Unit 11
Early Empires
Introduction to the Unit
This unit seeks to understand the rise, maintenance, and fall of empires by comparing the experience of empire
in different parts of the world. We can identify both similarities and differences among the processes that led to
the rise and fall of empires in diverse historical, cultural, and geographical settings. In most cases, we can observe
that a large and strong military as well as charismatic leaders were critical to empire building. Although empires
generally introduced new political and administrative institutions, they also frequently adapted to existing institutions and local elites. Also, most empires spent considerable energy and resources in order to control production and trade within their realms. Ultimately, however, what is most interesting and important about the
comparative study of empires is that peoples widely separated by time and place independently created common
forms of political and social organization. The Mongol, Mali, and Inka empires shared the basic pattern of centralized rule by powerful leaders over ethnically distinct, conquered peoples.

Learning Objectives
· Identify the factors that led to the creation of centralized empires.
· Identify how early empires were administered and maintained politically, economically, and ideologically.
· Identify the legacies of early empires in Eurasia, Africa, and the Americas.

Preparing for This Session
Read Unit 11 in the Bridging World History online text. You may also want to refer to some of the Suggested
Readings and Materials. If you feel you need more background knowledge, refer to a college-level world history
textbook on this subject (look under the index for Mongols/Mongol Empire, Mali Empire, Inka Empire).
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Before You Begin—20 minutes
Many historical traditions highlight the actions of “great” leaders who founded empires. In the video, three such
leaders appear: Genghis (or Chinggis) Khan, the founder of the Mongol Empire; Sunjata, the founder of the Mali
Empire; and Pachacuti, the founder of the Inka Empire. Before you watch the video, record some facts you already
know about these three men or the empires they created. In small groups, share questions you have about how
the Mongol, Mali, and Inka Empires were created, how they were administered, and what legacies they left once
they declined or disappeared.

Watch the Video for “Unit 11: Early Empires”—30 minutes
While you watch the video, record answers to the questions you generated in your small groups. In addition, pay
attention to the types of evidence used to prove that Chinggis Khan, Sunjata, and Pachacuti were important as
the founders of their respective empires.

Activity 1: Leaders of Early Empires—90 minutes
You will work toward gathering and analyzing evidence for a seminar discussion you will have in groups of 12 on
the importance of Chinggis Khan, Sunjata, and Pachacuti in founding their respective empires. Use the reading
selections and images below to prepare comments and questions for your seminars. Your group of 12 will break
up into two groups of six: Group A and Group B. Group A will discuss the contributions Chinggis Khan,
Sunjata, and Pachacuti made to the founding and administration of their empires. (Two students each can
become experts on one of the three founders.) Group B will analyze the type of evidence the first group of six
used to support their positions. The two groups will then switch jobs in the seminar. Group B will be responsible
for discussing the legacies of the empires. Group A will analyze the type of evidence Group B used to support their
positions.

Readings and Resources for the Class Seminar
Mongol Empire
Mongols: Once he had gained the allegiance of other Central Asian tribal
leaders, Chinggis reorganized the tribes into military units of a thousand men
each. This form of organization served to break down the clan and tribal ties
of loyalty, and it forged a highly effective military force. In addition to their
renowned mobility on horseback, the Mongols also had sophisticated
weaponry at their command. For example, the Mongol recursive bow’s reflex
design gave Mongolian archers great range and power. Armed with these
bows and mounted on powerful horses, Mongol warriors could shoot a quiverfull of arrows without breaking stride. They became virtually unbeatable,
often defeating armies many times their size.
The Mongols breached the walls of the cities they attacked, in part by
adopting weapons of siege warfare from the Chinese. By capturing Chinese
engineers, the Mongols learned how to employ catapults, mounted crossbows, and—last but not least—flaming rockets propelled by gunpowder.
Mongol armies swept across Eurasia. By the middle of the thirteenth century,
a vast swath of the Eurasian continent—from Korea to Hungary—was under
Mongol control.
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Item #5101. Anonymous, CHINESE CATAPULT (n.d.). Courtesy of East Asian
History of Science Library, Needham
Research Institute.
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Item #1494. Anonymous Chinese, CHINGGIS
KHAN (n.d.). Courtesy of Chinastock Photos.

