spawned a new radical literature, including the bitter indictments 
of the old society by the great writer, Lu Xun. China staggered through 
the warlord years from 1912 to 1927 as most Chinese became even 
poorer, wracked by famine and fl ood. Th e foreign-controlled treaty 
ports prospered and, despite the masses of urban poor, off ered a model 
of modern technology and national strength, while also sheltering rad-
ical revolutionaries, including the new Communist Party. Chiang Kai-
shek with his new Communist allies under Russian direction defeated 
most of the warlords in 1926–1927 and then tried to wipe out the Com-
munists, but a few, including Mao Zedong, escaped and fi nally broke 
out in the Long March of 1934–1935 to found a new base in the isolated 
northwest at Yan’an. Chiang’s Guomindang (Nationalist) regime with 
its new capital at Nanjing made some modernizing steps but had fascist 
leanings and did nothing for peasants, the vast majority of Chinese. 

 In colonial India, railways aided new industrial growth and the com-
mercialization of agriculture, including new crops such as tea and jute 
and the expansion of wheat and cotton growing, much of it for export. 
Th e fl ourishing ports of Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras generated 

 Nationalism and Revolution 
in China and India 

    Chapter 16 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     The Fall of  the Qing, 1860–1911  

     Chaos and Warlordism  

     China in the 1920s and 1930s  

     India Under Colonial Rule  

     The Beginnings of Indian Nationalism  

     Enter Gandhi  

     India Moves Toward Independence    
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a rising new middle class of Indians, including those in 
Western-style professions, but most Indians remained poor, 
despite large new British investments in irrigation. Indian 
nationalism began to grow and in 1885 the Indian National 
Congress was founded. British arrogance also grew, and 
aft er World War I, in which Indian troops served, a peace-
ful, unarmed crowd at Amritsar in Punjab was fi red on in 
April 1919; more than 400 were killed. Th is massacre fed the 
fi res of nationalism further, and M. K. Gandhi began his 
campaigns. Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru gave new impe-
tus to Indian nationalism through passive resistance, which 
made a big impact, but imperialist sentiment blocked any 
change with the outbreak of World War II. 

 Th e success of the Russian Revolution in 1917 was a bea-
con to those working for radical change everywhere, includ-
ing both China and India. Th e Russian model and Russian 
advisers were important in both countries over the history 
of the Soviet Union. But the fi nal success of the Communist 
Chinese Revolution and its later development aft er 1949 
were far more an indigenous phenomenon than a response 
to the Russian experience. India’s winning of independence 
cannot properly be called a revolution. Political power was 
handed over peacefully by Britain to two new governments, 
India and Pakistan, although not until aft er World War II, 
in 1947. Th e drive for Indian independence began late, 
among a handful of intellectuals. It was transformed aft er 
World War I, primarily under the leadership of Mahatma 
Gandhi, into a mass movement involving, as in China 
and Russia, peasants and workers under the direction of 
political organizers. But there was little eff ort at radical 
restructuring of Indian society or its values, and Gandhi in 
particular emphasized nonviolence. In general, the inde-
pendence movement was limited to the goal of political 
freedom from colonialism. In other respects it was reform-
ist rather than revolutionary. Nevertheless, the changes 
that took place in India were in some ways revolutionary, if 
only in the  awakening of mass nationalism, the end of the 
largest  colonial system in the world, the transfer of power 
over some 400 million members of the world’s oldest living 
 civilization, and the beginning of planned development. 

  Revolution in China began almost tentatively, sputtered 
and apparently died aft er a few years, and fi nally broke out 
in full force only aft er nearly 50 years of false starts and 
setbacks. Th ere were perhaps revolutionary aspects to the 
Taiping Rebellion from 1850 to 1864; there was a brief, 
abortive eff ort at change from the top by a few far-sighted 
offi  cials in the last half of the nineteenth century. All revo-
lutions have their antecedents, but China’s was particularly 
slow in the making. China had fi rst to develop a national 
political consciousness and a political organization that 
could pursue revolutionary change rather than just another 
phase in the dynastic cycle. Radical change was something 

 CHRONOLOGY 

 CHINA 

  1842–1949 Establishment of over 100 treaty ports; 

missionaries and their schools appear  

  1864 Final defeat of Taipings  

  1864–1890 Self-Strengthening Movement; building 

of military arsenals (with the assistance 

of Western advisors)  

  1861–1908 Empress dowager Cixi  

  1881–1936 Lu Xun; Hu Shi  

  1884 Initial nationalist uprisings in Korea  

  1895 Qing defeat by Japan in Sino-Japanese 

War  

  1896–1911 Western scramble for concession 

territories  

  1898 The “100 Days” of reform  

  1900 Boxer Rebellion  

  1911 Fall of the Qing dynasty; beginning of 

the Chinese Revolution  

  1912–1916 Yuan Shikai  

  1916–1927 Warlord years; founding of the 

Guomindang  

  1919–1923 May Fourth Movement  

  1921 Chinese Communist Party founded  

  1925 Death of Sun Yat-sen; transition to 

Chiang Kai-shek  

  1927–1937 Nanjing Decade  

  1927, 1930–1934 Chiang Kai-shek attacks the Communists  

  1934–1935 Long March  

  1931–1945 Japanese invasions  

  INDIA  

  1850–1910 Industrialization of many cities  

  1870–1941 Rise of Indian middle class, as well as 

mass poverty  
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that most Chinese feared and distrusted, but by the 
twentieth-century the traditional model had lost its  ability 
to deal with the now-overwhelming problems of mass 
poverty, technological backwardness, and political weakness. 

 In India, the pressures for political change were more 
narrowly concentrated on winning freedom from colonial 
rule. India too suff ered from mass poverty, technological 
backwardness, and hurt pride. Indian nationalists tended 
to blame colonial oppression for their problems. But as in 
China, a new national consciousness had fi rst to be devel-
oped and a political organization built. India had seldom 
functioned in its long and glorious past as a national unit, 
but rather, like China, as a cultural tradition. It took time 
to get Indians or Chinese to work together for a common 
political goal. 

  The Fall of the Qing, 

1860–1911 

 Th e Opium War and Taiping Uprising were both costly 
for the Qing, but the dynasty managed to limp on, sup-
ported by most of the gentry. Th e offi  cial accounts of the 
Opium War said that the sea barbarians had been driven 
off , with the implication that China would now return to 
dealing with its internal administration as usual. Many of 
the terms of the Treaty of Nanjing were largely ignored, and 
diffi  culties were placed in the way of the Westerners, who 
nevertheless fi nally established their settlements at Shang-
hai, Ningbo, Fuzhou, Xiamen, and Guangzhou. Aft er the 
second Opium War of 1858–1860, Europeans and other for-
eigners claimed the right to reside in Beijing. Hong Kong, 
ceded outright in 1841, had been settled promptly and was 
fl ourishing as a trade entrepôt for the whole China coast. 
Its success attracted large numbers of adventurous Chinese 
eager for business Western-style and beyond the control of 
the bureaucratic state, as they were also in the coastal treaty 
ports. In 1860 the peninsula of Kowloon on the mainland 
just across the harbor from the island of Hong Kong was 
also ceded to Britain to accommodate the swelling number 
of immigrants and port functions. 

 Westerners have tended consistently to exaggerate the 
importance of their role in China, from the time of Matteo 
Ricci to the present. Most Chinese remained at best vaguely 
aware of their presence, if at all, and little if any aff ected by 
their activities, most of which were heavily concentrated 
in a few coastal and Yangzi River ports or at the capital in 
Beijing. China was an overwhelmingly peasant country; 
comparatively few of its people lived in or near the cities, to 
which the foreigners were largely limited. Even the mission 
stations in what the foreigners called “the interior” were 
necessarily in towns or small cities. Th e foreigners thought 
that their example of “progress” Western-style would 

  1860–1915 Ranade; Gokhale; Tilak; Tagore  

  1869–1948 M. K. Gandhi, in India from 1914  

  1885 Indian National Congress founded  

  1889–1964 Jawaharlal Nehru  

  1905–1911 Partition of Bengal  

  1909 Indian Councils Act  

  1917 Parliamentary Declaration (committing 

the British to eventual Indian 

independence)  

  1919 Rowlatt Acts; Amritsar massacre  

  1930 Gandhi’s salt march  

  1937 Indian national elections  

encourage China to follow a similar path, but the treaty 
ports made only the smallest impact on the main body of 
the country and its people. Th ey did stimulate the growth 
of a new group, the Westernized treaty-port Chinese—
originally agents for foreign fi rms, then merchants and 
industrialists in their own right, and in time Western-infl u-
enced intellectuals. But all told they were a tiny handful in 
this huge country and its masses of people and they, like the 
treaty-port foreigners, were oft en cut off  from close contact 
with the real China of rural peasants. Certainly they did not 
represent it or understand its problems and needs. 

 Foreigners have always dreamed about the profi ts to 
be won by selling to the huge China market, that pot of 
gold at the end of the rainbow, and multiplied what they 
could make from selling even a pair of socks by 400 mil-
lion, or a billion, people. Sir Henry Pottinger, chief British 
negotiator at the Treaty of Nanjing, remarked, “Th e treaty 
has opened to trade a market so vast that all the mills of 
Lancashire could not make stocking stuff  enough for one 
of China’s provinces.”1   Th is goal has remained elusive since 
China has continued to supply most of its own needs, either 
through traditional production methods or by importing 
foreign technology and machinery to build its own mod-
ern industry. Th e treaty ports remained tiny isolated dots 
on the edges of China. China’s total foreign trade probably 
about doubled, but it remained a minuscule proportion 
of the Chinese economy. It transformed the treaty ports, 
but touched the rest of the country hardly at all; most of 
the imports were consumed in the treaty ports themselves 
by Westernized Chinese as well as by foreigners, who 

M17_MURP8552_07_SE_C16.indd Page 329  05/09/13  8:25 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia330

Li Hongzhang, by now governor of Jiangsu Province, where 
both Shanghai and Nanjing are located. Ward and Gordon 
won a number of engagements, but their contribution to 
the ultimate Qing victory was slight. Nanjing was retaken 
from the Taipings in 1864 with no foreign help, nor did 
the foreigners play a role in the subsequent suppression of 
other rebellions. But the value of Western military technol-
ogy had become clear.    

 A striking paradox of those years was that while the for-
eigners were assaulting Tianjin and Beijing in 1858–1860, 
they were fi ghting on the government’s side in central 
China against the Taipings. Diff erent Chinese government 
factions were in fact involved, and the foreign humiliation 
of the court in 1860 meant the defeat of that very conser-
vative and antiforeign group, which in turn meant more 
scope for reformers like Zeng and Li. Th e foreigners did 
not understand this clearly at the time; they were merely 
defending themselves and their trade at Shanghai and 
nearby Ningbo while dealing separately with what they saw 
as an intolerable set of bad relations with the government in 
Beijing. Aft er 1860 the foreigners increasingly saw that their 
best interests would be served by keeping the weakened 
Qing dynasty in power, propping it up as a client state that 
was unable to resist them and would do their bidding. Th e 
emperor fl ed from the Anglo-French forces that invaded 
the capital, and his brother, Prince Gong, concluded the 
fi nal treaty settlement, which he saw as essential to save the 
dynasty. When the emperor died in 1861, Prince Gong took 
over as regent for the new boy emperor, whose reign title 
was Tongzhi, although he was obliged to share power with 
the boy’s conservative and manipulative mother, the young 
empress dowager Cixi. Together they supervised the execu-
tion of rival antiforeign princes and lent support to Zeng 
and Li in their anti-Taiping campaigns. 

 Th is was the beginning of the “self-strengthening” move-
ment, which consciously sought to adopt Western military 

remained a very small though privileged minority of treaty-
port populations.    

 Th e major foreign impact was in the ideas transmitted 
through mission-run schools and colleges. Th ey conveyed 
a message of the benefi ts of modern Western national 
states, technology, industrialization, the values of free 
enterprise, and the modern Western legacy of individual-
ism, free expression, and democratic forms of government. 
Especially aft er 1917, the infl uence of Marxism and Russian 
Leninism became newly compelling, appealing to many 
patriotic Chinese as a better model of strength and success, 
but in any case a preferable alternative to their own tradi-
tional system, which they saw as having failed on all counts. 

  “Self-Strengthening” 
 Th e fi nal suppression of the Taipings was supervised by a 
dedicated scholar-offi  cial, Zeng Guofan (1811–1872), who 
began by organizing a militia-style army to chase the reb-
els out of Hunan, his native province. He taught his Hunan 
army discipline, built their morale, and made them into the 
government’s major striking force, which took the off ensive 
in many areas of central China. In 1860 Zeng was put in 
charge of all the middle and lower Yangzi provinces, where 
the imperial forces began slowly to wear down the Taiping 
rebels. He encouraged his young protégé, Li Hongzhang 
(1823–1901), to build up a provincial army in Anhui on the 
model of the Hunan army. Li and Zeng bought foreign arms 
and established Western-style arsenals, with Western advis-
ers, to make Western guns and steamships. An American 
adventurer from Salem, Massachusetts, F. T. Ward, orga-
nized a volunteer corps of foreigners to defend Shanghai 
from rebel attacks, soon joined by a larger Chinese contin-
gent trained in Western arms and tactics. When Ward was 
killed in 1862, he was succeeded by Charles Gordon, known 
in the West as “Chinese Gordon,” on loan from the British 
army. Like Ward, he was given Chinese military rank under 

       Th e treaty-port style. Its Anglo-Indian origins are 
apparent: thick walls, deep verandas on all sides, and 
vaguely Corinthian style, but open to whatever breezes 
can help to ease the hot climate. Th is is the offi  ce of an 
American fi rm in Guangzhou.      (From Arnold Wright, 
 Twentieth Century Impressions , London, 1908, p. 792)  
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spruce up the Confucian tradition. In addition, the dynasty 
had been fundamentally weakened by the Taiping Rebel-
lion and the enormous eff ort of its suppression—nor were 
such drains on the state’s resources to cease until it fi nally 
collapsed in 1911. 

 Rebellions multiplied, and even the brilliant campaigns 
against the Muslim rebels in the west and the Russian 
schemes in Xinjiang under the able general Zuo Zongtang 
won only a brief respite, while exhausting the treasury. Rev-
enues could not keep up with expenditures, even with the 
help of new taxes on trade. Th e growth of regional armies 
begun in the Taiping years signaled a trend toward regional 
diff usion of government authority and foreshadowed the 
warlordism that was to consume the fi rst decades of the 
twentieth century. In the face of such problems, the govern-
ment could only repeat the Confucian formulas: respect 
for superiors, deference to authority, and hence the main-
tenance of harmony. Even Zeng Guofan criticized what he 
saw as the money-grubbing merchants in the treaty ports 
and believed that railways and the telegraph would disrupt 
the Chinese system and should be kept out. 

 Zeng’s protégé Li Hongzhang, who became a governor-
general, was more supportive of new technologies. He 
built up the arsenals, and promoted a number of other 
Western-style ventures. Th ese included a highly successful 
steamship company, a modern-style coal mine, a telegraph 
company, and several modern textile mills. But they were 
insignifi cant ripples on the vast sea of the largely unchanged 
traditional economy, and most of the enterprises ran into 
fi nancial trouble, in part because Li and many others 
siphoned off  too many of the profi ts. Th ey were supposed 
to be government-supervised and merchant-operated, but 
they became largely ineffi  cient bureaucratic operations, 
with a few exceptions. Li’s coal mine at Kaiping, north of 
Tianjin, had a short railway line by 1883 to haul the coal to a 
port that was improved to handle bigger ships; the rail line 
was slowly extended to Tianjin, and even to the outskirts 
of Beijing by 1896, but railway building elsewhere was even 
slower and oft en met with strong local resistance. A British 
fi rm in Shanghai built a short line to the outer harbor in 
1876, but local opposition was so intense, especially aft er a 
man was run over, that the governor-general of the prov-
ince in Nanjing bought the line in 1877 and had it torn up 
and the rails shipped to lie rusting on a beach in Taiwan. 

 A few Chinese began to go abroad to study, helped by 
missionaries, but an educational mission that sent 120 
college-age boys to Hartford, Connecticut, in 1872, was 
withdrawn in 1881, and on their return the students were 
treated with suspicion, as were all new things or change in 
any form, especially where there was a foreign connection. 
Th ose few offi  cial Chinese who urged Westernization, as 
the Meiji Japanese were doing full speed, were criticized or 

technology, much as the Meiji government in Japan began 
doing at about the same time. A new school to train Chi-
nese interpreters in Western languages was established and 
something like a foreign offi  ce to manage diplomatic rela-
tions. More eff ort was put into building arsenals for mod-
ern weapons and ships outside the foreign concession areas 
at Nanjing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and, with French help, at 
Fuzhou, including a naval dockyard. 

 But this was not Meiji Japan, despite the above similari-
ties. China was still fundamentally conservative; the Qing 
government had lost both the will and the ability to pursue 
changes, while as an alien dynasty it felt obliged to maintain 
the traditional Chinese way in all things. Like most Chi-
nese, the Qing had a basic mistrust or even hatred of every-
thing foreign and of change of almost any kind, except to 

  Li Hongzhang (1823–1901) was the chief architect of “self-
strengthening” and made the case for it repeatedly.  

  The present situation is one in which, externally, 
it is necessary for us to be harmonious with the 
barbarians after China’s humiliating defeats in 
1840–42, 1860, and 1885, and internally, it is nec-
essary for us to reform our institutions. If we 
remain conservative, without making any change, 
the nation will be daily reduced and weakened. . . . 
Now all the foreign countries are having one 
reform after another, and progressing every day 
like the ascending of steam. Only China contin-
ues to preserve her traditional institutions so cau-
tiously that even though she be ruined and 
extinguished, the conservatives will not regret it. 
Oh heaven and man! How can we understand the 
cause of it? . . . The Westerners particularly rely 
upon the excellence and efficacy of their guns, 
cannons, and steamships, and so they can over-
run China. . . . To live today and still say “reject 
the barbarians” and “drive them out of our terri-
tory” is certainly superficial and absurd talk. . . . 
How can we get along for one day without 
weapons and techniques? The method of self-
strengthening lies in learning what they can do, 
and in taking over what they rely upon.  

  Source:  Reprinted by permission of the publisher from 
  China’s Response to the West: A Documentary Survey 1839–
1923,  by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank, pp. 87, 109, 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, copyright © 
1954, 1979 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
Copyright renewed 1982 by Ssu-yu Teng and John King 
Fairbank. 

 SELF-STRENGTHENING 
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At the peace negotiations for the Treaty of Shimonoseki in 
1895, Li, who was head of the Chinese delegation, said to Ito 
Hirobumi, his Japanese counterpart: 

  “China and Japan are the closest neighbors, and more-
over we have the same writing system. How can we be 
enemies? . . . We ought to establish perpetual peace 
and harmony between us, so that our Asiatic yellow 
race will not be encroached upon by the white race 
of Europe.” Ito replied: “Ten years ago I talked with 
you about reform. Why is it that not a single thing has 
been changed or reformed?,” to which Li could only 
say: “Affairs in my country have been so confined by 
tradition that I could not accomplish what I desired. . . . 
I am ashamed of having excessive wishes and lacking 
the power to fulfill them.”2     

  New Humiliations 
 Th e defeat by Japan was shattering to Chinese pride. Western 
powers were one thing, but Japan was almost like a younger 
member of the family, for centuries a patronized tributary 
state that had learned all the arts of civilization from China. 
Many conservatives, still in the great majority, repeated the 
phrase “Back to the Western Han!” as the cure for China’s 
modern disaster. Th e Western Han was long enough ago 
that people tended to remember only the good things about 
it, as an age of brilliant accomplishment and imperial glory 

forced into retirement. Li Hongzhang was basically a con-
servative in his views; although he recognized the need for 
some change, he had to move cautiously, especially with the 
empress dowager. Th e same was true of another prominent 
governor-general who agreed that reforms were essential, 
Zhang Zhidong; but he was outspokenly antiforeign. His 
formula was widely repeated: use Chinese ways for funda-
mentals, and Western ways only as tools. Like most Chi-
nese of his time, he rejected the idea that the whole of the 
traditional Chinese system, especially its “fundamentals,” 
had to be changed if China were to escape from backward-
ness, poverty, and humiliation. 

 It was typical of the last decades of the Qing that when 
Li tried to rebuild a fl eet aft er the disastrous war with the 
French in 1885, much of the funds he needed were diverted 
by the empress dowager to build a garish new summer pal-
ace northwest of Beijing at mammoth expense. Eunuchs 
and other courtiers grew even richer on this new source 
of graft , and the new palace included an ornate, two-tiered 
boat built of solid marble on the edge of a big lake; it became 
common knowledge that this was Cixi’s little joke—a mar-
ble boat for her instead of an adequate new navy for China.    

 When the new Japanese navy at a peak of effi  ciency 
attacked in 1894 the Chinese admiral had no notion of 
modern naval tactics, many of the Chinese guns were sup-
plied with the wrong size shells, and many of the shells 
proved to have been fi lled with sand by corrupt contractors. 

       Cixi’s infamous marble boat, resting in the mud at her newly built and lavishly rococo summer palace 
outside Beijing.      (R. Murphey)  
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indemnity it imposed, three times China’s annual revenues, 
would complete the utter ruin of the government’s fi nances. 
Kang Youwei, a vigorous Cantonese, became the leader of 
a group of graduates urging radical reforms; he was joined 
by his fellow Cantonese intellectual, Liang Qichao. No lon-
ger troubled by the apparent dilemma of how to save China 
by Westernizing it, they had made the resolution reached a 
generation earlier by the Meiji reformers in Japan: at least 
in technology, education, and much of government, the 
Western way was the best way to promote national strength 
and prosperity. Kang reinterpreted Confucius as a reformer, 
someone who preached “the right of rebellion” against unfi t 
rulers and those who sanctioned change. 

 In late 1897 Kang was recommended as a tutor to 
Emperor Guangxu, and in 1898 he presented a long list of 
reform proposals, including a national assembly and a con-
stitution. From June 11 to September 21, 1898, prompted 
by Kang and Liang Qichao, the emperor issued over forty 
edicts in what came to be called the Hundred Days of 
Reform, which aimed to remake the entire system of edu-
cation, economy, and government. Th ere was of course 
violent opposition from the offi  cial establishment. Th e 
empress dowager, who had temporarily retired at age 63, 
soon realized that Kang had gone too far to win the sup-
port of most Chinese and that her conservative views still 
represented a majority of the political elite. She engineered 
a coup on September 21, seized the emperor and forced him 
into seclusion, and executed six of the reformers, though 
Kang and Liang escaped to Japan. When Cixi fi nally died in 
1908 she had allegedly managed to ensure that the emperor, 
presumably poisoned, died one day earlier; she arranged 
as his successor his three-year-old nephew, Puyi, who 
“reigned” until the dynasty offi  cially ended in 1912.    

 Th e Boxer uprising and foreign occupation of Beijing in 
1900–1901 forced Cixi and her advisers to reverse course. Th e 
foreigners demanded that the Qing reform its administra-
tive system to better guarantee the safety of foreign residents 
and Christian converts, including by creating Western-style 
police forces and a new, more professional army. A few of the 
more moderate reforms begun in the Hundred Days were 
revived, including the establishment of modern schools, and 
in 1905 the imperial examinations were abolished, ending an 
ancient institution that had outlived its time. Cixi also pro-
hibited foot-binding, a measure that met with more success 
when she ordered it than when the Manchus ordered the 
same reform at the outset of the Qing. Copying Meiji Japan, 
which had much prestige following its defeat of Russia, the 
government moved slowly to create provincial and national 
“consultative assemblies” and promised a parliament by 1913, 
but it was too slow and too late to defl ect the mounting pres-
sures for change. Th e chief eff ort of the reformers, to create 
a revolution from the top, failed primarily because most 

when China ruled the world. It was typically Chinese to look 
to the past for guidance rather than to the present, and to try 
to make themselves feel better by remembering their ancient 
greatness. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the 
Western powers, including Russia, seemed to be closing in 
for the kill, extracting new concessions, naval bases, leased 
territories, and “spheres of infl uence.” What saved China 
from a complete colonial takeover was primarily the rivalry 
among the powers, including Japan; none of them were will-
ing to see any one country become dominant in China, and 
it made no sense for oft en bitter rivals to try to run it collec-
tively. In any case, it would have been a colossal administra-
tive headache, and even at the height of the imperialist fever 
few countries really wanted to take that on. 

 Th e scramble for new concessions included a relatively 
sudden rush for loans to and contracts with the Chinese 
government to build railways, mainly by private foreign 
companies, although some had foreign government con-
nections. A few major lines were completed in a pro-
cess that extended into the 1930s, although aft er 1930 the 
Nationalist Guomindang government tried to keep control 
over all new lines. Railways were clearly a step forward, and 
badly needed for better national integration; even the Qing 
government built and fi nanced a few new lines. But the for-
eign involvement further increased their control and was 
much resented by many, as well as saddling successive Chi-
nese regimes with new debt burdens. Th e Russians made 
Manchuria into their special sphere and began extensive 
railway building and mining operations there. 

 Th e Russian position and activities were taken over by 
the Japanese aft er their victory in the Russo-Japanese war 
of 1904–1905. Under their direction Manchuria acquired a 
highly developed rail net and a major mining and indus-
trial complex, but at the cost of any real Chinese authority 
there. Foreigners saw railway investment not only as profi t-
able but also as a way of facilitating the supply of exports 
and the fl ow of imports to and from the treaty ports. In 
the Treaty of Tianjin in 1860, foreigners had extracted the 
right to operate their own steamships and carry cargo on 
the extensive Chinese inland waterways, especially the 
Yangzi and its tributaries, and they became the major car-
riers there and along the coastal routes. Foreign naval ves-
sels were anchored prominently off  the waterfront in every 
major treaty port and patrolled the inland waters as well, to 
“safeguard foreign interests.” Foreign banks dominated the 
fi nancing of China’s foreign trade and the highly profi table 
insurance business, an idea new to China but soon popular 
with many Chinese merchants.  

  Eff orts at Reform 
 Some offi  cials, scholars, and gentry urged that the Treaty 
of Shimonoseki be rejected, especially since the huge 

M17_MURP8552_07_SE_C16.indd Page 333  05/09/13  8:25 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia334

 For the most part, the eff orts at reform, including the 
“self-strengtheners,” were traditional answers to traditional 
problems. Th ere was no signifi cant industrialization, except 
on a relatively small scale in the treaty ports, most of it by 
foreigners, and little willingness to abandon institutions 
grown incapable of dealing with contemporary problems. 
No eff ective answer emerged to the dilemma of how to pre-
serve the Chinese essence if that meant, as it clearly did, 
adoption of foreign technology  and  institutions. Yet the 
pride in being Chinese was never lost; nor was it to be when 
fi nally, aft er many false starts, failures, and betrayals, revo-
lution came from the bottom up. Th e long Chinese sense 
of membership in a common culture had fi rst to be aug-
mented by a new sense of nationalism, irrelevant during the 
centuries when China was the empire that ruled “all under 
Heaven” and only lesser people had “states.” Now China had 
to learn the hard lesson that it too must become a modern 
state if it was to regain not its old superiority but an equal 
footing in competition with other states. Modern national-
ism was to be the key to success, but political coherence was 
slow to grow beyond a few of the intellectual elite.   

Chinese were not ready for such radical change and did not 
want to pay the considerable costs. Cixi’s answer to the for-
eign threat to China was to support the Boxers in their hope-
less attempt to kill or drive away all foreigners. She and her 
government were lucky to survive that disaster, only because 
the foreign powers—now including Japan—saw no alterna-
tive, did not want to take on the job of administering China 
themselves, and had grown used to propping up the mori-
bund dynasty as a compliant stooge. 

 At the same time, Cixi did not seem to understand that 
many reform-minded Chinese had realized anew that the 
Manchus themselves were “foreigners” and that even a con-
stitutional monarchy under the Qing would not bring an 
end to non-Chinese domination. 

  Liang Qichao (1873–1929), a student and associate of 
Kang Youwei, was a tireless advocate of reform; he had 
this to say about China’s situation in 1896, just after its 
crushing defeat by Japan.  

  Those who insist that there is no need for reform 
still say “Let us follow the ancients, follow the 
ancients.” They coldly sit and watch everything 
being laid to waste by following tradition, and 
there is no concern in their hearts. . . . Now there 
is a big mansion which has lasted a thousand 
years. The tiles and bricks are decayed and the 
beams and rafters are broken up. It is still a mag-
nificently big thing, but when wind and rain sud-
denly come up, its fall is foredoomed. Yet the 
people in the house are still happily playing or 
soundly sleeping. Even some who have noted the 
danger know only how to weep bitterly, folding 
their arms and waiting for death without thinking 
of any remedy. Sometimes there are people a lit-
tle better off who try to repair the cracks, seal up 
the leaks, and patch up the ant holes in order to 
be able to go on living there in peace, even tem-
porarily, in the hope that something better may 
turn up. [Liang means here the “self-strengtheners,” 
still sticking to the old system.] These three types 
of people use their minds differently, but when 
a hurricane comes they will die together. . . . 
A nation is also like this.  

  Source:  Reprinted by permission of the publisher from  
China’s Response to the West: A Documentary Survey 1839–1923,  
by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank, pp. 154–155, 
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, copyright © 1954, 
1979 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Copy-
right renewed 1982 by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank. 

 REFORM 

  On June 11, 1898, the Guangxu emperor, inspired by Kang 
Youwei’s ideas as well as by the example of Meiji Japan, 
issued a famous decree, inaugurating what came to be 
known as the Hundred Days of Reform. It reads in part 
as follows:  

  Those who claim to be conservative patriots con-
sider that all the old customs should be upheld 
and the new ideas repudiated without compro-
mise. Such querulous opinions are worthless. 
Consider the needs of the times and the weak-
ness of our Empire! If we continue to drift with an 
army untrained, our revenues disorganized, our 
scholars ignorant, and our artisans without tech-
nical training, how can we possibly hope to hold 
our own among the nations. . . . The virtuous rul-
ers of remote antiquity did not cling obstinately to 
existing ways, but were ready to accept change, 
even as one wears grass-cloth garments in sum-
mer and furs in winter. 

 We now issue this special Decree so that all our 
subjects, from the Imperial family downward, 
may hereafter exert themselves in the cause of 
reform.  

  Source:  J. O. P. Bland and E. Backhouse,  China Under the 
Empress Dowager  (London: Heinemann, 1910), p. 186. 

 THE HUNDRED DAYS 
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revolutionary groups, had planned locally to seize power. 
Th eir plot was discovered on October 9, and they were 
forced to act when a dog barked in the night and a bomb 
they had made was found. Fortunately for them, they were 
joined by a few additional troops from the garrison there 
on October 10, the date celebrated as the beginning of the 
Revolution of 1911. Wuchang fell to the rebels, who attracted 
a good deal of popular support and triggered uprisings here 
and there over the whole country. 

 From 1900, coincident to the rise of Chinese national-
ism, the Chinese living abroad—primarily the residents 
of urban Chinatowns—were the target of distant Chinese 
reformers, revolutionaries, and conservatives who off ered 
to recognize them as Chinese citizens as well as to grant 
them titles and government positions. Th e Chinese govern-
ment began to use the term “Overseas Chinese” as a way to 
emphasize their continuing bond, to maintain the loyalty 
and support of those of Chinese descent who lived outside 
China. Sun Yat-sen and others received the funding for the 
1911 revolution from Overseas Chinese, although Overseas 
Chinese were not all sympathetic to the revolution, and 
China’s politics divided Chinatown residents. 

 By December most of China except the provinces 
around the capital at Beijing had declared their indepen-
dence of Manchu rule, with very little fi ghting. A provi-
sional government was set up at Nanjing. Sun Yat-sen was 
in the United States at the time trying to raise money among 
Chinese there to support the revolutionary eff ort. He read 
an account of the Wuchang revolt in a Denver newspa-
per, where he was living in the YMCA, and then went on 
to England to seek more help. He was sent a coded mes-
sage from the revolutionaries saying that he should return 
to China as its fi rst president, but he had lost his codebook 
and took some time to decipher the message. He was fi nally 
inaugurated at Nanjing in January of 1912. 

 Sun was a moving speaker and inspired many thou-
sands of Chinese with his vision of a new China, but he 
was a failure as a political organizer. His blueprints for the 
future were fuzzy documents never very clearly laid out 
and included some quite impractical ideas, such as build-
ing railways into Tibet (a feat of engineering that has only 
been accomplished in the twenty-fi rst century). He was also 
out of touch with China, especially peasant China, the great 
majority of the country. He had not lived there (as opposed 
to visiting) since he was 13 years old. His impressionable 
adolescence and his subsequent time as a student were 
spent in Hawaii, Hong Kong, and Macao, aft er which he 
lived almost entirely abroad, including for a time in Hanoi 
in French-controlled Vietnam. He was a genuine national-
ist of deep and sincere conviction, but his perspective was 
more that of a highly educated, Westernized overseas Chi-
nese than that of most of his countrymen. 

     Chaos and Warlordism 

 Th e Qing dynasty collapsed in 1911 with the gentlest of 
shoves from a small and poorly organized group of revo-
lutionaries and a large uprising by disgruntled taxpayers. 
Th e end of Manchu rule is called a revolution because the 
government was overthrown, in part, by people who called 
themselves revolutionaries and had some new and radical 
ideas. But they were too few and too politically inexperi-
enced to establish an eff ective government of their own, 
and to make matters worse they were split into factions. Th e 
leading organization was the Guomindang, or Nationalist 
party, founded in an earlier form around the turn of the 
century and led by Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925), an idealist with 
great personal charisma but little sense of practical politics. 

  Sun Yat-sen and Yuan Shikai 
 Sun was born to a peasant family near Guangzhou, tradi-
tionally a hotbed of separatism and political ferment. At 
age 13, like so many Cantonese, he joined his older brother 
in Honolulu, where he went to a church boarding school 
and became a Christian. At 16 he returned to study in 
Hong Kong and fi nished a medical degree there in 1892 at 
a British mission hospital. He tried to practice briefl y in 
Macao but was forced out because he had no diploma from 
Portugal. 

 Sun still agonized over China’s humiliation by foreign 
powers, and he soon founded a secret society, in the old 
Cantonese tradition, to overthrow the Manchus, who had 
failed his people and who were themselves a foreign 
dynasty of conquest. He drew support also from overseas 
Chinese and quickly became wanted by the Qing police. 
When his plot to seize the Guangzhou government offi  ces 
in 1895 was discovered and several of his fellow conspira-
tors executed, Sun fl ed to Japan. From there he made 
repeated trips to build Chinese contacts in Hawaii, Britain, 
France, and North America. He was pursued by Qing gov-
ernment agents even abroad and had some narrow escapes; 
on one occasion he was rescued by his old Hong Kong 
medical teacher when he was kidnapped and imprisoned in 
the Chinese legation in London in 1896; the Qing diplomats 
had planned to send him back to China for execution. 

 Meanwhile, other radical leaders and groups in China 
were also active, and there were several joint and sepa-
rate attempts to seize power, all of which failed and were 
marked by confusion and lack of coordination. Mount-
ing peasant poverty led to rice riots, and in 1911 there was 
a gentry-led revolt in Sichuan protesting the government’s 
plan to take out foreign loans to build railways there. Th e 
fi nally successful uprising at Wuchang (now part of Wuhan 
in the central Yangzi Valley) began as a series of errors. 
Some students and soldiers, not part of any of the previous 
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man who threw his lot in with the republicans when they 
off ered him the presidency. Sun had earlier put together 
a vague set of guidelines for a new government called the 
Th ree Principles of the People. Th ese were nationalism, 
democracy, and the people’s livelihood, none of them very 
clearly defi ned. Nationalism in the modern sense was still 
a new idea to most Chinese, but they could at least make 
common cause against the Manchus in the name of Chi-
nese self-determination. Sun’s idea of democracy, heav-
ily infl uenced by Western models, implied but did not 
spell out social and political equality, a notable departure 
from Confucian forms, refl ecting his Western education 
and his time in the United States. Th is was to be assured 
by a constitution largely on an American pattern, while 
“livelihood”—a partial redistribution of wealth on behalf 
of the poorer peasantry—was to be achieved through tax 
reforms. 

 Th ere were no true political parties as yet, only a vari-
ety of elite or intellectual groups, divided among them-
selves. When the new Guomindang won national elec-
tions in 1913, Yuan Shikai, who had busily concentrated 
real power in his own hands, arranged the assassination 
of the leading Guomindang organizer, who had pressed 
for constitutional government. Sun again fl ed to Japan, 
while Yuan further tightened his grip as military dictator 
by force, bribery, and intimidation. In 1915 he had himself 
declared president for life and took to riding around in an 
armored car for fear of attack by frustrated revolution-
aries. Meanwhile, he dared not confront foreign impe-
rialism in China because he needed—and got—foreign 
support as a strongman who could keep order and would 
not threaten “special interests.” Th e revolution had been 
betrayed. 

 Several southern and western provinces, where disgrun-
tled military men and revolutionaries were active, broke 
away from Yuan’s control. In 1916 he died suddenly aft er 
failing to get himself declared emperor. Political and ideo-
logical change had gone much too far to permit any return 
to such traditional forms, but there was still neither a con-
sensus on what should succeed them nor a semblance of 
national unity. 

 For the next 12 years China dissolved into virtual anar-
chy, divided among a number of regionally based war-
lords and other local military leaders. Th e Guomindang 
and the early revolutionaries had a political ideology of a 
sort but no army; the warlords had armies but little or no 
political ideology, except to contest with each other for 
supreme power. Th eir troops marched around the coun-
tryside like a scourge on the peasants, while a bewildering 
variety of short-lived regimes or political cliques suc-
ceeded each other in Beijing as the nominal government 
of China. 

 Song Qingling, the woman Sun was to marry in 1915, 
was the daughter of a Chinese emigrant returned from the 
United States who had done well in treaty-port Shanghai 
and sent his children to American colleges. She heard the 
news of the 1911 revolution in Macon, Georgia, where she 
was a student at Wesleyan College, and wrote: 

  The emancipation of 400 million souls from the thrall-
dom of an absolute monarchy. . . . The Revolution has 
established in China Liberty and Equality . . . Frater-
nity is the as yet unrealized ideal of humanity. . . . It 
may be for China, the oldest of nations, to point the 
way to this fraternity.3    

 She exaggerated the success and the impact of 1911, but 
her remarks expressed views that were shared by many 
young Chinese intellectuals and at the same time showed 
the depth of Western infl uence on their thinking. Th e 
events at Wuchang were hardly a revolution, but they fi red 
the spread of a genuine Chinese nationalism in the modern 
sense for the fi rst time.    

 China was still hopelessly divided, and even Sun saw 
that he could not provide the unity and strong central gov-
ernment needed. He agreed to step down as president in 
favor of Yuan Shikai (1859–1916), a leading Qing military 

       Sun Yat-sen and his young U.S.-educated wife Song Qingling in 
1924.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  

M17_MURP8552_07_SE_C16.indd Page 336  05/09/13  8:25 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 16 / Nationalism and Revolution in China and India 337

intellectuals but also to the people as a whole. Parental and 
family tyranny, arranged marriages, and the subjugation of 
women and the young became targets of attack. Women, 
especially students, played a prominent part in the May 
Fourth Movement; they and their male colleagues urged 
full-scale female emancipation and an end to the rigidity of 
the traditional system as a whole. 

 Th e promise and enthusiasm of the May Fourth Move-
ment were not to last. Its Western-style aims and ideals 
had relatively little to do with the urgent needs of the peas-
ant majority, and its message never reached more than 
the tiny group of intellectuals, students, and treaty-port 
Chinese. It had no eff ective political organization and was 
not a contender for power. Its idealistic adherents, some 
of whom joined one or the other of the two political par-
ties, the Guomindang or the Communists, were in the 
end absorbed by them and most of their goals subverted. 
Th ere was too little basis in China for the middle ground 
that they represented or for their Western-derived ide-
als or models. Th e long contest for political power and 
for the leadership of the new China took place between 
the Guomindang and the Communists, a battle in some 
sense between two opposite extremes of the political right 
and left , which nevertheless shared many organizational 
principles. Neither had much to do with the ideals of May 
Fourth. 

 In 1917 Sun returned to Guangzhou, formed a rival gov-
ernment, and began building a more eff ective political 
organization. He complained that trying to get the Chinese 
people to work together was like trying to make a rope out 
of sand. One can understand his frustration, but although 
he tried to arouse mass support he appealed mainly to intel-
lectuals and those few who were as yet politically conscious. 
What began to spark Chinese nationalism more eff ectively 
was new imperialist moves and spontaneous popular pro-
tests against them.  

  Th e May Fourth Movement 
 Japan’s Twenty-one Demands on China in 1915  (see 
 Chapter   15   )  provoked immediate protests from patri-
otic Chinese, especially aft er Yuan Shikai accepted most 
of them. China joined the Allied side in the war in 1917, 
sent a 200,000-man labor battalion to the western front 
in Europe, and hoped thus to get a hearing at the peace 
conference. But although Japan did not join the fi ghting 
in Europe, it secretly obtained prior Allied agreement to 
keep the former German concessions that it had taken in 
Shandong Province. It soon became evident that President 
Woodrow Wilson’s loft y talk about self-determination and 
open diplomacy did not apply to Asia: Japan was well rep-
resented at the Versailles peace conference, while China, 
despite its eff orts, was not. Th e Western powers later con-
fi rmed Japan’s “rights” in China; in fact, Japan’s special 
position in Shandong did not end until 1923, aft er belated 
Allied intervention. 

 When news broke that the warlord government in 
Beijing had signed secret agreements with Japan, mass 
demonstrations erupted on May 4, 1919. Chinese nation-
alism boiled over in what came to be called the May 
Fourth Movement. A new and increasingly radical gen-
eration of students from government and mission schools 
and  universities were imbued with Western ideas and 
 dedicated to building a new China. Student protesters 
beat up a pro-Japanese offi  cial and burned a cabinet min-
ister’s house. Th ey went on to organize a union and to seek 
wider  support from among Westernized businessmen, 
industrialists, and shopkeepers in the treaty ports. Strikes 
and boycotts of Japanese goods attracted widespread 
 support. Th e cabinet resigned, and China refused to sign 
the  Versailles Treaty. 

 Th e May Fourth Movement stimulated renewed intel-
lectual ferment as well, especially in Beijing and Shanghai, 
where hundreds of new political and literary periodicals 
attacked traditional culture, deplored China’s weakness, 
and advocated a variety of more or less radical solutions. 
Th e model of the Confucian scholar steeped in the classics 
gave way to that of “progressive” thinkers who wrote in the 
vernacular and tried to appeal not only to fellow scholars or 

 Prominent Figures in the May Fourth 
Movement 

 Lu Xun (1881–1936), the greatest of modern Chinese writ-
ers, voiced the ideas of his time among the May Fourth 
group in his bitter indictments of the old society, whose 
supposed “benevolence” and “virtue” were hypocritical 
masks for cruel oppression and exploitation. Foreign im-
perialism was deeply resented, but the May Fourth writers 
saw it as the result of China’s weakness rather than as the 
cause. China had to be changed from the ground up if it 
were to regain its strength and pride. The example of Meiji 
Japan was much admired, despite the later corruption of 
Japanese imperialism in China. Like the Meiji leaders, 
China’s new voices called for a clean slate and a new pat-
tern that welcomed Western ideas as a source of strength. 

 Lu Xun made his character Ah Q famous as a personi-
fication of all that was wrong with China: cultural pride in 
its long tradition, which blinded it to the advantages of 
learning new ways, especially from foreigners; its conse-
quent backwardness in the modern world; and its growing 
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poverty. Lu Xun blamed all this on the outmoded and, as 
he saw it, hypocritical values of the Confucian scholar-
gentry. He was painfully aware of his country’s weakness 
and humiliation at the hands of Westerners and Japanese 
but saw China as its own worst enemy. He was especially 
bitter about the oppression of women and about the 
heartless, selfish, and cynical attitude of most of his 
countrymen. He was a consistent pessimist, but he lived 
during the worst years of China’s history. Not only was it 
humiliated repeatedly by foreigners as a semicolony, but 
its own political and social system was falling apart and 
slipping into chaos as well. Drought, famine, and flood 
accompanied and followed the warlord era, especially in 
the 1920s, and added to the destruction of civil war.    

 Like so many young Chinese who sought modern tech-
nology as a cure for China’s weakness, Lu Xun had been a 
medical student in Japan in the early years of the century. 
His father had died young, and Lu Xun believed that he 
could have been saved by Western medicine, which was 
taught in Japan after 1870 as part of the Japanese drive for 
modernization. In Japan Lu Xun saw a newsfilm showing 
Japanese troops in Manchuria at the time of the Russo-
Japanese War. They had caught a Chinese accused of spy-
ing for the Russians. “Many others of my countrymen 
stood around him. They were all strong fellows but 
appeared completely apathetic. . . . The one with his hands 
bound . . . was to have his head cut off . . . as a warning to 
others, while the Chinese beside him had come to enjoy 
the spectacle.”4   After this experience, he left Japan and 
abandoned his medical studies, believing that what the 
Chinese people needed was not physical healing but “to 
change their spirit.” He aimed to do this through his 

       Cosmopolitanism in Shanghai, 1933. From left  to 
right, the American journalist Agnes Smedley, the 
playwright George Bernard Shaw, Madam Sun 
Yat-sen, Cai Yuanpei (a leading intellectual), and 
Lu Xun. Shaw was on a visit to China and is being 
welcomed here by the founders of the China League 
for Civil Rights.      (Sovfoto/Eastfoto)  

stories and political essays, published in the many new 
magazines of the May Fourth era, which brilliantly sati-
rized what he saw as the failings of the old China. 

 Other prominent figures in the May Fourth Movement 
included Hu Shi, who had studied the classics in China and 
then gone on to study philosophy at Cornell and Columbia. 
Hu was the principal leader of what he called the Chinese 
Renaissance, which stressed the new literature aimed at a 
mass audience and written, supposedly, in the vernacular 
rather than the classical language of the scholar-elite. But 
the May Fourth writers had all been classically educated, 
and all were by definition intellectuals. Their stories and 
magazines reached other intellectuals almost exclusively, 
not the predominantly illiterate peasants and common 
people at whom they were theoretically aimed. Other May 
Fourth leaders were Cai Yuanpei, who became chancellor 
of Peking National University, and Chen Duxiu, both of 
whom had been educated abroad as well as in China. 

 Like Lu Xun, Chen blamed China’s decline on Confu-
cianism. Chen became editor of the magazine  New 
Youth , which called on the Chinese to be “independent, 
not servile . . . progressive, not conservative.”5   Chen 
joined Hu Shi and Cai Yuanpei at Peking University, 
along with others of like mind. Chen urged that 
China badly needed the help of “Mr. Science” and 
“Mr. Democracy,” as he put it: “Only these two gentlemen 
can cure the dark maladies in Chinese politics, morality, 
learning, and thought.”6   After May 4, 1919, the university 
became the chief center of the movement; it was quickly 
joined by a similar group of intellectuals and students in 
Shanghai, including Lu Xun, Li Dazhao, and Chen Duxiu, 
the chief founder of the Chinese Communist party in 1921.   
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met with little success. In 1922, aft er building connections 
with one of the southern warlords, Sun tried to move north 
with an army to unify China by force, but the campaign 
soon fi zzled. 

 Meanwhile, China was slipping ever deeper into pov-
erty, worsened by civil war and the absence of real cen-
tral government. Northern China in particular suff ered a 
series of disastrous famine years in the 1920s, made worse 
by massive fl ooding of the Yellow River, whose dikes 
had been neglected during the long years of government 
ineptitude. Drought, famine, fl oods, warlord armies, and 
bandits created streams of refugees, many of whom went 
to relatively uncrowded and nearby Manchuria, overland 
or oft en by open boat from the tip of Shandong. Southern 
Manchuria, the valley and fl oodplain of the Liao River, 
became a new agricultural and settlement frontier. Man-
churia’s population grew by about 1 million a year from 1910 
to 1940, almost entirely peasants from poverty-stricken 
northern China, thus strengthening the Chinese claim to 
the area despite its Japanese control. Th e major new com-
mercial crops of Manchuria were wheat and soybeans, 
largely exported to or through Japan via the Japanese-
developed port of Dairen, served by a rapidly growing 
and extensive rail net. Th e oft en virgin soils of south-
ern Manchuria, previously closed to Chinese settlement 
by the Manchus, were very productive; drought-tolerant 
millet and sorghum occupied the less favorable areas and 
provided food for local consumption. Th e Japanese, who 
replaced the Russians aft er 1905, continued the Russian 
development of mining and manufacturing, including 
the world’s largest open-pit coal mine at Fushun north-
east of Mukden (now Shenyang) and the biggest iron and 
steel complex in East Asia at Anyang, south of Mukden. 
Mukden and Dairen became major manufacturing and 
processing centers. 

 In the treaty ports of China proper, led by Shanghai, 
Tianjin, and Wuhan, Chinese-owned and managed fac-
tories became more numerous than those owned by for-
eigners (mainly Japanese and British), although most of 
the largest were foreign and all industry was dominated 
by consumer goods (textiles, fl our, cigarettes, matches). 
Apart from Japanese-controlled Manchuria, Chinese 
industrialization was still tiny, and on the scale of the 
country as a whole and its needs, much more so even 
than in India. But the new urban factories and the larger 
economy of the treaty ports did off er some escape from 
both traditional peasant and traditional elite worlds and 
from the tyranny of the family. Nevertheless, the total 
number of industrial workers remained small, 1 million 
by the most generous defi nition, hardly an adequate base 
for the Russian model of revolution based on an urban, 

      China in the 1920s 

and 1930s 

 In the aft ermath of the May Fourth Movement, China was 
still politically disorganized and without an eff ective cen-
tral government. A succession of warlords and short-lived 
political cliques alternated as the “government” in Beijing, 
but none were able to control more than a small area around 
the city. Most of the country was divided into the domains 
of contending warlords and their peasant armies. Many of 
the warlord domains were more or less coterminous with 
provinces, whose limits usually coincided with mountain 
or river barrier boundaries; others centered on important 
economic regions such as the Guangzhou delta, the Liao 
River plain of southern Manchuria, or the rich lower Yangzi 
Valley. Regionalism was an old phenomenon in China, 
given its size and consequent regional diff erences, but such 
internal struggles kept China weak in its eff orts to escape 
from foreign domination and made national development 
impossible. Few of the warlords had any rational program 
beyond the struggle for power, and their campaigns further 
impoverished the countryside. Most of them had begun as 
bandits or common soldiers. Sun Yat-sen tried to work with 
them and use them to spread his revolutionary ideas, but he 

  Chen Duxiu issued a “Call to Youth” in 1915.  

  Chinese compliment others by saying “He acts 
like an old man although still young.” Englishmen 
and Americans encourage one another by saying 
“Keep young while growing old.” . . . Youth is like 
early spring, like the rising sun, like trees and 
grass in bud, like a newly sharpened blade. . . . I 
place my plea before the young and vital youth, in 
the hope that they will achieve self-awareness and 
begin to struggle. . . . It is the old and rotten that 
fills society. One cannot find even a bit of fresh 
and vital air to comfort those of us who are suf-
focating in despair. [But]  All Men are equal. Be 
independent, not servile. Be progressive, not conser-
vative. Be aggressive, not retiring. Be cosmopolitan, 
not isolationist. Be utilitarian, not formalistic.   

  Source:  Reprinted by permission of the publisher from  
China’s Response to the West: A Documentary Survey 1839–1923  
by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank, pp. 240–244. 
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, copyright © 1954, 
1979 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Copy-
right renewed 1982 by Ssu-yu Teng and John King Fairbank. 

 RADICAL CHANGE 
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country of poor peasants that now embraced “progress” 
through Communist political organization and collective 
eff ort and rejected imperialism. To some this Soviet formula 
seemed to fi t China’s circumstances better than did West-
ern democracy, as Marx himself had said in the 1850s. Marx 
wrote about “the toiling masses of the East,” but he and 
his later followers seem not to have understood that India 
and China, seen as ripe for Communist revolution, were 

industrial proletariat. China was still an overwhelmingly 
peasant country.   

   Marxism and Soviet Help 
 Th e May Fourth Movement had stressed Western liberal 
notions of democracy, but especially aft er the success of 
the Russian Revolution of 1917, Marxism and Leninism 
were also appealing. Russia had been a relatively backward 

 China in the 1930s      
  Many routes are shown for the Long March since several groups were involved, including one from Hubei to Yan’an which is 
not shown.   
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British restored to China their concession areas at Hankou 
and Jiujiang on the Yangzi, but when the Northern Expe-
dition reached Nanjing in March of 1927, foreigners there 
were attacked, and several were killed. British and Ameri-
can gunboats shelled the city in retaliation and killed many 
more Chinese while evacuating the remaining foreigners.  

  Th e Nanjing Decade 
 Chiang never completely eliminated warlord power in sev-
eral of the outlying provinces, and although he dominated 
the Guomindang by repressive tactics, he led it far from its 
radical origins and progressively lost much support. He 
tried to wipe out his Communist allies in a military coup 
in Shanghai, still their major base, in 1927, using victori-
ous troops from the Northern Expedition, and again in a 
series of campaigns from 1930 to 1934. Some of the Com-
munists, including Mao, were not in Shanghai (where 
many were slaughtered) at the time of the coup but were 
trying unsuccessfully to organize peasant rebellion. Aft er 
1927 they retreated with their small remaining forces to 
a mountain stronghold in the southeast. Chiang’s forces 
fi nally drove them out in 1934, forcing them into a retreat 
known as the Long March. An increasingly ragged column 
of Communists dodged ahead of Chiang’s troops in a zig-
zag route across western China. At a conference along the 
way at Zunyi in Guizhou in January 1935, out of touch with 
Moscow and its directives, Mao was named party leader 
and his strategy based on the peasants, the countryside, and 
guerrilla warfare won out. Zhou Enlai (1898–1976), became 
his second-in-command, and Zhu De the military com-
mander. Th e precariously few survivors fi nally reached a 
new base area in the remote and mountainous northwest, 
centered from 1936 on the small town of Yan’an. Relatively safe 
from Chiang’s eff orts to eliminate them, they slowly extended 
their support base and pursued land-reform policies in this 
border area, from which they were to erupt aft er the anti-
Japanese war in 1945 to lead in the end a victorious revolution. 

 Th e decade of the Nanjing government between 1927 and 
1937, when the Japanese attacked China and sacked Nan-
jing, was in many respects, however, a constructive time. 
Chiang permitted no genuine democracy, with the excuse 
that order and unity must come fi rst. But the forms at least 
of constitutional government took shape and there was 
considerable economic modernization. A central banking 
system was developed on Western lines by Chinese who 
had been trained abroad, and a national railway system 
was begun, although it was very limited outside Japanese-
controlled Manchuria. Only in 1936 was the fi rst north-
south line through Wuhan completed, and total mileage 
remained far below India’s. Th ere was also some industrial 
growth, still almost entirely in the treaty ports but now 
increasingly with Chinese capital and management. 

peasant countries whose context was very diff erent from 
Europe’s or Russia’s. Nevertheless, a small group of intellec-
tuals, including Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao (Mao Zedong 
[1893–1976], then a young library assistant at Peking Uni-
versity, also attended) founded the Chinese Communist 
party in Shanghai in 1921. Th e Guomindang (Nationalist) 
party was still a revolutionary group too, and it recognized 
that it needed help in building a stronger political organi-
zation to enable it to seize power from the warlords and 
build a larger base of support. Representatives from the 
Communist International (Comintern), including the Rus-
sian Michael Borodin, helped both parties, and from 1923 
to 1927 they worked together under Comintern direction 
in a United Front against warlordism and for the building 
of national unity. During this period Mao and other Com-
munist leaders worked with and for the Guomindang, the 
senior party still headed by Sun Yat-sen, the unquestioned 
leader of all Chinese nationalists. Sun’s military assistant, 
Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975) was sent to Moscow to study 
Soviet methods. But the Communist party remained tiny, 
mainly intellectuals, and without a mass base as yet. 

 Party dictatorship was seen as necessary in the early 
stages of national unifi cation, but the vague Th ree Princi-
ples of the People and some form of representative govern-
ment were reasserted by the United Front as the ultimate 
goal. Sun may have been moving somewhat in the direc-
tion of socialism in his last years, but he died suddenly in 
1925, and party control passed to Chiang Kai-shek, a far 
more conservative fi gure. Especially with his military back-
ground, Chiang saw China’s fi rst priority as national unity, 
by force if necessary, a goal that he never reached. However, 
he began promisingly by mounting a United Front mili-
tary and political campaign with Communist help. Mov-
ing north from the Guomindang base in Guangzhou, with 
political agents in the advance wave to win support, the 
Northern Expedition defeated successive warlords in 1926 
and 1927. Chiang fi nally established a new national capital 
at Nanjing in 1927, more centrally located than Beijing and 
free of both its dynastic and warlord associations. 

 Meanwhile a sense of Chinese nationalism continued to 
grow. Aft er the demonstrations and riots of 1905 in Guang-
zhou and Shanghai aimed at American discrimination 
against Asian immigration, the focus shift ed to Great Brit-
ain, the main imperialist country and, together with Japan, 
the dominant power in the treaty ports and in China’s mod-
ern banking, shipping, industry, and foreign trade. Student 
demonstrations on May 30 and June 23, 1925, in Shanghai 
and Guangzhou, respectively, were met with violence by 
the foreign-controlled police of both treaty ports. Several 
of the marchers were killed. Patriotic Chinese, including 
many merchants, boycotted British goods until 1927, par-
alleling the contemporary Indian eff orts. In response the 
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retreated up the Yangzi, largely to sit out the rest of the war, 
while the Communists in the north perfected their guer-
rilla strategy against the invaders and captured the leader-
ship of Chinese nationalism. 

 Although Chiang himself became increasingly a 
Confucian-style traditionalist, he married Song Qingling’s 
sister, Song Meiling, a young woman who had been treaty 
port–raised and then educated at Wellesley College near 
Boston. She was highly Westernized, became Christian, 
and persuaded Chiang to be baptized as a Methodist. Her 
brother, T. V. Song (Harvard class of 1915), became fi nance 
minister from 1928 to 1933; he was succeeded by H. H. Kong, 
who had married another Song sister, Song Ailing. Together 
they extorted funds from the Shanghai business group of 
Chinese, issued bonds, and took control of the modern-style 
Bank of China, which obliged the foreign banks to cooperate 
and thus regained considerable control over China’s  foreign 
exchange. But taxes remained high, and the burden fell 
disproportionately on the merchant and industrialist group 
as well as on the peasants, for whom little or nothing was 
done, while government offi  cials became rich. 

 Chiang set up a secret police network that tried to 
enforce “thought control” and root out “Communist sym-
pathizers,” which in practice meant anyone who departed 
from the Guomindang party line. People were encouraged 
to inform on each other, and the press was strictly con-
trolled, while many thousands of Chinese were jailed and 
tortured or executed. Chiang himself was attracted to many 
of the ideas of Italian and German fascism; he founded 
a group of Blue Shirts, a fascist-style secret society of his 
personal followers, and a New Life movement dedicated to 
the promotion of “moral virtues,” all part of an attempted 
totalitarian approach to what he saw as China’s problems, 
with a generally Confucian and authoritarian emphasis. 
Crack units of the Guomindang army were trained by offi  -
cers from Nazi Germany, which also supplied Chiang with 
modern weapons. 

 All these developments, however, were tiny compared to 
the size and needs of the country and had little or no impact 
on most of it, or on its still predominantly peasant popula-
tion. Rural poverty grew, accentuated by landlordism, but 
the Guomindang political base had become a coalition of 
businessmen from the treaty ports as well as rural power 
holders and landlords, and it feared rural change or the rise 
of a politicized peasantry. Th at was to be the ultimate route 
to power of the Communist party, but until the Japanese 
attack, the Communists barely managed to stay alive in 
their small base in the northwest, waiting their time. Th e 
Japanese had invaded Manchuria in 1931 and annexed it 
outright. Th ey watched with concern as Chiang made prog-
ress toward national unifi cation and the beginnings of some 
military strength. Th e militarists in control of Japan aft er 
1930 saw their hopes for dominance in China and East Asia 
threatened, and launched a full-scale assault in 1937, attack-
ing fi rst at Beijing in July and then in August at Shanghai. 
With its new capital at Nanjing in fl ames, the Guomindang 

 Shanghai: The Model Treaty Port 

 While the Communists retreated to remote Yan’an be-
hind its mountain barriers and began to work out their 
program for a new China under the leadership of Mao 
Zedong, Shanghai remained a bastion of foreign privi-
lege and Chinese collaborators. But it also harbored a 
growing group of Chinese dissidents, radicals, and revo-
lutionaries, who lived there under the protection of for-
eign law. Chinese police could not pursue suspects in the 
foreign settlements, which were ruled by a foreign-domi-
nated municipal council and its own police. The Chinese 
Communist party had been founded there in 1921 for that 
reason by a small group of revolutionaries and writers 
who were part of the much larger numbers of such peo-
ple living in Shanghai or using it as a refuge, many of 
them periodically hounded or captured and executed by 
the Guomindang secret police. Chiang Kai-shek’s mili-
tary coup in 1927 killed many of them and drove some 
of the survivors out, but many remained underground and 
continued to produce a long series of short-lived literary 
and political magazines with titles like  New China, New 
Youth , and  New Dawn , avidly read by intellectuals in the 
rest of China. After Shanghai passed Beijing as China’s 
largest city about 1910, it became the country’s chief cen-
ter of literature, publishing, and cultural and political fer-
ment. The May Fourth Movement spread immediately 
from Beijing to Shanghai; student organizers persuaded 
many Shanghai merchants to boycott Japanese and later 
British goods. Shanghai joined Beijing as a major base 
for the New Culture movement, sometimes called the 
Chinese Renaissance, and its efforts to remake Chinese 
society. Lu Xun and many other New Culture writers lived 
in Shanghai. 

 At the same time, Shanghai remained by far the larg-
est port and commercial center in China, through which 
over half of its foreign trade passed and which also con-
tained over half of its modern industry. Chinese entrepre-
neurs, both traditional and Westernized, competed and 
collaborated with foreigners in trade, banking, and man-
ufacturing, and many of them adopted a Western life-
style. The foreign settlements at Shanghai were replicas 
of modern Western cities, and looked physically like 
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     India Under Colonial Rule 

   As discussed in  Chapter   14   ,  British policy for India aft er the 
1857 rebellion abandoned the earlier eff orts of the Utilitar-
ians like Governor-General Bentinck to push for changes 
in Indian society such as the abolition of  sati  and child 
marriage. Indian culture as a whole was to be left  alone, 
and Indian religions protected against Western interfer-
ence. Most Western missionaries now confi ned themselves 
largely to serving those few already converted, to studying 
and translating Indian texts, and to founding and running 
schools. 

 Th e British Indian army had grown out of troops origi-
nally formed to defend the main East India Company bases 
in Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta. Now it was reorganized 
under stronger central British control, and the proportion 
of British offi  cers and troops was increased. Th e insurrec-
tion of 1857 began in a Bengali regiment barracks on the 
edge of Calcutta; aft er 1857 Bengalis were excluded from 
the army, as were Marathas and men from Bihar, many of 
whom had joined the mutineers. Th e Sikhs, who had stood 
by the British, the Gurkhas of Nepal, the Rajputs, and a 
few other groups were designated as “martial races” and 
specially recruited into the military, although all of them 
volunteered and made it an attractive career, in eff ect as 
mercenary soldiers but with great pride in their regiments. 

  Economic Change 
 Railway building had begun early in the 1850s and was 
resumed aft er 1858 with new speed and energy. By 1869, 
when the Suez Canal opened, India had 5,000 miles of 

Manchester or Chicago. The muddy foreshores of the 
Huangpu River, a Yangzi tributary that ran along one 
edge of the city and constituted the harbor, were covered 
in the nineteenth century by an embankment known as 
the Bund. It became Shanghai’s main thoroughfare, lined 
with imposing Western banks and hotels. Nanjing Road, 
the main shopping street, ran at right angles to it away 
from the river, and there were extensive residential areas 
with Western-style houses. 

 Shanghai was famous as “sin city.” The Shanghai Club 
boasted “the longest bar in the world”; Chinese were not 
admitted except as servants. With its wide-open prostitu-
tion, gambling, bars, and cosmopolitan glitter, a mix of 
nearly all the world’s nationalities away from their normal 
bases, it was a sort of moral no-man’s land, even for its 
Chinese inhabitants, most of whom were recent immi-
grants. The foreign population peaked at about 60,000 
in the 1930s, in a city that by then totaled about 4 million, 
many of whom lived outside the foreign concession areas 
in sprawling neighborhoods of straw shacks or in the 
walled Chinese city next to the concessions. 

 The vast majority were poor, clinging to survival as 
underpaid factory workers, coolies, rickshaw pullers, 
servants, dock workers, or transporters. In 1935 the 
Shanghai Municipal Council, staffed by foreigners with 
five Chinese members by 1931, collected 5,590 exposed 
corpses from the streets of the International Settlement 
alone, most of them refugees; in 1937, the first year of the 
full-scale anti-Japanese war, the total reached 20,746. 

 But the commercial and industrial heart of Shanghai 
was largely run by foreigners (Japanese edged out the 
British as the majority by the 1930s), and they built it in 
the Western image. They were proud of Shanghai’s 
impressive economic success in the “modern” mode and 
saw it as a beacon of “progress” in a vast Chinese sea of 
“backwardness.” 

 Shanghai was described as “in China but not of it.” 
They were two different worlds. The city drew most of its 
exports (silk, tea, and other agricultural goods) from the 
Chinese hinterland and sent there some of its imports 
(metals, machinery, and manufactured goods), but 
Shanghai’s economic example made relatively little 
impact, except in the other treaty ports. Unlike the Indian 
experience, it was largely rejected as alien and unsuited 
to China. The Communists labeled Chinese collaborators 
in Shanghai and the other treaty ports “running dogs” of 
the imperialists and were contemptuous of their depar-
ture from Chinese ways in favor of Westernization. 

 Shanghai and the other treaty ports not only cut a 
deep wound of humiliation in the Chinese psyche but 

also offered an example of the kind of strength that China 
must have. Shanghai played a major role in stimulating 
as a reaction the rise of modern Chinese nationalism and 
a determination to rid the country of its foreign oppres-
sors. The foreign way was rejected, but its technological 
and industrial achievements were to be adapted to serve 
Chinese needs in a Chinese way. Those who lived in 
Shanghai under foreign domination and protection were 
of course the most affected by its example, and it was 
primarily there that China’s modern revolution began. 
Shanghai foreigners called it The Model Settlement and 
were convinced that its example of “progress” would 
transform China. In the end, it and all foreign privileges 
were swept away by the revolution, but Shanghai remains 
China’s largest city and most advanced industrial and 
technological center. Shanghai’s example thus survived 
the expulsion of the foreigners and shaped basic aspects 
of the new China. 
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the diff erence is not in the plants but in curing—roasting 
and tinting. Tobacco, originally from the New World, also 
became an important commercial crop, especially in the 
south, where fi ne cigars were made, as at Trichinopoly, and 
mass-produced cigarettes, known in South India as  beedies . 

 All these changes in agriculture and their support 
systems—ports, railways, processing plants—created new 
jobs and new opportunities. Th is was also true of the 
booming factory-based cotton textile and shipbuilding 
industries of Bombay and Ahmedabad in Gujarat, which 
became by the end of the nineteenth century the chief 
consumers of Indian-grown cotton, and of the equally 
rapid growth of jute mills and other manufacturing in 
Calcutta. New industrial cities grew in the Ganges Valley 
or added manufacturing to their traditional functions: 
Patna, Kanpur (Cawnpore), Lucknow, Allahabad, and even 
the old imperial capital of Agra, which became famous 
for locks and hardware. In the south, Madras, Salem, and 
Coimbatore also became industrial centers, although on 
a smaller scale, while Nagpur in central India grew into a 
major railway junction and textile producer. In addition to 
Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay, the once-small provincial 
town of Karachi developed as a major port for Punjab and 
Indus exports of cotton and wheat. All these enterprises 
demanded labor, and slowly an experienced Indian indus-
trial labor force grew. Th ey also needed capital. Some of it 
was British, and some, especially for building the railways, 
came from Indian tax revenues. But most of it was Indian 
capital from new entrepreneurs operating in the Western 
mode. Workers were poorly paid and oft en exploited, but a 
new kind of India was beginning to emerge.   

  All the major rail lines focused on or radiated out from 
the main ports and served the booming inland cities, bring-
ing out primarily raw materials for export and hauling in 
imports of machinery and manufactured goods. It has been 
described as “a drainage economy,” and to a large extent that 
was true. But the railways, originally planned for military 
uses, laid the essential groundwork for economic change 
and ultimately industrialization. 

 Th e scale of Indian railway building between 1860 and 
1914 was paralleled only by the growth of U.S. railways in 
the same period and by the similar developments in Euro-
pean Russia. It was very expensive, and there were some 
complaints not only that Indian revenues paid most of the 
bills but also that all the rolling stock and engines were 
made in Britain. Th e costs of the army were relatively small, 
given India’s size and numbers, but they were met entirely 
from Indian revenues. Many Indians thought it was unjust 
for them to pay the bill for an army of occupation. Indian 
revenues also paid for the extensive harbor improve-
ments that became necessary as the size of the most eco-
nomic ocean carriers continued to rise in the age of steam 

lines, and 25,000 by the end of the century. Telegraph lines 
wove an even denser net. Jute mills and a variety of smaller 
industries grew rapidly in Calcutta; cotton mills, shipyards, 
and other manufacturing plants developed in Bombay, in 
the latter case predominantly under Indian ownership and 
management. Modern coal mines with mechanical equip-
ment had been started as Bengali enterprises early in the 
century, notably by Dwarkanath Tagore, who also had a 
fl eet of steamships and promoted Western-style banking 
and manufacturing methods. Acreage under cotton mul-
tiplied, mainly in the drier western parts of Punjab and 
the Indus Valley and in the semiarid Deccan. Raw cotton, 
jute from Bengal, and tea from Assam became the lead-
ing exports. While much of the cotton exports went to 
feed the mills of Lancashire, an increasing amount went to 
Japan’s rapidly growing cotton textile industry and China’s 
treaty-port cotton mills. Much of the jute went to mills in 
Scotland, where it was spun and woven into twine and bur-
lap and reexported worldwide or used in Britain. Wheat 
became another major export, mainly from the same fertile 
soils of Punjab and the Indus, aided by new irrigation. 

 Tea was a new crop, stimulated by the previous Chinese 
monopoly. Th e East India Company had sent a botanist, 
Robert Fortune, to China in 1843 to smuggle out seeds and 
cuttings of the tea shrub and start a plantation industry in 
India, thus breaking the Chinese monopoly. Disguised as 
a Chinese but with the connivance of his guides, Fortune 
succeeded; he grew tea plants in tubs on the sea voyage 
back to England (around Africa with two crossings of the 
equator) and established a collection at Kew Gardens outside 
London. Th ese were then shipped out to India and Ceylon, 
by the same long route, where they did well. 

 Ironically, however, the Indian tea plantation industry 
was ultimately based on a variety of tea shrub found grow-
ing wild in the hills of Assam, which was better suited to 
local conditions and more vigorous. As in China, tea pre-
ferred a cool, wet climate and good drainage on slopes. 
Large areas of Assam and northernmost Bengal, around 
the summer colonial capital of Darjeeling in the Himala-
yan foothills, became covered with tea plantations and cur-
ing and packing plants. Local labor was insuffi  cient, and 
a stream of migrants fl owed into the tea areas from over-
crowded Bengal and elsewhere. Roads and some railways 
were built into this mountainous country, with its torrential 
rainstorms during the summer monsoon, to bring the tea 
out for export from the port of Calcutta, although it also 
became a universal drink in India. Tea was also grown in 
the hills of southernmost India, the Cardamoms and Nil-
giris, where conditions were similar at higher elevations, 
and was shipped out from Madras and within the Indian 
market. Th e tea of India and Ceylon makes a reddish-
brown drink, while most Chinese and Japanese tea is green; 
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bay behind them, more than enough for the heavy volume 
of larger shipping that used it and the new docks. 

 In 1853 rail lines crossed the Western Ghats, which 
hemmed in Bombay to landward, giving it access to the 
Deccan with its cotton and wheat, and soon to the rest of 
India. With these new access routes by land and by sea, each 
of the port cities grew very rapidly, primarily by immigra-
tion from rural areas, and at the same time became process-
ing and manufacturing centers. Already, by 1850, Calcutta, 
Bombay, and Madras were the three biggest Indian cities, 
dwarfi ng the traditional inland centers; in fact, since about 

and steel. Constant dredging was needed to keep open the 
Hooghly River at the port of Calcutta. Th e original har-
bors of Madras, Karachi, and Colombo were tiny, shallow 
lagoons, just usable by the ships of the seventeenth century. 
For some time most larger vessels had to anchor off  the 
beach and load or unload their cargoes by small boats or 
lighters. Finally in the 1880s breakwaters were begun to cre-
ate largely artifi cial harbors at all three, with concrete docks, 
cranes, and storage facilities. Bombay was more fortunate, 
since it was originally a chain of several small islands that 
could be joined by landfi ll to provide shelter in a large, deep 

(Mumbai)

 Growth of India’s Railway Network      
  India’s rail net was one of the most important of many British projects, greatly accelerating the process of commercialization 
and “modernization.” In its early phase it helped the British to defeat the 1857 revolt, and then fed the boom growth of Bombay, 
Calcutta, Madras, and Delhi.   
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concentrated. Many peasants with access to rail shipment 
began to change their cropping patterns to include a larger 
proportion of commercial crops for sale to the big city mar-
kets or for export. Th is did not by any means always yield a 
net gain, since such dependence on the market made produc-
ers subject to its fl uctuations. Many farmers were drawn into 
the money economy in this way and were ruined or periodi-
cally impoverished. Th e same was true for those who sought 
work on the relatively few plantations, notably indigo (the 
name comes of course from “India”) in the central Ganges 
Valley. In general and except for the tea areas in Assam and 
the south, most of which had never been cultivated, India 
had long been densely settled. Except for the areas brought 
under new irrigation, most cultivable land was already being 
farmed. In the central Ganges, indigo displaced food crops, 
bad enough in itself since the population was still growing. 
Th e largely British owners made handsome profi ts exporting 
indigo to the West for use as a dye, but the Indian plantation 
workers and those encouraged or pressured to grow indigo 
were oft en cruelly exploited, just as many of those growing 
opium in western Bengal and Malwa (just east of Gujarat) 
had earlier been. In 1859–1860 indigo workers went on strike 
in protest, a movement known as “the Blue Mutiny,” the fi rst 
workers’ strike against the British. When fi ghting broke out, 
the government appointed a commission, which ended by 
supporting the peasants’ demands.  

