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Only a few pedestrians crossing Moscow’s central square actually wit-
nessed the death of their country, the Soviet Union—a communist
giant and archrival of the United States during the cold war. It was
about 7:30 p.m. on December 25, 1991, when the red flag of the So-
viet Union was lowered for the last time from its perch high above
the Kremlin, replaced by the tricolor flag of the new Russian repub-
lic. Soviet President Gorbachev formally resigned his office and gave
a brief farewell address to the citizens of a now vanished country.
Those events symbolized many endings— of the Communist Party
in the land of its birth, of a state-controlled economy, of socialism as
a viable ideology, of an international superpower. It also marked the
end of an empire, for the Soviet Union had maintained the old Rus-
sian Empire, constructed over many centuries, bringing Ukrainians,
Lithuanians, Georgians, Kazaks, and many other peoples under Rus-
sian rule. Now that empire splintered into fifteen separate and in-
dependent states. While many rejoiced in the collapse of the often
brutal and economically bankrupt Soviet regime, others mourned
the loss of empire and the great power status that it conveyed. In
2005, Russian President Vladimir Putin declared the Soviet collapse
“the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century...a
genuine tragedy”” Many of his countrymen agreed.

THE DOWNFALL OF THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE/SOVIET UNION was but the last
of a long list of empires that perished during the twentieth century:
the Austro-Hungarian, German, and Ottoman empires after World

The Mughal Empire: Among the most magnificent of the early modem empires was that of the Mughals in India.
In this painting by an unknown Mughal artist, the seventeenth-century emperor Shah Jahan is holding a durbar, or
ceremonial assembly, in the audience hall of his palace. The material splendor of the setting shows the immense wealth
of the court, while the halo around Shah Jahan’s head indicates the special spiritual grace or enlightenment associated
with emperors. (© British Library Board, Add or 385)
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War I; the British, French, Belgian, Italian, and Portuguese empires in the aftermath
of World War II. Elsewhere, Uighurs and Tibetans challenged Chinese rule, while
Cubans, Vietnamese, Afghans, and others resisted American domination. Empire
building was thoroughly discredited during the twentieth century as “imperialist” be-
came a term of insult rather than a source of pride.

How very different were the three centuries (1450—1750) of the early modern
era, when empire building was a global process! Of those empires, none were more
significant than the European colonies— Spanish, Portuguese, British, French, and
Dutch—constructed all across the Western Hemisphere. Within those empires, vast
transformations took place: old societies were destroyed, and new societies arose as
Native Americans, Europeans, and Africans came into sustained contact with one an-
other for the first time in world history. It was a revolutionary encounter with im-
plications that extended far beyond the Americas themselves.

But European empires in the Americas were not alone on the imperial stage of
the early modern era. Across the immense expanse of Siberia, the Russians con-
structed what was then the world’s largest territorial empire, making Russia an
Asian as well as a European power. Qing (chihng) dynasty China penetrated deep
into Inner Asia, doubling the size of the country while incorporating millions of
non-Chinese people who practiced Islam, Buddhism, or animistic religions. On the
South Asian peninsula, the Islamic Mughal Empire brought Hindus and Muslims
into a closer relationship than ever before, sometimes quite peacefully and at other
times with great conflict. In the Middle East, the Turkish Ottoman Empire reestab-
lished something of the earlier political unity of heartland Islam
and posed a serious military and religious threat to European
Christendom.

Thus the early modern era was an age of empire. Within their
borders, those empires mixed and mingled diverse peoples in a wide
variety of ways. Those relationships represented a new stage in the
globalization process and new arenas of cross-cultural encounter.
The transformations they set in motion echo still in the twenty-
first century.

European Empires in the Americas

Among the early modern empires, those of Western Europe were distinctive because
the conquered territories lay an ocean away from the imperial heartland, rather than
adjacent to it. Following the breakthrough voyages of Columbus, the Spanish focused
their empire-building efforts in the Caribbean and then, in the early sixteenth century,
turned to the mainland, with stunning conquests of the powerful but fragile Aztec and
Inca empires. Meanwhile the Portuguese established themselves along the coast of
present-day Brazil. In the early seventeenth century, the British, French, and Dutch
launched colonial settlements along the eastern coast of North America. From these
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A MaP of Time -

1453  Ottoman conquest of Constantinople

1464-1591  Songhay Empire in West Africa

1480 Russia emerges from Mongol rule

1494 Treaty of Tordesillas divides the Americas between Spain and
Portugal

1501 Safavid Empire established in Persia/lran

1519-1521  Spanish conquest of Aztec Empire

1526  Mughal Empire established in India

1529  Ottoman siege of Vienna

1530s  First Portuguese plantations in Brazil

1532-1540 Spanish conquest of Inca Empire

1550  Russian expansion across Siberia begins

1565  Spanish takeover of Philippines begins

1607 Jamestown, VA: first permanent English settlement in Americas

1608 French colony established in Quebec

1680-1760 Chinese expansion into Inner Asia

1683 Second Ottoman siege of Vienna

After 1707  Fragmentation of Mughal Empire

beginnings, Europeans extended their empires to encompass most of the Americas, at
least nominally, by the mid-eighteenth century (see Map 13.1). It was a remarkable
achievement. What had made it possible?

The European Advantage

Geography provides a starting point for explaining Europe’s American empires. Coun-
tries on the Atlantic rim of Europe (Portugal, Spain, Britain, and France) were simply
closer to the Americas than were any potential Asian competitors. Furthermore, the
fixed winds of the Atlantic blew steadily in the same direction. Once these air cur-
rents were understood and mastered, they provided a far different maritime environ-
ment than the alternating monsoon winds of the Indian Ocean, in which Asian
powers had long operated. European innovations in mapmaking, navigation, sailing
techniques, and ship design—building on earlier models from the Mediterranean,

B Connection

What enabled Europeans

to carve out huge empires
an ocean away from their

homelands?
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Map 13.2  European Colonial Empires in the Americas

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, European powers had laid claim to most of the Western Hemi-
sphere. Their wars and rivalries during that century led to an expansion of Spanish and English claims, at
the expense of the French.
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Indian Ocean, and Chinese regions—likewise enabled their penetration of the Atlan-
tic Ocean. The enormously rich markets of the Indian Ocean world provided little
incentive for its Chinese, Indian, or Muslim participants to venture much beyond
their own waters.

Europeans, however, were powerfully motivated to do so. After 1200 or so, Euro-
pean elites were increasingly aware of their region’s marginal position in the rich world
of Eurasian commerce and were determined to gain access to that world. Further-
more, as European populations recovered from the plagues of the fourteenth century,
their economies, based on wheat and livestock, could expand significantly only by add-
ing new territory. The growing desire in Europe for grain, sugar, meat, and fish meant
that “Europe needed a larger land base to support the expansion of its economy.”!
Beyond these economic or ecological motivations, rulers were driven by the endur-
ing rivalries of competing states. The growing and relatively independent merchant
class in a rapidly commercializing Europe sought direct access to Asian wealth to avoid
the reliance on Muslim intermediaries that they found so distasteful. Impoverished
nobles and commoners alike found opportunity for gaining wealth and status in the
colonies. Missionaries and others were inspired by crusading zeal to enlarge the realm
of Christendom. Persecuted minorities were in search of a new start in life. All of these
compelling motives drove the relentlessly expanding imperial frontier in the Ameri-
cas. Summarizing their intentions, one Spanish conquistador declared: “We came here
to serve God and the King, and also to get rich.”?

In carving out these empires, often against great odds and with great difficulty,
Europeans nonetheless bore certain advantages, despite their distance from home.,
Their states and trading companies enabled the effective mobilization of both hu-
man and material resources. Their seafaring technology, built on Chinese and Islamic
precedents, allowed them to cross the Atlantic with growing ease, transporting people
and supplies across great distances. Their ironworking technology, gunpowder weap-
ons, and horses initially had no parallel in the Americas, although many peoples sub-
sequently acquired them.

Divisions within and between local societies provided allies for the determined
European invaders. Various subject peoples of the Aztec Empire, for example, resented
Mexica domination and willingly joined Hernin Cortés in the Spanish assault on
that empire (see the portrait of Dofia Marina, pp. 430—31). Much of the Inca elite, ac-
cording to a recent study, “actually welcomed the Spanish invaders as liberators and
willingly settled down with them to share rule of Andean farmers and miners.” A vio-
lent dispute between two rival contenders for the Inca throne, the brothers Atahualpa
and Hudscar, certainly helped the European invaders. Perhaps the most significant of
European advantages lay in their germs and diseases, to which Native Americans had
no immunities. Those diseases decimated society after society, sometimes in advance
of the Europeans’ actual arrival. In particular regions such as the Caribbean, Virginia,
and New England, the rapid buildup of immigrant populations, coupled with the
sharply diminished native numbers, allowed Europeans to actually outnumber local
peoples within a few decades.
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|n her brief life, she was known
variously as Malinal, Dofia
Marina, and La Malinche. By
whatever name, she was 2 woman
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who experienced the encounter
of the Old World and the New
in particularly intimate ways,
even as she became a bridge be-
tween them. Born around 1505,
Malinal was the daughter of an
elite and cultured family in the
borderlands between the Mayan
and Aztec cultures in what is now
southern Mexico. Two dramatic
events decisively shaped her life.
The first occurred when her fa-
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ther died and her mother remarried, bearing a son to her
new husband. To protect this boy’s inheritance, Malinal’s
family sold her into slavery. Eventually, she came into the
possession of a Maya chieftain in Tobasco on the Gulf of
Mexico.