Mongol Administration: At Karakorum, Chinggis
Khan built an administrative framework drawing on
the advice and talents of the neighboring Uighur Turk
culture and Chinese bureaucrats. He had earlier
ordered the development of a phonetic script for the
Mongol language. This script facilitated the record
keeping and administration of the Yasa, the Mongol
legal code issued by Chinggis. As the empire grew, the
Mongol courier system—something like the Pony
Express—enabled rapid communication between
different regions.

Item #1563. Jami’al-Tavarikh, CHINGGIS KHAN CAPTURES
CHINESE CITY (n.d.). Copyright 2003 Oregon Public Broadcasting
and its licensors. All rights reserved.

Mongol Legacy: The Pax Mongolica refers to the cultural exchanges and economic contacts that were facilitated
by the Mongol conquest of vast swaths of Eurasia. One Muslim historian wrote that people “enjoyed such a peace
that a man might have journeyed from the land of sunrise to the land of sunset with a golden platter upon his
head without suffering the least violence from anyone.”
End of the Empire: The eventual collapse of the Mongol Empire can be attributed, at least in part, to their unstable
method of selecting rulers. On the Eurasian steppe, any adult male could claim the authority to rule. This method
of succession was ill-suited to a vast empire composed of different peoples, cultures, religions, and ways of life. In
the mid-fourteenth century, fierce competition among the descendants of Chinggis Khan caused violent
upheavals that eventually destroyed the Mongol empire.

Mali Empire
Founding by Sunjata:
Listen then sons of Mali, children of black people, listen to my word, for I am going to tell you of Sunjata, the
father of the Bright Country, of the savanna land, the ancestor of those who draw the bow, the master of a
hundred vanquished kings. (Djeli Mamdoudou Kouyate, [Mali griot, master in the art of eloquence],“Founding
by Sunjata,” thirteenth-century account handed down orally, delivered in 1960.)
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Oral traditions, maintained and passed on by griots, credit a single charismatic figure with the unification of Mali:
Sunjata. He was leader of the Keita clan and the most powerful of Mali’s rulers. Led by Sunjata, the Empire of Mali
rose from the ashes of the kingdom of Ghana and grew to wealth and power on the trade routes of the Sahara
Desert. One of the central battles in the history of the Mali Empire is a sorcery war between Sunjata and a rival.
Calling on great powers, Sunjata obtained the formula for a substance called “nasi” (“power of darkness, a thing
used to harm someone”). Sunjata’s griot poured the nasi over the rival’s personal objects and power sources,
which were duly neutralized, and Sunjata triumphed. Like many African divine rulers, Sunjata overcame obstacles,
exile, and a physical handicap (the inability to walk from birth) in order to demonstrate his power, or “nyama.”
According to oral tradition, the unification of Mali occurred during the time of Sunjata. A popular epic poem
records the struggles of Sunjata in a war between his polity and several smaller states between about 1220 and
1235 CE. From the time of Sunjata’s victory, the Mali Empire was cemented by the idea of Mande cultural superiority. While praise singers—oral historians who sang and performed the story of the past—helped to spread the
empire’s ideology, blacksmiths and others provided its tools. Without iron weapons and leather and iron trappings
for horses, the Mali Empire’s military success would not have been possible.
Item #1397. Franko Khoury, EQUESTRIAN FIGURE, INLAND NIGER DELTA
STYLE, INLAND NIGER DELTA
REGION, MALI (13th-15th century).
Courtesy of the National Museum of
African Art, Smithsonian Institution.

Item #4644. Abraham Cresque,
CATALAN ATLAS (14th century).
Courtesy of the Biblioteque
Nationale.