  Mass Welfare 
 In balance and despite suff ering by many, it seems clear 
that most Indian peasants benefi ted more than they suf-
fered from the increased commercialization of agriculture 
and their growing involvement in the market. Th e great 
expansion of the market created by railways, steamships 
(on Indian rivers and along the coasts), ports, and new safer 
overseas links by large, fast carriers giving improved access 
to foreign buyers and suppliers quickened the pace of eco-
nomic development and change and benefi ted nearly every-
one, although the British and a few Indians benefi ted most. 
Th e widening of the market helped to create new jobs, new 
economic opportunities, new diversifi cation and regional 
specialization, and new manufacturing: the universal 
building blocks of economic development, which rest on 
the extension of the market. Some economic sectors, and 
many individuals, are hurt by any economic change, a pro-
cess clearly demonstrated by the Industrial Revolution in 
the West, which created a new class of exploited and impov-
erished urban workers and ruined many traditional craft  
workers, while squeezing the livelihood of many farmers. 
Th is was a process repeated in most respects everywhere 
industrialization spread. India was no exception. 

 But further impoverishment was the lot of probably a 
minority, although most Indians stayed poor. We cannot 

1800 Calcutta had been second only to London. Th e British 
remained a handful of each city’s population, although they 
dominated much of the new commercial-industrial econ-
omy as well as the government.  

  Th e New Middle Class 
 Although most of the new urban Indians were underpaid 
factory hands, servants, or menial workers who lived under 
appalling conditions in the sprawling slums, there was also 
a rising group of Indian entrepreneurs, including bankers 
and industrialists, and a rapidly growing professional class 
of Western-style lawyers, doctors, engineers, scholars, jour-
nalists, civil servants, teachers, and writers. Until late in the 
nineteenth century, most of this new Indian middle class, 
concentrated in the British-founded port cities, eagerly 
pursued Western ways, fl ourished in the British-style edu-
cation system of colonial India, and saw such a path as best 
not only for themselves but also for India. More and more 
of the well-to-do sent their sons abroad to study or learn 
a profession in England; they were not upset when their 
sons came back highly Westernized. Many of the wealthy 
Indians in the colonial ports owed their wealth to landown-
ing in the rural areas. Th ese absentee landlords were oft en 
descendants of the zamindars who had served as agents 
or allies of the British in the eighteenth century. Th ey too 
became Westernized but, particularly in Calcutta, retained 
their active membership in Bengali culture and continued 
to be part of the ongoing Bengal Renaissance and the vigor-
ous output of literature. 

 Whereas in China most treaty-port Chinese became 
divorced from their rural or national origins as they fol-
lowed Western ways, in India there was little or no such 
split. Nor did other Indians regard them as “traitors,” as 
Chinese came to regard the “running dogs of the foreign-
ers” in the treaty ports. Th e major Indian response was to 
want to become a part of this expanding and exciting new 
world, even if that meant starting at the bottom as a laborer 
or street vendor, from which only a lucky few were able 
to rise. But India, like China, was the size of Europe, with 
even greater regional and linguistic variety, and most of it 
remained rural and agricultural. Like the Chinese under 
semicolonialism, many Indians never saw a foreigner or 
were aff ected by their presence. A survey taken soon aft er 
independence, in the mid-1950s, asked peasants in the cen-
tral Ganges region, where the British infl uence was strong 
and railway traffi  c extensive, “Are things better for you now 
than under the British?” A common reply was “Who are/
were the British?” Th e great majority of Indians remained 
in peasant villages, largely untouched by the momentous 
changes and developments centered in the cities. 

 Th e principal exceptions were in the areas close to rail 
lines and those where the new irrigation projects were 
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cheaper machine-spun yarn; they had also improved their 
traditional looms by adopting Western technology just 
short of factory-based, power-driven machinery. Right up 
to the outbreak of the Pacifi c War in 1941, which sounded 
the death knell of colonialism, hand weavers in each coun-
try, using improved hand looms and mainly machine-spun 
thread, mixed with some that was hand-spun, continued 
to sell the largest share of cloth to the domestic markets 
in both countries despite both foreign and domestic fac-
tory competition. A governor-general’s report in the mid-
1850s in India, supposedly quoting Karl Marx (although the 
remark is nowhere to be found in Marx’s published writ-
ings), included the comment that “Th e bones of the weav-
ers lie bleaching on the plains of Hindustan.” Certainly the 
less effi  cient or less enterprising weavers were hurt, as they 
had been earlier in the West, but most of them survived and 
even prospered. Th e Indian Census, one of the great monu-
ments of British colonial rule, recorded more hand weavers 
in 1941 than in 1871 or 1881, when its records began.  

  Agriculture and Population 
 In addition to the spread of railways and the introduc-
tion of new crops such as tea, the biggest colonial impact 
on Indian agriculture was new irrigation. Th ere, the major 
single enterprise was the building of dams and aqueducts 
or canals in the arid Indus valley and in semiarid Punjab. 
In many cases this opened up large areas of new land to cul-
tivation; in others it greatly increased yields and preserved 
them even in years when the monsoon rains were inade-
quate. Like most desert or semiarid areas, the Indus Val-
ley and Punjab had highly fertile soils that could be made 
very productive if they were given adequate water. New 
irrigation canals fed “canal colonies,” which, like the tea dis-
tricts of Assam, had been little if at all settled before, new 
frontiers for both people and economic growth. Like the 

measure their material welfare accurately, but it seems in 
general clear that most Indians were better off  by the end 
of colonial rule than they had been in 1800, a reasonable if 
arbitrary date to use for the beginning of that era, or in 1860, 
when the pace of economic change began to accelerate. Th e 
major problem in India, as in China, was that population 
continued to increase, and overall economic growth prob-
ably barely kept pace with it. Nevertheless, most Chinese 
were almost certainly worse off  in 1949 than they had been 
in 1842, thanks primarily to unaddressed internal problems, 
a decaying government, the massive destruction of rebel-
lions, banditry, and civil war, lack of signifi cant economic 
development, the devastating Japanese invasion from 1931, 
and, far down on the list, Western and Japanese exploitation 
under the “unequal treaties.” Indeed, most modern scholars 
agree that the net results of the foreign presence in a semi-
colonial China were in balance more positive than negative. 
It was the foreign example in the treaty ports, as well as the 
goad of humiliation by foreigners, that stimulated nearly all 
of what development there was in China, and almost all of 
the modern industry, banking, commerce, and education 
was in the treaty ports or in Japanese-controlled Manchu-
ria. Th e comparison with British-run India is instructive, 
both in terms of the foreign role and in terms of what was 
happening to most people in each country.    

 In India the census showed a falling death rate as the 
means of livelihood expanded, railways reduced famine 
deaths, and public health measures began. In both coun-
tries, imports, and later domestic production, of machine-
made textiles hurt many domestic traditional producers, 
especially the hand spinners of cotton, who had also 
been destroyed in the West over the preceding century by 
the spread of enormously cheaper and more productive 
machine spinning. But many of the Chinese and Indian 
weavers benefi ted from being able to use more even and 

       How the British lived in India: Notice the wide veranda, 
the shutters to ease the heat, and the two servants, one 
fanning and the other giving a pedicure, while the British 
colonialist in the chair reads his papers.      (Hulton Archive/
Getty Images)  
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under cultivation aft er 1860, and some increases in per acre 
yields, were not enough to make a major dent, although the 
spread of railways greatly reduced famine deaths result-
ing from crop failure aft er the 1870s; the death rate from 
all causes continued to fall, and per capita income and con-
sumption for the growing numbers thus rose relatively lit-
tle. Averages for any large area or population, and especially 
for India, are almost meaningless, however; there was cer-
tainly substantial economic growth, but the benefi ts were 
too much limited to a few groups and areas, while most 
Indians remained poor. Th at is the most important criti-
cism of the colonial government—that it did too little to 
attack this basic problem. On the other hand, the problem 
was and remains immense, and it is not easy to see how the 
colonial government, with its limited resources and its self-
appointed role as a referee or keeper of order, could have 
done much about it.  

  Some Comparisons 
 To the extent that the modern West and Japan have “solved” 
the problem of mass poverty (far from completely in the 
West), the solution has come about through mass indus-
trialization and technological change, which have made 
agriculture enormously more productive and at the same 
time created new nonfarm jobs for over 90 percent of the 
population. Manufacturing and service industries based 
mainly in cities turn out a vast stream of consumer goods 
and services that most people can aff ord. Th at process did 
not succeed in Britain until some time in the early twen-
tieth century, not long before the end of British control in 
India. Even then India had about eight times the number 
of people for which to provide. Indian industrialization was 
not a colonial goal, partly because some feared competition 
for British industry, but mainly because no governments of 
that period outside Meiji Japan saw their involvement in 
industry as either appropriate or needed. It was left  largely 
to farsighted Indian entrepreneurs to promote this basic 
change, although some private British capital also went into 
manufacturing in India from its beginnings in Calcutta and 
Bombay. Meanwhile 70 to 80 percent of Indians remained 
rural peasants, as they still do. Th e fi gures for China are 
much the same.   

  The Beginnings of Indian 

Nationalism 

 Among the new Indian middle classes there slowly grew a 
sense of the injustice of British rule, as an alien power that 
allowed only token representation by Indians (apart from 
their labor and their manning of most of the civil service, 
the professions, the railways, and the army). Aft er 1861 the 
viceroy appointed a few Indians to his advisory council, 

contemporary settlement and development of Manchuria, 
the Great Plains of North America, the Argentine pampa, 
and the Australian wheat belt, agriculture on these new 
frontiers concentrated on commercial crops such as wheat 
and cotton, to be shipped out for export or to the distant 
domestic market by the new rail nets. As in other frontier 
areas of this period, Punjab and the Indus Valley produced 
a new kind of Indian, the commercial farmer and entre-
preneur, whose living standards and diet were better than 
those of most other Indian peasants and whose economy 
rested on a far greater use of new technology. 

 Th e cumulatively huge investments in new irrigation 
included the restoration and extension of the traditional 
tank (pond) system of the south to store the monsoon 
rains, new dams on many of the major southern rivers, 
and the spread of deeper drilled wells and power-driven 
pumps. But despite all these improvements and some use 
of chemical fertilizers, increased supplies of food seem 
to have been little more than enough to feed the growing 
population. Th e agricultural data we have are not conclu-
sive, but other evidence makes it clear that there was little 
if any impact on the poverty and frequent malnutrition of 
the lower third or even half of the population; the prosper-
ity of newly irrigated areas or those along rail lines aff ected 
only a minority, and the commercial and professional 
groups who did well out of the changes aft er 1860, mainly 
in the cities, were an even smaller proportion of the popu-
lation. Agriculture was booming, but much of the increase 
was in nonfood crops—tea, opium, cotton, indigo, jute—
and much of the wheat from newly irrigated areas was 
exported. 

 In any case, the Indian agricultural base overall was 
inadequate to the needs of the immense population, espe-
cially as it grew aft er 1800. Th e total amount of cultivated 
land was precariously small in this context, and much of 
it was marginal: soils of low productivity, areas in slope, 
others subject to fl ooding. But the major problem was 
inadequate moisture (much of the subcontinent is desert 
or close to it) and the frequent failures of the monsoon. 
Th e great heat of summer dries out the soil quickly, and 
if, as oft en happens, the rains are long delayed unirri-
gated crops die in the fi elds. Sometimes the monsoon 
produces destructive fl ooding, which drowns both people 
and crops. But apart from the shortcomings of its climate, 
India had and still has only about one-tenth the cultivated 
land per capita as the United States, and only about half of 
that for China. Th is unfavorable ratio between people and 
productive agricultural land remains a basic root cause of 
India’s poverty. 

 Unfortunately, it was not so unfavorable as to prevent the 
further growth of an already large population, which com-
pounded or perpetuated the problem. New land brought 
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  Th e new nationalists everywhere wrote in both  English 
and their regional languages—Bengali, Gujarati, Marathi, 
Tamil, and so on—and all increasingly turned to aspects 
of the Indian tradition, especially Hinduism, as a  rallying 
ground for national pride and a counter to alien rule. 
Th ese movements overlooked or ignored the large  Muslim 
minority in India, about a fi ft h of the population. A few 
of the Muslim leaders, such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan 
(1817–1898) of Delhi, a loyal supporter of the British raj, 
tried to organize Muslims and founded a Muslim  college 
(later university) at Aligarh near Agra to train a new, 
 Westernized Muslim leadership. 

 In 1885 a large group of these new Indian national-
ists, with the help of the ex-ICS Englishman A. D. Hume, 
founded the Indian National Congress, which as a politi-
cal party dominated Indian politics for a century. Its fi rst 
meeting took place in Bombay, always a more thoroughly 
Indian city than Calcutta (which continued to serve as the 
colonial and imperial capital until 1912). It was attended by 
seventy-three men representing every province of British 
India, although only two were Muslims. By the third annual 
meeting in Madras, attended by some 600 delegates, eighty-
three were Muslims; but the Congress remained dominated 
by high-caste, English-educated Hindus, nearly all from the 

selected for their political loyalty. But there was no thought 
of admitting Indians, no matter how thoroughly educated 
along British lines or in Britain itself, to positions of real 
political responsibility or power. Examinations for admis-
sion to the prestigious Indian Civil Service (ICS)  (see  Chap-
ter   14   )  were held only in London until 1923, but even the 
brilliant Bengali Surendranath Banerjea (1848–1926), who 
outdid most of his British competitors on the exam in 1869, 
was kept out of the ICS on various pretexts. On his return 
to Calcutta, Banerjea organized a nationalist association to 
match what had been begun a few years earlier in Bombay 
by M. G. Ranade (1842–1901). 

 Ranade graduated from Bombay University in its fi rst 
class, studied law, and became a judge, but he continued to 
be discriminated against by the British power holders. Like 
Banerjea and others who followed, Ranade argued that Brit-
ish rule of India was counter to British traditions of democ-
racy and justice. He and his associates worked for reform 
rather than revolution, appealing to the better side of the 
British and using reason rather than violence. Ranade’s 
chief disciple, G. K. Gokhale (1866–1915), continued this 
work, and, like Ranade, he stressed the need for Indians 
to reform their own society and its values in the pursuit 
of justice and the building of a truly national community, 
overcoming the disunity created by the oft en-antagonistic 
social, regional, and religious groups that divided India. 
As in China, these reformers attacked the subjugation of 
women, the plight of widows, and religious hypocrisy; the 
caste system was also a consistent target, seen not only as 
unjust but also as hampering India in its urgent need to 
modernize and to overcome its internal divisions if it were 
to regain its freedom. 

 Reformers spread these and other ideas through their 
speeches, publications, and associations and began to 
infl uence growing numbers of literate Indians. From the 
beginning, the Indian response to foreign domination 
had a reformist and nonviolent character, later built on so 
eff ectively by M. K. Gandhi (1869–1948) but foreshadowed 
in part also by the work and writings of B. G. Tilak 
(1856–1920), who, like Gandhi, drew on the popular appeal 
of Hindu tradition to build Indian nationalism. Banerjea 
and his associates and successors in Bengal combined 
eff orts at reform with similar appeals, mainly through a 
new literary blossoming, to what may be called cultural 
nationalism. Th e chief Bengali fi gures aft er Banerjea were 
Aurobindo Ghosh (1872–1950), later canonized as Shri 
Aurobindo, and the cosmopolitan poet, dramatist, novelist, 
and essayist Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). In Madras 
too, the Westernized world of the colonial ports stimulated 
the rise of an Indian nationalist response, the founding of 
successive associations, and the rise of a vigorous press and 
literary movement.   

  The Bengali nationalist Brahmabandhab Upadhyay wrote 
a fiery editorial in his weekly Calcutta paper in 1907. For 
this declaration he was arrested and died in prison.  

  We have said over and over again that we are not 
Swadeshi [for Indian self-sufficiency] only so far 
as salt and sugar are concerned. Our aspirations 
are higher than the Himalayas. Our pain is as 
intense as if we had a volcano in us. What we 
want is the emancipation of India. Our aim is that 
India may be free, that the stranger may be driven 
from our homes. . . . The fire of desire has been 
kindled within our bosom. Heaven we do not 
want. Deliverance we seek not. Let us be born 
again in India till our chains fall off. First let the 
Mother [i.e., India] be free, and then shall come 
our own release from worldly bonds. . . . Are we 
afraid of your cannon and guns? Arm brothers, 
arm! The day of deliverance is near. We have 
heard the voice and we cannot fail to see the 
chains of India removed before we die.  

  Source: Sources of Indian Traditions,  Vol. 2 by W. T. de Bary, 
ed. Copyright © 1958 Columbia University Press. Reprinted 
with permission of the publisher. 

 RISE UP! 
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“safely reliable” Indians on the viceroy’s council. By 1895 
even some of the new nationalists were elected, by a cum-
bersome indirect process, to seats on the council and its 
regional equivalents in Madras, Bombay, and Bengal. 

 Th e peak of imperial arrogance was reached by George 
Curzon, who served as viceroy from 1899 to 1905. In 1905 
Curzon sent a British expedition to Tibet  (see  Chapter   14   ) , 
but what enraged Indians most of all was his eff ort in 1905 
to partition Bengal, on the grounds that it was too large and 
populous (85 million at that time) to be administered eff ec-
tively as a unit. Bengalis believed that it was really an eff ort 
to weaken their major role in the nationalist movement 
and to sow discord by separating predominantly Muslim 
eastern Bengal from the Hindu western half. Th ere was a 
prolonged outburst of protest, joined by all Indian nation-
alists from other areas, including Gokhale, by now presi-
dent of Congress. A largely spontaneous movement arose 
to boycott British goods, joined as in China by merchants 
as well as intellectuals and students. Th e British answer was 
police repression, but by 1908 there was a 25 percent drop 
in British imports to India. At last a broad-based national-
ist movement was underway. Muslims took little part in the 
protests. Still playing the part of loyal supporters of the raj, 
they petitioned the new viceroy for separate representation, 
and in 1906 they founded the All-India Muslim League. 

 At the same time, Congress split between the older grad-
ualist liberal reformers and the new group of more radi-
cal activists who were willing to use boycotts and strikes 

professions, although there were a few merchants and land-
owners as well as many Englishmen who shared the Indian 
nationalist cause. Congress began as a reformist group, 
offi  cially supporting the British raj but urging that Indians 
should have a greater role in their own governance. Th ey 
pressed for more Indians to be admitted to the ICS, among 
other grievances, and for the reduction of military expenses, 
which consumed about 40 percent of Indian revenues by 
1885. Th e colonial government dismissed Congress as a 
“microscopic minority” and continued to believe that it was 
the best judge of what was good for India and its people.    

 Th is arrogantly paternalistic attitude, increasingly char-
acteristic of the colonial establishment as a whole, was of 
course galling to the growing group of Indian nationalists. 
But it was unfortunately true that they were still a tiny frac-
tion of the Indian people, most of whom remained peas-
ants, and that they did not have a strong claim to represent 
them. As with the May Fourth group in China, the Indian 
nationalists were a relative handful of Westernized intellec-
tuals, largely limited to the colonial ports and with few cul-
tural connections with the rural countryside. Th ey talked, 
wrote, and interacted largely with each other, not with the 
mass of Indians, and their verbal sparring with the colonial 
government was very much in the British mode. Nor did 
their mounting tide of “resolutions” make any discernible 
impact on the raj, except perhaps for a slow and reluctant 
lowering of the bar against Indians in the ICS toward the 
end of the century and some increase in the number of 

       Th e fi rst meeting of the Indian National Congress in Bombay, 1885; note the British co-founders in the 
picture, the most conspicuous of whom is Annie Besant (1847–1933), the only woman, seated in the front 
row center in all white. Besant was a passionate theosophist who believed that Indian tradition had much to 
off er the West; she would serve as the Congress president in 1917.      (Th e British Library Board/ H. P.Mody, 
Sir Pherozeshah Mehta (Bombay, 1921). [shelfmark: IOL. T 10951] H. P.Mody, Sir Pherozeshah Mehta 
(Bombay, 1921). [shelfmark: IOL. T 10951])  
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linguistic or cultural minorities. Th is did not end Indian 
grievances, and the pace of change was too slow to satisfy 
many, but the trend was at last in the right direction.    

  World War I 
 When Britain declared war on Germany in August 1914, 
India was notifi ed that it was automatically at war as well, 
as part of the empire. Indeed, most Indian nationalists, 
including Gandhi, supported the war, hoping that India’s 
share in a British victory would hasten their own freedom. 
Both moderate and radical Congress leaders declared their 
support, as did nearly all of the native princes. Several of 
the Princely States sent volunteer detachments. Th e fi rst 
wave reached France in September 1914. Th e  New York 
World  commented on September 26, “What an army! Its 
‘native’ contingent belongs to a civilization that was old 
when Germany was a forest and early Britons stained their 
naked bodies blue.”  7 Indians took heavy casualties at Ypres 
and the Somme and won high praise for their valor. When 

to make their point and ensure a response. Th eir activi-
ties only increased government repression, and many of 
their spokesmen were arrested, jailed, or deported. In 
response, some younger Indians, mainly Bengalis, turned 
to anti-British terrorism and were jailed in droves without 
trial. John Morley, who became viceroy in 1905, was in fact 
liberal-minded, understood the problem, and sided with 
the moderates in the Congress. Finding their demands 
reasonable, he worked away at the strong opposition to 
any changes within the colonial establishment. In 1909 
he pushed through an Indian Councils Act, following the 
advice of Gokhale and his Congress colleague from Bengal, 
R. C. Dutt. In the elections of 1910, 135 Indian representa-
tives, voted to offi  ce by their own Indian constituencies, 
became legislators on the central and provincial councils. 
In 1911 the partition of Bengal was rescinded, although its 
western and southern parts were detached, on reasonable 
linguistic grounds, to form the two new provinces of Bihar 
and Orissa, leaving Bengalis once again united and without 

 While Europe moved toward bloody World War I and the 
United States took over the Philippines and Hawaii, 
China and India struggled toward effective national 
movements. Japan in the same years defeated both 
China and Russia in short wars, tightened its grip on 
Korea and Taiwan, and took over German concessions in 
Shandong, including the port of Qingdao, while the 
militarists increased their power. 

 Having suffered the imposition of semicolonial-
ism by Western powers in 1842 and 1860, the decaying 
Qing government in China failed to halt further foreign 
encroachment despite efforts at “self-strengthening.” 
The Boxer Rebellion of 1900, aiming to kill or drive out all 
foreigners, was a total failure and led to still more con-
cessions to foreigners. The largely abortive revolution of 
1911 was followed by the warlord years, which tore China 
apart and resulted in mass migration from north China 
to Manchuria. The May Fourth Movement—protesting 
China’s betrayal at Versailles, in which Japan was given all 
it had taken from China and a seat at the Conference while 
the Chinese were excluded—was perhaps the fi rst widely 
based expression of Chinese nationalism. However, it was 
succeeded by the conservative and statist Guomindang in 
1927, in response to which the Chinese Communist Part 
slowly gathered strength. 

 This was the “roaring twenties” in China and Japan—
the age of jazz, fl appers, bobbed hair, and short skirts, as 
couples danced in the fancy treaty port hotels. But most 
upper-class Chinese women wore the  qipao , a long skirt 
with a slit up to the hips, while nearly all Indian women 

continued to wear the graceful  sari . And, in all these Asian 
countries the great majority of people remained poor. 

 In India, a new British-educated middle and profes-
sional class emerged, among them many who would 
lay the foundation of Indian nationalism. The Indian 
National Congress was founded in 1885 and became the 
chief nationalist vehicle. It soon attracted many educated 
Indians, but there was not yet a mass movement—that 
was to be the work of M. K. Gandhi. However, lead-
ing Bombay nationalists such as M. G. Ranade, G. K. 
Gokhale, and B. G. Tilak, all British-educated, argued 
that British rule of India was out of keeping with the long 
traditions of British democracy. The Bengali poet, play-
wright, and novelist Rabindranath Tagore became inter-
nationally renowned. 

 The new Indian nationalists wrote both in English, of 
which they were masters, and in their regional languages, 
especially in the free, uncensored, and vigorous press. But 
the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the long World War I 
combined to create a much more repressive British gov-
ernment in India, culminating in the Amritsar Massacre 
of 1919, in which Indian troops under British command 
fi red on an unarmed crowd of peasants celebrating a 
festival, in supposed violation of a military order against 
“any assembly of people.” More than 1,000 Indians were 
wounded and 400 were killed. Tagore returned his British-
awarded knighthood in protest. Indeed, after Amritsar 
there were no more Indian efforts as compromise, and 
there arose a greatly strengthened national movement for 
independence. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   THE RISE OF ASIAN NATIONALISM 
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tactics of passive resistance and mass protest had led to suc-
cess, a feat soon repeated in Gujarat, where he won wage 
increases for textile workers in Ahmadabad and a reduction 
in taxes for peasants further impoverished by crop failures. 

 As in China, and the funding of Sun’s political eff orts, 
the funding for Gandhi’s early nationalist activities received 
substantial subsidy from “Overseas Indians,” a group gen-
erally linked to what is called “diasporic nationalism.” Th e 
major diff erence between the Overseas Chinese and the 
Overseas South Asians was that the Chinese did not usu-
ally repatriate to China. Th ey considered their overseas 
residence their permanent home. In contrast, in the period 
from 1830 to 1950, 90 percent of South Asians who left  India 
were “temporary migrants” who believed they were not 
physically separated from their South Asian “home” long 
term and considered themselves as “circulating” rather 
than migrating. 

 Th e war greatly accelerated the pace of change among 
all Indians who were aware of it: those who served abroad 
and saw the world and those whose British-style education 
had taught them the ideas of liberty and justice, which they 
now saw being fl outed or denied in colonial India. Gandhi’s 
recognition that he was an Indian and not simply a British 
subject, and his use of native traditional symbols to create 
a common national ground, was the beginning of a belated 
reassessment by all politically conscious Indians, to be 
followed successively by the leaders of the movement for 
independence. Despite their British training and their 
admiration of the British model, they were to realize, as 
Gandhi reminded them, that the colonial government was 
a diff erent matter, and that their Indianness would have to 
be rediscovered and asserted if they were to win freedom. 

  Postwar Repression 
 Ironically, but perhaps inevitably, the colonial government, 
stimulated in part by the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the 
hysteria of the subsequent “Red scare” that spread over the 
capitalist world, decided to prolong the wartime martial 
law and muzzling of the press. When the repressive Row-
latt Acts embodying these and other control measures were 
passed in 1919, there were widespread protests and demon-
strations. Gandhi urged Indians to refuse to obey the new 
laws and planned a national strike against them. Sikh lead-
ers in Amritsar in southern Punjab responded to Gandhi’s 
call by holding meetings. When the chief organizers were 
arrested and deported on grounds that all political action 
was forbidden, their followers marched on the British dis-
trict commissioner’s house to protest and present a petition. 
When troops fi red on them and killed several, the angry 
survivors burned some British banks and attacked British 
men and women, killing several people. Th ere were rumors 
of an Afghan invasion, to be joined by Indians, and some 

the Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers (Germany 
and Austria) in November 1914, the British Indian Army 
sent an expeditionary force to the Persian Gulf in Iraq. It 
nearly reached Baghdad before it was driven back by Turk-
ish forces and fi nally obliged to surrender aft er losing most 
of its men. Another Indian expeditionary force served in 
Egypt to guard the Suez Canal and later took part in the 
victorious Middle East campaign. Altogether over 1 million 
Indian troops and support personnel fought with the Brit-
ish army against Germany and its allies. 

 During the war, the British-educated Muslim leader 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah (1876–1949), who had earlier 
joined Congress as a disciple of Gokhale and became his 
apparent successor as Congress president, worked with 
other Congress leaders to bring Congress and the Muslim 
League together. Th e agreement in the Lucknow Pact of 
1916 provided for Muslim representatives on all legislative 
councils in proportion to the numbers of Muslims in each 
province. Congress and the League were to work together 
in demanding a more rapid pace of reform, more represen-
tation for Indians, and treatment equal to that given to all 
British subjects. Th e parliamentary declaration of 1917 that 
self-government for India was Britain’s objective seemed to 
be an appropriate response. But the colonial government in 
India itself remained divided, and its bureaucratic machin-
ery slowed or prevented eff ective change. Eff orts in the 
India Offi  ce in London to push for “complete popular (i.e., 
Indian) control” at the local level “with the aim of complete 
responsibility as soon as conditions permit” were sabotaged 
on the spot by an arrogantly entrenched colonial system 
unwilling to see its power reduced.   

  Enter Gandhi 

 Meanwhile Gandhi, who had returned from South Africa 
in 1914, began to build the political strategy that was ulti-
mately to prove successful. Aft er organizing a volunteer 
corps to help in the war eff ort, he established a base in his 
native Gujarat where he further developed the techniques 
of passive resistance and nonviolent protest against injus-
tice that he had fi rst worked out in South Africa on behalf 
of the large Indian community there. Gandhi shed his 
Western ways and clothing, acquired during his years of 
legal training in London, and dressed like a poor Gujarati 
peasant, with half-dhoti and staff . He traveled widely 
in India, spreading his message of mass protest against 
oppression, and used his great personal charisma to build 
a mass following, drawing on traditional Hindu symbols 
and values (which included nonviolence, or ahimsa) to cre-
ate a national Indian response to alien tyranny. In 1916 he 
answered a call for help from indigo workers in Bihar, still 
suff ering from gross exploitation, and within the year his 

M17_MURP8552_07_SE_C16.indd Page 352  05/09/13  8:26 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 16 / Nationalism and Revolution in China and India 353

in the dust to British offi  cers. What many Indians saw as 
the true face of the colonial government as it had become 
was revealed in the Amritsar Massacre. It marked the end 
of eff orts at compromise and accommodation, at gradual 
reform within the colonial system, and the true beginning 
of a mass movement for independence. Even Rabindranath 
Tagore, who had remained largely outside politics, resigned 
his British knighthood, awarded to him in 1913 aft er he had 
won the Nobel Prize for literature.   

  India Moves Toward 

Independence 

 India’s progress toward freedom is in large part the story of 
the careers of two men: Mohandas K. Gandhi (oft en called 
Mahatma, “great soul”) and Jawaharlal Nehru. Gandhi 

British feared a repeat of the 1857 revolt. General Dyer was 
called in to restore order and banned all public meetings as 
part of his mandate. When Dyer learned that a meeting was 
nevertheless planned for the aft ernoon of Sunday, April 13, 
in a place called Jallianwala Bagh, a walled, open space near 
the edge of the city, he took his troops there and opened fi re. 
Th e “meeting” was, in fact, a largely peasant gathering from 
neighboring villages, including many women and children, 
all unarmed, who had come to celebrate a Hindu festival, as 
Dyer could have discovered if he had inquired. Despite the 
lack of resistance, Dyer’s troops kept fi ring for 10 minutes, 
killing some 400 people and wounding another 1,200.     

   A Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry censured Dyer, 
and at the viceroy’s insistence he was sent back to England—
where conservatives and the colonial establishment wel-
comed him as a hero. Savage repression continued in the 
Punjab, where Indians were fl ogged and forced to grovel 

       Amritsar Massacre on April 13, 1919. General Dyer 
suppressed an illegal demonstration by fi ring into 
the crowd, killing 400 and wounding 1,200 who were 
unable to escape.      (Mary Evans Picture Library/Alamy)  

  Gandhi’s strategies to oppose British colonial rule were tre-
mendously inspiring to many Indians—such as Jawaharlal 
Nehru, the future prime minister of independent India—but 
frustrating to some. In particular, B. R. Ambedkar, the great 
advocate of what came to be called the Dalit community 
(outcastes), believed that Gandhi underemphasized the need 
for Hindus to stop oppressing “untouchables” as they them-
selves resisted British oppression.  

  Gandhi did indeed call on Indians change their ways, 
stating in a speech in 1921:  

  So long as the Hindus willfully regard untouchability 
as part of their religion, so long as the mass of  Hindus 
consider it a sin to touch a section of their brethren, 
Swaraj [freedom] is impossible of attainment.  

  Nevertheless, in 1945 Ambedkar published a book accusing 
Gandhi and the Congress Party of only giving lip service to the 
issue. In it, he noted that Gandhi had refused to support a 1929 
campaign to establish the rights of Dalits to enter temples and 
take water from public wells in Bombay. Ambedkar argued 
that Gandhi’s call to focus satyagraha protest movements 
only on foreign oppressors was inconsistent and cowardly. He 
believed that Gandhi feared that conservative Hindus would 
reject his movement if it was seen as supportive of equal rights 
for “Untouchables.”  

  Source : From  The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi , Vol. 29, 
pp. 399–400. Reprinted by permission of the Navajivan Trust. 

 GANDHI: NATIONALIST HERO AND FLAWED REFORMER? 
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range of regional interest groups and mobilizing millions of 
Indians. Gandhi proved adept at using aspects of the Indian 
tradition as vehicles and symbols for protest against British 
imperialism and as rallying grounds for nationalist senti-
ment and organization.    

  Gandhi and Mass Action 
 Th e son of a minor offi  cial in commercial Gujarat,  Gandhi 
followed the path of many upwardly mobile Indians in 
a rapidly changing society. When he was 19, he went to 
London to study law and there became thoroughly 
Westernized. Soon aft er his return to India, he took a job 
with an Indian law fi rm in South Africa, where he spent the 
next 20 years defending Indian merchants and other immi-
grants against racist oppression and developing tactics of 
nonviolent protest and noncooperation. He returned home 
in 1914 and soon began to organize among his countrymen. 

 As the Congress party began to press for independence in 
the wake of the Amritsar Massacre, Gandhi’s mass weapon 
of nonviolent protest and noncooperation attracted more 
and more followers. It was based on the ancient Hindu 
idea of  ahimsa , or reverence for life, and drew, as Gandhi 
insisted, on the redemptive power of love to convert even 
brutal opponents by its “soul force,” or  satyagraha . Tradi-
tional Indian values stressed the avoidance of confl ict and 
the importance of self-control, seeking resolution through 
compromise and consensus. Nonviolent action was also the 
only practical means for unarmed and powerless people to 
confront an oppressive state. As Martin Luther King Jr. was 
later to demonstrate, it worked, both to build a dedicated 
following and to make its protest against injustice eff ective.    

 Gandhi organized fresh boycotts of British imported 
goods, an action that, as in China, caught the popular 
imagination and helped build a larger following. He urged 

(1869–1948) gave the independence movement what it had 
not yet had—mass appeal and a mass following. Nehru 
(1889–1964), in close cooperation with Gandhi within the 
Congress party, gave vision and leadership on a diff erent 
level but acknowledged the power of Gandhi’s example. In 
the years following World War I, the Congress was trans-
formed under Gandhi’s direction from a small group of elite 
intellectuals to a truly national party representing a wide 

  Gandhi wrote Hind Swaraj (Indian Home Rule) in 1909, 
and, in later editions, he said he had seen no reason to 
alter it. Here is a sample:  

   You English, who have come to India, are not good 
specimens of the English nation, nor can we, 
almost half-Anglicized Indians, be considered good 
specimens of the real Indian nation. If the English 
nation were to know all that you have done, it would 
oppose many of your actions. The mass of the 
Indians have had few dealings with you. If you will 
abandon your so-called civilization and search into 
your own scriptures, you will find that our demands 
are just. Only on condition of our demands being 
fully satisfied may you remain in India; and if you 
remain under those conditions, we shall learn 
several things from you and you will learn many 
from us. So doing we shall benefit each other and 
the world. But that will happen only when the root 
of our relationship is sunk in a religious soil.  

  Source:  From  Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule  by M. K. 
Gandhi (1909). Reprinted by permission of Navajivan Trust.  

 GANDHI 

       Gandhi the ascetic spinning cotton yarn. He made 
it a point to spin 200 yards of yarn every day as 
a symbolic act, no matter how busy he was, and 
urged others to do the same.      (Hulton Archive/
Getty Images)  

M17_MURP8552_07_SE_C16.indd Page 354  05/09/13  8:26 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 16 / Nationalism and Revolution in China and India 355

spiritual and symbolic leader. Nehru insisted that Congress 
was the party of all Indians, including Muslims, and that 
the independence movement would be weakened by fac-
tionalism. He was proved tragically right. 

 Th e world depression beginning in 1929, which bore 
heavily on India, greatly increased economic distress. 
When Gandhi resumed political action in 1930, he chose 
as his target the tax imposed by the government on salt, 
and the offi  cial ban on private or small-scale salt making 
from the sea, arguing that the tax especially hurt the poor. 
He led a protest march on foot across India to a beach on 
the coast, where he purposely courted arrest by picking up 
a lump of natural salt and urging Indians to do likewise, 
as many thousands did. Gandhi, Nehru, and many others 
were jailed, and there was a new wave of strikes. Gandhi 
had again touched the conscience of the nation. Aft er eight 
months in prison, he was released to meet with the vice-
roy in the colonial capital at New Delhi. An agreement was 
reached to discontinue civil disobedience. In return, the 
government approved of the movement to promote the 
use of Indian-made goods and invited Gandhi to a London 
conference on India later in 1931, together with Jinnah as a 
representative of the Muslims.    

 Th e conference ended in stalemate, and Gandhi was 
taken back to jail a week aft er his return. Boycotts, strikes, 
and violent demonstrations erupted again without the 
Mahatma to restrain them. Meanwhile, economic  distress 
deepened as world markets for India’s exports shrank 
and a new, more conservative viceroy was appointed. In 
England, however, popular and parliamentary opinion was 
turning more and more toward self-government for India, 
the issue that Gandhi had so successfully dramatized. In 
1935 a new constitution for India was announced, followed 
by nationwide elections in 1937 in which nearly 40 million 
Indians voted. Congress candidates swept the election, 
and the Muslim League did not even win most of the seats 

Indians to wear only their own traditional handmade cot-
tons (khadi), and wherever possible to spin and weave the 
cotton themselves. Th e spinning wheel became a nationalist 
symbol, linked to 5,000 years of India’s history. Some of the 
Congress party’s intellectual elite were scornful of Gandhi’s 
methods and personal style of a traditional sadhu, or holy 
man, his embracing of the poor, and his ascetic lifestyle. But 
as both an astute politician and a genuine saint he attracted 
more support and got more results than the Congress had 
ever done. He simply used traditional methods and sym-
bols to appeal to the Indian people, most of whom were not 
intellectuals, giving them a sense of pride in their national 
identity and inspiring them to action. He succeeded where 
others had failed in attracting Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, 
and agnostics to his cause, which he made India’s cause, 
the fi rst truly national movement. He urged Indians to “get 
rid of our helplessness” and to stand together. Nehru said, 
“He has given us back our courage, and our pride.” Strikes, 
boycotts, and demonstrations spread in the early 1920s, but 
with millions of people now involved, Gandhi could not 
always ensure nonviolence. Th ousands were jailed, there 
was violence on both sides, and in 1922 Gandhi was sen-
tenced to prison for six years. He was released for medical 
reasons aft er two years but did not resume political agita-
tion until 1930, distressed that his nonviolent campaign had 
gone astray.  

  Hindus and Muslims: Protest and Elections 
 Meanwhile, the government, aff ected by Gandhi’s achieve-
ments, began to implement many of the reforms previously 
demanded by Congress, increasing the number of Indian 
offi  cers in the civil service and the army and moving toward 
abolishing the tax on cotton. Nehru became mayor of his 
home city of Allahabad. At the same time, rioting between 
Muslims and Hindus broke out in many areas, a symp-
tom not only of the general atmosphere of turmoil but 
also of the eff orts of special groups to ensure a better place 
for themselves in the independent India that was clearly 
coming. When Gandhi’s program was overwhelmingly 
endorsed by Congress in 1920, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, 
who had expected to head the party and was openly scorn-
ful of Gandhi and his satyagraha, resigned in disgust. Hin-
dus and Muslims had worked together for many years in 
the Congress party. Now, especially under Jinnah, Muslims 
were being told they had to safeguard their interest against 
the Hindu majority and that their own party, the Muslim 
League, was their only sure protector. Jinnah pressed for 
separate votes for Muslim candidates for the new offi  ces 
being opened to Indians and Indian voters. Meanwhile, 
Nehru, who like Jinnah had been educated in England and 
was highly Westernized, increased his control of the Con-
gress party but maintained his loyalty to Gandhi as India’s 

  Gandhi’s personal qualities are well brought out in 
 Nehru’s remarks about him.  

   I have never met any man more utterly honest, more 
transparently sincere, less given to egotism, self-
conscious pride, opportunism, and ambition. . . . It 
has been the greatest privilege of our lives to work 
with him and under him for a great cause. To us he 
has represented the spirit and honor of India.  

  Source:  J. Nehru,  Nehru on Gandhi  (The John Day Company, 
1948).  

 GANDHI’S CHARACTER 
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disorganized; they had no mass following and were unable 
to form an eff ective government. China was taken over by a 
military dictator and then by contending warlords and their 
armies. Th e disclosure of Japan’s Twenty-one Demands and 
the unwillingness of the Western powers to defend Chi-
na’s interests at Versailles led to the formation of the May 
Fourth Movement in 1919, which began for the fi rst time to 
build a popular base for Chinese nationalism and push for 
reforms in the outmoded traditional system of Confucian 
values. However, the May Fourth Movement was largely 
limited to Westernized intellectuals and a few merchants. 

 In India, nationalists pressed for similar reforms in tra-
ditional Hindu values. But those who worked for change 
were mainly a small group of British-educated intellectu-
als striving for reforms in the colonial system rather than 
its overthrow, and without a mass base. Aft er the apparent 
promise of India’s participation in World War I, colonial 
repression increased. It was to take another generation 
before a full-scale nationalist movement, led by  Gandhi 
and Nehru, won independence for India. In China, the 
Guomindang government that took power in 1927 had 
some promise and seemed to share some of the May Fourth 
ideas, but became fearful of popular participation or radi-
cal change. Finally, it was overwhelmed by the  Japanese 
invasion. Th us, in both countries the rise of an eff ective 
national response to the challenges of imperialism and 
mounting domestic problems was long delayed—in India 
until 1947 and in China until 1949. Th e fi nal resolution in 
both countries was also greatly delayed by World War II, as 
well as being shaped by it.  Th e Asian experience of World 
War II, the most destructive war in history, is discussed in 
 Chapter   17   .     

     Questions 

  1.    What were the goals of the Chinese “self-strengthening 
movement” and why did they ultimately fail in their 
eff orts to reform China?   

  2.    Sun Yat-sen is hailed as China’s “man of ideas.” What 
was Sun Yat-sen’s vision of China’s future? Why was he 
unable to bring it about?   

  3.    What was the May Fourth Movement, and what were 
its goals? What did it achieve in the short run, and how 
did it lead to the eventual resolution of China’s century 
of revolution?   

  4.    Lu Xun was the most prominent among the May 
Fourth Movement authors. How did his character Ah Q 
personify what was wrong with China?   

  5.    What were the achievements and the failures of the 
Nanjing decade? What was the fate of the Chinese 
Communist party, and how and why did it change its 
strategy aft er 1927?   

designated for Muslims. Th e new constitution reserved 
“safeguard” powers to the colonial government, but Con-
gress ministries took over the provinces. Jinnah was 
outraged and devoted the next 10 years until his death to 
building fi rst an eff ective party for Muslims and fi nally 
a separate state. Nehru pointed out that Congress was a 
national party rather than a special-interest party and that 
over 100,000 Muslims belonged to it. 

 By the outbreak of war in 1939, India was well along the 
road to self-government, but the war changed everything. 
Th e proimperialist Winston Churchill came to power in 
England, and all talk of independence was postponed until 
the threat of fascism could be met and defeated in Europe 
and Asia. Indians were informed that they were automati-
cally at war with Germany, and later with Italy and Japan. 
Neither Congress nor other Indian leaders were consulted. 
Nationalists of all sorts felt betrayed once again. Th e Con-
gress provincial ministries all resigned in protest, leaving 
the political fi eld to Jinnah and his Muslim League. A 
British off er, brought by Sir Staff ord Cripps in 1942 but 
reduced at Churchill’s insistence from independence to 
dominion status once the war was over, was rejected. 
 Gandhi called it “a post-dated check on a failing bank.” He 
began a series of nonviolent campaigns, culminating in the 
“Quit India” movement of 1942, with that slogan scrawled 
on walls all over the country and shouted at British peo-
ple. Nehru spent most of the war in jail, while Gandhi was 
in and out. Jinnah, now with the political fi eld to himself, 
could not believe his good fortune and increased his deter-
mination to have a separate state for Muslims, to be called 
Pakistan. Independence would come too late to avoid the 
bloody tragedy of partition.  

  Retrospect 
 What spoiled the British record most was the long delay in 
giving India its freedom. Th e terrible consequences that fol-
lowed might have been avoided if independence had come 
earlier, as it should have, but for the opposition of a few con-
servatives, notably Winston Churchill, and the intervention 
of two world wars. As it was, the subcontinent paid a dread-
ful price. Nevertheless, there is little bitterness against the 
British, unlike most of the rest of Asia, which underwent a 
harsher colonial rule under the Japanese, French, or Dutch. 
Many originally British institutions are now fi rmly a part 
of South Asian civilization. Independent India has much in 
common with the United States and Canada as joint inheri-
tors of many aspects of a common culture. 

 Although Japan was able to throw off  the semicolonial 
control imposed on it in 1857, China failed, or refused, 
to adopt Western ways even to save itself from foreign 
domination. When revolution fi nally toppled the mori-
bund Qing government in 1911, the revolutionaries were 
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links to speeches and primary source documents.  

  Mahatma Gandhi 
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pictorial view of his life.   
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  6.    How does the map showing the growth of India’s 
railway network illustrate the text’s assertions that these 
lines were built to support “a drainage economy” as well 
as to reinforce British military interests in India?   

  7.    What were the economic changes that took place under 
the British raj, and how were these both benefi cial and 
detrimental to India’s future?   

  8.    How did Gandhi bring together the division between 
the gradual liberal reformer and the radical activist 
factions of the Indian National Congress? How 
did his political and social goals draw upon India’s 
philosophical and religious traditions? How did his 
tactics of passive resistance and mass protest change the 
Nationalist Movement? What was his broader impact 
on other Asian nationalist movements?   

  9.    Did Gandhi’s eff orts actually defeat the British and his 
political opponents or was it something else that helped 
to drive out the British and create an independent 
India? If Gandhi’s actions were responsible, specifi cally 
how did his concept of nonviolence achieve this?    
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    Japan’s Successes since the Meiji Restoration made many early 
twentieth-century Japanese think that they had a responsibility and 

a right to lead Asia and help it throw off  the burden of European and 
American imperialism. Japan had prospered in World War I without 
Western competition, and saw a brief period of political liberalization 
in the 1920s. Th e Great Depression, though, hit Japan hard, and in the 
1930s it fell under the control of an aggressive military. In 1931 mili-
tary offi  cers created an “incident” in Manchuria and took over that rich 
area. In late 1936 they signed a pact with Nazi Germany and in 1941 
a neutrality pact with the Russians; the way was then open for Japan 
in Southeast Asia. Aft er their attack on the U.S. Pacifi c Fleet at Pearl 
Harbor on December 7, 1941, they overran Malaya, Singapore, the 
Philippines, Burma, and Indonesia, working with anticolonial resistance 
movements. Th ey also took most of east China in heavy fi ghting from 
July 1937. Chiang Kai-shek moved his capital west to Chongqing while 
in the north Communist guerrillas fought the Japanese and  captured 
the leadership of Chinese nationalism. Th e Japanese were oft en ruth-
less, guilty of even more atrocities than the Nazis, though nothing on 
the scale of the genocidal Holocaust. Th ey were fi nally overwhelmed 
when the United States dropped the atom bomb. Japan surrendered on 
August 15, 1945. In the wake of the Japanese surrender, the United States 
and the European powers attempted to reestablish control in their colo-
nial territories, but the weakening of Europe, increasingly powerful 
nationalist movements, and the emerging Cold War all contributed to 
radical transformations in Asian politics.      

 Th is chapter fi rst discusses political, cultural, economic, and mili-
tary developments in Japan in the 1920s and 1930s, then surveys its 
China war, launched in 1937. We then examine the history of nationalist 
movements in Southeast Asia, which the Japanese hoped to exploit in 
their war against the Western Europeans and Americans. Th e chapter 
ends with an account of the triumphs and tragedies of the Pacifi c War 
(1941–1945) and the sudden collapse of the Japanese empire.  

 Japan and the Struggle 
for Asia, 1920–1945 

    Chapter 17 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Japan in the 1920s: Taisho 
Democracy and Its Fate  

     Japan’s Economy and Military  

     The War in China  

     The Rise of Southeast Asian Nationalism  

     The Outbreak of  the Pacifi c War  

     Burma and India    
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the 1920s—a halting movement toward greater democracy. 
Hara Takashi (Hara Kei), whom Ito had mentored, served 
as prime minister from 1918 to 1921. Like Ito, however, he 
was assassinated by yet another young fanatic, in this case 
a right-wing Japanese. Hara was deeply conservative, but 
he did widen the electoral base by reducing the tax qualifi -
cation for voting. Aft er his death Japan continued to move 
slowly in the direction of a more genuine constitutional 
government. Although there was no female suff rage until 
1947 under the American occupation aft er the Pacifi c War, 
and less than 6 percent of the adult males could vote until 
the election of 1928, this was a considerable change from 
the fi rst Japanese constitution in 1889 when only about 
1 percent were enfranchised. Powers previously reserved 
to the emperor and his advisers were slowly being taken 
over by the lower house of parliament, or Diet, including a 
degree of control over the military. Unfortunately, the 1889 
constitution provided that the minister of war in the cabi-
net must be a serving offi  cer, and the constitution was aft er 
all modeled quite consciously on that of Prussia, a military-
dominated state. Meiji Japan had seen its principal need as 
building strength against the foreign threat of dominance, 
and such a policy had been rewarded in Japan’s dramatic 
victories against Russia in 1904–1905. Th e chief army leader 
of that war, General Nogi, became Japan’s greatest national 
hero, closely followed by Admiral Togo, the victor in the 
battle of Tsushima against the Russian Pacifi c fl eet. Japan 
had become a great power and was now treated as an equal; 
it is understandable that nearly all Japanese welcomed this 
military dominance and believed that the military must still 
be supported. 

 Nevertheless there was some reaction against excessive 
militarism, largely as a result of World War I and its bloody 
carnage. Even though Japan’s forces suff ered very few casu-
alties, most Japanese still admired the Western model on 
which they had drawn so heavily since 1869; they saw the 
tragedy infl icted by Western armies on each other and 
tended to take the Allied side in its struggle against German 
militarism. When the Allies won, their cause of “liberty” 
seemed vindicated; Japanese have always admired success. 
Japan sent troops to Siberia in 1918, along with others of 
the Allies including the United States, to try to fi ght against 
the new revolutionary government of Russia. Th ey stayed 
in Siberia until 1922, long aft er the other Allied forces had 
withdrawn, at great expense and at the further cost of grow-
ing resentment among most Japanese, especially since this 
intervention came to nothing. 

 Meiji’s son, the Taisho emperor, reigned from 1912 to 
1926, but he proved to be mentally incompetent, and the 
politicians and others simply worked around him while 
his own son, Hirohito, served as regent. Th e reign name 
Taisho is used to cover the period, especially in the 1920s. 

  Japan in The 1920S: Taisho 

Democracy and Its Fate 

 Ito Hirobumi and the other strong leaders who had shaped 
Meiji Japan since 1869 had begun to fade from the Japa-
nese political scene in the early 1900s. Th eir protégés pre-
sided over a new transformation of the political system in 

 CHRONOLOGY 

  1851–1910 Mongkut and Chulalongkorn in Siam  

  1890–1969 Ho Chi Minh  

  1901–1970 Sukarno  

  1910–1945 Japan in Korea, Taiwan, Manchuria  

  1919–1926 Brief liberalization under parliamentary 

rule during Taisho democracy, then 

militarization  

  1925 Peace Preservation Law  

  1931 Japanese forced takeover of Manchuria  

  1936 Anti-Communist Pact  

  1937 Rape of Nanjing  

  1937–1945 Mao and Chinese Communist Party at 

Yan’an: guerrilla attacks against 

Japanese  

  1938–1945 Chongqing, wartime Chinese capital  

  1940 Tripartite Pact with Nazis and Italy  

  1941 Neutrality pact with Russia

    U.S. embargo and subsequent attack on 

Pearl Harbor    

United Front between Communists and 

Guomindang (GMD) ends as Chiang 

Kai-shek attacks the Fourth Route Army  

  1942–1945 Japan conquers Southeast Asia, and 

“liberates” nationalist governments, to 

join the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 

Sphere  

  1942 Battle of Midway; Japan loses  

  1945 Atom bombs; Japan surrender  
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Japanese were still unused to the ideas and the practice of 
electoral democracy, and extremists of both the right and 
the left  continued to use violence or even assassination to 
press their cases. Th ree of the six party prime ministers (as 
opposed to bureaucrats or military men) between 1918 and 
1932 were assassinated while in offi  ce. Th e passage of univer-
sal adult male suff rage was moreover linked to a new “Peace 
Preservation Law” that increased police powers and fur-
ther limited freedom of speech and assembly, refl ecting the 
long government obsession with “dangerous thoughts.” Th e 
onset of the world depression in 1929, which hit Japan hard, 
led to an increase of labor agitation and to new demands 
for change from splinter parties that spoke for the masses, 
while many Japanese once again questioned the eff ective-
ness of the democratic system, as people did in Europe and 
North America during the depression. In Japan too, there 
was greatly increased support for the ideas of socialism and 
communism and for parties advocating them. 

 Th e Japan Communist party was founded in 1922, sup-
ported mainly by urban intellectuals as in both Russia and 
China, together with organized labor, but it never became 
more than a small movement, nor did the other opposition 
groups ever produce a signifi cant dent in the elite estab-
lishment’s grip on political power, despite the now greatly 
widened electorate and the opportunity this off ered for 
new political party activity. Th e ideas of socialism, which 
had entered Japan around the turn of the century through 
Christian socialists among the missionaries, appealed to 
many young Japanese who saw socialism’s creed of univer-
sal brotherhood, redistribution of wealth, and the abolition 
of the class structure as the right prescription for a Japan 
that continued to support the opposites. Th e Socialist orga-
nization was crushed by the government and many of its 
leaders executed in 1911, but socialist ideas were revived 
following the rice riots of 1918, and socialists formed alli-
ances with labor groups. Th ey and the Communists never 
succeeded in building an eff ective mass base, apart from 
their connections with labor unions, and of course their 
announced aims were simply anathema to the still conser-
vative government. Th is led to chronic police repression 
and made an eff ective political role impossible. Th e fi rst 
Communist party was utterly destroyed by police purges in 
1923, and later in that year the great Tokyo earthquake and 
following fi re, which devastated most of the city and nearby 
Yokohama, was used by the police to blame all “left ists” as 
scapegoats. Th ousands of them were rounded up, and many 
died in prison. Koreans who had moved to the Japanese 
islands for work were also harassed in the aft ermath of the 
earthquake. Th e Communist party was refounded in 1926, 
but again destroyed by police arrests in 1928 and 1929. A 
very few survived underground, but this was the eff ective 
end of the party, while all sorts of “dangerous thoughts,” 

Japan had earned additional credits and recognition from 
the Western powers by its token participation in World War I, 
and had profi ted immensely from the weakness of West-
ern commercial competition during the war. With the fi nal 
Japanese triumph at Versailles, the country was secure in its 
new prosperity and international acceptance. Joining with 
the Allies in 1914 increased the trend toward internation-
alism, and also the attractiveness of Western-style democ-
racy, which had defeated German militarism. Th ere was 
growing support for political liberalism, and for universal 
suff rage. Labor groups, Christians, students, left ists, liberal 
politicians, and intellectuals joined together in this new 
movement. 

 But in 1920, universal suff rage was blocked by Hara and 
there was a brief postwar recession; both of these events 
left  many Japanese disillusioned with the political process. 
Politics continued to be dominated by conservative lead-
ers, aristocrats, bureaucrats, big business, the military, and 
landlords—none of them responsive to popular needs or 
sentiments and all basically opposed to change or to eff orts 
to correct the gross economic inequality that had been even 
more accentuated by wartime prosperity for a few. Indus-
trial workers were exploited and peasants had never shared 
in economic achievements aft er 1870, as tenancy greatly 
increased, reaching 50 percent by 1920. Silk exports, pri-
marily a peasant household enterprise, had earned as much 
as a quarter of the foreign exchange needed to buy abroad 
things Japan lacked: not only machinery, but also coal, 
iron ore, cotton, and oil, all but the last from China. Price 
fl uctuations for silk hurt peasant producers, but any gov-
ernment eff ort to improve their lot would tend to increase 
the cost of silk and thus hurt Japan’s competitive advantage. 
Political parties had not been an important part of the Japa-
nese system, and the Meiji eff ort at development had been a 
national one that required a united people pursuing agreed 
goals rather than the divisiveness the leaders viewed as the 
result of rival parties. 

 Political parties did nevertheless grow, partly as an 
aspect of Meiji Westernization, and now they began to rep-
resent, as in the West, diff erent and usually opposing inter-
est blocs: business, landlords, the military, and for some the 
needs of the downtrodden. Rice riots protesting the steep 
wartime rise in rice prices had erupted in 1918 and had had 
to be put down by the army; the government was clearly 
at fault in off ering only repression instead of eff orts to 
improve the lot of factory workers and the urban poor. Th is 
further strengthened antiestablishment feeling and lent 
fuel to the continued drive for universal suff rage. A new 
political coalition won the elections of 1925, and its major-
ity in the Diet fi nally approved universal suff rage (for males 
over 25 only—no females) in 1925, although this new elec-
torate got its chance to vote for the fi rst time only in 1928. 
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an Anglo-American game quite unsuited to Japan given 
its urban crowding and shortage of open space, became 
popular among the well-to-do.     

  Japan’s Economy 

and Military 

 In addition to acquiring the former German conces-
sions in Shandong and further developing its holdings in 
Manchuria, Japan benefi ted greatly from World War I, 
which removed Western industrial competition and thus 
gave Japanese industry a further major boost. Japanese 
exports and ocean shipping completed their dominance of 
Asian markets and built new economic strength at home. 
Th e British and Americans, meeting in Washington in 
1922, obliged the Japanese to limit their navy, now seen as 
a threat, to a proportion of three capital ships to the British 
fi ve and the American fi ve; and in 1923, the Allies forced 
Japan to give up some of its concessions in Shandong. But 
economically the war and postwar years were a period of 
great prosperity and general confi dence. 

 In 1910 Japan had taken over Korea as an integral part 
of its empire, and its grip on the country tightened.  As 
mentioned in  Chapter   15   , there     was development of min-
erals and industries, and a national rail net was built, but 
Koreans were treated, at best, as second-class Japanese. Nearly 
all administrative jobs were fi lled by Japanese, including 
even locomotive drivers. By the 1920s the Korean language 
could no longer be taught in the schools and all  Koreans were 
instructed to adopt Japanese names. Coal and iron mined 
in Korea was either exported to Japan or used to make pig 
iron and steel, which were similarly exported. Most of the 
forests in this mountainous country were removed to feed 
the Japanese appetite for wood, while Japan’s own forests 
were largely preserved. Korean farm output was increased 

including almost anything criticizing or diff ering from gov-
ernment policy, were even more brutally hunted out and 
punished or suppressed.    

 Japan’s brief and tentative steps toward a more legiti-
mate democratic system were thus not allowed to get very 
far. Th e weight of Japanese tradition was against it, and 
new military adventurism in China from the late 1920s 
and the successes it produced added strength to the con-
servative establishment in its eff orts to suppress dissent. 
But although political democracy failed at the national 
level, the 1920s did see a new surge of popular interest, 
especially among students and the younger generation in 
the cities, in all aspects of the contemporary West, includ-
ing socialism, anarchism, realism in art and literature, 
female liberation, the sexual revolution and the ideas of 
Sigmund Freud, jazz, and the free-swinging world of what 
was called in the West “the roaring twenties.” Japanese 
“fl appers” appeared, called in Japanese  moga , a version of 
“modern girl,” or  modan gaaru , with bobbed hair and short 
skirts, accompanied by equally stylishly dressed  mobo  or 
“ modan booi ” (modern boy) who danced to the latest jazz 
tunes, played of course by Japanese bands, followed Holly-
wood styles, and read Scott Fitzgerald and other contem-
porary Western writers. Some of them shocked Japanese 
of the older generation with their unconventional life-
styles; elders tended to view even lipstick and cigarettes 
as improper, let alone free love or socialism. Tokyo had by 
now probably the world’s largest student population at its 
many universities; students and graduates formed a large 
part of this new Westernized popular culture, which was 
in any case limited to the big cities. Th ere was a campaign 
for votes for women, won in the United States in 1920, and 
almost successful in Japan in the late 1920s, but this was 
not to succeed fully in Japan until it was in eff ect imposed 
by the American occupation aft er the Pacifi c War. Golf, 

       Th is photo shows the devastation in Tokyo caused 
by the 1923 earthquake.      (Topical Press Agency/Getty 
Images)  
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Japanese built the largest industrial complex in East Asia, 
tied together by a dense rail net, which also served a largely 
new commercial agricultural system feeding huge amounts 
of wheat and soybeans to Japan, with some also for world 
markets through the port of Dairen (Dalian). Th e heavy 
Japanese investment in the development of Manchuria was 
never repaid, since it returned to China in 1945 and became 
the main base for China’s industrialization, although most 
Chinese then and now have felt that the exploitation suf-
fered at the hands of the Japanese occupiers was more than 
adequate compensation.    

  Growing Infl uence of the Military 
 Military training was now required for all males beyond 
elementary grades, including local training units for those 
who did not continue their education, and the government’s 
position in China and Manchuria remained as aggressive as 
before. Anti-Japanese protests there continued, and in 1928 

with Japanese technological help—irrigation and fertiliza-
tion—but nearly all the rice was shipped to Japan, and Kore-
ans were obliged to subsist on lesser grains such as millet 
and sorghum; altogether Korean grain consumption was 
greatly reduced. Th e port of Pusan, the major center for trade 
with Japan, was further developed, but in general Koreans 
were reduced to poverty and almost to the status of a slave 
population. 

 Th e Japanese impact on Taiwan was more positive; they 
also built there railway and industries and a greatly mod-
ernized agriculture, although much of the rice and sugar 
(Taiwan’s main crops) went to Japan. But there was less 
Japanese prejudice against Taiwanese than against Koreans, 
and on the whole the Japanese interlude there was more 
constructive. Aft er the Japanese surrender and the exploit-
ative policies of the Nationalist Party (Guomindang) when 
they reoccupied Taiwan in 1945, many Taiwanese said they 
would prefer to have the Japanese back. In Manchuria the 

 Despite wildly different degrees of economic power, 
political cohesion, and autonomy in China, Japan, and 
Korea during the interwar years, the rise of nationalism 
and communism was a major influence in each nation. 
Many Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans were deeply 
affected by the ideological consequences of the Russian 
Revolution and by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson’s ideal 
of national self-determination, which dominated the Paris 
Peace Conference in 1919. It was no accident that China’s 
May Fourth Movement and Korea’s Independence 
Movement both erupted in 1919 or that Japan’s flirtation 
with “Taisho democracy” peaked around the same time. 
Nor was it coincidence that communist parties formed in 
China, Japan, and Korea in 1920, 1922, and 1925, 
respectively. This was a time of great hope and great 
anger, and the ideological schisms that emerged in each 
society between the wars lay the foundation for many of 
the conflicts that shook East Asia during the World War II 
and still dominate regional politics today. 

 The impact of the Paris Peace Conference and the 
Versailles Treaty was stunning. The idea of self-
determination, in combination with longstanding Korean 
outrage at Japanese oppression, inspired the intellectuals 
who led a nationwide popular movement calling for Korean
 independence. The original protest in Seoul on March 1, 
1919, sparked spontaneous demonstrations that eventually 
may have involved as many as two million people all over 
the country. Decades later, Koreans who lived through the 
movement recalled the heady atmosphere and the exhila-
ration of open opposition to Japan. A brutal  Japanese 
crackdown quickly crushed the movement, but the 

slight easing of restrictions on education and speech that 
occurred in response to foreign criticism of the crackdown 
helped nurture Korean nationalism through the dark days 
of occupation and war. Just two months later, Chinese 
students and intellectuals in Beijing also poured into the 
streets to express their rage at the terms of the Versailles 
Treaty. The May 4 protest quickly evolved into a socio-
political movement that called for science, democracy, 
and “modernity,” rejected the traditional Confucian way, 
and produced many leaders who eventually founded the 
People’s Republic. In Japan, although the Treaty brought 
concrete territorial gains, Japanese anger erupted at the 
Allied refusal to include the principle of racial equality in 
the founding language of the new League of Nations. 

 Disappointed when democratic rhetoric from the West 
remained unrealized, many Asian nationalists turned from 
democracy and toward other ideologies that promised 
equality and radical change. The reality of the Bolshevik 
victory in nearby Russia had thrilled some infl uential 
Chinese intellectuals even before May 4, and the Rus-
sian renunciation of unequal treaty privileges seemed to 
augur a new era in East Asia. Under the guidance of the 
Comintern, communist parties formed in China, Japan, 
and Korea. In all three nations, the fl edgling parties 
encountered brutal repression. Japanese militant national-
ists squashed the Japanese Communist Party and passed 
legislation that essentially criminalized membership. In 
China and Korea, the persecution ultimately strengthened 
the communists’ resolve, which deeply impressed many 
of their fellow countrymen. The ideological ferment of the 
interwar years presaged the confl icts to follow. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   THE INTERWAR YEARS 
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 Th e Japanese government watched with growing con-
cern the Guomindang’s consolidation of control over large 
parts of China, the success of the Northern Expedition of 
1926–1927, and the support won by Chiang Kai-shek’s new 
government at Nanjing, all of which was seen as a threat to 
the Japanese position in Manchuria. On September 18, 1931, 
a bomb exploded on the Japanese railway north of Mukden 
(Shenyang). It seems clearly to have been a Japanese plot to 
provoke an incident; the commanding offi  cer on the spot 
had told the General Staff  that was his intention, and there 
was no objection. In any case, the entire Japanese army in 
Manchuria launched a full-scale attack on Chinese troops. 
Th e still civilian cabinet in Tokyo tried fruitlessly to stop 
the army, but by early 1932 all of Manchuria had been taken 
over and was proclaimed an independent state, nominally 
under Henry Puyi, who as a small boy had become the 
last Qing emperor when the empress dowager Cixi died in 
1908. Puyi had come under the infl uence of the Japanese 
as the deposed emperor in the 1920s and was never more 
than a Japanese puppet. His new “kingdom” was called 
Manchukuo (country of the Manchus), and his role was 
designed to give some sort of legitimacy to the Japanese 
takeover. Th e League of Nations condemned Japan as an 
aggressor; the Japanese delegation ostentatiously walked 
out, and Japan’s connection with the League was severed. 
Japanese troops moved on to occupy large parts of adja-
cent Inner Mongolia. 

 Th e ruling party in the Diet now appointed as prime 
minister a navy admiral; he was followed in 1934 by another 
admiral, and civilian control over the military was irre-
trievably lost until Japan’s defeat in 1945. Th e mood of inter-
nationalism went into eclipse, and most Japanese began 
to close ranks behind the military, who were to lead them 
into what the Japanese now call “the dark valley,” which 
ended at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Young superpatriot fi re-
brands took to assassinating both politicians and military 
offi  cers accused of something less than full support of the 
new expansionist policy. Th ere were some divided opinions 
within the army, but when discipline and unity were rees-
tablished by 1936 it was under the principal leadership of 
General Tojo, who later led Japan into World War II. Th ose 
accused of left ism or “liberalism” were persecuted or jailed, 
and some were executed. Th e nominally civilian govern-
ment, though with a cabinet now dominated by military 
men, increased measures for the control of “dangerous 
thoughts” and continued to raise the military budget. Diet 
and cabinet lined up in support of the army and its foreign 
policy, which now called for the neutralization of China’s 
fi ve northern provinces. At the end of 1936, Japan signed an 
Anti-Comintern Pact with Nazi Germany, aimed of course 
at Russia but giving the Japanese a further link with Euro-
pean fascism. 

Japanese offi  cers in Manchuria assassinated Chinese war-
lord Zhang Zuolin, hoping to use his son as a more obliging 
puppet. Th e new electorate in the election of 1928 disap-
pointed many of those who had hoped for a new emphasis 
on Western-style democracy by voting strongly for conser-
vative candidates, as they did again in 1930 and 1932. Th e 
Japanese government remained dominated by conservative 
elite groups in alliance with the big industrial and banking 
fi rms (combines known as  zaibatsu ), supported by rural 
landlords. It was still a civilian government, but its control 
over the military was oft en weak and the power balance 
between them was precarious. 

 Th e Great Depression, beginning in the United States in 
1929 and spreading from there around the world, reached 
Japan by 1930 and severely damaged its economy. Exports 
dropped by half, real wages fell steeply, unemployment 
soared, and there was massive individual suff ering. As else-
where, however unreasonably, the government was blamed. 
Th ere was a renewal of support for the military, and consid-
erable admiration for German and Italian fascism, which 
had come to power under similar circumstances of economic 
disaster. Th e Japanese General Staff  occupied a position 
directly under the emperor, and its offi  cers in the fi eld oft en 
acted independently, as in the case of the assassination of the 
Manchurian warlord in 1928. Manchuria was seen as impor-
tant to Japan as a buff er against Russian power; such feel-
ings were strengthened aft er the Russian Revolution of 1917 
and the rise of a Communist state there. Japanese trade and 
investment in Manchuria were very large, and some 100,000 
Japanese had moved there, mainly as offi  cials and managers. 
Japan was busily developing Manchuria’s extensive resources 
and building it up as a major industrial complex. 

  Japanese militarism had deep roots. Fukuzawa Yukichi, 
one of the chief Meiji reformers, and known for his gener-
ally enlightened attitudes toward the world outside Japan, 
observed, well before Japan’s war on China of 1894–1895:  

   One hundred volumes of International Law are not 
the equal of a few cannon; a handful of treaties of 
friendship are not worth a basket of gunpowder. 
Cannon and gunpowder are not aids for the 
enforcement of given moral principles; they are the 
implements for the creation of morality where none 
exists.  

  Source:  J. K. Fairbank, E. O. Reischauer, and A. M. Craig,  East 
Asia: The Modern Transformation  (Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 
1965), p. 566.  

 MILITARISM IN JAPAN 
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was not very abrupt and did not represent any major depar-
ture from familiar values or institutions. Nor did the ideas 
of parliamentary democracy completely disappear. Coura-
geous members of the Diet periodically spoke against the 
army’s interference in government and against the “forward 
policy” in China, and in the elections of 1936 a “prode-
mocracy” group won the largest bloc of seats, and various 
opposition groups collectively dominated the Diet. Unfor-
tunately the Diet no longer controlled foreign policy.   

  The War in China 

 Japan never declared war on China; offi  cially the outbreak 
of fi ghting in 1937 was called the “China Incident.” Th e war, 
however, began for China in 1931, when Manchukuo was 
established aft er Japan’s military advance. Japanese troops 
in Manchuria and China were relentlessly built up, and 
there were brushes with Chinese troops, especially around 
Beijing and in the area between there and Manchuria. Japan 
began to claim special rights in that part of north China 
and acted accordingly, asserting that Japanese troops were 
necessary to safeguard Japan’s interests. Small-scale fi ght-
ing with Chinese troops, as well as with Chinese guerrillas 

 Th e developments in Japan were signifi cantly diff erent 
from German or Italian fascism, despite some obvious sim-
ilarities. Th ere was no one-man rule or dictatorship until 
General Tojo assumed some of that role with the outbreak 
of the Pacifi c War. Japan continued to be ruled collectively 
by a coalition of military and compliant civilian offi  cials. 
Th ere was no scapegoat group such as the Jews (although 
Koreans in both Korea and Japan were treated very badly), 
and no groups comparable to Mussolini’s Brown Shirts, 
Hitler’s Storm Troopers, or Chiang’s Blue Shirts emerged. 
Th ought control and police terror were prominent, but 
Japanese ideology was not revolutionized, as Germany’s 
and Italy’s had been. Veneration of the emperor was inten-
sifi ed, and schoolchildren were indoctrinated still more 
obsessively with the creed of Japanese nationalism. Racism 
is unfortunately universal and is always intensifi ed in war-
time; in Japan, belief in the superiority of the Yamato race, 
as it was called, was both offi  cially promulgated and gener-
ally accepted, with dreadful consequences for Japan’s vic-
tims once the wider war came. Th e Chinese already knew 
the consequence of that racism. 

 But for most Japanese, the change from the qualifi ed 
openness of the 1920s to the militarized Japan of the 1930s 

       Th is famous news photo, which conveys the aft ermath of the Japanese bombing of Shanghai in 1937, was 
widely used to raise money and to lobby for military support of the ravaged Chinese.      (Corbis)  
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aft er the city fell. Probably as many as 300,000 innocent 
civilians, including women and children, died in the “Rape 
of Nanjing.” Survivors described horrifying sights of raped 
women impaled on stakes and children burned to death or 
sliced in half. Th e atrocity has become a focal point of con-
troversy over the war, in which Japan holds fast to its claims 
of victimization, primarily because of the carnage of the 
atomic bombs and the oppression of Japanese military rule. 
However, much of Asia that suff ered under Japanese attack 
and occupation angrily rejects that notion, using examples 
like Nanjing to prove that Japan was the aggressor. One 
of the worst blots on the Japanese record was their forced 
recruitment of an estimated 200,000 girls and women to 
provide sex for Japanese troops. Th ese “comfort women” 
(as the Japanese military called them) came primarily from 
subject Korea but also from China and Southeast Asia. 
Th ey were raped countless times, sometimes for years on 
end. Th e abuse was deeply resented, but Japan has yet to 
off er any offi  cial compensation. In 2007, Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe claimed that the women were prosti-
tutes who had not been coerced, despite documentation to 
the contrary. He later apologized.  

