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Preface and
acknowledgements

To reassure my potential reader who thinks anxiously, ‘not another
typical book on the rise of the West’, let me say this is not one such
book. For unlike almost all the books on this topic this one does not
recount all the familiar themes according to the standard European,
ethnocentric frame of reference. In place of the usual story, I produce
one that brings the East into the limelight. Accordingly, though my
purpose differs in certain respects to that of Felipe
Fernandez-Armesto’s Millennium, nevertheless I, like him, take
delight in surprising the reader. I focus on the many Eastern
discoveries, peoples and places that enabled the rise of the West, all
of which are ignored in the conventional accounts. If I may be
permitted I would like to draw on the phraseology found in the
prologue to Millennium to convey a sense of what my book is and is
not about.

In this book the reader will find nothing about the Investiture
Conlflict, the Thirty Years War or the Treaty of Westphalia. While
the Italian merchant communes are discussed, they are at all times
revealed as derivative of the wider innovative developments
pioneered in the Eastern-led global economy. The European
Renaissance and scientific revolution are considered more from the
perspective of the Islamic Middle East and North Africa than
Tuscany.! Da Vinci, Ficino and Copernicus kneel before the likes of
al-Shatir, al-Khwarizmi and al-Tasi. Vasco da Gama fades into the

marginalised shadows cast by the brilliance of Asia. This is the only

! Note that T have used the term ‘Middle East’ rather than ‘West Asia’ only because
the former term is more recognisable to the general reader. It is also noteworthy that
T have used the Wade-Giles as opposed to the Pinyin system for referencing Chinese
names, again only because the former is more clearly recognisable to the general
reader than is the latter.



Xii PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

mention of Elizabeth I, Oliver Cromwell and Queen Victoria. Louis
XIV and Frederick the Great appear only to beg to be excused. For
the majority of the period discussed in this book, Madrid, Lisbon,
London and Venice are all provincial backwaters of Baghdad, Cairo,
Canton and Calicut. London’s Great Exhibition turns out to be
hubris, given that Britain’s industrialisation is but the final stage of
the transmission of the much earlier inventions pioneered in China.
And the processes of state-led, militarised industrialisation and
protectionism are discussed and applied, but in the context of Britain
rather than Meiji Japan. Last but by no means least, in place of
Germany'’s ‘late industrialisation’ the reader will be treated to a
discussion of Tokugawa Japan’s ‘early development’. In general the
reader will learn much more about the East — especially the Islamic
Middle East, North Africa, India, South-east Asia, Japan and above
all China - though in so doing will learn new things about the West
and its origins.

Accordingly the reader who expects to be treated to all the
specific details of Western development cast only in a European
light, will necessarily be disappointed. Nevertheless my intention is
precisely to disappoint such a reader, though simultaneously treat
him or her with the lost story of how the East enabled the rise of the
modern West. Whether the reader is entirely convinced by this
book’s particular arguments in a sense concerns me less than
whether they are perceived to be fresh, interesting and insightful.
And I am more interested in the larger questions and issues that this
book’s arguments pose than the particular answers that it provides.
Thus I can reassure my anxious potential reader that there is indeed
not a place for yet another typical book on the rise of the Western
world. I, therefore, hope that the intrepid reader who does read on
will enjoy this book’s counter-intuitive journey into the hitherto
dark world of the largely forgotten.

Let me now turn to thank a number of people who have in
various ways enabled me to chart these waters more effectively than
I might otherwise have done. I thank the following who offered
helpful advice: Robert Aldrich, Brett Bowden, Jeff Groom, Steve
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Hobden, David Mathieson, Leanne Piggott, Tim Rowse, Ahmad
Shboul and Richard White. I thank too the following people who
read and commented on substantial parts of the manuscript: Amitav
Acharya, Ha-Joon Chang, M. Ramesh, Lily Rahim, Leonard
Seabrooke and Vanita Seth. Double thanks to Ha-Joon for inviting
me to present my ideas in the Department of Development Studies
at the University of Cambridge. Ben Tipton very kindly read the
whole manuscript and offered characteristically pertinent advice. I
thank Michael Mann from whom I have learned a great deal about
world history and remain deeply grateful for his generous support
ever since I had the luck to take his Masters sociological theory class
at the LSE in 1986. Linda Weiss has been equally as supportive in the
last decade. And special thanks too go to Eric Jones, who has also
helped me learn so much about world history both through his
writings (especially Growth Recurring) and our personal
conversations over the years.

Thanks to John Haslam at CUP, whose patience and sensitive
editorial advice is, as always, much appreciated. I also thank my
indexer, Trevor Matthews, for his heroic efforts as well as Hilary
Scannell for her copy-editing. And special thanks too must go to the
three anonymous reviewers, all of whom offered many positive
comments as well as constructive criticisms, and proposed the most
substantial revision that I have yet undertaken in my career. In
particular, I thank them for enabling me to write a better book;
certainly one that I am much happier with. And, of course, the
familiar rider stands: that I remain responsible for any errors.

Finally, I want to express my love and deepest gratitude to my
fiancée, Cecelia Thomas, who guided, anchored and sacrificed for,
me in so many ways in three of the most tumultuous years of
life-changing events that I have yet experienced. Her humane
strengths of sacrifice, sensitivity and empathy represent the best of
all that is good on this troubled planet and shed light and warmth
upon my place in it. Here the less familiar rider stands: that I remain

responsible for any personal errors.
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1 Countering the Eurocentric
myth of the pristine West:
discovering the oriental West

History cannot be written as if it belonged to one group [of people] alone.
Civilization has been gradually built up, now out of the contributions
of one [group], now of another. When all civilization is ascribed to the
[Europeans], the claim is the same one which any anthropologist can hear
any day from primitive tribes —only they tell the story of themselves. They
too believe that all that is important in the world begins and ends with
them . .. We smile when such claims are made [by primitive tribes], but
ridicule might just as well be turned against ourselves . . . Provincialism
may rewrite history and play up only the achievements of the historian’s
own group, but it remains provincialism.

Ruth Benedict

We have been taught, inside the classroom and outside of it, that there
exists an entity called the West, and that one can think of this West as
a society and civilization independent of and in opposition to other soci-
eties and civilizations [i.e. the East]. Many of us even grew up believing
that this West has [an autonomous] genealogy, according to which ancient
Greece begat Rome, Rome begat Christian Europe, Christian Europe
begat the Renaissance, the Renaissance the Enlightenment, the Enlight-
enment political democracy and the industrial revolution. Industry,
crossed with democracy, in turn yielded the United States, embodying
the rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness . . . [This is| mis-
leading, first, because it turns history into a moral success story, a race
in time in which each [Western| runner of the race passes on the torch of
liberty to the next relay. History is thus converted into a tale about the
furtherance of virtue, about how the virtuous [i.e. the West] win out over
the bad guys [the East].

Eric Wolf

Most of us naturally assume that the East and West are, and always
have been, separate and different entities. We also generally believe
that it is the ‘autonomous’ or ‘pristine’ West that has alone pioneered
the creation of the modern world; at least that is what many of us

are taught at school, if not at university. We typically assume that the



2 EASTERN ORIGINS

pristine West had emerged at the top of the world by about 1492 (think
of Christopher Columbus), owing to its uniquely ingenious scientific
rationality, rational restlessness and democratic/progressive proper-
ties. From then, the traditional view has it, the Europeans spread out-
wards conquering the East and Far West while simultaneously laying
down the tracks of capitalism along which the whole world could be
delivered from the jaws of deprivation and misery into the bright light
of modernity. Accordingly, it seems entirely natural or self-evident to
most of us to conflate the progressive story of world history with the
Rise and Triumph of the West. This traditional view can be called
‘Eurocentric’. For at its heart is the notion that the West properly
deserves to occupy the centre stage of progressive world history, both
past and present. But does it?

The basic claim of this book is that this familiar but decep-
tively seductive Eurocentric view is false for various reasons, not the
least of which is that the West and East have been fundamentally and
consistently interlinked through globalisation ever since 500 ce. More
importantly, and by way of analogy, Martin Bernal argues that Ancient
Greek civilisation was in fact significantly derived from Ancient
Egypt.! Likewise, the present book argues that the East (which was
more advanced than the West between 500 and 1800) provided a cru-
cial role in enabling the rise of modern Western civilisation. It is for
this reason that I seek to replace the notion of the autonomous or pris-
tine West with that of the oriental West. The East enabled the rise of
the West through two main processes: diffusionism/assimilationism
and appropriationism. First, the Easterners created a global econ-
omy and global communications network after 500 along which the
more advanced Eastern ‘resource portfolios’ (e.g. Eastern ideas, insti-
tutions and technologies) diffused across to the West, where they were
subsequently assimilated, through what I call oriental globalisation.
And second, Western imperialism after 1492 led the Europeans to
appropriate all manner of Eastern economic resources to enable the
rise of the West. In short, the West did not autonomously pioneer its

own development in the absence of Eastern help, for its rise would
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have been inconceivable without the contributions of the East. The
task of this book, then, is to trace the manifold Eastern contributions
that led to the rise of what I call the oriental West.

This book feeds into the debate between Eurocentrism and anti-
Eurocentrism. In recent years a small band of scholars have claimed
that the standard theories of the rise of the West — Marxism/world-
systems theory, liberalism and Weberianism - are all Furocentric.”
They all assume that the ‘pristine’ West ‘made it’ of its own accord
as a result of its innate and superior virtues or properties. This view
presumes that Europe autonomously developed through an iron logic
of immanence. Accordingly, such theories assume that the rise of the
modern world can be told as the story of the rise and triumph of the
West. Importantly, the Eurocentric account has enjoyed a new lease
of life or fresh reinvigoration, particularly with the 1998 publication
of David Landes’s The Wealth and Poverty of Nations,® a book that
implicitly harks back to John Roberts’s The Triumph of the West.*
Landes’s book in particular launches a passionate and pejorative attack
against some of the recent anti-Eurocentric analyses (though for all
this it is done with verve and wit and is an especially enjoyable read).
Perhaps Landes’s most significant service is that he has helped trans-
form the old theoretical debate conducted between Marxism/world-
systems theory, liberalism and Weberianism into a new one of
‘Eurocentrism versus anti-Eurocentrism’. This, it seems to me, is
where the real intellectual action lies. For arguably the old debate is
something of a non-debate given that all these approaches now appear
as but minor or subtle variations on the same Eurocentric theme (see
the next section below). Accordingly, the present book enters this
new debate and contests each of the major claims made by main-
stream Eurocentrism, while simultaneously proposing an alternative
account.