Administration: Trade commodities within the Mali empire included iron
and iron products, gold, and salt—a very key commodity in hot climates.
Salt was mined and traded over long distances in exchange for gold.
People traveled along these trade routes as slaves or traders, helping to
create the diversity of the Mali Empire. Muslim traders had a great influence on the people and rulers of the Mali Empire. Many of the Mande elite
converted to Islam. However, there are conflicting stories about Sunjata’s
own conversion. Some scholars now claim it was only later historians who
identified Sunjata as Muslim. Muslim or not, judging by the surviving oral
tradition, Sunjata never abandoned his people’s religion.
Griot: “You could go from village to village without fearing brigands. A thief
would have his right hand chopped off, and if he stole again he would be put to the sword. Traders became
numerous, and during the reign of Sunjata the world knew happiness.” (George F. Jewsbury, Selections From
Longman World History, Primary Sources and Case Studies [New York: Longman, 2002], 1:145.) The griots generally
attribute most of the empire’s administrative structures and innovations to the reign of Sunjata, who was probably responsible for the division of the empire into two military regions and for the codification of hereditary craft
clans.
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Legacy: During and after Sunjata’s reign, blacksmithing, leatherworking, and other specialist activities became
associated with statecraft. The products of such activities supported the expansion of trade and empire. Another
legacy of the Mali Empire was great urban centers like Timbuktu, Gao, and Jenne Jeno. These places were all centers of learning, centers of interaction, and centers of diversity. If you visited Jenne Jeno, you would have heard
many different languages spoken. It was a very cosmopolitan place where people from different cultures interacted on a daily basis.
End of the Mali Empire: In the fifteenth century, nomadic raids on the Mali Empire’s northern borders marked its
decline. By the mid-1400s, the Mali Empire finally crumbled.

Inka Empire
Founding by Pachacuti: In 1438, during a critical battle, the young prince Pachacuti donned the skin of a puma
and led a counterattack that defeated the Inka’s enemies. He then used his military might to expand Inka control
beyond the valley of Cuzco. The empire thus created spread Inka culture and religion over a vast expanse of South
America. The Inkas did not enjoy a technological advantage in warfare. But they made up for this shortcoming in
sheer numbers and superior logistics. By adding conquered peoples to their ranks, the Inka armies slowly
increased in size. The Inkas also organized their forces in ways that allowed them to field large numbers of warriors over long periods of time.
Item #2619. Felipe Huaman Poma de Ayala, THE ACCOUNTANT (1615). Courtesy of the Publications Scientifiques du
Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris, France.

Item #4400. Felipe Huaman Poma
de Ayala, ILLUSTRATION OF INCAN
SUN FESTIVAL (1615). Image
donated by Corbis-Bettmann.

Item #4103. Anonymous, ENGRAVING OF THE INCAS WORSHIPING
THE SUN (18th century). Image donated by Corbis-Bettmann.
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Administration: Once they held a territory, the Inkas administered it very effectively using a combination of direct
and indirect rule. One of their methods was to bring the children—particularly the sons of the local elites of the
peoples they conquered—to Cuzco to be educated. While the children were in Cuzco, on the one hand they were
hostages vulnerable to the good behavior of their fathers. But on the other hand, and more importantly for the
long run, they were indoctrinated/socialized into the Inka imperial ideology, language, and culture. So, when
these children returned to their homelands as adults, they became “kurakas,” local governors serving the Inkas in
a form of indirect rule.
The Inkas didn’t require their subjects to abandon their old gods. But conquered peoples were expected to adopt
the creator god of the Inka, and to recognize the Inka ruler and his principal wife as divine representatives of this
god on Earth.
The Inkas kept records and communicated information through a coded system of “quipus,” strands of knots carried throughout the empire by a system of relay runners. In 1535, the Spanish soldier Pedro de Cieza de Leon
recorded this account of the quipus system: “The tribute paid by each district—and turned over by the natives,
whether gold, silver, clothing, arms, and all else they gave, was entered in the accounts of those who kept the
quipus. When they were ordered to go to Cuzco to give an accounting, the record-keepers themselves gave it by
the quipus, or went to give it where there could be no fraud, but everything had to come out right.” (Alfred J.
Andrea and James H. Overfield, The Human Record, Sources of Global History, 3rd ed., vol. 1, To 1700 [Boston, New
York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1998], 394.)
One of the most remarkably unique aspects of the Inka Empire was that it was largely constructed on reciprocity.
When the Inkas conquered territory, they took over ownership of the land and then reallocated some of it back to
the local communities. They imposed a labor service—called the “mit’a”—which was owed to the Empire. For
most men, this obligation meant military service; for most women, weaving, the most valuable of Inka commodities. Overall, the mit’a under the Inkas was mostly used for military service, transportation of commodities, and
public works. But in return for the mit’a, individuals and their communities received the benefits of a welfare state
that would help them in times of need.
Legacy: The Spanish conquerors continued and expanded the mit’a system, and they used it to coerce labor for
agriculture and mining. When silver mining became essential to trade with Chinese merchants, the Spanish used
an altered form of the mit’a to compel labor at Potosi and other silver mines.
End of the Inka Empire: As the Inkas led their armies into present-day Ecuador, they found conquest much more
difficult. By the sixteenth century, the empire had been weakened by rebellion, deaths from smallpox, and by civil
wars over imperial succession. The Spanish conquistadors, led by Francisco Pizarro, captured and killed the Inka
ruler Atahualpa in 1532. But they maintained the infrastructure of the empire, controlling people and resources
through Inka puppet rulers for years afterward.