  Mao’s Guerrilla Strategy 
 Aft er the fall of Nanjing, Chiang, his government, and the 
remnants of his army retreated briefl y to Hankou, and 
then when that too fell, to Chongqing in October of 1938 
in mountain-girdled Sichuan, where the GMD largely sat 
out the rest of the war. Its war eff ort was mainly spent, most 
of its best troops and equipment gone. New conscription 
drives in the western provinces brought the army approxi-
mately 5 million men, but they were poorly clothed, oft en 
virtually starved, and disease-ridden; tyrannized by their 
offi  cers, they had few or no weapons and very poor morale. 
Th e Japanese invasion was stalled by the mountains of 
western China, by their own overextended supply lines, and 
by the guerrilla resistance of the Communists in the north 
and northwest, who pinned down a million enemy troops 
and were never eliminated. Th e guerrilla strategy of Mao 
and Zhu De was further refi ned by experience and became 
a model of its kind. Unlike the GMD, Communist troops 
were trained to fraternize with and help their fellow peas-
ants. It was a new kind of army in Chinese history, where 
soldiers had been feared and hated as little better than 
locusts or bandits, especially in the twentieth century and 
the warlord years. Communist troops actually paid for 
the food and other supplies provided by the peasants and 
helped the households where they were quartered in a vari-
ety of tasks, as well as defending them against the cruel 
Japanese. As they themselves put it, “We are the fi sh, the 
people are the water,” paraphrasing the philosopher Xunzi 
(c. 300–235  b.c.e. ), who said “Th e people are the water and 

in Manchuria and in the mountains of northern China, 
increased as Japanese troops continued to behave like an 
army of occupation. Patriotic Chinese still bitterly resented 
Japan’s conquest of Manchuria, and in China proper they 
were clearly seen as the enemy.    

  Th e Failure of the Second United Front and the 
Fall of Nanjing 
 In August 1935 the Comintern and the Chinese Com-
munist party called for nationwide resistance and a new 
United Front with the Guomindang (GMD). Chiang 
Kai-shek refused, but in December 1936 Chinese troops who 
had withdrawn from Manchuria under their warlord com-
mander Zhang Xueliang—the son of the murdered Zhang 
Zuolin—and were eager to continue to fi ght against the 
Japanese kidnapped Chiang at a hot springs resort outside 
Xi’an and tried to force him to agree to a second United 
Front. Zhou Enlai, Mao’s second-in-command, soon nego-
tiated Chiang’s release, on Comintern orders, believing 
that he had become too valuable as a symbol of national 
resistance. But Chiang still refused to take military action 
against the Japanese, fearing their strength, and ignored the 
demand for a United Front. 

 On July 7, 1937, a skirmish in the Beijing area at the 
Marco Polo Bridge (so called because it had been described 
by Polo in the thirteenth century) between Chinese and 
Japanese troops fi nally led to the outbreak of full hostili-
ties, though still without a Japanese war declaration. Th e 
United Front was reestablished, although distrust between 
the Communists and the Nationalists continued to be 
very strong and prevented them from coordinating anti-
Japanese resistance eff ectively. Japanese forces easily over-
ran the Beijing area, bringing troops in from Manchuria; 
they advanced southward and westward along the rail lines 
and occupied Shandong and Shanxi provinces. 

 Nanjing, the GMD capital, was a major objective, and 
on August 14, 1937, the Japanese navy and air force bom-
barded Shanghai (trying to avoid the foreign concessions) 
to secure a landing of another army and complete the pin-
cer movement on Nanjing. Chiang committed most of his 
best German-trained troops, equipment, and tiny air force 
to the battle for Shanghai and the campaign from there to 
Nanjing. He might better have held at least some of this in 
reserve, since the Japanese superiority in men and equip-
ment was overwhelming and largely destroyed the Chinese 
forces. But Chinese resistance did delay the Japanese time-
table, which perhaps helps to explain their brutality when 
they fi nally took Nanjing in December. Japanese troops, 
with the full knowledge of their commanders, went on an 
orgy of torture, rape, and murder, vowing to “punish” the 
Chinese and using terror to persuade the GMD to surren-
der; they continued the rampage for more than a month 

M18_MURP8552_07_SE_C17.indd Page 366  05/09/13  8:32 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 17 / Japan and the Struggle for Asia, 1920–1945 367

came to see that their advantage lay in avoiding fi xed battles 
as much as possible in favor of hit-and-run attacks, night 
raids, strikes against isolated forces or outposts, and disrup-
tion of transport lines, usually by explosives set under cover 
of darkness. Th ey had no air force, tanks, or heavy artillery, 
and most of their equipment was homemade, including 
crude grenades, or captured from the enemy. Th ey used tun-
nel warfare and planted mines, both to defend themselves 
and to keep the element of surprise. All of these tactics were 
later to be employed, consciously following the Chinese 
model, by the Vietnamese in their long war against the supe-
rior forces fi rst of the French and then of the Americans. 

 Meanwhile, Mao promoted a peasant and proletarian 
theme in art and literature, declaring that “art must serve 
politics” and “art must serve the masses,” an aspect of what 
he called “the mass line,” which was to be supported by 
intellectuals and all others who could not claim worker 
or peasant origins. Th ese “bourgeois” groups were to be 
accepted, at least for the present, as part of what Mao called 
“Th e New Democracy,” leaving their future, in what he 
indicated would be a later “socialist revolution,” ambiguous. 
For the time being, it was to be a united front of all classes 
working together, a coalition against Japanese aggression and 
for building a new China once the invaders were defeated. 
Yan’an also off ered new freedoms to young Chinese 
women, who could receive a revolutionary education and 
could participate in the guerilla fi ghting as soldiers on the 
front lines or could give support on the home front. Th e 
much-vaunted Communist program of gender equity soon 
proved far less progressive than many women had hoped, 
but it was a key component of the promise and excitement 
of Yan’an. 

the ruler is the boat; the water can support the boat but can 
also sink it!”1      

 Such policies ensured wide popular support—essential 
for the success of any guerrilla movement—avoided the 
need for cumbersome supply systems, and greatly increased 
troop mobility. Th e Communists also depended on peas-
ants for information about Japanese forces and used them 
to help with sabotage operations. Th ere were savage Japa-
nese reprisals, but such tactics merely increased the already 
established role of the Communist party as the defenders 
of China against the hated invaders and as the true leaders 
of Chinese nationalism. Many intellectuals, survivors and 
heirs of the heady days of 1911 and the May Fourth Move-
ment, disillusioned with the GMD, were also attracted to 
the Communists. By the war’s end the areas they controlled, 
the so-called “Liberated Areas,” included as many as 90 
million people. Th e Communist program was purposely 
moderate and avoided land confi scation or opposition to 
private ownership. It became known as “agrarian reform” 
from its emphasis on rent reduction, cooperatives, and 
concern for peasant welfare. Patriotic resistance against the 
Japanese held it all together. Th e Communist party seemed 
to be the true heir of Sun Yat-sen and his Th ree Principles, 
which they paraphrased as “national independence, demo-
cratic liberty, and the people’s welfare.” 

 Th ere was no further stress on class warfare, the urban 
proletariat (not present in this generally poor and agricul-
tural area in any case), or party dictatorship, although such 
ideas were still clearly part of Chinese Communist ideol-
ogy and were to surface again once they won power in 1949. 
Th eir troops attempted some direct attacks on Japanese 
forces in north China and damaged them heavily, but they 

       Chiness Communist Politician and revolutionary
      (Topham/Topham Picturepoint/Press Association
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on mountains and distance to limit the areas of enemy 
occupation to urban centers in the east. When Japan sur-
rendered in August 1945, its armies still held most of the 
eastern half of China proper, from which the Chinese had 
never had the strength to drive them.    

 Although there were only skirmishes rather than major 
battles aft er 1937, over 21 million Chinese died at Japanese 
hands from 1937 to 1945, most of them civilians. Th e occupy-
ing army was at least as ruthless as the Germans in Europe, 
exterminating whole villages as part of a policy of terror and 
slaughtering noncombatants indiscriminately. Th eir slogan 
formula, with offi  cial approval, was “Kill all, burn all, loot 
all!” and in many areas they carried it out. Chinese in the 
occupied territories were forced to bow or kneel to Japa-
nese offi  cers and were beaten or shot if they were not suf-
fi ciently deferential. Th e Japanese record in the rest of Asia 
was equally bad, but in China they began much earlier, and 
they made no eff ort to win Chinese support. Especially in 
Manchuria they conducted hideous medical experiments 
on Chinese prisoners, and elsewhere as well used them as 
live targets for bayonet practice. Th e Japanese were the only 
belligerents to use biological warfare, dropping germs of 
bubonic plague and other epidemic diseases by air onto Chi-
nese cities. Japanese brutality stemmed also from their con-
viction of their own cultural and racial superiority, like the 
Nazis, and their contempt for those whom they conquered. 
It was a black period in the history of East Asia. At war’s end 
the GMD had been fatally weakened, while the Communists 
had grown from a tiny and hunted band to a major military 
presence in the north. Th eir eff ectiveness against the 
Japanese had won them a broad base of popular support even 
among many in the GMD-controlled areas, and by mid-1945 
they were the real government in much of the north.   

 Th e radical nature of what was to happen aft er 1949 
was inherent in the Chinese Communist party, but not yet 
made clear. Th ough Mao was not an original thinker and 
nearly all of his ideas had been stated earlier by others, he 
put them together in what purported to be a new doctrine, 
a development beyond Marxism-Leninism that was fi tted 
to the particular circumstances of China. Maoism became 
a cult, and loyalty to him and his line was required and 
enforced for all, including the intellectuals who had grown 
up under the infl uence of Western liberalism and now were 
disciplined, “reformed,” or expelled. Most politically con-
scious Chinese realized that the coming struggle would be 
between the Communists and the GMD for the future of 
China, and the Communists were building their strength. 

 From bases in French Indochina and east China, Japa-
nese planes bombed the cities remaining under Chinese 
control in the west, largely GMD controlled, almost at will. 
Th ere was almost no Chinese air force left  aft er 1937, and 
the raids killed thousands of civilians but had little or no 
eff ect on the war. Th ere were a few small battles, ineff ective 
retreating actions by demoralized and poorly led Chinese 
forces easily brushed aside by Japanese armored columns 
probing westward, as in the capture of Changsha and Gui-
lin and the advance toward Guiyang later in 1944, stopped 
again by mountains and fuel shortages rather than by Chi-
nese resistance. Near the Burma border in the far southwest 
there were periodic artillery duels across the gorge of the 
Salween River but no real battles. In the north a diff erent 
kind of war hurt the Japanese far more. Communist guer-
rillas controlled most of the countryside at night, especially 
west of the coastal plain, blowing up bridges, roads, and rail 
lines and ambushing Japanese patrols. Th ey confi ned the 
invaders to the cities and towns, while they too depended 

       Japanese troops entering a town in eastern China, 
where they followed their general formula of “Kill 
all, burn all, loot all.”      (General Photographic Agency/
Getty Images)  

M18_MURP8552_07_SE_C17.indd Page 368  05/09/13  8:32 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 17 / Japan and the Struggle for Asia, 1920–1945 369

       Guomindang army supply train on the Burma Road 
inside China. Th e road was Nationalist China’s 
wartime surface link with the outside world, but 
the Guomindang soldiers were undernourished, 
diseased, maltreated by their offi  cers, and with very 
poor morale.      (R. Murphey)  

 Chongqing: Beleaguered Wartime Capital 

 Just before the fall of Hankou on the central Yangzi in 
October 1938, China’s capital moved farther up river to 
Chongqing, where it remained for the rest of the war. 
Chongqing sprawled over steep hills at the junction of 
the Jialing River and the Yangzi near the center of the 
generally hilly Red Basin of Sichuan, which was in turn 
surrounded on all sides by mountains. The steep and 
narrow gorges of the Yangzi about halfway between 
Hankou and Chongqing along the provincial border were 
easily blocked by a boom. These natural defenses kept 
Chongqing secure from the Japanese army, but it had few 
defenses against air attack, and Japanese bombing 
caused great destruction and loss of life. By 1941, before 
Pearl Harbor, an unofficial private American group, the 
Flying Tigers, paid by the Chinese but with their own 
fighter planes, had greatly reduced the bombing raids. 
Chinese morale was high for the first two or three 
Chongqing years, and the wartime capital was a symbol 
of patriotic resistance. Whole arsenals and factories had 
been disassembled and carried on the backs of workers 
to Chongqing and elsewhere in Sichuan, Guizhou, and 
Yunnan to escape the Japanese; university faculties and 
students made the same journey, carrying what they 
could of their libraries and laboratories. America’s entry 
into the war against Japan late in 1941 gave morale in 
Chongqing another boost. 

 A CLOSER LOOK  But disillusionment spread as the GMD army largely 
sat out the war and the increasingly corrupt government 
of Chiang Kai-shek and his cronies stockpiled arms 
for use against the Communists. Chongqing was also 

       Chiang Kai-shek and Madame Chiang with the American 
general Joseph Stilwell in 1942. Stilwell was sent by President 
Roosevelt to try to reorganize the huge Chinese army and 
convince them to fi ght the Japanese, but Chiang deeply 
resented Stilwell and had him dismissed in 1944.      
(Fox Photos/Getty Images)  
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     Japan and the War in Europe 
 In August 1939 Hitler signed a nonaggression pact with the 
Soviet Union, thus freeing Germany to attack westward 
(though he was later to invade Russia as well). Th is was 
a heavy blow to the Japanese, who had counted on the 
Germans to help contain Russian power. Even before the 
pact, during the summer of 1939 and continuing into Sep-
tember, Japanese troops had probed further into Mongolia 
and become involved in a major though undeclared war 
with several Soviet/Mongol divisions. Th e Japanese were 
routed, and now Russia had freed itself for the present from 
German pressures in the West and could take a stronger posi-
tion in the East. Th e Nazi victories in Europe beginning in 
the spring of 1940 made a German connection seem even 
more valuable to Japan, especially since the Americans were 
growing increasingly concerned about Japanese actions in 
China and unwilling to accept any of the Japanese claims. 
In September 1940, on the heels of the Nazi-Soviet non-
aggression agreement, Japan signed a tripartite pact with 
Germany and Italy that provided that any power attacking 
any of the three states would be attacked by the other two. 
In April 1941, the Japanese negotiated a pact of neutrality 
with the Soviet Union; Russia feared a Nazi invasion and 
was willing to trade stabilization in the East for a stronger 
defense in the West. 

 Japan had managed to neutralize its most feared oppo-
nent, Russia, and to link up with a conquering Germany, 
which many Japanese thought represented the wave of the 
future for the West. Only the British, now standing alone 
against the Nazis and soon perhaps to be overwhelmed, 
and the United States, far away and not until now much 
involved, stood in the way of Japan’s larger plans. 

 At this stage of the gathering storm, the Japanese govern-
ment decided to declare itself the leader of a movement to 
oust all of the European colonial powers from Asia, which 
many people—Japanese and non-Japanese—had been call-
ing on it to do for some time. In 1940, Japan announced 
that it aimed to create a “Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity 
Sphere,” free of European infl uence. Th is message was 
aimed primarily at the colonized peoples of Southeast Asia 
and the many nationalist movements that had sprung up 
among them.   

  The Rise of Southeast Asian 

Nationalism 

  As discussed in  Chapter   15   , compared     with India or even 
with treaty-port China, full colonialism came late to most 
of Southeast Asia. It took time for most Southeast Asians to 
develop a national response to colonialism. Indeed it was 
not yet fully formed or well organized in most areas outside 

notorious for its gray, cloudy weather and drizzle, suffo-
catingly hot in summer, cold and damp in winter. The city 
was painfully crowded; over 1 million people from all 
parts of China, including officials and army personnel, 
were added to the originally smaller local population and 
there were too few additions to housing, water supply, 
and other basics. Fires set by Japanese bombs often 
burned out of control, and air-raid shelters were grossly 
inadequate. Chongqing’s main link with the outside 
world was the extension of the Burma Road through 
mountainous southwest China and, after the Japanese 
took Burma, the American airlift from India over the 
“hump” of the Himalayas. The principal airport was a 
sandbank in the Yangzi hemmed in by steep hills on both 
sides, flooded every spring and summer by rising river 
levels, and obscured most of the time by heavy, low 
clouds. The summer airport was on the edge of a cliff 
above the river, which was equally dangerous. There were 
no railways anywhere in Sichuan. People understandably 
felt isolated. Prices for everything skyrocketed as a result 
of wartime shortages, government ineptitude, and a 
swollen population. The Sichuanese blamed it on “down-
river people,” who in turn were contemptuous of “igno-
rant provincials.”    

 Tight “thought control” and the secret police sup-
pressed all free political expression; many with “dan-
gerous thoughts” or “improper” books were jailed or 
executed. Those with money and connections lived lux-
uriously in guarded villas with American-made limou-
sines, but most people in Chongqing lived in poverty, 
mud, and squalor. By 1940 inflation began to rise at 
about 10 percent per month, accelerating wildly after 
1943. Currency might lose half or more of its value 
between morning and afternoon. The government 
printed more notes of larger denominations, while its 
finance minister, H. H. Kong, brother-in-law of Chiang 
Kai-shek, obtained gold from the United States for his 
own accounts in overseas banks, as did other GMD 
officials. Salaries and wages fell hopelessly behind 
inflation, and there was widespread malnutrition, 
tuberculosis, and other diseases of poverty. Furniture, 
clothing, books, and heirlooms were sold in a vain 
effort to stay afloat. Nearly all officials succumbed to 
bribery and other forms of corruption, whatever their 
original principles, if only to save their families. By the 
end of the war there was universal demoralization and 
a loss of faith in the GMD. The Chongqing years were 
the death of GMD hopes to remain the government of 
a China now sick of its ineffectiveness, corruption, and 
reaction. 
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rivalry and their tacit agreement to leave it as a neutral buf-
fer zone between British Burma and French Indochina. Its 
independence was also due in part to a fortunate series of 
able Th ai kings, most importantly Mongkut (r. 1857–1868) 
and Chulalongkorn (r. 1868–1910), who adroitly played 
the British and the French off  against each other and at the 
same time promoted the modernization of their country. 
(Readers may recognize Mongkut as the ruler portrayed in 
 Anna and the King of Siam , later the basis of the musical  Th e 
King and I .) Nevertheless, in the late 1850s, Siam had to sub-
mit to the same set of unequal treaties and special privileges 
for foreigners as were imposed on China and Japan and was 
obliged to cede territory to British Burma and Malaya on 
the west and south and to French Indochina in Cambodia 
and Laos on the east. Siam was, however, almost homog-
enous in culture and language, especially once it had been 
forced to give up these areas. Because of the relative recency 
of Th ai occupation of the country, and of the Th ai monar-
chy, most Th ais shared a common sense of their culture, 
history, and identity and a common reaction to foreign 
pressures, although here too many Th ais profi ted from the 
commercialization aft er 1850. In independent Siam, mod-
ernization had included a foreign-style education system, 
civil service, and military, but access to all these was lim-
ited to members of the widespread royal family and some 
of the court nobility. By the late 1920s this was no longer 
acceptable to the rest of the educated elite, including those 
who had studied abroad. In 1932, a group of army reform-
ers forced the king to accept a constitution and changed the 
country’s name to Th ailand, which thereaft er came under 
a militarized autocracy with the traditional monarchy 
retained as a national symbol. 

 Chinese might have become an important minority in 
Siam. Th ey were resented and were even the periodic tar-
get of riots as they came to dominate the new commer-
cial economy, especially the export trade in rice, rubber, 
and hardwoods. But in Siam, unlike in most of the rest of 
Southeast Asia, the male Chinese merchants and sailors 
merged relatively peacefully with Th ai society, married 
Th ai women, took Th ai names, and within a generation or 
less were no longer easily discernible as a minority. In the 
Philippines the many immigrant Chinese before 1850 were 
almost as easily assimilated by the same process, although 
later arrivals suff ered from discrimination.    

  Th e Plantation System 
 Colonial Southeast Asia became the world’s major cen-
ter of plantation agriculture, which in turn accounted for 
most of the economic development that took place. In this 
tropical area with its year-long growing season and gener-
ally adequate and reliable rainfall, crops in great demand in 
the West could be profi tably grown for export, drawing on 

the Philippines by the outbreak of the Pacifi c War in 1941, 
which marked the end of colonialism in Asia, a scant half-
century or less aft er it had been established in most of 
Southeast Asia. Outside Vietnam and Th ailand, Western 
colonialism unifi ed areas in much of Southeast Asia that 
had never been unifi ed before, politically or culturally. 
Most were still composed of numerous diff erent languages 
and culture groups with no tradition of living or working 
together and in many cases with a history of mutual antago-
nism. Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that 
modern nationalism and common eff ort were late and slow 
to grow. 

 As in India, some Southeast Asians found the colo-
nial system attractive and personally rewarding; the new 
Filipino commercial and political elite profi tably collabo-
rated with the Americans, and there were fewer numbers of 
similar collaborators in the rest of Southeast Asia. Many of 
the minority groups included in the new colonial domains 
found that the British were especially concerned to protect 
them against pressures and exploitation by the dominant 
majority, as in the long confl ict between the majority low-
land Burmans and the Shans, Karens, and Kachins, quite 
diff erent peoples of the Burmese hills and mountains. Even 
the French and Dutch used ethnic minorities in Vietnam 
and Indonesia as makeweights against the dominant, and 
resented, Vietnamese and Javanese. 

 Malays saw the British, quite accurately, as their protec-
tors against the Chinese who immigrated into their coun-
try, threatened to dominate it numerically, and monopo-
lized its booming commercial sector. Th e British admired 
traditional Malay culture and tried to preserve it as well as 
its people; Chinese were forbidden to own land and hence 
did not intrude into the traditional agricultural economy 
except as plantation workers, while Malays were encour-
aged to preserve their own customs and follow their tradi-
tional forms of law. Dutch policy in Indonesia was similar, 
based also on the belief that if the Indonesians remained 
fi xed in their own traditional cultures and all outsiders 
were forbidden to own land, the locals would remain more 
docile and less likely to unite against the colonial powers 
or catch the germs of nationalism and protest. Many Dutch 
also admired the traditional Indonesian cultures—and they 
were indeed, as throughout Southeast Asia, very appeal-
ing to romantic-minded Europeans. Unlike Indians, and in 
time Burmese and Filipinos, most Malays, Vietnamese, and 
Indonesians had extremely limited access to Western-style 
education, in Vietnam and Indonesia by explicit French 
and Dutch policy. All of these several factors helped to 
retard the growth of nationalism and resistance to colonial 
control, despite its frequent ruthlessness. 

 Th ailand (called Siam until 1932) is a separate case, since 
it never became a colony, thanks in part to Anglo-French 
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was a staple Philippine export grown mainly by small land-
holders. Tin (west coast Malay and northwestern Indonesia) 
and oil (central Burma and Indonesia) were additional 
major exports; their existence was unknown until late in 
the nineteenth century, just when Western markets began 
to enormously increase their demand for both, as the age of 
the automobile opened. Rubber plantations mushroomed 
in Malaya, Indonesia, and southern Th ailand and Vietnam. 
And from the time of the Portuguese on, the spice trade 
remained an important Southeast Asian export.    

 A plantation is a large unit of land under single own-
ership. Labor is hired to grow a single commercial crop 
for sale or export, and there are usually some processing 

local low-wage labor or the streams of immigrant Chinese 
and Indians. Colonialism took over Southeast Asia aft er 
industrialization was well established in the West and had 
begun to generate an enormous appetite for tropical prod-
ucts such as rubber, sugar, palm and coconut oil, kapok, 
quinine, tea, and other crops. Rice, another major export 
(though mainly to the rest of Asia), was generally grown 
by peasants on individual farms in the Irrawaddy, Chao 
Praya, and Mekong deltas (in Burma, Siam, and Indo-
china, respectively) rather than on plantations, while teak 
and other tropical hardwoods were cut in existing forests. 
Tobacco and sugar also became important plantation crops, 
especially in Indonesia and the Philippines. Hemp (abaca) 
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 Minerals and Economic Patterns in Southeast Asia      
  Southeast Asia supports a plural economy: the small dots of plantations, the larger areas of rice growing, and the shifting cultivation, 
or slash and burn, which occupies the widest area of mountain and jungle—in fact, the major land use in the entire area. Mineral 
resources, mainly oil, tin, and iron (in the Philippines), are of course distributed in no relation to these land use patterns.   
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productive but without taking land from existing food 
crops. In Java, the much larger population—approximately 
30 million by 1900—and the concentration on export crops 
meant that, increasingly, rice to feed the people had to be 
imported, up to half of total consumption by the twentieth 
century. Rice was also imported to feed the booming port 
cities and coastal areas of India, China, and Japan.  

  Nationalist Political Organizations 
 Wherever it was implemented, the colonial plantation 
system tended to create strong hierarchies of overseers 
(generally European with Asian assistants) and laborers. 
Much as in the American South in the early nineteenth-
century, this two-tiered hierarchy was usually backed 
up with vigorous security to prevent workers from fl ee-
ing, regulations against political activity, and restrictions 
on education. Nevertheless, in parts of colonized Asia, 
small nationalist movements arose. Anticolonial national-
ism grew in the nineteenth century among the educated 
community of Filipinos known as the Ilustrado, as well 
as among some Filipino parish priests. Th e American 
occupation of the Philippines in the wake of the Spanish 
War was declared at its outset to be temporary, to be 
ended when the Filipinos had shown themselves capable 
of self-rule (the Americans, of course, would be the judge 
of when that was). Increasing scope was provided for elec-
tive Filipino representation by the U.S. Tydings-McDuffi  e 
Act of 1934, which also made a commitment to grant 
Philippine independence in ten years, and Manuel  Quezon 
was elected the fi rst president of the Philippine Common-
wealth in 1935, under an American high commissioner. 
But the lives of the peasants, still the great majority of the 
population, remained largely unchanged and oft en miser-
ably poor and insecure. 

facilities on the premises: preliminary or fi nal sorting, cur-
ing, refi ning, and packing for shipment. It is run for profi t 
only and usually grows no food crops for local consump-
tion. Th e total amount of land occupied by plantations in 
Southeast Asia was never very large, but it was dispropor-
tionately productive. In most cases plantations did not 
displace food crops but made use of areas not previously 
cultivated. Many of the plantations concentrated on tree or 
bush crops that did well on slopes and did not need fertile 
soil: rubber, palms, kapok, quinine (from the cinchona tree, 
used for treating malaria), tea, and most spices. Rubber, a 
tree of the tropical rain forest, was introduced from Brazil 
where it had been gathered in the wild, but in Southeast 
Asia rubber trees were grown far more effi  ciently on plan-
tations, where it was also easier to recruit low-wage labor, 
mainly immigrant Chinese and Indians. Southeast Asian 
rubber plantations soon destroyed Brazilian competition 
and dominated the booming world market, coagulating 
the milky sap tapped from the trees into sheets and ship-
ping them out through the ports of Singapore, Batavia (the 
Dutch colonial capital of Indonesia, now Jakarta), Surabaya 
in eastern Java, Bangkok, and Saigon, the French colonial 
capital of Vietnam. 

 Sugar was sometimes a plantation crop in the Philip-
pines, but mainly it was grown there and in Java, the other 
major commercial producer, by individual peasant farmers, 
oft en as part of a crop rotation with rice; the deep, rich vol-
canic soil of Java made this possible and gave both sugar 
and rice the nutrients they needed even under continu-
ous cultivation; conditions on the island of Negros and in 
central Luzon in the Philippines, the major sugar produc-
ers there, were similar. Th e delta rice lands of lower Burma, 
Siam, and Vietnam were for the most part newly opened 
to cultivation by clearing and drainage, and were thus very 

       Rubber plantation, Malaya. Th e tree is cut to let 
the latex (sap) run down for collection in buckets, 
which then are taken to a processing station on the 
plantation where the latex is concentrated into sheets 
or balls for export.      (Pat Behnke/Alamy)  

M18_MURP8552_07_SE_C17.indd Page 373  05/09/13  8:32 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia374

an Indonesian future. Th e Budi Utomo—Indonesia’s ear-
liest nationalist organization, founded in 1908—drew 
heavily upon the Majapahit legacy as the inspiration for 
nationalism, initially for Java and then for the region as a 
whole. Indonesian nationalists projected the model of one 
Indonesia free and united like the “great” Majapahit. 
Th e “real” Majapahit had just been brought back to life, 
 coincidentally with the Netherlands Indies. In the minds of 
the early Indonesian nationalists,  Nusantara  was inclusive 
of the “islands between two continents.” 

 Th e most infl uential nationalist leader in Indonesia 
in the 1920s was the man known as Sukarno (1901–1970; 
Indonesians usually use only one name). He was Dutch-
educated in Java as an engineering student at Bandung Uni-
versity and picked up many Western ideas but developed 
a personal and political mixture of Western, traditional 
Javanese, Islamic, and Marxist notions, which he blended 
under the heading of Indonesian nationalism. Like Ho and 
Sun, he had great personal magnetism and was an accom-
plished orator, although his true convictions were oft en 
clouded by a Messiah complex and love of the limelight. He 
founded and headed the new Indonesian National Party, 
but once in that prominent position he was an immediate 
target for the Dutch, who arrested and jailed him in 1929, 
and fi nally exiled him from Java; he did not return until 
the end of Dutch rule  (see  Chapter   19   ) . Other Indonesian 
nationalist leaders were also banished or imprisoned, and 
the movement broke up into self-defeating factionalism. 

 In Burma, belated British concessions resulted in more 
Burmese representation in the colonial administration, 
and, until the eve of World War II, collaborators outnum-
bered those urging independence. However, in the 1920s 
and 1930s, growing sympathy for the Burmese peasantry, 
who were losing their property to Rangoon-based Indian 
absentee landlords, began to raise concerns related to the 
long-term consequences of British rule. A former monk, 
Saya San, led a failed rebellion from 1930 to 1932. Around 
the same time, a new generation of radical nationalists at 
British-founded Rangoon University won over most politi-
cally conscious Burmese to the side of freedom. 

 Th e Japanese call, in 1940, for the creation of a Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere under their guidance was 
meant to appeal to just this sort of nationalist group across 
Southeast Asia. Japanese promises of support to defeat 
European (and eventually American) power in Asia were 
attractive to many of these groups, and some of them rose 
up to assist the Japanese militarily, including many Bur-
mese patriots. During the early 1940s, the Japanese tried to 
create a sense of Asian unity and help people in the parts 
of Southeast Asia they occupied to reinterpret their coun-
tries’ histories. Muhammad Yamin, who was head of the 
Japanese occupation era’s propaganda agency ( sendenhan ) 

 Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, many intellectuals who 
were troubled by foreign dominance began by reasserting 
their own traditional cultural identities, as in the General 
Council of Buddhist Associations in Burma, its Islamic par-
allels in Indonesia, and the Young Men’s Buddhist Associa-
tion (YMBA), which was a political group especially aft er 
1910. Both became qualifi ed mass movements, led by West-
ernized or Western-educated intellectuals, but they moved 
very slowly to form viable political programs and demands 
for representation or independence. In Malaya there was 
little or no resistance to colonialism, and the growing 
sense of Malay nationalism had far more to do with pres-
ervation of their Islamic religion and traditional Malay 
culture against what they saw as the threat from millions 
of immigrant Chinese and Indians, whom the British had 
encouraged to come with promises of employment. Even 
in independent Siam there was a renewed interest in Bud-
dhism, and in southern Vietnam a new sect, the Cao Dai, 
combined elements of traditional animism, Buddhism, and 
French-introduced Catholic Christianity. 

 In Vietnam, the Chinese Revolution of 1911 was an inspi-
ration to many and led to the founding of the Vietnamese 
Nationalist Party, based on the ideas of Sun Yat-sen and his 
strong infl uence. Th e party attacked the French colonial 
government in 1929 and the early 1930s but was completely 
destroyed, leaving the fi eld to the newly founded Indochinese 
Communist Party led by Ho Chi Minh, who had also been 
an admirer of Sun. Th e Russian Revolution of 1917, the 
rise of Japan as an Asian power, and Gandhi’s successes in 
building a mass movement against colonialism in India 
struck responsive chords among most educated Southeast 
Asians. World War I had revealed that Western civilization 
was deeply fl awed and far from invincible. More and more 
Southeast Asian students now studied in Europe, India, and 
Japan, as well as at Rangoon University in Burma and a few 
at Hanoi and Batavia. Everywhere they went, these students 
learned the gospels of nationalism, which they brought 
home with them, including the organizational powers of 
modern political parties and the need for modernization 
in all aspects of life as conditions for the independence 
many of them now aimed for. But there was still little popu-
lar support for such changes, nor was popular support to 
develop until aft er the Japanese defeat of Western colonial-
ism in Asia from 1941 to 1945. 

 Th e Indonesian Communist Party was founded in the 
early 1920s, but it remained a small and largely ineff ective 
organization, especially given the ruthlessness of Dutch 
police control, which decimated it in several poorly pre-
pared uprisings in 1926 and 1927. Communism was not 
the only inspiration for Indonesian nationalists; they also 
found memories of the fourteenth- and fi ft eenth-century 
Majapahit polity  (see  Chapter   7   )  useful in their vision of 
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  The Outbreak of 

The Pacific War 

 In the 1930s, most Americans, like their government, dis-
liked Japan’s aggression in Manchuria and China but were 
unwilling to do anything about it, such as impose sanctions 
or stop the fl ow of oil and scrap iron needed by the Japanese 
military. Americans knew that their raw materials were 
being used to kill Chinese, and most took the Chinese side. 
But the government was reluctant to provoke a  militaristic 
Japan, so close to the Philippines. Th e tripartite pact with 
Germany and Italy sharpened American opposition to 
Japan’s policies by associating them with the fascists and 

in the 1940s, wrote a popular biography of the fourteenth-
century Majapahit ruler, Gajah Mada, that reinforced the 
notion of an Indonesian empire founded on the Majapahit 
legacy. In 1945, Yamin conceived the Indonesian political 
nation, which in his view included the Islamic populations 
living in British Malaya and southern Th ailand. 

 In most of Southeast Asia, the colonial orders seemed 
secure on the eve of the Pacifi c War, however. Philippine 
independence had been promised for 1946 and the 
British had begun the movement toward self-government 
in Burma and in India. But the French and Dutch colonial 
regimes held fi rm and seemed impossible to dislodge. Th eir 
destruction would be accomplished by the Japanese.   

(SIAM)(SIAM)

 World War II in Eastern Asia      
  Japan’s conquests were very 
widespread, if relatively brief. Japan’s 
forces soon became overextended, and 
as the Allies continued to sink its navy 
and merchant marine it could no 
longer maintain its overseas positions.   
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was coming true. Others urged that the Americans were 
soft  and would not fi ght, that the British had their backs to 
the wall and faced a German invasion, and that both would 
come to terms quickly. Th ere was enormous confi dence in 
the Japanese military and its record of repeated successes 
(except for China), and in the Yamato people as disciplined 
and unbeatable, especially by “eff ete” Westerners. 

 Early on Sunday, December 7, 1941, without a declara-
tion of war, as in 1895, 1904, and 1937, Japanese carrier 
planes bombed and sank most of the U.S. Pacifi c Fleet at 
Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. Th e Americans declared war on 
the Axis (Japan and Germany), as did the British, now no 
longer alone since the surrender of France. Th e whirlwind 
Japanese conquests of Malaya, Burma, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines followed. In 1940, the Vichy government of 
France, a Nazi collaborator regime, had agreed to Japanese 
use of bases in French Indochina, which were vital to the 
assault on Southeast Asia. Japanese occupation replaced 
French, although a facade of nominal French control was 
preserved. Th ailand was forced to become an offi  cial ally of 
Japan and permit the use of additional vital bases for the 
invasions of Malaya and Burma. Th e rapid Japanese tri-
umphs resulted from their well-planned campaigns, which 
were laid out well in advance. Pushing through jungle 
trails, oft en on bicycles, the Japanese attacked unprepared 
and thinly staff ed British positions in Burma and Malaya, 
including Singapore, from their undefended rear. Japanese 
dive bombers knocked out the major capital ships of the 
British Asian Fleet off  Singapore. Japanese troops moved 
south from bases in Th ailand with amazing speed, captur-
ing Kuala Lumpur on January 11, 1942, and accepting the 
surrender of the outmaneuvered garrison at Singapore on 
February 15. British and Indian forces fought a more eff ec-
tive rearguard action in Burma, but the Japanese took 
Rangoon in early March and Mandalay in early May, divert-
ing some forces from their quick Malayan victory. Most, 
however, were diverted to the invasion of Indonesia, where 
they soon demolished the tiny Dutch naval and land forces, 
who surrendered on March 8. 

 Th e Philippines were invaded two days aft er Pearl Har-
bor, but the Americans now lacked the navy to defend 
or supply the Philippines; much of their air force in the 
 Philippines had been destroyed on the ground a few 
hours aft er the attack on Pearl Harbor and despite that 
 obvious warning. Th ere was, nevertheless, heavy fi ghting 
until Manila surrendered on January 2, 1942. Filipino and 
American units retreated to the peninsula of Bataan on the 
south shore of Manila Bay, where they held out in the island 
fortress of Corregidor until mid-April. Th e commanding 
American general, Douglas MacArthur, fl ed by submarine 
to Australia well before Corregidor’s surrender, but the 
captured survivors of his army were treated with inhuman 

their European record of aggression and oppression, while 
seeming also to add to Japanese strength, as did the nonag-
gression pact with the Russians. American opinion began 
to turn more sharply against Japan. Finally in the summer 
of 1941 Congress agreed to forbid the export of oil and scrap 
iron; this was done aft er the fall of France to the Nazis in 
1940 had led the Japanese to move into French Indochina 
and tighten control there, with bases in easy range of the 
Philippines. Nationalist Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh 
relocated to unoccupied China, where he eventually coop-
erated with the Americans to undermine Japanese control 
in Vietnam.    

 Th e U.S. embargo put the Japanese in a dilemma, since 
they were almost totally dependent on these imports, 
which were essential to their military forces. Th eir objec-
tives in China were never very clearly defi ned, their plan 
being not to take over the whole country but to turn it into 
some kind of protectorate where Japanese advisers would 
guide policy. China’s resources would fl ow out to Japan, but 
Japanese investments and technical expertise would accel-
erate China’s own development, as in Manchuria. During 
talks in Washington in the fall of 1941, the Japanese off ered 
to withdraw their forces from Indochina in exchange for 
oil, but the Americans refused and insisted on a complete 
Japanese withdrawal also from China. Soon aft erward, on 
December 7, 1941, and with the discussions supposedly 
still going on in Washington, the Japanese attacked Pearl 
Harbor. Th ey knew they could not maintain their position 
in China without oil, scrap iron, and other vital imports, 
and their militarist government would not back down. In 
fact it would have been hard for any government to have 
done so, to admit that the “China Incident” had become a 
morass, that there was nothing to show for the mounting 
Japanese casualties, and the eff ort to dominate China was a 
failure. Too much had already been invested, and too much 
remained at stake, including, perhaps most importantly, 
Japanese national pride. To replace American oil, scrap 
iron, and other materials of war, the Japanese planned to 
replace the Euro-American colonial powers in Southeast 
Asia, where these and other essential resources including 
tin and rubber were available: oil in Indonesia and central 
Burma, iron ore in the Philippines and Malaya, rubber in 
Th ailand, southern Vietnam, Malaya, and Indonesia, and 
so on. 

 Some Japanese realized that in taking on the Americans 
and British, with their vastly superior resources, they were 
sealing Japan’s fate. Admiral Yamamoto, who planned and 
executed the brilliant attack on Pearl Harbor, was one such; 
he had urged against waking “a sleeping tiger” and told the 
government he could give Japan a year, aft er which it would 
be overwhelmed. His plane was shot down in the South 
Pacifi c theater in 1944, but already by then his prediction 
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leadership. In addition to their conquests described above, 
they had occupied all of the smaller islands of the western 
Pacifi c by early 1942 and even installed a garrison in the 
western Aleutians off  Alaska. Th ey probably had no inten-
tion of invading the United States itself, but the West Coast 
was alarmed; war hysteria and continued American rac-
ism and misguided policies led to the internment of nearly 
all of the many Japanese and Japanese–Americans on the 
West Coast, over 100,000 in all, including U.S. citizens born 
there, who were kept in desert camps surrounded by barbed 
wire until the end of the war. Americans feared a long war 
as they began to build up their shattered Pacifi c fl eet and to 
fi ght on two fronts, against Germany and against Japan. 

 Japanese expansion had long been planned, growing 
out of the Japanese position in China and their conquest 
of Manchuria. As noted above, they spoke of creating 
a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, under Japa-
nese direction but theoretically in the mutual interests of 
the other countries in the area (not including Korea and 
Taiwan, which were seen as integral parts of Japan). Th e 
idea had considerable merit since it proposed to combine 
Japanese technological, industrial, and organizational skills 
with the labor power and resources of China and South-
east Asia. Japan was poor in natural resources, especially 
oil, and in agricultural land; its supposed partners could fi ll 
those gaps: oil, rubber, tin, sugar, and rice from Southeast 
Asia, and iron ore and coal from China and the Philippines. 
Th e benefi ts to the partners were never spelled out, but one 
could certainly argue that they needed the kind of experi-
ence, technology, and direction the Japanese had for them-
selves, and their development could, thus, be assisted: raw 
materials in exchange for expertise. Such benefi ts fl owed 
back to them only on the smallest scale and were more than 
made up for by Japanese exploitation. Aft er making use of 
it during the initial advance across Southeast Asia, Japan 
ignored and was clearly opposed to the rising force of Asian 
nationalism. Still, many Asians, long subject to western 
colonial rule, found Japan’s rhetoric of “Asia for the Asians” 
appealing and inspirational. Almost from the beginning 
and with very few exceptions, racist arrogance and brutal-
ity made a mockery of “co-prosperity” and earned the Japa-
nese bitter hatred everywhere, while feeding still further 
the fi res of Chinese and Southeast Asian nationalism. Japan 
was now master of Asia, and all other peoples must bow to 
it, accepting an inferior position. 

 Soon aft er its early sweeping victories, the tide turned 
against Japan. Th e naval Battle of Midway in June 1942 was 
won mainly by U.S. aircraft  carriers that had been out on 
patrol when Pearl Harbor was bombed. Th e Americans 
had broken the Japanese secret military code and now 
had the help of British-invented radar; both were criti-
cal at Midway. Th en followed the long, “island-hopping” 

brutality by the Japanese; many were beaten, bayoneted, or 
driven to their deaths in the infamous Bataan Death March, 
where from 5,000 to 10,000 Filipino troops (the exact 
number remains uncertain) and over 600 Americans died. 
Th e few who survived prison camp did so only as emaci-
ated skeletons, with dreadful tales to tell. Th eir horror was 
matched by Westerners imprisoned by the Japanese in Java 
and Singapore, among other notorious prison camps, and 
by the British and Indian soldiers who were beaten, starved, 
and forced to work until they dropped on building a rail 
line between Burma and Th ailand through mountains and 
tropical jungles; 16,000 died in a nightmarish experience, 
well portrayed in the fi lm  Bridge on the River Kwai . 

 For the Japanese, this brutality was an expression of 
their own “racial superiority,” their hatred for their former 
Western masters, and their contempt for soldiers who sur-
rendered even when their position was hopeless. Japanese 
soldiers were taught that surrender was disgrace, and 
that they themselves were instead to fi ght to the last man, 
as they oft en did. Japanese behavior to both Western and 
Asian civilians was equally horrendous and was part of 
offi  cial military policy. All armies are brutal in war, but 
the Japanese record in World War II is rivaled (but prob-
ably not equaled) only by that of the Nazis in Europe. “A 
man away from home has no neighbors,” says a traditional 
Japanese proverb, and the Japanese army acted that out. In 
addition, it operated as a tightly controlled unit, not as a 
group of individuals, many of whom aft er the war freely 
acknowledged their gross immorality and testifi ed to the 
brutality that accompanied the Japanese military training 
regimen. Th e Japanese military was also very conscious of 
the traditional Japanese creed of  bushido , the way of the 
warrior, which was twisted to indoctrinate its modern-day 
conscripts. Many were proud to die for their emperor, and 
they saw their behavior abroad as glorifying him, while tol-
erating no dissent internally or resistance externally. Th ey 
boasted of their fl outing of the Geneva Convention on the 
treatment of war prisoners, which they saw as a contempt-
ible Western notion that had no validity for soldiers of the 
Yamato “race.” 

 One must acknowledge that there were Chinese atroci-
ties against the Japanese, too. Americans, also, oft en 
machine gunned Japanese crews who survived the sinking 
of their ships. Th en there were the merciless fi re storms cre-
ated by U.S. planes in Japanese cities, and fi nally the two 
atom bombs. Wars produce brutality on all sides, although 
not always to the same degree. 

 Th e Japanese had developed late in the 1930s a light, fast, 
maneuverable fi ghter plane, the Zero, which proved supe-
rior to any opponent until later in the war. Th e Japanese 
navy was technically the equal of the Americans or British 
and had the great advantage of surprise and of brilliant 
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although life became increasingly diffi  cult as food supplies 
dwindled and the Japanese death toll rose steadily. 

 Men of all ages were draft ed, oft en serving multiple tours 
of duty while women worked in munitions and uniform 
factories and managed the families while husbands and 
fathers were away fi ghting. Even Japanese school children 
were conscripted for factory work and military drills, doubt 
or dissent was swift ly and severely punished.  

  Burma and India 

 In addition to the fi ghting across China, the other major 
land campaign of the war was the battle for Burma; fi rst 
the Japanese routing of ill-prepared British and Indian 
forces in 1942; then the Japanese drive aimed at the inva-
sion of India, which was turned back with heavy losses on 
both sides at Imphal just inside the Indian border early in 
1944; and fi nally the successful reconquest by Indian and 
British troops. Th e Japanese seemed to have mastered the 
art of jungle fi ghting, but in time the British learned from 
bitter experience, and aft er Imphal they began to send com-
mando raiding units in hit-and-run attacks to throw the 
Japanese off  balance and remind them that a new British 
army was coming. British morale, shattered by their earlier 

American and Australian campaign to retake one by one 
the fi ercely defended islands of the western Pacifi c. Th ere 
were bloody battles in the jungles of New Guinea, the adja-
cent Solomon Islands, and the Bismarck Archipelago; the 
war moved slowly northward, with hand-to-hand fi ghting 
and heavy losses on both sides. Th e Allies captured Saipan, 
within bombing range of all Japan’s big cities, in June 1944. 
Th e Philippines were retaken with massive naval support 
by early 1945, and in June Okinawa, part of Japanese home 
territory, fell to the Allies. Japanese defenders oft en fought 
to the last man and many Japanese civilians were coerced 
into mass suicides that reinforced Allied stereotypes of the 
Japanese as fanatics. Th eir dwindling air force began to use 
what they called  kamikaze  attacks (aft er the “divine wind” 
that had kept the Mongol invasion away from Japan in the 
thirteenth century ; see  Chapter   9    ) by planes loaded with 
bombs and purposely crashed into U.S. and Allied ships. 
Allied losses were severe but were soon replaced. By now 
the Japanese fl eet and supply ships were nearly all sunk, 
many by submarines, and the air force was largely gone. 
Indonesia was cut off  from Japanese supply lines by Allied 
naval power and safely ignored. 

 At home, subjected to stringent censorship, most 
 Japanese had only an inkling that the war was going badly, 

 The China-Burma-India Theater in World War II      
  This shows the situation about a year and a half before the Japanese surrender. A British-Indian army had begun to drive the 
Japanese south in Burma, and Chinese guerillas continued to harass Japanese forces in northern China.   
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on Imphal. Bose escaped and was later killed in an air crash, 
but he remained a national hero to some Indians. Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka) also served as a major Allied base and became 
the headquarters of Southeast Asia Command, which, 
under Lord Louis Mountbatten, directed the reconquest of 
Burma and Malaya. 

 Japan was ready to surrender by early 1945 and had begun 
sending out feelers through the still-neutral Russians, and 
later through a neutral Sweden and the Vatican, which 
had signed a nonaggression pact with Japan in 1941. U.S. 
bombers had destroyed nearly all Japanese cities. Incendi-
ary bombs were used to start giant fi restorms, which in one 
horrible night in Tokyo killed an estimated 120,000 people, 
nearly twice the total killed in air raids throughout the war 
in England. Much of the surviving population there and in 
the other gutted cities was starving. Th e Japanese fl eet and 
air force were destroyed, and U.S. planes bombed at will 
around the clock. One minor target remained: Hiroshima, 
a medium-sized city and army base.    

 U.S., British, and European scientists (the Europe-
ans were refugees) had developed a primitive atom bomb 
and tested it in the New Mexico desert on July 16, 1945. In 
 February 1945 at Yalta, Stalin had promised to attack Japan 
within three months aft er the defeat of Germany, which had 
come in May. Anxious to forestall the Russians and to show 
this awesome new power, the new American president Harry 
Truman decided to drop an atom bomb on Hiroshima on 
August 6, obliterating the city and killing over 100,000 peo-
ple, nearly all civilians. Truman called it “the greatest thing 
in history.” Russia declared war on August 8 and invaded 

defeat, began to build again. By late spring of 1944 large 
detachments of Indian troops under British command 
crossed the border from India and pushed steadily south-
ward through the downpours and mud of the monsoon, 
capturing fi rst north Burma, where they were joined by 
Chinese and American forces, then Mandalay, the old 
Burmese capital, and fi nally Rangoon in May 1945. Th e 
reconquest of Malaya was soon ready to begin, but the 
Japanese surrender in August 1945 made it unnecessary.    

 India was only marginally involved in the war on its 
own territory, although 2 million Indian troops fought 
under British command in several theaters; over 100,000 
died, and India itself became a major military base and 
supply center for the Allied war eff ort in Asia. Th e Four-
teenth Army in Burma was over 90 percent Indian, and 
Indians were a large part of the Eighth Army in the North 
African campaign against the Germans under Rommel. 
A few Japanese bombs fell on Calcutta, but the big push 
through northwestern Burma was stopped by British and 
Indian troops at Imphal (see above) in early 1944. A frus-
trated Bengali and Indian nationalist, Subhas Chandra 
Bose, who had been passed over for the leadership of the 
Congress party, saw his chance for power in alliance with 
the Japanese. He escaped from British arrest in 1941, made 
his way to Berlin, and in 1943 went by German submarine 
around Africa to Singapore, where the Japanese gave him 
command of 60,000 Indian prisoners of war. He called 
them the Indian National Army for the “liberation” of their 
homeland, but they were used as coolies, or as cannon fod-
der in the advance wave of the bloody and fruitless assault 

       Hiroshima aft er the bomb, 1945.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  
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  Suggested Web Sites 
  Japan 
  Visualizing Cultures 
   http://visualizingcultures.mit.edu   
 A rich site produced by the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy that presents hundreds of images related to Japan’s modern 
history, from the Perry expedition to the twentieth century. 

  http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/japan_1900_power.htm  
 Useful Columbia University East Asia Project curriculum 
resources Web site, with links to classroom activity suggestions.   

  The Nanjing Massacre 
   http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide/

nanking.htm   
 A brief history of the 1937–1938 Nanjing massacre. 

   http://plaza.ufl.edu/jwweaver/Bibliography/China.html   
 Good source sites for materials and commentary on the 
Republican era.   
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Japanese-held Manchuria. Th e next day the Americans 
dropped a second atom bomb, which destroyed the city of 
Nagasaki; over 65,000 died. Th is was clearly aimed at the 
Russians. On August 15 the emperor announced Japan’s 
surrender. Th e army in Japan was still in good order and 
would certainly have fought fi ercely against an invasion, 
supported by many Japanese in guerrilla actions. Casualties 
on both sides would have been heavy, an argument that was 
of course used to justify using the atom bombs. It could be 
argued that Japan was ready to surrender, especially with 
the prospect of a Russian invasion of Manchuria, and that 
it would have suffi  ced to drop the bomb over Tokyo Bay to 
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Western invincibility, while its own brutality had further 
fed the fi res of Asian nationalism.   

     Questions 

  1.    Trace the rise of Japanese militarism in the post–World 
War I era. How did this counter the successes of Taisho 
democracy in the 1920s and early 1930s? What role did 
Manchuria assume in these transitions?   

  2.    How did Japanese fascism diff er from that of Germany 
and Italy? Was a Japanese war against the United States 
inevitable?   

  3.    Why was China unable to resist the Japanese advance 
eff ectively?   

  4.    How did the war with Japan affect the fighting 
between the Chinese Nationalists and the Chinese 
Communists?   

  5.    Why was nationalism late to develop in Southeast 
Asia? How did the assorted Southeast Asian nationalist 
movements diff er from those of India and China?   

  6.    What were the broad consequences of Japan’s World 
War II military aggression relative to shaping Asia’s 
postwar future? How did Japanese rule alienate other 
Asians?    

  Note 
   1.   J. K. Fairbank,  The United States and China  (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 292.   
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    Much of Asia was devastated by World War II, and no part of 
it was uninvolved. Th ere were more war casualties in Asia than 

in all of the rest of the world except the USSR. Th e heavy human and 
economic losses were, however, accompanied by the end of colonial 
or semicolonial rule and Western dominance in Asia. Th e Japanese 
conquest of Southeast Asia destroyed the image of Western superior-
ity, while the war in Europe weakened both the power and the desire 
of the Western powers to resume their former positions in Asia. Th e 
Cold War competition between the United States and the Soviet Union, 
however, led to sustained and serious attempts by both sides to infl u-
ence Asian events. In this chapter, we examine the very diff erent post-
war histories of Japan and China.      

 Th e Japanese economy was destroyed by the war, and almost all of its 
cities bombed to rubble. Japan lived under American military occupa-
tion from 1945 to 1952, but by 1950 the damage to the economy had been 
largely repaired and rapid new growth that would continue for decades 
had begun. By 1965 Japan had become the world’s third industrial power, 
aft er the United States and the Soviet Union, and in the 1970s and 1980s 
it won a leading position in world markets for its manufactured exports. 

 In China long pent-up pressures for change built up still further dur-
ing the anti-Japanese war, which also helped to weaken the Guomin-
dang government and to strengthen the Communist guerrilla forces. 
Th e end of the war was shortly followed by civil war, from which the 
Communists emerged as victors in 1949 with massive popular support. 
War damages were quickly repaired by the new revolutionary govern-
ment, but in 1958 Mao Zedong, the Communist leader, launched the 
Great Leap Forward, a radical campaign that ended by plunging the 
country into mass starvation. It was followed in 1966 by the Cultural 
Revolution, a destructive eff ort to revive fl agging revolutionary ardor 
that ended only with Mao’s death in 1976. China began to reopen its 
contacts with the West in the 1970s and to pursue economic growth 
rather than ideology, with spectacular results. 

  The Revival of Japan 

 Japan, especially its cities, had been more completely destroyed by the 
war than any of the other belligerents. In addition to Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, which had been leveled by the fi rst atomic bombs, virtually 
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all of Japan’s cities, especially Tokyo and Yokohama, had 
been fl attened and burned by massive conventional and 
incendiary bombing. A notable exception was Kyoto, the 
old imperial capital, which had been preserved by the inter-
vention of American art historians. Th e government and 
what remained of the army in the home islands were still, 
however, in good order, and there was a smooth transfer of 
power to the American military government of occupation 
under General Douglas MacArthur. Japan had surrendered 
to the Allied forces, including Britain, China, Australia, 
Canada, New Zealand, and the Soviet Union, all of which 
had contributed to Japan’s defeat. But MacArthur permit-
ted only token representation from each of the other allies 
in his Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) 
regime of occupation, over which he presided like a virtual 
emperor in control of a wholly American enterprise. 

 With very few exceptions, the Japanese people, includ-
ing offi  cials, offi  cers, and troops as well as other civilians, 
accepted Emperor Hirohito’s pronouncement of surrender 
and his call to “endure the unendurable.” Japan had never 
known defeat in war by foreigners, and for many it was a 
bitter experience. But most felt relief that the disastrous war 
was over. Th ey soon found that the occupying Americans 
were not the devils some had feared and vented their bit-
terness on the now-discredited military leaders who had 
so nearly destroyed the nation they were sworn to serve. 
In general, the years of the occupation, which lasted from 
late August 1945 to late April 1952, was a period of peaceful 
reconstruction, with the Japanese doing most of the work 
of government under American supervision, except at the 
highest level. Very few Americans knew the Japanese lan-
guage and were thus far more dependent on the conquered 
people than in the occupation of Germany.     

  Occupation and Americanization 
 Relief on fi nding the occupying forces bent on reconstruc-
tion rather than revenge was soon joined by gratitude for 
American aid. Most Japanese had lived at best on an aus-
terity diet during the last years of the war, and many were 
half-starved, living in makeshift  shelters in the bombed-out 
cities. Th e winter of 1945–1946 would have been more dif-
fi cult if the Americans had not fl own in emergency supplies 
of food and repaired the main rail lines to again transport 
fuel and essential building supplies. Having expected far 
worse from their new rulers, the Japanese were pleasantly 
surprised. Many were even enthusiastic about the insti-
tutional changes that SCAP began to decree to root out 
the remnants of militarism and implant American-style 
democracy.    

 Th e big prewar industrial combines (zaibatsu fi rms) 
were broken up, although they were revived aft er the occu-
pation in somewhat diff erent form. Th ousands of political 
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prisoners who had been accused of “dangerous thoughts” 
and jailed by the military-controlled government of the 
1930s and 1940s were released. About 200,000 Japanese 
who were identifi ed—sometimes wrongly—as too closely 
associated with the Japanese version of fascism or with 
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helped, and to change direction in keeping with new cir-
cumstances, had been demonstrated oft en before, most 
recently in the sweeping changes carried out aft er Japan 
had been forced by Western powers to open its doors in the 
1850s. But it impressed the Americans, who had expected 
a sullen and resentful populace and found instead that 
they were both liked and admired—not only because 
they had won and because their relief and reconstruction 
eff orts were welcome, but also because their moves toward 
democratization were generally popular. Th e Japanese 
people had suff ered terribly from militarism and its police 
state and were ready to follow new paths. American ways 
were sought aft er by many uncritically, but the basic politi-
cal reforms of the occupation struck a deeper responsive 
chord. Th e press was strictly controlled in the early years of 
the occupation, however, with a total blackout on anything 
about Hiroshima or Nagasaki. 

 Th e changes were carried out by the Japanese govern-
ment under the supervision of MacArthur and his staff . 
Most were reaffi  rmed aft er the occupation ended, except 
for the zaibatsu dissolution, and have struck fi rm roots 
in contemporary Japan, or perhaps more accurately, were 
graft ed onto earlier Japanese eff orts to adopt institutions of 

armed expansion abroad were removed from their posts, 
including a number of senior offi  cials; most reentered pub-
lic life aft er the occupation ended. Several hundred other 
Japanese were identifi ed as suspected “war criminals,” and 
most were tried by a special tribunal in Tokyo that included 
Allied representatives. Seven were executed, including the 
wartime prime minister, Tojo, and 18 others were sentenced 
to prison terms. Nearly 1,000 minor war criminals in Japan 
and Southeast Asia, largely military men, were executed for 
gross cruelty to prisoners or to inhabitants of conquered 
countries. Th is prompted charges of racism because it con-
trasted with the far more lenient treatment and in some 
cases even protection of all but the top Nazi leaders by the 
United States and its allies in Europe. 

 A “victor’s justice” in the aft ermath of a bitter war is 
easily criticized, but most Japanese accepted the tribunal’s 
verdict as inevitable and perhaps even appropriate punish-
ment. Most blamed their failed leaders rather than their 
new masters. Th e national ability to accept what cannot be 

       General MacArthur with Emperor Hirohito of Japan at the U.S. 
Embassy in Tokyo in 1945. For many Japanese and Americans, 
this photo symbolized the U.S.-Japanese relationship aft er the 
war.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  

 Modern Japan      
  Note the clustering of cities along the narrow coastal plains, 
where the great majority of Japanese have always lived.   
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government, law, education, and culture, which had been 
in eclipse during the years from 1931 to 1945. In addition 
to a revitalization of electoral and party democracy, gov-
ernment was decentralized by giving more power to local 
organs. Public education, formerly supervised closely by 
the central government, was also decentralized and freed 
as much as possible from bureaucratic control. One of the 
most successful and permanent changes was the SCAP-
directed program of land reform, which compensated the 
owners of large properties that were expropriated and pro-
vided for the selling of it to former tenants, in a way the 
last blow to the surviving traces of Tokugawa feudalism. 
Japanese society began to move rapidly toward its present 
very considerable social equality, where status results from 
achievement rather than from birth. 

 Th e new constitution draft ed by SCAP offi  cials retained 
the emperor as a fi gurehead. Despite some calls from inside 
and outside Japan for Hirohito to share responsibility for 
the war, MacArthur believed that most Japanese would 
vehemently oppose an attempt to dismantle the emperor 
system and thus make the occupation more diffi  cult, All real 
power, though, was vested in a legislature and prime minis-
ter elected by universal suff rage. Th e constitution, adopted 
by the Diet in 1946, stated that sovereignty resided not with 
the emperor but with the people of Japan. Th e emperor was 
defi ned as a symbol of the state—a limited monarchy simi-
lar to British or Scandinavian patterns. Th ere was a detailed 
bill of rights for the protection of individuals against arbi-
trary state power. Article 9 of the constitution forbade 
Japan to have any armed forces except for police and denied 
it the right to go to war. To most Japanese this was not only 
reasonable but also welcome, given the ruin that arms and 
warfare had brought on them; Japan, many believed, should 
set an example to the rest of the world of the folly of war.    

 More than anything else, what soured the occupation 
was the shift  in American policy beginning in 1948, as the 
Cold War intensifi ed, toward rebuilding Japan’s military 
capacity and using it as a base of American military oper-
ation—a shift  that some historians have called “the reverse 
course.” Th e goal of making Japan a Cold War ally of the 
United States soon became more important than reform. 
Th e Berlin blockade, the fi nal Communist victory in China 
in 1949, and the Korean War all further hardened the 
American line. Although MacArthur was fi red by President 
Truman in 1951 for his irresponsible management of the 
Korean War, Cold War considerations continued to domi-
nate American policy, and when the occupation ended in 
1952, Japan was bound to the United States by a security 
treaty that permitted the buildup of a Japanese “self-defense 
force,” the stationing of American troops, and their use of 
several major bases in Japan. American pressures for Japa-
nese rearmament have continued, and the bases remain, a 

 Most observers described General MacArthur as a vain 
man, ever conscious of his public image. Here is a leading 
Western historian’s assessment of MacArthur in his role as 
the head of SCAP from 1945 to 1951. 

   A tendency toward complacent self-dramatization 
was encouraged by the adulation of a devoted 
wartime staff that he took with him to Japan. . . . 
They took almost ludicrous care that only the 
rosiest reports of the occupation should reach the 
outside world. In their debased opinion the 
slightest criticism of SCAP amounted to something 
approaching sacrilege. MacArthur took up 
residence in the United States Embassy in Tokyo. 
Each day at the same hour he was driven to his office 
in a large building facing the palace moat; at the 
same hour each day he was driven home again. . . . 
He never toured Japan to see things for himself. . . . 
The irreverent were heard to say that if a man rose 
early in the morning he might catch a glimpse of 
the Supreme Commander walking on the waters of 
the palace moat. There is no doubt that this 
aloofness impressed Japanese of the conservative 
type. . . . But it may well be doubted whether this 
kind of awed respect was compatible with the 
healthy growth of democratic sentiment. . . . The 
Japanese perhaps learned more about democracy 
from MacArthur’s dismissal than from anything he 
himself ever did or said.   

  Source:  From  A History of Modern Japan  by R. Storry, p. 90, 
copyright © 1960 by Richard Storry (London, UK: Penguin 
Books). Reprinted by permission of the Estate of Richard 
Storry. 

 MACARTHUR: AN ASSESSMENT 

subject of controversy. However, Article 9 of the constitu-
tion still has the support of most Japanese.  

  Economic and Social Development 
 Whatever the political shift s and the change in attitudes 
as the occupation wore on, economic reconstruction was 
almost miraculously rapid. By 1950 the shattered cities, fac-
tories, and rail lines had been largely rebuilt. By the end of 
1951 industrial production was about equal to what it had 
been in 1931, now from new and more effi  cient plants. Th e 
Korean War added an additional boost as Japan became the 
chief base and supplier for American forces in Korea. Prime 
Minister Yoshida Shigeru said that the Korean War was “a 
gift  from the Gods.” By 1953, with reconstruction complete, 
personal incomes had recovered to their prewar levels, and 
Japan was entering a new period of boom development. 
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Japan had become the world’s third-largest producer of 
steel, and by 1980 it had overtaken both the USSR and the 
United States in steel output while also becoming a major 
producer and exporter of automobiles. Japan also pen-
etrated European and American markets on a large scale 
with its high-tech and industrial goods and became the 
largest trade partner of the People’s Republic of China.    

 Japanese democracy, American-style, has retained a 
healthy growth, although politics continued to be domi-
nated by a conservative coalition with no eff ective rival 
parties. High school education is virtually universal, and 
literacy is the highest in the world. Th e press has remained 
of high quality and is avidly read by a public that also buys 
and reads more books than in any other country (about ten 
times as many as Americans). Over half of young Japanese 
continue with postsecondary education in a great variety 
of colleges, universities, and other institutions. Th e Japa-
nese are now probably the best-educated population in the 
world. 

 Investment in education continues to be a major basis 
for Japan’s spectacular economic success. Economic growth 
also largely eliminated poverty and unemployment, the 
only major country in the world to be virtually free of these 
scourges until the economic downturn in the 1990s. With 
the postwar disappearance of what aristocratic survivals 
remained from Tokugawa and Meiji times, with the excep-
tion of the imperial family, Japan became a nation of pros-
perous, middle-class people in an orderly society largely 
free of slums, violent crime, and social despair. Japan’s mur-
der rate is less than one two-hundredth that of the United 
States. Th e very low rate of crime, especially interpersonal 
violence, results from the absence of poverty and from the 
sense of group responsibility; individuals are unwilling to 
bring shame or disgrace to their families or work groups by 
antisocial or reprehensible behavior. As another measure of 
well-being, since 1980 Japan has had the world’s longest life 
expectancy. 

 Japan has been largely unencumbered by the crushing 
economic burden of maintaining the huge military estab-
lishment undertaken by most other large countries in the 
postwar world. Th is has paid off  handsomely. Money has 
been invested instead in economic growth, new technology, 
full employment, education, and a wide range of social ser-
vices. Japan is virtually alone in the world in having escaped 
from most of the cankerous problems that breed in poverty, 
such as violence, hopelessness, and drugs. (Th ere are gang-
ster organizations, the Yakuza, that, like the Mafi a in the 
United States, control most illegal or “detrimental” activity 
and have ties to right-wing political groups, but they gener-
ally use violence only on each other.) Th e national ethics 
of work, achievement, and high standards, now in the ser-
vice of personal and group goals of economic advancement 

Some credit is due to American aid in the diffi  cult years 
immediately aft er the war, but “the Japanese economic mir-
acle,” as it is called, was overwhelmingly the result of their 
own hard work, organization, and national pursuit of suc-
cess through group eff ort, no longer military but economic 
and corporate. Th e growth of production and income in 
Japan from 1950 (the fi rst “normal” postwar year) to 1975 
was faster than had been measured in any country at any 
time; in those 25 years, output and incomes roughly tripled, 
a feat that has only been surpassed over the most recent 
25 years in China. Yet the Japanese continued to maintain 
a very high rate of personal savings, much of it invested in 
various forms in economic growth, demonstrating again 
the close relationship between the level of saving and eco-
nomic growth rates. 

 At the same time, production quality also rose impres-
sively, and in many respects Japanese goods, notably cars, 
cameras, sound reproduction equipment, optics, and many 
electronics, became the best in the world market. Th is was 
a tribute to advanced Japanese technology and design, 
as well as to the effi  ciency of an industrial plant that was 
almost entirely new. Th e same factors were active in the 
postwar recovery of Germany, while the victorious Allies 
were saddled with their older and less effi  cient plants. Aft er 
1953 Japan dominated world shipbuilding, although it gave 
ground increasingly to South Korea in the 1980s. By 1964 

       Schoolchildren in front of the Heian Shrine in Kyoto in summer 
1961. Japanese students wear uniforms, the boys in a military 
style that can be traced to the Meiji era.      (Eliot Elisofon/Time & 
Life Pictures/Getty Images)  
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granted. Subway commuters crammed into overloaded cars 
are pressed against ads promoting various products using a 
backdrop of an alpine meadow, a country lawn, or a beach, 
all empty except for one or two lone fi gures—things that 
most Japanese can see only abroad.    

 Apart from the very small group of urban poor, many of 
them dropouts from society, two minority communities in 
Japan still face severe discrimination: the  eta  or  burakumin  
group of “untouchables” and the sizable Korean minority. 
 Eta  form more than 2 percent of the population and are 
ethnically indistinguishable from other Japanese, but they 
still are looked down on. Th ey are avoided as neighbors, 
employees, and, most of all, as marriage partners because 
of their traditional occupations, and they live in segregated 
ghettos. In the dominantly Buddhist society of traditional 
Japan, the eta disposed of dead animals, cured the hides, 
made leather goods, and butchered and ate animals, all for-
bidden by Buddhism. As with untouchables in India, these 
practices made them “unclean.” Such religiously based 
distinctions are long gone, but Japanese prejudice and dis-
crimination remain. 

 More than half a million Koreans live in Japan. Many of 
their parents and grandparents migrated to Japan to escape 
the forced poverty and repression at home under Japanese 
domination from 1895, and many more were taken to Japan 

rather than imperial ambition, have produced a new and 
more constructive conquest.    

 But no society is free of problems. Japanese society is 
generally high-pressure, and the drive for achievement 
exacts a toll on schoolchildren as well as on adults. Pres-
sures begin even for admission to the “right” kindergarten 
so that one can move on to the “right” elementary school, 
middle school, and college or university, all of which are 
carefully status-ranked. Each stage of schooling is accom-
panied by fi ercely competitive examinations. Childhood, 
aft er the age of fi ve, is a stressful time for most Japanese 
(although the juvenile suicide rate is in fact higher in the 
United States). Th e Japanese media report, perhaps sen-
sationally, on the growing phenomenon of “school refusal 
syndrome.” Affl  icted children ( hikikomori ) refuse to leave 
their rooms. Extreme urban crowding and cramped living 
space add further burdens. Population density in the urban 
corridor from Tokyo to Hiroshima, which contains three-
quarters of the Japanese people, is the highest in the world. 
Commuting time for those who work in downtown Tokyo 
 averages  nearly two hours each way and is only somewhat 
less for other big Japanese cities. Parks and recreation facili-
ties are extremely limited. Housing is fearfully expensive, 
and most urban Japanese, over 80 percent of the popula-
tion now, live in tiny apartments with minimal amenities. 
As one of the best-informed and widely traveled people in 
the world, most Japanese know that they are generally very 
well-off , but they also know that they are very cramped by 
comparison with others elsewhere. Th ere seems no pros-
pect that most Japanese will ever have adequate living 
space, privacy, or the kinds of comforts and elbow room 
that middle-class people in Western countries take for 

       Rush hour at Shinjuku station, a major Tokyo junction.      
(Keystone/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)  

       A mobile computer bus stopped at a Tokyo kindergarten, with 
children learning how to operate personal computers.      (Reuters/
Corbis)  
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the atmosphere. A particularly horrendous example was 
the mercury poisoning discovered in Minamata, a town in 
western Kyushu. Once this became clear and public opin-
ion had been mobilized, national and municipal govern-
ments passed stringent legislation to control emissions, 
beginning in 1969 with the city of Tokyo. Controls were 
strictly enforced with the help of new technology designed 
to limit emissions and effl  uents from coal and oil power 
plants, industry, and vehicles. As in the United States, the 
big car-making companies were reluctant to change, but 
the Japanese government was fi rm in enforcing the new 
controls. Th e car companies designed cleaner engines, and 
everyone benefi ted; Japanese cars, which are now both low 
in emissions and fuel-effi  cient, went on to dominate world 
markets. 

 As industrial growth continues, concentration and 
crowding will go on generating the same problems as else-
where in the world; pollution levels are building up again, 
while controls have remained incomplete or in some cases 
relaxed. But Japanese organization, effi  ciency, and technol-
ogy have demonstrated that the problems can be managed, 
given the willingness to confront them. Th e technology 
needed to control or even eliminate pollution was quickly 
developed, and the added cost involved in pollution con-
trols was extremely modest, estimated at between 1 and 2 
percent of total production costs.    

 Japan has also led the way in reducing energy use 
through more effi  cient plants and better-designed engines, 
reacting both to world energy shortages and price rises 

as forced laborers. Japanese prejudice against Koreans as 
an “inferior” people grew with Japanese imperialism, and 
those who lived in Japan were badly treated. Many of them 
drift ed into illegal or shady activities, which strengthened 
Japanese prejudice against them. It is still very hard for any-
one of Korean ancestry to obtain citizenship in Japan (as 
it is for all foreigners), or to receive anything approaching 
equal treatment. 

 Japanese society has always been strongly hierarchi-
cal. Given the postwar openness to the West and the other 
changes at work in the society, this now strikes many Japa-
nese as onerous, especially for women, who generally have 
subordinate status in professional and social environ-
ments. Younger people in particular believe that deference 
to superiors or elders and of women to men is stultifying. 
Th e coming generation of Japanese may well reshape their 
society on somewhat freer lines, but most would agree that 
it will be a long time before women achieve anything close 
to equality. In the offi  ces most women serve in subordinate 
or service roles, as secretaries, receptionists, or teamakers, 
collectively known as “OLs”—offi  ce ladies. Gender dis-
crimination on the job is technically illegal but rampant in 
Japan, and because women generally are not expected to 
work full time aft er marriage, there are few childcare facili-
ties. However, many young Japanese women are postpon-
ing marriage so that they can focus more on their careers. 
Meanwhile, married women are oft en the real powers 
within the family and household. Th ey usually have control 
of the family fi nances and have the preponderant role in the 
upbringing of children, since most fathers work long hours 
and commuting time means that they usually get home 
only aft er the children are in bed. Nevertheless, more than 
half of adult Japanese women work outside the house, close 
to the current American fi gure, although this oft en entails 
managing a small family business or neighborhood store. 
Equality in the professions remains a distant goal. Nearly 
half of Japanese women get some form of post–high school 
education; much of it is vocational, and relatively few attend 
the prestigious universities. Many women attend college for 
reasons of social status or to fi nd husbands. 

 Since the 1970s Japan has taken a leading role in devel-
oping ways to limit industrial pollution, aft er the potential 
costs to human life and health were revealed. Japan is small, 
and most of its population, cities, and industry are crowded 
into a narrow coastal corridor only about 400 miles long. 
Industrial concentration is higher there than anywhere in 
the world, and, hence, Japan was the fi rst to notice the lethal 
eff ects of air and water pollution as one consequence of its 
postwar industrial growth. Many deaths and many more 
health casualties derived from heavy metal toxins and air 
pollution, all traced to specifi c plants or industrial opera-
tions and their poisonous discharges into water bodies or 

 CHANGES IN JAPAN 

M19_MURP8552_07_SE_C18.indd Page 388  05/09/13  8:29 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...

Oe Kenzaburo offered the following observations in 1994:

After the end of the Second World War it was a 
categorical imperative for us to declare that we 
renounced war forever in a central article of the new 
Constitution. The Japanese chose the principle of 
eternal peace as the basis of morality for our rebirth 
after the War…. 
In Japan itself there have all along been attempts by 
some to obliterate the article about renunciation of war 
from the Constitution.... But to obliterate from the 
Constitution the principle of eternal peace will be 
nothing but an act of betrayal against the peoples of 
Asia and the victims of the Atom Bombs in Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki.  