Here her second life-changing event took place in
March 1519, when the Spanish conquistador Hernan
Cortés landed his troops and inflicted a sharp military
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Deofia Marina (left) translating for Cortés.

(Biblioteca Nacional Madrid/Gianni Dagli Orti/
The Art Archive/Art Resource, NY)
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Dofia Marina,
Between Two Worlds*
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including twenty women, one
of whom was Malinal. Described
by Bernal Diaz, one of Cortés’s
associates, as “good-looking, in-
telligent, and self-assured,” the
teenage Malinal soon found her-
self in service to Cortés himself.
Since Spanish men were not
supposed to touch non-Christian
women, these newcomers were
distributed among his officers,
quickly baptized, and given
Christian names. Thus Malinal
became Dofia Marina.

With a ready ear for lan~
guages and already fluent in Maya
and Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, Dofia Marina

e i
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soon picked up Spanish and quickly became indispensable
to Cortés as an interpreter, cross-cultural broker, and
strategist. She accompanied him on his march inland to
the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlin, and on several occasions
her language skills and cultural awareness allowed her to
uncover spies and plots that might well have seriously im-~
peded Cortés’s defeat of the Aztec empire. Diaz reported

that “Dofia Marina, who understood full well what was
happening, told [Cortés] what was going on.” In the Aztec

defeat on Tobasco. In the negotiations that followed,
Tobasco authorities rendered lavish gifts to the Spanish,

The Great Dying

Whatever combination of factors explains the European acquisition of their em-
pires in the Americas, there is no doubting their global significance. Chief among
those consequences was the demographic collapse of Native American societies.
Although precise figures remain the subject of much debate, scholars generally agree
that the pre-Columbian population of the Western Hemisphere was substantial,
perhaps 6o to 80 million. The greatest concentrations of people lived in the Meso-
american and Andean zones, which were dominated by the Aztec and Inca empires.
Long isolaton from the Afro-Eurasian world and the lack of most domesticated ani-
mals meant the absence of acquired immunities to Old World diseases such as small-
pox, measles, typhus, influenza, malaria, and yellow fever.

Therefore, when they came into contact with these European and African diseases,
Native American peoples died in appalling numbers, in many cases up to 9o percent
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capital, where Cortés took the Emperor Moctezuma cap-
tive, it fell to Dofia Marina to persuade him to accept
this humiliating position and surrender his wealth to the
Spanish. Even Cortés, who was never very gracious with
his praise for her, acknowledged that “after God, we owe
this conquest of New Spain to Dofia Marina.” Aztecs
soon came to see this young woman as the voice of

Cortés, referring to her as La Malinche, a Spanish approxi-

mation of her original name. So paired did Cortés and La
Malinche become in Aztec thinking that Cortés himself
was often called “Malinche.”

More than an interpreter for Cortés, Dofia-Marina
also became his mistress and bore him a son. But after the
initial conquest of Mexico was complete and he no lon-
ger needed her skills, Cortés married Dofla Marina off to
another Spanish conquistador, Juan Jaramillo, with whom
she lived until her death, probably around 1530. Cortés
did provide her with several pieces of land, one of which,
ironically, had belonged to Moctezuma. Her son, however,
was taken from her and raised in Spain.

In 1523; Dofia Marina petformed one final service for
Cortés, accompanying him on a mission to Honduras to
suppress a rebellion. There her personal life seemed to come
full circle, for near her hometown, she encountered her
mother, who had sold her into slavery, and her half-brother.
Diaz reported that they “were very much afraid of Dofla

Marina,” thinking that they would surely be put to death
by their now powerful and well-connected offspring. But
Dofia Marina quickly reassured and forgave them, while
granting them “many golden jewels and some clothes”

~In the centuries since her death, Dofia Marina has
been highly controversial. For much of the colonial era,
she was viewed positively as an ally of the Spanish. But
after independence; some came to see her as a traitor to
her own people, shunning her heritage and siding with
the invaders. Still others have considered her as the
mother of Mexico’s mixed-race or mestizo culture.
Should she be understood primarily as a victim or as a
skillful survivor negotiating hard choices under difficult
circumstances?

Whatever the judgments of later generations, Dofia
Marina herself seems to have made a clear choice to cast
her lot with the Europeans. Even when Cortés had given
her to another man, Dofia Marina expressed no regret.
According to Diaz, she declared, “Even if they were to
make me mistress of all the provinces of New Spain, 1
would refuse the honor, for [ would rather serve my hus-
band and Cortés than anything else in the world.”

Questions: How might you define the significance of Dofia
Marina’s life? In what larger contexts might that life find a
place?

of the population. The densely settled peoples of Caribbean islands virtually vanished
within fifty years of Columbus’ arrival. Central Mexico, with a population estimated
at some 10 to 20 million, declined to about 1 million by 1650. A native Nahuatl (nah-
watl) account depicted the social breakdown that accompanied the smallpox pan-
demic: “A great many died from this plague, and many others died of hunger. They
could not get up to search for food, and everyone else was too sick to care for them,
so they starved to death in their beds.”®

The situation was similar in North America. A Dutch observer in New Neth-
erland (later New York) reported in 1656 that “the Indians . . . affirm that before the
arrival of the Christians, and before the small pox broke out amongst them, they
were ten times as numerous as they are now, and that their population had been
melted down by this disease, whereof nine-tenths of them have died””® To Governor
Bradford of Plymouth colony (in present-day Massachusetts), such conditions rep-
resented the “good hand of God” at work, “sweeping away great multitudes of the
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natives . . . that he might make room for
us””’ Not until the late seventeenth cen-
tury did native numbers begin to recu-
perate somewhat from this catastrophe,

and even then not everywhere.

The Columbian Exchange

In sharply diminishing the population of
the Americas, the “great dying” created
an acute labor shortage and certainly did
make room for immigrant newcomers,
both colonizing Europeans and enslaved
Africans. Over the several centuries of
the colonial era and beyond, various
combinations of indigenous, European,

Disease and Death among the Aztecs and African peoples created entirely new
Smallpox, which accompanied the Spanish to the Americas, devastated native popu-  societies in the Americas, largely replac-
lations. This image, drawn by an Aztec artist and contained in the sixteenth-century ing the many and varied cultures that had

Florentine Codex, illustrates the impact of the disease in Mesoamerica. (Biblioteca

Medicea Laurenziana, Florence)

# Change

What large-scale trans-
formations did European
empires generate?

‘flourished before 1492. To those colonial
societies, Europeans and Africans brought
not only their germs and their people but also their plants and animals. Wheat, rice,
sugarcane, grapes, and many garden vegetables and fruits, as well as numerous weeds,
took hold in the Americas, where they transformed the landscape and made possible
a recognizably European diet and way of life. Even more revolutionary were their
animals— horses, pigs, cattle, goats, sheep—all of which were new to the Americas
and multiplied spectacularly in an environment largely free of natural predators. These
domesticated animals made possible the ranching economies and cowboy cultures
of both North and South America. Horses also transformed many Native American
societies, particularly in the North American West as settled farming peoples such
as the Pawnee abandoned their fields to hunt bison from horseback. In the process,
women lost much of their earlier role as food producers as a male-dominated hunt-
ing and warrior culture emerged. Both environmentally and socially, it was nothing
less than revolutionary.

In the other direction, American food crops such as corn, potatoes, and cassava
spread widely in the Eastern Hemisphere, where they provided the nutritional foun-
dation for the immense population growth that became everywhere a hallmark of the
modern era. In Europe, calories derived from corn and potatoes helped push human
numbers from some 60 million in 1400 to 390 million in 1900. Those Amerindian
crops later provided cheap and reasonably nutritious food for millions of industrial
workers. Potatoes especially allowed Ireland’s population to grow enormously and
then condemned many of them to starvation or emigration when an airborne fungus,
also from the Americas, destroyed the crop in the mid-nineteenth century. In China,
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corn, peanuts, and especially sweet potatoes supplemented the traditional rice and
wheat to sustain China’s modern population explosion. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, food plants of American origin represented about 20 percent of total Chinese
food production. In Africa, corn took hold quickly and was used as a cheap food for
the human cargoes of the transatlantic trade. Scholars have speculated that corn, to-
gether with peanuts and cassava, underwrote some of Africa’s population growth and
partially offset the population drain of the slave trade.

Beyond food crops, American stimulants such as tobacco and chocolate were
soon used around the world. By the seventeenth century, how-to manuals instructed
Chinese users on smoking techniques, while tobacco became, in the words of one
enamored Chinese poet, “the gentleman’s companion, it warms my heart and leaves
my mouth feeling like a divine furnace.” Tea from China and coffee from the Is-
lamic world also spread globally, contributing to this worldwide biological exchange.
Never before in human history had such a large-scale and consequential diffusion
of plants and animals operated to remake the biological environment of the planet.

Furthermore, the societies that developed within the American colonies drove
the processes of globalization and reshaped the world economy of the early modern
era (see Chapter 14 for a more extended treatment). The silver mines of Mexico and
Peru fueled both transatlantic and transpacific commerce, encouraged Spain’s unsuc-
cessful effort to dominate Europe, and enabled Europeans to buy the Chinese tea,
silk, and porcelain that they valued so highly. The plantation owners of the tropical
lowland regions needed workers and found them by the millions in Africa. The slave
trade, which brought these workers to the colonies, and the sugar and cotton trade,
which distributed the fruits of their labor abroad, created a lasting link among Africa,
Europe, and the Americas, while scattering peoples of African origin throughout the
Western Hemisphere.