It could, however, be replied that the ‘Eurocentric versus anti-
Eurocentric’ framework that this book operationalises is an over-
simplification and is itself a ‘non-debate’. Presuming a kind of

Manichean struggle between two coherent ideologies is problematic
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mainly because, it could be claimed, there is no coherent paradigm
called ‘Eurocentrism’. Indeed, I believe it would be wrong to assume
that most scholars are fighting to defend an explicitly Eurocentric
‘triumphalist’ vision of the West. And while there are some who
explicitly associate themselves with Eurocentrism (such as Landes
and Roberts), most do not. Nevertheless, I firmly believe that Euro-
centrism infuses all the mainstream accounts of the rise of the West,
even if this mostly occurs behind the back of the particular scholar
(see the next section below). Accordingly, I believe it to be legitimate
to develop my own account by critically evaluating the many claims
made by Eurocentrism.

The main argument of this book counters one of Eurocentrism’s
most basic assumptions — that the East has been a passive bystander
in the story of world historical development as well as a victim or
bearer of Western power, and that accordingly it can be legitimately
marginalised from the progressive story of world history. Although
this volume differs in various ways from Felipe Ferndndez-Armesto’s
phenomenal book, Millennium, nevertheless I share with him his
empathic belief that:

For purposes of world history, the margins sometimes demand
more attention than the metropolis. Part of the mission of this
book is to rehabilitate the overlooked, including places often
ignored as peripheral, peoples marginalized as inferior and

individuals relegated to bit-parts and footnotes.’

Or in a narrower context, as W. E. B. Du Bois explained in the foreword

to his important book, Africa in World History:

there has been a consistent effort to rationalize Negro slavery by
omitting Africa from world history, so that today it is almost
universally assumed that history can be truly written without
reference to Negroid peoples . . . Therefore I am seeking in this
book to remind readers . . . of how critical a part Africa has played

in human history, past and present.®
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Likewise, my major claim in this book is that the Eurocentric denial
of Eastern agency and its omission of the East in the progressive story
of world history is entirely inadequate. For not only do we receive a
highly distorted view of the rise of the West, but we simultaneously
learn little about the East except as a passive object, or provincial
backwater, of mainstream Western world history.

This marginalisation of the East constitutes a highly significant
silence because it conceals three major points. First, the East actively
pioneered its own substantial economic development after about 500.
Second, the East actively created and maintained the global econ-
omy after 500. Third, and above all, the East has significantly and
actively contributed to the rise of the West by pioneering and deliv-
ering many advanced ‘resource portfolios’ (e.g. technologies, institu-
tions and ideas) to Europe. Accordingly, we need to resuscitate both
the history of economic dynamism in the East and the vital role of the
East in the rise of the West. Nevertheless, as we shall also see,
this does not mean that the West has been a passive recipient of
Eastern resources. For the Europeans played an active role in shap-
ing their own fate (especially through the construction of a chang-
ing collective identity, which in turn partially informed the direction
of Europe’s economic and political development). In sum, these two
interrelated claims — Eastern agency and the assimilation of advanced
Eastern ‘resource portfolios’ via oriental globalisation on the one hand,
entwined with European agency/identity and the appropriation of
Eastern resources on the other — constitute the discovery of the lost
story of the rise of the oriental West.

In this context it is especially noteworthy that our common
perception of the irrelevance of the East and the superiority of Europe
is reinforced or ‘confirmed’ by the Mercator world map. This map
is found everywhere — from world atlases to school walls to airline
booking agencies and boardrooms. Crucially, the actual landmass of
the southern hemisphere is exactly twice that of the northern hemi-
sphere. And yet on the Mercator, the landmass of the North occupies

two-thirds of the map while the landmass of the South represents
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only a third. Thus while Scandinavia is about a third the size of India,
they are accorded the same amount of space on the map. Moreover
on the Mercator, Greenland appears almost twice the size of China,
even though the latter is almost four times the size of the former. To
correct for what he saw as the racist privileging of Europe, in 1974
Arno Peters produced the Peters projection (or the Peters-Gall pro-
jection), which sought to represent the countries of the world accord-
ing to their actual surface area. Here the South properly looms much
larger, while Europe is considerably downgraded. Although no per-
fect map of the world exists, his representation is certainly free of the
implicit Eurocentric distortion found in the Mercator. Not surpris-
ingly, when the Peters projection first appeared there was a political
storm, for as Marshall Hodgson points out, ‘Westerners understand-
ably cling to a projection [the Mercator] which so markedly flatters
them’.”

This present book in effect attempts to correct our perception
of world history in the same way that the Peters projection seeks to
correct our perception of world geography, by discovering the relative
importance of the East vis-a-vis the West. More specifically, Thave pre-
sented a variant of this projection (the ‘Hobo-Dyer’) at the beginning
of this chapter but have reconfigured it so as to place China at the cen-
tre, given its pivotal role in the rise of the West. No less importantly,
the USA and Europe now properly occupy the diminished peripheral
margins of the Far North-east and Far North-west respectively. And
while Africa also occupies the Far West, its upgraded size corrects for
its downgraded marginalisation in the Eurocentric model.

This chapter proceeds in two sections. The first begins by very
briefly tracing the construction of the Eurocentric discourse as it
emerged during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It then pro-
ceeds to show how the major explanations of the rise of the West,
found specifically in the work of Karl Marx and Max Weber, became
grounded within this discourse. The second section then briefly
fleshes out my own two-prong argument as a remedy to the prevailing

Eurocentrism of mainstream accounts.
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Constructing the Eurocentric/Orientalist foundations of the
mainstream theories of the rise of the West
European identity formation and the invention of
Eurocentrism/Orientalism
In 1978 Edward Said famously coined the phrase ‘Orientalism’, though
in fairness a number of other scholars, including Victor Kiernan,
Marshall Hodgson and Bryan Turner, were already thinking along
such lines.® Orientalism or Eurocentrism (I use them interchange-
ably throughout this book) is a worldview that asserts the inherent
superiority of the West over the East. Specifically Orientalism con-
structs a permanent image of the superior West (the ‘Self’) which is
defined negatively against the no less imaginary ‘Other’ — the back-
ward and inferior East. As ch. 10 explains in detail, it was mainly
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that this polarised
and essentialist construct became fully apparent within the European
imagination. What then were the specific categories by which the
West came to imagine its Self as superior to the Eastern Other?
Between 1700 and 1850 European imagination divided, or more
accurately forced, the world into two radically opposed camps: West
and East (or the ‘West and the Rest’). In this new conception, the
West was imagined as superior to the East. The imagined values of
the inferior East were set up as the antithesis of rational (Western)
values. Specifically, the West was imagined as being inherently blessed
with unique virtues: it was rational, hard-working, productive, sac-
rificial and parsimonious, liberal-democratic, honest, paternal and
mature, advanced, ingenious, proactive, independent, progressive and
dynamic. The East was then cast as the West’s opposite Other: as irra-
tional and arbitrary, lazy, unproductive, indulgent, exotic as well as
alluring and promiscuous, despotic, corrupt, childlike and immature,
backward, derivative, passive, dependent, stagnant and unchanging.
Another way of expressing this is to say that the West was defined by
a series of progressive presences, the East by a series of absences.
Particularly important is that this reimagining process stipu-

lated that the West had always been superior (in that this construct
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Table 1.1 The Orientalist and patriarchal construction of the ‘West

versus the East’

The dynamic West

The unchanging East

Inventive, ingenious, proactive

Rational

Scientific

Disciplined, ordered,
self-controlled, sane, sensible

Mind-oriented

Paternal, independent, functional
Free, democratic, tolerant, honest
Civilised

Morally and economically

progressive

Imitative, ignorant, passive

Irrational

Superstitious, ritualistic

Lazy, chaotic/erratic, spontaneous,
insane, emotional

Body-oriented, exotic and alluring

Childlike, dependent,
dysfunctional

Enslaved, despotic, intolerant,
corrupt

Savage/barbaric

Morally regressive and

economically stagnant

was extrapolated back in time to Ancient Greece). For the West has
allegedly enjoyed dynamically progressive, liberal and democratic val-
ues and rational institutions from the outset, which in turn gave birth
to the rational individual, whose flourishing life enabled economic
progress and the inevitable breakthrough to the blinding light and
warmth of capitalist modernity. By contrast, the East was branded
as permanently inferior. It has allegedly endured despotic values and
irrational institutions, which meant that in the very heart of darkness,
a cruel collectivism strangled the rational individual at birth, thereby
making economic stagnation and slavery its eternal fate. This argu-
ment formed the basis of the theory of oriental despotism and the
Peter Pan theory of the East, which conveyed an eternal image of a
‘dynamic West’ versus an ‘unchanging East’ (see table 1.1).

It can hardly escape notice that these binary opposites are

precisely the same categories that constitute the patriarchally
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constructed identity of masculinity and femininity. That is, the mod-
ern West is akin to the constructed male, the East the imagined female.
This is no coincidence, because during the post-1700 period Western
identity was constructed as patriarchal and powerful, while the East
was simultaneously imagined as feminine — as weak and helpless.
This led to the Orientalist representation of an Asia ‘lying passively
in wait for Bonaparte’, for only he could liberate her from her enslaved
existence (an act of liberation, which was subsequently dubbed ‘the
white man’s burden’). And this theory was vitally important because
branding the East as exotic, enticing, alluring and above all passive
(i.e. as having no initiative to develop of her own accord), thereby
produced an immanent and ingenious legitimating rationale for the
West’s imperial penetration and control of the East.