Source: Extract from Oe Kenzaburo's acceptance speech for the 
Nobel Prize for Literature 1994. 



Chapter 18 / Revival and Revolution in Japan and China 389

story set in sixteenth-century Japan. Itami Juzo made the 
comic fi lm  Tampopo  in 1986, which was a smash hit every-
where in the world. Japanese novelists also won a global 
readership. Kawabata Yasunari won the Nobel Prize for 
his novel  Snow Country . Mishima Yukio, a brilliant writer, 
made a wide splash with his  Death in Midsummer , a col-
lection of trenchant stories, and Tanizaki Junichiro won a 
large audience around the world for his  Some Prefer Nettles  
and  Th e Makioka Sisters , the last made into a beautiful fi lm. 
And the woman writer Hayashi Fumiko attracted a large 
readership for her stories and novels, as did works by Mara-
kami Haneki and the 1994 Nobel Prize winner Oe Kenza-
buro. More recently, young people around the world have 
been captivated by Japanese and Japanese-style animated 
fi lm ( anime ) and graphic novels ( manga ). Th e graphic 
novel genre has experienced a major global boom that got 
its start with its popularity among Japanese rail commut-
ers. Japanese consumers tend to be enthusiastic adopters 
of advanced technology, so many innovations in personal 
computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices are 
launched in Japan and spread from there to other parts of 
the globe.   

and to its own determination to reduce pollution. Nearly 
all Japanese trains are electrifi ed, including the heavily 
used high-speed line that connects Tokyo with major Jap-
anese cities to the south and southwest and Hokkaido to 
the north. Trains leave Tokyo every 15 minutes for Osaka, 
making the 310-mile trip in three hours, including stops at 
Nagoya and Kyoto, and running at speeds up to 140 miles 
per hour. Japan also relies on nuclear energy for much of 
its electricity. In March 2011, a powerful earthquake in 
the Pacifi c Ocean off  of northern Japan produced a tsu-
nami that devastated coastal towns near the city of Sendai, 
sweeping thousands of people out to sea. In the immedi-
ate aft ermath, meltdowns occurred at three reactors at 
the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, due to dam-
age to the cooling mechanisms, and 200,000 people were 
evacuated from the area sounding the plant. Opposition to 
nuclear power surged. 

 Population increase has been sharply reduced by per-
sonal and family choice and is below stabilization. As with 
high-income and better-educated groups in other coun-
tries, couples prefer to limit the number of children so 
as to better provide for them. Urbanization is higher in 
Japan than anywhere else in the world, and the coastal area 
from Tokyo to Osaka and on to northern Kyushu is rap-
idly becoming one vast urban-industrial zone. Although 
the rural Japanese landscape is very beautiful, especially 
the mountains that cover most of the country, most of 
it is increasingly empty as people have fl ocked to the cit-
ies in search of wider economic and cultural opportuni-
ties. On weekends and holidays urbanites rush to natural 
beauty spots, temples or shrines, and resorts nearest the 
big cities, which are oft en overrun by excessive crowding. 
Th en there is the long journey back, crammed onto over-
loaded trains or buses, where most passengers must stand 
for hours, while others are locked into gigantic traffi  c jams 
on the highways. Much of traditional Japanese culture has 
been lost or discarded in this avalanche of modern change. 
Although many Japanese regret such a price for develop-
ment, their sense of national identity has remained strong, 
bound together with many symbolic survivals of traditional 
culture: the sharply distinctive Japanese food, clothing, 
many houses, or at least rooms, in traditional style, gardens, 
shrines and temples, the keen Japanese aesthetic sensitiv-
ity, and the commitment to order, self-discipline, and group 
eff ort in the pursuit of excellence. 

 One outstanding aspect of modern Japan is the excel-
lence of the fi lms produced, which have earned worldwide 
acclaim. Apart from the numerous samurai fi lms, some-
times dubbed “Japanese Westerns” and aimed mainly at 
a domestic audience, the gift ed director Kurosawa Akira 
made a number of superb fi lms, including  Rashomon  
(1950), and  Ran  (1985), the last a version of the King Lear 

 Tokyo and the Modern World 

 By about 1965 Tokyo had become the world’s largest city 
and a symbol of Japan’s new economic leadership. The 
urban area had grown outward to merge with that of pre-
viously separate cities in the same lowland basin, includ-
ing Kawasaki and Yokohama. By 1990 this vast, unbroken 
conglomeration of dense settlement, commerce, indus-
try, and government measured 50 miles across and in-
cluded over 30 million people linked by the world’s larg-
est and most efficient subway system.  Almost nothing is 
left of the Edo described in  Chapter   12   , most of which had 
been in any case periodically destroyed by fires.  Modern 
Tokyo was  also  largely ruined by a catastrophic earth-
quake in 1923, and then again by American bombs and 
firestorms in 1944 and 1945. 

 The only part of the city that has survived all of these 
cataclysms unscathed is Tokugawa Ieyasu’s massive 
shogunal castle, surrounded by its moats and stone 
walls, originally built in the early seventeenth century and 
since 1869 used as the imperial palace. In the middle of a 
huge and strikingly modern city of glass, steel, skyscrap-
ers, and expressways, with urban traffic flowing around it, 
the palace still stands as a symbol of Japan’s traditional 
past, both as a Tokugawa monument and as the home of 
a still-enthroned emperor whose lineage and ceremonial 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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functions date back to before the dawn of Japanese writ-
ten history. The death of the aged emperor Hirohito in 
1989 and the accession of his son Akihito to the throne, 
with all the traditional rituals, signaled no change and 
reaffirmed Japan’s commitment to its past and to its dis-
tinctively Japanese tradition.    

 Among Japan’s many big cities, Tokyo still plays the 
role of the brash modernist, the focus of change, the cen-
ter of everything new, but even in Tokyo Japanese do not 
forget their past. The palace is an anachronism, but it is 
nevertheless an appropriate focal point for the capital of 
Japan, more than the parliament or other government 
buildings, more than the banks, offices, skyscrapers, fac-
tories, and other symbols of Tokyo’s Western-style 
modernity. For all its apparent focus on the streamlined 
or frantic present and future, Tokyo is also a city of the 
traditional Japanese style. 

 That aspect of the city’s character becomes clear 
beyond the immediate downtown and government areas. 
Except for the industrial clusters around the fringes of 
each originally separate municipality, Tokyo is primarily a 
vast collection of neighborhoods. Many are grouped 
around a surviving or rebuilt temple, shrine, former 
daimyo estate, or parklike garden. Wandering through 

       Tradition meets modernity: At Meiji-jingu shrine, a young 
couple in modern clothing tie an omikuji New Years 
prediction to a fence.      (Eye Ubiquitous/Alamy)  

the back streets and alleys of these neighborhoods, it is 
easy to imagine oneself in Tokugawa Edo. In the evening 
after work, clouds of steam escape from public bath-
houses, enveloping patrons dressed in traditional kimo-
nos and walking in wooden clogs. Inside countless tiny 
restaurants and teahouses with their tatami straw mats, 
low tables, and scrolls on the wall, little seems to have 
changed since Ieyasu’s time, including much of the food. 
Many of the tiny houses or apartments maintain minia-
ture Japanese-style gardens the size of a small tabletop or 
lovingly tend potted plants set out to catch the sun by the 
doorway or on small balconies. Street vendors with their 
traditional chants peddle roasted sweet potatoes, chest-
nuts, or  yakitori  (Japanese shish kebab). 

 Crowds of kimono-clad worshippers, or people simply 
on an outing, throng the courtyards of traditionally rebuilt 
temples and shrines, especially on festival days. Similar 
crowds fill the narrow streets and patronize street ven-
dors or shops selling traditional as well as modern goods: 
fans both manual and electric, silks and nylons, horo-
scopes and stock market guides, tea and beer, lacquer 
and plastic, and scrolls and comic books. Like Japan 
itself, Tokyo is both very modern and very traditional, 
very Japanese and very Western. Few people seem to be 
torn by this dichotomy. The Japanese sense of national 
and cultural identity rides serenely through it all. 

  Japan’s Relations with Its Former Enemies 
 In the aft ermath of WWII, Japan and Russia never signed 
a peace treaty primarily because the Russians continue to 
occupy all of the Kuril Islands, which stretch northeast from 
Hokkaido, as well as the southern half of Sakhalin Island, 
which the Japanese captured from Russia in 1905. Japan has 
been willing to let southern Sakhalin go, but not the south-
ernmost Kurils, which are of major importance to the Japa-
nese fi shing industry. In 2010, the then Russian president 
Dmitry Medvedev paid a visit to one of the islands claimed 
by Japan, exacerbating the dispute, which does not seem 
likely to be resolved soon. 

 Anti-American feeling, which had grown during the 
later years of the occupation, peaked again in 1954, just aft er 
the signing of a U.S.-Japan Mutual Security Treaty, when a 
Japanese fi shing vessel named  Lucky Dragon  was heavily 
contaminated by fallout from the American nuclear testing 
on Bikini Atoll in the western Pacifi c. Th e catch of tuna had 
already entered the market when the boat and its crew were 
found to be dangerously radioactive; some of the crew later 
died. Japan panicked, especially since fi sh, including tuna, 
were so important a part of their diet, but panic was mixed 
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South Korea and with China and the countries of Southeast 
Asia. Th e debate centers on Japan’s continuing insistence 
that it was a victim in World War II, whereas so many other 
Asian nations vehemently disagree. Th e tension was exac-
erbated in 2007 when Japan’s conservative Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe was compelled to apologize for his unsubstanti-
ated claim that the “comfort women” were not coerced into 
service. 

 Th e content of Japanese history textbooks has also cre-
ated tension in Japan’s relationship with South Korea and 
China. Th e national Ministry of Education reviews text-
books and creates a list of acceptable texts for adoption 
by school districts. Beginning in the 1980s, the Ministry 
approved a few texts that treated past Japanese actions in 
both Korea and China more positively than had previously 
been done, refl ecting a change in attitude among part of 
the Japanese population about how culpable Japan was 
for the tragedies of modern Korean and Chinese history. 
Th ere were vigorous protests from South Korea and China. 
Revisions were also made in regard to domestic aff airs. 
For example, the sordid history of industrial pollution 
was also toned down; offi  cially, the pollution problem was 
now “solved.” Th e Chisso Chemical Company, which had 
been responsible for terrible off enses, including mercury 
and cadmium poisoning at Minamata and Niigata, was 
successful in having its name removed from the textbook 
accounts. Th e Keidanren, or Japanese Businessmen and 
Industrialists’ Association, was anxious to project a posi-
tive image of the Japanese economic miracle and to favor 
the big corporations that had played such a large part in 
that success.  

  Japan’s International Role 
 Japan’s rising sun now extends economically more widely 
than its former military successes, but despite their 
major global stature, the Japanese have been reluctant to 
 function as a world power in other terms, a role that has 
brought them much tragedy in the past. Th ey have oft en 
been uncomfortably aware of this inconsistency between 
their technological and economic power and their more 
 hesitant posture abroad in political terms. On several 
 occasions they have felt that their interests were ignored in 
the  maneuverings of Cold War diplomacy, especially by the 
abrupt American reversal of policy toward China in 1971. 
As an American client and bulwark against neighboring 
Communist states, Japan was dumbfounded when, in 1971, 
Washington suddenly made contact with the People’s 
Republic of China without informing Tokyo in advance. 
Th e Japanese still refer to that event as “Nixon shock,” and 
there have since been many other events like it in which 
the Japanese felt slighted or ignored by the big countries in 
their power games. 

with anger. Hadn’t the Japanese suff ered enough at Ameri-
can hands, the only people in the world (until the Bikini 
tests) victimized by nuclear weapons? 

 Meanwhile successive conservative governments pur-
sued the “reverse course,” undoing many of the demo-
cratic reforms of the occupation and building up the 
“Japan Self-Defense Force,” really a cover for rearmament. 
Th is did not represent the views of many, perhaps most, 
Japanese. Th e Socialist party has had some success, but 
remained a largely powerless minority politically, due in 
large part to general satisfaction with economic growth 
under the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which has 
dominated Japanese politics since the 1950s. Th e conser-
vatives of the LDP had built a strong coalition of business 
and landed interests, including most farmers, who ben-
efi ted from the high government price supports for rice. 
Th is was clearly against the interests of urban dwellers, the 
vast majority, but the LDP political machine proved hard 
to challenge. 

 National morale was boosted when Japan was admit-
ted to the United Nations in 1956, where it slowly began 
to play a role, though still not commensurate with its new 
economic stature even by the 1980s. Th e U.S.-Japan Mutual 
Security Treaty, fi rst signed in 1952, was renegotiated in 
1960 and extended for another ten years. Th e huge Ameri-
can bases in Japan were retained. President Eisenhower 
was to visit Japan, but when ratifi cation of the new treaty 
was forced through the Diet by strong-arm tactics, mass 
demonstrations erupted, and there was widespread vio-
lence and attacks on and by police. Eisenhower’s visit was 
canceled aft er his secretary and the U.S. ambassador were 
trapped in a car at Tokyo’s airport and rocked by an angry 
mob. Bitterness remained, but the violence faded. Atten-
tion shift ed to the Olympic Games, held for the fi rst time 
in Japan in 1964 in Tokyo, and to a World’s Fair in Osaka in 
1970, when with relatively little discussion or public pro-
test the security treaty with the United States was renewed 
for another ten years. Growing affl  uence for most Japanese 
had made them more complacent and more inclined to 
support the conservative LDP, despite a long series of scan-
dals involving successive prime ministers accused, with 
ample evidence, of taking bribes and other fi nancial and 
moral corruption. 

 A longstanding grievance surfaced in the 1990s: South 
Korean complaints, and those from other Asian countries, 
that the Japanese during the war had requisitioned women 
to serve as “comfort women” for their troops, a dreadful 
form of sex slavery that was deeply resented. Th e Japanese 
government fi rst denied government involvement in the 
practice and then, when a historian turned up documents 
proving it, off ered expressions of regret that failed to satisfy 
the victims. Th is heightened the already severe tension with 
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 In recent years, the LDP has usually been the stron-
gest party in the Diet, but has been unable to spark sig-
nifi cant economic growth, despite high levels of spending 
on infrastructure and other public goods. Japan has rarely 
had a stable government in recent years—prime minis-
ters and their cabinets come and go frequently, creating a 
leadership vacuum. Career bureaucrats in the government 
ministries tend to be conservative, and so innovative poli-
cies have not emerged to address the various challenges 
facing Japan. Th e most prominent politician of recent 
decades has been the LDP’s Koizumi Junichiro, who 
became the prime minister in 2001 and served until 2006. 
He broke precedent by appointing a woman as his foreign 
secretary, and later another woman as his defense minis-
ter. Under Koizumi, Japan sent a few non-combat troops 
to aid the U.S.-U.K. eff ort in Iraq in 2003. But Japan’s rela-
tions with China began taking center stage in the early 
years of the twenty-fi rst century. Within Japan there was 
growing discontent with China, focused on the Chinese 
unwillingness to curb sometimes violent demonstrations 
against Japan. When Prime Minister Koizumi visited the 
Yasukuni Shrine to the Japanese war dead in late 2005, this 
added fuel to the fi re. Th e March 2011 earthquake/tsunami 
in northern Japan, however, produced much sympathy for 
the Japanese victims in China and throughout the world, 
as well as considerable pressure on the Japanese govern-
ment to make information available about the causes of 
the nuclear disaster and its possible impacts within and 
beyond Japan.   

  China in Revolution 

 Whereas Japan’s post-war recovery has been interpreted 
by some as a return to the trajectory of development it was 
experiencing from the 1870s to the 1920s—before the cri-
ses and militarism of the 1930s and 1940s—the cataclysmic 
changes that transformed twentieth-century China con-
stitute the largest revolution in human history, measured 
by the number of people involved and the radicalness and 
speed of the changes. Although the events of 1911 leading 
to the overthrow of the Qing dynasty are called a revo-
lution, the pace of change was slow for many years, and 
the dominant political party, the Guomindang, became 
in time largely a supporter of the status quo rather than 
a force for radical reform. Th e Chinese Communist Party 
barely survived Guomindang eff orts to eliminate it, but 
during the anti-Japanese war from 1937 to 1945 it rapidly 
gained strength and support in the course of its guerrilla 
resistance to the hated invaders. Th e fi nal contest between 
the two parties ended in Communist victory in 1949, and 
fundamental revolution began under a radically new set 
of ideas.    

 It seems likely that in time Japan will come to play 
an international diplomatic role more in keeping with 
its economic role; this has already begun to happen, but 
most Japanese continue to hope that this can take place 
without their having to add new military power. As with 
many issues, there are cross-currents, and some Japa-
nese openly favor rearmament so that Japan can occupy 
a more “appropriate” place in a world unfortunately now 
dominated by nations with the greatest military power. If 
that should happen, Japan’s neighbors and former victims 
of Japan’s imperialist adventures would be deeply con-
cerned. And although the Americans have pressed for it, 
a rearmed Japan would no longer be their client, which 
is indeed why some Japanese favor it. More positively, by 
1988, Japan had become the world’s largest donor of for-
eign aid, far outdistancing the much larger and richer 
United States. Japanese aid is also entirely economic 
rather than military.  

  Economic Slowdown and Political Gridlock, 1991 
to the Present 
 Th e Japanese economy suff ered a severe recession begin-
ning in 1991 as part of the global business cycle and the 
rising competition of lower-cost producers such as South 
Korea and Taiwan and later, on a larger scale, China. 
Unemployment, normally minimal, rose, and there were 
severe cutbacks generally. But employment with a large 
Japanese company is usually for life, or until retirement, 
which is standard at age 55, although many go on work-
ing in other jobs as a kind of phased retirement. One of 
the bases of Japan’s economic success has been the loyalty 
of employees, who generally like the protective paternal-
ism of the company and the security it off ers. Th is however 
does make companies less able to adjust to market shift s 
and of course tends to increase costs; both contributed to 
economic problems in the 1990s and the past decade, but 
while there have been some layoff s they remain on a much 
smaller scale than in other countries. Th e pattern of lifetime 
employment is fast changing, however, and it never covered 
more than about 30 percent of the workforce; most young 
workers now say they are ready to change jobs for a better 
opportunity. Japan’s population is declining, as in Europe’s, 
the result in both cases of affl  uence and high urbanization, 
as—especially in Japan—living space is tiny. By 2003, there 
were only 1.29 births per woman, and about a quarter of the 
men and a fi ft h of the women remained unmarried. Per-
haps as part of continuing Americanization, the divorce 
rate recently rose to about 25 percent. Japan is unlikely 
to resume the economic growth rates of the 1980s, but in 
the long run their national ethics of hard work and group 
eff ort, and their high technological level should certainly 
revive the economy. 
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eff ort to create a new ideology and a new literature and art 
that could appeal to peasants and inspire them to work for 
the new goals. Mao himself, though the son of a rich peasant 
turned grain merchant and, hence, familiar with the coun-
tryside, was primarily an intellectual. His prescriptions for 
art and literature that would “serve politics” and “serve the 
masses” attracted growing numbers of fellow intellectuals 
disillusioned with the corruption and spiritual bankruptcy 
of the Guomindang. In organizing peasant rebellion, Mao 
consciously followed an old Chinese tradition, with him-
self playing the role of the urban-based intellectual theorist 
and organizer. Under his leadership aft er 1934, the Com-
munist Party began a very successful campaign to shape 
its image and control information. Urban people who trav-
eled to Yan’an to join the movement during the war years 
had to prove their loyalty through self-criticism, and those 
who refused to submit to Party discipline were imprisoned 
and, in some cases, executed. Although Mao did not iso-
late himself from other Party members, it is clear that Party 
propaganda increasingly promoted him as an incompara-
ble leader. What outside observers later called “the cult of 
Mao” was helped when Edgar Snow, an American reporter, 
managed to make his way to Yan’an in 1936 and the next 
year published an account of his conversations with Mao in 
 Red Star over China . Th is famous book introduced readers 
around the world to Mao and the Chinese Communists. 

 Th e civil war from 1947 to 1949 soon became a rout, 
despite major American support for the already superior 
forces of the Guomindang. Th e Communists had few weap-
ons except what they could capture from their opponents 
or make themselves, but their strength quickly multiplied 
as growing numbers of Guomindang troops and offi  cers 
surrendered, bringing with them their largely American 
equipment. Sometimes they were outmaneuvered by supe-
rior strategy, but oft en they were attracted to the promise 
and euphoria of the Communist cause. Th e close American 
connection with the Guomindang troubled many patri-
ots, probably weakened rather than strengthened its fi ght 
against the Communists, and left  a legacy of anti-American 
bitterness when the civil war ended. On October 1, 1949, 
Mao announced the inauguration of the People’s Republic 
of China from a rostrum at Tiananmen (“Gate of 
Heavenly Peace”) in front of the Forbidden City in Beijing, 
conscious, as always, of the tradition of China’s imperial 
greatness to which he was now the heir. “China has stood 
up,” he said, and the great majority of Chinese responded 
with enthusiasm. 

 Th e revolution had been long delayed, beginning with 
the fumbling series of misadventures in 1911, when the old 
Qing dynasty was overthrown. Many Chinese felt the need 
for radical change, only to see it aborted or betrayed by 
warlord regimes and then by the increasingly reactionary 

  Communist Strength and Guomindang Weakness 
 Th e Japanese invasion and occupation of China from 1931 
to 1945 not only ended in the Allied defeat of Japan but 
also fatally eroded the power and popular support of the 
Guomindang government of Chiang Kai-shek. Buttressed 
by massive American military and economic support, it 
hung on while American representatives under General 
George Marshall tried to arrange a coalition with the rap-
idly growing Communist Party. With the predictable fail-
ure of this eff ort in 1947, China was torn by full-scale civil 
war. Th e Guomindang had vast superiority in number and 
weapons and held all the major cities, but its corruption 
and ineff ectiveness had lost it the support of most Chinese. 
Runaway infl ation, uncontrolled by the government, which 
ruined most urbanites, was accompanied by rural repres-
sion and predatory policies of confi scation or heavy taxa-
tion of most businessmen as the government reoccupied 
the areas in the east previously held by the Japanese. Crit-
ics were jailed or executed, and everyone outside the gov-
ernment went in fear of the secret police. As a result of all 
these factors, the Guomindang largely lost the support of the 
middle class and most business and professional people, as 
well as most peasants. Meanwhile, the Communist forces in 
their long fi ght against the Japanese had perfected a guerrilla 
strategy and attracted millions of Chinese by their defense 
of the nation and their program of peasant-oriented reform. 

 Th eir leader, Mao Zedong (1893–1976), off ered a return 
to the simple virtues of hard work and self-sacrifi ce in 
order to build a new China, free from foreign infl uence 
and humiliation and from the now-discredited and con-
servative elitism of Confucianism and the old order it 
represented. In their remote frontier base at Yan’an in the 
northwest, where they were centered from 1934 to 1947, the 
Communists under Mao’s direction had worked out a num-
ber of ideas for China’s regeneration, while at the same time 
appealing broadly to the masses. 

 Mao and several of the other Communist leaders came 
from peasant origins, and their program emphasized peas-
ant welfare and virtues, overlooked or ignored by the 
Guomindang. Landlordism and oppression of the peasantry 
were popular issues in the face of widespread rural poverty 
and mass suff ering. Chinese who collaborated with foreign 
businessmen in the treaty ports prospered. Th e cities, nearly 
all of which were foreign-dominated treaty ports as well as 
centers of Guomindang strength and the home of “running 
dogs” (collaborators with the foreigners), were obvious tar-
gets for a peasant-oriented revolutionary movement. 

 Success depended, however, on building a mass support 
base. Th is was achieved through land reform in the areas 
the Communists controlled—most of the north—accom-
panied by campaigns to politicize the peasants and orga-
nize them into action. Intellectuals were also involved in an 
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long years of war and to extend its land reform and politi-
cal education programs into the newly conquered south 
and southwest. All over the country what was still called 
land reform became more violent as party organizers, in an 
eff ort to create “class consciousness,” encouraged peasants to 
“speak bitterness” and to identify their landlord-oppressors. 
Many thousands were killed by angry mobs, and their land 
was distributed among the poorer peasants. 

 Firm central-government control was reestablished in 
most of the former Qing territories, including Manchu-
ria (now called simply “the northeast,” given its troubled 
recent history), southern or “Inner” Mongolia, Xinjiang, 
and Tibet, and a major program of industrialization begun. 
Outer Mongolia had declared its independence in 1921 as 
the Mongolian People’s Republic and soon became closely 
dependent on the Soviet Union. China’s undeclared war 
with the United States in Korea from late 1950 to mid-1953 
and an American-sponsored embargo on trade not only 
slowed these eff orts at economic development but also 
helped to further radicalize the country and to strengthen 
its dedication to the goals of self-reliance and reconstruc-
tion. By 1956 Mao judged that support for the new govern-
ment was wide and deep enough to invite criticism. In a 
famous speech, he declared: “Let a hundred fl owers bloom; 
let a hundred schools of thought contend.” But he probably 

Guomindang under Chiang Kai-shek aft er 1927. It had been 
a revolutionary eff ort led and joined almost exclusively 
by intellectuals, a tiny handful of the population. Now the 
Communists had fi nally succeeded in creating a mass base, 
with a peasant army forged in the fi res of the anti-Japanese 
war and a politicized people. Th ey called their program 
“the mass line,” no longer an elite aff air but one that had 
its principal roots in the peasant countryside, where over 
80 percent of the Chinese people lived.  

  Reconstruction and Politicization 
 Chiang Kai-shek and the remnants of the Guomindang 
government and army fl ed, with American assistance, to 
the off shore island of Taiwan (also known as the island of 
Formosa), where American aid helped them in time to 
rebuild a prosperous economy and gain fi rm control. Both 
Chinese governments claimed sole legitimacy,  Taiwan as 
the Republic of China and the mainland  government as the 
People’s Republic of China. Th e United States  continued 
to support the Guomindang on Taiwan until the  pressures 
of reality and the desire to exploit the Sino-Soviet split led 
belatedly to offi  cial American recognition of the  government 
in Beijing in 1979, although unoffi  cial ties with Taipei (the 
Taiwan capital) remained. On the mainland, the new gov-
ernment moved quickly to repair the physical damage of the 

       Tiananmen square, in front of the main gate to the Forbidden City. Th is is where the demonstrations of May 
and June of 1989 took place. Shown here is a mass demonstration on China’s National Day, October 1, during 
the Cultural Revolution of the late 1960s.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  
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leaders such as Zhou Enlai (1898–1976), Liu Shaoqi (1898–
1969), and Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) had a greater role 
and for the time being eclipsed Mao, although he remained 
the party chairman.  

  Th e Sino-Soviet Split 
 Th e Russians were alarmed by what they saw as the radical 
excesses of the Great Leap and its departure from the Soviet 
pattern. Th ey were annoyed also by Mao’s assertion that his 
version of socialism was superior to theirs, his continued 
support of Stalinist policies aft er they had been discred-
ited in the USSR, and his accusations that Russia had now 
become ideologically impure, or “revisionist.” Th e Russians 
saw Mao’s bellicose stand on the reconquest of Taiwan, for 
which he requested Soviet nuclear aid, as a threat to world 
peace, and inevitable tensions arose out of the large-scale 
Soviet aid program and Soviet advisers in China. In 1959 
the Russians withdrew their aid and advisers and moved 
toward a more antagonistic relationship with China. Th e 
next 15 years saw revived territorial disputes and armed 
border clashes between the two former allies on the long 
frontier that divides them, especially in the Amur region 
of northern Manchuria and along the northern border of 
Xinjiang. 

 Each claimed to be the true heir of Marx and Lenin and 
on the correct path to socialism. Long-standing substantive 
confl icts between them surfaced. Th ese dated back to the 
early Czarist expansion into northeast Asia and to Russia’s 
exploitation of Manchuria and its role as one of the Western 
imperialist powers during China’s years of political weak-
ness. On the other side, Russia was alarmed by China’s 
hundreds of millions of people, next door to thinly settled 
Siberia and the Soviet maritime provinces and driven as they 
seemed to be by radical fanaticism. Th e rhetoric of mutual 
accusation mounted on both sides, and troops were sta-
tioned along the frontiers. But China could not stand alone 
against the world, and its leaders began indirect overtures 
to the United States. More than a decade later, with the end 
of their misadventure in Vietnam in sight, the  Americans 
fi nally responded. Late in 1971, a cautious restoration of 
contact began when fi rst Secretary of State Henry  Kissinger 
and then President Nixon visited Beijing. Th is slowly led 
to the establishment of diplomatic relations, with full U.S. 
 recognition and the exchange of ambassadors in 1979.     

  Th e Cultural Revolution 
 From 1966 to 1976 China passed through the Great Prole-
tarian Cultural Revolution, as Mao called it, perhaps the 
greatest cataclysm in world history, measured by the hun-
dreds of millions of people involved in mass persecution 
and suff ering. Th e failure of the Great Leap had necessi-
tated more moderate policies and a period of recovery from 

also intended this as a move to smoke out and then punish 
opposition. Many intellectuals, and others, including many 
of China’s ethnic minorities such as Tibetans and Muslims, 
responded with a torrent of criticism. Most of it was pro-
nounced “destructive” and counterrevolutionary, and many 
of the critics were punished, jailed, or even executed. 
Mass campaigns identifi ed many thousands as “rightists” or 
“counterrevolutionaries,” who were also imprisoned or killed.     

  Th e Great Leap Forward 
 Despite the evidence of dissent, Mao still felt secure enough 
in the support and radical fervor of the majority of his peo-
ple that he moved swift ly to collectivize all land. By 1958 he 
moved beyond the Soviet model of collectivization and orga-
nized most land into new communes; private ownership was 
abolished, and all enterprises were managed collectively. 
Communes varied widely in area and population but aver-
aged about 15,000 to 25,000 people and incorporated large 
numbers of previously separate villages. Several villages made 
up a “production team,” several teams constituted a “produc-
tion brigade,” and several brigades made a commune. Com-
munes were supposed to include manufacturing enterprises 
also to bring industrialization to the rural areas. Communes 
were also set up in the cities but added little to existing facto-
ries, departments, or offi  ces, so they did not last. 

 Mao announced that 1958 would be the year of the 
“Great Leap Forward” in which China would overtake Brit-
ain in industrial output by the united eff orts of a galvanized 
people. Th is would be the mass line in action. Communal 
dining halls were set up so that families need not lose work 
time by preparing meals. Backyard steel furnaces sprang up 
all over the rural landscape, using local iron ore and coal 
or other fuel. Communes were given quotas for produc-
tion of specifi c agricultural and industrial goods, but too 
little attention was paid to the nature of local resources or 
to overall rational organization. Peasants were shift ed arbi-
trarily from farming to manufacturing, and communes 
were told to grow crops that were physically impossible for 
them to raise. 

 Th e Great Leap was a dismal failure, and the country 
collapsed into economic chaos in 1959. Peasants had been 
driven to exhaustion in pursuit of unrealistic goals and inef-
fi cient combinations of tasks and resources. Nearly all of the 
iron and steel from the backyard furnaces was of unusable 
quality and had to be thrown out, as did much of the other 
industrial output. Crops were neglected or failed as labor 
was shift ed to diff erent tasks, and for at least three years 
there were massive food shortages and widespread fam-
ine. Probably at least 30 million people died of starvation 
or malnutrition. It was the worst famine in world history. 
Mao’s radical policies had brought disaster, and for several 
years other more pragmatic measures and more moderate 
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by Mao at mass rallies, and to other cities, bastions of the 
elite. For a time the Red Guards even took over the Foreign 
Ministry and tried to direct China’s foreign policy. Mao and 
those supporting him promoted the even more extreme 
spread of a personality cult; huge pictures and statues of 
“Th e Great Helmsman” and copies of the  Little Red Book  of 
his revolutionary slogans mushroomed everywhere. Rival 
warring factions quickly emerged among the Red Guards, 
each claiming to be following the true line and pursuing 
what amounted to gang warfare. Groups and individu-
als welcomed the opportunity to pay off  old grudges and 
denounce others or accuse them anonymously. Th ere was 
uncontrolled violence, including large-scale street warfare, 
in many cities. 

 To prevent continued chaos, Zhou Enlai fi nally prevailed 
on Mao to call in the army in 1968 and put down the Red 
Guards, thus creating a new embittered group who felt they 
had been betrayed, a “lost generation.” Meanwhile, millions 
of offi  cials, managers, writers, and teachers were hounded 
out of their jobs. Artists and musicians who showed any 
interest in Western styles were attacked. Many of the intel-
lectuals and others who were labeled counterrevolutionary 
were beaten or killed; others were jailed, sent to corrective 
labor camps, or assigned to the lowest menial tasks, as both 
punishment and reeducation. Opera stars and concert vio-
linists were ordered to clean latrines. All foreign music, art, 
literature, and ideas (except for Marxism-Leninism and 
Stalinism) were banned, and even Chinese books disap-
peared or were burned, except for the ever-present works 
of Mao himself. Th ose who had studied abroad, especially 
valuable for China’s eff orts at national reconstruction, 
were particular targets. People were encouraged to inform 

economic disaster. By 1966 Mao judged recovery complete 
and launched a new campaign to renew a revolution that he 
saw as slipping into “revisionism,” complacency, opportun-
ism, and self-seeking on the part of party offi  cials, manag-
ers, and all people in positions of authority. Mao remarked 
that he felt like “an ancestor at his own funeral and at the 
burial of his hopes.” Basically, his message was the old one 
of “serve the people,” with its clear echoes of Confucian 
responsibility, but the methods employed by the Cultural 
Revolution had devastating results. Mao was also carrying 
out a power play to eliminate rivals and their policies. Th e 
chief targets were the elite: party offi  cials, teachers, writ-
ers, all intellectuals, all those who were “tainted” by foreign 
infl uence or “bourgeois” lifestyles, and all whose class ori-
gins were not poor peasant or manual worker. 

 Th e troops that Mao used to carry out his attack on 
“counterrevolutionaries” were the young people of China, 
who had been taught to venerate him as the savior of 
China. Like young people everywhere, they had little stake 
in the status quo, were fi lled with idealism, and were easily 
diverted from their studies. Th ey welcomed their exciting 
new role as a chance to exercise authority over their elders. 
Mao called them “Red Guards” and permitted them to 
abandon their families, jobs, and studies to roam the coun-
try ferreting out “rightists” (oft en including their own family 
members, another especially harsh denial of long-standing 
Chinese values) and harassing everyone in responsible 
positions. Red Guards invaded the homes of all people 
suspected of “bourgeois tendencies,” destroyed books and 
art works, and beat up the residents. Millions of boys and 
girls rode free or commandeered trains and buses to Beijing, 
where cheering crowds of Red Guards were addressed 

       Th e leaders of Communist China in 1965, on 
the eve of the Cultural Revolution. From left  to 
right, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, Mao Zedong, and Liu 
Shaoqi.      (Sovfoto/Eastfoto)  
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not surprisingly, also met with resistance from profession-
als and others. 

 But the nightmare went on even aft er the Red Guards 
had been sent to the countryside. Even those at the top, 
except for Mao himself, were attacked for alleged “devia-
tions” from the correct line, which changed unpredictably 
and was involved with political power plays. Liu Shaoqi, 
originally picked by Mao as his successor, and an old revo-
lutionary comrade, was accused of “rightist revisionism” 
because of his eff orts to rebuild the economy aft er the disas-
ter of the Great Leap Forward and died as a prisoner aft er 
public humiliations and beatings. Other high offi  cials suf-
fered similar fates. Future leader Deng Xiaoping was pub-
licly humiliated and abused, and his son was permanently 
disabled. Professionals in all fi elds were scrutinized for 
their political views and activism. Absence from or silence 
during the endless daily political meetings was evidence of 
“counterrevolutionary tendencies.” No one at any level felt 
safe or free to say what they really thought. 

 Th e Chinese revolution remained ostensibly a peas-
ant movement, a Chinese rather than a Western answer 
to China’s problems. Th is was appealing also on national-
ist grounds, especially since nearly all the cities had been 
tainted by semicolonial foreign dominance while the great 
bulk of the country’s people remained in the agricultural 
countryside. What little industrialization there was before 
1949 was almost entirely in the cities, particularly in the 
foreign-run treaty ports or in Japanese-controlled Manchu-
ria. Th ere was thus both a pronounced antiurban bias to the 
revolution and a determination to exalt the countryside, to 
put the peasants in charge and concentrate eff orts at devel-
opment in the rural areas, the supposed source of all revo-
lutionary values.    

 Th is was the theme of both the Great Leap Forward and 
the Cultural Revolution, and both included ambitious plans 
to bring the benefi ts of industrialization to the countryside. 

on friends, colleagues, and even family members, causing 
immense bitterness, separation, and suff ering. 

 Th ose accused, oft en without evidence, of “rightist” or 
bourgeois tendencies were jailed, sentenced to corrective 
labor, or driven to suicide. Few had the courage to try to 
help them, for fear that they themselves would meet the 
same fate. Teachers were attacked and beaten by their stu-
dents in a brutal reversal of traditional respect for learn-
ing; musicians and artists had their fi ngers broken. Th e 
offi  cial line was that it was “better to be Red than expert”; 
most of China’s relatively small group of urgently needed 
professionals (i.e., “experts”) in most fi elds were hounded, 
jailed, or killed. Almost no one in this immense country 
beyond the age of one escaped the turmoil, which wrecked 
the lives of hundreds of millions of people and directly 
killed unknown numbers, probably at least 1 million. Th e 
rural communes were not exempt, and there too there were 
repeated radical campaigns and terror. 

 All universities and colleges were closed for several 
years, considered breeding grounds for a new elite. When 
they slowly began to reopen it was only to the children of 
peasants, workers, and party faithfuls still in power, but 
with a curriculum that concentrated on “political study.” 
Most high school graduates in the decade aft er 1966, and 
in the big cities practically all, were assigned to “productive 
labor in the countryside,” where they were told to “strike 
roots permanently.” Th is was partly a leveling alternative 
to the now-closed or restricted universities, partly a means 
to ease unemployment and housing shortages in the cit-
ies, and partly a way to reeducate those too young to have 
shared the early Yan’an years of hardship and sacrifi ce. 
Now they would learn from the peasants the meaning of 
hard work instead of following the upwardly mobile path 
that education had always meant to Chinese, which led to 
becoming both elite and bourgeois “experts.” 

 Some 17 million young people, many of them former 
Red Guards, were sent down to the countryside in this 
program, until it was largely discontinued in the late 1970s. 
Most saw it as ruinous to their own ambitions and career 
plans, for which their urban origins and education had 
prepared them. And most of them were not very helpful 
in rural agricultural or other development work. Th eir 
training was not very relevant, and indeed it had tended, 
as in China’s past, to make them think of themselves as an 
educated elite who looked down on peasants and manual 
labor. Th e program was understandably unpopular with 
peasants too, since they had to feed and house disgruntled 
city youth who, despite their higher level of education, 
were oft en both incompetent and uninterested in farm-
work. All white-collar workers were also required to spend 
at least two months each year doing manual labor, mainly 
in the countryside, a far more sensible idea but one that,        Propaganda poster of Mao Zedong.      (Swim Ink 2, LLC/Corbis)  
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Since the mid-1950s, all movement of people was controlled, 
especially to the cities, where housing and ration books for 
food and household supplies were allocated only to those 
who were assigned jobs there. Individuals could not choose 
jobs; they worked where the state sent them. In the 1970s 
and 1980s a growing number of illegal migrants to the cities 
lived underground or on forged papers. Despite the offi  cial 
denigration of cities, they remained the places where most 
people, seeking wider opportunities for personal advance-
ment as well as the excitement of any city, wanted to be. 
Th is was all disapproved of as “bourgeois” or even counter-
revolutionary but is understandable enough and indeed has 
been the common experience of all modern societies. 

 In the countryside, each commune was designed to be 
as self-suffi  cient as possible. Under the Cultural Revolution 
there was considerable growth of small-scale rural indus-
try, especially in what were labeled the “fi ve smalls”: iron 
and steel, cement, fertilizer, agricultural goods (including 
tools, machinery, and irrigation equipment), and electric 
power. Th ere was also much production of light consumer 
goods for local use. Manufacturing in each area, using only 
local resources, reduced the load on an already overbur-
dened road and rail system and saved transport costs while 
providing employment and experience to the masses of 
rural people. But in most cases the resulting product was 
considerably more expensive and of poorer quality than 
in larger-scale and better-equipped urban-based plants. 
Decentralized industry has been thought about by many in 
the West and in India as an ideally preferable alternative to 
the crowding, pollution, and dehumanization of industrial 
cities since the eighteenth century. But the economies of 
scale (“the bigger the cheaper”) have meant that it is sel-
dom fully practical. Like his other policies, it was part of 
Mao’s utopian vision, appealing in many ways but pursued 
at dreadful cost, while China lagged still farther behind the 
rest of the world in technology and education.       

 Mao had said that the major goals of the revolution 
should be to eliminate the distinctions between city and 
countryside, between mental and manual workers, and 
between elites and peasants or workers; all three goals 
were of course closely related. In pursuit of these aims, 
 workers or janitors became plant managers and university 
 offi  cials; poor peasants were elevated to power in commune 
 “revolutionary committees”; professors, technicians, and 
skilled managers were humiliated or reduced to the lowest 
menial jobs. Even peasants who had been better off  in the 
past and had been labeled “rich peasants” became targets. 
All those with any claim to expertise were suspect and oft en 
were hounded out of their positions in angry “struggle 
meetings”; those who refused to join in the denunciations 
were themselves denounced. Th e moral virtue and practical 
wisdom of the peasants and the countryside were extolled. 

  Many memoirs of the Cultural Revolution have been pub-
lished in English in recent decades. Among them, Rae 
Yang’s  Spider Eaters  is notable for addressing the question 
of violence among the Red Guards from the perspective of 
someone who joined in the violence and sought to under-
stand why she and her classmates did such terrible things. 
Yang was raised in an elite family in Beijing and later in life 
moved to the United States, where she is a professor. The 
incident below occurred in 1966 at the beginning of the 
Cultural Revolution, when Yang was sixteen. The day after 
the beating, a doctor told Yang and her classmates that 
Zhang “Heihei” had been diagnosed with schizophrenia.  

   In a small room on campus that used to be a 
teacher’s office, seven of us stood in a semicircle. 
We were a Red Guard Fighting Team. At the 
moment, we were interrogating a suspect who had 
been “arrested” by her classmates the day before. 
The suspect was a rather pale and thin girl of 
medium stature. Straight short hair. A simple white 
blouse and blue pants. She stood in the middle of 
the room. She was talking nonstop in a shrill voice. 

 “I am Zhang Heihei! My father is Zhang Laohei! My 
mother is Zhang Dahei! My younger brother is 
Zhang Xiaohei! We are a black family! Our home is 
a black den! I am the dog child of a capitalist! My 
father, my mother, me and my younger brother. We 
are all dogs! We are all black! . . .” 

  Hei  means black, so the personal names she made 
up for herself and her family were Black Black, Old 
Black, Big Black, and Small Black. 

 Hearing her words, a Red Guard slowly unbuckled 
her belt. The iron buckle flashed in the air. It drew a 
curve and landed on Zhang Heihei’s bare arm with 
a thud. The skin was cut open. Blood oozed out. 

 “Zhang Heihei!” 

 Black Black. Her voice grew louder. It sounded like a 
challenge to us. 

 “She must be a real counterrevolutionary!” I thought. 
“How dare she call herself Zhang Heihei?” . . . 
Chairman Mao was our red commander in chief. We 
called ourselves “his little red devils.” We read and 
quoted his little red book. Wore his red buttons on 
our chests. Red flags. Red armbands. Red blood. Red 
hearts . . . We could not tolerate anyone who was of a 
different color. Peach was guilty. Yellow was criminal. 
Black and white were definitely counterrevolutionary! 

 So we all unbuckled our belts.   

  Source:  From  Spider Eaters: A Memoir  by Rae Yang, copyright 
(©) 1997 by The Regents of the University of California. 
 Reprinted by permission of the University of California Press. 

 RED GUARD VIOLENCE 
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terror itself. Mao’s death removed the chief obstacle to a 
return to more normal conditions, and China turned away 
with relief from its long ordeal. 

 Th is was all in large part a reaction against the strongly 
hierarchical and elitist structure and values of traditional 
Chinese society and stemmed from a desire to  realize the 
egalitarian ideals of Communism. Th e revolution had 
been based largely in the peasant countryside and was in 
any case aimed against the old established order and the 
 cities.  Nevertheless, Mao drew heavily on  traditional ideas 
in emphasizing the duty of those in positions of power 
and responsibility to serve the masses, and he, like the 
 Confucians, used moral example, slogans, and  simplifi ed 
philosophical sayings to inspire and mold group  behavior 
in the common interest. As an intellectual  himself, in 
the long Chinese tradition, he was a noted poet and 
 calligrapher, like many emperors before him; in many ways 
he played the role of a new emperor. But he also relied on 
the new technique of what were called mass campaigns to 
galvanize people into action in the  service of  revolutionary 
goals. Some were constructive, like the campaigns to 
 eliminate rats and fl ies or to build new dams and  irrigation 
canals. But most were more politically inspired and were 
aimed at “rightists” and “counterrevolutionaries.” Th e 
 Cultural Revolution was the last and the most  devastating 
of these campaigns. Most revolutions go through an 
extreme radical phase, like the Reign of Terror in Paris in 
the 1790s. Th e Chinese revolution’s radical phase lasted 
longer and went to greater extremes than any other, but 
in time it too faded, if only because the Chinese people 
were exhausted by constant political campaigns and by the 

       Th e mass line in action: some of the 100,000 
people involved in building, largely by hand, a 
new irrigation dam outside Beijing. Th is is in 
fact an ancient system; similar armies of mass 
labor built the Great Wall, the Grand Canal, 
and other monumental public works in the long 
past.      (R. Murphey)  

 Jiang Qing and the Gang of Four 

 Many Chinese have long been quick to stereotype women 
with access to political power as dangerous, selfish, and 
an omen of degeneracy, or even of the inglorious end of 
a dynasty. Among others they remember the Tang em-
peror Xuanzong’s favorite consort, Yang Guifei, who sup-
posedly brought about the decline of the Tang through 
her “evil influence”; the notorious empress Wu, who 
usurped the throne earlier in the Tang dynasty; and the 
infamous empress dowager Cixi. Jiang Qing, Mao’s third 
wife (technically his fourth wife, although Mao did not 
acknowledge his first, arranged marriage), is thought by 
most Chinese to have followed very closely the stereo-
typical behavior of a woman in power. She had been a 
minor movie star before she married him in Yan’an in 
1939. This gave her, she believed, a role in shaping party 
cultural policy, and with the Cultural Revolution in 1966 
she emerged publicly as a member of the party’s Central 
Committee in charge of cultural affairs. She was person-
ally responsible for the persecution of writers and artists 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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 Th e communes were quietly dissolved in all but name. 
Agriculture, still by far the largest sector of the economy, 
was largely organized into a “responsibility system” whereby 
individual families grew, on land still nominally owned by 
the commune, the crops that they judged most profi table in 
an economy that was now market-oriented. Th e state still 
took its tax share of farm output, but peasants were free to 
sell the rest in a free market that was encouraged as reward-
ing those who performed best. Th ose who did well under 
this system, and urban entrepreneurs who prospered in the 
small private businesses now permitted, felt free once again 
to display their new wealth. Expensive homes with televi-
sion aerials sprouted here and there in the countryside, 
and in the cities motor scooters, tape recorders, washing 
machines, televisions, and refrigerators became more com-
mon. Th e new rich and even party offi  cials began to indulge 
their personal tastes in clothing, including colors and 
Western-style or even high-fashion outfi ts instead of the 
drab uniform wear decreed in earlier years.    

 Some rural industry remained where it was economi-
cally rational, but renewed emphasis was placed on large-
scale, urban-based industrial production and on catching 
up with world advances in technology to make up for the 
lost years. Many factory and offi  ce managers and workers 
were now rewarded on the basis of productivity and prof-
itability. Technological, managerial, and educational elites 
also reappeared, and with them the bourgeois lifestyles 
so feared by Mao as the antithesis of revolutionary social-
ism. In earlier debates before the Cultural Revolution Deng 
Xiaoping had said, “I don’t care if a cat is white or black; as 

and for decreeing what was acceptable in music, art, lit-
erature, and drama. It was said that she used her power 
to pay off old scores against professional rivals and that 
she increasingly ignored or countermanded her hus-
band’s advice. She was often vituperative and spiteful in 
her personal style and ruthless in carrying out the line 
she favored. Both traditional and foreign cultural works 
were banned in favor of a new and rigid socialist  realism—
art with a heavy political message designed to appeal to 
the masses of peasants and workers. 

 During Mao’s last years, when ill health and senility 
obliged him to withdraw from the day-to-day manage-
ment of affairs, Jiang and her radical colleagues increased 
their power and were probably the chief architects of the 
Cultural Revolution after about 1968. At her trial she 
insisted that she alone had been faithful to Mao’s vision, 
but most Chinese had come to fear and hate her. She is 
still seen as the archvillain of China’s dark years. 

    China Aft er Mao 
 Aft er Mao died in 1976—shortly aft er an earthquake 
killed some quarter of a million people in Tangshan, near 
 Beijing—the radical faction led by his widow, Jiang Qing, 
tried to continue his extreme policies. But the country 
was sick of radical politics. In 1978 a new, more  moderate 
 leadership emerged under Hua Guofeng, whom Mao had 
designated as his successor. Jiang Qing and three of her asso-
ciates, the so-called Gang of Four, were tried and  convicted 
of “crimes against the people” and sentenced to jail, where 
she died in 1991, allegedly a suicide and  unrepentant. China 
began to emerge from its nightmare. Cautiously it resumed 
interchange with the rest of the world aft er 30 years of 
 isolation that had cost it dearly, especially in  technology. 
Th e universities and their curricula were slowly restored, 
and students now had to pass entrance examinations rather 
than merely to demonstrate proper “class origins.” Eff orts 
were made to provide somewhat greater freedom for intel-
lectuals,  writers, teachers, and managers. 

 Th e new mood in the country continued to move away 
from the madness of the period from 1957 to 1976. By 1981 
Hua Guofeng had been pushed aside by the old party prag-
matist, Deng Xiaoping, who returned to power as the real 
head of state and chief policymaker. Most of Mao’s poli-
cies were progressively dismantled. Th e new government 
acknowledged that China was still poor and technically 
backward, that it needed foreign technology and invest-
ment, and that to encourage production its people needed 
material incentives rather than political harangues and 
“rectifi cation campaigns.” 

 Toward the end of his life Mao wrote a poem to his dying 
comrade Zhou Enlai in 1975 that looked back over the 
past 40 years and anticipated his own end: 

   Loyal parents who sacrificed so much for the nation 

 Never feared the ultimate fate. 

 Now that the country has become Red 

 Who will be the guardians? 

 Our mission, unfinished, may take a thousand years; 

 The struggle tires us, and our hair is grey. 

 You and I, old friend, 

 Can we just watch our efforts being washed away?   

  Source:  Reprinted with permission of The Free Press, a Divi-
sion of Simon & Shuster, Inc., from  Mao’s China: A History 
of the People’s Republic  by Maurice Meisner, pp. 180–181. 
Copyright © 1977 by The Free Press. All rights reserved. 

 MAO’S REGRETS 
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in agriculture, were only a little greater than continued 
increases in population. One of China’s greatest successes 
was in delivering basic health care to most of its people, 
including for several years the system of “barefoot doctors” 
who traveled even to remote villages and the clinics estab-
lished in every commune. 

 As in India, this greatly reduced the death rate, while 
the birthrate remained high. Th e population grew rapidly, 
nearly doubling from 1949 to the fi rst real census in 1982. 
In the 1970s, China belatedly realized that this was perhaps 
its greatest problem in terms of the per capita welfare by 
which real economic growth must be measured. Mao had 
declared that any talk of overpopulation was counterrevo-
lutionary and anti-Chinese, but from 1979 on families were 
severely discouraged from having more than a single child, 
an extreme policy that was seen as necessary for perhaps a 
generation if China was to escape from poverty. One-child 
families were rewarded, and, with some exceptions, those 
who had more were punished with economic sanctions. 
Th e task of providing enough basic necessities, let alone 
amenities, for the well over a billion Chinese already born 
is dismaying, let alone for future population increases. Th e 
population growth rate has been slowed, but over 20 mil-
lion babies are still born every year. Furthermore, although 
families in many rural areas are permitted two children if 
their fi rst-born is a daughter, the one-child policy has had 
many unintended negative consequences for Chinese girls 
and women, including increased abandonment of female 
infants or the concealment of female births, infanticide, 
forced abortions, a seriously skewed gender ratio, and traf-
fi cking in women and girls. 

 Meanwhile, there have been some substantial economic 
gains. Poverty at the bottom has been reduced, though far 
from eliminated, by increased production, better distribu-
tion, and the collective welfare system of communes and 
factories. Health levels, thanks in part to better nutrition 
and medical care, have been greatly improved. Literacy has 
more than doubled, and about half the population now get 
as far as the early high school grades, although there are 
places for only a small percentage in the state universities. 
Beginning in the 1990s, private universities have sprung up 
to fi ll the demand, but their graduates are oft en unable to 
fi nd work in the competitive job market. Study abroad is a 
popular, although expensive, option. 

 Living standards in the cities have risen far more rapidly 
and substantially, except for the overcrowded and inad-
equate housing, than in most rural areas. Th e growing divi-
sion between urban and rural lifestyles and attitudes is a 
worrying problem for the heirs of a rural and peasant revo-
lution, although it is shared by the rest of the developing 
world. Poor-soil, mountainous, semiarid, and remote areas 
lagged far behind the more productive ones, and in some of 

long as it catches mice it is a good cat,” and he eventually 
put this pragmatic dictum into practice. He insisted, how-
ever, that although performance should be central, China 
was still a socialist country under a Communist govern-
ment that planned and managed the economy and aimed 
to provide social justice. All too soon, aft er 1986, he was to 
suppress the growing movement by students and intellectu-
als for freer expression and what they rather vaguely called 
“democracy,” something of which they understood little. 

 In 1981 the Communist Party issued a new interpre-
tation of Party history, in which it was acknowledged 
that although Mao had been a great revolutionary leader 
before 1957 (some said before 1949), he made major mis-
takes later on that set the country back many years. He too 
largely ignored economic development and the basic need 
for “modernization,” which were sacrifi ced to ideology, or 
as Mao put it, “politics in command.” Nevertheless, unlike 
in the Soviet Union, where Stalin’s successor Khrushchev 
denounced his crimes, Mao has remained a heroic fi gure 
in Chinese textbooks and media, and scrutiny into the 
costs of the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution 
is discouraged by the threat of imprisonment. Over time, 
though, much independent research on both events has 
gone on, shared quietly among close friends and colleagues 
or posted on the Internet outside of China. 

 By the 1980s, most Chinese were weary of politics and 
ideology; those who had survived or were still redeemable 
wanted to get on with their lives and their careers, make up 
for what they called “the wasted years,” and help to further 
China’s aborted development. Despite the overdose of Mao-
ist rhetoric, most Chinese still cared about their country 
and wanted it to catch up and perhaps, one day, again lead 
the world as it had for so long in its glorious past. Most Chi-
nese are phenomenally hardworking people. Under a more 
rationally organized system, perhaps Mao will be proved 
right aft er all, that over a billion Chinese, over one-fi ft h of 
the world, can indeed move mountains.  

  Achievements and the Future 
 Th e years from 1949 to 1978 were by no means all chaos, and 
in fact the mass line, together with revolutionary fervor, 
national pride, organized group eff ort, and central direc-
tion, accomplished a great deal. China remained poor, but 
there was encouraging growth in agriculture (except for the 
years 1958–1964) owing to new irrigation, and later better 
seeds, and fertilization. Industry grew rapidly, if unevenly, 
from what had been a very small and limited base. In 1964 
China tested a nuclear bomb and thereby joined the ranks 
of the major powers. Th ousands of miles of new railways 
and roads were built, and China became a major indus-
trial power. As in India, where similar developments were 
taking place in these years, gains in production, especially 
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the ownership of property—a major step forward, and 
Mao declared “women hold up half the sky.” Th e tradi-
tional extended family—three generations living under one 
roof—is largely gone, especially in the cities, and with it the 
authority of the oldest surviving grandparents. A grand-
mother, and sometimes a grandfather, may live with a son’s 
family but now serves more commonly as baby-sitter, shop-
per, and general household help, representing the family 
on neighborhood committees while the daughter or wife 
goes out to work. Nearly all adult women in China have 
full-time jobs outside the home, but they are usually not 
paid equally with men, and at the end of the workday it is 
usually they who cook the meals, clean the house, and care 
for the children. On the other hand, employers or the state 
provide extensive child-care facilities for working mothers, 
far more than in the United States. Th e top positions in gov-
ernment, business, industry, and education are held almost 
entirely by men, with occasional token female representa-
tion on committees. At the same time, just about all occu-
pations and professions are open to women, and probably a 
higher proportion of women are professionals than in the 
United States. But most Chinese women work in lower-
level or even menial jobs, and despite government eff orts 
to persuade people that daughters are as good as sons, most 
families still give sons the fi rst priority, since only they will 

them there was widespread malnutrition. China’s cities are 
not yet disfi gured by masses of visibly homeless or unem-
ployed, as are cities elsewhere in the developing world, but 
only because rigid controls on all movement and employ-
ment until recently still prevented most rural people from 
moving to the cities, as most of them clearly would like to 
do, despite the rhetoric of the Maoist vision. Th e cities are 
dangerously polluted, as bad as any in the world; the air is a 
choking mixture of smoke and gases the Chinese call 
“Yellow Dragon” and the rivers and wells are full of chemicals 
and heavy metals—the price of rapid industrialization. Th e 
World Bank in 2007 estimated that half a million Chinese 
were dying from air and water pollution every year. Th ere 
was wide criticism, in China and abroad, of the decision 
to go ahead with the Th ree Gorges dam, above Yichang on 
the middle Yangzi. Th is immense project, by far the world’s 
biggest dam, has fl ooded the famous gorges, requiring the 
removal of several million people who lived in the area, and 
threatens to do severe damage to the fauna of the river. It 
was argued that smaller dams on the tributaries would be 
much less destructive, but the ever-increasing demand for 
electric power and the attractions of fl ood prevention plus 
deep-draught navigation on the upper river were appar-
ently more compelling. Progress in other respects has been 
won at the cost of state and collective social controls and the 
suppression of personal choices. Th is is not as disturbing to 
most Chinese as it might be to most Westerners, since the 
subordination of individualism to group eff ort and group 
welfare has long been central to Chinese tradition. 

 China’s past achievements and its revolutionary progress 
were due in large part to the primacy of responsibility and 
the pursuit of common goals over privilege and self-interest. 
Nevertheless, there have been protests and even demon-
strations against the continuing controls on free expres-
sion and choice of employment. As China opened its doors 
to more normal interchange with the rest of the world, 
more Chinese have come to see their political system as 
repressive. Many would argue that it has other important 
virtues and that some controls remain necessary. But China 
needs to make up for the years of isolation and destructive 
ideological aberrations, rebuild its educational and tech-
nological systems, and move ahead with what it now calls 
modernization, recognizing that this must include a large 
infusion of foreign technology and foreign ideas—and per-
haps also greater scope for individual creativity.    

 Th e liberation of women, one of the goals of the revolu-
tion, is still relatively far from attainment, although there 
has been considerable progress. Women are no longer 
as oppressed as they were under the old society, but they 
are still far from equal, even less so than in the contem-
porary United States. Th e new marriage law of 1950 gave 
them equality with men in marriage rights, divorce, and 

       “Women hold up half the sky,” as Mao said, and since 1950 
women have entered many occupations previously reserved for 
men.      (Th e Granger Collection, New York)  

M19_MURP8552_07_SE_C18.indd Page 403  05/09/13  8:29 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia404

challenges. But the brutality of what soon came to be called 
“Th e Beijing Massacre,” enacted in front of the world’s tele-
vision cameras, sent shock waves around the globe, as the 
Soviet Union and eastern Europe were entering an exciting 
new phase of liberation. China stood out as isolated and 
condemned, except for continued U.S. support. In the wake 
of June 4, the government imprisoned many of the surviv-
ing demonstrators, as well as many thousands of “liberals,” 
executed several, and vigorously resumed its earlier poli-
cies of censorship, suppression, the apparatus of the police 
state, and strident denunciations of all forms of Western 
infl uence and lifestyles. Meanwhile, it continued its brutal 
suppression of protests in Tibet against Chinese eff orts to 
stamp out expressions of Tibetan identity and requests for 
a more genuine role in the administration of their suppos-
edly “Autonomous” Area. 

 Some 94 percent of the population of the People’s 
Republic are Han Chinese, and the remainder are divided 
among a great number of cultures and languages. People 
of non-Han ethnicity can have more than one child, so 
when a Han person marries a non-Han person, their chil-
dren oft en claim the non-Han identity, making it diffi  cult 
to interpret ethnicity statistics. In some areas, such as parts 
of the mountainous south and southwest, some minorities 
ethnicities have not yet been overrun or crowded out in the 
long southern expansion of Chinese settlement; their exis-
tence was offi  cially recognized aft er 1949 by declaring them 
“Autonomous Regions.” Tibet, Xinjiang (home of the Turk-
ish Uighurs and other Turkish groups), and Inner Mongolia 
became “Autonomous Areas.” But in all of them the hand of 
the Chinese state was heavy, and “autonomy” was mainly 
window dressing. 

 Chinese control was especially deeply resented in Tibet 
aft er its bitter reconquest in the 1950s and widespread alle-
gations of genocide. During an uprising in 1959, the Dalai 
Lama, both spiritual and temporal ruler of Tibet, fl ed the 
advancing Chinese forces with a group of his followers and 
established a government in exile in northern India. Peri-
odically, over the decades since, the Chinese government 
has negotiated with representatives of the Dalai Lama, in 
an attempt to lessen criticism of its policies in Tibet. China 
claims that Tibet was part of their empire since Ming times, 
but in fact it controlled Tibet eff ectively for only about sixty 
years, roughly 1750 to 1810, while from about 1840 Tibet 
was a British Protectorate with a British offi  cial resident in 
Lhasa until the 1930s. Tibet is culturally, linguistically, eth-
nically, and religiously totally diff erent from China and has 
always been so. But more and more Han Chinese are mov-
ing to Tibet. In 2007 China fi nished a rail line to Lhasa, for 
the lucrative tourist trade and to add to its control there. As 
China prepared for the 2008 summer Olympics there were 
protests and some violence around the world in support of 

continue the family line and provide some security for aged 
parents. In the countryside, daughters still become mem-
bers of their husband’s family at marriage. 

 Th ere are considerable diff erences between city and 
countryside in all these respects, with the rural areas cling-
ing more to traditional values and patterns—including the 
production of more children in the hope of having a son. 
Nearly all urban and now most rural women do at least 
keep their own names aft er marriage, and there is in general 
a major change from the old society in the status of and atti-
tudes toward women. But China, like Japan, and like most 
of the rest of Asia outside the southeast, still has a long way 
to go before women are truly equal members of society.  

  Renewed Demands for Liberalization 
 In the late 1980s the government under Deng Xiaoping 
became increasingly repressive in its response to growing 
disaff ection and protests against “thought control.” Mean-
while, infl ation mounted, badly damaging most people, 
and there was widespread and bitter resentment of the 
unchecked corruption of party offi  cials and those, espe-
cially businessmen, who had “connections” to them. In 
May 1989, remembering May 4, 1919, crowds of students 
and workers began to demonstrate in Tiananmen Square 
in Beijing, Communist China’s chief parade ground and 
ceremonial center where Mao had once addressed a mil-
lion cheering followers waving his  Little Red Book . Now the 
gathered multitudes were asking instead for “democracy” 
and eventually even built a plaster statue of “Th e Goddess 
of Liberty,” modeled on the statue in New York harbor. 
Th eir demands were vague, and there were few attempts to 
make them more specifi c, but they were clearly inspired by 
the recent increases in contact with the rest of the world, 
especially with the United States, as well as refl ecting unhap
piness with censorship, controlled job assignment, infl ation, 
corruption, and political dictatorship. Communist Chi-
na’s 25  million  offi  cials, or more, had become a terrible  
burden, hated by most people as well as resented, as China 
had become the most closely controlled society in world 
history. Th e traditional saying “Become an offi  cial and get 
rich” was once again widely quoted. Th e demonstrations 
were never violent, but the government regarded them as a 
threat, and aft er some two weeks of hesitation, as diff erent 
responses were debated, the hard-liners in the government 
won out. On June 4, 1989, the army and its tanks moved 
in to crush the demonstrators, killing perhaps as many as 
1,000 unarmed students. 

 Th e demonstrators had challenged an all-powerful state, 
and the state responded as it had so oft en before. China 
has never had parliamentary democracy, free expression, 
or the rule of Western-style law—nor have Western states 
responded very diff erently in the past to similar direct 
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Kong, which grew from a town of 30,000 in the late 1980s 
to a city of 12 million today. Migrant workers from all across 
China have turned Shenzhen and neighboring cities into 
the world’s factory for electronics and garments, among 
other products. 

 Deng Xiaoping’s support for China’s industrial boom 
would have had little result if hundreds of millions of 
Chinese—entrepreneurs and workers—not responded 
and worked long, hard hours, oft en for very little fi nan-
cial reward. Before foreign investment built huge factories 
in Shenzhen and other parts of China, small-scale indus-
try spread across the eastern provinces south of Shanghai, 
managed and staff ed by local people. Th ese township and 
village enterprises (TVE) began turning out goods that 
could be exported and bring in hard currency. Local gov-
ernments designated industrial zones and competed to 
attract new companies to set up factories there. Millions 
of young people left  their families in the interior provinces 
and traveled to the coastal cities to fi nd work in factories, 
on construction sites, and as domestic labor in increasingly 
affl  uent urban households. 

 Rapid economic growth has come with serious prob-
lems. Th e “free market” policies implemented in what is 
still a very authoritarian political system have spawned vast 
corruption and a huge illegal underground economy. Dis-
cos, nightclubs, and beauty parlors proliferated across most 
cities, sometimes harboring illegal activities, and there were 
reports even of a nightclub owned by the People’s Libera-
tion Army in Guangzhou. Mao would be horrifi ed. China 
joined the World Trade Organization in late 2001, as did 
Taiwan. China had long wanted this, but it has meant a 
lot of new competition in world markets. Nevertheless, 
business is booming; the number of billionaires and mil-
lionaires has surged. Th e growing income gap is one of the 
hottest political issues today. Despite being the most closely 
controlled, authoritarian state, China is far from peace-
ful. In 2010 there were some 180,000 riots, mass demon-
strations, and uprisings directed at rural pollution, land 
takeovers, poverty, and the urban-rural gap, which is still 
widening—all squashed by the state. New urban sprawl and 
new factories have eaten into farmland at an alarming rate. 

 With growing wealth, the Chinese government began 
to take a more assertive role in world aff airs. In 2003, Hu 
Jintao was appointed China’s president, and Wen Jiabao its 
premier. Both men have degrees in technological fi elds, as 
is the case for many Chinese leaders in post–Deng China, 
and they have emphasized rapid development of infrastruc-
ture and manufacturing. Th e 2008 Beijing Olympics was 
their chance to display China’s technological achievements 
to the world. Tens of thousands of Beijing residents were 
relocated, and their neighborhoods razed, to build a huge 
Olympic village north of the old walled city, complete with 

Tibetan autonomy. Th en, in March 2008, protests erupted 
in Tibet itself. Th e Chinese government responded by clos-
ing Tibet off  to foreigners and maintaining what amounts 
to martial law. In the years since, some Tibetan monks and 
nuns have set themselves on fi re in protest. 

 Offi  cially, all religions were tolerated in China aft er 1950, 
despite the Communist stance against religion. But Chris-
tianity, which survived for perhaps 1 million Chinese and 
minority adherents, was “purged” of its foreign connec-
tions; all foreign missionaries were expelled, and the church 
was put in charge of Chinese clergy, solely dependent on 
local fi nancial support. Aft er 1978, Christians and their 
churches became more acceptable and visible, as did Bud-
dhists, Daoists, Muslims, and their temples or mosques, 
with qualifi ed offi  cial approval. Th e approval was especially 
qualifi ed in strongly Lamaist-Buddhist Tibet, where there 
had been earlier Chinese eff orts to eradicate Buddhism 
as a badge of Tibetan separatism. Muslims remained by 
far the largest religious group, including Uighurs and the 
other Turkish groups and as many as 50 million Hui Chi-
nese Muslims, oft en indistinguishable from other Chinese 
except for their avoidance of pork. 

 More recently, offi  cial policy and action have turned 
more against religion. Th e eclectic sect of Falungong, a 
mixture of folk Buddhism and some aspects of Christian-
ity and other folk religions, has been the object of numer-
ous attacks by the state. Th e Chinese government continues 
to persecute Tibetans and their culture. Chinese Christians 
have also come under attack and churches have been razed. 
Th ere are more Chinese Christians than ever in the past, 
perhaps as many as 20 million, but they are resented by the 
state, no doubt in part because they follow an originally 
alien religion, like the Buddhists.  

  Economic Growth and International Prestige 
 When the tanks rolled in to Beijing in 1989, it looked like 
China was poised to enter another period of internal chaos 
and isolation from the world. Th e most remarkable devel-
opments since then have been the tremendous growth of 
the Chinese economy and the growing infl uence of the PRC 
around the world.  We will examine these topics further in 
 Chapter   21   .  But the groundwork for thirty years of explo-
sive growth was laid by Deng Xiaoping. In 1992, he made a 
famous trip to the south China, in which he indicated that, 
despite the recent political crackdown, economic reforms 
and the opening to the outside world would continue. He 
expressed confi dence in the future of the “Special Eco-
nomic Zones” (SEZs) that had been set up to allow foreign 
companies to make use of the inexpensive, disciplined, and 
well-educated Chinese workforce, with low tax rates and 
good, state-built infrastructure. Th e most successful SEZ 
was the city of Shenzhen, just across the border from Hong 
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Fujian Province, just across the narrow strait that separates 
Taiwan from the mainland. Th ey retained their Chinese 
culture but developed some separate regional feeling, espe-
cially under Japanese control between 1895 and 1945; their 
language, known as Taiwanese, is in fact coastal Fujianese 
and is not mutually intelligible with standard Chinese. Th e 
language diff erence, the geographic separation, and the 
relatively frontier circumstances of the island compared to 
overcrowded southern China all heightened the Taiwanese 
feelings of diff erence, especially since they were under very 
loose and oft en ineff ective control from distant Beijing.    

 Taiwan was taken over by the Japanese in 1895 as part of 
their colonial empire, but with Japan’s defeat in 1945 it was 
returned to Chinese sovereignty. In 1949 Taiwan became 
the sole remaining base for the defeated Guomindang; the 
American military defended it against the Communist 

a stunning stadium (the “Bird’s Nest”) and swimming/div-
ing venue (“the Water Cube”). To address concerns about 
the heavy industrial pollution around Beijing, the govern-
ment moved most factories out of the city. In the six months 
leading up to the event, many Chinese worried that the 
Olympics would be overshadowed by unrest in Tibet and 
a devastating earthquake in Sichuan that killed about 
80,000 people, including many schoolchildren crushed 
when their shoddily built schools collapsed. When volun-
teers from across China rushed to the earthquake zone to 
help with rescue and recovery, though, the government 
allowed surprisingly open media access and gained sympathy 
across the world. Th e Olympics turned out to be a tremen-
dous  success for the Chinese government, with a remarkably 
choreographed opening ceremony featuring thousands of 
performers and designed by fi lm director Zhang Yimou. 

 Hu Jintao made many trips to Iran and Africa to build 
good relationships and infl uence in those regions and 
to ensure a steady supply of oil and other resources from 
Nigeria, Sudan, Angola, Namibia, Kenya, and other African 
countries. China also negotiated with Russia for a share of 
its huge oil and gas supplies in Central Asia and on Sakhalin 
Island. Th ere are now many millions of cars, trucks, buses, 
and giant earth-moving machines in China and a national 
network of divided highways, adding greatly to the already 
dangerous pollution. China has passed the United States as 
the world’s biggest polluter, in part because so much of its 
energy comes from the burning of soft  coal. 

 Th e Chinese people have suff ered terribly under suc-
cessive regimes: the last decades of the deteriorating Qing 
dynasty, the warlord years aft er its collapse in 1911, the 
reactionary, oppressive, and ineff ective Guomindang, and 
the long nightmare of Maoism. In recent decades, controls 
over personal life have soft ened; people can now choose 
their own jobs for the most part, and the old “neighbor-
hood committees” that once spied out “irregularities” 
in people’s lives have largely disappeared. Incomes have 
continued to rise for most, and something like a middle 
class and attendant consumption patterns have begun to 
emerge. Obviously, most Chinese welcome this, and sur-
veys indicate the majority of the people believe life will 
continue to improve, despite the many challenges they and 
their government face.   

  Taiwan 

 Th e original inhabitants of Taiwan were a Neolithic people 
closely related to Polynesians. Over time, especially since 
the seventeenth century, they have been progressively dis-
placed or killed off  by immigrants from the Asian main-
land, and are now a dwindling minority of fewer than 
200,000 people. Th e newcomers were mostly Chinese from 

       An aerial view of Taipei, Taiwan. High-rise housing complexes in 
Asia’s cities accommodated the region’s rapid post–World War II 
urbanization. Th e initial publicly fi nanced and managed housing 
projects are now being replaced by privately owned apartment 
and condominium developments that are more appropriate to 
the demands of Asia’s upwardly mobile urban society. Literacy 
is now close to 100 percent.      (Bohemian Nomad Picturemakers/
Corbis)  

M19_MURP8552_07_SE_C18.indd Page 406  05/09/13  8:29 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



Chapter 18 / Revival and Revolution in Japan and China 407

so dramatically with Taiwan’s new prosperity, bolstered 
confi dence. More representation and more positions were 
off ered to the Taiwanese, and the beginnings of more free-
dom of expression developed. Th ese trends accelerated 
aft er the death of Chiang Kai-shek in 1975, and under his 
son Chiang Ching-kuo, who succeeded him as president, 
until his death in 1988. Th e vice president, Li Teng-hui, then 
became president, as the fi rst native-born Taiwanese to do 
so, and was later confi rmed by the Guomindang party. He 
was inaugurated in 1990 as the head of what was becoming 
a multiparty democracy with an active political opposition, 
which won a substantial number of legislative seats in the 
fi rst islandwide and largely free elections of 1986. Li sup-
ported continuing liberalization within the Guomindang 
and encouraged the further growth of private and inter-
personal travel and economic contacts with the mainland; 
indirect trade with the People’s Republic, via Hong Kong, 
continued to increase. Reunifi cation has remained a distant 
goal, but both sides began to make formal and informal 
overtures to each other. Taiwan was shocked by the bru-
tal crackdown in China in June 1989 and aft er, and moves 
toward some qualifi ed reconciliation were abruptly slowed. 