This enormous network of communication, migration, trade, disease, and the
transfer of plants and animals, all generated by European colonial empires in the
Americas, has been dubbed the “Columbian exchange.” It gave rise to something
wholly new in world history: an interacting Atlantic world connecting four conti-
nents. Millions of years ago, the Eastern and Western hemispheres had physically
drifted apart, and, ecologically speaking, they had remained largely apart. Now these
two “old worlds” were joined, increasingly creating a single biological regime, a “new
world” of global dimensions.

The long-term benefits of this Atlantic network were very unequally distributed.
Western Europeans were clearly the dominant players in the Atlantic world, and their
societies reaped the greatest rewards. Mountains of new information flooded into
Europe, shaking up conventional understandings of the world and contributing to
a revolutionary new way of thinking known as the Scientific Revolution. The wealth
of the colonies— precious metals, natural resources, new food crops, slave labor, finan-
cial profits, colonial markets— provided one of the foundations on which Europe’s
Industrial Revolution was built. The colonies also provided an outlet for the rapidly
growing population of European societies and represented an enormous extension
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of European civilization. In short, the colonial empires of the Americas greatly facili-
tated a changing global balance of power, which now thrust the previously marginal
Western Europeans into an increasingly central and commanding role on the world
stage. “Without a New World to deliver economiic balance in the Old,” concluded a
prominent world historian, “Burope would have remained inferior, as ever, in wealth

and power, to the great civilizations of Asia.”’

Comparing Colonial Societies in the Americas

What the Europeans had encountered across the Atlantic was another “old world,”
but their actions surely gave rise to a “new world” in the Americas. Their colonial
empires— Spanish, Portuguese, British, and French alike—did not simply conquer
and govern established societies, but rather generated wholly new societies, born of
the decimation of Native American populations and the introduction of European
and African peoples, cultures, plants, and animals.

Furthermore, all the European rulers of these empires viewed their realms through
the lens of the prevailing economic theory known as mercantilism. This view held that
European governments served their countries’ economic interests best by encourag-
ing exports and accumulating bullion (precious metals such as silver and gold), which
were believed to be the source of national prosperity. In this scheme of things, colo-
nies provided closed markets for the manufactured goods of the “mother country”
and, if they were lucky, supplied great quantities of bullion as well. Mercantilist think-
ing thus fueled European wars and colonial rivalries around the world in the early
modern era. Particularly in Spanish America, however, it was a theory largely ignored
or evaded in practice. Spain had few manufactured goods to sell, and piracy and smug-
gling allowed Spanish colonists to exchange goods with Spain’s rivals.

But variations across the immense colonial world of the Western Hemisphere
were at least as noticeable as these similarities. Some differences grew out of the so-
cieties of the colonizing power such as the contrast between a semi-feudal and Catho-
lic Spain and a more rapidly changing Protestant England. The kind of economy es-
tablished in particular regions—settler-dominated agriculture, slave-based plantations,
ranching, or mining—likewise influenced their development. So too did the char-
acter of the Native American cultures— the more densely populated and urbanized
Mesoamerican and Andean civilizations versus the more sparsely populated rural
villages of North America, for example.

Furthermore, women and men often experienced colonial intrusion in quite dis-
tinct ways. Beyond the common burdens of violent conquest, epidemic disease, and
coerced labor, both Native American and enslaved African women had to cope with
the additional demands made on them as females. Conquest was often accompanied
by the transfer of women to the new colonial rulers. Cortés, for example, marked
his alliance with the city of Tlaxcala (tlah-SKAH-lah) against the Aztecs by an ex-
change of gifts in which he received hundreds of female slaves and eight daughters
of elite Tlaxcala families, whom he distributed to his soldiers. And from the Aztec
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ruler he demanded:““You are to deliver women with light skins, corn, chicken, eggs,
and tortillas.”"”

Soon after conquest, many Spanish men married elite native women. It was a
long-standing practice in Amerindian societies and was encouraged by both Spanish
and indigenous male authorities as a means of cementing their new relationship. It
was also advantageous for some of the women involved. One of Moctezuma’s daugh-
ters, who was mistress to Cortés and eventually married several other Spaniards, wound
up with the largest landed estate in the valley of Mexico. Below this elite level of in-
teraction, however, far more women experienced sexual violence and abuse. Rape
accompanied conquest in many places, and dependent or enslaved women working
under the control of European men frequently found themselves required to per-
form sexual services. This was tragedy and humiliation for native and enslaved men as
well, for they were unable to protect their women. Such variations in culture, policy,
economy, and gender generated quite different colonial societies in several major re-
gions of the Americas.

In the Lands of the Aztecs and the Incas

The Spanish conquest of the Aztec and Inca empires in the early sixteenth century
gave Spain access to the most wealthy, urbanized, and densely populated regions of the
Western Hemisphere. Within a century and well before the British had even begun
their colonizing efforts in North America, the Spanish in Mexico and Peru had
established nearly a dozen major cities; several impressive universities; hundreds of
cathedrals, churches, and missions; an elaborate administrative bureaucracy; and a
network of regulated international commerce.

The economic foundation for this emerging colonial society lay in commercial
agriculture, much of it on large rural estates, and in silver and gold mining. In both
cases, native peoples, rather than African slaves or European workers, provided most
of the labor, despite their much-diminished numbers. Almost everywhere it was
forced labor, often directly required by colonial authorities. In a legal system known
as encomienda, the Spanish crown granted to particular Spanish settlers a number of
local native people from whom they could require labor, gold, or agricultural pro-
duce and to whom they owed “protection” and instruction in the Christian faith. It
turned into an exploitative regime not far removed from slavery and was replaced
by similar system, repartimiento, with slightly more control by the crown and Spanish
officials. By the seventeenth century the hacienda system had taken shape by which
the owners of large estates directly employed native workers. With low wages, high
taxes, and large debts to the landowners, the peons who worked these estates enjoyed
little control over their lives or their livelihood.

On this economic base, a distinctive social order grew up, replicating something
of the Spanish class and gender hierarchy while accommodating the racially and cul-
turally different Indians and Africans as well as growing numbers of racially mixed
people. At the top of this colonial society were the male Spanish settlers, who were

B Change

What was the economic
foundation of colonial
rule in Mexico and Peru?
How did it shape the kinds
of societies that arose
there?
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Racial Mixing in

Colonial Mexico

This eighteenth-century
painting by the famous
Zapotec artist Miguel Cabrera
shows a Spanish man, a
mestiza woman, and their
child, who was labeled as
castiza. By the twentieth
century, such mixed-race
people represented the
majority of the population of
Mexico, and cultural blending
had become a central feature
of the country’s identity.
(Scata/Art Resource, NY)
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politically and economically dominant and seeking to become a landed aristocracy.
One Spanish official commented in 1619:*“The Spaniards, from the able and rich to
the humble and poor, all hold themselves to be lords and will not serve [do manual
labor] """ Politically, they increasingly saw themselves not as colonials, but as residents
of a Spanish kingdom, subject to the Spanish monarch, yet separate and distinct from
Spain itself and deserving of a large measure of self-government. Therefore, they
chafed under the heavy bureaucratic restrictions imposed by the Crown.“I obey but
[ do not enforce” was a slogan that reflected local authorities’ resistance to orders
from Spain.

But the Spanish minority, never more than 20 percent of the population, was
itself a divided community. Descendants of the original conquistadores sought to pro-
tect their privileges against immigrant newcomers; Spaniards born in the Americas
(creoles) resented the pretensions to superiority of those born in Spain (peninsulares);
landowning Spaniards felt threatened by the growing wealth of commercial and mer-
cantile groups practicing less prestigious occupa-
tions. Spanish missionaries and church authorities
were often sharply critical of how these settlers
treated native peoples. While Spanish women shared
the racial privileges of their husbands, they were
clearly subordinate in gender terms, unable to hold
public office and viewed as weak and in need of
male protection. But they were also regarded as the
“bearers of civilization,” and through their capacity
to produce legitimate children, they were the essen-
tial link for transmitting male wealth, honor, and
status to future generations. This required strict con-
trol of their sexuality and a continuation of the Ibe-
rian obsession with “purity of blood.” In Spain, that
concern had focused on potential liaisons with Jews
and Muslims; in the colonies the alleged threat to
female virtue derived from Native American and
African men.

From a male viewpoint, the problem with Span-
ish women was that there were very few of them.
This demographic fact led to the most distinctive
feature of these new colonial societies in Mexico
and Peru—the emergence of a mestizo (mehs-TEE-
zoh), or mixed-race, population, initially the prod-
uct of unions between Spanish men and Indian
women. Rooted in the sexual imbalance among
Spanish immigrants (seven men to one woman in
early colonial Peru, for example), the emergence of
a mestizo population was facilitated by the desire




CHAPTER 13 / POLITICAL TRANSFORMATIONS: EMPIRES AND ENCOUNTERS, 1450-1750

of many surviving Indian women for the relative security of life in a Spanish house-
hold, where they and their children would not be subject to the abuse and harsh
demands made on native peoples. Over the 300 years of the colonial era, mestizo
numbers grew substantially, becoming the majority of the population in Mexico
sometime during the nineteenth century. Such mixed-race people were divided
into dozens of separate groups known as castas {castes), based on their racial heritage
and skin color.