But this was not just a legitimating idea for imperialism and
the subjugation of the East. For by depicting or imagining the East as
the West’s passive opposite it was but a short step to make the argu-
ment that only the West was capable of independently pioneering
progressive development. Indeed, the outcome of the European intel-
lectual revolution was the construction of the ‘proactive’ European
subject, and the ‘passive’ Eastern object, of world history. Moreover,
European history was inscribed with a progressive temporal linearity,
while the East was imagined to be governed by regressive cycles of
stagnation. In particular, within the Eurocentric discourse this divide
implied a kind of ‘intellectual apartheid regime’ because the superior
West was permanently and retrospectively quarantined off from the
inferior East. Or, in Rudyard Kipling’s felicitous phrase, ‘Oh, East is
East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet’. This was
crucial precisely because it immunised the West from recognising the
positive influence imparted by the East over many centuries, thereby
implying that the West had pioneered its own development in the
complete absence of Eastern help ever since the time of Ancient
Greece. And from there it was but a short step to proclaiming that the
history of the world can only be told as the story of the pioneering and

triumphant West from the outset. Thus the myth of the pristine West
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was born: that the Europeans had, through their own superior ingenu-
ity, rationality and social-democratic properties, pioneered their own
development in the complete absence of Eastern help, so that their
triumphant breakthrough to modern capitalism was inevitable.

It is no coincidence that the social sciences emerged most fully
in the nineteenth century at the time when this process of reimagining
Western identity reached its apogee. For by then the Europeans had
intellectually divided the whole world into the two antithetical com-
partments. But rather than critique this Orientalist and essentialist
West/East divide, orthodox Western social scientists from the nine-
teenth century down to the present not only accepted this polarised
separation as self-evidently true, but inscribed it into their theories of
the rise of the West and the origins of capitalist modernity. How did
this occur?

Most generally, as the quote from Eric Wolf (posted at the begin-
ning of this chapter) points out,” within the mainstream theories we
can detect a latent — though occasionally explicit — triumphalist tele-
ology in which all of human history has ineluctably been leading up
to the Western endpoint of capitalist modernity. Thus conventional
accounts of world history assume that this all began with Ancient
Greece, progressing on to the European agricultural revolution in the
low middle ages, then on to the rise of Italian-led commerce at the turn
of the millennium. The story continues on into the high middle ages
when Europe rediscovered pure Greek ideas in the Renaissance which,
when coupled with the scientific revolution, the Enlightenment and
the rise of democracy, propelled Europe into industrialisation and
capitalist modernity.

Pick up any conventional book on the rise of the modern world.
The West is usually represented as the mainstream civilisation and is
enshrined with a Promethean quality (to paraphrase the titles of two
prominent books).!? While Eastern societies are sometimes discussed
they clearly lie outside the mainstream story. And it is often the case
that if the East is discussed at all, it is discussed in separate sections.

Accordingly, one could focus only on the Western sections and get
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the main story. Thus Eastern societies basically appear as an aside or
as an irrelevant footnote. But this aside is important not because it
says little about the East but because it describes only the inherent,
regressive properties that blocked its progress. Once more, this pro-
vides a very powerful confirmation of Western superiority and why
the ‘triumph of the West’ was but a fait accompli.

Two main points are of note here. First, this story is one that
imagines Western superiority from the outset. And second, the story
of the rise and triumph of the West is one that can be told without any
discussion of the East or the ‘non-West’. Europe is seen as autonomous
or self-constituting on the one hand, and rational/democratic on the
other, making the breakthrough all by itself. This is what I refer to as
the Eurocentric iron logic of immanence. Both these views under-
pin the triumphalist Eurocentric notion of the ‘European miracle’
conceived as a ‘virgin birth’. Accordingly, the story of the origins
of capitalism (and globalisation) is conflated with the rise of the
West; the account of the rise of modern capitalism and civilisation
is the Western story. It is precisely this notion that Ruth Benedict
had in mind when she described ‘our’ conception of world history as

‘provincial’.!! Or as Du Bois put it:

It has long been the belief of modern men that the history of
Europe covers the essential history of civilization, with
unimportant exceptions; that the progress of the white
[Europeans]| has been along the one natural, normal path to

the highest possible human culture.!?

Nevertheless, it remains to be ascertained just how the categories
of Orientalism became endogenised within the mainstream accounts
of the rise of the West. Because other anti-Eurocentric writers have
deconstructed a range of modern prominent scholars,'3 I shall con-
centrate here on revealing the Orientalist foundations of the classical
theories of Marx and Weber. This focus is legitimate because most sub-
sequent theories have been derived from Marx and especially Weber

in one way or another.
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The Orientalist foundations of Marxism

It might be thought that Marxism would not fit the Orientalist mould,
given that Karl Marx was one of Western capitalism’s most strident
critics. But the fact is that Marx privileged the West as the active
subject of progressive world history and denigrated the East as but its
passive object. And in the process Marx’s theory demonstrated all the
hallmarks of Eurocentric world history. How so?

Karl Marx’s theory assumed that the West was unique and
enjoyed a developmental history that had been absent in the East.
Indeed, he was explicit that the East had had no (progressive) history.
This was reiterated in numerous pamphlets and newspaper articles.
For example, China was a ‘rotting semicivilization . . . vegetating in
the teeth of time’.!* Consequently, China’s only hope for progressive
emancipation or redemption lay with the Opium Wars and the incur-
sion of British capitalists who would ‘open up backward’ China to the
energising impulse of capitalist world trade.!® India too was painted
with the same brush.'® This formula was most famously advanced
in The Communist Manifesto where we are told that the Western

bourgeoisie,

draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization . . . It
compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the [Western]
bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what
it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become [Western]
themselves. In one word, it [the Western bourgeoisie] creates a

world after its own image.!”

Marx’s dismissal of the East was not confined to his numer-
ous newspaper articles (no fewer than seventy-four between 1848 and
1862) and various pamphlets, but was fundamentally inscribed into
the theoretical schema of his historical materialist approach. Crucial
here was his concept of the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ in which
‘private property’ and hence ‘class struggle’ — the developmental
motor of historical progress — were notably absent. As he explained
in Capital, in Asia ‘the direct producers . . . [are] under direct
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subordination to a state which stands over them as their landlord . . .
[Accordingly] no private ownership of land exists.”'® And it was the
absorption of, and hence failure to produce, a surplus for reinvestment
in the economy that, ‘supplie[d] the key to the secret of the unchange-
ableness of Asiatic societies’.!” In short, private property and class
struggle in part failed to emerge because the forces of production were
owned by the despotic state. Thus stagnation was inscribed into this
publicly owned land system because rents were extracted from the
producers, in the form of ‘taxes wrung from them - frequently by
means of torture — by a ruthless despotic state’.20

This scenario was fundamentally contrasted with the European
situation. In Europe the state did not stand above society but was
fundamentally embedded within, and cooperated with, the dominant
economic class. In turn, being unable to squeeze a surplus through
high taxation the state allowed a space to emerge through which cap-
italists could accumulate a surplus (i.e. profits) to be reinvested in the
capitalist economy. Accordingly, economic progress was understood
as the unique preserve of the West. Thus what we have in Marx’s the-
oretical understanding of the East and West is the theory of oriental
despotism (which subsequently found its most famous voice in Karl
Wittfogel’s neo-Marxist book).2! It is true that Marx’s notion of the
Asiatic mode of production oscillated between the choking powers of
the despotic state on the one hand and the stifling role of rural com-
munal production on the other. But whichever factor was crucial does
not detract from his abiding belief that the East had no prospects for
progressive self-development and could, therefore, only be rescued by
the British capitalist imperialists.

No less importantly, Marx’s whole theory of history faithfully
reproduces the Orientalist or Eurocentric teleological story. In The
German Ideology Marx traces the origins of capitalist modernity back
to Ancient Greece — the fount of civilisation (and in the Grundrisse
he explicitly dismissed the importance of Ancient Egypt).?> He then
recounts the familiar Eurocentric story of linear/immanent progress

forwards to European feudalism and on to European capitalism, then
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socialism before culminating at the terminus of communism.?® Thus
Western man was originally born free under ‘primitive communalism’
and, having passed through four progressive historical epochs, would
eventually emancipate himself as well as the Asian through revolu-
tionary class struggle. For Marx the Western proletariat is humanity’s
‘Chosen People’ no less than the Western bourgeoisie is global capital-
ism’s ‘Chosen People’. Marx’s inverted Hegelian approach gave rise to
a progressive/linear story in which the (Western) species edged closer
to freedom through class struggle with each passing historical epoch.

No such progressive ‘linearity’ was possible in the Orient, where
growth-repressive ‘cycles’ of despotic political regimes and regressive
rural production systems did no more than mark time. Underlying
this whole approach is a clear denial of Eastern agency. To paraphrase
Marx’s discussion of the difference between a proletarian ‘class-in-
itself’ (representing inertia and passivity) and a ‘class-for-itself’ (rep-
resenting a proactive propensity for emancipation), it is as if Marx
saw the East as a ‘being-in-itself’ that was inherently incapable of
becoming a ‘being-for-itself’. By contrast, the West was from the out-
set a ‘being-for-itself’. Moreover, it seems no coincidence that the
Hegelian influence in Marx’s work should have produced this binary
‘progressive West/regressive East’ couplet, precisely because for Hegel
the superior Spirit of the West is progressive freedom, whereas the
inferior Spirit of the East is regressive, unchanging despotism.2* In
short, for Marx the West has been the triumphant carrier of historical
progress, the East but its passive recipient.

All in all it seems fair to dub Karl Marx’s approach as ‘Orien-
talism painted red’.?> However, none of this is to say that Marxism
is moribund, for it undoubtedly remains useful and insightful. But it
is to say that as an overall framework it remains embedded firmly

within an Orientalist discourse.