 Since the 1990s, China’s economic growth has attracted 
signifi cant Taiwanese investment, and many of the large 
factories in China are managed by Taiwanese companies. 
Political liberalization has meant the rise of opposition to 
the Guomindang, and a new political organization dedi-
cated to promoting Taiwan as distinct from China, the 
Democratic Progressive Party, gained power in 2000. Once 
in power, though, its leader, President Chen Shui-bian, was 
careful not to antagonize the PRC by asserting Taiwan’s 
independence openly. Th e question of Taiwan’s relation-
ship to China has become the most signifi cant issue in Tai-
wanese politics. Th e Guomindang, which tends to stand for 
closer relations with China, won the presidential elections 
of 2008 and 2012. Taiwan provides an example of a success-
ful democracy within a Chinese cultural zone, and liberals 
in the PRC observe developments there with close atten-
tion. When former president Chen Shui-bian was found 
guilty of corruption in 2009, many debated whether this 
was evidence of the political system’s weakness (a judiciary 
controlled by a vindictive political party) or strength (poli-
ticians are not above the law).  

  Hong Kong 

 Th e tiny, mountainous island of Hong Kong, just off  
the mouth of the West River that leads to Guangzhou, 
had been ceded by the Qing dynasty in perpetuity to the 
British in 1841, as a result of the Opium War. Adjacent Kow-
loon, on the mainland peninsula across the harbor, was 
also ceded permanently in 1860 at the Treaty of Tianjin. In 

mainland, using the U.S. Seventh Fleet to patrol the Taiwan 
Strait. Some 2 million mainland Chinese, including units 
of the Guomindang army and government, fl ed to Taiwan, 
bringing with them the treasury of the Republic of China 
and much of the art from the imperial palace in Beijing. 
Taiwanese had fought underground against Japanese rule 
and welcomed the mainlanders in 1945, hoping to work 
with them in forming an administration for the island, now 
again a Chinese province. But aft er the Guomindang bru-
tally repressed them in 1947 and massacred most of their 
political leaders, many of them came to regard their new 
masters as worse oppressors than the Japanese. Th e mass 
infl ux of 1949 tightened Guomindang control and excluded 
indigenous Taiwanese from power, as “carpetbaggers” from 
the mainland dominated the scene. 

 Nevertheless, Taiwan in the 1950s began a period of rapid 
economic growth, at fi rst with heavy American aid and 
then, by the early 1960s, on its own. An American-directed 
land-reform program, ignored by the Guomindang while 
it was in power on the mainland, gave farmers new incen-
tives as well as increased supplies of fertilizer, new crop 
strains, and new irrigation. Growing rural prosperity was 
matched and, by the 1970s, exceeded by boom industrial 
growth as Taiwan experienced a small-scale version of the 
Japanese “economic miracle.” Taiwan’s path was much the 
same, including its technological achievements and both 
light and heavy manufacturing, beginning with textiles and 
other consumer goods and moving rapidly into electronics, 
high-tech products, shipbuilding, and industrial goods. As 
in Japan earlier, many components were made on a small-
scale or even household basis and brought new prosper-
ity to rural as well as urban areas. Living standards rose 
sharply, and most Taiwanese became relatively affl  uent as 
well as well educated. As elsewhere, the two were causally 
linked. Th is was some recompense for their lack of politi-
cal voice, but slowly Guomindang domination became less 
rigid, and Taiwanese began to play a fuller part in the politi-
cal life of the island. Industrial development exacted a price 
in dangerous pollution; the capital, Taipei, lying in a basin 
surrounded by hills, became one of the world’s most pol-
luted cities by the 1980s. 

 Taiwan’s trade with the rest of the world quickly 
exceeded that of vastly larger mainland China, and Taiwan 
is now, despite its small size, the fourteenth largest trading 
economy in the world. Taipei became a huge, overcrowded 
city and was joined by other rapidly growing industrial 
and port centers. By the 1980s prosperity, wider relations 
with the rest of the world, and an unspoken acceptance of 
political realities in China and East Asia began to soft en 
somewhat the harsher aspects of control by the Guomin-
dang, who fi nally relinquished its earlier goal to reconquer 
the mainland. Th e Maoist economic disaster, contrasting 
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one or more families per room; Hong Kong became prob-
ably the most densely crowded city in the world. At the 
same time, with virtually full employment, it joined Japan, 
Taiwan, and South Korea as one of the fastest growing 
economies in the world. Like them, it also put great stress 
on education. 

 Hong Kong became even more prosperous than it had 
been before World War II, and as China began to resume 
trade outside the Communist bloc, Hong Kong regained 
its former role as a major shipping, distribution, commer-
cial, and fi nancial center for the mainland, a function that 
it also performed for much of Southeast Asia. By 1998 the 
city and its adjacent small territories had a population of 
6.5 million. But the Chinese government announced, and 
Britain  perforce agreed in 1985, that when the lease of the 
New Territories expired in 1997, they and all of Hong Kong 
would be reclaimed. 

 Hong Kong had fl ourished as a kind of “alternate China,” 
a base for revolutionaries or dissidents, and an arena where 
Cantonese entrepreneurial talents have found a free fi eld 
unhampered by traditional government, Confucian restric-
tions or prejudice, or Communist controls. Th e events 
of June 1989 shocked Hong Kong even more than they 
did Taiwan. As the date for its reabsorption into China 
approached, there were repeated anti-Beijing demonstra-
tions. Business confi dence in the future sagged, and some 
people began to emigrate. But Hong Kong has been highly 
profi table to China and is also an outstanding example 
of the kind of economic success that China truly needs. 
Beijing did not want to kill the goose that was laying golden 
eggs. It also wanted to show the people of Taiwan that the 

1898, additional adjoining territory on the mainland, the 
so-called New Territories, was leased for 99 years to sup-
ply Hong Kong with food and water and to provide some 
room for expansion. Although it was a British Crown Col-
ony, Hong Kong remained an overwhelmingly Chinese city 
like the coastal treaty ports, peopled by immigrants from 
overcrowded southern China who brought with them their 
interest and skill in commerce and their capacity for hard 
work. Hong Kong fl ourished mainly as a trade entrepôt, a 
duty-free port serving all of the China coast, and as a cen-
ter for international banking, fi nance, and insurance. With 
the Communist victory in China, Hong Kong was isolated 
from its major market, for which it had served as a lead-
ing foreign trade port. At the same time, it was fl ooded by 
waves of refugees from the mainland.    

 Th e city and its resourceful people survived the crisis by 
developing a highly successful array of light manufacturing 
industries, fi rst in cotton textiles and then in a wide range 
of electronics and high-tech consumer goods. All these were 
necessarily dependent on imported raw materials but were 
made profi table by low-wage labor, effi  cient factories, and 
the advantages of a duty-free port for imports and exports. 
Hong Kong also continued to serve as an international 
shipping, banking, and fi nancial center, and despite the 
great decline in direct trade with China indirectly handled 
about half of China’s foreign trade. It also served as China’s 
major window on the rest of the world, and through the 
stream of refugees provided much information about the 
catastrophic events of the years aft er 1949. Th e city’s swollen 
population was housed over time, more or less adequately, 
in both government and private apartment blocks, oft en 

       Hong Kong’s Central District and Wan Chai 
Neighborhood.      (Gareth Brown/Bridge/Corbis)  
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corporate linkages will reinforce China’s prominence in 
the region with political as well as economic implications, 
and perhaps lead to China’s reemergence as the preeminent 
force in Asia.   

     Questions 

  1.    Evaluate the American occupation of Japan, and how 
this shaped Japan’s future. How did the Cold War 
change America’s interests in postwar Japan?   

  2.    What were the reasons for Japan’s economic success 
between 1950 and 1990? What contributed to Japan’s 
economic stagnation in the 1990s?   

  3.    Postwar Japan is always cited as the model for a non-
Western society’s successful transformation from 
traditional to modern. Is Japan modern in the Western 
sense of the word, or is it still a nation loyal to its 
traditions of the past? How have Confucian ideals 
not only contributed to but also inhibited Japan’s 
modernization?   

  4.    Why were the Communist forces successful in 
replacing the Guomindang as China’s rulers in 1949? 
Compare China in 1949 to China in 2012.   

  5.    Which aspects of Mao’s policies were successful and 
which were not—and why? How has China changed 
since Mao’s death, fi rst during the tenure of Deng 
Xiaoping, and then in the post–Deng era?   

  6.    Why did Taiwan and Hong Kong do so much better 
economically between 1950 and 1990? How have the 
governments of both changed since 1990, and with 
what consequences?    

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Modern Japan 
  Japan and the Allied Occupation 
  http://library.osu.edu/sites/rarebooks/japan/about.html  
 A photographic exploration of occupied Japan from 1948 to 
1951 by anthropologist John W. Bennett   

  Japanese Economy 
  http://www.arches.uga.edu/~asr2/Readings/ellington_jap_

economy.htm  
 This site houses a short essay detailing the circumstances of 
Japan’s postwar recovery and economic success, as well as the 
more recent economic downturn.  

  History of Anime and Manga 
  http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/evans/his135/Events/

Anime62/Anime62.html  
 This Web site explains the rise of Japanese animation and 
graphic novels in postwar Japan. It offers insight into how 
World War II influenced anime and manga. Also includes 
links to other anime/manga-related Web sites.  

PRC could be fl exible in its arrangements for incorporat-
ing diff erent political systems into one national framework, 
so as to smooth the way for a future union with Taiwan. 
As of 2012 China has kept its promise to leave Hong Kong 
largely alone under the formula of “one country, two sys-
tems,” but its municipal government is, naturally enough, 
run by people who were in eff ect appointed by Beijing. It 
is possible, however, that Hong Kong may change China at 
least as much as China changes Hong Kong.  

  China, Taiwan, 

and Overseas Chinese 

 Hostility toward Overseas Chinese appeared in many 
Southeast Asian countries in the post–1950 era. Resent-
ment of Chinese success and fear of Chinese competition 
were two economic reasons. Chinese cultural remoteness, 
and even cultural aversion, encouraged local politicians to 
target unpopular Chinese minorities. Major anti-Chinese 
policies have been common in almost every newly inde-
pendent Southeast Asian society. 

 Feeling alienated, rootless Overseas Chinese debated the 
appropriateness of assimilating or integrating with local 
populations while still retaining the essence of being Chi-
nese. Larger cultural questions became more complicated 
by the changing and contradictory defi nitions of Chinese 
culture that derived from the debates taking place in both 
China and Taiwan. 

 Aft er 1978, the reopening of investment, technical aid, 
and other commercial opportunities in the People’s Repub-
lic provided new opportunities for Overseas Chinese—the 
majority of whom were now born in Southeast Asia rather 
than China—as well as China’s reciprocal willingness to 
promote the renewal of Overseas Chinese contact with 
their family clans. Partnerships between wealthy Over-
seas Chinese and their Chinese in-laws have been founda-
tional to family-based international business empires that 
have especially fl ourished since the late 1990s, when the 
People’s Republic began to encourage private business and 
joint venture companies. Perhaps one of the most interest-
ing developments has been the competition between the 
People’s Republic and Taiwan to solicit partnerships with 
Southeast Asia–based Overseas Chinese, by stressing their 
shared ethnic heritage. From a Southeast Asian perspective, 
these renewals jeopardize the attempts of Overseas Chi-
nese to acculturate into full membership in Southeast Asian 
societies, while also posing the threat that powerful Chi-
nese family-based international corporate enterprises will 
dominate local economies, to the detriment of developing 
national enterprises as well as limiting the opportunities 
for Japanese corporate and other international competi-
tors. Th e broader implication is that these Southeast Asian 
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    The end of World War II liberated the people of Korea and South-
east Asia from Japanese control, but did not lead immediately to 

the creation of stable nations, economic prosperity, or secure lives for 
most of the people. In Korea, the onset of the Cold War led to the divi-
sion of the country into American- and Soviet-infl uenced zones in the 
South and North, respectively. In 1950, war erupted between the two 
sides, a war in which the United States and the People’s Republic of 
China played leading roles. Th e war was devastating to both North and 
South Korea; the south had largely recovered by 1970 and had strong 
economic growth, while the north lagged as tension between the two 
halves hardened. In the early twenty-fi rst century, the relationship 
between the two sides was still very tense. As it has throughout much of 
recorded history, China is once again exerting considerable  infl uence 
throughout the peninsula, although the United States continues to 
station thousands of troops in South Korea.      

 In Southeast Asia the former colonial powers that had been ousted 
in the early 1940s by the Japanese attempted, briefl y, to reestablish 
control. National movements and outside pressure forced them to 
withdraw, for the most part, by the early 1960s. In Vietnam, the United 
States again took on the role of “containing” Communism and fought 
on a major scale from 1964 to 1973 against the Vietnamese national 
drive for independence; Vietnam was reunited under a Communist 
government in 1975 but is still recovering from the immense destruc-
tion of war. Cambodia and Laos were part of colonial French Indo-
china and were drawn into the war by heavy U.S. bombing. Th ailand 
served as a major U.S. base, while Burma came under a military dic-
tatorship from 1962. Malaya became Malaysia in 1963, adding for-
mer British areas in north Borneo. Singapore, a mainly Chinese city, 
remained separate. Indonesia won independence from the Dutch in 
1949 but came under a dictatorship, fi rst under Sukarno and then from 
1965 under Suharto, who was forced to resign in 1998, aft er which reg-
ular elections have been held to choose the country’s leaders. Inde-
pendence came to the Philippines in 1946, but the country was ruled 
as a dictatorship by Ferdinand Marcos beginning in 1965. A “people’s 
power” movement ousted Marcos in 1986, but economic development 
has been slow in the Philippines.  

 Korea and Southeast Asia: 
Decolonization, Cold War, 

and After 

    Chapter 19 

     CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Korea Under Japanese Rule  

     Division and War  

     Korea Since 1960  

     Southeast Asia Since World War II  

     Vietnam  

     Bloody Cambodia  

     Laos: The Forgotten Country  

     Burma, Thailand, Malaya, and Singapore  

     Indonesia  

     The Philippines  

     Regional Cooperation in ASEAN    
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 CHRONOLOGY 

 KOREA 

  1860–1995 Korea as Hermit Kingdom  

  1894 Tonghak Revolution  

  1895 Japan takes Korea and plunders its 

raw materials and agricultural 

production  

  1910 Korea annexed into Japanese Empire  

  1945 Korea divided at 38th parallel  

  1950–1953 North invades the South and is pushed 

back; stalemate armistice, again at the 

38th parallel  

  1960–1987 Both Koreas under military dictators  

  1994 Death of Kim II Sung; son Kim Jong II 

succeeds in North Korea  

  1997 Election of Kim Dae-jung as new 

president of South Korea; attempts to 

open communication between the two 

Koreas  

  1998– North Korea experiments with 

production of nuclear weapons, while 

also facing massive food shortages  

  2007 North Korea agrees to dismantle its 

nuclear program and allow UN 

inspectors into the country  

  SOUTHEAST ASIA  

  1941 Foundation of Viet Minh  

  1945 Ho Chi Minh declares Vietnamese 

independence  

  1945–1949 Indonesian guerrillas defeat the Dutch; 

declare independence  

  1946 French bombard Haiphong  

  1947 Murder of Aung San in Burma; U Nu 

becomes new head of state; alternate 

military and civilian governments in 

Thailand  

  1953–1957 Ramon Magsaysay leads Philippines  

  1954 French surrender at Dien Bien Phu; 

Geneva Peace Conference/Geneva 

Accords  

  1954–1963 South under Ngo Dinh Diem  

  1957 Malaysia and Singapore independent  

  1959 “Strategic Hamlet Program”; United 

States and Hanoi escalate involvement 

in South Vietnam warfare  

  1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution  

  1965 Operation Rolling Thunder; Search and 

Destroy  

  1949–1967 Sukarno president of Indonesia  

  1959 Lee Kuan Yew and the People’s Action 

Party (PAP) assume leadership in 

Singapore  

  1962–2002 Military dictatorship under Ne Win and 

successors in Burma  

  1964–1968 15,000–600,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam  

  1965 GESTAPU (Indonesia); split of Malaysia 

and Singapore, ending the Federation of 

Malaysia  

  1965–1998 Suharto controls Indonesian government 

under a military dictatorship  

  1965–1986 Ferdinand Marcos and Imelda govern 

the Philippines (martial law, 

1972–1981)  

  1967 ASEAN founded  

  1968 Tet offensive; My Lai massacre  

  1970 King Norodom Sihanouk deposed by 

Lon Nol in Cambodia  

  1975–1978 Khmer Rouge control Kampuchea  

  1974 Carpet bombing of Cambodia; UMNO 

established in Malaysia  

  1975 Final U.S. evacuation; Vietnamese victory  

  Rise of Pol Pot and Khmer Rouge  

  1976 Indonesian military annexes Portuguese 

East Timor  
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  1979 Brief border war between China and 

Vietnam  

  1978–1990 Vietnamese occupy Cambodia; Hun Sen 

head of state  

  1981–2004 Mahathir Mohamad UMNO prime 

minister of Malaysia  

  1986–1992 Corazon Aquino “People Power” in 

Philippines  

  1990 Election of Aung San Suu Kyi in 

Myanmar (Burma)  

  1990s Democratic elections in the Philippines; 

ongoing negotiations with New 

People’s Army (NPA) and Moro 

Liberation Front (MLF)  

  1993 UN supervised election establishes 

coalition government in Cambodia  

  1997–1998 Economic crisis in Asia  

  1998 Indonesian REFORMASI; Habibie, 

Wahid, and Megawati Sukarnoputri 

follow as presidents of a civilian 

constitutional government  

  2001 Thaksin Shinawatra elected prime 

minister of Thailand  

  2002 East Timor becomes independent; SARS 

epidemic       

  2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami devastates 

Indonesia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, and 

coastal south India.  

  2005 Postwar Cambodia begins stabilization  

  2011 Liberalization in Myanmar; Aung San 

Suu Kyi released from house arrest.  

  Korea Under Japanese Rule 

 Korea was perhaps more brutally exploited than any colo-
nial country in the world, under an exceptionally harsh 
Japanese rule from 1910 to 1945. Living standards, already 
dangerously low, fell sharply during this period as Japan 
milked Korea of much of its raw materials and food. 
Modern mines, railways, roads, postal service, and factories 
were built for the fi rst time, largely under the auspices of the 

Japanese South Manchurian Railway, but most of the coal, 
iron, and food crops were shipped to Japan, and the forests 
were stripped. Public health measures and an enforced civil 
order led to a substantial population increase, but the peo-
ple were increasingly impoverished. Koreans were told to 
take Japanese names; their language could not be used pub-
licly or taught in schools. Most Koreans were denied even 
elementary education. Most nonmenial jobs, including 
even engine drivers, were fi lled by Japanese, while Koreans 
labored as near-slaves. A few found lower-level positions in 
the colonial bureaucracy, but Korean eff orts at self-expression 
and movement for political reform and representation were 
ruthlessly suppressed; their supporters were jailed, killed, or 
driven out as refugees. By 1945, there were too few Koreans 
with the education or administrative experience to form 
a viable government. Many of those who were able were 
 living outside Korea or entangled in ideological battles that 
prevented Korean unity at that crucial time. 

 Western missionaries, mainly American, hung on in 
Korea during the Japanese occupation and now began to 
make many new converts, who found the Christian mes-
sage with its Western connections both an antidote to the 
Japanese and a consolation. In time, Korea became sec-
ond to the Philippines as the Asian country with the larg-
est Christian proportion of its population, nearly one-fi ft h 
by 1950. Missionaries also founded schools and hospitals, 
as in China and elsewhere in Asia, and were periodically 
in trouble with the Japanese authorities, as were of course 
their converts. Many Korean nationalists, including the fi rst 
postwar president, Syngman Rhee (Yi Sung-man, 1875–
1965), began their education in mission schools, although 
most, like Rhee, were later imprisoned and tortured by the 
Japanese and then forced to fl ee. Marxist ideas appealed to 
other Korean nationalists, and Russia was an obvious coun-
ter to Japan. Th e Korean Communist party was founded 
in 1925 but was kept ineff ective by the Japanese police and 
their agents. Some Korean exiles, such as Kim Il Sung, orga-
nized anti-Japanese guerrilla groups in cooperation with 
the Soviets and Chinese Communists during World War II.   
  

  Division and War 

 In the frenzied weeks aft er the formal Japanese surrender 
in 1945, what was thought of as a temporary arrangement 
among the victorious allies left  Russian troops to accept the 
Japanese surrender and administratively occupy the north-
ern half of the country above the 38th parallel, pending a 
more permanent settlement. American troops did the same 
for the southern half. Th e deepening Cold War from 1945 
led to a hardening of this artifi cial division, and the emer-
gence of rival Korean political regimes. Extremists on both 
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occupation of Japan. Th ere was relatively small represen-
tation from several of the Allies, about 40,000 out of the 
total of UN and South Korean troops of about a million, 
but the nominally UN force was largely American. South 
Korea provided over half of the ground forces. Th e North 
Korean drive was fi nally halted deep in southern territory, 
just short of the major port of Pusan on the southeast coast. 
Strong reinforcements soon arrived via Japan. Th e North 
Korean forces were driven back in heavy fi ghting through 
bomb-shattered Seoul, across the 38th parallel, and nearly 
to the Chinese border. 

 MacArthur pressed on, and as his forces approached the 
border with China he made public statements about the 
possible need to bomb potential refugee or supply bases 
on the Chinese side, including power stations and mili-
tary and industrial centers in Manchuria. American planes 
began fl ying survey missions over the area. Th e Chinese 
government repeatedly signaled its alarm at this approach 
of a clearly hostile force so close to its borders and its vital 
Manchurian industrial centers. But MacArthur ignored 
or dismissed these warnings and the clear Chinese threat 
to intervene. Finally, in October 1950 Chinese “volunteer” 
troops poured into Korea across the Yalu River that forms 
the boundary, reaching a total of over 1 million soldiers. 
Together with North Korean troops, they drove the UN-
U.S.-South Korean forces back through devastated Seoul 
and deep into the south. Slowly the UN-U.S.-South Korean 
troops fought their way north again, over country and cit-
ies already destroyed three times. Th ey were now under a 
new American commander, General Matthew Ridgway, 
President Truman having fi red MacArthur for insubordi-
nation. Th ey fi nally established a stalemate roughly along 

sides, fed by Cold War ideology, eliminated the few mod-
erates. A Soviet-dominated Communist government ruled 
the north from its capital at Pyongyang, and a U.S. client 
government, strongly anticommunist, ruled the south, with 
its capital at Seoul. Th e American-educated, archconserva-
tive émigré, Korean politician Syngman Rhee, became the 
fi rst president of the Republic of Korea (commonly called 
South Korea), while the Communist leader Kim II Sung 
headed the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (com-
monly called North Korea). Although strong personalities, 
both were to some extent puppets of the now bitterly rival 
superpowers, and Korea once again became a battleground. 
Korea has been called “the anvil of East Asia” and it has 
indeed received repeated hammer blows, being fought over 
by China, Japan, Russia, and the United States. Korea has 
reaped from this international rivalry only massive destruc-
tion and bitter, self-destructive internal division. 

 In June 1950, North Korean forces with their Soviet 
equipment (Soviet troops had withdrawn by 1949) invaded 
South Korea and made rapid progress. It seems clear that 
South Korea, with its American arms (American troops 
had also withdrawn in 1949), had been planning a similar 
strike northward. At a hastily called special session of the 
United Nations Security Council—which the Soviet Union 
was boycotting in protest against the fact that Guomin-
dang China continued to represent “China” at the UN, 
as opposed to the new People’s Republic of China—the 
United States pushed through a resolution condemning 
North Korea as an aggressor. Th e United Nations agreed 
to send an expeditionary force to support the south under 
American command headed by General MacArthur, then 
supreme commander of the Allied powers in charge of the 

       Th e Korean landscape. Note the largely bare hills, 
legacy of massive deforestation by the Japanese. Here, 
the exploding suburbs of booming Seoul have largely 
fi lled the lowland basin.      (TongRo Images/Alamy)  
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Korea would have been united under northern direction as 
a Communist state. In the Cold War rhetoric of the 1950s, 
that was unthinkable, but one may wonder if the sacrifi ces 
and losses were worth it, especially since North Korea and, 
for many years, South Korea continued as repressive police 
states. Th e United States has belatedly come to accept a 
Communist government in China. It is not easy to argue 
that a unifi ed Communist Korea would have been worse for 
Koreans than the massive destruction they suff ered and the 
legacy of division and tension, although the repression and 
poverty in today’s North Korea is striking in comparison 
with the booming economies that surround it.  

  Korea Since 1960 

 Korean culture, language, and national consciousness have 
remained unitary—a fact that serves to underscore the 
tragedy of the country’s artifi cial division. Th e diversion of 
scarce resources into two large military establishments has 
meant great sacrifi ce in both countries, but especially in the 
less developed North. Most of the best agricultural land and 
most of the newer industry are located in the South, while 
Korea’s industrial raw materials are in the area controlled 
by Pyongyang, developed under the Japanese. By the 1960s 
the South had begun to recover from the war, and by the 
1970s it had leaped ahead economically, following the same 
path of rapid industrial development as Japan and Taiwan. 
In the North, which was far more industrialized than the 
south immediately aft er World War II, economic growth 
was severely handicapped by a rigid Communist ideology 
and a faithfulness to the irrational Maoist policies of China. 
China had largely supplanted Russia as the North’s Big 
Brother, especially aft er the valiant Chinese eff ort to defend 
the North against the Allied invasion. North Korea with 
its government-controlled press remained almost entirely 
closed to outsiders, but there was some modest economic 
growth aft er 1980. 

 In South Korea, Syngman Rhee was forced to resign as 
president in 1960, aft er his dictatorial style had alienated not 
only his rivals but also many of his supporters. He makes an 
interesting parallel with Sun Yat-sen. Both were American-
educated, both became Christians, and both lived for sev-
eral years in Hawaii. But where Western infl uence tended 
to make Sun a radical reformer and democratic revolution-
ary, Rhee became a staunch conservative, a supporter of the 
status quo, and a domineering ruler who was willing to use 
terror tactics to enforce his way, ruthlessly beating down all 
who opposed him. As a result of the war, the South became 
determined to build its military strength with American 
arms aid and to press for order and anticommunism rather 
than for democracy and civil rights. Increasingly, the gov-
ernment became a military autocracy. A year aft er Rhee’s 

the 38th parallel just north of Seoul. A truce was ultimately 
arranged in October 1953, leaving the division of Korea as it 
was before June 1950 when the fi ghting began.    

 Th e war caused enormous destruction in both halves of 
the divided country and greatly set back Korean economic 
growth; in all, about 800,000 North and South Korean 
combatants, nearly 800,000 Chinese, and about 56,000 UN 
troops—mainly Americans—perished. Th e war also left  a 
legacy of heightened North-South bitterness, tension, and 
mutual paranoia. Th ere were streams of displaced refugees; 
over 3 million were driven from their homes, and there 
were uncounted but enormous civilian casualties, probably 
about 4 million killed or wounded. Both sides continued to 
build up their military strength, with fresh support from 
the two superpowers. If the United States and the United 
Nations had not intervened, there seems little doubt that 

 Modern Korea      
  Most of the good farmland is in the south, and most of the 
minerals and hydropower are in the north. The arbitrary 
partition line along the 38th parallel has also divided a unitary 
Korean culture, language, and sense of identity.   
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forced retirement, a group of young military offi  cers led 
by General Park Chung-hee seized power. Park was subse-
quently confi rmed as president in the elections of 1963 and 
ruled until 1979, when he was assassinated by the Korean 
Central Intelligence Agency, a feared and hated secret 
military police that he had helped build. Another military 
group, led by General Chun Doo-hwan, then seized con-
trol. Th ere were widespread protests and demonstrations 
against this sorry denial of responsible government, and the 
army and police killed many hundreds of demonstrators.    

 Th ere was a judiciary and an elected legislature, or 
National Assembly, more or less on the American pattern, 
but from the beginning both were largely ignored by the 
authoritarian executive. Th e president appointed all cabinet 
ministers, judges, governors, and public university heads, 
while the military carried out his orders. Most cabinet posts 
were given to military men or archconservative economists 
and bureaucrats. Government took a leading role in pro-
moting the economic development and industrialization 
of the South on the Meiji Japanese pattern. Th is proved 
to be very successful as South Korean industry and com-
merce prospered and multiplied. Th ere was a vocal political 
opposition, but when it garnered too much of the popular 
vote, it was subjected to severe government harassment; 
Kim Dae-jung, the main opposition fi gure, was repeatedly 
arrested and jailed. Student protests and demonstrations, 
which also continued against governmental authoritarian 
policies in the late 1970s and 1980s, were routinely met by 
riot police, clubs, and tear gas. Th e most notable of these 
demonstrations was the Kwangju uprising of May 1980 in 
which Korean students took over the city of Kwangju with 
massive popular support. Th e brutal government crack-
down embittered many Koreans and bolstered the cause of 
the opposition. 

 But there was also a growing urban middle class, pro-
fessionals and businesspeople whose numbers and stake in 
society were stimulated still further by the economic boom 
of the 1970s and 1980s. Many who had begun as workers or 
even poor peasants moved into the middle class, especially 
as they acquired education, always a Korean priority. As 
in Taiwan, the benefi ts of South Korean economic growth 
were in time fairly well shared but to a lesser degree; most 
industrial workers were poorly paid, and mass protest dem-
onstrations for better working conditions were oft en met 
with violence. Increasingly, both workers and middle-class 
people moved toward support for some alternative to the 
militarized authoritarian government, more responsive-
ness to people’s needs, more respectful of human rights, 
and a more democratically responsible rule. 

 For the fi rst time the elections of 1987 off ered people the 
chance to vote directly for the president. Unfortunately, the 
opposition parties remained divided, and the presidency 

 Here are some passages from a short story, “Bird of Pas-
sage,” by the noted Korean writer O Yongsu, first published 
in 1958 and set in the years just after the Korean War. The 
story captures some of the hardship and pathos of that time. 

  Minu had been teaching at W. Middle School in 
Pusan, where he stayed until the recapture of Seoul. 
They called it a school, but it was a makeshift affair, 
just a group of tents. All kinds of peddlers came 
there, but the shoeshine boys were the worst. . . . To 
Minu, whose responsibility it was to keep the cam-
pus in order, fell the futile task of ejecting the shoe-
shine boys, only to have them reappear once his 
back was turned. . . . One day one of the shoeshine 
boys [Kuch’iri] held out his stool and said . . . “There 
are too many shoeshine boys here. . . . I’ll shine all 
the teachers’ shoes for just twenty hwan, if you will 
make it so that I’m the only one allowed to shine 
shoes here.” . . . it made sense. . . . The other boys 
protested: “Aren’t we all refugees together here?” 
. . . Minu managed to quiet the boys. Yet he could 
not help feeling moved when they said they were all 
refugees together, for Minu himself was a refugee 
school teacher who had left his home in the North. 
. . . When a new principal was appointed Minu left 
the school and went to Seoul. He forgot about 
Kuch’iri [But Kuch’iri turned up later in Seoul and 
found him]. . . . One day Kuch’iri said, “Teacher, 
your shoes are all worn out, [but] don’t buy any. I’ll 
get you some high-quality American ones from a 
guy I know. . . . It’s okay if they’re second-hand, isn’t 
it?” . . . After that Kuch’iri worried about his offer 
each time he shined Minu’s shoes. “I saw the guy 
yesterday and he says he’ll get them soon”—and 
then mutter something to himself. [But then he dis-
appeared, and another boy took over the spot who 
told him that Kuch’iri had gone with some other 
boys to an American army base up near the DMZ 
demilitarized zone along the 38th parallel]. . . . It 
would be autumn before they returned. . . . One day 
as leaves were beginning to fall Minu glanced up as 
a flock of geese flew by in a neat V. . . . “Kuch’iri too 
will be coming back soon,” he thought.  

  Source:  By permission of Peter H. Lee from  Flowers of Fire: 
Twentieth Century Korean Stories.  Copyright © 1997, 2012 
by Peter H. Lee. 

 A KOREAN STORY 

was won by a minority candidate, Roh Tae-woo. He was 
the fi rst president in nearly 30 years to enter offi  ce by vote 
rather than military coup, although there was widespread 
voting fraud and the other two opposition candidates 
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but fi nally he agreed to long-overdue talks with the South. 
Aft er his death, the talks were postponed and tension 
remained. It began to ease with the election in  December 
1997 of former dissident Kim Dae-jung as president of 
South Korea. He sent emergency food to the North as 
famine relief and maintained a conciliatory posture. Th e 
long dream of reunifi cation, which nearly all Koreans 
want, seemed to be moving signifi cantly toward realiza-
tion, but progress stalled in the twenty-fi rst century. While 
Korea remains divided between two hostile governments 
 supported by external power rivalries, the peace of this 
chronically troubled part of the world will continue at risk, 
and the welfare of its people will suff er. 

 As the twenty-fi rst century opened, North Korea greatly 
increased tensions in Korea and the world as a whole by 
experimenting with the production of nuclear weapons, 
presumably as a bargaining point with the United States. 
Th e Americans asked the Chinese to try to dissuade the 
North Koreans, but the tensions continued. In February 
2007 North Korea agreed to dismantle its nuclear plant, 
in exchange for oil, electric power, and food, and in July it 
allowed UN inspectors into the country. But dismantling 

together won a majority. Roh said he would work with 
them, and South Korea began to move toward a more 
democratic order. Th ese trends were reinforced by the new 
wave of material prosperity. Economic development fol-
lowed the Japanese model, fi rst in light consumer goods 
using low-wage labor and then increasingly in heavy indus-
try and high-tech products: shipbuilding, steel, electron-
ics, and automobiles, all of which became competitive in 
world markets. Big business was closely tied to government 
and dependent on various forms of subsidy. Vertical con-
glomerates such as Hyundai and Samsung emerged; these 
were similar to the Japanese zaibatsu fi rms. New consumer 
goods spread widely among a now generally prosperous 
population, and many South Koreans even owned cars. Life 
expectancy rose almost to the Japanese level. Literacy was 
virtually universal. It was a replication of the Japanese “eco-
nomic miracle” twenty years earlier and rested on the same 
basis: hard work, a national drive to succeed, and a high 
priority on education. And as in Japan, the middle class 
became the chief bulwark of a more democratic society and 
polity. 

 Violent clashes between students or workers and riot 
police continued, while Seoul, grown to giant size as an 
industrial center as well as political capital, became one 
of the most badly polluted cities in the world. Like Taipei, 
it lies in a lowland basin surrounded by hills, but it is far 
larger and more overcrowded, despite some government 
eff orts at dispersal. As the Cold War began to thaw else-
where, there were some signs of hope for a qualifi ed rec-
onciliation between North and South; a few of the U.S. 
troops still stationed in the South were withdrawn. But the 
goal of unity, which nearly all Koreans continued to want, 
remained elusive.    

 In the North, Kim Il Sung led his country from 1946, two 
years before North Korea was founded, until his death in 
1994. Kim followed a philosophy of  Juche  or self-reliance 
that contributed greatly to the poverty and political isola-
tion of his people. His appeal rested largely on his creden-
tials as a guerilla fi ghter against the Japanese, although that 
record has been grossly exaggerated by Kim’s loyal subjects. 
North Korean society is highly regimented and relies on a 
set of values that combine Confucianism and Marxism in a 
pervasive cult of personality that surrounded Kim and his 
son and successor, Kim Jong Il. Th e outside world is largely 
ignorant of what goes on inside North Korean borders, but 
rumors of rivalries among military generals keep South 
Koreans feeling uneasy. When Kim Jong Il died late in 2011, 
it was announced that he would be succeeded by his son 
Kim Jong Un, who, in his late 20s, is almost unknown out-
side North Korea, with the possible exception of Beijing. 

 Kim Il Sung created a world crisis in 1994 by putting 
obstacles in the way of inspection of his nuclear facilities, 

 Leader Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong I1 visit the construction 

     

 (AP/Press Association Images)
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surrounding uplands and mountains, as well as between 
Rangoon-based Indian merchant/moneylenders and 
absentee landlords, who dominated Burma’s rice export 
market. Most of the small Chinese minority in Rangoon 
had been expelled when Burma won its independence 
from Britain in 1947. Th e military government that came 
to power in 1962 under General Ne Win (1911–2002) fol-
lowed the Chinese example by cutting nearly all of Burma’s 
ties with the rest of the world and attempting to promote 
domestic development along “the Burmese way to social-
ism,” which initially included repatriating large numbers of 
the Rangoon-based Indian merchant class to India. 

 In most of Southeast Asia colonial rule left  too few edu-
cated people to form a stable political base and too few 
with any political experience. Parliamentary government 
was tried in Indonesia and Burma, but the lack of an ade-
quate base and the political inexperience and ineptitude 
of leaders led to its collapse and a takeover by the military. 
Th ere are few places in Southeast Asia where Western-style 
democracy has fl ourished, and in most countries power is 
exercised to varying degrees by a police state, a military-
dominated government, or a Communist regime.     

  Vietnam 

  As discussed in  Chapter   15   , the     French colonial authorities 
created and ruled a territory they called Indochina, a term 
refl ecting Indian and later Chinese infl uences on the area, 
consisting of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Like Korea, 
Vietnam has long been under the shadow of adjacent 
China. It was conquered and incorporated into the Qin 
Empire in the third century  b.c.e. , and again under the Han. 
With the collapse of the Han dynasty it broke away but was 
overrun again by the armies of the Tang in the seventh cen-
tury  c.e . Th e Song wisely left  Vietnam as a formal tributary 
state only, and the Vietnamese then, amazingly enough, 
repelled three successive Mongol eff orts at conquest as well 
as later Ming and Qing attempts to reincorporate them into 
the Chinese Empire. Despite this history of bitter confl ict 
and consequent Vietnamese fear and mistrust of China, 
they, like the Koreans, adopted most of Chinese literate 
culture, including the writing system, Confucianism and 
Daoism, a state bureaucracy and examination system, clas-
sical literature, an imperial censorate and administration on 
the Chinese model, public granaries, and a system of imperial 
roads. Th ough even more closely related than the  Koreans 
to the Chinese culturally and linguistically, especially to the 
Cantonese of neighboring southern China, the Vietnamese 
nevertheless retained a strong sense of separate identity. 

 Th ey had much in common with the rest of South-
east Asia, including the relatively high and free status of 
women and associated inheritance patterns, and the strong 

was still incomplete. In June 2008, the North gave China 
a full listing of all its nuclear plants and blew up one of its 
cooling towers as a conciliatory gesture. 

 South Korean democracy seems well established in the 
second decade of the twenty-fi rst century, with presiden-
tial elections scheduled for every fi ve years. Presidents are 
restricted to one term. Th e social order in South Korea, 
however, has retained stronger status hierarchies in terms 
of gender and age than can be found in other East Asian 
countries. As in Japan, South Korea’s popular culture, 
including fi lms and pop music, has found an apprecia-
tive audience around the world, a phenomenon called the 
“Korean Wave.” South Korean television soap operas are 
popular across East Asia.  

  Southeast Asia Since 

World War II 

 China’s revolutionary resurgence in the late 1940s sent 
shock waves through Southeast Asia, where there were also 
some 15 million permanent Chinese residents. Th e Japanese 
had helped to destroy European colonialism in Asia, but 
China now off ered to many a diff erent and more appeal-
ing model. In neighboring Vietnam the Chinese example 
encouraged the Communist party under Ho Chi Minh 
(1890–1969) in its struggle fi rst against French colonialism 
and then against an American invasion in support of a U.S.-
linked government in the south. In the Philippines there 
was a peasant Communist uprising among the Hukbala-
haps (Huks), remnants and off shoots of which still continue 
as the basis for today’s New Peoples’ Army (NPA). In 1965 
the Indonesian military, with American CIA support, killed 
more than half a million people, including Indonesian 
Chinese and suspected Communists, in retaliation for an 
alleged plot against the government. In Malaya from 1943 
to 1957, a small group of Chinese residents led an insurrec-
tion, using Mao’s example of guerrilla warfare. It was aimed 
fi rst at the Japanese occupiers and then at the restored 
British colonial government. It was fi nally put down as 
virtually the last act of the colonial government when most 
Malayan Chinese, who had done well in the fl ourishing 
commercial economy of the country, refused to join it, and 
help from China did not materialize. In Burma there were 
major Communist-led revolts from 1948 to 1950. 

 Neighboring Th ailand was wary, but there was no rebel 
eff ort by Th ai Chinese, who had assimilated into Th ai 
society much more successfully than in any other South-
east Asian country except perhaps the Philippines, where 
Chinese settlement and intermarriage with the locals are 
also long-standing and widespread. In Burma, chronic 
tension existed between the majority Burmans of the 
Irrawaddy Valley and the numerous minority groups in the 
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government became alarmed at the growth in the num-
ber of converts and mission eff orts as well as local eff orts 
to seek French military intervention, they began a perse-
cution of both, killing many priests and as many as 30,000 
converts. Th is was the pretext for which the French had 
been waiting. Th ey captured Saigon, the southern capital, 
in 1859 and began to take over the surrounding southern-
most provinces. A treaty in 1862 ceded the south to France, 
which then took over neighboring Cambodia as well. But 
French ambitions were not satisfi ed, and in 1882 they seized 
Hanoi, the northern capital, provoking a war with China, 
which sent troops to protect its tributary state. Th e Sino-
Vietnamese war against the French lasted from 1883 to 1885 
and left  the French in fi rm control; in 1893 they added Laos, 
formerly a Siamese (Th ai) dependency. 

 Th e harsh French colonial rule was exploitative, and 
aimed to impose French culture on the elite of Vietnam, 
while providing few educational opportunities for the 
population. France drained resources from Vietnam rather 
than developing the economy or preparing Vietnamese to 
play a role in the administration, education, or moderniza-
tion of their country. In addition, the French period saw 
a rapid growth of landlordism and sharecropping; living 

infl uence in their culture of originally Indian art forms and 
law, traceable to the early spread of Buddhism into South-
east Asia from India. As in Korea, Chinese forms and cul-
ture tended to be concentrated in the elite and the politi-
cal realm, while culture at the village level remained clearly 
Southeast Asian, with Indian admixtures. Interaction with 
China continued, but Vietnam was at least equally involved 
in interaction with its neighboring Southeast Asian peoples 
and cultures. 

 While holding the Mongols and Chinese at bay, an 
amazing feat in itself, the Vietnamese continued their own 
expansion southward, incorporating most of Annam by 
the fi ft eenth century and reaching the Mekong Delta by 
about 1670, at the expense of the earlier inhabitants, pri-
marily Chams and Khmers. French Catholic missionaries 
had been active in Vietnam since the seventeenth century 
and had made more converts there than in all of China. 
Th e new conservative Confucianist government that came 
to power in Vietnam in the 1850s was opposed to foreign 
infl uences and to Christianity and its aggressive missionar-
ies especially because these were the political allies of the 
French, who had their own ambitions to annex the Cochin 
China region. In the mid-1850s, when the Vietnamese 

 Southeast Asia      
  Now consisting of ten separate states (including the city-state of Singapore), Southeast Asia has never been either a political or 
even a cultural unity, although some specifically Southeast Asian cultural traits, such as the high status of women, are universal.   
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of the war, when Japan took over complete control. Th us, 
French rule was ended by the Japanese conquest, as else-
where in colonial Southeast Asia.    

  Vietnam’s 30 Years of War 
 When the war ended in 1945, Ho and his followers were 
ready to take over the government. Th ey had been orga-
nizing from bases in southern China since 1941, where 
they set up a united front with other Vietnamese national-
ists called the Viet Minh, or League for the Independence 
of Vietnam, supported by the American wartime Offi  ce of 
Strategic Services, the forerunner of the CIA. By 1944 the 
Viet Minh had infi ltrated much of the northern part of 
the country and was mounting guerrilla resistance to the 
Japanese. Th eir commander, General Vo Nguyen Giap, entered 
Hanoi with his troops soon aft er the Japanese surrender, 
and in September of 1945 Ho proclaimed the independent 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam. In 1944 and 1945 a great 

standards for Vietnamese fell. Th e French brutally sup-
pressed all political expression, and many of the leaders of 
Vietnamese nationalism were jailed, executed, or forced to 
fl ee. Th ese included the young Ho Chi Minh (Nguyen Ai 
Quoc), who in 1911 went to France. Ho helped found the 
French Communist party in 1920, studied in Moscow, and 
then worked in Guangzhou with Sun Yat-sen and Michael 
Borodin, the Comintern agent. 

 Like other colonialists, the French developed a public 
health system, with the result that the population increased 
faster than the food supply, especially as much of the rice 
was exported. Most Vietnamese landholdings were small, 
but about half the cultivated land was owned by the French 
or their Vietnamese collaborators. In the south there were 
many large estates or plantations where peasants worked as 
underpaid laborers, including rubber plantations. Railways 
and port facilities were built to serve this new commercial 
economy. Immigrant Chinese dominated the export trade, 
especially in rice, and became a major part of the popula-
tion of Saigon, in the district known as Cholon. Although 
the French ran Vietnam as a police state, with the help 
of secret police, educated Vietnamese acquired much of 
French culture, learning about the French revolution and 
the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. But Vietnam 
under France off ered no chance for reformist change. In 
the end, Communist revolution became the chief vehicle 
of Vietnamese nationalism and the independence struggle 
and was spurred on by the role that Vietnamese Commu-
nists played in the resistance to the Japanese aft er 1940. 

 From his base in Guangzhou, Ho organized the Com-
munist party of Vietnam in 1930, with support from the 
Comintern. Th e world depression and drought-induced 
famine were causing great suff ering in Vietnam, and there 
was a military uprising later in the same year. Aft er the 
bloody French suppression of the mutiny, and the virtual 
destruction of the Nationalist party, the Communist move-
ment spread among impoverished peasants. Th e French 
called on their Foreign Legion, broke the Communist orga-
nization, and killed, executed, or exiled many thousands. 
Ho fl ed to Hong Kong, but the Communists continued 
organizing underground. Th e French were an obvious and 
hated target, uniting most politically conscious Vietnamese 
against them, and Marxism-Leninism provided an appeal-
ing anti-imperialist rationale. Political, religious, and lit-
erary activity rose to the surface between 1936 and 1939, 
during the era of the French socialist Popular Front govern-
ment, which released political dissidents and allowed them 
the opportunity to openly express their views, as well as to 
openly recruit opposition to the French colonial govern-
ment. When the Japanese moved into Vietnam in 1940, they 
ran the country, as well as Cambodia and Laos, through the 
Vichy French offi  cials and police until just before the end 

 The Vietnamese declaration of independence on Septem-
ber 2, 1945, was consciously modeled on that of the 
United States. Here are some sample sentences: 

  All men are created equal. . . . They are endowed 
by their Creator with certain inalienable rights. . . . 
Nevertheless for more than eighty years the 
French imperialists, abusing their “liberty, equal-
ity, and fraternity,” have violated the land of our 
ancestors. . . . They have deprived us of all our 
liberties. They have imposed upon us inhuman 
laws. . . . They have built more prisons than 
schools. They have acted without mercy toward 
our patriots. . . . They have despoiled our rice-
lands, our mines, our forests. . . . They have 
invented hundreds of unjustified taxes, condemn-
ing our countrymen to extreme poverty. . . . [But] 
we seized our independence from the hands of 
the Japanese and not from the hands of the 
French. . . . A people which has obstinately 
opposed French domination for more than eighty 
years. . . . who ranged themselves on the side of 
the Allies to fight against Fascism, this people 
has the right to be free. . . . All the people of Viet-
nam are determined to mobilize all their spiritual 
and material strength, to sacrifice their lives and 
property, to safeguard their right to liberty and 
independence.  

  Source:  Vietnamese Declaration of Independence, 
 September 2, 1945. 

 DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 
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this remote mountain bastion, much of it by human labor, 
and strategically placed artillery above the fortifi ed French 
compound in late 1953. In May 1954, the besieged French 
garrison had no choice but to surrender, and 10,000 prison-
ers were taken by the Viet Minh.    

 At the Geneva Conference of 1954, where China, India, 
and the major Western powers were represented, the 
French agreed to give up their struggle. Vietnam was tem-
porarily partitioned between north and south along the 
17th parallel just north of the old capital at Hue, with the 
Bao Dai government in the south, led by Ngo Dinh Diem as 
premier. Th e Geneva agreements called for the withdrawal 
of all foreign troops and for nationwide elections to be held 
the following year, but Diem and his American supporters 
refused to allow the elections, fearing that the Viet Minh 
would win hands down. Diem deposed Bao Dai in 1955 and 
declared himself president of the Republic of Vietnam; he 
was supported by many, including Vietnamese Catholics 
who had fl ed from the Communist-dominated north. But 
there were even more supporters of Hanoi in the south, and 
Diem attempted to suppress them. 

 Without signifi cant Hanoi support initially, Diem’s 
opponents organized the National Liberation Front (NLF) 
to resist his repressive rule. At that time the Hanoi regime 
was devoting its resources to the redevelopment of the war-
ravaged north, emphasizing land reform and the political 
education of the Vietnamese population. Th eir fi rst necessity, 
as Ho Chi Minh saw it, was to establish a solid base for what 
his regime believed was their inevitable reunifi cation with 
the south, rather than to irrationally commit their meager 

famine in the north had the eff ect of building Communist 
strength. Ho’s government controlled most of the north and 
tried to extend its support southward, but its dominantly 
Marxist line, while appealing to poor peasants, was resisted 
by many of the wealthier and more educated. Ho dissolved 
the Communist party in November and brought into the 
Viet Minh and the government in Hanoi many more non-
Communists, hoping to broaden his appeal. 

 Meanwhile, the French returned with British and Amer-
ican arms and support and occupied Saigon in September 
1945. By the end of the year they had reoccupied most of the 
south. Protracted talks with Ho and the Viet Minh ended 
in stalemate. In November 1946, French naval units bom-
barded Haiphong, the port of Hanoi, killing as many as 
10,000 civilians, and landed troops. What has been called 
the “endless war” had begun. General Charles de Gaulle, 
now president of France, mindful of his country’s humili-
ation by Germany and of the long French tradition of  la 
gloire , declared that “France’s sword shall shine again.” But 
France, prostrate aft er the war, now operated necessarily 
with American-supplied arms. Cold War pressures had 
convinced the Americans that communism must be fought 
even halfway around the world in Vietnam, and that the 
French were a useful ally. Neither France nor the United 
States appeared to realize that colonialism in Asia was dead 
and that the struggle was for Vietnamese independence. 

 With their superior American equipment, the French 
reconquered all of the cities by early 1947. Th e Viet Minh, 
taking a leaf from the book of the Chinese Communists 
and following the same guerrilla strategy against a superior 
enemy, took to the countryside, from which they harried 
the French positions, especially at night, and disrupted road 
and rail traffi  c, while at the same time extending their polit-
ical support against the hated foreign enemy. It was very 
like the Chinese Communist strategy against the Japanese, 
and a few of the more far-seeing observers realized that it 
would have the same ultimate outcome. In an eff ort to bol-
ster their legitimacy, the French installed the former Viet-
namese “emperor” Bao Dai in 1950, just as the Japanese had 
used Puyi in Manchuria. Cambodia and Laos were rein-
corporated as “associated states” within the French Union 
of Indochina. For most politically conscious Vietnamese, 
Ho Chi Minh remained the prime symbol and leader of 
their national strivings. Aft er 1949, China sent economic 
aid, training, and arms to the Viet Minh. China’s revolu-
tionary success and the pressures of the anti-French war 
strengthened the Communist leadership of the Viet Minh. 
Th e French foolishly diverted a major part of their forces 
to a large base in the mountains of the northwest at Dien 
Bien Phu to try to hamper a Communist invasion of Laos. 
Th is gave the Viet Minh a great opportunity to pick them 
off . General Giap and his troops hauled siege equipment to 

 As it became clear that France intended to reestablish its 
colonial rule of Vietnam, Bao Dai, whom the French had 
earlier installed as their puppet, appealed to General de 
Gaulle on behalf of Vietnamese nationalism, in part as 
follows: 

  You would understand better if you could see 
what is happening here, if you could feel the 
desire for independence which is in everyone’s 
heart and which no human force can any longer 
restrain. Even if you come to re-establish a French 
administration here, it will no longer be obeyed; 
each village will be a nest of resistance, each for-
mer collaborator an enemy, and your officials and 
colonists will themselves ask to leave this atmo-
sphere which they will be unable to breathe.  

  Source:  E. Hammer,  The Struggle for Indochina  (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1954), p. 102. 

 A WARNING TO FRANCE 
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of aiding them; other villagers were forced to live in forti-
fi ed encampments called “strategic hamlets,” where they 
could have no contact with the guerrillas. Th ese hamlets 
forcefully alienated the rural populations from their lands 
and traditional communities as well as from their ancestral 
spirits, whom they could worship only in their traditional 
habitat. Th is strategic initiative thus had the unintentional 
result of off ending and creating psychological havoc among 
those who were subjected to the cultural insensitivities of 
the Americans. 

 Th e NLF-Viet Cong forces also used terror tactics 
against those they suspected of collaborating with the other 
side. Many of the American actions were shown on U.S. 
television, and news leaked out of the massacre of an entire 
village at My Lai by American troops, only one incident 
of many. American public opinion began to turn strongly 
against a war that seemed to violate so much of American 
values and ideals and that increasingly seemed impossible 
to win. By 1969, the United States began slowly to reduce 
American forces in Vietnam, even though the tide had 
by no means turned in their favor. At the same time, the 
Americans bombed Hanoi almost to rubble, mined the har-
bor of Haiphong, and spread the war into Cambodia in an 
eff ort to prevent its use by northern forces as a refuge, or as 
part of their supply route to the south, the so-called Ho Chi 
Minh Trail. 

 Ho died in 1969, still short of his goal of Vietnamese 
unifi cation and independence, but the United States was 
growing weary of this “endless war” and the terrible price it 
exacted. Peace talks had begun with the North Vietnamese 
in Paris in 1968; the bombings of Hanoi and Cambodia were 

resources to a full-fl edged war against the Diem regime and 
their American allies. Clandestine guerrilla warfare spread 
in the south, and the United States began to send weap-
ons and military advisors, as did Hanoi’s government in 
response by the late 1950s. Despite growing American help, 
Diem’s forces increasingly lost out in the struggle against the 
NLF, in large part because of massive corruption in Diem’s 
regime and the unwillingness of the southern Vietnamese 
elite to accept land reform. His family devout Catholics, 
Diem imposed new restrictions on the large Buddhist com-
munity, and in 1963 a prominent Buddhist priest immolated 
himself in the streets of Saigon in protest. Th e international 
media had been notifi ed that an event was planned, and 
therefore pictures of the priest sitting calmly in the midst of 
the fl ames spread around the globe. 

 Later that year, Diem was assassinated by a military 
clique, with American C.I.A. collusion. American ground 
troops began to augment the South Vietnamese forces 
more openly; there were 75,000 American troops by 1965 
and over half a million by the end of 1968. Successive mili-
tary regimes proved both ineff ective and unpopular, and 
the United States became the real power in the south.    

 At the end of January 1968, during Tet (Vietnamese New 
Year), North Vietnamese forces mounted a surprise attack 
on fi ft een cities in the south, fi ghting together with the NLF. 
Th e counterattack by southern and U.S. troops hurt the NLF 
badly, and from then on they and the northerners returned 
to a guerrilla strategy. But it had become a very bloody and 
ruthless war on both sides. Southern and U.S. forces tried to 
wipe out NLF and Viet Minh supporters, a guerrilla group 
known as the Viet Cong, oft en by killing villagers suspected 

       Refugees in Vietnam being forcibly evacuated from their village by U.S. forces for resettlement in a guarded 
camp. Such village areas were then defoliated, thus denying the rice crop to the Viet Cong who had 
infi ltrated the area.      (R. Murphey)  

M20_MURP8552_07_SE_C19.indd Page 423  05/09/13  8:31 PM f-399 /205/PH01441/9780205168552_MURPHEY/MURPHEY_A_HISTORY_OF_ASIA7_SE_9780205168552/SE ...



A History of Asia424

dropped more bombs—some say twice the tonnage—on 
Vietnam alone than the Allies dropped on all fronts in 
World War II. But the losses were overwhelmingly greater 
on the Vietnamese side. From the beginning of the war 
in 1945 to its end in 1975, they lost nearly 2 million dead, 
mainly military personnel but including very large num-
bers of civilians; about 4 million soldiers and civilians were 
wounded or maimed, and there were well over 1 million ref-
ugees, driven from their homes by the fi ghting. Longer-run 
eff ects included the massive devastation of many of the cit-
ies and much of the countryside, and the American defolia-
tion of the forests with the herbicide Agent Orange, to deny 
the shelter of their leaves to guerrilla forces. While Agent 
Orange has caused human casualties among Americans, its 
consequences for Vietnam and its people were enormously 
more serious and longer-lasting; both the soil and the 
people have been poisoned. 

 It was part of an American strategy refl ected in the 
much-quoted remark of a junior offi  cer, “We had to destroy 
the village in order to save it.” Like the village’s inhabitants, 
who were also destroyed, the “saving” of Vietnam from 
Communism by a power from the other side of the world 
with no stake in Vietnam otherwise came to seem at best 
inappropriate. Th is was especially so given the terrible costs 
of that eff ort, and it became increasingly clear that it was 
in any case futile. Guerrilla-based nationalism had proven 
its power in the 2,000-year Vietnamese struggle against 
the might of the Chinese Empire, and now it had hum-
bled the greatest power of the modern world. American 

designed to “put pressure” on the north and weaken their 
negotiating position. Th e agreements fi nally signed in Paris 
early in 1973 were limited to provisions for the safe with-
drawal of the remaining American troops, who deserted 
their erstwhile southern allies and their civilian collabora-
tors. Th e fi nal evacuation of the last U.S. diplomatic per-
sonnel in 1975 by helicopter from the roof of the American 
embassy in Saigon—with frantic Vietnamese collaborators 
and their dependents fi ghting to get aboard—was an unedi-
fying spectacle viewed by millions of Americans on their 
television sets. Th e NLF and northern forces overwhelmed 
the south. Saigon fell in 1975, and in 1976 the country was 
formally reunited as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, with 
its capital at Hanoi; Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City. 
Th e Americans had tried to replace the French as a new 
foreign power, attempting to deny the unity and indepen-
dence of Vietnam, an injustice that many Americans were 
uncomfortable with despite the prevailing crusade against 
Communism. Although they had vast superiority in high-
tech weapons and fi repower, the Americans were unable 
to defeat guerrilla-based nationalism, as the Japanese had 
found earlier in China. In the course of the long struggle, 
the Vietnamese Communists became the true leaders of 
their country’s fi ght for independence.    

 In the American phase of the war, beginning in 1964, U.S. 
forces lost nearly 58,000 dead and some 300,000 wounded, 
in a confl ict whose purpose and meaning were understood 
by very few Americans, including those in Vietnam. In an 
eff ort to use fi repower rather than men, the United States 

   
(EDDIE ADAMS/AP/Press Association  
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South Vietnamese National Police
Chief Brig Gen. Nguyen Ngoc Loan
executes a Viet Cong officer on a 
Saigon street. This and other similar
pictures were widely circulated abroad
and helped to build opposition to the
war in the United States and elsewhere.
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are still MIA. Vietnam’s recovery from its unprecedented 
devastation continued to be slowed by its isolation from 
normal trade and interchange with the rest of the world, 
though by 1991 the U.S. position was soft ening somewhat 
and normalization of relations with the United States fi nally 
came in 1995. 

 Meanwhile, doctrinaire economic policies in Vietnam 
were changing to follow the Chinese path of a supervised 
“free market,” and since the mid-1990s economic growth 
has accelerated, as the U.S. embargo faded in response to 
the successful resolution of lingering MIA issues as well as 
the end of the Cold War; the United States and other coun-
tries now trade with and invest profi tably in Vietnam.   

  Bloody Cambodia 

 Th e French reoccupied Cambodia in 1945 and presided 
over a series of ineff ective puppet governments. At the 
Geneva Conference of 1954, Cambodia was granted its 
independence, and the country came under the rule of 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk, its former king. Th ere was also 
a small Cambodian Communist party. Sihanouk’s rule was 
largely benign, and Cambodia was for the present spared 
the ordeal of Vietnam, enjoying a modest prosperity and 
considerable foreign development aid. Aft er 1965, Cambo-
dia sold rice to North Vietnam and transported Soviet and 
Chinese arms from its port of Sihanoukville on the Gulf of 
Siam. A peasant uprising in 1967 was savagely repressed, 
and Sihanouk’s popularity began to wane; he began to spend 
much of his time producing and starring in fi lms and trav-
eling abroad. In 1969, the Americans began their so-called 
secret bombing of Cambodia, in an eff ort to block the fl ow 
of supplies from North to South Vietnam and to disrupt 
troop sanctuaries. While Sihanouk was out of the country 
in early 1970, he was deposed by his own army, with Ameri-
can assistance. A new military regime under General Lon 
Nol took over Cambodia, and in May of that year American 
and South Vietnamese forces invaded the country and laid 
waste the border area with Vietnam. Despite these attacks 
and the repressive eff orts of the Lon Nol government, Cam-
bodian Communist insurgents, based in Cambodia’s west 
and north, controlled about two-thirds of the country by 
the end of 1972. 

 As the United States began to withdraw from Vietnam 
in 1973, Cambodia became their target, in a campaign of 
“carpet-bombing” that in eight months (until it was stopped 
by Congress) dropped twice the explosive tonnage that was 
dropped on Japan in the whole of World War II—this on a 
country with which the United States was not even at war. 
Phnom Penh, the capital, was hopelessly overcrowded with 
perhaps 2 million refugees from the bombings. Th e civil-
ian casualties were enormous, but the eff ect of the bombing 

policymakers would have done better to study Vietnamese 
history, and to try to understand the true force of Vietnam-
ese nationalism. Th e fact that the nationalists were domi-
nated by Communists, who predictably became more hard-
line as the war progressed, was far less important to most 
Vietnamese and to the outcome of the war. China and the 
Soviet Union supplied arms to the north, but no troops. It 
was a Vietnamese victory, and perhaps only incidentally a 
Communist one. 

 Politically also, the war exacted a high price. One can 
rarely safely predict, but it seems at least possible that if 
Vietnam had been given its independence, like nearly all 
of the rest of Asia, aft er the end of World War II, a Com-
munist regime under Ho Chi Minh might have developed 
more openly, less rigidly, and with greater freedom for 
non-Communists than it became aft er 30 years of struggle 
much as it has in the past two decades. Th e long and bitter 
war for independence, which became in eff ect a civil war, 
divided northerners and southerners, Communists and 
non-Communists, into opposing camps of mutual suspi-
cion and hatred, much of which still remain. Vietnam aft er 
1976 was politically rigid, tolerating no opposition or diver-
gent views. Many people fl ed from southern Vietnam in the 
late 1970s, especially those who had served the southern 
government and people of Chinese ancestry, who feared 
mistreatment by the new government. Tens of thousands 
of these “boat people” made their way to refugee camps in 
Hong Kong and even Australia; many lost their lives on the 
way. Some were eventually granted refuge in the United 
States and other countries, and many remain implacable 
enemies of the Communist government of Vietnam. In 
part because of its doctrinaire policies, and suff ering from 
a U.S.-led international trade and aid boycott, economic 
development in Vietnam lagged far behind most of the rest 
of Asia, and the devastating destruction of the 30-year-long 
war was still not fully made up by the second decade of the 
twenty-fi rst century. 

 Th e Americans were slow to accept their defeat. Th ey 
imposed an embargo on impoverished Vietnam, refused to 
pay reparations or send urgently needed food, and blocked 
its access to the United Nations and to the rest of the world 
except for China and Russia. Negotiations for a peace treaty 
were stalled by American insistence on a full accounting 
and the return of the remains of their military personnel 
missing in action, the so-called MIAs. However much one 
may sympathize with the American families concerned, the 
number of men at issue was far smaller than in any modern 
war, including both world wars, estimated by the Ameri-
cans at some 2 percent of their forces. Nearly 20 percent of 
U.S. forces were missing in action in World War II, and 30 
percent in World War I, another reminder of the terrible 
chaos and human tragedy of warfare; 300,000 Vietnamese 
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anti-Vietnam hostility and vindictiveness, but China 
especially remained adamant. 

 In 1979, to “punish” Vietnam for its intervention in 
Cambodia, China had invaded its northern provinces in 
a brief campaign in which the Vietnamese again proved 
their ability to defeat their ancient antagonist, and with-
out pulling troops back from Cambodia. Th ere were heavy 
losses on both sides, but the Chinese soon withdrew. Aft er 
the Vietnamese left  Cambodia in 1989, the Khmer Rouge 
greatly expanded the area it controlled and even threat-
ened the cities, still abetted and supplied primarily by 
China and, some say, covertly by the American C.I.A. For 
nearly two decades Cambodia was a bloody battleground, 
and its future remained dark while it continued to be used 
as a pawn in wider power struggles. But by 1991 offi  cial 
American opinion was at last edging away from support 
of Pol Pot, who announced his offi  cial “retirement.” In July 
1991, at a meeting in Beijing, the Chinese, Vietnamese, and 
the Cambodian factions fi nally agreed to a Cambodian 
National Council headed by Sihanouk that would orga-
nize national elections in which the Khmer Rouge would 
take part together with the other Cambodian factions. Th e 
United Nations was to supervise a cease-fi re and try to stop 
arms shipments. For the fi rst time since 1973, Cambodia’s 
long nightmare seemed to be approaching its end, but the 
Khmer Rouge remained an important player. Pol Pot died 
in 1998, never having been prosecuted for his role in devas-
tating his homeland. A coalition government formed in 2003 
following UN-sanctioned national elections and headed by 
Communist Prime Minister Hun Sen, who originally came 
to power aft er the Vietnamese invasion of 1978 deposed 
the Khmer Rouge. In late 2004, longtime king Norodom 
Sihanouk retired in favor of his son Norodom Sihamoni. 

 In 2010, a court was established within Cambodia with 
support from the United Nations and European countries 
to try several key Khmer Rouge fi gures accused of ordering 
the atrocities. Th us, the people of Cambodia are reliving the 
nightmare via court testimony, which one hopes will con-
tribute to a better understanding of how it occurred. Mean-
while, the economy is gradually reviving, especially the 
tourist industry. Cambodia’s beaches and Angkor Wat are 
strong draws, although much of the tourism infrastructure 
has been built by foreign companies, especially from China, 
who take the biggest share of the profi ts.     

  Laos: The Forgotten 

Country 

 In tiny, mountainous, and isolated Laos too there has 
been little peace since 1945. Aft er the Japanese occupa-
tion, chronic internal struggles ended in the emergence of 
a Communist government in 1975, still with its capital at the 

was to further strengthen the Communists, as might have 
been predicted from experience in Germany and in Viet-
nam, and to help them recruit more support among the 
embittered survivors. In 1975, the country was taken over 
by the Communists, under the leadership of the man who 
called himself Pol Pot; as Saloth Sar he had given up teach-
ing school at age thirty-two and became a high offi  cial in 
the Cambodian Communist party. His forces, soon to be 
known around the world as the Khmer Rouge, ordered 
almost the entire population of Phnom Penh and of the sec-
ond city, Battambang, probably about 3.5 million altogether, 
to leave their homes and work indefi nitely in the country-
side. Th is was a distorted version of Mao Zedong’s anti-
urban gospel. Maoist and Chinese infl uences were strong 
with Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge. 

 Th ere was indescribable suff ering on the part of these 
newly created refugees, and mass murder of middle-class, 
professional, and educated people, accurately portrayed 
in the fi lms  Th e Killing Fields  and  Swimming to Cambodia , 
although they told only a small part of the horror. Others 
were driven or worked until they died of exhaustion and 
starvation. Perhaps as many as 4 million Cambodians died 
in this holocaust between 1975 and 1979 and four following 
years, about half of the total population. Cambodia was cut 
off  from all foreign connections or infl uences, except for 
China, and cars, libraries, and other “alien” symbols were 
destroyed. Cambodia too announced a “Great Leap For-
ward,” with much the same consequences in human suff er-
ing and economic chaos as in China a decade earlier. Pol 
Pot’s agents continued to torture and murder many thou-
sands, especially teachers and alleged “counterrevolution-
aries” and political opponents whom the paranoid Pol Pot 
saw everywhere. 

 By 1978 there was growing opposition to these hideous 
policies, especially in the eastern areas. Late in 1978 the 
Vietnamese army intervened, meeting little resistance by 
the retreating Khmer Rouge forces, which holed up in 
forest sanctuaries along the north and west Th ai border. 
A pro-Vietnamese government was installed at Phnom 
Penh as the People’s Republic of Kampuchea. Th e United 
States, China, and Th ailand, all implacable enemies of 
Vietnam, recognized, supported, and continued to send 
arms to the Khmer Rouge and Pol Pot, on the theory that 
“the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Pol Pot’s murder-
ous government continued to represent Cambodia, or 
Kampuchea, in the United Nations. Under these circum-
stances and with sanctuaries across the Th ai border, the 
Khmer Rouge held on and could not be eliminated by 
the Vietnamese. Under international pressure, and with 
the hope of restoring relations with the United States in 
particular, the Vietnamese withdrew their forces in 1989. 
American policy began slowly to move away from total 
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immensely destructive American bombing of Laos, pro-
ducing uncounted casualties and nearly 1 million refugees. 
Communists in the then coalition government in Vien-
tiane gained new strength from this example of “capitalist-
imperialist aggression” and took over in 1975. Th e Vietnamese 
were confi rmed as an ally, with a strong infl uence on Laos. 
Many Lao, especially the educated elite, and many minority 

old base of Vientiane. American aid to non-Communist 
groups in the 1950s and 1960s had little eff ect, and succes-
sive governments largely ignored the problems of the rural 
areas, where most Lao lived. By 1963, Laos was engulfed in 
a bloody civil war. Vietnamese support for the Communists 
and their use of Lao territory along the frontier as part of 
their supply route into South Vietnam led to massive and 

 The spectacular temple and court complex at Angkor was 
the political and religious center of the Khmer Empire of 
early Cambodia. Jayavarman II (802–850) sponsored the 
initial building projects, and successive Khmer kings 
added their own monuments to it  (see  Chapter   7   ) . 
Suryavarman II constructed Angkor Wat, the most 
magnificent of the Angkor temples during the height of 
the Khmer Empire in the early twelfth century, and 
Jayavarman VII added the adjacent Angkor Thom 
Buddhist complex with its serene bodhisattva heads at 
the end of that century. When the Thai invaded in 1431, 
the Khmer abandoned the city and much of Angkor and 
most of its temples fell into ruin. 

 Early in the nineteenth century, Vietnam’s mon-
archs asserted their territorial interests to take control 
of Cambodia and reasserted their claims to Vietnam’s 
southernmost regions. These claims put them into direct 
confl ict with the French, who thought of the region as an 
unclaimed political frontier ripe for French taking, to pro-
vide a base for French commerce with China. The Franco-
Vietnamese treaties of 1862 and 1874 gave the French 
authority over southern Vietnam and the remains of the 
Angkor complex. 

 Angkor was largely unknown in the West until 1857 
when the French missionary, Father Charles-Emile Bouil-
levaux, brought the existence of the abandoned city to 
the attention of the Western public with his publication 
of  Travels in Indochina 1848–1856, the Annam and Cambo-
dia.  Angkor’s beauty was revealed by the naturalist Henri 
Mouhot, whose notes and drawings appeared in the 
widely distributed magazine  Le Tour du Monde  in 1863. To 
the French Angkor stood as a positive symbol of an Asian 
classical age, in some ways parallel to ancient Greece, to 
be celebrated, romanticized—and plundered for French 
museums and exhibitions. Recovery and documentation, 
if not the restoration, of Angkor civilization by the French 
became the centerpiece and stated purpose of French 
colonialism. 

 French archaeologists continued to control the Angkor 
complex until warfare made it impossible in the 1970s, but 
others have asserted their right to the city and its temples. 
Cambodia has used Angkor as the site for proclama-
tions of political legitimacy since the end of World War II. 

Norodom Sihanouk, who became the ruler of Cambodia 
when the country became independent in 1954, asserted 
that he was the sole heir to Angkor’s monarchs, and thus 
the only rightful spokesperson for the Khmer people. 

 Deposed by the Cambodian military under Lon Nol 
in 1970, Sihanouk was allowed to reclaim his position as 
the Khmer monarch in the 1990s during the government 
of Prime Minister Hun Sen. In exchange, Sihanouk had 
to perform a traditional Khmer ritual, including an inves-
titure ceremony in which he bestowed a ritual name on 
the secular ruler—who in theory acts in the monarch’s 
name to administer daily affairs. This ritual can only be 
performed by a Khmer monarch who is the acknowledged 
successor to Angkor’s kings. 

 The Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot, who overthrew the 
government and took control of Cambodia in 1975, also 
saw themselves as heirs to Angkor. They initiated a new 
order under a revised ritualized ideology of Marxism and 
undertook projects throughout the region. Renaming their 
new nation-state Kampuchea to distinguish it from French 
colonial Cambodia, they modifi ed the state fl ag by adding 
the Marxist star to the projection of Angkor Wat on a red 
background. The state fl ag of today’s Khmer Republic con-
tinues to acknowledge its Angkor roots: it is a red fl ag with 
Angkor Wat as its centerpiece, minus the Marxist star. 

 During the 1990s, Indonesians, Japanese, Americans, 
French, and other Europeans participated in Angkor’s 
restoration. Continuing the colonial-era theory of Javanese 
infl uence in Angkor, the Ecole Francaise maintains an 
active branch in Jakarta, Indonesia, and emphasizes the 
maritime and cultural relationship between island and 
mainland civilizations. 