Mestizos were largely Hispanic in culture, but Spaniards looked down on them
during much of the colonial era, regarding them as illegitimate, for many were not
born of “proper” marriages. Despite this attitude, their growing numbers and the eco-
nomic usefulness of their men as artisans, clerks, supervisors of labor gangs, and lower-
level officials in both church and state bureaucracies led to their recognition as a
distinct social group. Mestizas, women of mixed racial background, worked as do-
mestic servants or in their husbands’ shops, wove cloth, manufactured candles and
cigars, in addition to performing domestic duties. A few became quite wealthy. An
illiterate mestiza named Mencia Perez married successively two reasonably well-to-
do Spanish men and upon their deaths took over their businesses, becoming in her
own right a very rich woman by the 1590s. At that point no one would have re-
ferred to her as a mestiza.'? Particularly in Mexico, mestizo identity blurred the sense
of sharp racial difference between Spanish and Indian peoples and became a major
element in the identity of modern Mexico.

At the bottom of Mexican and Peruvian colonial societies were the indigenous
peoples, known to Europeans as “Indians.” Traumatized by “the great dying,” they
were subject to gross abuse and exploitation as the primary labor force for the mines
and estates of the Spanish Empire and were required to render tribute payments to
their Spanish overlords. Their empires dismantled by Spanish conquest, their religions
attacked by Spanish missionaries, and their diminished numbers forcibly relocated
into larger settlements, many Indians gravitated toward the world of their conquerors.
Many learned Spanish; converted to Christianity; moved to cities to work for wages;
ate the meat of cows, chickens, and pigs; used plows and draft animals rather than
traditional digging sticks; and took their many grievances to Spanish courts. Indian
women endured some distinctive conditions as Spanish legal codes generally defined
them as minors rather than responsible adults. As those codes took hold, Indian
women were increasingly excluded from the courts or represented by their menfolk.
This made it more difficult to maintain female property rights. In 1804, for example,
a Maya legal petition identified eight men and ten women from a particular family
as owners of a piece of land, but the Spanish translation omitted the women’s names
altogether.”

But much that was native persisted. At the local level, Indian male authorities
retained a measure of autonomy, and traditional markets operated regularly. Both An-
dean and Maya women continued to leave personal property to their female descen-
dants. Maize, beans, and squash persisted as the major elements of Indian diets in
Mexico. Christian saints in many places blended easily with specialized indigenous
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B Comparison

How did the plantation
societies of Brazil and the
Caribbean differ from
those of southern colonies
in British North America?

gods, while belief in magic, folk medicine, and communion with the dead remained
strong (see pp. $00—504). Memories of the past also endured. The Tupac Amaru revolt
in Peru during 1780—1781 was made in the name of the last independent Inca em-
peror, In that revolt, the wife of the leader, Micaela Bastidas, was referred to as La Coya,
the female Inca, evoking the parallel hierarchies of male and female officials who had
earlier governed the Inca Empire. (See Chapter 12, p. 410.)

Thus Spaniards, mestizos, and Indians represented the major social categories in
the colonial lands of what had been the Inca and Aztec empires, while African slaves
and freemen were less numerous than elsewhere in the Americas. Despite the sharp
divisions among these groups, some movement was possible. Indians who acquired
an education, wealth, and some European culture might “pass” as mestizo. Likewise
more fortunate mestizo families might be accepted as Spaniards over time. Colonial
Spanish America was a vast laboratory of ethnic mixing and cultural change. It was
dominated by Europeans to be sure, but with a rather more fluid and culturally blended
society than in the racially rigid colonies of British North America.

Colonies of Sugar

A second and quite different kind of colonial society emerged in the lowland areas
of Brazil, ruled by Portugal, and in the Spanish, British, French, and Dutch colonies
in the Caribbean. These regions lacked the great civilizations of Mexico and Peru.
Nor did they provide much mineral wealth until the Brazilian gold rush of the
1690s and the discovery of diamonds a little later. Still, Europeans found a very prof-
itable substitute in sugar, which was much in demand in Europe, where it was used as
a medicine, a spice, a sweetener, a preservative, and in sculptured forms as a decora-
tion that indicated high status. Although commercial agriculture in the Spanish Em-
pire served a domestic market in its towns and mining camps, these sugar-based colo-
nies produced almost exclusively for export, while importing their food and other
necessities.

Large-scale sugar production had been pioneered by Arabs, who introduced it
into the Mediterranean. Europeans learned the technique and transferred it to their
Atlantic island possessions and then to the Americas. For a century (1570-1670), Por-
tuguese planters along the northeast coast of Brazil dominated the world market for
sugar. Then the British, French, and Dutch turned their Caribbean territories into
highly productive sugar-producing colonies, breaking the Portuguese and Brazilian
monopoly.

Sugar decisively transformed Brazil and the Caribbean. Its production, which in-
volved both growing the sugarcane and processing it into usable sugar, was very la-
bor intensive and could most profitably occur in a large-scale, almost industrial set-
ting. It was perhaps the first modern industry in that it produced for an international
and mass market, using capital and expertise from Europe, with production facilities
located in the Americas. However, its most characteristic feature —the massive use of
slave Jabor—was an ancient practice. In the absence of a Native American popula-
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tion, which had been almost totally wiped out in the Caribbean or had fled inland in  Plantation Life in
the Caribbean

Brazil, European sugarcane planters turned to Africa and the Atlantic slave trade for c Aok
This painting from 1823

shows the use of slave labor
the Atlantic, some 80 percent or more, ended up in Brazil and the Caribbean. (See  on a plantation in Antigua,
Chapter 14 for a more extensive description of the Atlantic slave trade.) a British-ruled island in the
Caribbean. Notice the over-
seer with a whip supervising
fire from the cauldrons, which turned raw sugarcane into crystallized sugar, reminded  the tilling and planting of

an alternative workforce. The vast majority of the African captives transported across

Slaves worked on sugar-producing estates in horrendous conditions. The heat and

many visitors of scenes from hell. These conditions, combined with disease, gener-  the field. (HiP/Art Resource, NY)
ated a high death rate, perhaps 5 to 10 percent per year, which required plantation

owners to constantly import fresh slaves. A Jesuit observer in 1580 aptly summarized

the situation: “The work is great and many die.”"*

Women made up about half of the field gangs that did the heavy work of plant-
ing and harvesting sugarcane. They were subject to the same brutal punishments and
received the same rations as their male counterparts, though they were seldom permit-
ted to undertake the more skilled labor inside the sugar mills. Women who worked
in urban areas, mostly for white female owners, did domestic chores and were often
hired out as laborers in various homes, shops, laundries, inns, and brothels. Discour-
aged from establishing stable families, women had to endure, often alone, the wrench-

ing separation from their children that occurred when they were sold. Mary Prince,
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a Caribbean slave, who wrote a brief account of her life, recalled the pain of families
torn apart:“The great God above alone knows the thoughts of the poor slave’s heart,
and the bitter pains which follow such separations as these. All that we love taken
away from us—oh, it is sad, sad! and sore to be borne!”!®

The extensive use of African slave labor gave these plantation colonies a very dif-
ferent ethnic and racial makeup than that of highland Spanish America, as the Snap-
shot indicates. Thus, after three centuries of colonial rule, a substantial majority of
Brazil’s population was either partially or wholly of African descent. In the French
Caribbean colony of Haiti in 1790, the corresponding figure was 93 percent.

As in Spanish America, a considerable amount of racial mixing took place in Bra-
zil. Cross-racial unions accounted for only about 10 percent of all marriages in Brazil,
but the use of concubines and informal liaisons among Indians, Africans, and Portu-
guese produced a substantial mixed-race population. From their ranks derived much of
the urban skilled workforce and supervisors in the sugar industry. Mulattoes, the prod-
uct of Portuguese-African unions, predominated, but as many as forty separate and
named groups, each indicating a different racial mixture, emerged in colonial Brazil.

The plantation complex of the Americas, based on African slavery, extended be-
yond the Caribbean and Brazil to encompass the southern colonies of British North
America, where tobacco, cotton, rice, and indigo were major crops, but the social out-
comes of these plantation colonies were quite different from those farther south. Be-
cause European women had joined the colonial migration to North America at an
early date, these colonies experienced less racial mixing and certainly demonstrated less
willingness to recognize the offspring of such unions and accord them a place in so-
ciety. A sharply defined racial system (with black Africans,“red” Native Americans, and
white Europeans) evolved in North America, whereas both Portuguese and Spanish
colonies acknowledged a wide variety of mixed-race groups.

Slavery too was different, being perhaps somewhat less harsh in North America
than in the sugar colonies. By 1750 or so, slaves in what became the United States
proved able to reproduce themselves, and by the time of the Civil War almost all North
American slaves had been born in the New World. That was never the case in Latin
America, where large-scale importation of new slaves continued well into the nine-

Snapshot Ethnic Composition of Colonial Societies
in Latin America (1825)*

Highland Spanish America Portuguese America (Brazil)

Europeans 18.2 percent » 23.4 percent
Mixed-race 28.3 percent 17.8 percent
Africans 11.9 percent 49.8 percent

Native Americans 41.7 percent 9.1 percent
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teenth century. Nonetheless, many more slaves were voluntarily set free by their own-
ers in Brazil than in North America, and free blacks and mulattoes in Brazil had more
economic opportunities than did their counterparts in the United States. At least a
few among them found positions as political leaders, scholars, musicians, writers, and
artists. Some were even hired as slave catchers.