The Orientalist foundations of Weberianism
Nowhere is the Orientalist approach clearer than in the works of the
German sociologist, Max Weber. Weber’s whole approach was founded
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on the most poignant Orientalist questions: what was it about the
West that made its path to modern capitalism inevitable? And why
was the East predestined for economic backwardness? The Orientalist
cue in Weber is found both with the initial questions and the
subsequent analytical methodology that he deployed in order to
answer them. Weber’s view was that the essence of modern capital-
ism lay with its unique and pronounced degree of ‘rationality’ and
‘predictability’, values that were to be found only in the West. From

there, as Randall Collins points out,

the logic of Weber’s argument is first to describe these
characteristics; then to show the obstacles to them that were
present in virtually all societies of world history until recent
centuries in the West; and finally, by the method of comparative
analysis, to show the social conditions responsible for their

[unique] emergence [in the West].26

This is pristine Orientalist logic, given that Weber selected or imputed
a series of progressive features that were allegedly unique to the West.
And he simultaneously insisted on their absence in the East, where a
series of imaginary blockages ensured its failure to progress. That is,
he did not objectively select the key aspects that made the West's rise
possible. He in fact imputed them no less than he imputed a series of
imaginary blockages that supposedly made the East’s failure inevitable
(a claim which I demonstrate throughout this book). The Orientalist
character of his analytical template is revealed most clearly in his
depiction of the East and West (see table 1.2).

The crucial comparison here is between tables 1.1 and 1.2. This
comparison confirms that Weber perfectly transposed the Eurocentric
categories into his central social scientific concepts. Thus the West
was blessed with a unique set of rational institutions which were
both liberal and growth permissive. The growth-permissive factors
are striking for their presence in the West and for their absence in the
East.?” Here, the division of East and West according to the presence

of irrational and rational institutions respectively very much echoes
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Table 1.2 Max Weber’s Orientalist view of the ‘East’ and ‘West’: the

great ‘rationality’ divide

Occident (modernity)

Orient (tradition)

Rational (public) law

Double-entry bookkeeping

Free and independent cities

Independent urban bourgeoisie

Rational-legal (and democratic)
state

Rational science

Protestant ethic and the
emergence of the rational
individual

Basic institutional constitution
of the West

Fragmented civilisation with a
balance of social power between
all groups and institutions
(i.e. multi-state system or
multi-power actor civilisation)

Separation of public and private

realms (rational institutions)

Ad hoc (private) law

Lack of rational accounting

Political/administrative camps

State-controlled merchants

Patrimonial (oriental despotic)
state

Mysticism

Repressive religions and the

predominance of the collectivity

Basic institutional constitution
of the East

Unified civilisations with no
social balance of power between
groups and institutions
(i.e. single-state systems or
empires of domination)

Fusion of public and private

realms (irrational institutions)

the Peter Pan theory of the East. In particular, the final two categories
located at the bottom of the table deserve emphasis. First, the differ-
ences in the two civilisations are summarised in Weber’s claim that
Western capitalist modernity is characterised by a fundamental sep-
aration of the public and private realms. In traditional society (as in
the East) there was no such separation. Crucially, only when there is
such a separation can formal rationality — the leitmotif of modernity —
prevail. This supposedly infuses all spheres — the political, military,
economic, social and cultural.
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The second general distinguishing feature between the Orient
and Occident was the existence of a ‘social balance of power’ in the
latter and its absence in the former. Taking their cue from Weber,
neo-Weberian analyses commonly differentiate ‘multi-power actor
civilisations’ or the European multi-state system from Eastern single-
state systems or ‘empires of domination’.?® And they, like some Marx-
ian world-systems theorists as well as a number of non-Marxists,*’
emphasise the vital role that warfare between states played in the
rise of Europe (which, ‘by definition’, did not exist in the single-state
empires in the East). It is here where the theory of oriental despo-
tism becomes pivotal. Only the Occident enjoyed a precarious bal-
ance of social forces and institutions where none could predominate.3?
European secular rulers could not dominate on a despotic model. They
granted ‘powers and liberties’ to individuals in civil society, initially to
the nobles and later on to the bourgeoisie. By 1500 rulers were anxious
to promote capitalism in order to enhance tax revenues in the face of
constant, and increasingly expensive, military competition between
states. By contrast, in the East the predominance of ‘single-state sys-
tems’ led to empires of domination, in large part because a lack of
military competition released the state from the pressure of having
to nurture the development of society. Thus in contrast to the fief
(hereditary land tenure) that Western rulers had granted the nobil-
ity before about 1500, Eastern nobles were stifled by the despotic or
patrimonial state which imposed prebendal rights (rights which pre-
vented the consolidation of this class’s power). Moreover, the Eastern
bourgeoisie was thoroughly repressed by the despotic or patrimonial
state and was confined to ‘administrative camps’ as opposed to the
‘free cities’ that were allegedly found only in the West. In addition,
European rulers were also balanced against the power of the Holy
Roman empire as well as the papacy, which contrasted with Eastern
caesaropapism (where religious and political institutions were fused).
Finally, while Western man became imbued with a ‘rational restless-
ness’ and a transformative ‘ethic of world mastery’, in part because of

the energising impulse of Protestantism, Eastern man was choked by
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regressive religions and was thereby marked by a long-term fatalism
and passive conformity to the world. Accordingly, the rise of capital-
ism was as much an inevitability in the West as it was an impossibility
in the East.

In sum, although the Weberian argument has a different con-
tent from Marx’s, both worked within an Orientalist framework. And
the obvious link here lies in the centrality that both accord to the
absence of oriental despotism in the West on the one hand, and the
imputed European logic of immanence on the other. Accordingly, as
noted earlier, when seen through an anti-Eurocentric lens these so-
called radically opposed perspectives appear as but subtle variations
on the exact same Orientalist theme.

Probably the most significant consequence of Max Weber’s con-
struction of the Eurocentric theoretical template is that it has perme-
ated almost all Eurocentric accounts of the rise of the West even if,
as James Blaut also notes, many of the relevant authors would recog-
nise themselves as neither Weberian nor Orientalist.?! This should
hardly be surprising, given that all mainstream scholars begin their
analysis by asking the standard Weberian question: why did only the
West break through to modern capitalism, while, conversely, the East
was doomed to remain in poverty? When expressed in this way, an
Orientalist story was made inevitable because the question led the
enquirer (often unintentionally) to impute an inevitability to both
the rise of the West and the stagnation of the East. How so? Apply-
ing the Orientalist conception of the binary ‘West-East divide’ fur-
nished Western scholars with the inevitable answer: that only the
West had the ingenuity and progressive properties to make the break-
through - values that were deemed to be entirely absent in the
East from the outset. Posed in this way, the question begged the
answer: how did the ingenious and progressive liberal West advance
to capitalist modernity as opposed to the regressive, despotic East,
whose eternal fate lay with stagnation and slavery? Thus the essential
causal categories had already been assigned in advance of historical

enquiry.
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But it might be replied that it is reasonable to begin by not-
ing the present situation of an advanced West and a backward East
and then exploring the past to ‘reveal’ the factors that made this so.
The problem is that in extrapolating retrospectively the notion of a
backward East a subtle but erroneous slippage is made: in ‘revealing’
the various blockages that held the East back, Eurocentrism ends up
by imputing to the East a permanent ‘iron law of non-development’.
And above all, because Eurocentrism appraises the East only through
the lens of the West’s final breakthrough to modern capitalism, any
technological or economic developments that were made in the East
are immediately dismissed as inconsequential. In contrast, by tak-
ing present-day Western superiority as a fact and then extrapolating
this conception back through historical time, the enquirer necessarily
ends up by imputing to the West a permanent ‘iron law of immanent
development’. This is rendered problematic by the central argument
of this book: that there was nothing inevitable about the West’s rise,
precisely because the West was nowhere near as ingenious or morally
progressive as Eurocentrism assumes. For without the helping hand
of the more advanced East in the period from 500 to 1800, the West
would in all likelihood never have crossed the line into modernity.

Thus much of our Western thinking is not scientific and objec-
tive but is orientated through a one-eyed perspective which reflects
the prejudiced values of the West, and which necessarily prevents the
enquirer from seeing the full picture. This is equivalent to what Blaut
calls ‘Eurocentric tunnel history’.3> What happens, then, when we

view the world through a more inclusive two-eyed perspective?

The illusion of Eurocentrism: discovering the oriental West

It is important to note that the Eurocentric and implicit ‘triumphal-
ist’ bias of our mainstream theories does not necessarily make them
incorrect. Indeed, as the self-proclaimed Eurocentric scholar, David
Landes, has recently argued, there is actually very good reason for
Eurocentrism because it is the West and not the East that has tri-

umphed because, he claims, only the Europeans managed to pioneer
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the breakthrough to capitalist modernity. Accordingly, Landes dis-
misses the anti-Eurocentric account as ‘politically correct goodthink’
or ‘Europhobic’ or simply ‘bad history’.3® But my central argument is
that the Eurocentric story is problematic not because it is politically
incorrect but because it does not square with what really happened.
David Landes, in his self-proclaimed Eurocentric book, forcefully dis-
agrees. As he puts it:

A third school [in which the present book would be included|
would argue that the West—Rest [West-East] dichotomy is simply
false. In the large stream of world history, Europe is a latecomer
and free rider on the earlier achievements of others. That is
patently incorrect. As the historical record shows, for the last
thousand years, Europe (the West) has been the prime mover of
development and modernity. That still leaves the moral issue.
Some would say that Eurocentrism is bad for us, indeed bad for the
world, hence to be avoided. Those people should avoid it. As for

me, I prefer truth to goodthink. I feel surer of my ground.3*

But the historical empirical record that I consult reveals that for most
of the last thousand years the East has been the prime mover of
world development. Conventional scholars assign the leading edge of
global power in the last thousand years, without exception, to West-
ern states. But the immediate problem is that Western powers only
appear to have been dominant because a Eurocentric view determined
from the outset that no Eastern power could be selected in. As this
book shows, all the so-called ‘leading Western powers’ were inferior,
economically and politically, to the leading Asian powers (see chs.
2-4 and 7). It was only near the very end of the period (c. 1840) that
a Western power finally eclipsed China.