 Today, Angkor stands as a symbol of Cambodia’s suc-
cessful past. Visited by people from around the world, it 
has also become a source for valuable international tour-
ist dollars. It is also still an important point of reference in 
the histories of neighboring Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam. 
Along with other archaeological treasures of the region, 
such as Borobudur and Myanmar’s Pagan Buddhist com-
plex, Angkor represents the glory of Southeast Asia’s past 
and potential for the renewal of the crosscultural relations 
and sharing of ideas that were common among precolo-
nial Southeast Asian societies. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   THE REDISCOVERY AND RESTORATION OF ANGKOR 
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government had protected these major ethnic minorities, 
who feared a reassertion of Burman dominance when the 
British withdrew, and many of them were Christians. Com-
munist groups also opposed the U Nu government, and 
chronic rebellion soon broke out. By 1949 the government 
controlled only the cities, and fi ghting oft en occurred in 
the suburbs of Rangoon. Slowly the government gained 
the ascendancy, holding new elections in 1951, but it was 
never able to put down rebellion in the remote mountain 
districts. Both the AFPFL and the varied opposition groups 
were split; Burma made little or no economic progress as 
the central government was increasingly paralyzed by divi-
sions and bureaucratic ineptitude. U Nu was an interesting 
charismatic fi gure, a devout Buddhist who disliked both 
violent and nonviolent confl ict and who periodically retired 
to a monastery “to keep his vision clear.” His wing of the 
AFPFL, the Union party, won a strong majority in the elec-
tions of 1960, but his authority and that of the government 
continued to deteriorate because it lacked an institutional or 
adequate political base. In 1962, the army general Ne Win, 
who had been trained in Japan in the early 1940s along with 
Aung San, seized power. U Nu fl ed into exile, and Ne Win 
suspended the constitution and imprisoned most of the
remaining political opponents under the auspices of a 
“revolutionary council,” staff ed mainly by military men. 

 Under the banner of “the Burmese way to socialism,” 
the council nationalized all foreign and major domestic 
fi rms, expelled the several thousand Indians remaining in 
the country, monopolized all internal and external trade, 
and progressively cut Burma’s ties with the outside world. 
Th e “Burmese way” was a strange mixture of Marxism-
Leninism, Buddhism, and Burmese traditionalism, which 
condemned greed and claimed to further the cultivation of 
spiritual values. In fact, Burma became a police state; stu-
dent and worker demonstrations were harshly suppressed, 
and troops fi red on unarmed demonstrators. Ne Win was 
grossly corrupt, sending huge sums to accounts in overseas 
banks. Education at all levels was suspect and declining, 
and foreign or even domestic books were hard to fi nd. Th e 
economy slowed even more, and there was much unem-
ployment, especially among educated groups. Th e army 
indiscriminantly killed unarmed students, teachers, chil-
dren, women, and even monks, and still runs many slave 
labor camps to work on construction projects. 

 Armed rebellion continued in the north, especially among 
the Karens and the Kachins, the latter periodically allied with 
the Burma Communist party. Th e Shan states were virtually 
autonomous, fi nanced by their control of the lucrative opium 
and heroin trade in Burma’s northeast, which comprises a 
signifi cant sector of what is called the Asian “Golden Tri-
angle,” including sections of northern Th ailand and China’s 
Yunnan province. Many Karens fl ed to Th ailand. 

tribespeople such as the Hmong, fl ed to Th ailand or the 
West to escape collectivization and “reeducation,” although 
the government’s policies were far from being as severe as 
in Cambodia. But Laos, a poor country to begin with, still 
suff ered from the destruction of chronic warfare and from 
its use as a pawn in contests between outside powers. Cur-
rently, however, as a member of the Association of South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN), Laos is beginning to emerge 
from its dormancy and has been the focus of Chinese as 
well as Th ai interest in building dams in the Mekong River 
basin and in the Laos highlands, which could provide vital 
hydroelectric power to the adjacent regions of Southeast 
Asia and southern China.  

  Burma, Thailand, Malaya, 

and Singapore 

 Th e rest of mainland Southeast Asia has had a varied his-
tory since 1945. Only Burma has failed to win internal order 
or benefi t from rapid economic growth, while Th ailand, 
Malaysia, and Singapore have been among the most rapidly 
growing economies in the world. 

  Burma (Myanmar) 
 Th e Japanese at fi rst used a few Burmese anticolonialists in 
their campaign against the Indian and British troops and 
allowed the organization of a small Burma Independence 
Army. But once the campaign was over, it was largely demo-
bilized in July 1942, and the remnant was referred to simply 
as a defense force. Th e Japanese permitted a show of partic-
ipation in administration by Burmese, but that did not pre-
vent the draft ing of forced labor. Underground resistance 
spread, and as Indian and British troops advanced south 
in 1944 and 1945, many Burmese cooperated with them 
and fought the Japanese. Many politically conscious Bur-
mese had joined an Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League 
(AFPFL), led by Aung San. Th e British eff ort to resume 
colonial control and delay the granting of independence 
led to demonstrations and strikes organized by the AFPFL, 
and it was fi nally agreed that independence would follow 
national elections. Th e AFPFL dominated the voting, and 
Burma won its independence in January 1948, six months 
aft er India. 

 Meanwhile, Aung San, the chief Burmese political fi g-
ure, was assassinated by conservative opponents in mid-
1947, together with seven of his close associates; the AFPFL 
vice president U Nu became the fi rst independent premier 
in 1948. But the death of Aung San had removed the only 
fi gure who could command the support of most Burmese 
and of the non-Burman minority groups who lived in the 
hills and mountains surrounding the Irrawaddy Plain, 
most importantly Shans, Karens, and Kachins. Th e colonial 
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 Ne Win hung onto power until forced by massive dem-
onstrations to resign in 1988. He continued to infl uence 
events, including a bloody crackdown on the 1988 dem-
onstrations, until a few years before his death in 2002. In 
1989 the military government changed the spelling of the 
country’s name to Myanmar, linguistically and phoneti-
cally equivalent to Burma. In May 1990 elections in which 
opposition parties were permitted to compete produced a 
sweeping victory for the National League for Democracy, 
a socialist party headed by Aung San’s daughter, Suu Kyi, 
who had been under house arrest since the previous year. 
Th e government was clearly taken aback by the vote; in 
early 1991 it outlawed the National League. In October 1991 
Suu Kyi was awarded the Nobel Peace prize; she, however, 
remained imprisoned. In 2005 the military government 
moved the capital from Rangoon, with its colonial over-
tones, to Pyinmana in the central Irrawaddy valley, where 
most precolonial capitals had been. In 2007 China and 
Russia vetoed a UN resolution condemning the Burmese 
government; China wants Burmese oil and Russia sells 
Burma arms and has off ered to build it a nuclear plant. 

 In May 2008, a violent cyclone, like a hurricane, with 
heavy rain, and gale-force winds, caused immense destruc-
tion across Myanmar, especially on the southwest coast, 
killing at least 100,000 people. Th e government refused 
to allow almost any of the off ered foreign aid, which 
could have saved many lives with emergency food, medi-
cines, and clean drinking water. Th ere was international 
censure of the government for this callousness. Later the 
Myanmar government allowed some medical and food 
aid from neighboring Th ailand and India, but nothing like 
what was needed. 

 Beginning in 2010, aft er an election that was seen as 
corrupt, there have been signs of political liberalization in 
Myanmar. ASEAN approved Myanmar’s request to chair 
the association in 2014. U.S. Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton visited Myanmar in 2011 to discuss normalizing 
relations. Political prisoners, including Aung San Suu Kyi, 
have been released. She was allowed to rebuild her political 
party and openly campaign during legislative elections and 
in summer 2012 she traveled to Europe to accept her 1991 
Nobel Peace Prize.  

  Th ailand 
 A series of very eff ective monarchs, especially King 
Chulalongkorn (r. 1868–1910), built up a well-integrated 
state and strong sense of identity among the people of 
Siam. Even the many Chinese immigrants for the most part 
peacefully assimilated into the larger society as Siamese. 
A revolution in 1932 led to the creation of a constitutional 
monarchy under the name Th ailand. Forced collabora-
tion with the Japanese had saved the country from the 

 It was reasonable for Burma to avoid alignments with 
any of the major powers and hence to avoid being drawn 
into wider confl icts, but in other terms its self-imposed 
isolation from the rest of the world, including its refusal 
to allow foreign investment and imported goods and tech-
nology, cost it dearly economically and further weakened 
its schools and universities. A vigorous black market in 
imported goods developed, basic services deteriorated, 
especially in increasingly tattered Rangoon, and tourist 
visas for foreigners were limited to one week. Th e patient 
Burmese still smiled, and of course there were nonmate-
rial rewards in preserving tradition against the avalanche 
of modernization elsewhere in the world, but life was hard 
for many. Burma turned its back on “progress,” a path with 
pluses and minuses. Peasants were less severely aff ected 
and, where the civil war did not spread, were able to pre-
serve their traditional way of life, but the slow or stagnant 
pace of agricultural development left  them little if any bet-
ter off , and there were occasional food shortages as the pop-
ulation continued to grow.    

       Human rights advocate and Nobel Prize laureate Aung San 
Suu Kyi      (Alison Wright/Robert Harding Picture Library Ltd/
Alamy)  
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beating, burning, and shooting scores of protesting stu-
dents. Shortly thereaft er the army moved in again, and the 
military ruled the country for most of the ensuing decade. 
A brief period of elected government in the 1980s was 
ended by another military coup early in 1991. Dissent was 
repressed, but Th ai society had been transformed by eco-
nomic development. Bangkok had become a huge, over-
crowded city of industry and trade, with a burgeoning new 
middle class. Elsewhere, development meant that by 1990 
most Th ais were no longer farmers but industrial or trans-
port workers, bureaucrats, or businesspeople. Successive 
government investments in education had also created a 
very large new group of well-educated people, including 2 
million university graduates. Subsequently a new civilian 
constitutional government took power in the 1990s and 
the Th ai economy boomed, until 1998 when the Asia-wide 
fi nancial crisis hit Th ailand especially hard, due to substan-
tial overspeculation in real estate and other opportunistic 
developmental schemes. Aft er 2001, when Prime Minis-
ter Th aksin Shinawatra took offi  ce, Th ailand signifi cantly 
rebounded under a civilian government that had broad 
popular support. Above all, Th aksin’s direct involvement in 
managing Th ai monetary policy allowed him to balance the 
interests of Th ailand’s traditionally uncompromising rural 
and urban political factions. But Th ailand’s prime minister 
was less successful in negating the terrorist attacks of rural 
Islamic fundamentalists living in southern Th ailand, who 
feel isolated from and threatened by Th ailand’s rapid secu-
larization. In May 2007, Th aksin and his party were banned 
for fi ve years for election fraud, leading to protests and 
violence in the streets of Bangkok in subsequent years.  

  Malaya and Singapore 
 Malaya, like Burma, had suff ered brutal Japanese invasion 
and occupation. Th e Chinese of Malaya were especially 
inclined to join the underground resistance, while many 
Malays became collaborators, in part because the Japa-
nese were not as brutal to them as to the Chinese. Chinese 
were nearly two-fi ft hs of the total population, not count-
ing dominantly Chinese Singapore, and the arrangements 
for the independence of Malaya, which all parties agreed 
was appropriate, were long delayed as Malay and  Chinese 
groups worked out their compromises. Meanwhile, the 
Malay Communist party, largely Chinese, resorted to 
armed insurrection in mid-1948. Th e battle of the colo-
nial government against what was called Th e Emergency 
lasted nearly ten years. Th e Communist guerrillas holed 
up in the jungles saw their numbers and support dwindle 
aft er 1950, in part because general prosperity deprived their 
somewhat vague radical program of much of its appeal. Th e 
Emergency heightened anti-Chinese feeling; many Chinese 
were forcibly resettled in fortifi ed villages so they could 

destruction suff ered by most of the rest of Southeast Asia, 
but the immediate postwar government proved ineff ective 
and unpopular. A military group seized power in 1947 with 
a generally conservative policy, sending troops to fi ght in 
the Korean War and attempting to build American favor 
and support. Th e growing success of the Viet Minh in 
Vietnam helped to ensure such an outcome as Th ailand 
became an American supply base, but the military govern-
ment’s repressive domestic actions led to its overthrow in a 
1957 coup. For a brief period there was a parliamentary gov-
ernment, but the army found it “indecisive,” and military 
rule was reimposed in 1958. Once again opposition groups 
were suppressed, but the new government, under General 
Sarit, built wide political support by eff ectively promoting 
economic development and education. 

 Th ailand remained at least nominally a monarchy despite 
the reforms of 1932, but General Sarit encouraged the king 
to play a more active role in public life, and the monarchy 
became a popular focus for Th ai nationalism. Sarit died pre-
maturely in 1963, but by then the Vietnam War had become 
the country’s major concern. Th ailand gradually became an 
increasingly open ally of the United States in its eff ort to 
defeat the Viet Cong. Vietnam was feared for its past his-
tory of expansion and its ambition to dominate Cambodia 
and Laos, Th ailand’s immediate neighbors, which had been 
detached from the Th ai sphere by the French. Th ai troops 
fought under the Americans in Vietnam, and U.S. air bases 
in Th ailand were of major importance. A total of 40,000 
American military personnel were stationed in Th ailand, 
which was heavily used for troops on leave. With the infl ux 
of American dollars, the economy prospered, much as 
Japan had benefi ted from being used as a supply base in the 
Korean War. Bangkok was the chief benefi ciary, but there 
were also U.S. bases upcountry; provincial towns grew too, 
and national economic growth soared. Th e government 
sponsored extensive development projects in the northeast, 
in the provinces bordering Laos and Cambodia. But there 
were rebellions there, fueled by poverty and organized 
by the small Th ai Communist party. Aft er a brief revival 
in 1968, the constitution was again abrogated in 1971 by a 
military coup. Protests and demonstrations against the gov-
ernment mounted, especially among students in Bangkok. 
Due to the intervention of the Th ai monarch Phumiphon 
Adunyadet, the fi rst instance that a Th ai king had taken a 
direct role in Th ai politics since the absolute monarchy was 
deposed in 1932; in 1973 General Th anom was forced to fl ee 
the country, and a civilian government came to power. 

 But it proved diffi  cult to satisfy all of the now vocal and 
periodically violent protestors, demonstrating for a more 
genuinely democratic government. In 1976 troops, police, 
and vigilantes went on a veritable orgy of violence against 
rioters at Th ammasat University in Bangkok, lynching, 
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violence in which hundreds, mainly Chinese, were killed. 
Chinese were about 32 percent of the Malaysian population, 
Malays about 47 percent, and the balance was split among 
Indians and other smaller ethnic groups. In the later 1980s 
the government began to put pressure on non-Muslims and 
to press for an orthodox Islamic line in all things, attempt-
ing to limit even traditional Malay art, literature, and music. 
Although there continued to be violent Malay-Chinese 
clashes, Malaysia did very well economically, and the par-
liamentary system, with minimal Chinese representation, 
proved stable, unlike those in Th ailand or Burma. Th e one-
party-dominant leadership of the United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO) has been in power since 1974. 
Under the long-time leadership of UMNO Prime Minister 
Mahathir Mohamad (1981–2003), the UMNO was able to 
create a middle-of-the road “civil Islamic state,” which has 
neutralized eastern Malaysia’s rural fundamentalists while 
defending the secularism necessary to allow Malaysia’s west 
coast-centered economy to prosper. By the 1990s, Malaysia 
had an expansive industrial sector that specialized in the 
assembly of high-tech electronic products and other con-
sumer goods, and those of Malay ethnicity began to balance 
Chinese entrepreneurs. Perhaps the most spectacular state-
ments of Malaysia’s modernity are the twin Petronas Tow-
ers, modern skyscrapers that provide a striking contrast to 
Kuala Lumpur’s elegant colonial architecture. 

 Singapore became a striking success story economi-
cally, thanks largely to its dominantly Chinese population 
and the entrepreneurial skills of its Indian minority, as well 
as its duty-free port status as a small city-state, a parallel 
to Hong Kong. Separated from Malaysia in 1965, it went 
on to achieve a very high economic growth rate, serv-
ing as an entrepôt, processing, servicing, and fi nancial 
center for much of Malaysia and Indonesia. Th e forms of 
parliamentary democracy and courts were preserved, but 
the government remained dominated by its vigorous and 
strongly conservative British-educated prime minister, Lee 
Kuan Yew. He tolerated no opposition or criticism, cen-
sored the press, and enforced law and order according to 
his own views. Th ere was no signifi cant political opposition 
in what became a one-party—i.e., the People’s Action Party 
(PAP)—as well as virtually a one-man state. Under long-
time prime minister Lee Kuan Yew’s paternalistic leader-
ship, electronics and other light manufacturing joined ear-
lier processing industries, and Singapore became a major 
banking as well as trade center. Most Singaporeans were 
prosperous, and indeed their living standards were second 
in Asia only to Japan, far ahead of the rest of Southeast Asia. 
Th e government also invested in public housing and main-
tained an enviable range of social services as well as a highly 
developed education system, a traditional Chinese priority. 
It was a bargain that most Singaporeans found attractive, 

not support the guerrillas, and about 10,000 Chinese were 
deported to China. 

 Th e most eff ective counter to the guerrilla opposi-
tion was, however, speedy progress toward independence 
and general prosperity. A coalition of Malay and Chinese 
political organizations won nearly all the seats in a Legis-
lative Council elected in 1955 and worked out the details 
of an independence agreement with the British that took 
eff ect in August of 1957. Malays were given the dominant 
position in the new state, including a virtual monopoly of 
political offi  ce, the civil service, and university education, 
while the Chinese were to continue their dominance of 
the economy. A group of wealthy Chinese then founded a 
Chinese university in Penang. Eff orts were made to redis-
cover and revitalize traditional Malay culture, long in eclipse 
under colonial infl uence, but entrepreneurial activity had 
never been an important part of that culture, and foreign-
ers, including Portuguese, Indians, Indonesians, Arabs, and 
British, as well as Chinese, had for centuries managed most 
of Malaya’s trade and commercial sectors. Th e new govern-
ment also made successful eff orts to diversify an economy 
that was too heavily dependent on exports of rubber and tin 
and developed important production of palm oil and tim-
ber for world markets. Although only about sixty percent 
of Malays are Muslims, Islam was made the state religion 
(in part to distinguish Malaysia from neighboring Buddhist 
Th ailand and polyglot Singapore, as a nationalist gesture). 
Islam in Malaysia has become increasingly rigid and intol-
erant of diversity despite the other 40 percent of its people, 
mainly Hindus and Buddhists. 

 Singapore had been left  out of the new Malaysian state, 
mainly because the Malays feared to add still more to the 
Chinese share of the population, which would then have 
been almost equally balanced between Chinese and Malay. 
But the economic logic of union was powerful, and in 1963 
Singapore joined Malaysia, only to be ejected again by the 
Malaysian government in 1965 on the same old communal 
grounds. Th e brief union with Singapore also included the 
former British colonial territories along the north coast 
of Borneo, never controlled by the Dutch and, hence, not 
part of Indonesia. (Th e tiny sultanate of Brunei became 
independent and rocketed to wealth when rich oil depos-
its were discovered there.) Th ere had been heavy Chinese 
settlement in north Borneo too, especially in Sarawak and 
Sabah and in the commercial towns and cities on the coast, 
but they remained a large minority, outnumbered by a 
great variety of indigenous peoples. Th ere were also many 
Malays, so that in balance incorporating these areas into 
what was now called the state of Malaysia would strengthen 
the Malay and non-Chinese share of the total population. 

 Nevertheless, bitterness and periodic confl ict continued 
to divide Malays and Chinese, and there were outbreaks of 
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except oppression by the Dutch and no experience of work-
ing together, still less of sharing a state. Th e territory was 
scattered over some 3,000 separate islands stretched along 
more than 3,000 miles. About 3 percent of the population 
was Chinese, concentrated in the cities and dominating 
the commercial sector and the export trade. In the rural 
areas, local hereditary elites and village chiefs retained 
their power and oft en ignored the dictates of the new cen-
tral government based in Jakarta, the former Dutch colo-
nial capital of Batavia. Th ere was also deep resentment in 
the outer islands against the dominance of Java, tradition-
ally the major power center as well as the richest and by far 
the most populous area. Christianity had spread widely in 
many of the outer islands, promoted both by Portuguese 
and Dutch missionaries, and this increased resentment of 
largely Muslim Java; Bali remained Hindu and Buddhist, 
a survival of earlier Indian infl uence that had also covered 
most of Java until the seventeenth century. 

 Th e Javanese language was foreign to the rest of the new 
Indonesia, which contained a great variety of other tongues. 
Th e new government created a new national language, 
Bahasa Indonesian, based largely on Malay, which had long 
been a widespread trade language and lingua franca. It dif-
fered basically from Javanese and from the other languages 
of the outer areas but was taught in all schools and used in 
all government business so that most Indonesians slowly 
became bilingual, retaining their own local languages 
among themselves. In time, the Indonesian language-based 
education system and the preference for the language in the 
public sector was important in linking Indonesia’s diverse 
populations, and today’s generation regards Indonesian as 
their primary language. 

 Th e new government understandably had trouble estab-
lishing its authority and managing the economy aft er the 
devastation caused by both the Japanese and the Dutch. 

economic security for nearly all, affl  uence for many, in 
exchange for some losses in free expression and personal 
liberties. In 2003 Lee made a gesture of “retiring” but by 
late 2004 his son and successor Lee Hsien Loong began to 
loosen some of the earlier authoritarian restrictions.   

  Indonesia 

 Th e East Indies, and Java especially, had suff ered under a 
harsh Japanese occupation, but their invasion had destroyed 
the Dutch colonial order. Th e chief Indonesian leaders, 
Achmed Sukarno and Mohamad Hatta, had actively col-
laborated with the Japanese but were ineff ective in moder-
ating Japanese brutality or preventing the conscription of 
slave laborers, most of whom were worked to their deaths. 
Sukarno and Hatta announced Indonesia’s independence 
as a republic two days aft er the Japanese surrender, nam-
ing themselves as president and vice president, respectively. 
But there was no mass base, no organized government, 
and few Indonesians with any education or administrative 
experience, thanks to repressive Dutch colonial policies in 
the past. Th e Dutch, with British and American support, ill-
advisedly tried to reestablish their colonial control. Nego-
tiations with the Indonesian leaders were accompanied by 
Dutch reoccupation and a “police action,” and by 1948 they 
had regained most of the area of Indonesia and captured 
Sukarno and Hatta. But the Indonesians had put together 
an army, and patriotic youths fl ocked to it. Th eir guerrilla 
actions against the Dutch were increasingly successful. Th e 
Americans and the United Nations withdrew their sup-
port for the Dutch, and at the end of 1949 the Dutch were 
obliged to grant full independence.    

 Th e former Dutch East Indies, now called Indonesia for 
the fi rst time, was a hodgepodge of diff erent ethnic, reli-
gious, and linguistic groups with no common tradition 

       Indonesian rice fi elds, Sumatra. Rice remains the 
major crop of lowland Southeast Asia, and much of 
Java and Bali resemble this scene, as do the lowland 
rice-growing areas of Burma, Th ailand, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, and the Philippines.      (Henri Cartier-
Bresson/Magnum Photos)  
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Suharto built further close ties with the United States and 
Japan, encouraged investment by multinationals, and 
eased the way for large Indonesian-Chinese businesses 
by providing Indonesian “partners” with payoff s. Bribery 
became even more widespread, but the economy began 
to recover, and in many years it posted very high growth 
rates. Indonesian Chinese were still resented, and the gov-
ernment forbade the use of Chinese language or even the 
import of books in Chinese. While profi ting from Chinese 
commercial skills, the government continued to discrimi-
nate against them and prevent their assimilation into what 
was already a multiethnic society. Th e Chinese had little 
choice but to stick to their own communities and to retain 
their traditional culture. A new bureaucratic, if not com-
mercial, Indonesian middle class began to grow, nourished 
by the huge government bureaucracy and by considerable 
corruption, and there began to be a number of Indonesian 
professionals as well. Oil production from Java, Sumatra, 
and South Borneo (Kalimantan) was increased under the 
government monopoly fi rm Pertamina, providing an aug-
mented boost to the economy.   

As the Dutch withdrew, there were far too few Indone-
sians who had the technical competence or experience to 
administer the basic infrastructure of transport, industry, 
and fi nance. By 1957 the eff ort to establish parliamentary 
rule collapsed, and there was widespread rebellion. Th e 
army took power, and in 1959 Sukarno reemerged as head 
of state in alliance with the Indonesian Communist party 
and the army under the banner of “guided democracy.” To 
divert attention from the seriously deteriorating economy 
and runaway infl ation, Sukarno campaigned success-
fully to recover the western half of New Guinea, which he 
renamed West Irian, from Dutch control. He then engaged 
in a confrontation with the new state of Malaysia over 
the status of several small islands that lay between them. 
His Communist allies began to push radical land reform 
and rent reduction, alarming many of the traditional 
local elites. Th en in 1965 a group of junior offi  cers assas-
sinated six senior generals in an attempted coup, claiming 
Sukarno’s leadership. Th e coup was offi  cially interpreted as 
a Communist plot to seize power, although the evidence 
for that is poor. It was quickly suppressed by General 
Suharto (1921–2008). Th e army, aided by bands of youths 
and local mobs and supported by the American C.I.A., 
then went on to wipe out the Indonesian Communist 
party and all who were suspected of sympathy with it. Th e 
 victims included many thousands of Chinese, who were 
suspected because China had gone Communist, but were 
also turned on as targets for long-standing ethnic resent-
ment against them as alien exploiters. In this horrendous 
bloodbath,  anywhere from 500,000 to 1 million unresist-
ing people were killed. Sukarno was forced into retirement, 
and General Suharto took over.    

 Suharto’s New Order regime successfully sought for-
eign economic aid and investments, and slowly began 
to rebuild the shattered economy. In 1968 he was elected 
president and confi rmed with respectable majorities in 
subsequent stage-managed elections in which it was pre-
determined that he would win, and that the candidates 
of Suharto’s Golkar party would win a legislative major-
ity. Despite this show of democratic procedures, Indo-
nesia remained a police state under Suharto, suppressing 
free expression, jailing or torturing dissidents, including 
even major writers, and operating a brutal police sys-
tem. Suharto ruled virtually as a dictator. He also invaded 
East Timor, an island in easternmost Indonesia, when the 
Portuguese withdrew in 1977 and cruelly suppressed the 
nationalist movement there. Bloody repression in East 
Timor continued, with police and army units killing many 
thousands of unarmed demonstrators, some say well over 
200,000. Finally, in 2002, East Timor became indepen-
dent, as the newest world nation, its viability strength-
ened by recently discovered oil under the East Timor Sea. 

  Sutan Sjahrir (1909–1966) was one of the major leaders 
of the Indonesian nationalist movement. He studied for a 
time in Holland and married a Dutch woman. Here are 
some passages from his book,  Out of Exile,  written after 
the Dutch had banished him and exiled him to New 
Guinea.  

  The number of intellectuals in my country is very 
small, and the few there are do not share a single 
outlook or culture. They are only beginning to 
seek a form and unity. . . . There has been no spir-
itual or cultural life, and no intellectual progress 
for centuries. . . . A feudal culture cannot possibly 
provide a dynamic fulcrum for people of the 
 twentieth century. . . . In substance, we can never 
accept the essential difference between the East 
and the West, because for our spiritual needs we 
are in general dependent on the West, not only 
scientifically but culturally. We intellectuals here 
are much closer to Europe or America than we are 
to Borobodur or [the] Mahabharata or to the 
primitive Islamic culture of Java and Sumatra. 
Which is our basis: the West, or the rudiments of 
feudal culture that are still to be found in our 
Eastern society?  

  Source:  S. Sjahrir and C. Wolf, trans.  Out of Exile  (New York: 
John Day, 1949), pp. 66–68. 

 INDONESIAN NATIONALISM 
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vice-president, but increasingly in 2001 Wahid was under 
fi re for corruption and incompetence, and civil order was 
rapidly deteriorating. In July of 2001 Wahid was impeached 
and Megawati Sukarnoputri became president. Th ere were 
attacks on Christians and their churches in eastern Indo-
nesia and some counterviolence. In general, this vast coun-
try, so split by regional cultural diff erences, seemed to be 
on the verge of falling apart. Under Megawati’s leadership, 
the situation stabilized, but she was widely perceived to be a 
fi gurehead rather than the embodiment of her father, as she 
allowed bureaucratic, commercial, and military supporters 
and their international business partners the opportunity 
to consolidate their special interests. Th e 2004 elections 
were notable in that they were universally peaceful, with 
the absence of paramilitary groups that had been highly 
visible participants in the 1999 general elections. Running 
a campaign that focused on Megawati’s failure to fulfi ll 
Indonesians’ expectations for the post-Suharto era, Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono (popularly referred to as SBY), a 
charismatic retired Indonesian army general, was elected 
Indonesia’s new president in October 2004 and reelected 
with a large majority in 2009. 

 In December 2004 a huge  tsunami  (tidal wave from 
an undersea earthquake off  Sumatra) caused immense 
destruction to northern and west coast Sumatra with 
over 45,000 deaths. As if this were not enough, Java has 
been plagued by fl oods, earthquakes, and volcanic erup-
tions in 2006 and 2007, killing thousands of people in 
central Java, presenting the Indonesian government with 
even greater challenges. Indonesia is the country with the 
largest number of Muslims in the world (more than 200 
million), and the political liberalization since Suharto’s 
retirement has allowed a variety of Muslim organizations 
to play a greater role in politics and society. U.S. President 
Barack Obama lived as a child in Indonesia for a few years, 

  But most Indonesians remained poor as population con-
tinued to grow rapidly. Aft er about 1970 economic growth 
was substantial, but it was not equitably distributed. Th is 
was especially evident in the burgeoning urban slums and 
squatter towns and among the poor peasants, still the great 
rural majority, while landowners enjoyed relative pros-
perity. Public health measures became more eff ective and 
widespread, but this lowered the death rate and added more 
mouths to feed each year. Education was strictly controlled, 
but the level and extent of literacy gradually rose. Java had 
become dependent on food imports under the Dutch plan-
tation system centered on cash and nonfood crops, but 
in the 1980s there were determined government eff orts 
to increase rice production using better seeds and high-
yielding crop strains. However, such measures also required 
heavy investment in fertilizers and irrigation, which only 
the richer peasants or landowners could aff ord. Many poor 
and landless peasants migrated to the already overcrowded 
cities, especially Jakarta, to seek work as scavengers, street 
vendors, or prostitutes. Vast urban squatter encampments 
mushroomed at the outskirts. But the disastrous decline of 
the Sukarno years in the 1950s and early 1960s was reversed, 
and as economic growth continued there was some hope 
that the rising tide might in time lift  all boats, or at least 
most of them, and that this might also bring new support 
for a return to a more democratic system. 

 Widespread riots in 1998 led to the resignation of Presi-
dent Suharto, who was succeeded by his vice president B. J. 
Habibie; he agreed to hold elections in the following year, as 
Indonesians hoped that genuine democracy would emerge. 
Meanwhile the Indonesian economy was in deep trouble 
and corruption reached new heights, with Suharto and his 
family heading the list. 

 Th e elections brought in Abdurrahman Wahid as presi-
dent and Megawati Sukarnoputri (Sukarno’s daughter) as 

       Sukarno, in a characteristic pose, giving a speech 
in 1946.      (John Florea/Time & Life Pictures/
Getty Images)  
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the top earned new wealth. Magsaysay’s early eff orts at land 
reform were shelved, especially as rich landowners were 
an important political support for those in power. Multi-
nationals were encouraged to invest in the Philippines, and 
there was some new economic growth, but its benefi ts were 
not widely shared. Manila boomed, American style, but its 
slums and shantytowns grew at least as fast. 

 Ferdinand Marcos, a former senator, was elected presi-
dent in 1965 and reelected in 1969. By now the fl ow of new 
American investment had begun to create a period of pros-
perity for a few, but Marcos thought that democracy was 
ineffi  cient, wasteful, and in the Philippine case especially, 
corrupt. He pushed instead for what he called “consti-
tutional authoritarianism” and in 1972 declared martial 
law, but without making it very clear on what grounds. It 
soon became clear that his aim was to wipe out all forms 
of opposition and dissent. Th e press was controlled, many 
thousands were arrested, jailed, and tortured, normal legal 
procedures were suspended, and the army was built up, all 
because of the danger of a “Communist takeover.” Marcos’s 

and his administration has encouraged the development 
of stronger academic ties and exchanges between the two 
countries.  

  The Philippines 

 During World War II most Filipino politicians collaborated 
with the Japanese, but most Filipinos supported or joined 
the resistance forces, and many died in guerrilla actions or 
at the hands of the Japanese military police. Anti-Japanese 
struggles were also mixed with peasant struggles against 
the rampant landlordism that had thrived under Ameri-
can colonialism. Th e Hukbalahap (People’s Anti-Japanese 
Army) was involved with both, mainly in central Luzon, 
the main island of the Philippine archipelago, where they 
benefi ted from the disruption of the war and occupation 
and attracted many supporters. Most of the politicians who 
had collaborated with the Japanese had returned to public 
life and public offi  ce by 1948. Th e granting of independence 
in 1946, as promised before the war, was welcome, but Fili-
pino gratitude was heavily mixed with resentment about 
the niggardly American aid, the special American property 
and trade concessions, and the huge military bases at Clark 
Field and Subic Bay. As Communism triumphed in China 
and Vietnam and appeared to threaten Malaya, Cambodia, 
and Laos, the Americans became fearful for the Philippines 
and lined up in support of successive conservative gov-
ernments aft er 1946, no longer troubled that the people in 
power were in many cases the same as those who had wel-
comed the Japanese. Filipinos admired and copied much of 
American culture, including baseball, and blended it with 
their Spanish colonial heritage to make a kind of Latin 
American parallel. As one oft en-quoted remark states, 
Philippines culture was the result of 350 years in a Catholic 
convent and half a century in Hollywood. 

 Corruption became a trademark of Philippine politics, 
and the government was unable to control destructive infl a-
tion, rebuild the shattered economy, or defeat the Huks. By 
1950 the country was in crisis on all these fronts. But the 
elections of 1953 brought to power a diff erent kind of politi-
cian, Ramon Magsaysay, who as secretary of defense had 
earlier reorganized the army. He assembled around him a 
group of intelligent and dedicated younger men. In a rela-
tively short time he put down the Huk rebellion and began 
land reform in the areas of their earlier support, thus eas-
ing the burdens of tenancy and helping to cut the ground 
out from under Communist appeals. However, he was 
killed in a plane crash in 1957; some said it was not an acci-
dent. Successive members of the old conservative political 
elite restored the former oligarchy, which was dependent 
on family ties, corruption, and even violence; economic 
development for the masses languished while the few at 

  Louis Taruc (born 1913) became a Communist and then 
the head of the Hukbalahap, a guerrilla group that fought 
against the Japanese occupation and, after the war, 
against the independent Filipino government. Here are 
some passages from his  Born of the People. 

  For over half a century the Philippines has become 
largely the private landed estate of a handful of 
big business men who live ten thousand miles 
away in the United States. . . . To guarantee their 
profits, American imperialism has kept us a back-
ward, colonial people, with the majority living in 
the misery of poverty and ignorance. . . . It has 
claimed that it trained us in the ways of demo-
cratic government, but today [1949] the most cor-
rupt regime in our history, with American 
approval, massacres the people. . . . The Filipino 
moves about in an American-made world. The 
clothes he wears, the cigarettes he smokes, the 
canned food he eats, the music he hears, the 
news of the world he reads are all American. . . . 
The Americans solved their problem by getting 
Filipinos to rule for them . . . the landlord- ilustrado  
class, the landed gentry . . . they were an integral 
part of the new American pattern of rule.  

  Source:  L. Taruc,  Born of the People  (Manila: International 
Publishers, 1953), pp. 265–271, 274–275. Reprinted by per-
mission of International Publishers Co., Inc., New York 

 REVOLUTIONARY FILIPINO IDEAS 
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opponent, Benigno Aquino, who had been released from 
jail and exiled to the United States, and was shot down 
as he disembarked from his plane at the Manila Airport 
when he tried to return. Th is blatant action began to turn 
Filipino opinion against Marcos and his wife, Imelda, whom 
many feared would succeed him. Many wealthy Filipinos 
fl ed the country, taking their capital with them; this con-
tributed to a general economic collapse and uncontrolled 
infl ation. Despite extensive vote buying, intimidation, and 
other fraud, the elections of 1986, called by an overconfi -
dent Marcos, ended in his defeat and the victory of Corazon 
Aquino, Benigno’s widow. Marcos claimed that he had won 
and clearly intended to hang on, but a faction of the army 
deserted his cause and refused to fi re on the crowds of dem-
onstrators demanding that he leave, in what was popularly 
called the People’s Power movement. In the United States, 
the Reagan administration, having long supported Marcos 
and even praised him as a “great democrat,” now persuaded 
him to emigrate to the United States, where he died in 1989.    

 Aquino inherited an impoverished, ravished, and bank-
rupt country, still dominated by a few rich and powerful 
families and their political networks and by a large and 
powerful army. She was not able to break her ties with either 
of these groups and, indeed, depended on them. She herself 
came from a rich, landed family, the great-granddaughter 
of a Chinese immigrant who had prospered as a trader and 
sugar grower, and she necessarily operated as president 
in the long Filipino tradition of family politics. She sur-
vived six army rebellions, the most serious in 1989, but was 
unable or perhaps in part unwilling to push for the kinds 
of basic change the Philippines needed if it were to escape 
from mass poverty for most, corrupt privilege and wealth 
for a few, and a political system notorious for its crony-
ism and ineffi  ciency. She chose not to run for reelection in 
1992, when Fidel Ramos succeeded her. By 1995, Ramos had 
made commendable progress in containing rebellion and 
attacking corruption and had begun to stimulate healthier 
economic growth. Ramos was defeated in the elections of 
1998 by former fi lm star Joseph Estrada, but there was no 
marked change as a result. He was jailed for corruption, 
and succeeded by Gloria Arroyo. For most Filipinos, gross 
inequality and poverty remain the major problems for the 
future. 

 In 1991 Mt. Pinatubo erupted in a violent explosion that 
engulfed the American bases at Clark Field and Subic Bay 
with dense clouds of ash and lava fl ows made worse by a 
huge typhoon. Th is, and the end of the Cold War, brought 
about the abandonment of both bases, which most Filipinos 
welcomed. But most Filipinos remained poor, as the 
government remained in the hands of a small elite. It is 
notable that both Indonesia, by far the largest Southeast 
Asian country, and the Philippines, the second largest, have 

power was already being challenged by other members of 
the old oligarchy, especially the Lopez family, owners of 
the daily  Manila Chronicle  and television stations. In 1973 
Marcos pushed through a new constitution, rigged the 
courts, and proclaimed the New Society. An engineered 
referendum authorized him to continue indefi nitely as 
president, and another to be both president and prime 
minister. An election in 1978, with widespread fraud, voted 
in a compliant national assembly that rubberstamped his 
actions. Government became even more dominated by 
cronyism and associated corruption, most of all by Marcos 
and his wife, Imelda.    

 All of these fl agrant abuses, and the neglect of rural areas 
and the worsening plight of most Filipinos, understandably 
provoked both resentment and rebellion. Th e Philippines 
are predominantly Catholic, but in the southern island of 
Mindanao, the Muslim Moro people joined an armed rebel-
lion. Marcos was able to buy off  some of the leaders and the 
rebellion remained relatively small and local. Elsewhere, 
a reorganized Communist party formed a radical guer-
rilla wing called the New People’s Army, which attracted 
growing numbers of supporters especially in Luzon, which 
included the old Huk territory. In 1981 Marcos made a 
pretense of ending martial law, in deference to worldwide 
criticism. But his policies and actions remained largely 
unchanged, except that he now permitted a somewhat freer 
press and pointed to it as evidence that he presided over a 
genuine democracy. In fact his power over all dissent was as 
great as ever, and many of those who spoke out or tried to 
oppose him continued to be jailed, tortured, or shot, or they 
simply disappeared. In 1983 this included his chief political 

       Ayala Triangle in Manila, a scene typical of developing urban 
Southeast Asia.      (Jose Fuste Raga/Corbis)  
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the global market, ASEAN countries are encouraged to 
enhance intraregional trade, pursue national specialties, 
and collectively solicit capital investments from the out-
side. To accomplish this, ASEAN has created special Dia-
logue Partnerships with major Western and Asian nations, 
including the United States, and maintains advocacy offi  ces 
in each of these. 

 ASEAN has also been a major facilitator of cultural and 
intellectual exchanges, and funds cooperative resource cen-
ters that promote the Southeast Asian agenda. It also orga-
nizes strategic summit meetings that confront common 
problems as they occur. A 2002 convocation addressed 
regional response to the SARS epidemic; 2004 forums 
developed a policy to combat the spread of a poultry virus 
among member nations and to solicit member cooperation 
in an eff ort to end piracy and smuggling networks in the 
Straits of Melaka region.   

     Questions 

  1.    Why does it make sense to discuss Korea together with 
Southeast Asia in a chapter on post-WWII history? In 
what ways are their histories similar? What problems 
are there with this approach?   

  2.    How did Japanese rule aff ect the development of a 
modern Korean economic and social infrastructure? 
How did Japanese occupation of Korea diff er from its 
rule over Taiwan in the pre-World War II era?   

  3.    Was the Korean War necessary? What has been its 
legacy in Korea since 1953? Compare and contrast 
the evolution of South Korea’s democracy to that 
of Communist rule in North Korea. What are the 
prospects of the resolution of hostilities between the 
two Koreas today?   

  4.    Was the war in Vietnam an international war, a war 
for independence, or a civil war? Why did the French 
and then the Americans return to Vietnam aft er World 
War II? How has Communist rule of Vietnam changed 
during the postwar era?   

  5.    Explain the origins of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge. 
Why did the Vietnamese intervene in the late 1970s? 
What is the aft ermath of thirty years of confl ict in 
contemporary Cambodia?   

  6.    Compare and contrast the diff erences in the 
development of Burma, Th ailand, and Singapore in 
the post–World War II era. Why has Burma retained 
its military government while Th ailand’s democracy, 
despite occasional crises, has endured? How does 
Singapore’s democracy diff er from that of the United 
States? In what ways do all three countries have 
to respond to clashes or potential clashes between 
diff ering ethnic groups?   

had women rulers in the postwar world, another indication 
that Southeast Asia is unusual among world regions in its 
cultural acceptance of women in positions of power. 

 In 2010, Corazon Aquino’s son Benigno was elected pres-
ident. Th e Philippines remains a country of a few extremely 
wealthy families and many very poor people, with a per 
capita income of only about US$4000 in 2011. Th e New 
People’s Army still operates in some areas of the Philippines 
and has been accused of numerous assassinations and kid-
nappings. More than 8 million of the country’s 98 million 
people work abroad temporarily or permanently, and the 
money they send home accounts for a substantial percent-
age of GDP. Filipinos work in Japan, Hong Kong, North 
America, and the Middle East, in the fi elds of health care, 
construction, and domestic service.  

  Regional Cooperation 

in ASEAN 

 ASEAN was born as the Southeast Asian anti-communist 
and anti-China alternative to the U.S.-dominated SEATO 
(Southeast Asian Treaty Organization) in 1967. Th ailand, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines were 
charter members; Brunei joined in 1984 aft er its indepen-
dence from Britain. From its inception, ASEAN has been 
more an association than an alliance, whose members meet 
annually to discuss the politics of the region and the poten-
tial for cooperation in promoting regional culture and 
economics. 

 From 1978, China’s and ASEAN’s strategic interests con-
verged. Both pressured the Vietnamese to withdraw their 
troops from Kampuchea (Cambodia), and ASEAN pro-
posed that thereaft er the Cambodian people would deter-
mine their political fate in an election supervised by the 
United Nations. Th is put ASEAN’s membership in the less 
than desired position of leading the diplomatic off ensive to 
retain the Khmer Rouge government’s seat in the United 
Nations against the Vietnam-backed Phnom Penh-based 
government. ASEAN’s continuing attempts to peacefully 
resolve the Cambodian question eventually brought a reso-
lution in the 1990s. Subsequently, Vietnam joined ASEAN in 
1995, Laos and Burma in 1997, and Cambodia and Myanmar 
in 1999, bringing the total number of member nations to 
ten, with a total population of some 600 million people. 

 ASEAN’s greatest asset is its collective strength to assert 
Southeast Asia’s interests in the global community. During 
the past decade ASEAN has more aggressively promoted 
regional economic cooperation. In 1993, its members cre-
ated the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), in which all its 
members would eventually eliminate tariff s on region-
ally manufactured goods. To enhance ASEAN’s position 
as a competitive production base geared toward servicing 
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         The Partition of India in 1947 with the creation of Pakistan cost 
the lives of more than 1 million people and left  the Himalayan 

state of Kashmir as a source of chronic tension. Bangladesh in east 
Bengal was created in 1971 as a separate Muslim state. In what remained 
of Pakistan, in the west, military dictatorship alternated with corrupt 
politics, although there was some economic growth. Sri Lanka (Cey-
lon until 1975) won independence in 1948 and has done well economi-
cally but has been torn by violent terrorism by a Tamil minority and 
the counteractions of the army. India too has been marred by violence 
among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs. Nehru, India’s fi rst prime minis-
ter, arranged the federal division of the country into 16 language-based 
states and saw strong economic growth but was involved in a border 
confl ict with China before his death in 1964. 

 Nehru’s daughter Indira became prime minister and saw India 
become self-suffi  cient in food production thanks to the Green Revolu-
tion and continued industrial growth, but she mortally off ended the 
Sikhs and was killed by her Sikh guards in 1984. Her son Rajiv suc-
ceeded her, but he too was killed, in his case by Tamil terrorists. India’s 
war against poverty continues while the growing new middle class 
prospers. More than half the population live in villages, but even there 
change is spreading. India has become a world leader in computer tech-
nology, and high economic growth rates continue, but its population 
growth continues too and has overtaken China’s. In 1998 the funda-
mentalist Hindu party of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won a plurality 
and kept its pledge to test India’s nuclear weapons, to which Pakistan 
responded in kind, but the BJP’s hold on power was short-lived. 

  Partition and Independence 

 Th e Indian subcontinent, known since 1947 as South Asia, is com-
posed of the separate states of Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Nepal, 
and Sri Lanka and contains well over 1 billion people, one-fi ft h of 
the world’s population. Most of it had been administered as a unit by 
the British, but colonialism died in the ashes of World War II and the 
British were in any case unwilling to continue their rule of an India 
determined to regain its freedom. Gandhi, Nehru, and other Indian 
political leaders had spent most of the war years in jail aft er they 
had refused to support the war without a promise of independence. 
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Th eir example inspired many new followers. Th e British 
also incurred tremendous anger for presiding over a ter-
rible famine in Bengal in 1943—deaths from starvation are 
estimated at between two and four million, and the gov-
ernment was blamed for standing by and doing nothing, 
even though food supplies were available. By 1945 the inde-
pendence movement was clearly too strong to be denied 
by a Britain now both weakened and weary of colonialism. 
Churchill, the archconservative wartime leader who had 
been rigidly opposed to Indian independence, was voted 
out of offi  ce. Earlier in the war he had declared “I was not 
made His Majesty’s fi rst minister in order to preside over 
the liquidation of the British Empire,” and he was con-
temptuous of Gandhi. Lord Wavell, military commander 
in India and the fi rst postwar viceroy, wrote in his diary: 
“Churchill hates India and everything to do with it. He 
knows as much of the Indian problem as George III did of 
the American colonies. . . . He sent me a peevish telegram 
to ask why Gandhi hadn’t died yet.”  1   

 Th e new Labour government under Clement Attlee that 
won the British elections in 1945 moved quickly toward 
giving India its freedom. Elections were held in India early 
in 1946, but by then it had become clear that support for 
a separate state for Muslims had gained strength during 
and immediately following the war. Th e Muslim League, 
the chief vehicle for this movement, had been founded in 
1906, but until 1945 it was supported by only a few Mus-
lims, most of whom remained willing to work with and for 
the Indian National Congress as the main agent of politi-
cally conscious Indians. Th e Muslim League’s president, 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah (1876–1948), had earlier been 
a member of Congress and was even for a time its presi-
dent. He and a few other Muslim leaders became dissatis-
fi ed with the Congress plans for a secular independent state 
that deemphasized religious identity and with the Congress 
leaders’ unwillingness to reserve what Jinnah regarded as 
adequate positions and representation for Muslims. Hindus 
and Muslims had lived together peacefully for most of nine 
centuries, even at the village level. Persian Muslim culture 
had blended in with indigenous elements to form modern 
Indian civilization. Both groups were longstanding parts 
of the Indian fabric. It was hard to see them as irreconcil-
able. But the problem of a 20 percent minority of Muslims 
in a Hindu-dominated India was inevitably troublesome, 
and, given Jinnah’s “direct action,” partition was perhaps 
inevitable.   

 Jinnah, like Nehru, was British educated. In his earlier 
career as a British-trained lawyer, he had paid little atten-
tion to Islam, and he knew no Urdu, the language of Islam 
in India. He was contemptuous of the Islamic prohibi-
tions of pork, alcohol, and smoking and the requirements 
for daily prayers, and lived like a Western-style elitist. He 
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“direct action,” urging Muslims to demonstrate in order to 
call attention to their cause. In August 1946, violence broke 
out on a large scale in Calcutta. 

 Congress was slow to respond appropriately, or to off er 
Muslims or the League a larger share in an Indian future. 
Gandhi and Nehru in particular were reluctant even to con-
sider partitioning India just as it was about to win freedom. 
Th is tended to increase the League’s fear of a Hindu threat 
to Muslims and caused it to resort to tactics of violence. In 
the later stages of the long negotiations during 1946 and 
1947, Jinnah off ered to give up the demand for Pakistan (as 
the separate Muslim state would be called) if he could be 
guaranteed the position of fi rst prime minister of indepen-
dent India. Th at demand was rejected on principle, and Jin-
nah remained adamant in insisting on a separate state, of 
which he could be the head. Successive British representa-
tives tried to work out a solution in sessions with Congress 
and the League that would hand over independence to an 
undivided India. But Jinnah was intransigent. He knew by 
then that he had not long to live (he had been told he was 
fatally ill, and in fact he died the following year). No agree-
ment was possible. Finally, in early 1947 London sent Lord 
Louis Mountbatten (1900–1979), the wartime supreme 
commander in Southeast Asia. He was appointed viceroy 
of India, with the sole charge of working out the terms for 
independence as quickly as this could be done. 

 If independence had been granted, as most Indians and 
most British at home had wanted, at any time before 1939, 
the issue of partition would not have arisen. Jinnah was 
able to use the war years, while the Congress leaders were 
much of the time in jail, to build his political base and 
then to spread the fear of cultural engulfment and oppres-
sion among his followers. Mountbatten had no power to 
dictate terms but only to fi nd a workable formula for the 
handing over of government. Muslim-Hindu violence, 
once stirred up by the Muslim League, acquired its own 
dreadful momentum on both sides, especially in regions 
that were nearly evenly divided between the two reli-
gious communities, such as Punjab and East Bengal. Mob 
riots and mass killing spread widely. India was in fl ames. 
Although Mountbatten, like Nehru and Gandhi, hoped 
to avoid handing over power to a divided India, by July 
he as well as the Congress leaders recognized that parti-
tion and the creation of Pakistan were inevitable. Nehru 
remarked bitterly that “by cutting off  the head we will get 
rid of the headache,” while Gandhi continued to regard it 
as “vivisection.”     

    Partition 
 Lines were drawn by a British-appointed commission to 
mark off  the predominantly Muslim northwest and western 
Punjab and the eastern half of Bengal as the two unequal 

despised Gandhi and his appeal to the poor and downtrod-
den, across religious lines. But as he saw his political ambi-
tions threatened by the mass success of Gandhi and Nehru, 
he shift ed his allegiance to the Muslim League and began to 
use it to persuade Muslims that a Hindu-dominated India 
would never, as he put it, give them “justice.” He found sup-
port among some of the communal-minded (those who 
put religious identity above national feeling) and also from 
Muslim businessmen, especially in the port city of Karachi, 
who saw a possible way of ridding themselves of Hindu 
competition. Nehru and others insisted that communalism 
had nothing to do with religion and that the exploitation of 
religious diff erences by a few politicians for their own ends 
fueled communal tensions. 

 Hindus were oft en more active and more successful in 
business than most Muslims. Th ey were generally more 
educated, and, as the great majority in undivided India, 
they also dominated politics and the professions. But they 
did not generally discriminate against Muslim intellectu-
als or professionals. Many Muslims, such as Maulana Azad, 
who became Congress president for nearly six years, were 
prominent in the independence movement on the Con-
gress side. Some other Muslim political fi gures, like Jinnah, 
saw greater opportunity for themselves if they could have 
their own state and supported the League in its campaign 
to convince Muslims that “Islam was in danger.” When such 
relatively peaceful tactics did not produce enough result, 
Jinnah and the League began to promote what Jinnah called 

       Mohammad Ali Jinnah in 1946. Notice his totally Western 
dress.      (Bert Brandt/AFP/Getty Images/Newscom)  
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the route, helpless pawns of the mass hatred sown by a few 
ambitious or narrow-minded men. When it was all over, 
50 million Muslims continued to live in India much as 
before, and India still has more Muslims than Pakistan. 

 For those who chose to migrate to Pakistan, including 
further millions aft er 1947, life in the new state was hard in 
the fi rst chaotic years as Pakistan struggled to cope with 
the fl ood of refugees. Hindus remaining in Pakistan soon 
found that they had little place in an Islamic state that 
explicitly discriminated against all non-Muslims, and within 
a few years most of them had migrated to India, depriving 
Pakistan of many of its more highly educated and expe-
rienced people. For the educated elite of both countries, 

halves of Pakistan, separated from each other by nearly 
1,000 miles of Indian territory. At midnight on August 
14, 1947, the Republic of India and the Islamic Republic of 
Pakistan offi  cially won their independence. Gandhi boy-
cotted the independence day celebrations in New Delhi, 
going instead to Calcutta (now Kolkata) to try to quell fresh 
outbreaks of mass violence there as refugees streamed in 
from eastern Bengal. Th e ceremonies in New Delhi and in 
Karachi, the Pakistan capital, and the ensuing months were 
tragically overshadowed by perhaps the greatest mass refu-
gee movement in history, more than 10 million people in 
1947 alone. Hindus fl ed from Pakistan and Muslims from 
India; about 1 million were victims of mob massacre along 

   Jinnah made a number of speeches during World War II in 
his effort to promote Muslim solidarity and political action. 
Here are excerpts from a 1943 speech.  

   The progress that Muslims, as a nation, have made 
during these [last] three years is a remarkable fact. . . . 
Never before has a nation, miscalled a minority, 
asserted itself so quickly and so effectively. . . . We 
have created a solidarity of opinion, a union of mind 
and thought. . . . Let us cooperate with and give all 
help to our leaders to work for our collective good. Let 
us make our organization stronger. . . . We, the 
Muslims, must rely mainly upon our own inherent 
qualities, our own natural potentialities, our own 

internal solidarity, and our own united will to face the 
future. . . . Train yourselves, equip yourselves for the 
task that lies before us. The final victory depends upon 
you and is within our grasp. You have performed 
wonders in the past. You are still capable of repeating 
history. You are not lacking in the great qualities and 
virtues in comparison with other nations. Only you 
have to be fully conscious of that fact and act with 
courage, faith, and unity.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition,  Vol. 2 by W.T. de Bary, 
ed. Copyright © 1958 Columbia University Press. Reprinted 
with permission of the publisher.  

 MUSLIM SOLIDARITY: JINNAH’S CALL 

      (AP/AP/Press Association Images)   
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Muslims. Nehru saw his death as “the loss of India’s soul” 
and commented, “Th e light has gone out of our lives and 
there is darkness everywhere.”   

  Bangladesh and Pakistan 

 East Bengal, which became East Pakistan in 1947, was one 
of the subcontinent’s poorest areas and had little indus-
try. It had been heavily dependent on Calcutta as its edu-
cational, cultural, commercial, industrial, and shipping 
center, through which its exports and imports moved and 
where nearly all transport lines were focused. East Pakistan 
contained over half of Pakistan’s population and produced 
three-quarters of its exports abroad, mainly jute, but it was 
strikingly underrepresented in the national government. 
Only about 10 percent of national offi  cials were Bengalis, 
and East Pakistan received only about 10 percent of the 
national budget. Even its language, Bengali, was not offi  -
cially recognized.       

 Pakistan continued to be run by and for the small clique 
of Karachi and Punjabi businessmen and politicians who 
had pushed for its creation, although the faltering eff ort at 
parliamentary government was swept aside by a military 
dictatorship in Karachi aft er 1958. When elections, fi nally 
held in late 1970, produced a victory for the East Pakistan 
party on a platform of greater autonomy, the military gov-
ernment in West Pakistan responded by arresting the par-
ty’s leader, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, and then turning its 
army and tanks against demonstrators in East Pakistan in a 
mass slaughter. About 10 million refugees poured across the 
nearby Indian border by the end of 1971, mainly to already 
overcrowded Kolkata, a problem with which the Indian 
government found increasingly hard to cope. Guerrilla 
actions by Bengalis against the terrorism of the West Paki-
stani forces were fi nally joined by the Indian army, which in 
10 days ended the slaughter. 

 With the Pakistani army defeated, East Pakistan declared 
itself Th e People’s Republic of Bangladesh in December 
1971. Sheikh Mujib, as he was called, became prime minis-
ter and the refugees returned home, but Bangladesh proved 
unable to achieve political stability or even eff ective govern-
ment from its capital at Dhaka. Mujib was murdered by his 
own army in 1974, following charges of unbridled corrup-
tion and nepotism. His military successor was assassinated 
in 1981, and no clear or successful political order emerged. 
Bangladesh remains one of the world’s poorest nations, 
despite the agricultural productivity of its delta and river 
valley rice lands. Population continued to grow at least as 
fast as agricultural output, indeed at one of the highest rates 
in the world, and eff orts to limit it were impeded by poor 
planning, corruption, and widespread illiteracy. Th ere was 
some industrial growth, particularly in textiles, but that, 

including the army offi  cers who soon faced each other 
across the new boundaries, partition divided former class-
mates, friends, and professional colleagues who had shared 
a common experience, training, and values. Th e partition 
lines also split the previously integrated cultural and eco-
nomic regions of densely populated Punjab and Bengal 
and caused immense disruption. Since the division was by 
agreement based solely on religion, nothing was considered 
except to separate areas with a Muslim majority, oft en by a 
thin margin. Many districts, villages, and towns were nearly 
evenly balanced between the two religions, which were 
deeply intertwined over many centuries of coexistence. Th e 
partition cut through major road and rail links, divided 
rural areas from their urban centers, and bisected other-
wise uniform regions of culture and language.  

  Th e Kashmir Confl ict 
 In 1947, the still nominally independent native states under 
their own Indian rulers, comprising nearly half of the sub-
continent in area, were technically given the choice to join 
India or Pakistan, but there was really no choice for the few 
Muslim-ruled states or smaller Muslim-majority areas sur-
rounded by Indian territory, which were absorbed or taken 
over, including the large state of Hyderabad in the Deccan, 
Muslim-ruled but with a Hindu majority. Th e Princely 
State of Kashmir, with a Muslim majority but under a 
Hindu ruler, lay geographically between the two rivals and 
also had its own hopes for independence. Th e ruler, Hari 
Singh, delayed his decision until his state was invaded by 
“volunteer” forces from Pakistan; he agreed to join India 
in return for military help. Indian paratroops arrived just 
in time to hold Srinagar, the capital, and the central val-
ley, the only economically important and densely settled 
part of the state. Th e cease-fi re line, which still stands, gave 
roughly the western quarter of Kashmir to Pakistan, but 
the larger issue of which country Kashmir should belong 
to has never been resolved. Th e Kashmir dispute has con-
tinued to poison relations between the two nations and has 
sparked two brief but inconclusive wars. Violence fl ared 
repeatedly as Pakistan supplied Muslim guerrillas and 
“volunteers” with arms, and as India imposed oft en repres-
sive police control. 

 Th us, to the tragedy of partition and the violence fol-
lowing it has been added chronic Indo-Pakistani tension 
instead of the cooperation that would be more appropri-
ate between two developing nations born out of the same 
context and sharing both modern problems of the fi ght 
against poverty and a common cultural tradition. Mahatma 
Gandhi, who had prayed and labored so diligently to stop 
Hindu-Muslim violence, ironically became one of its vic-
tims when he was murdered on January 30, 1948, by one 
of the Hindu extremists who saw him as too tolerant of 
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 South Asia Today      
  Kashmir is still disputed between India and Pakistan, despite talks between the leaders of both countries in 2001. India itself is 
divided into  “twenty-nine” states within a federal structure. Its border with China is still in dispute.   

too, like the economy as a whole, was hampered by the lack 
of eff ective planning and leadership. Periodic fl ooding, 
worsened by uncontrolled deforestation, has compounded 
Bangladesh’s problems, resulting in crop destruction and 
death each year. 

 Over the past decade there has been more political sta-
bility, and some encouraging success in bringing down the 
birthrate. Remarkably for a Muslim country it has recently 
been headed successively by women as prime minister: 
Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina, the former the winner of 
elections in 2001 and the latter in 2008. Th e two alternated 
in power, but both were accused of corruption. Fortunately, 
the December 2004 tsunami caused only slight fl ooding in 

Bangladesh. In 2006, Bangladeshi Muhammad Yunus was 
awarded a Nobel Prize for his work in microcredit, mak-
ing small loans from his Grameen Bank to poor housewives 
for chicken rearing, irrigation, and other local projects such 
as bamboo furniture making—from 1995 to 2007, the Bank 
altogether loans totaled over US$6.6 billion and were given 
to 7 million borrowers. 

 As for Pakistan, in the west, Jinnah died within a year of 
independence, as his doctor had told him he would, and in 
1958, aft er a series of corrupt and ineff ective prime minis-
ters, the country came under martial law, as it has been for 
many successive years. Th e huge military budget imposed 
by successive oppressive regimes has been largely paid for 
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major famine and built a basic industrial structure, as in 
India and China, its per capita economic gains continue to 
be retarded by a growing population. As an Islamic state, 
Pakistan has been reluctant to promote family planning or 
to limit the growth of its population. Islamic fundamen-
talism similar to that in Iran has won growing support in 
Pakistan. 

 Many politically active Pakistanis grew restless under 
Ayub’s authoritarian hand and his bypassing of the politi-
cal process, however eff ective and positive his rule. He was 
forced to resign in 1969, only to be succeeded aft er a brief 
interval of renewed political bickering by General Yahya 
Khan in another military coup. Yahya Khan proved to 
be a poor ruler and was largely responsible for the brutal 
response to the East Pakistan elections of 1970. When the 
Pakistan army was defeated in the east, Yahya Khan was 
driven from offi  ce, and there was another short-lived eff ort 
at parliamentary government under the unscrupulous, 
American-educated politician Zulfi kar Ali Bhutto (who 
earned a B.A. in politics from the University of California 
at Berkeley). Complaints about gross corruption under his 
regime and evidence that he had conspired in the murder 
of political opponents led in 1977 to a new military takeover 

  On the eve of independence, Nehru addressed the Constitu-
ent Assembly in 1946 with his characteristic eloquence, stress-
ing the sense of history that many Indians share.  

   As I stand here, Sir [addressing the Speaker in British 
Parliamentary style], I feel the weight of all manner of 
things crowding upon me. We are at the end of an era 
and possibly very soon we shall embark upon a new 
age. My mind goes back to the great past of India, to 
the 5,000 years of India’s history, from the very dawn 
of that history which might be considered almost the 
dawn of human history, until today. All that past 
crowds upon me and exhilarates me, and at the same 
time somewhat oppresses me. Am I worthy of that 
past? When I think also of the future, the greater future 
I hope, standing on this sword’s edge of the present 
between the mighty past and the mightier future, I 
tremble a little and feel overwhelmed by this mighty 
task. We have come here at a strange moment in 
India’s history. I do not know, but I do feel, that there 
is some magic in this moment of transition from the 
old to the new, something of that magic which one 
sees when the night turns into day and even though 
the day may be a cloudy one, it is day after all, for 

when the clouds move away, we can see the sun again. 
Because of all this I find a little difficulty in addressing 
this House and putting all my ideas before it, and I feel 
also that in this long succession of thousands of years, 
I see the mighty figures that have come and gone and I 
see also the long succession of our comrades who 
have labored for the freedom of India. And we stand 
now on the verge of this passing age, trying, laboring, 
to usher in the new. . . . 

 I think also of the various constituent assemblies that 
have gone before and of what took place at the making 
of the great American nation when the fathers of that 
nation met and fashioned a constitution which has 
stood the test for so many years. . . . [He then 
mentions the French and Russian revolution also.] We 
seek to learn from their success and to avoid their 
failures. Perhaps we may not be able to avoid failures, 
because some measure of failure is inherent in human 
effort. Nevertheless we shall advance, I am certain . . . 
and realize the dream that we have dreamed so long.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition,  Vol. 2 by Wm.  Theodore 
de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1958 Columbia University Press. 
 Reprinted with permission of the publisher.  

 INDIA AND THE SENSE OF HISTORY 

by the United States. Th e takeover by Field Marshal Ayub 
Khan in 1958 was peaceful, and there were few protests. 
Ayub was honest and effi  cient; he cracked down on the 
rampant corruption and restored some national morale. In 
an eff ort to break the connection with the “Karachi clique,” 
Ayub had decided to move the capital in stages between 
1961 and 1965 to a new planned site called Islamabad (“City 
of Islam”), about ten miles from the city of Rawalpindi in 
the northwest. Th e two cities operate as an urban unit, 
linked by commuting workers and civil servants. Lahore, 
an older and larger city and the chief center of Muslim cul-
ture, was more central, but it was thought to be too close 
to the Indian border to be safe. Pakistan lacks most indus-
trial materials, except for the oil and gas found aft er parti-
tion, and it began in 1947 well below the all-Indian average 
economic level. Ayub Khan presided over the beginnings 
of some genuine national planning, including consider-
able industrialization, some modest land reform, and the 
exploitation of newly discovered oil and natural gas depos-
its. In more recent years impressive agricultural growth has 
been made possible by new irrigation works in the Punjab 
and Indus Valley, fertilizers, and improved seeds—the so-
called green revolution. Although Pakistan has avoided 
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histories have little in common with those of the lowlands. 
A truly national state that can include them as partners 
has not yet emerged. Pakistan has suff ered from an espe-
cially poorly developed sense of common national purpose. 
Among both the elite and the masses, it is acknowledged 
that relatively few have believed in the idea of Pakistan in 
any public service sense. Th e partition has become a perma-
nent fact of life, and the longer it lasts the more impossible 
it is to undo, but Pakistan has still to develop into a nation. 

 General Zia was killed in a plane crash in 1988, possibly 
not an accident. He had become widely hated and his death 
was regretted by few. In elections held in November 1988, 
Benazir Bhutto, the former prime minister Bhutto’s daugh-
ter, won a surprising victory and seemed to off er hope for 
a revival of parliamentary democracy. But her regime was 
opposed by most of the military, by many of the big land-
lords of Punjab, and by the growing Islamic fundamental-
ist group, who were outraged to see a woman in power and 
declared that Pakistan had been cursed by Allah. Her polit-
ical base remained precarious, and she was consequently 
unable to take any decisive action or pursue any signifi -
cant new legislation. Th ere were also increasing reports of 
gross corruption and nepotism in her government, grow-
ing violent ethnic confl ict, and an alarming rise in drug 
abuse—especially disturbing to Islamic fundamentalists 
but linked to Pakistan’s new Afghan connection. She did 
win much support in the United States and actively pursued 
the Pakistani role in providing sanctuary for and channel-
ing U.S. arms to the Afghani guerrillas. But as the civil war 
in Afghanistan cooled with the withdrawal of Soviet forces 
in early 1989, unaddressed domestic problems and Bhutto’s 
political failings became more prominent. Her survival as 
a leader was in question, while the risk of a new military 
takeover grew. 

 Benazir Bhutto, only 35 years old when she became prime 
minister, was initially very popular but lacked administra-
tive experience and ran one of the most corrupt govern-
ments in even Pakistan’s history. Earlier in 1990, perhaps in 
an eff ort to create a new diversion as well as to embarrass 
India, still the old enemy to many in Pakistan politics, her 
government gave much covert support to extremist Islamic 
groups among the Muslim majority in Indian Kashmir. 
India unwisely responded with a brutal crackdown, and 
communal violence mounted, for a time threatening a new 
outbreak of war between the two nations, a suicidal course 
for Pakistan. Th e crisis cooled later in 1990, but Kashmir 
remained a troubled area. Relations between India and 
Pakistan were once again embittered, just when there had 
begun to be some hope for a reduction in tension. In August 
1990, aft er only 20 months in offi  ce, Bhutto was removed 
from offi  ce by the president of Pakistan, Ghulam Khan, 
with the tacit support of the army. Nawaz Sharif became 

by General Zia-ul-Huq, the army commander in chief. Zia 
dissolved the parliament and constitution and, in 1979, aft er 
a long trial, executed Bhutto for murder. Pakistan under 
Zia further strengthened its ties with the United States but 
became even more a police state. Economic development 
went increasingly into so-called glamor industries, includ-
ing the international airline and other high-tech ventures, 
while too little attention was given to basic production for 
the population as a whole. Favoritism, cronyism, and cor-
ruption fl ourished, and American foreign aid was used to 
enrich the powerful few. Th ere was also mounting evidence 
that Pakistan was working hard to make nuclear weapons 
and was stealing components from U.S. sources. 

 Pakistan also became deeply involved in aiding and 
providing refuge for the Afghan guerrilla resistance to the 
Soviet-supported government in Kabul, the Afghan capital, 
only about 100 miles from the Pakistani frontier. Such activ-
ity further strengthened Pakistan’s role as a Cold War client 
of the United States and produced a new fl ow of American 
military supplies. But such aid had little relevance to Paki-
stan’s domestic problems and again prompted Indian com-
plaints that the arms were being stockpiled for use against 
India. Th e two nations fought two small wars, in 1965 and 
1971; in both, Pakistan’s military power came virtually 
exclusively from U.S. equipment. Pakistan seemed useful 
to the United States as a regional anti-Communist bulwark 
against the Soviet Union and as a friend and intermediary 
with China. When China became a Soviet rival aft er 1959 
instead of an ally and soon thereaft er came in confl ict with 
India over a border dispute in 1962, Pakistan took the Chi-
nese side. American surveillance fl ights over the Soviet 
Union took off  from bases in northwestern Pakistan, and 
in 1971 Washington used the Pakistan-China connection 
to respond to Chinese overtures, leading to President Nix-
on’s visit to Beijing. But these international power games 
had little or nothing to do with Pakistan’s people or their 
needs. Indeed they put the Pakistanis at serious risk both by 
exposing them to the threat of war, the suff ering resulting 
from actual wars with India, and the massive diversion of 
the resources of a poor country away from urgently needed 
development into military expenditures and adventuring. 

 Pakistan is a highly diverse state, like India on a some-
what smaller scale. It includes a majority whose mother 
tongue, Punjabi, is not the offi  cial national language 
(which is Urdu—a language very similar to Hindi but 
written in Arabic script), and many groups feel unrepre-
sented, neglected, or oppressed by the military or military-
dominated government. Outside the Indus Valley and 
western Punjab, where most of the national population is 
concentrated, Pakistan is mainly covered with arid moun-
tains along its western and northern borders, inhabited by 
people like the Baluchis and Pathans whose cultures and 
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powers. Two disastrous British eff orts to install their cli-
ent ruler in Kabul left  the situation little changed, and both 
sides continued to jockey for infl uence there. Afghanistan 
remained an economically underdeveloped society where 
ancient tribal divisions still dominated, though they shared 
an Islamic faith and a fi erce determination to resist outside 
control. Soviet infl uence slowly increased aft er 1950, and in 
1973 the old traditional ruler was displaced by a Russian-
sponsored government. Guerrilla resistance to this foreign-
tainted regime mounted, with massive covert military aid 
from the United States, and in 1979 Russian troops and 
equipment moved in to support the government and to try 
to put down the guerrillas. 

 As the Americans had discovered in Vietnam a few 
years earlier, conquering the guerrillas proved impossible, 
and the Russians withdrew in early 1989. Th e government 
nevertheless held on, despite continued American, Arab, 
and Pakistani support to the guerrillas. Th ere were bitter 
divisions among the many separate resistance groups, who 
had all along been unable to make common cause among 
themselves. Th eir traditional rivalries, further sharpened 
by fundamentalist Islamic disputes, were apparently more 
important than their common and equally traditional 
hatred of foreign infl uences. As always in any civil war, the 
people of Afghanistan suff ered terribly, in a confl ict that 
had far more to do with Cold War maneuvering by the 
superpowers and their stooges than with the pursuit of any 
Afghan interest. Having for so long been a zone of conten-
tion between rival foreign powers, it was understandable 
that Afghanistan wanted most of all to be left  alone, but 
the chronic fi ghting, with the aid of U.S. and Soviet arms, 
drained the country’s resources and perpetuated its frag-
mentation, and perpetuated also its grinding poverty. No 
eff ective national government emerged to provide the lead-
ership for development that was so urgently needed. 

 From about 1995 a coalition of fundamentalist Islamic 
groups called the Taliban increased its control of the coun-
try to nearly 90 percent, although it was contested by a 
smaller coalition which came to be called the Northern 
Alliance. Th e fanatical Taliban destroyed the giant statues 
of Buddha at Bamiyan, which they claimed violated the 
Qur’anic injunction against portrayal of the human form, 
to the distress of Buddhists and non-Buddhists worldwide. 
Th ese changes were accompanied by a nearly unprec-
edented drought, which further increased the suff ering of 
the people. Afghanistan is a semi-desert, dominated by high 
mountains which tend to shut out rain-bearing air masses, 
and most of its people are nomadic herders of sheep and 
goats. A few small rivers provide irrigation around Kan-
dahar, the second city, and around Kabul, the capital. Th e 
country has produced opium for centuries, and although 
the Taliban attempted to ban production, Afghanistan 

the Pakistani prime minister in November 1990 follow-
ing the October elections, and Pakistan tried once more to 
make parliamentary government work. But in April 1993, 
Sharif was removed from offi  ce by the Pakistani president 
for alleged corruption and subversion and replaced by an 
uneasy coalition under B. S. Mazari. New elections held in 
the fall made Benazir Bhutto the winner once more, but 
her campaign was marred by political and terrorist assas-
sinations. In 1996 she was removed again to face charges of 
corruption, and was succeeded once more by Nawaz Sharif. 
Pakistan was still far from becoming a stable or democratic 
state. 

 Th en in 1999 there was again a military takeover as Gen-
eral Pervez Musharraf made himself the ruler, and in June 
of 2001 declared himself President, though at the same time 
promising that he would return Pakistan to civilian rule in 
the October 2002 elections; however, he also said that he 
would keep primary authority beyond that date. In 2008 
Musharraf fi red the chief justice of the Supreme Court, 
who had been investigating rights violations. Th ere were 
massive public protests, and later in the year the justice 
was reinstated. Th e government stormed the Red Mosque 
in Islamabad and killed 50 Islamic violent extremists who 
had fortifi ed themselves in the mosque. In December 2007, 
Benazir Bhutto was assassinated; her party was split, and 
former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif tried to head the 
opposition. Th e political scene was confused, Musharraf 
became more unpopular, and he handed in his resignation 
in August 2008. Bhutto’s husband, Asif Ali Zardari, was 
elected president. 