Does this mean, then, that racism was absent in colonial Brazil? Certainly not, but
it was different from racism in North America. For one thing,in North America, any
African ancestry, no matter how small or distant, made a person “black”; in Brazil, a
person of African and non-African ancestry was considered not black, but some other
mixed-race category. Racial prejudice surely persisted, for white characteristics were
prized more highly than black features, and people regarded as white had enormously
greater privileges and opportunities than others. Nevertheless, skin color in Brazil, and
in Latin America generally, was only one criterion of class status, and the perception
of color changed with the educational or economic standing of individuals. A light-
skinned mulatto who had acquired some wealth or education might well pass as a
white. One curious visitor to Brazil was surprised to find a darker-skinned man serv-
ing as a local official. “Isn’t the governor a mulatto?” inquired the visitor.“He was, but
he isn’t any more,” was the reply.“How can a governor be a mulatto?”!’

Settler Colonies in North America

A third distinctive type of colonial society emerged in the northern British colonies
of New England, New York, and Pennsylvania. Because the British were the last of
the European powers to establish a colonial presence in the Americas, a full century
after Spain, they found that “only the dregs were left.”'® The lands they acquired were
widely regarded in Europe as the unpromising leftovers of the New World, lacking
the obvious wealth and sophisticated cultures of the Spanish possessions. Until at least
the eighteenth century, these British colonies remained far less prominent on the
world stage than those of Spain or Portugal.

The British settlers came from a more rapidly changing society than did those
from an ardently Catholic, semi-feudal, authoritarian Spain. When Britain launched
its colonial ventures in the seventeenth century, it had already experienced consider-
able conflict between Catholics and Protestants, the rise of a merchant capitalist class
distinct from the nobility, and the emergence of Parliament as a check on the au-
thority of kings. Although they brought much of their English culture with them,
many of the British settlers—Puritans in Massachusetts and Quakers in Pennsylvania,
for example —sought to escape aspects of an old European society rather than to
re-create it, as was the case for most Spanish and Portuguese colonists. The easy
availability of land and the outsider status of many British settlers made it even more
difficult to follow the Spanish or Portuguese colonial pattern of sharp class hierar-
chies, large rural estates, and dependent laborers.

Thus men in Puritan New England became independent heads of family farms, a
world away from Old England, where most land was owned by nobles and gentry and

B Comparison

What distinguished the
British settler colonies of
North America from their
counterparts in Latin
America?
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worked by servants, tenants, and paid laborers. But if men escaped the class restrictions
of the old country, women were less able to avoid its gender limitations, While Puri-
tan Christianity extolled the family and a woman’s role as wife and mother, it rein-
forced largely unlimited male authority. “Since he is thy Husband,” declared Boston
minister Rev. Benjamin Wadsworth in 1712 to the colony’s women, “God has made
him the Head and set him above thee.”'” Women were prosecuted for the crime of
“fornication” far more often than their male companions; the inheritance of daugh-
ters was substantially less than that of sons; few girls attended school; and while women
were the majority of church members, they could never become ministers.

Furthermore, British settlers were far more numerous than their Spanish coun-
terparts, outnumbering them five to one by 1750. This disparity was the most obvi-
ous distinguishing feature of the New England and middle Atlantic colonies. By the
time of the American Revolution, some 9o percent or more of these colonies’ popu-
lations were Europeans. Devastating diseases and a highly aggressive military policy
had largely cleared the colonies of Native Americans, and their numbers did not re-
bound in subsequent centuries as they did in the lands of the Aztecs and the Incas.
Moreover, slaves were not needed in an agricultural economy dominated by numer-
ous small-scale independent farmers working their own land, although elite families,
especially in urban areas, sometimes employed household slaves. These were almost
pure settler colonies, without the racial mixing that was so prominent in Spanish and
Portuguese territories.

Other differences likewise emerged. A largely Protestant England was far less
interested in spreading Christianity among the remaining native peoples than were
the large and well-funded missionary societies of Catholic Spain. Although religion
loomed large in the North American colonies, the church and colonial state were
not so intimately connected as they were in Latin America. The Protestant empha-
sis on reading the Bible for oneself led to a much greater mass literacy than in Latin
America, where three centuries of church education still left some 95 percent of the
population illiterate at independence. By contrast, well over 75 percent of white
males in British North America were literate by the 1770s, although women’ literacy
rates were somewhat lower. Furthermore, British settler colonies evolved traditions of
local self-government more extensively than in Latin America. Preferring to rely on
joint stock companies or wealthy individuals operating under a royal charter, Britain
had nothing resembling the elaborate bureaucracy that governed Spanish colonies.
For much of the seventeenth century, a prolonged power struggle between the En-
glish king and Parliament meant that the British government paid little attention to
the internal affairs of the colonies. Therefore, elected colonial assemblies, seeing them-
selves as little parliaments defending “the rights of Englishmen,” vigorously contested
the prerogatives of royal governors sent to administer their affairs.

The grand irony of the modern history of the Americas lay in the reversal of long-
established relationships between the northern and southern continents. For thou-
sands of years, the major centers of wealth, power, commerce, and innovation lay in
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Mesoamerica and the Andes. That pattern continued for much of the co-
lonial era, as the Spanish and Portuguese colonies seemed far more pros-
perous and successful than their British or French counterparts in North
America. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, the balance
shifted. What had once been the “dregs” of the colonial world became the
United States, which was more politically stable, more democratic, more
economically successful, and more internationally powerful than a divided,
unstable, and much less prosperous Latin America.

The Steppes and Siberia:
The Making of a Russian Empire

At the same time as Western Europeans were building their empires in the Americas, W Description
the Russian Empire, which subsequently became the world’s largest state, was begin- ~ What motivated Russian
ning to take shape. When Columbus crossed the Atlantic, a small Russian state cen- empire building?
tered on the city of Moscow was emerging from two centuries of Mongol rule. That
state soon conquered a number of neighboring Russian-speaking cities and incor-
porated them into its expanding territory. Located on the remote, cold, and heavily
forested eastern fringe of Christendom, it was perhaps an unlikely candidate for con-
structing one of the great empires of the .modern era. And yet, over the next three
centuries, it did precisely that, extending Russian domination over the vast tundra,
forests, and grasslands of northern Asia that lay to the south and east of Moscow, all
the way to the Pacific Ocean. Furthermore, Russian expansion westward brought
numerous Poles, Germans, Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Baltic peoples into the Rus-
sian Empire.
Ruussian attention was drawn first to the grasslands south and east of the Russian
heartland, an area long inhabited by various nomadic pastoral peoples, who were or-
ganized into feuding tribes and clans and adjusting to the recent disappearance of the
Mongol Empire. From the viewpoint of the emerging Russian state, the problem was
security because these pastoral peoples, like the Mongols before them, frequently
raided their agricultural Russian neighbors and sold many into slavery. To the east
across the vast expanse of Siberia, Russian motives were quite different, for the scat-
tered peoples of'its endless forests and tundra posed no threat to Russia. Numbering
only some 220,000 in the seventeenth century and speaking more than 100 languages,
they were mostly hunting, gathering, and herding people, living in small-scale societies
and largely without access to gunpowder weapons. What drew the Russians across
Siberia was opportunity— primarily the “soft gold” of fur-bearing animals, whose
pelts were in great demand on the world market.
‘Whatever motives drove it, this enormous Russian Empire took shape in the three
centuries between 1500 and 1800 (see Map 13.2). A growing line of wooden forts of-
fered protection to frontier towns and trading centers as well as to mounting numbers
of Russian farmers. Empire building was an extended process, involving the Russian
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state and its officials as well as a variety of private interests—merchants, hunters, peas-
ant agricultural settlers, churchmen, exiles, criminals, and adventurers. For the Rus-
sian migrants to these new eastern lands, the empire offered “economic and social
improvements over what they had known at home —from more and better land to
fewer lords and officials*?® Political leaders and educated Russians generally defined
the empire in grander terms: defending R ussian frontiers; enhancing the power of the
Russian state; and bringing Christianity, civilization, and enlightenment to savages.
But what did that empire mean to those on its receiving end?

Experiencing the Russian Empire

First, of course, empire meant conquest. Although resistance was frequent, especially
from nomadic peoples, in the long run Russian military might, based in modern
weaponry and the organizational capacity of a state, brought both the steppes and Si-
beria under Russian control. Everywhere Russian authorities demanded an oath of




CHAPTER 13 / POLITICAL TRANSFORMATIONS: EMPIRES AND ENCOUNTERS, 1450—-1750 445

allegiance by which native peoples swore “eternal submission to the grand tsar,” the 1l Change

monarch of the Russian Empire. They also demanded yasak, or “tribute,” paid in cash ~ How did the Russian
Empire transform the life
of its conquered people

. . . . . ) and of the Russian home-
cas, devastating epidemics accompanied conquest, particularly in the more remote re- 304 itself?

gions of Siberia, where local people had little immunity to smallpox or measles. Also
accompanying conquest was an intermittent pressure to convert to Christianity. Tax

or in kind. In Siberia, this meant enormous quantities of furs, especially the extremely
valuable sable, which Siberian peoples were compelled to produce. As in the Ameri-

breaks, exemptions from paying tribute, and the promise of land or cash provided in-
centives for conversion, while the destruction of many mosques and the forced re-
settlement of Muslims added to the pressures. Yet the Russian state did not pursue
conversion with the single-minded intensity that Spanish authorities exercised in Latin
America, particularly if missionary activity threatened political and social stability.
The empress Catherine the Great, for example, established religious tolerance for
Muslims in the late eighteenth century and created a state agency to oversee Muslim
affairs.