Nevertheless, Landes would still claim that even if all this
were true, the fact remains that only the Europeans managed to
single-handedly break through to capitalist modernity. Or as Lynn
White put it: ‘One thing is so certain that it seems stupid to verbal-

ize it: both modern technology and modern science are distinctively
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Occidental’ 3> But as I stated earlier, the West only got over the line
into modernity because it was helped by the diffusion and appropria-
tion of the more advanced Eastern resource portfolios and resources.
Because the success of my account must lie with the empirical evi-
dence that it marshals rather than because it is simply ‘goodthink’,
what then are some of the empirical facts that support my alternative
anti-Eurocentric account? Let us take the diffusion and assimilation of
Eastern resource portfolios through oriental globalisation first, before
turning to the appropriation of Eastern resources through Furopean
imperialism.

One revealing example lies with what I call the ‘myth of Vasco
da Gama’ (see ch. 7). We in the West generally pride ourselves on
the fact that it was the Portuguese discoverer, Vasco da Gama, who
was the first man to have made it round the Cape of Good Hope and
sail on to the East Indies where he made first contact with a hitherto
isolated and primitive Indian race. But sometime between two and five
decades earlier the Islamic navigator, Ahmad ibn-Majid, had already
rounded the Cape and, having sailed up the West African coast, had
entered the Mediterranean via the Strait of Gibraltar. Moreover, the
Sassanid Persians had been sailing across to India and China from the
early centuries of the first millennium cg, as did the Black Ethiopians
and, later on, the Muslims (after about 650). And the Javanese, Indians
and Chinese had all made it across to the Cape many decades, if
not centuries, before Da Gama. It has no less been forgotten that
Da Gama only managed to navigate across to India because he was
guided by an unnamed Gujarati Muslim pilot. No less irksome is the
point that virtually all of the nautical and navigational technologies
and techniques that made Da Gama’s journey possible were invented
(and certainly refined further) in either China or the Islamic Middle
East. These were then assimilated by the Europeans, having diffused
across the global economy via the Islamic Bridge of the World (see
chs. 3, 6-8). And when we add the point that cannon and gunpow-
der were discovered in China and also diffused across, there is almost

nothing left to indicate that the Portuguese had anything to genuinely
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claim for their own. Finally, as this book argues in detail, the Indians
were not primitive barbarians. In fact, they were considerably more
advanced than their Portuguese ‘discoverers’ — itself a misnomer pre-
cisely because India had long been in direct trading contact with
much of Asia, East Africa and indirectly with Europe, many centuries
before Da Gama disingenuously claimed to have discovered it (see
chs. 2-4).

More generally it is important to note that Eastern resource
portfolios had a significant influence in each of the major European
turning points. Most of the major technologies that enabled the Euro-
pean medieval agricultural revolution after 600 CE seem to have come
across from the East (chs. 5 and 6). After 1000, the major technologies,
ideas and institutions that stimulated the various Western commer-
cial, production, financial, military and navigational revolutions, as
well as the Renaissance and the scientific revolution, were first devel-
oped in the East but later assimilated by the Europeans (chs. 6-8).
After 1700, the major technologies and technological ideas that
spurred on the British agricultural and industrial revolutions all dif-
fused across from China (ch. 9). Moreover, Chinese ideas also helped
stimulate the European Enlightenment. And it is precisely because
the East and West have been linked together in a single global cobweb
ever since 500 that we need to dispense with the Eurocentric assump-
tion that these two entities can be represented as entirely separate and
antithetical.

It is no less important to note that to each of my points a
series of counter-measures are deployed which enable (usually unwit-
tingly) the retention of the Eurocentric vision. Thus when Eurocen-
tric writers concede that a certain idea or technology originated in the
East, they often resort to what might be called a specific ‘Orientalist
clause’. Such clauses dismiss the significance of any particular East-
ern achievement, thereby returning us to the Orientalist status quo.
This process is rarely undertaken in a conscious way, given that most
scholars are not fighting to defend an explicitly Eurocentric vision

of the world. More often they deploy Orientalist clauses in order to
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retain their own theoretical perspective (e.g. Marxist, liberal, Webe-
rian, etc.) rather than Eurocentrism per se. But whether intended or
not, the outcome is still the maintenance of the Eurocentric vision if
only because these approaches are inherently Orientalist.

Two examples of how such clauses are employed will suffice to
illustrate my point. To my claim made in ch. 3 that China achieved
an industrial miracle during the Sung (eleventh century), Eurocentric
historians often reply by invoking one of the ‘China clauses’ (or what
Blaut calls the ‘China formula’).3¢ This clause dismisses its signifi-
cance by insisting that it was but an ‘abortive revolution’, with the
Chinese economy subsequently reverting back to its normal state of
relative stagnation. In this way, such theorists are able to preserve
their claim that the British industrial revolution was truly the first
(the ‘British clause’). Second, to answer the claim that the Middle
East transmitted original scientific thoughts and texts to Europe
that enabled the Western Renaissance and scientific revolution, the
‘Islamic clause’ is immediately invoked. This dismisses the Eastern
input on the grounds that these texts were in fact pure Greek works
and that the Muslims had added nothing of intellectual value — all they
did was return the original Greek works to the Europeans. This then
overlaps with the ‘Greek clause’, which stipulates that the Ancient
Greeks were the original fount of modern (i.e. Western) civilisation.
From these two examples alone it should be clear that there are many
Orientalist clauses which all overlap to provide a logically coherent
‘Orientalist text’. Thus, to make my case as plausible as possible, it
is incumbent upon me — or anyone else who seeks to challenge Euro-
centrism - to confront and dismantle every one of these interlinked
Orientalist clauses or formulae. It is this task that informs the main
narrative of this book. So much for the diffusion process.

The second major way in which the East enabled the rise of
the West was through the European imperial appropriation of East-
ern resources (land, labour and markets). Here I emphasise the role of
European agency or identity. All the major anti-Eurocentric scholars
seek to entirely discount the agency of the West. To include it, they
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reason, would be to fall back into the Eurocentric trap of emphasising
European exceptionalism or uniqueness. But by erasing the notion of
European agency we risk several dangers. First, we run the risk of rep-
resenting the European achievement as truly miraculous.?” Second,
given that my main argument comprises the positive contribution of
the East to the Western breakthrough, I risk falling into the trap of
Occidentalism, in which the East is privileged and the West is deni-
grated. In the end, this would be no more appropriate than an Orien-
talist approach. And third, by denying European agency we run the
risk of falling into a kind of structural-functionalist trap, in which
human agency becomes replaced by the notion of the individual as
a ‘passive bearer’ of material structures. This in effect conceives of
humans as receptors of the gift or burden of change rather than as
creative directors of change.

My conception of European agency also diverges from the pure
materialist approaches of the extant anti-Eurocentric (as well as
Eurocentric) literature because it is grounded in the notion of identity,
which in turn is a socially constructed phenomenon. And herein lies
a link with the first prong of my argument, given that European iden-
tity has always been forged in a global context. Thus I pay attention to
the various phases in which European identity was constructed and
reconstructed in an ever-changing global context, while at all times
relating this to the economic progress of the West. Nevertheless, as I
explain in the final chapter, this is by no means to say that material
factors are unimportant; indeed, they form a major part of my overall
argument. Here I merely note that identity is an important aspect of
agency. My notion of agency begins from the premise that the way we
think of, or imagine, ourselves and our place in the world to a very
important extent informs the way that we act in it. How then did the
Europeans construct an imperial identity, and how did this in turn
enable the later phase of the rise of the West?

During the early medieval period the Europeans came to define
themselves negatively against Islam (ch. 5). This was vital to the con-

struction of Christendom, which in turn enabled the consolidation
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of the feudal economic and political system as it emerged around the
end of the first millennium ck. It was also this identity that led on
to the Crusades. Subsequently, European Christian identity prompted
the so-called ‘voyages of discovery’ — or what I call the ‘second round’
of medieval Crusades —1led by Vasco da Gama and Christopher Colum-
bus (chs. 7-8). Having arrived in the Americas, various Christian ideas
led the Europeans to believe in the inferiority of the American Natives
as well as the Negro Africans. This in turn legitimised in their eyes
the super-exploitation and repression of the Native Americans and
Africans as well as the appropriation of American gold and silver,
which in turn assisted European economic development in manifold
ways (ch. 8). Then, during the eighteenth century, European identity
reconstruction led to the creation of what I refer to as ‘implicit racism’
which led on to the idea of the moral necessity of the imperial ‘civil-
ising mission’ (ch. 10). Imagining the East to be backward, passive and
childlike in contrast to the West as advanced, proactive and paternal
was vital in prompting the Europeans to engage in imperialism. For the
European elites sincerely believed that they were civilising the East
through imperialism (even if many of their actions belied this noble
conception). And in turn, the appropriation of many non-European
resources through imperialism underwrote the pivotal British indus-
trial revolution (ch. 11).

All in all, this enables me to reintroduce European agency as
part of my anti-Eurocentric account of the rise of the West. Scholars
such as Blaut might denounce this aspect of my argument principally
because it seems to fall back into a Eurocentric argument that empha-
sises European exceptionalism. But this would be the case only if this
formed the linchpin of my explanation. Thus it is vital to appreci-
ate my overall explanatory framework: that European identity consti-
tutes a necessary though not sufficient explanatory variable. For with-
out the diffusion of Eastern material and ideational resources through
oriental globalisation, no amount of cupidity and appropriationism
exhibited by the Europeans could have got them ‘over the line’. This

also necessarily means that materialist causes must be factored in
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alongside the role of identity if we are to craft a satisfactory explana-
tion for the rise of the West.