 U.S.-Pakistani relations have been shaken over the past 
decade by a warming up of U.S. relations with India, as well 
as by U.S. actions in the war in Afghanistan (see below). 
With or without the permission of the Pakistani government, 
the United States has targeted supporters of Afghanistan’s 
Taliban, even using drones to attack suspected terrorists in 
Pakistani territory. Many Pakistanis were outraged by the 
American killing of al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, 
mastermind of the 2001 attacks on the Pentagon and World 
Trade Center. Th e United States did not inform the Paki-
stani government before the raid since intelligence analysts 
believed that Bin Laden was being protected by Pakistani 
military leaders.  

  Afghanistan 

 Afghanistan is a semiarid mountainous state, as big as 
Pakistan but with only a little more than 20 million people. 
It was once a part of the Mughal Empire, but in the nine-
teenth century, with the rise of British power in India and 
the spread of the Russian Empire into adjacent Central 
Asia, it came to be regarded as a buff er zone between both 
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Tamils.” But the other half were more recently arrived labor-
ers recruited in overpopulated southern India aft er 1860 to 
work the tea plantations in the central highlands. Many 
of the Ceylon Tamils learned English, and with their tra-
dition of hard work and ambition they came to occupy a 
disproportionate place in the colonial administration and 
in business. Most of the later arrivals, the so-called Indian 
Tamils, fi lled menial laboring jobs on the plantations, jobs 
that interested few Sinhalese. Most of the Indian Tamils 
remained poor tea and rubber estate workers, housed in 
shacks on the job. Th e Tamils are Hindu and speak primarily 
their own language, which has heightened their distinction 
from the Buddhist (or for the elite, nominally Buddhist) 
Sinhalese. Th ey became a convenient scapegoat. 

 Th e tragic pattern of communal violence between Sin-
halese and Tamils began with the 1956 election of S. W. R. D. 
Bandaranaike, on a platform of Sinhalese-only nationalism. 
Like Jinnah, he had been educated in Britain and was thor-
oughly Westernized; his personal ambition and his keen 
mind turned to communalism, until then of little inter-
est to him, as a means of creating a new political base for 
himself. Like other Sinhalese leaders, his language was 
 English and he spoke only a few words of “houseboy” Sin-
halese; nevertheless, he decreed that Sinhalese would be the 
only language of government and education. Once called 
into existence by his campaign of discrimination, commu-
nal bitterness and violence could not be laid to rest, and 
 Bandaranaike was assassinated in 1959 by a Sinhalese Bud-
dhist extremist who thought he had not gone far enough. 

 His place was taken by his widow, Sirimavo Banda-
ranaike (born 1916), who continued most of his policies. 
Although she was succeeded by more middle-of-the-road 
leaders aft er 1977, they too were Sinhalese and did little or 
nothing to calm communal tensions. 

 Tamils felt increasingly excluded and oppressed and 
resorted to terrorism as a weapon, fi nally demanding a 
separate state. But Sri Lanka is a tiny country, and its Sin-
halese government resisted partition and attempted to sup-
press what they referred to as insurrection. Th e government 
invited Indian troops in to restore peace in 1987, but they 
were predictably resented. Th eir mission failed and they 
were withdrawn at the end of 1989, while terrorist attacks 
and counterattacks continued. Th e Sri Lankan economy 
was disrupted by chronic fi ghting, which retarded its gener-
ally healthy growth aft er 1948.    

 Nevertheless the country became self-suffi  cient in rice 
production by the late 1970s, thanks to major investments 
in new irrigation and agricultural technology, and at the 
same time maintained its profi table plantation sector in 
tea, rubber, and coconuts, which dominated its exports 
until 1991, when new light manufactured goods, includ-
ing computers and components produced mainly by 

accounted for over 70 percent of world supply in the year 
2000. Opium was lucrative as well as easy to transport to 
market in this still low-tech economy and rugged terrain. 
Th en on September 11, 2001, terrorists, presumably on the 
orders of Osama bin Laden (who as a Saudi had sought ref-
uge in Afghanistan) drove two highjacked planes into the 
World Trade Center in New York and another into the Pen-
tagon in Washington. Th e United States began a massive 
bombing campaign against the Taliban, who they charged 
were sheltering Osama bin Laden. 

 With the Taliban on the defensive, representatives of dif-
ferent groups in Afghanistan met in Germany in Decem-
ber of 2001, trying to agree on a new government for the 
country as the Taliban seemed about to lose all its control. 
In 2004, the U.S. and NATO troops helped install a new 
government headed by Hamid Karzai, who won reelection 
in 2009. But the fear was that in the longer run the coun-
try would break up again into warring factions, as so oft en 
in the past. Taliban guerrillas continue to harass govern-
ment troops and do their best to prevent the establishment 
of schools for girls. Meanwhile, fl oods of refugees fl ed to 
Pakistan, where the government tried, not very eff ectively, 
to combat the Taliban.  

  Sri Lanka 

 Ceylon, which in 1975 changed its name offi  cially to 
Sri Lanka, an old precolonial name for the country, made a 
relatively easy transition to independence in 1948, primar-
ily as a consequence of Indian independence rather than 
as the result of any strong nationalist movement on the 
island itself. No Ceylonese nationalists went to prison, and 
although there were some who pressed for self-government 
and independence, many, perhaps most, were content with 
colonial membership in the British Empire. Th e island had 
been under Western domination since the fi rst Portuguese 
bases there early in the sixteenth century, and its small size 
and population were easily overwhelmed by foreign infl u-
ences. Many of the elite were more British than Sinhalese 
(the majority of the inhabitants) in language and culture, 
and many regretted the end of their membership in the 
British Empire. But in the mid-1950s Ceylon was swept by 
what has been called “second-wave nationalism,” a belated 
but emotional determination to rediscover and assert its 
own identity. 

 In the elections of 1956, self-serving politicians stirred 
up communal feelings among the dominant Sinhalese 
against the minority Tamils, originally immigrants from 
nearby south India, who form about a fi ft h of the popula-
tion. Approximately half of them were descendants of peo-
ple who had lived there, in the northern part of the island, 
over the course of 2,000 years, and were known as “Ceylon 
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of the wartime refugees who had fl ed the fi ghting on the 
northern end of the island have now been resettled, but the 
United Nations has called on the Sri Lankan government 
to conduct hearings into atrocities committed during the 
fi nal suppression of the Tamil Tigers, when thousands of 
civilians are reported to have been killed. Meanwhile, Sri 
Lanka has accepted signifi cant Chinese investment in its 
economy.  

  Nepal 

 Th e small Himalayan kingdom of Nepal remained politi-
cally separate from India but became a British protectorate 
in 1816 aft er a brief war. Th e British were impressed by the 
fi erce fi ghting skills of their Gurkha opponents and soon 
made a place for them in the British Indian Army. Under 
British oversight, Nepal remained dominated by its hered-
itary elite and monarchy and took little or no part in the 
modernization going on in colonial India. Motor roads 
were not built there, linking it with India, until the 1960s, 
although Nepal was given its independence in 1923. It 
remained one of the poorest countries on the globe, 
 supported mainly by a low-yield, traditional  agricultural 
system that had to contend with steep slopes in this 
 mountainous region. Disastrous erosion was a  growing 
problem aft er about 1965 as deforestation spread, aided by 
the coming of motor roads and fueled also by a  population 
growing faster than its means of subsistence. Th e 
 spectacular Himalayan views and hiking trails attracted 
more and more tourists, spawning new luxury hotels 
 especially in Kathmandu, the capital, while most Nepalis 
continued in poverty. Tourism became Nepal’s  leading 
industry and source of foreign exchange, but this put 
 further pressure on the fragile environment and brought in 
new foreign infl uences, not all of them benefi cial. 

 Indian infl uence had always been strong. About 90 per-
cent of Nepalis were Hindu, with some Buddhist admixtures 
(the Buddha had been born in what is now lowland Nepal), 
and most trade was with India. Nepali culture was a mix of 
Indian and Tibetan elements; many of its people originally 
migrated from Tibet. Aft er the rise of Communist China, 
Nepal strengthened its ties with this powerful new neighbor, 
in part as a counter to Indian infl uences and in an eff ort to 
preserve Nepali freedom of action. A new constitution in 
1951 reestablished the traditional Nepali monarchy, and in 
1972 King Birendra came to the throne, sharing power with 
a series of nominally parliamentary regimes. 

 In a dramatic episode in 2001, the crown prince mur-
dered the king and most of his family, apparently aft er a 
dispute about the prince’s choice of a wife; he then killed 
himself. Th e country was horrifi ed, but the throne passed 
to an uncle, Prince Gyanendra, who, thus, became the new 

foreign companies or on contract to them, outranked the 
old export staples. All exports and imports are funneled 
through the capital and major port of Colombo. Educa-
tion, literacy, and public health were improved still further 
from the relatively high levels established under British 
colonial control, and per capita incomes remained some-
what higher than in any of the other South Asian states, 
thanks in part to the government’s success in limiting pop-
ulation growth. But violence and terrorism on both sides, 
in an atmosphere close to civil war, eroded the British-
inherited system of parliamentary government and the 
rule of law. Terrorism by the extremist Tamil Tigers and 
counteractions by the Sri Lankan army continued despite 
an earlier truce. As in Ulster and Lebanon, there seemed 
no easy solution to the hatred and violence created by a 
few extremists on each side. Th e old missionary hymn 
about Sri Lanka, “Where every prospect pleases/And only 
man is vile,” had come tragically true. Th ere were out-
breaks of terrorist violence even in Colombo, the capital, 
which included the bloody assassination of the president, 
Premadasa, in May of 1993. Th e 2004 tsunami devastated 
east and west coasts, killing over 5,000 people in Sri Lanka 
alone, and adding to its problems. 

 In 2007, the government stepped up its pressure on the 
Tamil Tigers and fi nally in 2009 declared victory. Most 

 Sri Lanka      
  It is in the Wet Zone that most modern economic development 
has centered: tea in the highlands, rubber and coconuts in the 
lowlands, and shipping and some manufacturing in the 
Colombo area.   
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  India After Independence 

 In the Republic of India, parliamentary democracy and 
British-style law have survived repeated tests and remain 
vigorous. Jawaharlal Nehru, who became prime minister 
at independence and served until his death in 1964, was a 
strong and revered leader who eff ectively dominated the 
new nation. He presided over the creation of sixteen new 
language-based states within a federal structure. Federalism 
was necessary in any case given India’s size and diversity, 
and language was the single most obvious basis of regional 
diff erences. Nehru and others were reluctant to acknowl-
edge the importance of language-based regionalism, given 
India’s long history of separatism and their determination 
to build a new and united nation. But aft er several years of 
debate and negotiation it became clear that such a conces-
sion would have to be made. Th e states created by 1956 were 
the size of France, Germany, or Italy in population, and 
each coincided approximately with the distribution of what 
were offi  cially declared to be “major” languages out of the 
many hundreds spoken. Each of these major languages had 
its own proud history and literary tradition, older, more 
extensive, and with more speakers than most European 
languages.    

 Hindi, the language of the Delhi area and the upper Gan-
ges Valley, was declared the offi  cial national language, to be 
used in the national government and taught to all Indians 
in every region, while leaving each state its own regional 
language—Bengali, Tamil, and so on—in its schools and legis-
latures. English, familiar to educated people in all the states, 
was retained as an “associate language” at the national 
level and continued to be learned by all educated people, 
although it too has diverged from its British origins. Hindi 
is the mother tongue of only about 30 percent of the popu-
lation, and even so consists of several mutually unintelli-
gible dialects. No other Indian language comes close; the 
largest can claim only about 9 percent. Hindi was therefore 
the obvious choice as the national medium, but for most 
Indians it remains a foreign tongue. It is resented especially 
by Dravidian-speaking southerners, with their own proud 
cultural heritage, as yet another example of “northern dom-
ination” and the “oppression of Delhi.”    

  India Under Nehru 
 Nehru saw India well launched on the path of economic 
development, both agricultural and industrial, but he 
acknowledged the Gandhian legacy by providing special 
government support for handicraft  production and for 
small-scale rural industries, especially the hand weaving of 
cotton cloth. As in China, these were oft en not economically 
rational, but symbolically they were important because of 
their long association with the nationalist movement, and 

king, although like all Nepali kings his functions are mainly 
ceremonial and real power remains with the parliament.   

  In 2004 demonstrations and much violence continued 
on the part of a fringe group of self-styled Maoists, who 
mustered a small army. Th ey protested against Nepal’s 
royal family and their determined resistance to all forms 
of change. Nepal remained in chaos, and the tourist trade 
suff ered. But in 2006, new elections led to a coalition 
that included Maoists and moved toward abolishing the 
monarchy. In 2007, all payments to the royal family were 
stopped, and in 2008 a constituent assembly declared 
Nepal a Republic. Th e tiny Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan 
followed suit.  

  As midnight of August 14, 1947, approached, when Indian 
independence would begin, Jawaharlal Nehru spoke to 
the Constituent Assembly in New Delhi.  

   Long years ago we made a tryst with destiny, and 
now the time comes when we shall redeem our 
pledge, not wholly or in full measure [referring to 
the imminent partition of India] but very 
substantially. At the stroke of the midnight hour, 
when the world sleeps, India will wake to life and 
freedom. . . . We must take the pledge of dedication 
to the service of India and her people and to the 
still larger cause of humanity. . . . [But] the past 
clings to us still.   

  The following January 26, 1948, designated as Republic 
Day and celebrated ever since with parades and speeches, 
Nehru told the nation:  

   We are fortunate to witness the emergence of the 
Republic of India, and our successors may well envy 
us this day, but fortune is a hostage which has to be 
zealously guarded by our own good work and which 
has a tendency to slip away if we slacken in our 
efforts or if we look in wrong directions.   

  Nehru’s will read in part:  

   My desire to have a handful of my ashes thrown 
into the Ganges has no religious significance, as far 
as I am concerned. . . . The Ganges especially is the 
river of India, a symbol of India’s age-long culture 
and civilization, ever changing, ever flowing, and yet 
ever the same.  

  Source:  From  A New History of India,  by Stanley Wolpert, 
copyright © 1997 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Reprinted 
by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.  

 INDIAN INDEPENDENCE 
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 Major Languages of India      
  The map exaggerates the dominance of 
Hindi, which is in fact composed of 
several non-mutually intelligible dialects, 
but no other Indian language begins to 
rival it. The division of India into states 
was based largely on these language 
patterns.   

  Nehru saw India as an emerging power in the modern world 
and as a major Asian leader. In the 1950s, he wrote about 
this and about East-West relations.  

   One of the major questions of the day is the 
readjustment of the relations between Asia and 
Europe. . . . India, not because of any ambition but 
because of geography and history . . . inevitably has to 
play a very important part in Asia . . . [and is] a meeting 
ground between the East and the West. . . . The Middle 
East and Southeast Asia both are connected with 
India. . . . You cannot consider any question 
concerning the Far East without India. . . . In the past 
the West ignored Asia, or did not give her the weight 
that was due her. Asia was really given a back seat . . . 
and even the statesmen did not recognize the changes 
that were taking place. There is considerable 

recognition of these changes now, but it is not 
enough. . . . I do not mean to say that we in Asia are in 
any way superior, ethically or morally, to the people of 
Europe. In some ways, I imagine that we are worse. 
There is however a legacy of conflict in Europe. . . . We 
might note that the world progressively tends to 
become one. . . . [We should] direct [our] policy 
towards avoiding conflict. . . . The emergence of India 
in world affairs is something of major consequence in 
world history. We who happen to be in the government 
of India . . . are men of relatively small stature. But it 
has been given us to work at a time when India is 
growing into a great giant again.  

  Source:  From  Sources of Indian Tradition,  Vol. 2 by Wm. 
 Theodore de Bary, ed. Copyright © 1958 Columbia University 
Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher.  

 INDIA’S WORLD ROLE 
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with China as the other major power and to promote India 
as the leader of the nonaligned nations (those not part of 
the two Cold War blocs of the United States and USSR). 
Nehru played this role especially eff ectively from the time of 
the 1955 Conference of Asian Nations at Bandung (in Java), 
where he established fi rm ties with Zhou Enlai and asserted 
that “India and China are brothers.” Nonalignment brought 
complaints and some pressure from the United States, which 
tended thereaft er to favor Pakistan as a fi rmer Cold War cli-
ent. American aid and military supplies fl owed to Pakistan. 
In defense, India turned to a degree to freely off ered Soviet 
sources, though retaining as much of an American connec-
tion as Washington permitted. Indians were anxious not to 
become a client of either superpower, but their commitment 
to Western democratic values, parliamentary government, a 
free press, and the rule of law was deep. 

 Nehru’s death in 1964 was hastened by the failure of rela-
tions with China, which he took as a personal failure, call-
ing it “a Himalayan blunder” ( Himalayan  is used in India 
to mean “enormous”). With his passing, most Indians felt 
they had been left  leaderless and were fearful about fi nd-
ing an adequate successor. Nehru had been the symbol and 
architect of the new India and its dominant political fi gure 
for more than a generation. But the gap was fi lled through 
normal democratic processes by the old Congress party 
moderate Lal Bahadur Shastri as prime minister. His prom-
ising start, including an agreement with Pakistan to reduce 
tensions, was cut short by his death aft er only a year and a 
half. Th e party then chose Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi 
(no relation to the Mahatma), who quickly established her 
fi rm leadership and vowed to continue Nehru’s and Shas-
tri’s policies.  

  India Under Indira Gandhi 
 India had maintained its political stability and democratic 
system through successive crises, despite a still largely illiter-
ate electorate and the multiple problems of new nationhood, 
wars, internal and external tensions, and poverty, a record 
matched by few other nations. Illiterate voters repeatedly 
demonstrated a surprising grasp of political issues, and a far 
higher proportion of those over eighteen voted there than 
in the United States. Th e Indian press remained freely criti-
cal of government shortcomings and off ered an open forum 
for all opinions. Poverty and pressures for development have 
oft en been the enemies of democracy. India’s faithfulness to 
the system that it inherited and has continued to cultivate 
stands in contrast to the failure of parliamentary democracy 
and the rise of totalitarianism, dictatorship, censorship, and 
the police state in so much of the rest of Asia and the world. 
American policy toward India has been slow to recognize the 
importance of this major democratic state, now almost equal 
to China in total population and likely to surpass it soon.   

they also off ered employment in rural areas, where most 
Indians still lived. Traditional village councils were revi-
talized and used as channels for new rural development in 
agriculture as well as other village enterprises. 

 However, the most rapid growth was in the expanding 
cities, where industry and new economic opportunity were 
concentrated for the fortunate and which attracted streams of 
rural immigrants. Housing and other basic human services 
such as water, sewers, electric power, education, health care, 
and urban transport could not keep up with a mushrooming 
population, which included many still unemployed, a prob-
lem familiar throughout the developing world. New immi-
grants took time to make a place for themselves and lived, 
or squatted, in slums or in the open air, but the wider oppor-
tunity off ered by the cities continued to draw them despite 
the squalor and hardships with which most of them had to 
contend. Kolkata, Bombay (now Mumbai), and Delhi–New 
Delhi, the three largest cities, are among the largest in the 
world, but like most, including big American cities, combine 
luxurious lifestyles for a few and ragged poverty for many. 

 Despite government eff orts to slow it down, total 
Indian population continued to grow, primarily because of 
improved nutrition from agricultural gains and advances 
in public health that largely eliminated epidemic disease; 
life expectancy rose and death rates fell. But rising pro-
duction, including new industrial output, more than kept 
pace, and per capita incomes began a slow and uninter-
rupted rise (unlike China with its radical ups and downs), 
which still continues. A third or more of the population, 
however, remained in severe poverty while the top third 
won new wealth. 

 Th e later Nehru years were sadly marred by a border dis-
pute with China in the remote Himalayas, which erupted 
in brief hostilities in 1962. Th e Chinese, fresh from their 
armed reoccupation of Tibet in 1959, won a quick victory. 
Th ey retained control of the small border area they had 
claimed, the Aksai Chin, which they needed for access 
into western Tibet, where a rebellion against Chinese rule 
was in progress. Th e Chinese had built a road through this 
area, and when an Indian border patrol belatedly noticed 
the road nearly two years later, they fi red on the Chinese. 
India refused to discuss the Chinese claim, although in fact 
it had never been settled and the remote area concerned 
had never been adequately surveyed. On the advice of V. 
Krishna Menon, the foreign minister, India foolishly tried 
to eject the Chinese troops, an eff ort for which the Indian 
army was poorly prepared. Delhi panicked when its forces 
were overrun, fearing an invasion, but the Chinese did not 
advance beyond their claim line, some twenty miles south-
ward across the alpine wasteland of the high Himalayas. 

 Nehru had attempted, with much success until then, to 
build pan-Asian friendship and cooperation in partnership 
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numbers of urban and rural poor. Th ese growing pains 
were typical of economic development everywhere, includ-
ing the nineteenth-century West. 

 Indira Gandhi (1917–1984) proved an able political 
manager, but although she dominated the scene, there 
was widespread dissatisfaction within and outside the 
Congress party and among many regional and communal 
groups who believed they remained disadvantaged. In part 
to quash charges of corruption and to weaken her political 
opposition, Indira Gandhi, in June 1975, proclaimed a state 
of national emergency in the name of “unity” and “reform.” 
Civil rights were suspended, the press was controlled, 
opposition leaders and “trouble-makers” were jailed, the 
constitution was amended to keep the courts from chal-
lenging the government, and a series of measures were 
announced to control infl ation, ineffi  ciency, hoarding, and 
tax evasion. It seemed the end of India as the world’s largest 
parliamentary democracy, but Gandhi miscalculated her 
people’s judgment. When she fi nally permitted a national 
election in January 1977, she and her party were defeated, 
primarily on the issue of the “emergency” and its dictatorial 
character. Th e Indian democratic system and its tradition 
of free expression and a Western-style legal system were 
soundly vindicated, but the coalition government of 
non-Congress parties that emerged under Morarji Desai 
fl oundered badly, failed to make any headway with India’s 
genuine problems, and fi nally dissolved into bickering, 
paving the way for Indira Gandhi’s return to power in the 
elections of January 1980.   

  Although she made no eff ort to reestablish the “emer-
gency,” presumably having learned her lesson, Gandhi’s 
response to tensions and protests by disaff ected regions 

  Aft er lean years of drought in 1965 and 1966, which 
stopped short of famine deaths on a large scale but caused 
much suff ering, India became one of the fi rst countries to 
launch a major campaign in the green revolution, an agri-
cultural policy that achieved higher yields with improved 
seeds and expanded irrigation and fertilizer production 
without which the higher yields from the new varieties of 
wheat and rice could not be maintained. By the end of the 
1960s there was a real breakthrough in production, and by 
1975 India was again self-suffi  cient in grains and had a sur-
plus for export, a situation that has since continued as the 
green revolution spread to more farmers and more areas. 
Industrial growth also continued, but the gap between rich 
and poor widened. Th e green revolution benefi ted those 
with enough land and capital to use and pay for the new 
seeds, irrigation, and fertilizers. Farmers and areas without 
them sank further into relative poverty, and tenancy and 
landlessness rose. Upwardly mobile urban workers, manag-
ers, professionals, and technicians were matched by rising 

       Indira Gandhi in 1972, addressing a crowd at Kolhapur, 
India.      (Bettmann/Corbis)  

  In 1974 Indira Gandhi, despite her fortunately brief sup-
pression of free expression under the “emergency,” made a 
very true statement about India’s tradition of democracy.  

   India has not ever been an easy country to 
understand. Perhaps it is too deep, contradictory, 
and diverse, and few people in the contemporary 
world have the time or inclination to look beyond 
the obvious, especially because in our country we 
have the greatest scope for free expression of 
opinion and all differences are constantly being 
debated.  

  Source:  From  A New History of India  by Stanley Wolpert, 
copyright © 1997 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Reprinted 
by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.  

 INDIAN DEMOCRACY 
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(where they were in fact a minority), and greater provin-
cial autonomy. 

 Sikhs comprised only about 2 percent of India’s popula-
tion, and Gandhi was reluctant to favor them or to make 
concessions on provincial autonomy when she had to con-
front so many similar demands from other discontented 
groups and protest movements. But her stance on the Sikhs 
was rigid to a fault; she met violence with more violence 
and then ordered the army to storm the Golden Temple in 
Amritsar, sacred to Sikhism, which a group of extremists 
had fortifi ed. Four months later, in October 1984, she was 
gunned down by two of her Sikh guards as a result of her 
stance on Sikh autonomy. Many others had come to see her 
as corrupted by power.  

  Indira Gandhi’s Successors 
 Again, Indian democracy proved equal to the challenge as 
Indira Gandhi’s son Rajiv (1944–1991) was chosen by the 
Congress party to succeed her, and in January 1985 he was 
overwhelmingly confi rmed in a nationwide election. Rajiv 
Gandhi off ered peace to the Sikhs, granted many of their 
more reasonable demands (including new borders for 
Punjab that created a state with a Sikh majority), and in 
other ways showed himself to be a sensitive and respon-
sible leader. 

 As the grandson of Jawaharlal Nehru, Rajiv Gandhi had 
many of the same qualities of personal charm, ability, and 
diplomacy. He had never sought power and was accord-
ingly trusted, but the reservoir of popular support for him 
began to decline as critics claimed that the Congress party 
under his leadership remained more interested in power 
brokering than in serving all the needs of the people. Many 
Indians thought that government was oft en insensitive to 
their wants and was excessively bureaucratic and corrupt. 
In the elections of 1989, Congress suff ered heavy losses to 
a new Janata (“People’s”) National Front Coalition, whose 
leader Vishwanath Pratap Singh became prime minister. 
V. P. Singh had been minister of fi nance under Rajiv Gandhi 
and was largely responsible for the economic reforms and 
especially high growth rates beginning in 1985. He was, 
however, elected by a minority of the voters. Th e Congress 
party, though split, won most votes, especially in the Dra-
vidian south, but no single Congress candidate emerged in 
a strong position. Singh soon showed a fi rm hand as pre-
mier, but Sikh and Hindu-Muslim tension and outbreaks 
of violence remained. In mid-1990 Muslim demonstrations 
for greater recognition or autonomy fl ared in Kashmir, 
with help from Pakistan. Brutally repressive Indian coun-
teractions were deeply resented but brought no resolution 
to the long-suppressed confl ict over the status of Kashmir. 
India remained in a vulnerable position, refusing to hold a 
plebescite or acknowledge a greater role for the Kashmiri 

and groups became increasingly rigid and authoritarian. 
Meanwhile, economic growth continued in agriculture and 
industry. By 1983 over a third of India’s exports were manu-
factured goods, many of them from high-tech industries 
that competed successfully on the world market. India had 
become a major industrial power, and its pool of trained 
scientists and technicians, products of the British-inherited 
education system, was exceeded only by those of the United 
States and the Soviet Union. In 1974 India’s own scien-
tists completed the fi rst Indian nuclear test, though the 
government continued to insist it would not make nuclear 
weapons but would instead concentrate on the production 
of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Indian satellites 
joined American and Russian ones in space, and Indian-
made microchips began to revolutionize industry. In 1989 
India test-fi red an intermediate-range ballistic missile, aim-
ing to keep up with China and ahead of Pakistan. By 1990 
India had the world’s second-largest stock exchange and 
was a major producer of nuclear energy. Th e rapidly grow-
ing urban middle class clogged city streets with their cars. 
Computerization in industry, business, and government 
was far advanced, and India led the world in use of solar 
energy. At the same time, many rural sectors remained in 
the bullock-cart age, and urban poor slept under bridges 
near the new luxury apartments of those who had done 
well in the rapidly growing economy.  

  Th e Sikhs 
 Of the many groups that felt disadvantaged, the most 
continuously and eff ectively organized were the Sikhs of 
Punjab. Ironically, Punjab had led the nation in agricultural 
progress under the green revolution, and while not all 
Sikhs were well-off , as a group they had prospered more 
than most others in the uneven growth characteristic of 
economic development everywhere. Sikhs had also done 
well in light industry and as imaginative entrepreneurs and 
fi nanciers, following their traditional skills and experience. 
Even landless Punjabis shared in the new prosperity as 
demand for labor and wages both rose substantially. 

 Part of the Sikhs’ discontent was no doubt related to 
the rising expectations that plague all periods of develop-
ment. Once the process begins or acquires momentum, 
most people understandably want more; they are less 
content with what had been acceptable before and impa-
tient with too slow an improvement. Having put the green 
revolution to work with their traditional entrepreneurial 
talents and hard work, the Sikhs grew increasingly angry 
at government controls on agricultural prices imposed by 
Gandhi’s fi ght against infl ation, which severely restricted 
farmers’ profi ts. A religious community founded in the fi f-
teenth century, the Sikhs also wanted greater recognition, 
increased political status, more control of Punjab state 
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test India’s nuclear weapons, a gesture to which Pakistan 
soon replied in kind, to the condemnation of all the nuclear 
powers, which India had long claimed were hypocritical. 

 Elections in 2004 brought defeat for the BJP and a plu-
rality for the Congress party, headed by Rajiv Gandhi’s 
widow Sonia. She declined to serve as prime minister, 
deferring to Manmohan Singh, former fi nance minister. 
He presided over a Congress-led coalition titled the United 
Progressive Alliance, with no representation of the BJP. In 
2009, Congress again dominated elections and Manmohan 
Singh began a new term as prime minister.  

  India Today 
 Th ree basic problems still resist solution: miserable poverty 
for the bottom third or more of India’s people; a popula-
tion that is still growing too rapidly (one root of poverty); 
and communal divisions within the highly diverse popula-
tion. Caste distinctions and allegiances continue to weaken 
slowly, especially in the cities, but most Indians remain in 
traditional village worlds, where caste connections still 
serve a useful function. Higher or “dominant” castes, as they 
are oft en called, have resented and tried to suppress the rise 
of Dalits. Hindus and Muslims fi ght one another in some 
areas, including Kashmir. In 2002, a train carrying Hin-
dus returning from volunteering at the disputed Ayodhya 
mosque/temple site caught on fi re, killing many on board. 
In revenge, Hindus across Gujarat began attacking Muslims 
indiscriminately, and it is alleged that Gujarati authorities 
helped the mob track down Muslims to kill. Two thousand 
people, mostly Muslims, died in the riots, and 100,000 were 
left  homeless. Sikh terrorism and Hindu reprisals threaten 
to plunge Punjab and Delhi into a minor civil war. Other 
minority groups continue to press for greater recognition. 
Th ere are no easy answers. 

 Nationalism grew among Indian intellectuals late in the 
nineteenth century, but it did not become a mass move-
ment until the 1920s. Even Mahatma Gandhi and his mes-
sage of strength through unity did not reach all Indians, 
and the country since independence in 1947 is still moving 
toward creating a single overriding sense of Indian identity 
that can take precedence over regional, religious, caste, and 
other group loyalties. India well illustrates the dictum of the 
British historian Lord Acton (1834–1902): “Th e nation is 
not the cause but the result of the state. It is the state which 
creates the nation, not the nation the state,” although even 
more eff ective has been the Indian nationalist movement. 
To many—perhaps most—Indians it remains more impor-
tant that they are Bengalis, Gujaratis, Marathas or Tamils, 
Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims, or Brahmins than that they are fel-
low Indians. It will take more time before such group loy-
alties can be merged into common “Indianness” through 
common experience in a single national state. Th is problem 

Muslim majority. India’s old confl ict with Pakistan helped 
to harden its line. 

 Since independence, as provided by the Indian consti-
tution, “Untouchables”—now called Dalits—who make up 
about a quarter of the population, have had 25 percent of 
government jobs and places in the universities reserved for 
them, in an eff ort to make up for past injustices (somewhat 
similar to equal opportunity hiring practices in the United 
States). Prime Minister Singh thought that the constitution 
did not go far enough and, late in 1990, he pressed for a 
quota of 50 percent for “depressed classes,” including Dalits, 
other lower castes, and “tribals” (or Adivasi, a term used 
for the isolated pockets of what are thought to be indige-
nous people not incorporated into public life in India until 
recently). Th ere was violent protest by others, especially by 
students and hopeful entrants into the job market; a few 
actually burned themselves to death to dramatize their 
case. V. P. Singh also took a fi rm line against the building 
of a Hindu temple on the site of a disused mosque in the 
town of Ayodhya in northern India. Th e mosque had been 
built in 1528 by the newly victorious Mughals on the site, 
many believe, of a temple to the Hindu god Rama, thought 
to have been born in Ayodhya. Th is had become a focus of 
Hindu-Muslim tensions and counterclaims, and there were 
violent clashes with police when a crowd destroyed the 
mosque in 1992. Hindu-Muslim violence spread to other 
areas, and later even to Hyderabad in the Deccan. 

 As prime minister, Singh attempted to calm commu-
nal tensions, which were clearly being used or even pro-
voked by unscrupulous politicians for their own ends, but 
he was defeated in parliamentary voting. Chandra Shekar 
managed to form a government with a new coalition and 
became prime minister in November 1990, with some sup-
port from Rajiv Gandhi and the Congress party. Many 
observers anticipated a return to power by Rajiv Gandhi 
and Congress, but scattered communal violence contin-
ued. Chandra Shekar lost his parliamentary majority in 
April 1991, and as he began the new election campaign Rajiv 
Gandhi was assassinated by a Tamil terrorist in May near 
Madras. His Congress party won the elections, and P.  V. 
Narasimha Rao became prime minister. Th e violent end to 
what some called the Nehru dynasty shocked the nation, 
and many hoped it would help to discredit violence. Aft er 
1992 Prime Minister Rao increasingly soft ened or removed 
many controls on the economy, including measures aimed 
to attract more foreign investment. Th is has had a strong 
positive eff ect as economic growth has accelerated and 
India has joined East Asia in the pace of its development. 

 In the national elections of 1998 the fundamentalist 
Hindu party of Bharatiya Janata (“Indian Peoples”) won a 
plurality, but short of a majority, and A. B. Vajpayee became 
prime minister. Th e BJP fulfi lled their campaign pledge to 
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who migrate to the cities eventually succeed or at least 
believe that they have given their children a more promis-
ing start than if they had remained in the limited world of 
the village. Every fi ft h person in the world is in the Indian 
subcontinent, and it will take time for development to pro-
vide adequately for all of them. Literacy is growing fast as 
universal free education spreads, and the pace of change is 
accelerating in all respects as India evolves from its peasant 
base into an urban, industrial, technological, and commer-
cial world for most of its citizens.    

is shared with most new nations, many of which have dif-
fi culties comparable with India’s. Th e diff erence is partly 
the scale of India’s problem—more than a billion people 
with a diversity greater than all of Europe—and partly in 
the recency of its modern experience as a nation-state aft er 
5,000 years of regional and group separatism. Since 1949 
the traditional world of the village and its ties has expanded 
to include considerable integration with the modern world 
of the cities and with the larger world of regional states 
sharing a common language and culture. 

 Within India’s federal political structure, central eco-
nomic planning and an expanding national civil service 
also help to join people in mutual self-interest. Regular bus 
services on all-weather roads link every village with these 
wider worlds and with a national network. Th e sense of 
nationhood needs time to grow, but while it cannot come 
about in a single generation it is clearly the shape of India’s 
future. 

 Th e war against poverty, as the government has called 
it, is of course related to communal and intercaste ten-
sions and is the greatest challenge of all developing coun-
tries. India has done better economically than most of the 
so-called Th ird World. But India’s new wealth has not been 
well distributed. Th e hope is that as development, the “ris-
ing tide that lift s all boats,” proceeds and as eff orts to limit 
population growth succeed, the fi ght against poverty may 
make signifi cant headway even for those thus far left  out. 
Th is is the same path followed by the West a century earlier 
as the fruits of the Industrial Revolution eventually raised 
the economic level of most people, but that process took 
several generations. 

 Th e early and middle stages of development are hard 
for most people. Th e plight of the poor in the nineteenth-
century West was almost certainly worse than in the currently 
developing world, as the novels of Charles Dickens remind 
us. We have reasonably accurate quantitative measures of 
welfare for most people in nineteenth-century Manchester 
or New York, as for western Europe and the United States 
as a whole, including such basics as disease, death rates, 
and life expectancy. Th e corresponding rates for Kolkata or 
Mumbai and for India are considerably better, as are living 
conditions for most of their inhabitants, although in both 
the nineteenth-century West and contemporary India it is 
the misery of those at the bottom that attracts our attention. 

 Poverty is a relative notion, and it is relative depriva-
tion that hurts when it is compared with what is available 
to one’s more fortunate fellow citizens. Th e modern West 
has far from eliminated poverty, and its urban slums are 
probably breeders of more hopelessness than those of 
India, where most people are there because of the promise 
that the city off ers them. In India, as in most of Asia, the 
economic trends are in fact strongly positive. Most of those 

 Female Leaders of South Asia 

 Like China and Japan, South Asia traditionally accorded 
women a relatively low status, especially during the cen-
turies of Muslim domination in the north. There were 
exceptions, including female military figures and heads 
of state among the Marathas and other groups and dom-
inant figures at court such as Nur Jahan. The Westerniza-
tion that accompanied British control led to increasing 
education for women; many educated women were 
prominent in the independence movement and in gov-
ernment and the professions after 1947. However, this 
was a relatively small group, an intellectual and Western-
ized elite. Most South Asian women, especially in the vil-
lages, remained uneducated and subservient to their 
husbands to a degree that seemed extreme to Western-
ers. There were exceptions, of course, notably in south 
India and in the southern state of Kerala, where ancient 
matrilinear and matrilocal social forms persisted to some 
degree. Husbands there commonly walk behind wives 
and defer to them; property and family names often de-
scend through the female line. 

 Elsewhere in South Asia some women have achieved 
great prominence in the national scene since indepen-
dence. The world’s first female prime minister was Siri-
mavo Bandaranaike (1916–2000), who succeeded her 
husband as prime minister of Sri Lanka (then called Cey-
lon) when he was assassinated in 1959 and ruled with a 
firm hand for two terms: 1960–1965 and 1970–1977. Like 
her husband, she was British-educated, sophisticated, 
and extremely able, showing a talent for both interna-
tional and domestic diplomacy. Her authoritative rule 
restored order and relative stability at a time of domestic 
crisis. 

 Indira Gandhi (1917–1984) played a similar role in 
India after the unexpected death of Lal Bahadur Shastri 
in 1966. She too, like her famous father, Nehru, was 
British-educated and widely traveled. After her mother’s 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
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  Indian and South Asian 

Achievements and 

Shortcomings 

 Despite the nagging problem of the gap between rich and 
poor, the Indian economy has done very well. Its average 
annual growth rate was over 3 percent before 1985 and in 
recent years it has fl uctuated between 6 and 10 percent. 
Th e economy is a mixed one, with a government-managed 
public sector in many industries and banking and a more 
vigorous private sector that in fact has led the process of 
economic growth. Th e private sector complained of exces-
sive bureaucratic red tape and controls to a stifl ing degree, 
and this has clearly slowed the progress of the public sector 
still more. Controls are imposed especially on imports so 
as to make the best use of limited foreign exchange. Indian 
exports have boomed, but most oil and many other indus-
trial components must be imported. It has made sense to 
depend wherever possible on domestic substitutes and to 
limit imports to essentials like oil, banning or restricting 
less essential consumer goods imports. Even imports for 
industrial use required special permits, oft en slowed by the 
bureaucratic control system and alleged to be more easily 
obtainable through bribery. Prime Minister Rao’s reduction 
or removal of many of these controls was enthusiastically 
welcomed by most Indians.    

 Explorations continued to fi nd some new sources of 
domestic oil, including off shore deposits near the west 
coast in the Mumbai area and perhaps in the Bay of  Bengal, 
but total domestic production covers only about half 
of national needs, especially as industrial expansion con-
tinues. Private cars and fuel for them are kept very expen-
sive and, thus, are restricted to those who are well-off —a 
growing number, and in the cities perhaps half the urban 
population by 1990. Th ere is a long waiting list, and nearly 
all of the cars are made domestically, mainly two uniform 
models stressing fuel and size economy although all of this 
is rapidly changing as a result of liberalism. Others depend 
on bicycles and scooters or motorcycles, which dominate 
rush-hour traffi  c in the cities but are also widespread in 
rural areas, although there bullock carts still carry most 

death in 1936, she was her father’s confidante and 
housekeeper, acting as hostess to streams of Indian and 
foreign visitors who sought Nehru’s counsel or favors. 
She supported him throughout his long and arduous 
career for the first 17 years of India’s independence. 
Indira Gandhi separated from her husband, Firoze, a 
journalist, a few years after their marriage and reared her 
two sons, Sanjay (1947–1980) and Rajiv (1944–1991) 
mainly in her father’s house. She impressed all who 
knew her, including this writer, with her razor-sharp 
mental powers and keen grasp of political affairs, but 
during her father’s lifetime she modestly eschewed any 
public role. After his death in 1964, she accepted the 
cabinet post of minister for information in Shastri’s 
government. She was only one of many able women who 
held cabinet rank and who had been prominent earlier in 
the long struggle for independence. 

 The Ministry of Information gave Gandhi new public 
visibility, and when Shastri suddenly died she entered the 
contest for Congress party leadership, ending in her over-
whelming victory and subsequent endorsement by the 
national electorate. During her years as prime minister 
from 1966 to 1977 and from 1980 to her death in 1984, 
she was a strong central figure, but her record was badly 
flawed by her assumption of dictatorial powers under the 
so-called emergency from 1975 to 1977 and by her rigid 
and heavy-handed response to Sikh demands and pro-
tests in the last year of her life. She was a consummate 
politician within the Congress party, but many accused 
her of becoming merely a power broker, without the cha-
risma and deft diplomacy of her father. Congress was 
and remains a diverse coalition of political groups, 
divided into factions and including conservative, liberal, 
and radical wings. 

 Gandhi shared her father’s commitment to Western 
values, but she drew her political strength mainly from 
left of center. When the United States adopted Pakistan 
as a client state in the Cold War and continued to supply 
it with arms, she was obliged to build relations with the 
Soviets as a countervailing source of military supplies. 
India kept to a nonaligned stance in international politics 
despite its predominantly Western sympathies and char-
acter, but this too involved Gandhi in frequent disputes 
with the United States. Her handling of the Sikh problem 
cost her her life, but it is not reasonable to judge her 
career in terms of her last fatal error or to have her record 
overly clouded by her dictatorial mismanagement of the 
“emergency.” She made mistakes, some of them big 
ones, but she learned from them. Future generations will 
surely see her as an outstanding though controversial 

leader. Meanwhile most South Asian women remain 
exploited and subjugated. Other women leaders in South 
Asia include Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina in Bangladesh, 
alternating in power; Benazir Bhutto, who had two short 
terms as prime minister of Pakistan; and Pratibha Patil, 
who became president of India in 2007, though largely a 
ceremonial position. 
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 Hinduism also provided a legitimate place for commer-
cial gain, with the goddess Lakshmi as the patron of accu-
mulation and wealth. Hindu merchants and entrepreneurs, 
especially Gujaratis, were far more numerous than the 
Parsees. Th ey were joined by the Sikhs, among others, in 
the expanding commercial economy of late colonial India 
and were a driving force for change and economic growth. 
Despite the otherworldly or mystical aspects of Hinduism, 
there was no shortage of Indian entrepreneurs. In indepen-
dent India too they have been quick to pursue economic 
advantage wherever it could be found and needed few les-
sons from Western businessmen. 

 Many Western observers thought caste would exert 
a drag on economic growth and change. It is diminish-
ing in importance, but even in the past it did not prevent 
caste groups from seeking their economic advantage, 
and indeed has continued to help that eff ort by provid-
ing the strength of group action. Caste distinctions have 
not impeded necessary economic interaction across 
caste lines or, for example, hampered the recruitment of 
an industrial labor force or the effi  cient operation of the 
workplace, where people from many castes or subcastes 
work together and even share common eating facili-
ties. Economic opportunity has proved a more powerful 
motive than the desire to preserve cultural traditions in 
this as in so many other respects. Politically also, caste 
associations have become a powerful force—in some ways 
equivalent to political parties—and are used to further the 
interests of the groups so organized. Th is was especially 
true for the Dalits and other lower-caste bodies, who have 
become major players on the political scene and have 
won signifi cant benefi ts and advances for their members: 
reserved seats in parliament, government jobs, places in 
the universities, and other perquisites.   

local goods, leaving long-haul transport to trucks and to 
the extensive rail system. Subway systems have been con-
structed in Kolkata and Delhi over the past decade. Busi-
nesspeople fi ght over limited space on the airplanes or 
travel by express train. India is now a world leader in com-
puter technology and microchips and exports skilled work-
ers in these and other fi elds. Indian space satellites circle the 
globe, and India has for some time been a nuclear power. 

  Economic Development: 
Eff ects on Caste and Ethnicity 
 Industrial growth depends in part on India’s rich deposits 
of iron ore, mainly in or near the Damodar Valley west of 
Calcutta, and on adjacent or nearby deposits of high-quality 
coking coal. Th is fortunate combination led to the creation 
of India’s fi rst modern steel plant at Jamshedpur, established 
in 1911 by the major Parsee fi rm of Tata and Company. Tata 
now dominates the private sector; it is a giant conglomer-
ate involved in a great variety of industrial and transport 
enterprises. Th e Parsees were originally refugees from Per-
sia (from which their name is derived). Th ey retained their 
Zoroastrian religion, but like the Protestant sects of early 
modern Europe they also functioned as vigorous capitalists 
and became a very wealthy group. Th ey settled in Gujarat 
and then moved with the East India Company to Mumbai, 
where they prospered by trading with and for the Company 
and becoming major shipbuilders, using Indian and Bur-
mese teak. A Parsee fi rm in Mumbai built H.M.S.  Minden , 
the British warship on which Francis Scott Key was impris-
oned as he watched the bombardment of Fort McHenry in 
the harbor of Baltimore in 1812 and wrote “Th e Star-Spangled 
Banner.” Many Parsee fi rms became prominent in the 
booming Mumbai economy aft er 1850, and several became 
involved even before then in the opium trade to China. 

       Mumbai street scene, typical of most Indian and 
Pakistani cities in its mixture of traditional with 
modern and the wide use of English.      (Frederic 
Soltan/Sygma/Corbis)  
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together with modernization more generally has led to con-
siderable intercaste marriage. Even in the traditional village 
world, still home to most Indians, these changes have begun 
to penetrate as the village is drawn in through new trans-
port and commercial networks and as larger landholders 
and some others have acquired new wealth from the green 

  Caste is fading in importance in the cities, where much 
of the rest of traditional culture is of declining relevance. 
Th e new professions that dominate the modern world—
engineering, law, business, and so on—are not connected 
with caste and not provided for by its rules. Westernization 
has also played a part in the discarding of caste rules and 

 Globalization in the world economy has been both good 
and bad for India. The good part is the use of India’s 
skilled technicians, who play a large part in the computer 
and global telephone network, and also the development 
of India as a major producer of microchips and other 
hightech products, and even as an outsourcer of parts. 
These enterprises now employ a growing number of 
Indians at relatively high wages, although India’s 
advantage lies in its generally lower wages than in 
Europe, the United States, and Japan. India’s films, 
produced mainly in Mumbai (Bombay), are widely 
distributed in Central Asia and the Middle East, 
contributing to the further growth of Mumbai, and the 
film industry is now making films targeted to overseas 
Indian viewers—a small but growing market. 

 India does export relatively large amounts of grain, both 
wheat and rice, thanks to the Green Revolution of high-
yielding varieties and the widespread use of both fertilizer 
products and irrigation. The giant Tata corporation began 
producing a “People’s car” in 2008, the Tata Nano, which 

sells for about US$2500. These have added to the already 
high congestion and pollution in the cities, but may, along 
with a similar Chinese car, become an export. Indian steel 
exports continue to compete well in the global market. 

 The less good part is that many Indian farmers have 
suffered from subsidized agricultural production in the 
Unites States, Europe, and Japan, whose fi nal market cost 
is in many cases lower than India can match, despite the 
much lower wage and income levels of Indian producers. 
India may have to join the crowd in providing agricultural 
subsidies for its major export crops. Jute has little foreign 
competition, and the same is true for tea, and both con-
tinue to be big earners of foreign exchange. 

 Adding up the pluses and minuses, however, India still 
has masses of urban and rural poor. About half the popula-
tion now lives well above the poverty level, with a few very 
rich at the top, but income distribution is not substantially 
different from that in the United States. Delhi has made 
some progress in decreasing pollution, but there is still a 
long way to go there and in all other Indian cities. 

 READING ACROSS CULTURES:   INDIA AND THE GLOBAL MARKET 

       Female computer science students at Sioti College 
of Technology in Bangalore, India. Th ere are almost 
as many female as male students in postsecondary 
education in India.      (Tom Bible/Alamy)  
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drought-prone, but government relief and work programs 
remain inadequate to the need. 

 South Asian agriculture’s greatest single problem has 
long been moisture defi ciencies. Agriculture is depen-
dent on a fi ckle annual monsoon in a summer climate of 
great heat and high evaporation. Th e monsoon is late or 
inadequate nearly one year in three or four over much 
of the country, and drought is especially punishing in 
the normally dry or marginally dry areas such as much 
of the upper Ganges Valley, Punjab, Rajasthan, central 
India, and the Deccan. Th ere were major government and 
government-assisted eff orts to expand irrigation on a small, 
local scale through new drilled wells (“tube wells”), power-
driven pumps, and storage reservoirs (“tanks”). On a larger 
scale, several very large, new dams have been built, most 
notably at Bhakra Nangal on the Sutlej River in the Hima-
layan foothills north of Delhi, in Pakistan on the Indus at 
Tarbela and elsewhere, at Hirakud on the Mahanadi River 
in Orissa, on the Cauvery River south of Madras, plus many 
smaller dams elsewhere, and at Gal Oya in Sri Lanka. All 
are designed for hydroelectric power and fl ood control as 
well as irrigation. India and Pakistan more than doubled 
the supply of irrigation water from independence in 1947 
to 1980, and from 1975 they have had a surplus of grain for 
export; Sri Lanka is now self-suffi  cient in rice production. 

 Critics maintained, with some justice, that too much of 
the new irrigation as well as the greatly increased supplies 
of chemical fertilizers and the new seeds of high-yield vari-
eties of wheat and rice went to the richer farmers and land-
lords who could aff ord it. Successive Pakistani, Indian, and 
state governments avoided full-scale land reform, although 
in a few states there was substantial progress on some 
fronts. Landowners of large properties and those who had 
benefi ted most from the green revolution were too impor-
tant as supporters of the major political parties and state 
political machines; even the Janata Party did not push for 
radical rural reform. Land ownership became somewhat 
less inequitably distributed by gradual reform, however, 
and there is now a new and rising group of enterprising, 
hardworking farmers (no longer “peasants”) who are using 
the land with great eff ectiveness. One sign of the new pros-
perity is the rapid increase in the number of tractors and 
other mechanical equipment at work in the fi elds. 

 Th ese new farmers are, of course, far better off  than the 
peasants—those who have remained subsistence farmers at 
the bottom, eking out a precarious living as tenants or land-
less laborers. Such people are close to a majority in many 
rural areas, but even their incomes have risen to some 
degree as rural wages rose. Th e big landlords and zamin-
dars of the past have been largely eliminated, both by the 
gradual reforms and by new pressures of competition. Rural 
income distribution on a national average showed too wide 

revolution. Migrants to the cities keep their village ties and 
serve as transmission links for new ideas and values from 
urban to village worlds. Most of those at the bottom of the 
caste hierarchy are still severely disadvantaged, but what is 
called “the cake of custom” is beginning to crack. As one 
anthropologist’s informant put it, “When I put on my shirt 
to go to my factory, I take off  my caste.”  2   Even in the vil-
lages, members of higher castes no longer refuse to eat with 
or take food and water from lower castes in many cases. 
Th ey will even eat meat, though not in public.    

 Education has played an important role in these 
changes and will continue to do so. Elementary school-
ing is not compulsory, and many children either do not 
attend or drop out. Government resources tend to be con-
centrated on higher education, which of course further 
accentuates social and economic distinctions and inequal-
ity. Th e Indian Institutes of Technology (IIT), sixteen 
campuses established by the government across India, 
train an elite group of engineers that is leading the coun-
try’s IT boom. But at all levels, the emphasis is on mod-
ern rather than traditional values and skills. Th ere are still 
not enough white-collar jobs for the many thousands of 
new college, university, or technical school graduates, and 
“educated unemployment” is a worrying problem. But the 
Indian reservoir of highly trained and educated men and 
women is potentially a strong asset. In India, about one-
fi ft h of the population goes on to postsecondary educa-
tion, most of them in state-supported institutions. Nearly 
as many women as men attend, a sound investment for the 
future and consistent with the traditional Indian emphasis 
on learning as the chief path to worldly success and eco-
nomic growth.  

  Rural Development 
 In South Asia as a whole, the rural sector has continued 
to lag despite the major gains of the green revolution for 
many. Most of the poor are in the villages. Together with 
the urban poor, they constitute nearly half of the total pop-
ulation. Th e government has tried to reserve signifi cant 
investment for rural development with some success. Aver-
age incomes have risen, many villages have radios and even 
motor scooters, and most have access to improved medi-
cal care, either in the nearest town clinic accessible by bus 
or through an extensive visiting nurse program. Some vil-
lage boys and girls go to college or university. But the pace 
of change is still relatively slow, and by no means have all 
villagers benefi ted. Whole districts or even states remain 
poor, far below the national average, while many (oft en 
the same districts) continue to be plagued by landlordism, 
tenancy, and landlessness. Some of these regional dispari-
ties are related to diff erences in soil, climate, and the area in 
slope; most of the poorest areas are those offi  cially labeled 
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fuel and building material, and in South Asia grazing ani-
mals oft en prevented the regrowth of forests. But with the 
coming of railways and roads and the rapidly growing 
population, most of the forest stands on the plains and the 
Deccan of the south were destroyed. As cutting spread into 
the hills, especially in the heavy rain areas of the Himala-
yan foothills and Nepal, the problem has worsened. Soil 
erosion has multiplied, and fl oods have increased in num-
ber and size. Government eff orts to restrict cutting and to 
replant are inadequate to the scale of the problem, but some 
private groups have organized to protect trees and to pro-
mote reforestation. Given the acute shortage of fuel wood 
for cooking, most peasants use dried animal dung, which is 
carefully collected and dried in the sun as cakes and which 
burns with a slow, even heat. Unfortunately, this means 
that the manure does not get onto the fi elds in most cases. 
Soils are especially exhausted in much of South Asia out-
side the immediate river valleys and deltas aft er four mil-
lennia of use. With some exceptions, South Asians do not 

a spread between top and bottom, but it is not substantially 
diff erent from the national average-income distribution in 
the United States. 

 One rural problem that resisted change was the tradi-
tional veneration of cattle, an attitude as old as the Indus 
civilization. It is estimated that India has a quarter of the 
world’s bovine population, most of them poorly nour-
ished, giving little or no milk, and many unfi t even for 
draft  purposes. Hinduism forbids the slaughter or eating 
of cattle, and there is religious or traditional opposition to 
measures, oft en urged by people in government, including 
Mr. Nehru, to eliminate or sterilize useless animals. Cattle 
wander freely, even in the cities, eating what they can fi nd 
and reproducing haphazardly, with little selective breeding 
or artifi cial insemination to upgrade breeds. Most cattle rep-
resent a drain on scarce resources rather than an asset, and 
their emaciated and miserable existence is not consistent 
with the Hindu emphasis on reverence for life. Th e cattle 
that are better fed and cared for are essential, especially to 
poorer peasants, as both draft  animals and sources of milk 
and milk products like cheese or yoghurt, which are impor-
tant parts of a diet otherwise short on protein. Neverthe-
less, since the late 1980s the more prosperous rural areas 
have been experiencing a “white revolution” of soaring milk 
production for urban and export markets (as milk powder) 
from high-bred cows kept on improved feed. Like the green 
revolution, only more well-to-do farmers have participated 
through milk cooperatives, and because of high prices, con-
sumption is limited to higher-income groups. 

 Lentils, puréed as  dal , are another valuable source of 
protein, especially for those who keep to a vegetarian diet. 
Among other Indians, a growing majority, chickens, ducks, 
sheep, goats, and even pigs (in non-Muslim areas) are kept 
on a scavenger basis, as in China, and provide an increas-
ing share of a generally improving diet. Rats and monkeys, 
the latter being sacred to traditional Hinduism and hence 
protected, are great destroyers of crops and of stored grain. 
Storage facilities were generally poor, and as much as a fi ft h 
of the stored grain in some areas spoiled or was eaten by 
pests. Many villages are still segregated along caste lines, 
with the dominant caste occupying the best land and the 
most dependable wells and the lower castes or Dalits work-
ing the worst and least irrigated land. Indian law forbids 
such discrimination, but in traditional rural areas Dalits 
are not permitted to use wells or other facilities used by the 
dominant castes.  

  Some Th reats to Development 
 One menacing rural problem for all of South Asia is the 
progressive deforestation. As in China, this had been hap-
pening over many centuries as population cut away at the 
originally extensive tree cover. Wood was the predominant 

       Th is is still a common sight in both rural and urban India. 
Bullock carts like this, largely unchanged for many centuries, 
continue to carry much of the short-haul freight.      (Stuart 
Forster/Alamy)  
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modern West. Urban birthrates have remained lower than 
those in rural areas. For the South Asian peasant, economic 
security will have to be assured, as it still is not for most, 
before smaller families become the norm. Th e problem is 
well illustrated in the early responses of village women to 
a government family planning poster showing one family 
of two children living in plenty and another with fi ve chil-
dren living in squalor. Most village women commented, 
“Oh that poor family, only two children!” Th is is the same 
problem faced by eff orts to bring down the birthrate in all 
developing countries around the world. 

 Ultrasound imaging is now available to most  Indians 
(and to most Chinese), leading to high rates of abortion of 
female fetuses in both countries and adding to the already 
high postnatal female infanticide as well as selling of girls 
into prostitution and household slavery. In October 2011, 
an international organization dedicated to children’s rights, 
Plan International, identifi ed a baby girl in rural Uttar 
Pradesh as the world’s 7 billionth person. Baby Nargis was 
chosen in part to draw attention to the problem of sex-
selective abortion. 

 Islamic Pakistan, moving further toward fundamen-
talism, has done much less to try to promote family plan-
ning, and such eff orts have also been hampered in Muslim 
 Bangladesh by bureaucratic ineptitude, while Sri Lanka 
has done much better than any South Asian state, thanks 
in part to its higher level of literacy, associated everywhere 
in the world with falling birthrates. Rising female literacy 
in the southern state of Tamil Nadu, where girls were given 
free school lunches, was largely responsible for a 25 percent 
drop in the birth rate by the time the schoolgirls began to 
marry in 1985. Even Bangladesh, generally poor and rural, 
has signifi cantly reduced its birth rate through education. 
Female literacy may be the best key to family planning 
everywhere. 

 India presents a contrast between the relatively small 
number of educated women, who have played a promi-
nent part in public life especially since independence, as 
in Indira Gandhi, and the much larger number of peasant 
women, who have remained largely subjugated by their 
husbands, although spreading education and the growth of 
a national market in ideas are beginning to make an impact 
there. Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan are funda-
mentalist Islamic states, which off er little role in public life 
to women. In Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto, daughter of the 
executed Z. A. Bhutto, was elected prime minister for two 
relatively brief terms, but Muslim fundamentalists declared 
that Pakistan had been cursed by God in having a woman 
as head of state! 

 Sporadic violence between Hindus and Muslims and 
between higher castes and Dalits, unfortunately con-
tinues. Prime Minister Singh, a Sikh, tries to control 

use polluting human manure, and the soils suff er. Another 
drain on scarce wood resources is the Hindu practice of 
burning their dead on a funeral pyre.    

 In the cities, pollution of another sort, from industry 
and vehicles, has reached dangerous levels, especially in 
the largest cities; the air and water are as poisoned as in the 
rest of rapidly industrializing Asia outside Japan. Th ere is 
growing realization of the menace this poses for all urban 
residents, but there are not yet any eff ective controls. Indi-
ans had a sharp reminder of the lethal eff ects of pollu-
tion in 1984 when workers at the Union Carbide plant at 
 Bhopal in central India producing pesticides were negli-
gent in their supervision of the operations and allowed a 
poisonous cloud of gas to escape, killing or disabling some 
25,000 people and crippling or injuring many thousands 
more. Th ere was a suit against Union Carbide, accused 
of providing inadequate safeguards, and token damages 
were fi nally paid to some of the suff erers, but the more 
general problem of urban pollution was not adequately 
addressed. As with all developing countries, South Asia 
was in a hurry and anxious also, like all poor countries, to 
minimize costs. Pollution controls were seen, despite the 
Japanese experience, as slowing growth and as imposing 
extra costs. 

 Continuing population growth acts as a drag on per 
capita economic improvement and of course contributes 
to deforestation, pollution, and crowding. Th e end of fam-
ine and epidemic and the improvements in diet and public 
health services were no doubt worth it, but they exacted 
a price. India has tried hard to bring down its birthrate 
as it has reduced its death rate sharply, but with only lim-
ited results. Th e rate has come down slightly, but it still 
adds about 26 million new people every year. Th e Indian 
government lacks, and would not choose to have, the abso-
lute powers of the Chinese state in enforcing, for example, 
a one-child-per-family policy. India has off ered free male 
sterilization and has set up clinics all over the country 
to give advice on family planning and hand out contra-
ceptives. Th ere is extensive publicity urging  families to 
have no more than two children. But people everywhere 
make their family decisions on the basis of their perceived 
self-interest. In South Asia, as in the rest of the develop-
ing world, the state cannot provide adequate economic 
security in old age. People depend on their children for 
that, as well as on their income contribution to the family 
as a whole. 

 Under these circumstances, most South Asians prefer to 
have more children, especially sons (daughters join their 
husbands’ families on marriage). Th is is changing in the cit-
ies, a larger and larger proportion of the total population, 
where multiple children are oft en a burden and the empha-
sis is more commonly on providing well for a few, as in the 
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in slums and shantytowns and hoping for some employ-
ment. Th ere are no controls on movement, unlike in China; 
India is a democracy and tries to avoid regimentation. As a 
result, foreign visitors oft en get a bad impression because, 
unlike China, everything in India is freely available for 
inspection. Th e uncontrolled Indian press is oft en sharply 
critical of the government’s, and the country’s, shortcom-
ings, and in public relations terms is sometimes India’s own 
worst enemy. Indira Gandhi’s eff ort to muzzle the press was 
bitterly unpopular, and its exposés of corruption and mis-
management are avidly read. 

 As discussed above, it will take time for a fully developed 
sense of common Indian identity to emerge. In the early 
days of independence, a Calcutta lawyer is said to have 
remarked: 

  Suppose all Europe could somehow be united under 
one government, with one parliament and one prime 
minister. Now take away three-quarters of its wealth, 
but leave all of its people. Let Spaniards speak  Spanish 
and Bulgars speak Bulgarian. Let Italians mistrust 
 Germans and Frenchmen bluster at Englishmen. 
What would you have? Why, my dear sir, you would 
have something very much like modern India. 

  Source:  “India in Crisis” by John Scofield, National 
Geographic, May 1963.  

 Th at is still an apt description. Perhaps predictably, in 
all the South Asian states independence has also brought 
a resurgence of nativism, regionalism, traditionalism, and 
communalism among many groups and areas, such as 
 Punjab and Kashmir. Th is too is a phenomenon familiar in 
all new nations, and can be observed, for example, in Africa 
and the Middle East. In South Asia there is a split between 
urban and rural worlds, oft en an unhappy and hostile one. 
But as the common experience of nationhood continues, 
and as the development process proceeds, India will not 
break up into warring factions or regional confl ict. Strains 
will certainly remain; poverty for many and communal ten-
sions are resistant problems that cannot be solved quickly, 
or perhaps ever wholly. South Asia, including India, is just 
too big, too diverse, and too fragmented culturally, reli-
giously, and regionally to produce a uniform national mode 
or to mount a truly national eff ort to solve these and other 
worrying problems adequately. Th is is of course a matter of 
degree. No modern state is free of such problems. India’s 
open and democratic system makes its problems more 
evident—and perhaps slower to solve. But India especially, 
with its extremely long history, is a society of great vigor 
and, hence, of promise.    

this—but India is possibly only a little more violent than 
the United States. India’s dominance in the computer and 
telecommunication fi elds is evident to most foreign users 
when they hear a voice in excellent English but with an 
Indian accent, oft en from Bangalore, the main center for 
such communications. With India’s very high current eco-
nomic growth rate, about as high as China’s, many Indians 
who had earlier emigrated to the United Kingdom or the 
United States have now begun to return home, to well-
paid jobs in their fi elds. 

 Delhi has boomed as the capital, but Mumbai (formerly 
Bombay) has passed Kolkata as the biggest city, helped by 
its role as the main fi nancial center, fi lm producer, and 
industrial producer, drawing migrants from all over rural 
India. Th is leaves Chennai in fourth place as the dominant 
center for south India. Th ese name changes are a national-
ist gesture; Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras were founded 
and named by Westerners. Bangalore in central India 
has boomed as the major base of new computer technol-
ogy. More and more cars and more electricity, much of 
it made from burning coal, add to already bad pollution. 
Delhi is fortunate in being in economic range of the huge 
Bhakra-Nangal dam in the Himalayan foothills, designed 
by an American engineer, another example of global inter-
action, but Delhi has had to begin stricter pollution con-
trol measures, which have made for some improvement. 
Rapid economic growth, as in China, continues to increase 
pollution. 

 India became a nuclear power in 2006, closely followed 
by Pakistan, a pointed result of their rivalry. But the lead-
ers’ speech on both sides is exactly the same Indian version 
of English, highlighting once more the irony and tragedy 
of the colonial occupation and partition. Prime Minis-
ter Singh has tried to make peace with Pakistan, but these 
eff orts have foundered on the unresolved issue of Kashmir. 
Tension with Pakistan rises and falls, and terrorist attacks 
linked to Pakistanis occur periodically, including the 
bombing of the Indian Parliament in 2001 and the attacks 
in Mumbai in 2008, which killed 164 people. 

 On other fronts Singh continues to encourage foreign 
investment by allowing investors to keep most of their 
profi ts; foreign investment provides jobs for Indians. India 
is rapidly developing its nuclear industry as a source of 
renewable power as coal begins to run short and most oil 
must be imported. In 2007, the United States agreed to 
supply India with some imports of refi ned uranium to aid 
this eff ort. 

 It will take time for the development centered in the cit-
ies to trickle down to the rural areas and the poorer dis-
tricts, just as it did in the West. Meanwhile, streams of 
migrants continue to pour in from the countryside, living 
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  Jawaharlal Nehru 
  http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1941nehru.html  
 The life and works of Nehru (1889–1964), India’s first prime 
minister and an important figure in the Indian Nationalist 
Movement and a leader in the linking of the newly indepen-
dent non-aligned nations in the 1950s.  

  Indira Gandhi 
  http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/History/

Independent/Indira.html  

   http://www.indiragandhi.com   
 A Web site featuring biographical information and photo-
graphs of Indira Gandhi.   
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     Questions 

  1.    Over what issues did India and Pakistan divide in 
1947? What were the roles of Nehru, Gandhi, and 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah in this partition? What is 
the legacy of the partition, relative to continuing 
disagreements between the two nation-states—as in 
the example of Kashmir?   

  2.    Why and how did Bangladesh declare its independence 
from Pakistan in 1971? What has happened in 
Pakistan’s political system since then? Why is the 
military so powerful in Pakistan—and how does this 
contribute to America’s problems with neighboring 
Afghanistan? Why has America supported Pakistan’s 
authoritarian governments rather than India’s 
democracy?   

  3.    What have been the major features of Sri Lanka and 
Nepal politics since the 1990s?   

  4.    What have been the major transitions in Indian 
politics since its independence in 1947? What are the 
roles of caste and religion in contemporary Indian 
politics?   

  5.    How do you explain India’s remarkable economic 
growth since 1990? What problems persist in India? To 
what extent can India’s rural sector share in the new 
prosperity?   

  6.    Has India moved on the path that Mahatma Gandhi 
envisioned?   

  7.    Why does the text conclude that “India will not break 
up into warring factions or regional confl ict”? What 
contributes to this conclusion? What could be argued 
against it?    

  Notes 
   1.   A. Wavell,  Wavell: The Viceroy’s Journal  (Oxford 

University Press, 1973), p. 78.  
   2.   R. Srinivas, “Modernization: Regional Implications,” 

 Annals of the National Assoc. of Indian Geographers , 
vol. 1, no. 1 (June 1981): 77.   

  Suggested Web Sites 
  India and its Neighbors 
  http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/index.html  
 A rich site with many articles and links on contemporary 
South Asia, hosted at UCLA.  

  Partition of India 
  http://www.english.emory.edu/Bhari/Part.html  
 Assorted resources focusing on the partition of India, includ-
ing a timetable, maps, and related links.  
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 This Chapter Takes a comparative look at Asia at the start of the 
twenty-fi rst century, considering the issues of poverty, population 

growth, economic growth rates, and the growth of cities. It concludes 
with a discussion of the place of cultural traditions in a rapidly mod-
ernizing Asia and a survey of each region. 

 As we make our way through the twenty-fi rst century, there are 
few signs that the violence and bloodshed that have characterized the 
recent past are likely to end. Tensions and periodic confl ict continue 
to divide people in virtually every part of the globe. Th ere were vastly 
more violent deaths in the twentieth century from wars, communal 
fi ghting, interpersonal confl ict, and other forms of murder than in any 
previous era. Of course, on the other hand, the absolute number of 
people has also risen enormously since 1900—a major achievement in 
itself, although it poses serious challenges—and thus the average level 
of violence experienced by most individuals has perhaps not risen, 
while average life expectancy has increased in nearly every country in 
the world, doubling in many countries since 1900. 

 Th at is the basic reason for the increasingly unmanageable growth of 
population and its dangerous cumulative impact on a fragile environ-
ment, something that began on a large scale with industrialization and 
mushrooming technological change in the nineteenth century. People’s 
lives began to be aff ected by such change, probably for the fi rst time 
since the Neolithic revolution in agriculture from 10,000 to 3000  b.c.e. , 
by better access to more food and other goods. Th ey began to live lon-
ger and fewer infants died, fi rst in Western Europe and North America 
and, progressively, in most of the rest of the world as these fundamental 
changes spread, although in some areas (especially the so-called devel-
oping, or simply “poor,” world) they are still in their early stages. Th at 
sector of humanity still outnumbers the developed, or “rich,” sector, 
and the largest single part of the poor world is in Asia. 

 It was once fashionable through the end of the cold war era to speak 
of the “third world,” by which was usually meant the poor countries or 
those that were said to be still “developing,” although the label origi-
nally meant politically nonaligned. According to this classifi cation, 
the “fi rst world” was the rich non-Communist countries, primarily 
the United States but also most of Europe, Japan, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand; the “second world” included the former Soviet 
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(including land and human labor), using violence as well as 
market and legal mechanisms. 

 United States citizens should not need to be told that, 
despite their collective wealth, they have their own alien-
ated and resentful poor and their own disfi guring slums. 
All of the poor countries also have their upwardly mobile 
middle and professional classes, in far greater numbers 
and proportions than ever in the past. Poverty is not the 
only root of violence, but it gives a sharp edge to the con-
fl icts that seem, unfortunately, to be a permanent part of 
the human experience. When one has little material secu-
rity, one is more likely to feel threatened by competition. 
Racial, religious, political, or class identities and diff erences 
become accentuated. Group identity and membership not 
only give individuals a degree of security and identity but 
also tend to emphasize we-they distinctions. All too oft en 
such divisions lead to intergroup tensions and violence, as 
in contemporary India. 

 Communism, which reached its peak in the twentieth 
century but now seems to be widely rejected as a failure on 
multiple grounds, had its principal origins as a response to 
poverty, and specifi cally to the relative deprivation of what 
used to be called the working classes. Other forms of totali-
tarian or authoritarian rule, including the military dicta-
torships that still persist, are attempts to impose order in 
the name of group interest so as to correct relative depriva-
tion and enhance the welfare of the country; this is true, 
for example, in Pakistan, Myanmar, and North Korea. Th e 
rulers trade on nationalism, not the oldest form of group 
identity but since the nineteenth century a newly powerful 
one that further underlines we-they distinctions and obvi-
ously plays a prominent part in all wars. 

 Organizations such as the League of Nations and the 
United Nations attempted to transcend nationalism in 
the common interest but, even in their organization 
(nations can be members, not people), they reinforced the 
idea that the world is divided into relatively autonomous 
nation-states. Th ey have ultimately bowed to national-
ism’s greater force. Regional associations such as the 
evolving European Union or the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations may be more promising and may suggest a 
sounder long-term alternative to nationalist-based rival-
ries. National and group rivalries and confl icts are clearly 
not the best way to pursue the best interests of the larger 
group of humanity as a whole. But as long as struggle on 
the part of racial, religious, political, or other subgroups 
can be seen as producing desirable results for group mem-
bers who think they have been inequitably treated, such 
violence will continue. 

 We are still a long way from a world government because 
we are still very diverse and have yet to work out a system 
that can avoid creating gross disparities and hence a sense 

Union and its satellites in eastern Europe. Th e “second 
world,” has now broken apart, largely abandoned Com-
munism and pursues instead a “free-market” approach to 
economic development. Even while it lasted, it was never 
uniform and it was misleading to refer to it as if it were. 
“Th ird world” was always an even more misleading gen-
eralization, as well as a thinly disguised euphemism for 
“poor.” It made little sense to lump together, for example, 
most of Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East 
under such a label as if they had anything in common 
beyond their relative poverty. It would be more reasonable 
to include the bottom quarter of the U.S. population in the 
“third world” and the top quarter or more of Asia in the 
“fi rst.” In any case, it seems clearer and more straightfor-
ward to speak of “poor” and “rich” worlds, and we follow 
that practice here. 

 Americans need to realize that they total only around 
4 percent of humanity. Equally affl  uent Europe, Japan, 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand make up only about 
another 12 percent. Th ere are larger or smaller pockets of 
wealth among upper- and middle-class groups in every 
poor country, but most of humanity remains relatively 
poor, including of course the bottom quarter or so of the 
U.S. population. Poverty has always been a relative notion 
whose defi nition fl uctuates with changing standards and 
expectations. Except in chronic or periodic famine areas, 
such as the drought-prone Sahel of northern Africa or the 
strife-torn Horn of Africa, most people even in the poor 
world no longer have to confront the possibility of death 
by starvation (although 30 million people died that way in 
China as recently as the 1960s —see  Chapter   18    ). 