Activity 2: Historical Evidence and Point of View—40 minutes
During your seminar discussions, you raised a number of important questions about the historical method. One
central question is how to determine whose point of view is revealed in the evidence provided about founding
leaders Chinggis Khan, Sunjata, and Pachacuti. Read the following argument by Peter Winn, a historian of Latin
America, about how the views of subject peoples could change the way we understand the effectiveness of imperial rule. Write a short response to Professor Winn’s argument: Comment on the value of trying to understand the
views of subject peoples in writing the history of empires over time. Do you think historians should consider the
perspective of subject peoples, how they felt, how they lived, what were their daily lives, and what did it mean to
be part of an empire from the bottom up?
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Analyze the following quotation from Peter Winn:
Even the best run and seemingly benign empire often looks different when viewed from the perspective of its
subject peoples. Historians studying the Inka Empire through the lens of the ethnic groups they conquered
tell a different story than the official Inka story of a benign welfare state, a view confirmed by periodic rebellions and by the collaboration of some Inka subjects with the Spanish conquistadors. But 250 years of oppressive Spanish rule would make even these peoples dream of an Inka restoration. In 1780, a Cuzco kuraka of Inka
descent took the name of the last Inka, Tupac Amaru, and rose in revolt against the Spanish bad government.
The news that the Inka had returned to claim his kingdom and free his people from Spanish misrule inspired
rebellions from Colombia to Bolivia, which took the Spanish four years to suppress and cost a hundred thousand lives in the highland territory whose population was only 1.2 million. Nor did the legacy of the Inkas end
with independence from Spain. In our own times, there has been a guerilla group named Tupac Amaru, a soft
drink was successfully marketed as Inka Cola, and the national currency has been named Inti and Sol with pictures referring back to the Inka Empire. At bottom, many Peruvians are still looking for their Inka. All empires
integrated varied peoples, religions, and cultures under a common political umbrella. They also created difference and inequality by imposing political, social, economic, and ethnic hierarchies. Historians explore the
tension between the forces of integration and difference within empires. They examine multiple perspectives
of the peoples who built, ruled, and lived within them. In this way, historians identify patterns of common historical experience as well as diversity among empires in world history. (Peter Winn, Tufts University, interview
with Oregon Public Broadcasting, Bridging World History, Unit 11: Early Empires [Oregon Public Broadcasting,
October 2003].)
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Homework
Read Unit 11 in the online text, Section 3, Reading 3: Nicola di Cosmo, “State Formation and Periodization in Inner
Asian History,” Journal of World History 10, no. 1 (Spring, 1999): 1–40 and answer the following questions.

Reading Questions
· Consider the periodization used in your textbook. Does it follow the three divisions typical of European
approaches to history: ancient, medieval, and modern? Or do the chapters in the textbook use the breaks
provided by empires in different areas of the world? What do you think are the reasons why historians and
authors of textbooks choose different ways of organizing periods of time?
· What are the main points Nicola di Cosmo uses to argue for a new approach to periodization based on inner
Asian empires?
· How might di Cosmo’s argument affect the way your textbook is organized chronologically?

Optional: Visit the Web Site
Explore this topic further on the Bridging World History Web site. Browse the Archive, look up terms in the Audio
Glossary, review related units, or use the World History Traveler to examine different thematic perspectives.
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