In sum, when we reveal the larger picture that Eurocen-
trism obscures, then its pristine picture of Western civilisation — as
autonomous, ingenious and morally progressive — appears more like
Oscar Wilde’s picture of Dorian Gray, whose real image has been hid-
den away from the viewer. My task, therefore, is to reveal this hidden
picture and simultaneously resuscitate the Eastern story. In this way,
I seek to undermine the Eurocentric notion of the triumphant West
that lies, either latently or explicitly, at the heart of the mainstream
accounts of the rise of the West. In the process we necessarily discover
the origins of the oriental West. Thus, to use the language of West-
ern positivist social science adopted by Landes and others, it is for
these empirical reasons (discussed above) that we should avoid Euro-
centrism. For only then can we provide a satisfactory account of the
rise of the West.

One final point is noteworthy. I have clearly set myself a very
ambitious task, which requires a revisionist history of virtually the
whole world in the last fifteen hundred years! Clearly it is not possible
to provide all the details in one book. Though desirable, my task must
be more circumspect. My central objective is to paint the outlines of
an alternative picture and to thereby provide just enough evidence to
undermine the major tenets of the Eurocentric approach. Put differ-
ently, the ‘intellectual success’ of the book, I feel, should be appraised
not by whether the reader is wholly convinced by the particularities of
my own account, but rather by whether (s)he is persuaded by my claim
that the Eurocentric explanation and vision of the rise and triumph of

the West is a myth that needs to be countered.



Part 1

The East as an early developer:
the East discovers and leads the
world through oriental
globalisation, 500-1800






2 Islamic and African pioneers:

building the Bridge of the World and the
global economy in the Afro-Asian age of
discovery, 500-1500

If as a philosopher one wishes to instruct oneself about what has taken
place on the globe, one must first of all turn one’s eyes towards the East,
the cradle of all arts, to which the West owes everything.

Voltaire

Western scholars, at least since the nineteenth century, have tried to find
ways of seeing [the| Afro-Eurasian zone of civilization as composed of
distinct historical worlds . . . one convenient result [of which] would
be to leave Europe . . . with a history that need not be integrated with
that of the rest of mankind save on the terms posed by European history
itself. .. [But after| 500 AD there was occurring a cumulative improvement
in technique, especially in military and even financial [institutions]; the
range of commerce expanded, as in sub-Saharan Africa which now effec-
tively entered the Afro-Eurasian area of civilization . . . [Because] the inter-
actions among regions — as a result of Islam, or of the Mongols, or of scien-
tific or artistic borrowing [etc.] — were so frequent, and involved . . . China
and . .. Western Europe [this necessarily means] that these developments
[in technique] cannot be fully disengaged from each other.

Marshall Hodgson

The standard picture of the world before 1500 presented by
Eurocentrism comprises two core features: first, a world mired in so-
called stagnant ‘tradition’; and second, a fragmented world divided
between insulated and backward regional civilisations that were gov-
erned by ‘irrational’ despotic states (mainly in the East). Accordingly,
it becomes inconceivable to imagine a globally interdependent world
at any point before 1500. In turn, Eurocentrism supposes that it was
only by 1500, with the emergence of Europe as advanced civilisation,
that the European age of discovery was launched. And this in turn
led to the battering down of the walls that had kept apart the major

civilisations, thereby paving the way for the future Western age of
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globalisation that emerged in the nineteenth century and matured
after 1945.

This familiar Eurocentric picture is a myth in the first instance
because a global economy that broke down civilisational isolation-
ism began as early as the sixth century during the Afro-Asian age of
discovery. And as we shall see, the so-called pioneering Europeans
entered this pre-existent global circuit very much on terms dictated
by the Middle Eastern Arabs, Persians and Africans (see also chs. 4,
6 and 7). Moreover, as this and the following two chapters demon-
strate, the period before 1500 witnessed considerable Eastern eco-
nomic progress, which simultaneously falsifies the Eurocentric theory
of oriental despotism. I also show that the ‘leading edge of global eco-
nomic power’ in the pre-1800 period belonged to various Eastern soci-
eties. There are two generic types of global economic power that may
be called, following Michael Mann, ‘extensive’ and ‘intensive’.! In
the economic realm, extensive power refers to the ability of a state or
region to project its economic tentacles outwards into the world, while
intensive power refers to a high degree of ‘productive’ power within
its own ‘borders’. We need to differentiate these precisely because
different regions have enjoyed prominence in one or both of these
forms of global power at different times. Thus, for example, between
roughly 650 and 1000 the Islamic Middle East/North Africa had the
highest levels of extensive and intensive power, though by about 1100
the leading edge of intensive power had passed to China (where it
remained until the nineteenth century — see ch. 3). Nevertheless, the
Middle East and North Africa maintained the leading edge of exten-
sive power down to about the fifteenth century when China took
over, though they continued to enjoy significant levels of intensive
and extensive power well into the eighteenth century. This picture
was consciously reimagined by Eurocentric intellectuals in the nine-
teenth century, so that first Venice and later Portugal, Spain, The
Netherlands and Britain were (re|presented as the leading global pow-
ers in the post-1000 period.
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In sum, the purpose of this chapter is to discover the original
picture (i.e. the one that existed before it was erased by Eurocentrism).
Nevertheless, although I have given over three chapters to discussing
the many economic achievements of the East, they can necessarily
only provide a sketch. For as Perry Anderson empathically reminds

us,

Asian development cannot in any way be reduced to a uniform
category, left over after the canons of European evolution have
been established . . . It is merely in the night of our own ignorance

that all alien shapes take on the same hue.?

As far as possible, therefore, I have sought to disaggregate the East
into its major component parts, none of which can be portrayed with
the same brush. Thus I hope that readers will forgive the fact that
my primary focus in this and the next two chapters will be on the
Islamic Middle East, North Africa, China, Japan, India and South-east
Asia.

This chapter is in two sections. The first reveals the pioneer-
ing role that the Middle Eastern Muslims and North Africans played
in creating a global economy after 500 and traces the leading edge
of global power. The second section traces the expansion of Islamic
extensive power and its shift to Egypt while simultaneously revealing
the contours of the global economy between 1000 and 1500.

The Eastern origins of the global economy: the Afro-Asian age of
discovery (post-500 cE)

The creation of oriental globalisation after 500

The claim that globalisation began at least as early as the sixth century
necessarily counters the Eurocentric insistence that globalisation only
emerged after 1500 with the advent of the so-called European age of
discovery. Specifically, there are six Eurocentric rebuttals to the claim
that globalisation began well before 1500.2 First, it is assumed that the

major regional civilisations were insulated from each other. Second,
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this claim in turn derives from the assumption that political costs
were too high to allow global trade given that oriental despotic rulers
sought to stifle all trade and tax profits out of existence. Third, sig-
nificant global trade could not have existed before 1500 because there
was an absence of capitalist institutions (e.g. credit, money-changers,
banks, contract law, etc.). Fourth, significant trade on a global level
was simply impossible because transport technologies were too crude.
And to the extent that there was any global trade at all, it was insignif-
icant because it was in luxury goods which, by definition, were con-
sumed only by a small minority of the world’s population (about 10
per cent). Fifth, to the extent that there were any global flows, they
were much too slow to be consequential. And sixth, even if there
were global processes in operation, they were not robust enough to
have a major reorganisational impact on the many societies of the
world.

I begin here by presenting my six counter-propositions before
elaborating on them throughout this chapter (as well as in chs. 3-9).
First, after 500 the Persians, Arabs, Africans, Javanese, Jews, Indians
and Chinese created and maintained a global economy down to about
1800, in which the major civilisations of the world were at all times
interlinked (hence the term oriental globalisation). Second, the var-
ious regions were governed by rulers who provided a pacified envi-
ronment and kept transit taxes low in order to facilitate global trade.
Third, a whole series of sufficiently rational capitalist institutions
were created and put in place after 500 to support global trade (these
are discussed in detail in ch. 6). As Janet Abu-Lughod noted:

Distances as measured by time, were calculated in weeks and
months at best, but it took years to traverse the entire [global]
circuit. And yet goods were transferred, prices set, exchange rates
agreed upon, contracts entered into, credit — on funds or on goods
located elsewhere — extended, partnerships formed, and,

obviously, records kept and agreements honored.*



ISLAMIC AND AFRICAN PIONEERS 33

Fourth, while transport technologies were obviously nowhere
near as advanced as they are today, they proved to be sufficient for the
conduct of global trade. Moreover, the Eurocentric assumption that
global trade only affected about 10 per cent of the world’s population —
and was therefore inconsequential - is challenged in the first instance
by Charles Tilly. He defines global connections as consequential to
the extent that: ‘The actions of powerholders in one region of a net-
work . . . visibly . . . affect the welfare of at least a significant minority
(say a tenth) of the population in another region of the network’.®
Others have suggested that trade in luxuries provided many impor-
tant effects in the reproduction of states and societies throughout the
world.® Either way, though, the majority of global trade was actually
conducted in mass-based consumer products which affected consid-
erably more than 10 per cent of the world’s population (a point that I
reiterate in various chapters).

Fifth, while it is undoubtedly true that the velocity of global
transmissions was often very slow, global flows nevertheless had a
major reorganisational effect on societies across the world. This leads
directly on to my sixth claim: that the crucial significance of the
global economy lay not in the type or quantity of trade that it sup-
ported, but that it provided a ready-made conveyor-belt along which
the more advanced Eastern ‘resource portfolios’ (e.g. ideas, institu-
tions and technologies) diffused across to the West. These global flows
ultimately led to a radical reconfiguration of societies across much of
the world. Indeed, the major theme of the book seeks to demonstrate
this point by showing how the diffusion of best-practice (i.e. Eastern)
‘resource portfolios’ through oriental globalisation was so significant
that it underpinned the rise of the West (see chs. 5-9).