 It has become possible to eliminate or greatly reduce 
deaths from previously devastating epidemic diseases 
such as cholera, yellow fever, plague, typhus, and small-
pox, although dysentery remains a major killer of infants 
and children and new viruses such as HIV and the SARS 
virus present new and deadly challenges. Above the level 
of simple survival, poverty is best defi ned as a sense of 
relative deprivation, and it has always tended to breed vio-
lence in various forms. Th e twentieth century has been so 
violent primarily because of the sense of relative depriva-
tion among groups that have not participated to what they 
consider an adequate degree in the rising prosperity of the 
middle and upper economic classes, who have become a 
far larger proportion of the population everywhere than at 
any previous period in history. Th ere has always been a gap 
between rich and poor in every country, but the rising wave 
of affl  uence generated by industrialization and techno-
logical change has reached perhaps a quarter of the world’s 
people. Th is has in turn produced new dimensions of rela-
tive deprivation for the rest, even as it has caused many in 
industrial societies to try to control the world’s resources 
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 Asia remains about half of humanity. It is a representa-
tive half that has had and continues to have its full share of 
all of these problems. Contemporary Japan may have fewer 
problems than most countries in the world; the same is 
rapidly becoming the case for South Korea, Taiwan, Singa-
pore, and perhaps Th ailand. Unfortunately, the rest of Asia 
more than makes up for this, especially in the bloody agony 
of Cambodia. Th e range of dismaying problems affl  icting 
every other Asian country includes particularly violent 
intergroup confl ict in India, Sri Lanka, and Burma, despite 
the Hindu and Buddhist commitment to nonviolence. A 
totalitarian and still Communist government in China is 
increasingly seen by most of its own people as oppressive 
and unable to address serious problems of corruption or 
to bring about greater openness in politics. China’s brutal 
repression in Tibet and its violent response to legitimate 
student and religious protests have blackened its reputa-
tion abroad, even as international businesses invest heavily 
in its economy and its products fi ll store shelves across the 
world. Malaysia remains bitterly divided along racial and 
cultural lines. Vietnam still struggles to heal the wounds 
of its 30 years of war; north-south bitterness remains, and 
the legacy of Communism has been a drag on economic 
growth and on the emergence of more normal freedom of 
action. 

 Indonesia has made initial steps toward political 
reform, although the diversity of cultures and religions 
across its thousands of islands poses a huge challenge for 
democratic politics. Indonesia’s rich natural resources are 
an attraction for global companies, and many Indonesians 
fear that the weakness of the Indonesian government lays 
the country open to exploitation. Th e Philippines have 
been torn by fi ghting, and the nominally democratic gov-
ernment has made little progress in ensuring a  better 
life for most Filipinos while serving the few rich, and 
 maintains its reputation for excessive corruption. North 
Korea, another surviving Communist state, has lagged far 
behind its southern neighbor in economic growth and still 
 presides over a regimented society. Japan, South Korea, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore are experiencing the 
diff erent problems that come with affl  uence and with their 
preoccupation with “getting ahead.” Th ailand remains the 
only relatively prosperous Asian country where nearly half 
the people are still farmers, despite considerable industrial 
and commercial growth in Bangkok. Political upheaval in 
spring 2010 caused armed clashes in the city, but they died 
down quickly and Th ailand has managed to avoid most 
violent confl ict. 

 Other catastrophic events occur largely outside human 
control. Th e world watched with horror on December 26, 
2004, when an enormous  tsunami  or tidal wave devas-
tated much of coastal Southeast and South Asia. When the 

of relative deprivation. Most of the problems that fl ow from 
this are resistant to solution and will be with us indefi nitely 
to some degree. Th ere is nothing new about any of this 
except for its scale and the modern weapons technology 
that tempts each group that sees itself as disadvantaged or 
in danger to seek a violent solution. Human society and its 
problems are vastly complex, but there can be no solution 
that does not allow for the legitimate interest of all groups. 
Such a resolution seems for the present to be beyond 
human powers. 

 In terms of economic prosperity, Japan, Korea, and most 
of Southeast Asia faltered in their growth rates aft er 1992, 
and nearly all showed a net decline, especially Japan and 
Indonesia, the two largest economies. Th is was triggered 
and extended by bank failures caused by unwise loans, 
with ramifying eff ects. South Korea and much of Southeast 
Asia have recovered and surged ahead, but the economies 
of Japan and the Philippines remain sluggish, and North 
Korea continues to face periodic food crises. Meanwhile 
China and India are booming economically, and China will 
probably become the world’s largest economy within a few 
decades.    

       Squatter shanties in front of a new high-rise building in 
Mumbai. Such scenes can be duplicated in many Asian cities.      
(Julio Etchart/Alamy)  
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form part of basic human behavior. Representative parlia-
mentary democracy, free expression, and Western-style 
law are vigorous only in India and Japan, and increasingly 
in Taiwan and South Korea. Despite their British heritage, 
these institutions are severely clouded or absent in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh and are badly tarnished by violence, coun-
terviolence, and repression in Sri Lanka. Th e Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Singapore, Myanmar, and Indonesia endure 
authoritarian leaders and occasional military coups, while 
China, Vietnam, and North Korea remain wedded to dif-
ferent versions of Communist totalitarianism. Neverthe-
less, nearly everywhere most Asians are living better—and 
longer—and are beginning to enjoy some of the fruits of 
economic development. Cambodia, Laos, East Timor, and 
Myanmar are tragic exceptions. But even in Myanmar, as in 
a strife-torn India and a restless China, most people are not 
directly aff ected by the current violence, repression, and 
other problems that dominate the headlines. Th ey get on 
with their lives, pursue education for their children as the 
traditionally Asian top priority, and look forward to even 
better years ahead. 

  Population Growth 

 Economic development everywhere exacts a price. Perhaps 
the greatest of these for most of Asia is the ironic one that as 
people live better they live longer and, hence, total popula-
tion continues to grow. All Asian countries have long been 
crowded, not only in terms of people per square mile (Japan 
and Java top the world list, together with tiny Belgium and 
Holland), but also in relation to available resources. China, 
for example, has only about half of the good-quality cul-
tivated land plus pasture area of the United States, but 
must somehow feed more than four times as many people. 

waters receded, an estimated quarter of a million people 
were dead, the majority of them Indonesians. And many 
more people were homeless. Typhoon Nargis in Myanmar 
in May 2008 killed an estimated 100,000 people. An earth-
quake off  of the northeast coast of Japan’s main island, Hon-
shu, on March 11, 2011, produced another huge tsunami that 
led to more than 15,000 deaths, as well as a nuclear reactor 
meltdown.    

 One can have too little perspective on one’s own times 
to see them clearly. It is perhaps understandable that we are 
always preoccupied with dramatic events—most of them 
bad—rather than with the slower, more peaceful, and thus 
perhaps less noticeable, evolution of society, polity, econ-
omy, and culture. But if we look at Asia more carefully and 
compare the present with 10, 20, 40, or 100 years ago, the 
positive aspects of what has happened leap into promi-
nence. Th ere is no question that most Asians are far bet-
ter off  materially now than at any of these previous times, 
and probably more so than ever in the past. Several Asian 
countries led the postwar world in economic growth 
rates: Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Malaysia, Th ailand, and more recently China and India. In 
most, this rising tide has indeed lift ed all boats, although 
in some, notably China and India, by far the largest, it is 
still a very uneven lift ing and masses of poor, both relative 
and absolute, remain. Economists now rate the Chinese 
economy as the world’s second largest, measured by gross 
domestic product (GDP). 

 Th e “free enterprise” or “capitalist” system as now prac-
ticed by most Asian countries does not necessarily lead to 
Western-style democracy. In most of them there are con-
trols (as in the United States too), and “capitalist” is really 
a term that fi ts aspects of nearly all societies, past and pres-
ent, where entrepreneurial eff orts and the profi t motive 

       In spring and early summer 2003, much of Asia’s 
Pacifi c Basin faced the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) epidemic, which infected 
over 8,000 and caused 774 deaths. Th e epidemic 
demonstrated the region’s initial inability to counter a 
major disaster, but initiated regional cooperation and 
coordination that have been foundational to other 
linkages among the region’s nations.      (Peter Treanor/
Alamy)  
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It is a little like a fat man trying to chin himself while con-
tinuing to gain weight. Eff orts to limit population growth 
rates have ranged from draconian state policies in China to 
provision of education and family planning in India to lit-
tle or no offi  cial action. Birthrates have come down nearly 
everywhere, but, excluding Japan, Taiwan, and Singapore, 
they are still well above death rates, and hence population 
continues to grow. 

 Th e cumulative experience of all countries, including 
those in the West, makes it clear that birthrates come down 
only as incomes rise and people feel reasonably secure. 
Until that point is reached, infant mortality tends to be high 
(as it still is in most of the poor world), and this encourages 
couples to have multiple children in the hope that some will 
survive. Sons are especially important, particularly in Asia. 
Except for Southeast Asia, daughters leave their parental 
families at marriage and join their husbands’ families, so 
they cannot be counted as economic assets and may cost 
the family heavily in dowry. Sons and unmarried daughters 
contribute labor and provide the only economic security for 
parental old age, where in most of Asia the state still lacks 
adequate means to support the elderly or the sick. Sons can 
also continue the family name and line, which is still of 
basic importance to most Asians and can perform the death 
and commemorative rituals for parents that are still consid-
ered vital. Families that produce only daughters continue to 
try for sons. As Mencius put it long ago, in fourth-century 
 b.c.e.  China, “Of all things that are unfi lial, the greatest is to 
have no descendants.” 

 Under these circumstances, eff orts to persuade people 
to have fewer children are blunted. Individual self-interest 
will remain best served by having many children, especially 
sons, as long as they remain the family’s chief security, sanc-
tioned also by many centuries of cultural values. In the rap-
idly growing cities, large families are more likely to be an 
economic liability, and for most urbanites income has also 
risen. Housing, food, jobs, education, and consumer goods 
must be found for urban children, who make less contribu-
tion to family welfare than on the farm, where in any case 
redundant individuals can more easily be absorbed into 
and supported by family structures. Literacy is also higher 
in cities, and literacy levels everywhere correlate with 
lower birthrates, perhaps because literate people acquire 
other values and goals beyond simple reproduction. Urban 
birthrates have come down nearly everywhere, but outside 
Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore 
most Asians are still villagers. 

 In Japan, economic development brought security 
to just about everyone in the 1950s, and birthrates came 
down sharply so that population since then has grown 
only minimally and is now below stability. Th is was the 
pattern somewhat earlier in Europe and North America, 

India has still less, to support a population now about the 
same size as China’s. No Asian country begins to be as well 
endowed with agricultural land, industrial minerals, or 
forest resources as the United States, with its far smaller 
population. 

 Asian forests have been cut into progressively for 
thousands of years by huge populations; wood is in very 
short supply, soil is dangerously exposed to erosion, and 
unchecked runoff  worsens fl oods and chokes rivers with 
silt. As population pressure has mounted and economic 
growth has generated a greatly increased appetite for wood, 
cutting has increasingly removed the tree cover on slopes, 
with disastrous consequences. So far this has been worst in 
China and India, the two biggest countries as well as those 
that have been longest inhabited by large populations. In 
both, most of the original forest cover has been destroyed, 
and attempts at reforestation are very far from keeping 
pace. Th e disastrous fl oods in central China in 1954, and 
again in 1991 and 1998, were a direct consequence of con-
tinued deforestation. Th e construction of the Th ree Gorges 
Dam on the Yangzi in the early twenty-fi rst century (for 
which 1.3 million people were relocated) has been matched 
with stepped up forest restoration in the Yangzi basin, 
although forest cover is still dramatically less than it was in 
the 1950s. In normally fl ood-prone Bangladesh and Assam, 
the scope and incidence of fl ooding, damage, and loss of 
life have increased, also due to deforestation. Southeast 
Asia contains one of the world’s major belts of tropical for-
est, which is thought to play a vital role in stabilizing world 
climate patterns. Since about 1950 it too has been heavily 
cut into, to help feed economic growth domestically and to 
earn foreign exchange as exports to pay for new imports. 
Th e results, in the age of the chain saw and logging truck, 
are alarming. Only in Japan have strict regulations kept 
tree cutting to a minimum, but the diff erence is made up by 
heavy imports of wood, mainly from already endangered 
Southeast Asia. 

 Population increases continue to press more and more 
heavily on limited natural resources everywhere in Asia. 
Except for China and Indonesia, all Asian countries must 
import oil to feed their growing industrialization and fuel 
the rising number of vehicles that are an aspect of economic 
development. Apart from the expense involved, oil is a van-
ishing resource that will disappear as the world uses it up in 
the course of the coming decades. Meanwhile, most of Asia, 
like most of the rest of the world, depends heavily on coal as 
its primary energy source. Coal supplies, though fi nite, will 
outlast oil, and China in particular has large reserves, but 
the eff ects of the rising use of these fossil fuels on the envi-
ronment are worrisome. Th e continuing increase in popu-
lation makes all of these problems more oppressive and 
slows the real—that is, per capita—economic growth rate. 
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recently can give a graphic description of the choking 
clouds of exhaust and the general atmospheric pollution 
that hang like a pall over nearly all Asian urban areas, as 
well as the constant din and fearsome congestion of motor-
ized traffi  c, from scooters to cars to buses and trucks. China 
has become the world’s biggest market for private cars, and 
it makes heavy use of soft  coal as industrial and household 
fuel. Outside of Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
and Singapore, bicycles outnumbered motor vehicles until 
very recently, as they used to in China. But as economic 
growth proceeds, the internal combustion engine increas-
ingly takes over and makes a more and more major contri-
bution to dangerous air pollution, as it has long done in the 
“developed,” or rich, countries. 

 Americans were the fi rst to be enslaved by the private 
car; as affl  uence has spread, even in poor countries like 
India, Indonesia, or the Philippines, private-car ownership 
has mushroomed and has become an urban plague as well 
as a serious health menace. Now China has begun to join 
this trend as incomes have risen for many and a number 
of new factories have been built to produce cars as well 
as trucks. But what will crowded China be like with hun-
dreds of millions of private cars? Th ere are, of course, far 
better ways to deal with urban transport needs—better in 
that they are much more eff ective and faster as well as very 
much cheaper and less polluting—mainly subways and 
electric streetcars or buses. But the newly affl  uent every-
where prefer the personal convenience and ego building of 
a private car, however ineffi  cient and antisocial. For them, 
as for most Americans, the car is a status symbol and an 
amusing toy. Its rise brings with it horrendous problems. 
Far from improving the quality of life in most Asian cities, 
the spread of the private car has greatly worsened it and 
threatens also to shorten it.    

for the same reasons, and it is now being replicated in 
Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore. But in 
most of the rest of the Asian countries populations con-
tinue to grow, while per capita income shares grow more 
slowly as a result. 

 Th e twentieth century saw considerable progress in the 
liberation of women, especially in China. Mao Zedong 
declared that “Women hold up half the sky,” and, although 
his behavior did not do much to support that idea, women 
were able to achieve substantial gains in education and 
employment. Women among India’s middle classes also 
have many more opportunities in these areas. In Southeast 
Asia women continued their traditional equality to or even 
dominance over men, while in Japan one still fi nds pretty 
much the opposite, although a little slow change has begun. 
But despite the advances in China and in India, women 
in general (again apart from Southeast Asia) have not yet 
achieved the degree of equality characteristic of the United 
States. Much of this has to do with the Asian preference for 
sons and the fact of a patriarchal society, which also greatly 
retards the eff orts to limit population growth, although in 
Japan the birth rate has come down to below replacement 
level, primarily as a result of new prosperity and economic 
security.  

  Pollution 

 Th e problems relating to population growth discussed 
above are serious enough, but the steep rise in all forms of 
environmental pollution, fl owing from economic growth 
and technological change, is equally or even more alarm-
ing. It is not easy to be optimistic about the future in such 
terms. Anyone who has visited Seoul, Taipei, Hong Kong, 
Jakarta, Bangkok, or any of the cities of China or India 

       Chinese villagers plant trees to reverse land erosion 
resulting from deforestation and desertifi cation. 
Removal of the original forest cover and drought 
resulting from climate change have opened the soil 
to disastrous erosion, which threatens to engulf the 
village.      (Diego Azubel/epa/Corbis)  
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others in a courtyard or at the end of a lane. Urban hous-
ing is desperately inadequate in both quantity and qual-
ity, and the makeshift  huts or tents of squatter colonies, in 
addition to clouds of street people and beggars, clutter the 
urban landscape. Despite all of these dismaying problems, 
people continue to fl ock to the cities from the countryside 
in search of wider economic opportunity.  

  Urbanization 

 For all their squalor (Japanese cities and Singapore 
excepted), Asian cities are the chief growing points of 
industrializing economies and the chief centers of tech-
nological, cultural, and institutional change. Th ey provide 
industry and commerce with the strongest cost and con-
venience advantages. Th ey are also the seat of nearly all 
universities, the biggest national and regional bureaucra-
cies, and the predominant if not the only cultural centers. 
Most of the cities are unable to keep up with the mass fl ow 
of immigrants; employment and resources do not grow fast 
enough. Delhi–New Delhi, for example, is said to receive 
150,000 new rural immigrants each year. Most of them do 
ultimately succeed, enough at least to ensure that there is 
very little return, or U-turn movement as it is called, and 
fresh recruits continue to pour in to live in makeshift  shel-
ters and eke out a hand-to-mouth existence. In the longer 
run, most of them manage to establish themselves and build 
a better life, if not for themselves, then for their children; by 
comparison, opportunities in the village are far more lim-
ited. Even for the urban poor, there is the multiple excite-
ment of living on center stage: billboards, parades, shop 
fronts, markets, and the bustle of city life. In China, where 
movement was strictly controlled by the Communist Party 
beginning in the late 1950s, rural people still seem clearly 
to prefer life in the cities, and more and more of them have 
been taking advantage of new work opportunities in the 
cities, even though their lack of urban residency permit 
means they are not entitled to schooling for their children 
and other perquisites of urban life. Th e size of this “fl oating 
population” is immense. In Shanghai, for example, there are 
now well over 9 million migrants from the countryside who 
lack permanent residency permits. 

 Except for its larger scale, there is nothing about this 
process in Asia that diff ers signifi cantly from the Western 
experience, including pollution, alienation, squalor, and 
the other urban ills with which we are familiar. In the West, 
too, cities grew, especially in the earlier stages of the Indus-
trial Revolution, more through migration than from natural 
increase, and there was serious unemployment, crowd-
ing, and squalor before employment and services began to 
catch up. Life for most people in the cities of nineteenth-
century England and North America was a hard grind; such 

 Equally serious is the pollution caused by industry, espe-
cially where it uses chemicals or large amounts of coal or 
oil, with wastes discharged both into the atmosphere and 
into water bodies. Th e “yellow dragon” of sulfurous smoke 
and haze produced from burning fossil fuels, mainly soft  
coal, that hangs over Chinese cities is duplicated in most 
urban areas outside Japan. In most Asian cities outside the 
charmed circle of the high-income countries, the water 
is also unsafe to drink and contains varying amounts of 
chemical toxins and heavy metals that have seeped into 
the water table or have been discharged into rivers or lakes. 
Piped water supplies, however unfi t to drink, cannot keep 
up with booming urban populations, and taps oft en give 
out nothing but air or a rusty sludge. Water pollution, 
at least as menacing to human welfare as air pollution, is 
clearly the result of industrialization and especially of the 
use of chemicals and synthetics in many manufacturing 
processes. Here too economic development exacts a heavy 
price. And with growing concerns over the disastrous con-
sequences of global warming, Asia’s pollution crises have 
become everyone’s problems.    

 Poisoned as they are, water tables in many large urban 
areas have been dangerously drawn down, and surface 
water bodies cannot keep up with surging demand for both 
 industrial and household uses. Th e biggest cities compete 
with each other, and with smaller ones, in tapping more dis-
tant rivers to feed their water supply systems. Th e  Chinese 
 government is pursuing an ambitious and risky plan to 
divert rivers in central China up to northern China, the 
region with the greatest water defi ciencies. Th e costs for 
the environment and to the many people who are being 
relocated out of the way of the project are incalculable. In 
most cities outside the rich Asian countries—still the great 
majority—most households must draw and carry their 
water from an undependable tap or pump shared by many 

       Tokyo billboard, which automatically prints out the parts per 
million (PPM) of sulfur dioxide, particulates, nitrous oxide, and 
an overall ambient air quality rating, changing as traffi  c changes. 
Th is proved one of several eff ective devices to alert people to 
what was happening to their environment.      (R. Murphey)  
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countryside, which helps to maintain the fl ow of migrants. 
Individuals periodically return to their native villages 
and spread the word about the greater range of urban 
opportunities. Many send part of their earnings home to 
support family members in the village. Weddings, births, 
festivals, and funerals bring city people back to their village 
bases even aft er a generation has passed. Usually it is young 
adult males who go to the city fi rst, bringing a wife from 
the village when they have established some base. Wives 
commonly return to the village to give birth and stay there 
until the child is a year or two old, depending on the sup-
port of family members. Increasingly, young, unmarried 
women have also been fi nding their way to the cities, where 
they oft en face exploitation and abuse in sweatshop condi-
tions. However, many consider the promise of freedom and 
money worth the risks. 

 Links to home villages help to transmit the many urban-
based changes, including changes in attitudes and values. 
Despite their squalor for the poor, the cities appeal to most 
villagers as an opening to a wider world—and average urban 
wages, for those who manage to fi nd jobs, are about double 
the rural average. Nor is everyone in the cities poor by any 
means. Th ere is a rapidly growing middle class, who enjoy 
adequate or even luxurious housing and even such ameni-
ties as private cars. Urban shops are fi lled with a great variety 
of consumer goods: mobile phones, washing machines, mp3 
players, and most of the goods found in the West. In most of 
these cities, half or more of the population are able to enjoy 
such things; it is understandable that the others, including 
sojourners from the village, want to be included. 

 Squalor, like beauty, is oft en in the eye of the beholder. 
What appalls Western observers in Mumbai or Jakarta and 
their Asian parallels, the armies of street people and squat-
ters, the piles of rubbish, the shantytowns—are for Indians or 
Javanese just part of the local scene and not all that disturbing. 

problems are by no means gone in our contemporary cities. 
Because of the far larger scale, it may take longer for urban 
life in Asia to reach minimum acceptable standards even in 
their own terms. But most new Asian urban migrants seem 
remarkably adaptable to squalor and even inventive, like their 
parallels in the favelas of Latin American cities. Th ey con-
struct shelters out of waste or scrounge materials, sometimes 
forming whole cities in themselves—fortunately in a climate 
in most of Asia with a mild winter or none at all—and they 
help each other in all of their activities, especially in the search 
for livelihood. New arrivals stay with people originally from 
the same rural areas, with whom they can share a regional 
language and customs. For them, urban ways are strange, and 
new urbanites need help and psychological support. 

 Population densities are extremely high, probably the 
highest in the world, topped by Hong Kong but little less 
in the big cities of China, Japan, Korea, India, and most 
of Southeast Asia. Much of the employment is casual and 
includes extensive begging, panhandling, hawking, selling 
of recycled items, or petty retailing, much of it from open-
air pitches along the streets, sometimes sheltered from sun 
and rain by a tattered bit of cloth on bamboo supports. Five 
or ten people may share a single regular job. Probably about 
half of urban residents in Asia outside Japan were born 
elsewhere, most of them in rural areas. Th e city represents, 
as it has always done, the leading edge of social and cultural 
as well as economic change, cracking “the cake of custom” 
and pushing societies as a whole into a new world.    

 Th e speed and eff ectiveness of national economic and 
cultural change is largely a function of the speed and eff ec-
tiveness of diff usion from the cities, sometimes referred to 
as “trickle-down.” New urban migrants maintain close ties 
with their rural origins and thus help to expedite the dif-
fusion of urban-generated change. Th ere is a great deal of 
to-ing and fro-ing, active personal links between city and 

       Among the residents of Asia’s older cities 
were businessmen and their families who 
lived in intensely settled commercial districts 
such as this one in Taipei. Th ese old urban 
districts are gradually being replaced 
by new urban housing and commercial 
developments.      (Travel Pix/Alamy)  
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was in Japan) than it was in the West. Technology is quickly 
transferred, and Asia has the usual latecomer’s advantages. 
Th e trend is clearly positive, if one compares the present 
with even the recent past. It would be foolish to expect these 
cities, unlike the rest of life, to be without blemishes. Th ey 
will do well to match the still-fl awed Western experience 
of providing security or affl  uence for the top three-quarters 
of their populations. Meanwhile, the cities remain the chief 
engines of national and regional economic growth. 

 At the same time Asian cities are probably the most 
polluted in the world. If the Japanese and Western expe-
riences are any guide, large numbers of people will have 
to die, as dramatically as possible (as at Bhopal in 1984), 
before anything substantial is done. Pollution control is 
seen (wrongly, given the Japanese record) as too expensive 
for poor countries, and as delaying the rapid industrializa-
tion that they need—a luxury for rich countries or, at worst, 
a Western plot to retard development in the poor world. 
Asian cities are in fact following the fl awed Western model 
in this as in other respects and for the same reasons: the 
urban concentration essential to the speed and cheapness 
of industrialization, the drive for “better living through 
chemistry,” and the reluctance to put long-term group wel-
fare ahead of immediate gain. Th e Japanese experience in 
fact demonstrated that pollution controls adopted in the 
1960s and 1970s added only 1 percent to production costs, 
much of which was recovered in reuse of captured mate-
rials or in economies realized from cleaner and more effi  -
cient plants. As already mentioned, water pollution is as 
bad as air pollution in most Asian cities. Urban rivers are 
clogged with industrial wastes. Th e Huangpu at Shanghai 
and the Hooghly at Kolkata are just about biologically dead, 
a chemical cocktail in which nothing can live.   

Th e cities are seen as places of hope, not of despair, hope for 
a better life. Few expect it to be easy or gracious, but rather a 
path won by sacrifi ce and hard work. Can one say the same 
about many parts of inner-city America now? It is harder 
to be poor in a rich country than in a poor one; again, it is 
relative deprivation that stings. In any case, how much better 
have the much richer Western countries done by their cit-
ies? For Asia, a more positive projection from the Western 
pattern of the past is that Asia’s cities will go on generating 
economic growth and change and perhaps in the coming 
century transform the Delhis, Manilas, and Shanghais of 
today into something at least as successful as contemporary 
Western cities for most of their inhabitants, if not as prosper-
ous and well organized as contemporary Tokyo. 

 Th e early stages of modern urban industrial growth are 
a miserable time for most people, as they were at that stage 
in our own history. It takes historical perspective to see the 
undoubtedly grave problems of the contemporary Asian 
city as merely the growing-pains of development—and one 
might say the same about pollution, dilapidated housing, 
drugs, crime, and hopelessness of the bottom fi ft h in the 
cities of contemporary United States. But data-based com-
parisons make it clear that Kolkata, the common worst-case 
example, already aff ords a better level of material welfare 
to most of its inhabitants than did its British or American 
counterparts of 1840 or 1880. Since World War II, Asian cit-
ies have avoided the major epidemics that killed so many 
Londoners or Philadelphians in the nineteenth century. 
Life expectancy rates, perhaps the single most basic mea-
sure of material welfare, are substantially higher in all Asian 
cities than they were in London 150 or New York 100 years 
ago. One must hope that despite the burden of huge num-
bers, the growing-pains stage will be shorter for them (as it 

       Aerial view of Kawasaki. Originally a 
separate city, Kawasaki is now engulfed in 
the expansion of Tokyo, and has become a 
vast industrial complex outside the old city 
of Edo. Note the smoke and the elevated 
highway. Both air and water are dangerously 
polluted, as in all Asian cities, although in 
Japan they have become much cleaner since 
the 1970s.      (R. Murphey)  
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necessary to make a real impact for the better on most peo-
ple’s lives, including those in rural areas. Th is has been the 
Chinese approach since the late 1970s under Deng Xiaop-
ing and his successors, and it has met with considerable 
success. But with development comes ambition for upward 
mobility and unavoidable discontent. Planners propose, 
but people dispose. A message found recently scrawled (in 
English) in the dust on the back of a battered bus in cen-
tral India read “WE WANT A NEW BUS.” Th at is not only 
the voice of rising expectations—there was no bus at all for 
this remote area twenty or thirty years ago—but also a sign 
of change, ferment, and the gathering momentum of eco-
nomic development, which is typical in varying degrees of 
all of Asia, even in cloistered Myanmar, and hopefully soon 
in battered Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. 

 Th is illustration makes it clear that ferment and change 
are spreading to the countryside too. Some areas and some 
farmers or entrepreneurs have won new prosperity on the 
tide of the green revolution, even though this has worsened 
the relative deprivation of disadvantaged areas and of peo-
ple left  out of the new rural affl  uence. Nevertheless, their 
average level of material well-being has risen too, if not as 
far or as fast. Famine has become a thing of the past in Asia, 
and rural areas have at least the beginnings of basic health 
care services and elementary education. Literacy rates 
and life expectancy are rising; these changes hold the best 
promise for bringing down birthrates as economic security 
grows for most people, although the pull of the cities will 
remain. Migrants usually move to a nearby smaller city or 
town as a fi rst stage and only later to a big urban area. Some, 
if they have the nerve, the money, or the connections, make 
dangerous and oft en illegal journeys to seek work abroad. 
Th e government of the Philippines has committed to pro-
viding services and being an advocate for its millions of 
transnational workers in other parts of Asia, the Middle 
East, Japan, and North America. But more and more villag-
ers have access to the wider urban world through television 
and better transportation. Although it will be a long time, 
if ever, before the village can off er the goods or excitements 
of the city, its traditional world is beginning to change too. 

 Unfortunately, one aspect of that change is rural pollu-
tion, partly from new rural industries burning fossil fuels 
but mainly from the rapidly increasing use of chemical 
fertilizers and highly toxic pesticides. Th e conditions at 
the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal were typical of many 
such plants throughout Asia, not to speak of the long-term 
eff ects of the indiscriminate use of pesticides and other 
toxic chemicals on an environment that must continue to 
sustain such dense concentrations of people. Rural air and 
water are no longer clean or safe. Technological change is 
very far from being cost free. Th e Bhopal disaster helped to 
raise awareness of such risks for a time but has not yet led 

  Ragged, overcrowded, squalid, and unhealthy as they 
may be, the cities are nevertheless where most Asians want 
to be. What development has taken place there is hard 
to see as “progress,” but it is certainly there in the factories, 
workshops, universities, and other building blocks of devel-
opment. Th e cities are also exciting places to be, socially, intel-
lectually, politically, and artistically, even for the nonelite, 
the street people, and their throbbing, vital world, espe-
cially by comparison with the countryside. Much of urban 
life is in fact street life, and it is impressively rich, for all the 
squalor of its surroundings. Anyone who knows Kolkata, to 
take perhaps the most dramatic example, is well aware of its 
shantytowns and street people, but will also attest that 
Kolkata is perhaps the most culturally vibrant city in the 
world, on both elite and mass levels: fi lmmaking, graphic 
arts, fi ction, poetry, music, commentary of all sorts, festivals, 
and a vigorous street life. Th ose who live in Asia’s cities, espe-
cially the biggest ones, know that they are where the action is. 
Th at in itself is enough for most of them to compensate for 
the grimness of current material conditions. 

 Th e cities are the womb of Asia’s future, good and less 
good. Th e gestation period for the good parts will be 
long and painful, though perhaps not so much as it was 
for Western cities. Too much reliance on “trickle-down” 
may encounter the intolerance or violence of the millions 
aff ected by that revolution of rising expectations that the 
cities themselves generate. Unchecked squalor and pol-
lution may sour, cripple, or kill too many Asian urbanites 
before something is done about them. But people are tough. 
Th e West demonstrated that by surviving the nineteenth 
century, and contemporary street dwellers demonstrate it 
daily in Mumbai and its many Asian analogues. It seems 
unlikely that the next 50 years will see a major divergence 
from the Western experience that Asian cities have so far 
replicated. Both urban rich and urban poor will increase 
their standards of living, but the gap between them is more 
likely to widen than to narrow while at the same time the 
proportion of the reasonably well-off  will continue to rise. 
Urban concentration will also continue, leaving most rural 
areas lagging behind in material terms, fueling more rural-
to-urban migration to the bottom economic sector in the 
cities. Th ere seems little likelihood of eliminating urban 
poverty, in the sense of relative deprivation, any more than 
we have managed to do so in our own cities. Th e same is 
probably true of pollution, overcrowding, alienation, aes-
thetic devastation, and the rest of the unlovely package now 
so widely regretted in the “successful” West and Japan. 

 In some ideal sense, one would like to see the present 
urban-centered development pattern continue, build up 
some surpluses, take care of the most urgent needs in the 
cities themselves, and then, when the basic infrastructure 
permits, begin to turn out the vast fl ow of consumer goods 
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tradition that emphasized disciplined hard work and orga-
nized group eff ort, as well as placing the highest value on 
education. Communist China’s less impressive overall 
economic performance until about 1992 has been clearly 
related to its destructive education policies and perhaps to 
its eff ort to eradicate much else about the traditional sys-
tem that it inherited. Japan has stressed the importance of 
education, especially since 1950 and to a great degree since 
1870, and its modern achievement is closely related to that 
investment and to a national commitment to learning. 
South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore have been 
equally faithful to these aspects of their inherited Chinese 
tradition. 

 Th e system that has developed there and in Japan is 
sometimes loosely referred to as “Confucian capitalism,” 
but it clearly has much less to do with Confucianism than 
with the common Chinese heritage in other respects: the 
value attached to hard work, and perhaps more importantly 
the unspoken commitment to group interest and group 
eff ort as opposed to individualism or, as the Chinese tra-
ditionally saw it, the anarchy of individual decisions and 
actions as against the order and the power of group deci-
sion and action. In each of these modern settings, the fam-
ily has remained centrally important, and beyond that the 
work group. Loyalty to both and the pattern of working 
together in the common interest has supported the individ-
ual and minimized interindividual rivalry and competition, 
which tend to be subsumed within the group goals that all 
strive to advance. 

 Particularly in the Japanese case, the nation became, 
especially aft er 1870, an overriding group to which most 
Japanese gave their loyalty and their eff orts. Th is pattern 
produced a powerful engine for national economic devel-
opment, and it is still operative. Asians have always valued 
education as a means for upward mobility and as a conduit 
through which status and prestige are achieved. Th e learned 
man has traditionally been honored above all others. Japan, 
Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore have all 
continued this pattern to an outstanding degree and con-
tinue to produce a particularly highly educated citizenry. 
Th is has been a strong asset for economic growth, and has 
also enabled each country to keep abreast of the rapid tech-
nological changes that are characteristic of modern devel-
opment. Education is perhaps the chief family priority in 
these countries, and each child’s progress is treated as a 
family enterprise, in the realization that the family’s welfare 
in the longer run, as well as its prestige, depend on it. 

 Fathers, mothers, and older siblings work with children 
to help them to excel, to a degree unknown in the United 
States, for example, as a recent psychological survey makes 
clear, based on interviews with parents in each society. If 
their child is not an outstanding student, far more American 

to anything like adequate controls or environmental legisla-
tion that could better protect air and water quality or the 
remaining forests, in any country outside Japan. Even there, 
as industrialization continues and as affl  uence spawns 
still more vehicles, the pollution-control legislation of the 
1970s has been left  basically unchanged rather than being 
adjusted to the growth of toxicants. Air and water quality 
have suff ered, and Japan may have to confront more pollu-
tion disasters in the future. 

 Nevertheless, the Japanese example should  encourage 
the other Asian countries to do something about 
 pollution before many more people die. Controls are both 
 technologically possible and inexpensive, especially when 
one  considers what is at stake. Although such  controls 
were strict in Japan and quickly enforced, they did not 
slow Japan’s  economic growth. Controls brought other 
rewards— relatively clean-burning car engines that went 
on to  dominate world markets and the creation of a new 
industry  making  pollution-control devices. Unfortunately, 
people rarely learn from the mistakes of others, but only 
from their own. “Experience keeps a dear school, but fools 
will learn in no other,” runs a nineteenth-century Western 
proverb. It seems likely that many more people elsewhere 
in a polluted Asia will have to die before their governments 
follow the Japanese example of the 1970s.  

  Economic Growth Rates 

 East Asia as a whole had the highest economic growth rates 
of any part of the world in the decades following World 
War II. Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea, in that order 
chronologically, followed in the wake of Japanese economic 
success aft er the mid-1950s to produce their own very rapid 
development. Much of it was on the Japanese model, begin-
ning in light industry and consumer goods and continuing 
into heavy manufacturing and precision goods. Singapore 
boomed as a close parallel to Hong Kong, both tiny Chi-
nese city-states originally prospering as trade and fi nancial 
centers and then moving into high-tech industrialization 
and processing. In China, despite the drag exerted by anti-
urbanism and irrational ideology and planning, there were 
also impressive industrial growth rates during the Maoist 
period before 1976. However, it should be borne in mind 
that the data are unreliable and the original base was very 
small. It is easy to double or even triple a small number. 
Since 1978, growth rates have increased dramatically, but 
one must remember that China has to produce for a popu-
lation now well over 1 billion, so that per capita shares have 
remained relatively small, although they are now growing 
more rapidly. 

 It is probably not a coincidence that all of these East 
Asian countries developed out of an originally Chinese 
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  Cultural Traditions 

in Modern Asia 

 Th e oldest living cultural traditions are in Asia, and the 
societies of modern Asia are probably the most histori-
cally conscious in the world. Th ey are proud of the var-
ied splendors of their Great Traditions, as they have been 
called, their long and rich record of achievement in cul-
ture, technology, and the arts, in the greatness, power, and 
wealth of their states, and in their leadership of the whole 
world until comparatively recently. A further reason for the 
importance that Asians attach to their past is the blows to 
their pride infl icted by an aggressive imperialist West in the 
century and a half aft er 1800. Th e West had acknowledged 
Asia as its technological, economic, artistic, and political 
superior for many centuries. But Europeans suddenly drew 
new strength from the Industrial Revolution, and with it 
new arrogance. Th eir achievement of technological leader-
ship was to some extent fortuitous, and indeed it is far more 
diffi  cult to explain why the West produced the industrial 
and scientifi c revolutions than why Asia did not. Indians 
pioneered modern mathematics, medicine, and steelmak-
ing 2,000 years ago. Th e catalog of Chinese discoveries in 
science and technology is overwhelming: paper, printing, 
cast iron, gunpowder, porcelain, and the compass centuries 
before the West, important discoveries in medicine, metal 
refi ning, canal locks, iron suspension bridges, and many 
others. 

 Th ese and other early advances in Asia were not fol-
lowed by the kind of transformation that remade Europe 
aft er 1800. Th e reasons are still being debated, but among 
them surely was the complacency bred in Asia by millen-
nia of greatness, leadership, prosperity, and sophistication. 
Th ere was less incentive, in an Asia that led the world, to 
pursue change or innovation than in a comparatively poor 
and backward Europe. It was Westerners who sought the 
routes to Asia, inspired by Marco Polo’s accounts of the 
riches of China and India, not Asians who sought the West. 
Western observers aft er Polo, and as late as the 1840s, found 
Asia, especially China, still more prosperous, orderly, and 
in many ways more advanced than Europe. China fasci-
nated them, and a stream of accounts sang its praises. In 
India, the British Orientalists were equally fascinated with 
the riches of the Indian Great Tradition, and many found 
it superior to their own. Such positive attitudes faded aft er 
1850 as new Western wealth and power generated new cul-
tural and racist arrogance, and as most of Asia entered a 
steepening decline, except for Japan aft er 1870. Even there, 
Japanese success under the Meiji oligarchs rested on the 
conscious pursuit of Western ways in all things. 

 Th e Victorian West saw itself as the new king of creation, 
riding the wave of its strength and prosperity from steam 

parents tend to blame the school, whereas East Asian par-
ents blame themselves or the child’s natural intelligence or 
diligence. Failure, like social deviance, brings shame on the 
family or other group, as success brings credit. In any case, 
East Asian children at virtually all levels outperform their 
American counterparts in every fi eld of learning, and by a 
very large margin, as East Asian adults oft en outperform 
them in the workplace. Th e two are obviously connected, 
not only through the societies’ diff ering emphases on edu-
cation but also through the East Asian consensus about the 
importance of diligent, conscientious work and loyalty in 
the service of group advancement. 

 Th is is not to imply that Americans are necessarily 
wrong in the way they do things or that they should change 
their ways and become like the Japanese or Koreans. In any 
case, that would be impossible; the social patterns in the 
United States evolved out of very diff erent circumstances, 
including far more living space, abundant resources, and 
a small population. Americans value individualism and 
individual freedom of action; they tend to dislike what they 
see as “regimentation” and do not have a highly developed 
sense of the primacy of the group. In general, Americans 
are willing to pay the price that such values tend to exact, 
and most would chafe under the kinds of constraints that 
Asian societies place on individuals. Americans may, how-
ever, soon have to accept more stringent environmental 
legislation in the common as well as individual interest of 
all, and to reexamine their attitudes toward and investment 
in education, not merely because East Asians are outper-
forming them but because it makes excellent sense to do so 
in their own interest. 

 Despite their huge populations, China and India have 
led the world in their economic growth rates in recent years 
and still do, 8 percent a year or more in each case. China 
joined the Asia-Pacifi c Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
in 1991, and its leaders meet regularly with leaders of the 
other 20 APEC nations (including the United States) to dis-
cuss ways to facilitate trade and economic growth. In 2001, 
China joined the World Trade Organization, which India 
had already joined in 1995. More and more attention is 
being paid around the world to these two Asian giants, with 
comparative research on their societies and economies. As 
they become wealthier, they are each also extending their 
infl uence on world events, leading to more competition 
than cooperation at this point, particularly in the areas in 
between them, such as Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and the Indian 
Ocean in general. Although many Indians settled in Africa 
during the era of British colonialism, China has surged 
ahead in terms of infl uence on the African continent, where 
it has made substantial investments over the last decade. 
Th e China-India relationship promises to become very sig-
nifi cant over coming decades.  
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post-Victorian West called the tune. In India, the Hindu 
revival beginning in the early nineteenth century attempted 
not only to restore the Indian tradition and pride in it but 
also to cleanse it of things like sati and child marriage, both 
shocking to the new Western masters. In China, later in 
the century, there were movements against foot-binding, 
concubinage, and the ban on widow remarriage. In Japan, 
aft er its forceful “opening” by the West in 1853, but espe-
cially under the Meiji Restoration, there were eff orts to sup-
press open premarital promiscuity, class-based restrictions 
on clothing, mixed nude bathing, and open pornography—
the famous “spring pictures” (which seem pretty pale stuff  
these days!). Asians of course found Western criticisms of 
their traditional cultures disturbing but badly needed to 
feel good about their own heritages. Indeed, pride in their 
own cultural superiority had for centuries been a hallmark 
of every Asian country, and in most cases, notably China, 
had helped to blind them to the advantages of learning 
from foreigners. No one foresaw, to begin with, that the 
Western “savages” would become the masters of Asia; they 
were accurately seen as crude, uncivilized, unruly, and 
smelly primitives with, as the Chinese put it, a “few monkey 
tricks”—such as better guns and ships. 

 It was small consolation that the West rose to power 
using Asian inventions: guns and gunpowder, oceangoing 
ships, and the compass, recording their profi ts on Chinese-
invented paper. It was an Indian pilot who guided Vasco da 
Gama from East Africa to Calicut in 1498, along a route that 
both Indian and Chinese ships, far larger than anything in 
the West, had sailed for centuries. Th e Chinese, at least by 
da Gama’s time, were less interested in the sea or in explora-
tion than they had earlier been, aft er fi nding in their several 
probes westward nothing beyond India that they thought 
was worth the trouble of reaching or of trading with. Except 
for their trade with Southeast Asia, carried on almost 
entirely by a small minority of Cantonese and Fujianese in 
the southeast corner of the country, they were content to 
leave foreign trade to foreigners and were not concerned to 
fi nd out much about them. Indeed, foreign trade and for-
eign merchants came to be confi ned to Guangzhou (where 
even so they were permitted to stay only for the trading sea-
son determined by the monsoonal winds), thus protecting 
the rest of China against their disturbing infl uences. 

 It took time for the early Western footholds established 
by the Portuguese, Dutch, and English to yield to the begin-
nings of territorial-based power in Asia. Nearly three cen-
turies elapsed from Vasco da Gama’s voyage in 1498 to the 
consolidation of British power in India and Dutch power in 
Java. China did not succumb to Western imperialism until 
aft er 1842, Japan until aft er 1853, most of Southeast Asia even 
later in the nineteenth century except for the Spanish Phil-
ippines. What happened was the result of a combination of 

and steel while the rest of the world lagged behind. Th e 
nineteenth century witnessed the conquest or humiliation 
of every Asian country at the hands of aggressively expan-
sionist Westerners. In the colonial areas of India and South-
east Asia and in the treaty ports and concession areas of 
China, Japan, and Korea, Westerners treated Asians as infe-
riors, criticized their cultures as backward, used gunboat 
diplomacy and other military force to keep them down, and 
lost sight of their earlier admiration of Asian achievements. 
Were they not now the lords of the universe? Given that, 
they were convinced they must also be virtuous and “civi-
lized,” with a mission to lead “backward” Asians to the light, 
including conversion to Christianity in its muscular and 
superconfi dent nineteenth-century version. 

 It is understandable that when colonialism died in the 
ashes of World War II, there was renewed pride in the Asian 
tradition. It is equally understandable that earlier, while the 
lash of Western arrogance was a bitter part of everyday life 
and the shame of Western conquest hurt Asian pride, there 
was a similar reassertion of the validity and greatness of 
the Asian way and eff orts to revive it as something to cling 
to in the face of Western eff orts to denigrate it. Asia was 
no Africa or Latin America, where there was no literate 
Great Tradition and where therefore the past was harder to 
make into a source of pride. In response to Western asser-
tions that their cultures were backward and useless, many 
Asians embraced them all the more fervently and indeed 
oft en asserted, not without reason, that their past achieve-
ments were superior even to those of the modern West, 
their cultures greater and richer. Th e West may have won 
an unaccustomed and temporary technical superiority, but 
Asia remained far more “civilized” in all other respects. 
To salve their wounded egos, many Asians maintained, 
again not wholly irrationally, that although the West had 
now become successful  materially , Asia was still far ahead 
 spiritually , which was what really mattered—cold comfort 
perhaps, and also more than a shadow of whistling in the 
dark, but for many people, balm for hurt minds. Th ere was 
a similar phenomenon in north Africa and in the Middle 
East, where movements to revive Islam in the face of the 
challenge of modern science developed over the course of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Th e oil wealth of 
the Middle East has created the resources for some of these 
movements to infl uence Muslim communities in other 
parts of the world in recent decades. Money from Saudi 
Arabia has been rebuilding mosques across Southeast Asia 
and even in parts of China, although the Chinese govern-
ment imposes strict control on all religions. 

 Nevertheless, in addition to eff orts to preserve culture, 
there were eff orts to change aspects of the Asian tradition 
that were seen as less appropriate to a modern world, where 
the power and hence the moral values of the Victorian and 
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Revolution (1966–1976). Since then, the Chinese, like other 
Asian people and indeed people around the world, have 
resumed the debate about what mix of innovation and pres-
ervation of culture is best suited to them.  

  A Country-by-Country 

Survey 

  India 
 India is the outstanding example, not only within Asia but 
also in the world as a whole, of the use of traditional sym-
bols and vehicles to expedite what is in fact radical mod-
ernization. Th is was a technique pioneered by Mahatma 
Gandhi in his struggle to create a national movement for 
independence from British colonialism. Educated Indians 
had been quick to follow Western ways in the nineteenth 
century, convinced that this was the best path for  Indian  
development. Th eir language and much of their culture 
became English. Indian lawyers, engineers, teachers, civil 
servants, soldiers, industrialists, and businessmen followed 
British models, and with considerable success. Gandhi 
himself began as a British-style lawyer, complete with West-
ern coat and tie and London education. In time many edu-
cated Indians wondered who they were and what culture 
they belonged to. In his autobiography, Nehru called edu-
cated Indians queer sorts of persons, neither Western nor 
Eastern, out of touch with their own culture and its peasant 
masses. He eloquently described his own discovery of India 
as he came to realize and to accept that, despite his Harrow 
and Cambridge education and consequent values, he was 
aft er all an Indian. He was merely an outstanding example 
of what was happening to more and more of his West-
ernized countrymen as they became Indian nationalists. 
Gandhi taught and inspired them to wear traditional Indian 
dress, as he did aft er about 1919, and to spend at least an 
hour each day at a traditional hand-driven spinning wheel, 
an Indian symbol and a source of spiritual peace. 

 But the greatest of Gandhi’s inspirational adoptions of 
tradition to serve radical change was his technique of 
 satyagraha , literally, “the power of truth”: nonviolent resis-
tance to oppression and injustice, based on traditional 
Hindu ideas and values. Satyagraha imbued Gandhi’s 
 followers with the courage and confi dence, the patience 
and endurance, that come from the knowledge that they 
were on the side of justice and right. Many thousands of 
Indians learned to stand up to armed police and troops, to 
accept beatings, and to vanquish their opponents, as  Martin 
Luther King Jr. was to do a generation later,  consciously 
modeling his strategy and tactics on the Gandhian  example. 
As Nehru put it for Indians, “Gandhi has given us back our 
courage, and our pride.” 

factors: steeply rising Western strength, ambition, and 
military-industrial muscle on the one hand, and on the 
other the equally steep decline in the eff ectiveness and 
strength of the Asian domestic orders. India was in chaos 
with the end of substantial Mughal authority early in the 
eighteenth century, providing both opportunity and incen-
tive for the English traders to move in and expand their 
control, fi lling a virtual vacuum. By 1842 China had entered 
its long downward slide as the Qing Dynasty began its third 
century and lost its ability to deal with its mounting prob-
lems, domestic and foreign. 

 In Japan the Tokugawa shogunate was on its last legs 
by the 1850s and suff ering from its self-imposed isolation 
as Europe surged ahead technologically. In Choson Korea 
the feeble and ancient Yi dynasty was increasingly unable 
to cope with either domestic rebellion or foreign pres-
sures. Th e situation in each Southeast Asian country out-
side of the Philippines was similar: antiquated monarchies, 
technological backwardness, and in many of them lack of 
eff ective political unity. Indonesia and Malaya were divided 
among many small and rival sultanates or traditional king-
doms. Th ailand and Vietnam were qualifi ed exceptions, but 
both were far too small and militarily ineff ective to resist 
the Western pressures of the second half of the nineteenth 
century. 

 Th e relatively brief period of Western dominance—
perhaps a century and a half in India, a scant hundred 
years in China, much less in Japan, Korea, and South-
east Asia (again except for the Philippines)—ended with 
World War II, and by the 1950s all of Asia was independent 
(except Hong Kong). Asians were the rulers across Asia 
aft er WWII, though some of their countries, especially in 
Southeast Asia, were newly made from the wreck of for-
mer colonial empires. Each country or new nation then 
had to construct or reconstruct its own independent cul-
ture and sense of community. Th e aim was to assemble each 
country’s identity out of whatever local cultural traditions 
(and world ideologies or religions, such as Communism 
and Islam) that were judged most useful and to purge as 
much as possible of the Westernization imposed earlier; but 
they also wanted to encourage the growth of new technol-
ogy and industrialization, originally Western innovations 
but now the only secure road to wealth and power in the 
modern world. Somehow these things had to be blended 
with distinctively Asian ways, and in a manner that did not 
harm the validity or stunt the growth of either. It would 
have been inconceivable for any newly independent Asian 
country to abandon its pride in its own cultural tradition, 
the basic stuff  of nationalism and especially critical for peo-
ples who had only recently escaped from alien domination. 
Only Maoist China attempted to negate the infl uence of the 
past completely, but only for a decade during the Cultural 
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Indeed the two are hard to sort out and in many cases are 
simply diff erent faces of the same thing. Th ere are of course 
some countercurrents. Independence has brought, as in 
all newly independent countries everywhere, tendencies 
toward what is labeled “nativism,” including a reaction 
against things new or foreign and a clinging to tradition 
almost for its own sake. In some ways, India’s great regional 
and linguistic diversity encourages such tendencies. Tamils 
in the south resist national pressures from northern India, 
including the imposition of Hindi as the offi  cial language, 
Bengalis assert their own cultural, linguistic, and regional 
superiority, and so on. Religious minorities such as the 
Sikhs or the Muslims use tradition to defend and assert 
their sense of separate identity. But the long-term trends 
are clearly in the other direction, although it will take much 
time to forge a genuine nation from an area larger and 
more populous than Europe and far more diverse cultur-
ally, physically, and linguistically. Nevertheless, tradition 
and modernization have gone hand in hand, with tradition 
playing a basic enabling role.  

  China 
 China has had a far stormier and more violent history of 
interplay between tradition and modernization than has 
India. By the end of the nineteenth century, most Chinese 
intellectuals believed that their tradition had failed them. 
Th e bitterest among them, such as modern China’s greatest 
writer, Lu Xun, rejected it completely and indeed blamed 
it, and not “foreign oppression,” for China’s collapse into 
impotence and deep humiliation at the hands of West-
erners and Japanese. Lu Xun said that the old Confucian 
order masqueraded as benevolent but was in fact an “eater 
of men.” China had become a nation of cowards, bullies, 
boasters, and losers, like his famous character Ah Q, who 
exemplifi ed all these characteristics. Ah Q, who said that 
he “used to be more prosperous”—like China—was now 
reduced to begging, petty thieving, and being beaten up by 
everyone, still clinging to his tattered pride, while around 
him other Chinese followed a dog-eat-dog morality, trying 
simply to survive as the Great Tradition of order, splendor, 
and prosperity fell to pieces. 

 Lu Xun and others made it clear that the reason for all 
this was to be found not in foreign encroachments, con-
quests, and special privileges but in the rottenness of the 
Chinese tradition, once so proud and successful but now 
pathetically inept and morally bankrupt. It was notoriously 
inhumane to its own people, elitist, blind to the need for 
change, and scornful of everything “barbarian,” even while 
these same barbarians—the supposed “monkeys”—were 
making monkeys out of China and Chinese. Chinese tech-
nology had become hopelessly antiquated, as was demon-
strated in the series of nineteenth-century wars ending in 

 With the coming of independence, India has continued 
to use traditional symbols and vehicles to ease the way to 
modernization. Th e Indian fl ag displays the wheel of law 
that Ashoka adopted as one of the symbols of his rule, and 
by law fl ags must be made out of handspun (khadi) cloth, as 
a reminder of India’s independence movement. Th e govern-
ment still subsidizes a range of cottage industries, including 
hand weavers. Th e Congress party uses the cow as its sym-
bol. Th e radical changes taking place as India forges ahead 
with industrialization, urbanization, technological prog-
ress, the green revolution, and the so-called information 
age have been greatly expedited by clothing them in tradi-
tional symbols. Th e new Indian space missile is called  Agni , 
the name of the ancient Hindu god of fi re. Indian scientists, 
industrialists, and computer wizards, as well as politicians, 
wear cotton  khadi  jackets and Gandhi caps. Sophisticated 
women wear saris or Punjabi trousers—though this is no 
hardship or sacrifi ce in the name of nationalism, since saris 
especially are among the most graceful and attractive of 
garments anywhere in the world. Khadi is usually beau-
tiful stuff  too; cotton was fi rst grown and woven in India 
5,000 years ago. 

 Th e institution of caste, so oft en cited by outsiders as 
a sign of hopeless backwardness and as a bar to change, 
has in fact not had that eff ect. Over and over again, caste 
has instead demonstrated its great fl exibility, rarely if ever 
standing in the way of group and, hence, individual eff orts 
to benefi t from new or more promising circumstances. 
Caste has eased the process of change by helping people 
to retain a familiar cultural identity or anchor while assist-
ing them to alter their lives in every other respect. Like 
other continuities with tradition, if only in symbolic form, 
caste makes people feel more comfortable with what would 
otherwise be disturbingly disruptive change. Groups have 
always both risen and fallen in the ranking hierarchy, as 
they still do. But the predominant means to upward mobil-
ity for the group, which of course brings with it upward 
mobility for individual members—indeed that is the 
essence and the reward of caste—is the featuring of tra-
ditional ritual and traditional behavior, as in the process 
called “Sanskritization.” Caste associations are certainly 
traditional, and yet they have become in the modern world 
potent political action groups, using the power of ready-
made organization and communality to push for the ame-
lioration of group interests in a great variety of ways, from 
seats in Parliament to guaranteed places in the bureaucracy 
and universities to specifi c government fi nancial and other 
measures designed to aid particular groups or to respond 
to their demands. 

 India is still changing rapidly, especially as moderniza-
tion impinges on the previously separate world of the vil-
lages, but it remains at least as traditional as it is modern. 
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 It was China’s misfortune that when at last it had freed 
itself of all invaders in 1945, the Communist revolution that 
soon followed in 1949 ejected all foreigners except Russian 
advisers; it also rejected all foreign ideas except for Marxism-
Leninism and Stalinism, including of course many that 
could have been basically useful to China’s urgent task of 
economic development. Th e rejection of Western infl uences 
was certainly understandable aft er the “century of humilia-
tion,” but China’s consequent isolation amounted to throw-
ing out the baby with the bathwater, in this case the baby 
of originally Western technology and industrialization. At 
the same time, the Chinese revolution also rejected  Chinese 
tradition as “backward,” “feudal,” and exploitative—also 
an understandable reaction and one long urged by many 
intellectuals, but leaving the country with too little to guide 
its development. It was to be a new set of  Chinese  answers 
to the country’s problems, but one that was to be purged 
of what was now seen as reactionary Confucianism and 
the trappings of an outmoded and unrepresentative elite 
culture. It was to draw instead on  peasant  values and use 
peasants and workers, the oppressed masses of the past, to 
chart a brave new world. Th e Guomindang government 
had been strongly traditionalist, making an eff ort at revival 
of a now-moribund Confucianism; this strengthened the 
Communist determination to wipe the slate clean once it 
had defeated Chiang Kai-shek, get rid of the burden of the 
past as well as of foreign ideas, and make a fresh start. 

 Th is was heady stuff  for all patriotic Chinese, and it had 
understandable appeal—a new utopia in the bright sun of 
Chairman Mao, cheered by millions of glassy-eyed enthu-
siasts waving the  Little Red Book  of his sayings. Here was 
a new kind of Chinese pride, determined to once again 
lead the world under the banner of “Th e East Is Red.” 
Chinese were, like all Asians, still very past-conscious but 
the past had to be sanitized and emasculated, put safely 
in a museum, to be acknowledged and admired but with 
its fangs drawn, no longer able to shape the present or the 
future as it had for so long in China’s history. 

 But the revolution ran into mounting trouble economi-
cally. First came the Great Leap Forward of the later 1950s 
and the massive famine following it in which 30 million 
people starved to death. Th is was shortly followed by the 
nightmare of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to the 
death of Mao in 1976. But there began to be a qualifi ed 
revival of pride in China’s glorious past, if only as an escape 
from the miserable present. Fanatic Red Guards vandal-
ized or destroyed many traditional temples, books, and art-
works, but there were stirrings of reassertion of traditional 
culture among the common people, especially the peasants, 
where such attitudes had merely gone underground during 
the dark years of hysterical ideological frenzy. New archaeo-
logical discoveries, many of them revealing splendors of the 

total Chinese defeat and in Western and Japanese domina-
tion of Chinese shipping, railways, banking, factories, and 
foreign trade. 

 Th e traditional society was certainly elitist, but it did 
hold that the elite had a responsibility to lead and care for 
those below. By 1850 at least, such behavior had become 
exceptional. More and more local areas, where the imperial 
administration was at best superfi cial but had now largely 
disappeared in a swamp of corruption and ineff ectiveness, 
were taken over by local parvenus, a new sort of gentry who 
lived not by learning and Confucian benevolence but by 
exploiting the peasantry; they were aided by their armed 
gangs of toughs in collecting rent and putting down protest 
or resistance. Aft er the old Qing dynasty fi nally collapsed 
in 1911, China broke up into warlord domains, whose rival 
armies fought over the countryside like a scourge on the 
peasants. 

 Th e Guomindang government of Chiang Kai-shek 
established a measure of unity from 1927 to the Japanese 
invasion of the 1930s, but even at its height it controlled 
only about half of the country, and it made no signifi cant 
progress toward addressing the by now crushing problems 
of mass poverty. Women had always been severely disad-
vantaged in the traditional system, but growing poverty was 
disproportionately hard on them, and in addition there was 
now a new group of working women who sought jobs in 
treaty-port factories, for minimal wages under sweatshop 
conditions. Lu Xun’s bitterest stories deal with the inhuman 
cruelty of the old society toward women, especially those 
who had lost their husbands or had been sold into slavery at 
a young age, one of the results of mass poverty. 

 China took its humiliation at the hands of foreign-
ers especially hard, because its traditional pride—even 
 arrogance—was so great. China had led the world for so 
long that it was unbearably painful to acknowledge not only 
that this was no longer so but also that China had much 
to learn from foreigners. Indians were far quicker to accept 
things from the West, even at the hands of their conquer-
ors, and to take from them the idea of “progress” and its 
goals. Th e Indian state and its civil order had collapsed 
by the eighteenth century, well before Westerners gained 
the upper hand. Indians thought there was little to defend 
or be loyal to, especially not to the Mughals, themselves 
alien conquerors who had ruled most of India from 1526 
to 1707 but ended with the cruel and exploitative reign of 
 Aurangzeb. For China, the great model remained their own 
past, when they led the world. Th e imperial state hung on, 
badly shaken but still intact, and with it, Chinese pride and 
their contempt and growing hatred for all foreigners. Th e 
brutal Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, which esca-
lated to all-out war against China in 1937, increased the fear 
and loathing of outsiders. 
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single lifetime. From 1870 to the 1960s, a poor, isolated, feu-
dalistic, agrarian society was remade into a world industrial 
and technological leader where just about everyone now 
belongs to a prosperous middle class. Japan has the world’s 
highest literacy rate and life expectancy, and over 80 per-
cent of the population lives in cities. Without the support 
of tradition, or parts of it, to buttress the Japanese sense of 
continuity and identity, Japanese would have been lost. Th e 
whirlwind of change that Japan experienced would have 
been impossible to tolerate and absorb without both indi-
vidual and group breakdown. 

 In the early years of the Meiji Restoration aft er 1868, 
there were eff orts to force the pace of change. Japanese were 
urged to give up their traditional clothing and wear West-
ern dress. Th e traditional vegetarian (Buddhist) diet was 
abandoned in favor of meat, as the Westerners ate. Western 
music, art, and literature were promoted. Th ere was even 
for a time an eff ort to persuade Japanese to marry Western-
ers, and some of the young radicals tried to destroy tradi-
tional temples. A German physician living in Japan in those 
years, when the Japanese brought in large numbers of West-
ern experts to help them remake their country, reported an 
astonishing but typical conversation with a young Japanese. 
When asked to tell something about Japanese history, the 

imperial past, also fed Chinese national pride and helped 
to soft en the rejection of the Great Tradition. Common 
people, especially in rural areas, increasingly disregarded 
the offi  cial strictures on traditional practices, folk religion 
with its semimagical beliefs, and festivals. Traditional Chi-
nese New Year began to be celebrated also in the cities; 
traditional Chinese music, old-fashioned storytellers, and 
gorgeously costumed opera reappeared. Slowly there grew 
an acknowledgment of the richness of the Chinese tradi-
tion and of the strength it could give to a nation struggling 
with the problems of modernization, made more diffi  cult 
by what most Chinese recognized now as thirty years in the 
wilderness, three decades while ideological madness took 
the place of rational policies and cut China off  from the rest 
of the world. 

 China is still struggling to fi nd itself, to work out a viable 
combination of antiforeignism, new formulas for growth 
that must necessarily depend to a large degree on originally 
Western models in technology and organization, and tradi-
tional values. Rapid economic growth over the past thirty 
years has not only made many people wealthy but also 
called into question Communist values without creating a 
compelling alternative moral vision. Pessimism about their 
country and its future peaked among Chinese aft er the 
ruthless massacre in Beijing in June 1989 and the continu-
ing crackdown. Th e past decade has seen a renewal of cul-
tural pride, but an underlying uneasiness about the future. 
Still, nearly all Chinese are proud to be so, and few think 
that their Chineseness is in question. In the longer run, the 
Chinese sense of their tradition seems likely to help give 
them the strength to confront their dismaying problems 
and to sustain them in their long ordeal as they struggle for 
development, an escape from poverty, freer expression, and 
the maintenance of their dignity.  

  Japan 
 Japan has oft en been seen as a paradox—so very modern-
Western, and so very traditional-Japanese. Th is is not really 
paradoxical, in the sense that all societies, including our 
own, are a mix of traditional and modern. We are all prod-
ucts of our own past, and we all retain attitudes and aspects 
of behavior that come from our cultural tradition. Tradi-
tional and modern are hard to separate, since both are cur-
rent and both coexist everywhere. Th e only thing notable 
about the Japanese, although it is something observable in 
every culture, is the extent to which traditional ways and 
symbols have been so consciously preserved and visibly 
retained in the midst of wholesale Westernization, which 
has gone further in Japan than anywhere else. 

 No doubt there is a causal connection. As in India, tra-
dition has helped ease the enormous strains of Japan’s 
uniquely rapid and radical transformation, almost in a 

       Modern Japanese women still learn traditional arts, such as 
playing the  koto . Koto players must wear kimonos and usually 
practice in a thoroughly traditional setting, kneeling on a tatami 
in a traditional-style room.      (Eye Ubiquitous/Alamy)  
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well as Chinese companies more recently, have expanded 
their operations in most Southeast Asian countries, tak-
ing advantage of cheap local labor to produce goods for 
export to the West or Japan. Most of Southeast Asia is still 
dependent to a disturbing degree on foreign capital and 
on foreign markets for its still dominantly agricultural, 
mineral, or forest products. Most advanced industrial 
goods are still imported from the West, Japan, or China. 
Second-wave nationalism has been prominent in South-
east Asia in the decades following formal independence 
as each culture and nation has struggled to develop and 
assert its independent identity. Th is is most obvious in 
the revival of Islam in Malaysia and Indonesia as a badge 
of cultural nationalism and, especially in Malaysia, the 
eff orts to canonize even older aspects of the traditional 
culture, as in the newly invented monumental archi-
tecture of the capital, university, and museum at Kuala 
Lumpur. 

 Myanmar (Burma) has made perhaps the most sweep-
ing move into its own past by cutting many of its ties with 
the outside world and reverting to a traditional, village-
centered, Buddhist mode while at the same time coming 
under a military dictatorship. Events over the past few years 
indicate that it may be emerging from its isolation. Th e 
Philippines continue to suff er perhaps most of all Asian 
countries from the strains of modernization, having lost 
most of what traditional culture they once possessed dur-
ing the long centuries of Spanish control and then coming 
under American domination and infl uence. Nevertheless, 
Tagalog, not Spanish or English, has become the national 
language, and a rich literature is written in it. Filipinos 
strive to distance themselves from their colonial past and 
reassert their own cultural traditions. All of Southeast Asia 
shows the strains of rapid change and reaches for its own 
traditions to help sustain it. 

 Modern Korea has had a tragic history, a victim fi rst 
of Western and then of Japanese imperialism, followed 
by a bitter civil war and a division of the country into two 
opposing halves as a result of Cold War pressures from the 
superpowers. Of all the peoples of Asia, Koreans may as a 
result be most anxious to retain and assert their distinc-
tive identity and to use their own Great Tradition to but-
tress that sense and to separate them from the recent past 
of subjugation and humiliation. Traditional Korean culture 
is indeed distinctive, from diet to behavior norms, and it 
plays a basic role in maintaining the sense of Koreanness, 
to override the long years when that was forcibly eclipsed. 
Mongols and Tibetans, subjugated for even longer by China 
or under a Chinese or Russian shadow, show the same kind 
of response by reviving or newly asserting their traditional 
cultures: yurts and the veneration of Chinggis Khan among 
Mongols, Lamaistic Buddhism and the veneration of the 

friend replied, “We have no history! Our history begins 
today!” Th at is the clear voice of Meiji Japan, or of the early 
radical years of any revolution. But as the pace of change 
accelerated and Japanese found they were living in a world 
almost totally unrecognizable to their parents or even to 
themselves a decade or two earlier, aspects of the Japanese 
tradition were revived, and they are still prominent in the 
Japan of today.    

 Japanese girls, dressed in traditional kimono and obi, are 
taught the elaborate ritual of the tea ceremony and of fl ower 
arranging. Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples still draw 
millions of Japanese visitors and worshippers every year. 
Th e great shrine at Ise is lovingly and faithfully rebuilt every 
twenty years by traditional artisans precisely in its medieval 
form. Japan still preserves Tang period wooden temples, 
modeled on originals in Chang’an, which have long disap-
peared in China. Originally Chinese architecture adapted 
from China during the Tang has long become a part of 
Japanese tradition and is more prominent and vital there 
than in its country of origin. Commuters on the world’s 
most modern transport systems change into traditional 
kimonos and slippers when they get home, sit on tatami 
mats, and eat the highly distinctive traditional Japanese 
food, the more distinctive the better for its value in assert-
ing and sustaining the sense of Japanese cultural identity. 
Th e traditional Japanese aesthetic sensitivity impresses all 
foreigners, resisting the mad rush of tasteless modernity 
or coexisting with it even in the exquisitely wrapped pack-
ages provided for purchases in the modern, Western-style 
department stores. 

 Tradition has helped to keep the Japanese sense of 
identity inviolate and enabled them to ride with remark-
able serenity over the otherwise tempestuous seas of 
change. Th e most “modern” of all countries in Asia, or 
perhaps in the world, owes much of its smooth success 
to its use of traditional culture to sustain it. However, the 
aging of Japan’s population is causing strains and leading 
to the arrival of more migrant workers from other parts of 
Asia. Japan’s refusal to grant these new arrivals any hope 
of naturalization as Japanese citizens has become a source 
of tension and is likely to become an ever more prominent 
issue.  

  Southeast Asia and Korea 
 In Southeast Asia, it is hard to generalize about what are 
in fact at least eight sharply distinctive cultures, tradi-
tions, and countries. But in all of them, aspects of tradi-
tional culture have been brought to the fore to help build 
a sense of new nationhood and ease the strains imposed 
by rapid change or modernization. Economically, much 
of the colonial system has persisted or merely taken new 
forms. Western-based multinational corporations, as 
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  2.    What are the social, economic, political, cultural, and 
environmental problems still facing Asia? Address 
this question relative to the entire region as well as for 
individual countries.   

  3.    Many Westerners think of Asia as a single 
homogeneous unit. Is this a valid representation? 
How does a common emphasis on families over 
individualism, continuing belief in societal hierarchy, 
celebration of traditional culture, and generalized 
support of education demonstrate this? What can be 
argued against this summation?   

  4.    What is the reason for Asia’s continuing relatively high 
birthrates, except in Singapore, Japan, South Korea, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan?   

  5.    How did the economic setbacks of the 1990s, the more 
recent SARS and tsunami crises, and the continuing 
ethnic clashes between Hindus and the Muslims in 
India, the Tamils and Sinhalese in Ceylon, and the 
Muslims and Christians in Indonesia demonstrate the 
vulnerabilities of Asia?   

  6.    What has been Asia’s evolving relationship with the 
United States and the West in the post–Cold War era? 
What initiatives have Asians made to promote their 
own interactions and interdependencies as alternatives 
to those with the West?   

  7.    Some have proposed that China will become the most 
productive economy in the world by 2050. How has 
China’s rise as an economic power had an impact on 
Japan’s prior role in the Asian political-economy? What 
are the potential implications of China’s prominence as 
related to the future of Asia?    

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Southeast Asia 
  http://www.iseas.edu.sg/  
 Resources provided by the Institute of Southeast Asian Stud-
ies, with information on modern Southeast Asia’s politics as 
well as social and cultural developments.  

  Air Pollution in Asia 
   http://www.pciaonline.org/node/114   
 The Clean Air Initiative tracks air pollution in Asia and 
promotes ways to improve the pollution problem in many 
Asian cities.   

  Suggestions for Further Reading 
 Adams, K., and K. Gillogly, eds.  Everyday Life in Southeast 

Asia . Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011. 
 Demick, B.  Nothing to Envy: Ordinary Lives in North Korea . 

New York: Spiegel and Grau, 2009. 
 Hellwig, T., and E. Tagliacozzo, eds.  Th e Indonesia Reader: His-

tory, Culture, Politics . Durham: Duke University Press, 2009. 

Dalai Lama among Tibetans. For both, their traditional 
cultures, looked down on by Chinese and Russians, have 
become a badge of identity as well as a source of pride, in 
much the same way as for Koreans.  

  Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Central Asia 
 Pakistan and Afghanistan have become closely linked 
because of the NATO and U.S. war against the Taliban. Th e 
fragile, fractured, U.S.-supported government in Afghani-
stan is not able to eff ectively suppress the Taliban resistance, 
which periodically attacks NATO soldiers, Afghan govern-
ment troops and police, and what it sees as polluting West-
ern institutions, such as schools for girls. Insecurity leads 
to fortress-like buildings in the cities and many refugees. 
Pakistan has accepted millions of refugees. As of 2012, 
1.7 million Afghan refugees were registered in 80 refugee 
camps in Pakistan, in addition to an estimated 1 million 
unregistered refugees scattered throughout the country. 
International organizations help care for the refugees, but 
the burden on Pakistan is still tremendous. Many people 
in Pakistan are sympathetic to the Taliban, which claims to 
uphold Muslim values in opposition to cultural pollution 
from Western countries. Th e NATO actions in Afghani-
stan, as well as the American raid on Osama bin Laden’s 
secret residence in Pakistan, have contributed to rancorous 
and possibly destabilizing political debates in Pakistan. 

 To the north of Afghanistan, the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in the early 1990s led to the independence of the 
former Soviet Republics in Central Asia (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan). 
Especially with the discovery and exploitation of oil and gas 
deposits, most of the Republics have been transformed with 
the help of Russian engineers and, increasingly, Chinese 
investment. Islam is experiencing a revival, with support 
from sources in Turkey and the Middle East, and many of 
the older mosques have been partially restored while new 
ones have been built. With Russia weakened, Central Asia’s 
connections with Asia, particularly with Pakistan, India, 
and China, will become much more important in future 
decades. 

 Like the rest of the world in this era of globalization, 
Asia is, somewhat paradoxically, remarkably diverse and 
increasingly interconnected. More than ever, a sound 
knowledge of Asian history, geography, and cultures is vital 
for Americans and all citizens of the world.  Th is book, it is 
to be hoped, makes a contribution toward that goal.     

     Questions 

  1.    Since World War II, Asian nations have oft en been 
praised as the new economic forces in the world, 
especially post-1980. Is this a valid analysis?   
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Crossroads of Asia . New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
2011.    

 Karan, P., and S. Subbiah, eds.  Th e Indian Ocean Tsunami: Th e 
Global Response to a Natural Disaster . Lexington: Th e Uni-
versity Press of Kentucky, 2010. 

 Lardy, N.  Sustaining China’s Economic Growth aft er the Global 
Financial Crisis . Washington, DC: Peterson Institute, 2012. 
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