The most profoundly transforming feature of the Russian Empire was the influx
of Russian settlers, whose numbers by the end of the eighteenth century had over-
whelmed native peoples, giving their lands a distinctively Russian character. By 1720,
some 700,000 Russians lived in Siberia, thus reducing the native Siberians to 30 per-
cent of the total population, a figure that
dropped to 14 percent in the nineteenth
century. The loss of hunting grounds and
pasturelands to Russian agricultural settlers
undermined long-standing economies and
rendered local people dependent on Rus-
slan markets for grain, sugar, tea, tobacco,
and alcohol. Pressures to encourage pasto-
ralists to abandon their nomadic ways in-
cluded the requirement to pay fees and to
obtain permission to cross agricultural lands.
Kazakh herders responded with outrage:
“The grass and the water belong to Heaven,
and why should we pay any fees?”*! Inter-
marriage, prostitution, and sexual abuse re-
sulted in some mixed-race offspring, but
these were generally absorbed as Russians
rather than identified as distinctive commu-
nities, as in Latin America.

Over the course of three centuries,both 4 cossack jait

Siberia and the steppes were incorporated In the vanguard of Russian expansion across Siberia were the Cossacks, bands of
fiercely independent warriors consisting of peasants who had escaped serfdom as
well as criminals and other adventurers, This seventeenth-century jail was part of an
early Cossack settlement on the Kamchatka Peninsula at the easternmost end of
cated as in the Americas. Many of them, Siberia. It illustrates Russian wooden architecture. (Sovfoto/Eastfoto)

into the Russian state. Their native peoples
were not driven into reservations or eradi-
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though, were Russified, adopting the Russian language and converting to Christi-
anity, even as their traditional ways of life—hunting and herding—were much
disrupted. The Russian Empire represented the final triumph of an agrarian civili-
zation over the hunting societies of Siberia and over the pastoral peoples of the
grasslands.

Russians and Empire

If the empire transformed the conquered peoples, it also fundamentally changed Rus-
sia itself. Within an increasingly multiethnic empire, Russians diminished as a pro-
portion of the overall population, although they remained politically dominant. Among
the growing number of non-Russians in the empire, Slavic-speaking Ukrainians
and Belorussians predominated, while the vast territories of Siberia and the steppes
housed numerous separate peoples, but with quite small populations.”? The wealth of
empire —rich agricultural lands, valuable furs, mineral deposits— played a major role
in making Russia one of the great powers of Europe by the eighteenth century, and
it has enjoyed that position ever since.

Unlike its expansion to the east, Russia’s westward movement occurred in the
context of military rivalries with the major powers of the region—the Ottoman
Empire, Poland, Sweden, Lithuania, Prussia, and Austria. During the late seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, Russia acquired substantial territories in the Baltic region,
Poland, and Ukraine. This contact with Europe also fostered an awareness of Russia’s
backwardness relative to Europe and prompted an extensive program of westerniza-
tion, particularly under the leadership of Peter the Great (r. 1689—1725). His massive
efforts included vast administrative changes, the enlargement and modernization of
Russian military forces, a new educational system for the sons of noblemen, and doz-
ens of manufacturing enterprises. Russian nobles were instructed to dress in European
styles and to shave their sacred and much-revered beards. The newly created capital
city of St. Petersburg was to be Russia’s “window on the West.” One of Peter’s suc-
cessors, Catherine the Great (r. 1762—1796), followed up with further efforts to Euro-
peanize Russian cultural and intellectual life, viewing herself as part of the European
Enlightenment. Thus Russians were the first of many peoples to measure themselves
against the West and to mount major “catch-up” efforts.

But this European-oriented and Christian state had also become an Asian power,
bumping up against China, India, Persia, and the Ottoman Empire. It was on the front
lines of the encounter between Christendom and the world of Islam. This straddling
of Asia and Europe was the source of a long-standing identity problem that has
troubled educated Russians for 300 years. Was Russia a backward European country,
destined to follow the lead of more highly developed Western European societies?
Or was it different, uniquely Slavic or even Asian, shaped by its Mongol legacy and its
status as an Asian power? It is a question that Russians have not completely answered
even in the twenty-first century. Either way, the very size of that empire, bordering



CHAPTER 13 / POLITICAL TRANSFORMATIONS: EMPIRES AND ENCOUNTERS, 1450~1750 447

on virtually all of the great agrarian civilizations of outer Eurasia, turned Russia, like
many empires before it, into a highly militarized state, “a society organized for con-
tinuous war,” according to one scholar.? It also reinforced the highly autocratic char-
acter of the Russian Empire because such a huge state arguably required a powerful
monarchy to hold its vast domains and highly diverse peoples together.

Clearly the Russians had created an empire, similar to those of Western Europe
in terms of conquest, settlement, exploitation, religious conversion, and feelings of su-
periority. Nonetheless, the Russians had acquired their empire under different cir-
cumstances than did the Western Europeans. The Spanish and the British had con-
quered and colonized the New World, an ocean away and wholly unknown to them
before 1492.They acquired those empires only after establishing themselves as distinct
European states. The Russians, on the other hand, absorbed adjacent territories, and
they did so at the same time that a modern Russian state was taking shape. “The
British had an empire,” wrote historian Geoffrey Hosking. “Russia was an empire.”%*
Perhaps this helps explain the unique longevity of the Russian Empire. Whereas the
Spanish, Portuguese, and British colonies in the Americas long ago achieved indepen-
dence, the Russian Empire remained intact until the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991. So thorough was Russian colonization that Siberia and much of the steppes
remain still an integral part of the Russian state. But many internal administrative re-
gions, which exercise a measure of autonomy, reflect the continuing presence of some
160 non-Russian peoples who were earlier incorporated into the Russian Empire.

Asian Empires

Even as West Europeans were building their empires in the Americas and the Rus-
sians across Siberia, other imperial projects were likewise under way. The Chinese
pushed deep into central Eurasia; Turko-Mongol invaders from Central Asia created
the Mughal Empire, bringing much of Hindu South Asia within a single Muslim-
ruled political system; and the Ottoman Empire brought Muslim rule to a largely
Christian population in southeastern Europe and Turkish rule to largely Arab popu-
lations in North Africa and the Middle East. None of these empires had the global
reach or worldwide impact of Europe’s American colonies; they were regional rather
than global in scope. Nor did they have the same devastating and transforming im-
pact on their conquered peoples, for those peoples were not being exposed to new
diseases. Nothing remotely approaching the catastrophic population collapse of Na-
tive American peoples occurred in these Asian empires. Moreover, the process of
building these empires did not transform the imperial homeland as fundamentally
as did the wealth of the Americas and to a lesser extent Siberia for European impe-
rial powers. Nonetheless, these expanding Asian empires reflected the energies and
vitality of their respective civilizations in the early modern era, and they gave rise to
profoundly important cross-cultural encounters, with legacies that echoed for many
centuries.
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B Description

What were the major fea-
tures of Chinese empire
building in the early
modern era?

Making China an Empire

In the fifteenth century, China had declined an opportunity to construct a maritime
empire in the Indian Ocean, as Zheng He’s massive fleet was withdrawn and left to
wither away (see pp. 392—393). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however,
China built another kind of empire on its northern and western frontiers that vastly
enlarged the territorial size of the country and incorporated a number of non-Chinese
peoples. Undertaking this enormous project of imperial expansion was China’s Qing,
or Manchu, dynasty (1644—1912). Strangely enough, the Qing dynasty was itself of
foreign and nomadic origin, hailing from Manchuria, north of the Great Wall. Hav-
ing conquered China, the Qing rulers sought to maintain their ethnic distinctiveness
by forbidding intermarriage between themselves and Chinese. Nonetheless, their rul-
ing elites also mastered the Chinese language and Confucian teachings and used Chi-
nese bureaucratic techniques to govern the empire. Perhaps because they were for-
eigners, Qing rulers went to great lengths to reinforce traditional Confucian gender
roles, honoring men who were loyal sons, officials, and philanthropists and women
who demonstrated loyalty to their spouses by resisting rape or remaining chaste as
widows.

For many centuries, the Chinese had interacted with the nomadic peoples, who
inhabited the dry and lightly populated regions now known as Mongolia, Xinjiang,
and Tibet. Trade, tribute, and warfare ensured that these ecologically and culturally
different worlds were well known to each other, quite unlike the New World “dis-
coveries” of the Europeans. Chinese authority in the area had been intermittent and
actively resisted. Then, in the early modern era, Qing dynasty China undertook an
eighty-year military effort (1680—1760) that brought these huge regions solidly under
Chinese control. It was largely security con-
cerns, rather than economic need, that moti-
vated this aggressive posture. During the late
seventeenth century, the creation of a substan-
tial state among the western Mongols, known
as the Zunghars, revived Chinese memories of
an earlier Mongol conquest. As in so many
other cases, Chinese expansion was viewed as
a defensive necessity. The eastward movement
of the Russian Empire likewise appeared po-
tentially threatening, but this danger was re-
solved diplomatically, rather than militarily, in
the Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689), which marked

Chinese Conquests in Central Asia the boundary between Russia and China.
Painted in 1759 by an Italian Jesuit missionary and artist at the Chinese court, Although undertaken by the non-Chinese

Giuseppe Castiglione, this image portrays Machang, a warrior involved in the
westward extension of the Chinese empire. The painting was commissioned
by the emperor to honor Machang’s bravery in battle. (National Palace Museum,

Taipei, Taiwan/Cultural Relics Press)

Manchus, the Qing dynasty campaigns against
the Mongols marked the evolution of China
into a Central Asian empire. The Chinese, how-
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ever, have seldom thought of themselves as an imperial power. Rather they spoke of
the “unification” of the peoples of central Eurasia within a Chinese state. Nonethe-
less, historians have seen many similarities between Chinese expansion and other cases
of early modern empire building, while noting some clear differences as well.