Finally, my claim might be objected to on the grounds that not
all parts of the globe were completely interconnected. But the assump-
tion that the whole world must be tightly linked before we can declare
that it is global is problematic even for the modern period. Again, as

Janet Abu-Lughod points out:
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No world system is global, in the sense that all parts articulate
evenly with one another, regardless of whether the role they play
is central or peripheral. Even today, the world, more globally
integrated than ever before in history, is broken up into important
subspheres or subsystems, such as the northern Atlantic

system . . . the Pacific rim . . . China, still a system unto itself, and
[so on].”

Certainly, globalisation has been a dynamic phenomenon through
time and it is undoubtedly the case that its ‘extensity’ has varied over
time. And modern globalisation in the 1800-2000 period is in some
crucial respects very different from its oriental predecessor. Never-
theless, globalisation can be said to exist prior to (and indeed after)
1500 insofar as significant flows of goods, resources, currencies, capi-
tal, institutions, ideas, technologies and peoples flowed across regions
to such an extent that they impacted upon, and led to the transfor-
mation of, societies across much of the globe. Even so, Robert Holton

maintains that:

A global history need not take the form of a single uniting process
(or metanarrative) such as the triumph of reason or western
civilisation. Nor should it be taken to imply an inexorable process
of homogenization to a single pattern . . . [Tlhe minimum that is
required for us to be able to speak of a single global connecting
thread is that tangible interconnections exist between distinct

regions, leading to interchange and interdependency.?

Clearly my definition is less ‘minimalist’ than that provided by
Holton.

I take 500 ck as the approximate starting date of oriental global-
isation. As William McNeill explains, although there was a fledgeling
set of global linkages going back to the first millennium BCE (or even
earlier), nevertheless by about 500 almost all of the interstices that had
insulated contact between regions had been filled up.” The revival
of camel transport between 300 and 500 was especially important.



ISLAMIC AND AFRICAN PIONEERS 35

Camels proved to be far superior ‘vehicles’ to horses or oxen. They
could travel twice as far per day, were far cheaper, could be organ-
ised more easily and did not require roads. This meant that the long
overland routes across Central Asia could now be relatively easily tra-
versed. So important was this development that McNeill has recently

described it as:

analogous . . . to the far better known opening of the oceans

by European [sic] seamen after 1500. Arabia together with the
oases and deserts of central Asia, the Steppelands to their north
and sub-Saharan Africa were the regions most powerfully
affected . . . [and] were all brought into far more intimate contact
with the established centers of civilized life — primarily with the
Middle East and China — than had been possible before. As a
result, between about Ap 500 and 1000 an intensified . . . world

system [emerged].!°

But the key development here was the emergence of a series
of interlinked world empires that enabled a significantly pacified
environment within which overland - as well as seaborne - trade
could flourish.!! The rise of T’ang China (618-907), the Islamic
Ummayad/Abbasid empire in the Middle East (661-1258), as well as
the Fatimids in North Africa (909-1171) were crucial to the emergence
of a sufficiently extensive global trading network. As Philip Curtin
notes: ‘The simultaneous power of the Abbasids and the T’ang made
it comparatively easy for long distance traders to make the whole jour-
ney across Asia and North Africa’.!> And though Jack Goody, André
Wink and Nigel Harris see global connections that run as far back as
3500 BCE or earlier still, they agree that the big expansion of global
trade occurred during the post-600 period.'® In short, as McNeill has
recently argued, the prosperity and commercialisation of the Arab and
Chinese (as well as the South Asian) world acted like a huge bellows
that fanned the flames of an emergent global economy.!* Noteworthy
here is that the famous Pirenne thesis — that the Islamic invasions

broke the unity of Western Europe from Eastern Europe (Byzantium),
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and that it was only by the turn of the millennium when trade

resumed — needs to be inverted:

There was a close connection between the Frankish and Arab
worlds, and . . . the Carolingian Renaissance, the successes of the
Italian city-states, and the growth of the Hanseatic League were
all enhanced rather than retarded by contacts with the Muslim
East . .. It seems quite certain that trade revived at many places in
the late eighth and ninth centuries [in Europe] . . . Contradicting
Pirenne, therefore, historians now speak of the economic

‘Islamization of early medieval Europe’.!®

Thus with the birth of the Carolingian empire in 751 in Western
Europe and the emergence of various Italian trading city states in the
eighth and ninth centuries, the global trading system extended into
Europe, thereby linking both extremes of the Furasian landmass into
one continuous network of interlinked world empires. Accordingly,
globalisation is not unique to, or consequential only for, the twenti-
eth century. Not only did it begin during Europe’s ‘Dark Age’ but its
ultimate significance lay in the fact that oriental globalisation was
the midwife, if not the mother, of the medieval and modern West.

The birth of oriental globalisation owes much to the Islamic
Middle East/North Africa. The Muslims (and Negroes) of North Africa
as well as the Muslims of the Middle East were the real global cap-
italist pioneers, serving to weave together a global economy of sig-
nificant scale and importance. For it stretched right across the Afro-
Eurasian landmass and sea-lanes from Western Europe across to China
and Korea in the east, and Africa, Polynesia (and perhaps Aboriginal
Australia) in the south. How then was this achieved?

The Islamic global pioneer: the rise of Islamic extensive and
intensive power

The Middle Eastern Arabic Muslims built upon the earlier achieve-
ments of the Sassanid Persians, which stem back possibly to the third —
and certainly the fourth — century.!® After 610, the Middle East began

its rise to global power with the ‘revelation’ of Muhammad. Before
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then the Middle East was highly fragmented and subject to vari-
ous colonising efforts by Persia, Syria and Byzantine Egypt. One of
Muhammad’s greatest contributions was to forge a unity through the
power of Islam. And one of the most significant aspects of Islam was its
penchant for trade and rational capitalist activity. It deserves empha-
sis that this immediately stands at odds with the Eurocentric assump-
tion that Islam was a regressive religion that blocked the possibility
of capitalist, let alone rational capitalist, activity. But it appears to
have been forgotten, wittingly or unwittingly, that Muhammad him-
self had been a commenda (or girad) trader. In his twenties he married
arich Qurayshi woman (the Quraysh had grown rich from the caravan

trade as well as banking). Interestingly the:

Meccans - the tribe of Quaraysh - caused their capital to fructify
through trade and loans at interest in a way that Weber would call
rational . . . The merchants of the Muslim Empire conformed
perfectly to Weber’s [rational] criteria for capitalist activity. They
seized every and any opportunity for profit and calculated their

outlays, their encashments and their profits in money terms.!’

In the light of this, it is interesting to note some of the link-
ages between Islam and capitalism that can be found in the Qu’ran.
According to Maxime Rodinson’s detailed examination he asserts that
the Qu’ran, ‘Does not merely say that one must not forget one’s por-
tion of the world, it also says that it is proper to combine the practice
of religion and material life, carrying on trade even during pilgrimages
and goes so far as to maintain commercial profit under the name of
“God’s Bounty””’. Islam prescribed that businessmen could more effec-
tively conduct a pilgrimage than those who did only physical labour.
Indeed, the Qu’ran states that:

If thou profit by doing what is permitted, thy deed is a

djihad . . . And if thou invest it for thy family and kindred, this
will be a Sadaqa [that is, a pious work of charity]; and truly, a
dhiram [drachma, silver coin] lawfully gained from trade is worth

more than ten dhirams gained in any other way.
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And Muhammad’s saying that ‘Poverty is almost like an apostasy’,

implies that the true servant of God should be affluent or at least
economically independent. The booths of the money-changers in
the great mosque of the camp-town Kufa possibly illustrate the
fact that there was no necessary conflict between business and

religion in Islam.!®

It is also significant that the Qu’ran stipulates the importance of
investment. And while we usually consider the Sharia (the Islamic
sacred law) as the root of despotism and economic backwardness, it
was in fact created as a means to prevent the abuse of the rulers’ or
caliphs’ power and, moreover, it set out clear provisions for contract
law. Not surprisingly, there was a rational reason why the Islamic mer-
chants were strong supporters of the Sharia. Furthermore, there were
clear signs of greater personal freedom within Islam than in medieval
Europe. Offices were determined on the basis of ‘egalitarian contrac-
tual responsibilities’. These entailed notions of rationality that were,
according to Hodgson, closer to the modern notion of Gesellschaft
than to traditional notions of Gemeinschaft.!®

Ultimately Islam’s comparative advantage lay in its consider-
able ‘extensive’ power. Islam was able to conquer horizontal space,
realised most fully in its ability to spread and diffuse across large parts
of the globe, as well as in its ability to spread capitalism. The centre
of Islam, Mecca, was in turn one of the centres of the global trading
network. Islam’s power spread rapidly after the seventh century so
that the Mediterranean became in effect a Muslim lake, and ‘Western
Europe’ a promontory within the Afro-Asian global economy. Islam
was to have a particularly powerful influence on the development
of Europe (chs. 5-8) especially, though by no means exclusively, via
Islamic Spain. Above all the Islamic world constituted no less than
the Bridge of the World, across which many Eastern ‘resource port-
folios’ as well as trade passed through to the West between 650 and
c. 1800. The growth of towns and the houses that Muslims built are

particularly illustrative of Islam’s extensive power. Islam forbade tall
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multi-storey houses because to reach up towards God was deemed
to be arrogant. In general, for Islam, it was morally reprehensible to
conquer vertical space. Thus the most pious sign would be to lower
oneself in the eyes of God — to prostrate oneself and to lower one’s head
to the ground in the face of God’s greatness. Similarly, we are told in
The Arabian Nights, that to show respect for the sovereign is to ‘kiss
the earth between one’s hands’. In short, the notion of jihad (djihad)
preached that Muslims should conquer not vertical but horizontal or
extensive space through both religion and trade. Accordingly, towns
sprang up throughout the Middle East and rapidly formed the major
sinews of the global economic network.