Clearly the Qing dynasty takeover of central Eurasia was a conquest, making use
of China’s more powerful military technology and greater resources. Furthermore,
the area was ruled separately from the rest of China through a new office called the
Court of Colonial Affairs. Like other colonial powers, the Chinese made active use
of local notables—Mongol aristocrats, Muslim officials, Buddhist leaders—as they
attempted to govern the region as inexpensively as possible. Sometimes these native
officials abused their authority, demanding extra taxes or labor service from local
people and thus earning their hostility. In places, those officials imitated Chinese
ways by wearing peacock feathers, decorating their hats with gold buttons, or adopt-
ing a Manchu hairstyle that was much resented by many Chinese who were forced
to wear it.

More generally, however, Chinese or Qing officials did not seek to assimilate lo-
cal people into Chinese culture and showed considerable respect for the Mongolian,
Tibetan, and Muslim cultures of the region. People of noble rank, Buddhist monks,
and those associated with monasteries were excused from the taxes and labor service
required of ordinary people. Nor was the area flooded with Chinese settlers. In parts
of Mongolia, for example, Qing authorities sharply restricted the entry of Chinese
merchants and other immigrants in an effort to preserve the area as a source of re-
cruitme.nt for the Chinese ‘mjlitaliry: They feared that the “soft” and civilized Chinese Map133 Chinas Qing
ways might erode the fighting spirit of the Mongols. Dynasty Empire

The long-term significance of this new Chinese imperial state was tremendous. It After many centuries of inter-
mittent expansion into Cen-
tral Asia, the Qing dynasty
brought this vast region firmly
contemporary China are essentially those created during the Qing dynasty. Some of  within the Chinese empire.
those peoples, particularly those in Tibet and Xinjiang,
have retained their older identities and in recent de-

cades have actively sought greater autonomy or even

greatly expanded the territory of China and added a small but important minority
of non-Chinese people to the empire’s vast population (see Map 13.3). The borders of

independence from China.

Even more important, Chinese conquests, together
with the expansion of the Russian Empire, utterly trans-
formed Central Asia. For centuries, that region had
been the cosmopolitan crossroads of Eurasia, hosting the
Silk Road trading network, welcoming all of the major
world religions, and generating an enduring encoun-
ter between the nomads of the steppes and the farm-

. . . . : ? South .,
ers of settled agricultural regions. Now under Russian | j#8sss . c(;’,?na ‘

or Chinese rule, it became the backward and impov-
erished region known to nineteenth- and twentieth-
century observers. Land-based commerce across Eurasia
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# Change

How did Mughal attitudes
and policies toward Hin-
dus change from the

time of Akbar to that of
Aurangzeb?

increasingly took a backseat to oceanic trade. Indebted Mongolian nobles lost their
land to Chinese merchants, while nomads, no longer able to herd their animals freely,
fled to urban areas, where many were reduced to begging. The incorporation of in-
ner Eurasia into the Russian and Chinese empires “eliminated permanently as a major
actor on the historical stage the nomadic pastoralists, who had been the strongest al-
ternative to settled agricultural society since the second millennium B.c.£"? It was the
end of a long era.

Muslims and Hindus in the Mughal Empire

If the creation of 2 Chinese imperial state in the early modern era provoked a final
clash of nomadic pastoralists and settled farmers, India’s Mughal Empire hosted a
different kind of encounter—a further phase in the long interaction of Islamic and
Hindu cultures in South Asia. That empire was the product of Central Asian war-
riors, who were Muslims in religion and Turkic in culture and who claimed descent
from Chinggis Khan and Timur (see Chapter 11). Their brutal conquests in the six-
teenth century provided India with a rare period of relative political unity (1526-1707),
as Mughal emperors exercised a fragile control over a diverse and fragmented subcon-
tinent, which had long been divided into a bewildering variety of small states, prin-

cipalities, tribes, castes, sects, and ethnolinguistic groups.
The central division within Mughal India was religious. The ruling dynasty and
perhaps 20 percent of the population were Muslims; most of the rest prac-

ticed some form of Hinduism. Mughal India’s most famous emperor, Akbar
(r. 1556—16053), clearly recognized this fundamental reality and acted delib-
erately to accommodate the Hindu majority. After conquering the warrior-
based and Hindu Rajputs of northwestern India, Akbar married several of
their princesses but did not require them to convert to Islam. He incorpo-
rated a substantial number of Hindus into the political-military elite of the
empire and supported the building of Hindu temples as well as mosques,
palaces, and forts. But Akbar acted to soften some Hindu restrictions on
women, encouraging the remarriage of widows, discouraging child mar-
riages and sati (when a widow followed her husband to death by throwing
herself on his funeral pyre), and persuading merchants to set aside special

market days for women so as to moderate their seclusion in the home. Nur

The Mughal Empire

Jahan, the twentieth and favorite wife of Emperor Jahangir (r. 1605-1627)

was widely regarded as the power behind the throne of her alcohol- and

opium-addicted husband, giving audiences to visiting dignitaries, consulting with
ministers, and even having a coin issued in her name.

In directly religious matters, Akbar imposed a policy of toleration, deliberately

restraining the more militantly Islamic ulama (religious scholars) and removing the

special tax (fizya) on non-Muslims. He constructed a special House of Worship where
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he presided over intellectual discussion with representatives of many religions—
Muslim, Hindu, Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, Jain, and Zoroastrian. His son Jahangir
wrote proudly of his father: “He associated with the good of every race and creed
and persuasion. . .. The professors of various faiths had room in the broad expanse of
his incomparable sway.”*® Akbar went so far as to create his own state cult, a religious
faith aimed at the Mughal elite, drawing on Islam, Hinduism, and Zoroastrianism
and emphasizing loyalty to the emperor himself. The overall style of the Mughal Em-
pire was that of a blended elite culture in which both Hindus and various Muslim
groups could feel comfortable. Thus Persian artists and writers were welcomed into
the empire, and the Hindu epic Ramayana was translated into Persian, while various
Persian classics appeared in Hindi and Sanskrit. In short, Akbar and his immediate
successors downplayed a distinctly Islamic identity for the Mughal Empire in favor of
a cosmopolitan and hybrid Indian-Persian-Turkic culture.

Such policies fostered sharp opposition among some Muslims. The philosopher
Shayk Ahmad Sirhindi (1564—1624), claiming to be a “renewer” of authentic Islam in
his time, strongly objected to this cultural synthesis. The worship of saints, the sacri-
fice of animals, and support for Hindu religious festivals all represented impure in-
trusions of Sufi Islam or Hinduism that needed to be rooted out. In Sirhindi’s view,
it was primarily women who had introduced these deviations: “Because of their ut-
ter stupidity women pray to stones and idols and ask for their help. This practice is
common, especially when small pox strikes, and there is hardly a woman who is not
involved in this polytheistic practice. Women participate in the holidays of Hindus
and Jews. They celebrate Diwali [a major Hindu festival] and send their sisters and
daughters presents similar to those exchanged by the infidels.”?’ It was therefore the
duty of Muslim rulers to impose the sharia (Islamic law), to enforce the jizya, and to
remove non-Muslims from high office.

This strain of Muslim thinking found a champion in the emperor Aurangzeb
(ow-rang-ZEHB) (r. 1658—1707), who reversed Akbar’s policy of accommodation
and sought to impose Islamic supremacy. While Akbar had discouraged the Hindu
practice of sati, Aurangzeg forbade it outright. Music and dance were now banned
at court, and previously tolerated vices such as gambling, drinking, prostitution, and
narcotics were actively suppressed. Dancing girls were ordered to get married or leave
the empire altogether. Some Hindu temples were destroyed, and the jizya was reim-
posed. “Censors of public morals,” posted to large cities, enforced Islamic law.

Aurangzeb’s religious policies, combined with intolerable demands for taxes to
support his many wars of expansion, antagonized Hindus and prompted various move-
ments of opposition to the Mughals. “Your subjects are trampled underfoot,” wrote
one anonymous protester. “Every province of your empire is impoverished. ... God
is the God of all mankind, not the God of Mussalmans [Muslims] alone”*® These
opposition movements, some of them self-consciously Hindu, fatally fractured the
Mughal Empire, especially after Aurangzeb’s death in 1707, and opened the way for
a British takeover in the second half of the eighteenth century.
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M Significance

In what ways was the
Ottoman Empire impor-
tant for Europe in the
early modern era?

Thus the Mughal Empire was the site of a highly significant encounter between
two of the world’s great religious traditions. It began with an experiment in multi-
cultural empire building and ended in growing antagonism between Hindus and Mus-
lims. In the centuries that followed, both elements of the Mughal experience would
be repeated.

Muslims and Christians in the Ottoman Empire

Like the Mughal state, the Ottoman Empire was also the creation of Turkic warrior
groups, whose aggressive raiding of agricultural civilization was now legitimized in
Islamic terms. Beginning around 1300 from a base area in northwestern Anatolia, these
Ottoman Turks over the next three centuries swept over much of the Middle East,
North Africa, and southeastern Europe to create the Islamic world’s most significant
empire (see Map 13.4). During those centuries, the Ottoman state was transformed
from a small frontier principality to a prosperous, powerful, cosmopolitan empire, heir
to both the Byzantine Empire and to leadership within the Islamic world. Its sultan
combined the roles of a Turkic warrior prince, 2 Muslim caliph, and a conquering
emperor, bearing the “strong sword of Islam” and serving as chief defender of the faith.

Gaining such an empire transformed Turkish soctal life as well. The relative in-
dependence of Central Asian pastoral womerl, their open association with men, and
their political influence in society all diminished as the Turks adopted Islam and
acquired an empire in the heartland of ancient and patriarchal Mediterranean civili-
zations. Now elite Turkish women found themselves secluded and often veiled; slave
women from the Caucasus mountains and the Sudan grew more numerous; official
imperial censuses did not count women; and orthodox Muslim reformers sought to
restrict women’s religious gatherings.

And yet within the new constraints of a settled Islamic empire, Turkish women
retained something of the social power they had enjoyed in pastoral societies. From
around 1550 to 1650, women of the royal court had such an influence in political mat-
ters that their critics referred to the “sultanate of women.” Islamic law permitted women
important property rights, which enabled some to become quite wealthy, endowing
religious and charitable institutions. Many women actively used the Ottoman courts to
protect their legal rights in matters of marriage, divorce, and inheritance, sometimes
representing themselves or acting as agents for female relatives. In 1717, the wife of an
English ambassador to the Ottoman Empire compared the lives of Turkish and Euro-
“’is very easy to see that they have more liberty than we have.”’
Within the Islamic world, the Ottoman Empire represented the growing promi-

pean women, declaring

nence of Turkic people, for their empire now incorporated a large number of Arabs,
among whom the religion had been born. The responsibility and the prestige of pro-
tecting Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem —the holy cities of Islam—now fell to the
Ottoman Empire. A century-long conflict (1534—1639) between the Ottoman Em-
pire, espousing the Sunni version of Islam, and the Persian Safavid Empire, holding
fast to the Shia form of the faith, expressed a deep and enduring division within the
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Islamic world. Nonetheless, Persian culture, especially its poetry, painting, and tradi- Map 13.4
tions of imperial splendor, occupied a prominent position among the Ottoman elite. ~ The Ottoman Empire
The O Empire. like its Muchal ¢ . the si £ hichlv sionif Atits high point in the mid-
e Ottoman Empire, li e.1ts ughal counterpart, was the site of a highly signifi- (o century, the Otto-
cant cross-cultural encounter in the early modern era, adding yet another chapter to  man Empire encompassed
the long-running story of interaction between the Islamic world and Christendom.As @ vast diversity of peoples;

. [ .. . straddled Europe, Africa, and
the Ott.oman Empire expanded across Anatolia, -1ts mostly Chrlstlan population con- Asia; and battied both the
verted in large numbers to Islam as the Byzantine state visibly weakened and large  Austrian and Safavid empires.
numbers of Turks settled in the region. By 1500, some 90 percent of Anatolia’s in-
habitants were Muslims and Turkic speakers. The climax of this Turkic assault on
the Christian world of Byzantium occurred in 1453, when Constantinople fell to
the invaders. R enamed Istanbul, that splendid Christian city became the capital of the
Ottoman Empire. Byzantium, heir to the glory of Rome and the guardian of Ortho-
dox Christianity, was no more.
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In the empire’s southeastern European domains, known as the Balkans, the Ot-
toman encounter with Christian peoples unfolded quite differently than it had in
Anatolia. In the Balkans, Muslims ruled over a large Christian population, but the
scarcity of Turkish settlers and the willingness of the Ottoman authorities to accom-
modate the region’s Christian churches led to far fewer conversions. By the early six-
teenth century, only about 19 percent of the area’s people were Muslims, and 81 per-
cent were Christians.

Many of these Christians had welcomed Ottoman conquest because taxes were
lighter and oppression less pronounced than under their former Christian rulers.
Christian communities such as the Eastern Orthodox and Armenian churches were
granted considerable autonomy in regulating their internal social, religious, educa-
tional, and charitable affairs. Nonetheless, many Christian and Jewish women appealed
legal cases dealing with marriage and inheritance to Muslim courts, where their prop-
erty rights were greater. A substantial number of Christian men— Balkan landlords,
Greek merchants, government officials, and high-ranking clergy—became part of the
Ottoman elite, without converting to Islam. Jewish refugees, fleeing Christian perse-
cution in a Spain recently “liberated” from Islamic rule, likewise found greater oppor-
tunity in the Ottoman Empire, where they became prominent in trade and banking
circles. In these ways, Ottoman dealings with the Christian and Jewish populations
of their empire broadly resembled Akbar’s policies toward the Hindu majority of Mu-
ghal India.

In another way, however, Turkish rule bore heavily on Christians. Through a
process known as the devshirme (dehv-SHEER -may) (the collecting or gathering),
Balkan Christian communities were required to hand over a quota of young boys,
who were then removed from their families, required to learn Turkish, usually con-
verted to Islam, and trained for either civil administration or military service in elite
Janissary units. Although it was a terrible blow for families who lost their children,
the devshirme also represented a means of upward mobility within the Ottoman Em-
pire. Nonetheless, this social gain occurred at a high price.

Even though Ottoman authorities were relatively tolerant toward Christians
within their borders, the empire itself represented an enormous threat to Christen-
dom generally. The seizure of Constantinople, the conquest of the Balkans, Otto-
man naval power in the Mediterranean, and the siege of Vienna in 1529 and again
in 1683 raised anew “the specter of a Muslim takeover of all of Europe.””® One Euro-
pean ambassador reported fearfully in 1555 from the court of the Turkish ruler
Suleiman:

He tramples the soil of Hungary with 200,000 horses, he is at the very gates of
Austria, threatens the rest of Germany, and brings in his train all the nations that
extend from our borders to those of Persia.”'

Indeed, the “terror of the Turk” inspired fear across much of Europe and placed
Christendom on the defensive, even as Europeans were expanding aggressively
across the Atlantic and into the Indian Ocean.
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But the Ottoman encounter with Christian Europe spawned admiration and

cooperation as well as fear and trembling. Italian Renaissance artists portrayed the
splendor of the Islamic world. The sixteenth-century French philosopher Jean Bodin
praised the religious tolerance of the Ottoman sultan in contrast to Christian intol-
erance: ‘“The King of the Turks who rules over a great part of Europe safeguards
the rites of religion as well as any prince in this world. Yet he constrains no-one, but
on the contrary permits everyone to live as his conscience dictates.”*? The French
government on occasion found it useful to ally with the Ottoman Empire against
their common enemy of Habsburg Austria, while European merchants willingly vio-
lated a papal ban on selling firearms to the Turks. Cultural encounter involved more
than conflict.

Reflections: The Centrality of
Context in World History

World history is, to put it mildly, a big subject. To teachers and students alike, it can
easily seem overwhelming in its detail. And yet the central task of world history is not
the inclusion of endless facts or particular cases. It is rather to establish contexts or

The Ottoman Siege of
Vienna, 1683

In this late-seventeenth-
century painting by the
Flemish artist Frans Geffels,
the last Ottoman incursion
into the Austrian Empire was
pushed back with French
and Polish help, marking the
end of a serious Muslim
threat to Christian Europe.
(Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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frameworks within which carefully selected facts and cases take on new meaning. In
world history, every event, every process, every historical figure, every culture, society,
or civilization gains significance from its incorporation into some larger context or
framework. Contextual thinking is central to world history.

The broad outlines of European colonization in the Americas are familiar to most
American and European students. And yet, when that story is set in the context of
other empire-building projects of the early modern era, it takes on new and different
meanings. Such a context helps to counter any remaining Eurocentrism in our think-
ing about the past by reminding us that Western Europe was not the only center of
vitality and expansion and that the interaction of culturally different peoples, so char-
acteristic of the modern age, derived from multiple sources. How often do we notice
that a European Christendom creating empires across the Atlantic was also the victim
of Ottoman imperial expansion in the Balkans?

This kind of contextualizing also allows us to see more clearly the distinctive
features of European empires as we view them in the mirror of other imperial cre-
ations. The Chinese, Mughal, and Ottoman empires continued older patterns of
historical development, while those of Europe represented something wholly new
in human history—an interacting Atlantic world of Europe, Africa, and the Ameri-
cas. Furthermore, the European empires had a far greater impact on the peoples
they incorporated than did other empires. Nowhere else did empire building gener-
ate such a catastrophic population collapse as in the Americas. Nor did Asian em-
pires foster the kind of slave-based societies and transcontinental trade in slaves that
were among the chief outcomes of Europe’s American colonies. Finally, Europe was
enriched and transformed by its American possessions far more than China and the
Ottomans were by their territorial acquisitions. Europeans gained enormous new bio-
logical resources from their empires— corn, potatoes, tomatoes, chocolate, tobacco,
timber, and much more—as well as enormous wealth in the form of gold, silver,
and land.

Should we need a motto for world history, consider this one: in world history,
nothing stands alone; context is everything.
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