The picture of a dense urban trading network counters the tradi-
tional Eurocentric vision of Islam as a desert populated by nomads. As
Marshall Hodgson put it, Islam was ‘no “monotheism of the desert”,
born of the Bedouins’ awed wonder at the vast openness of sky and
land . . . Islam grew out of a long tradition of urban religion and it was
as city-oriented as any variant of that tradition’.?° Maxime Rodinson

reinforces the general claim being made here:

the density of commercial relations within the Muslim world
constituted a sort of world market . . . of unprecedented
dimensions. The development of exchange had made possible
regional specialisation in industry and agriculture . . . Not only did
the Muslim world know a capitalistic sector, but this sector was
apparently the most extensive and highly developed in history

before the [modern period].?!

Islam spread not only westwards to Europe but also eastwards right
across to India, South-east Asia and China, as well as southwards
into Africa through either religious or commercial influence (and
often both). Its economic reach was extraordinary for the time - so
much so that one scholar has aptly stated that, ‘the self-evident fact
must be accepted that they [the Arabs] were among the pioneers of
commerce in those far-away countries and that perhaps, as Tibbets
suggests, they acted as middlemen in the trade between China and
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South-east Asia’.?? Certainly, by the ninth century — as various
contemporary documents confirm — one long, continuous line of
transcontinental trade pioneered by Islamic merchants reached from
China to the Mediterranean.”?

The Middle Eastern Ummayads (661-750), Abbasids (750-1258)
and North African Fatimids were especially important, serving to
unite various arteries of long-distance trade known in antiquity
between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean. These included the
Red Sea and Persian Gulf routes. The Abbasid capital, Baghdad, was
linked to the Persian Gulf route, which in turn fanned out through
the Indian Ocean and beyond into the South China Sea as well as
the East China Sea. The contemporary, al-Ya’qubi (c. 875), described
Baghdad as the ‘water-front to the world’, while al-Mansir proclaimed
that ‘there is no obstacle to us and China; everything on the sea can
come to us on it’.2* Other Islamic ports were also important, espe-
cially Siraf on the Persian Gulf (on the coast of Iran south of Shiraz),
which was the major terminus for goods from China and South-east
Asia. The Red Sea route (guarded over by Egypt) was also of special
importance (see next section). In addition to the sea routes, perhaps the
most famous was the overland route to China, along which caravans
passed through the Iranian cities of Tabriz, Hamadan and Nishapur to
Bukhara and Samarkand in Transoxiana, and then on to either China
or India. Marco Polo (the ‘Ibn Battiita of Europe’?) was particularly

impressed — as was Ibn Batttita himself:

The people of Tabriz live by trade and industry . . . The city is so
favorably situated that it is a market for merchandise from India
and Baghdad, from Mosul and Hormuz, and from many other
places; and many Latin merchants come here to buy the
merchandise imported from foreign lands. It is also a market for
precious stones, which are found here in great abundance. It is a

city where good profits are made by travelling merchants.?

The Muslims were particularly dependent on trade with many

parts of Africa (not just North Africa). This was so for a number of
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reasons including, first, that Egypt presided over one of the vital trade
routes that linked the Far East and West (see next section); and sec-
ond, African markets constituted probably the most profitable branch
of Islam'’s foreign trade. While Eurocentrism dismisses the relevance
of Africa to the international trading system before 1500, African trade
was far from insignificant and long preceded the European arrival. No
less significantly, the Abyssinian Aksumite kingdom boasted Black
merchants who conducted significant trade with India even before
the Islamic arrival.?® Abu-Lughod’s otherwise masterly description
of the global economy is curious only for its omission of south-east
Africa.?” But maritime trade from the south-east coast had been impor-
tant even before the arrival of the Muslims; its extensity is revealed
by the fact that there was regular trade as far east as Polynesia. More-
over, the Indonesians had migrated to East Africa as early as the
2nd-4th centuries ck. Islamic shipping made its way right down the
East African coast as far south as Sufalah in Mozambique and Qanbalu
(Madagascar). Gold was mined in various places, including Ethiopia
and Zimbabwe, while Kilwa (present day southern Tanzania) was the
principal entrepdt.?® The famous Islamic world traveller, Ibn Battiita,
described Kilwa as ‘one of the most beautiful and best built towns’ that
he had witnessed on his many travels throughout much of the world.?
The Africans imported beads, cowries, copper and copper goods, grain,
fruit and raisins, wheat and, later on, textiles (almost all of which were
mass-based goods, not luxuries). The most intense commercial rela-
tions experienced by the East African ports were with India, Aden,
Suhar and Sirdf. And this long-distance trade also helped stimulate
trade into the African hinterland.?°

Moreover, it would be wrong to assume that West Africa
was commercially isolated from the east coast and was ‘brought to
life’ by the Europeans after 1492.3! Indeed, after the much earlier
Islamic arrival western entrep6ts such as Sijilmassa (in Morocco) and
Awdaghast expanded and the eastern and western coasts became inter-
linked, both in the northern and sub-Saharan regions.?* Nevertheless,

trade links within Africa had begun well before the Islamic arrival
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(as noted above), as had all manner of forms of production such as
gold mining, copper production and iron smelting.3? Interestingly, the
archaeologist Sayce described the iron-production centre, Meroe (cap-
ital of the kingdom of Kush at the end of the first millennium BCE),
as ‘the Birmingham of central Africa’. Moreover, Sufalah (before the
arrival of the Muslims) had the best and largest iron mines and its iron
was produced in part for export to India.3*

Noteworthy too is that global trade was also significantly
enabled by the Jewish merchants as well as the kingdom of Srivijaya
in Sumatra. Indeed, the latter acted as a global trading pivot in the
so-called ‘Far East’ much as the Middle East/North Africa did in the
West. As Jerry Bentley points out:

trade linking South China with Ceylon and India grew to such
proportions that the kings of Srivijaya, based at Palembang in
southeastern Sumatra, organized an island-based empire that for
much of the time between the seventh and thirteenth centuries

controlled commerce through Southeast Asian waters.3

Most authorities agree that Srivijaya’s rise was significantly assisted
by the revival of Chinese trade during the T’ang.3¢ And it was a crit-
ical meeting point between trade emanating from the Middle East,
India and China.?” Interestingly, the famous Chinese traveller I-Ching
counted some thirty five ships arriving from Persia alone during his
six-month stay in 671. The Jews (or ‘Rhadanite merchants’) were also
important.?® Their role was described in detail by the contemporary,
Ibn Khurradhbih, as well as in the contemporary Geniza papers (in
Cairo).3° The term ‘Rhadanite’ seems to have been derived from the
Persian term rha dan (meaning ‘those who know the route’). In par-
ticular, these merchants played a very important role within the trade
and finance of the Islamic world - in Baghdad down to about the tenth
century and subsequently in Cairo in Fatimid Egypt after 969.
Finally, between about 650 and 1000 the leading edge of global
intensive power lay in the Islamic Middle East and North Africa.

Eric Jones claims that the Abbasid caliphate was the first region to
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achieve per capita economic growth (supposedly the leitmotif of mod-
ern capitalism).*’ Fernand Braudel described the economic activity of

Islam after 800 in the following terms:

‘Capitalist’ is not too anachronistic a word. From one end of
Islam’s world connections to the other, speculators unstintingly
gambled on trade. One Arab author, Hariri had a merchant
declare: ‘I want to send Persian saffron to China, where I hear that
it fetches a high price, and then ship Chinese porcelain to Greece,
Greek brocade to India, Indian iron to Aleppo, Aleppo glass to the
Yemen and Yemeni striped material to Persia’. In Basra,
settlements between merchants were made by what we would

now call a clearing system.*!

A string of Islamic intensive (productive) innovations and tech-
nological/ideational refinements was crucial here. As ch. 6 explains,
the possible invention, though certain development, of the lateen
sail enabled long-distance sailing, especially in the Indian Ocean. So
too did the development of the astrolabe in conjunction with the
many breakthroughs in Islamic astronomy and mathematics (see also
chs. 7, 8). Paper manufacturing began after 751. Textile manufactur-
ing was especially important: Syria and Iraq were famous for their silk
manufactures, while Egypt led the way in linen and woollen fabrics.
Muslims also used impressive dyes. Islamic influence is revealed by
the many Arabic (and Persian) terms that were imported into European
languages. Chemicals known as mordants were needed to make dyes
colourfast, especially alkali (from the Arabic word al-kali, ‘ashes’).
Saffron comes from the Arabic zafaran. The word damask derives
from Damascus, muslin from the city of Mosul, and organdy from
the city of Urgench in Central Asia. Mohair comes from the Arabic
word mukhayyir (meaning the best), and taffeta from taftan (the
Persian verb, ‘to spin’).*> Notable too is that the Muslims dominated
the Europeans in terms of iron production, and in steel production
they dominated down to the eighteenth century. Moreover, Islamic

production extended to sugar-refinement, construction, furniture
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manufactures, glass, leather tanning, pottery and stone-cutting.*?
Interestingly, Egyptian sugar-cane production was a leading global
industry and refined sukkar (hence the term ‘sugar’) was extensively
exported across much of the world. Islam also harnessed energy
through windmills and water-mills, which were deployed for indus-
trial production purposes. Notable too is that the Middle East/North
Africa long held a comparative advantage over Europe with respect
to both scientific knowledge and military technologies (ch. 8). No
less important was the creation of a whole series of capitalist insti-
tutions (concerning partnerships, contract law, banking, credit and
many others), upon which not only Islamic production, investment
and commerce rested but also global trade (ch. 6). All in all, as Eric
Jones aptly concludes, ‘“The record of technical and economic advance
in the Abbasid . . . demonstrates that the [Islamic| past was by no

means changeless’.**

Global extensive power and the contours of the global economy,

c. 1000-1517

The contours of the global economy in the post-1000 period have most
clearly been described by Janet Abu-Lughod in her magisterial book,
Before European Hegemony. She reveals three principal trade routes
that linked up with eight regional subsystems, which I shall discuss

in turn.

The northern route and the Mongol empire: the ‘benign tribes

from Hell’!

A significant boost to oriental globalisation was provided by the emer-
gence of the Mongol empire in the thirteenth century. This empire
linked the East and West into a continuous trading space. It is cer-
tainly true that by the twelfth century the Seljuk Turks pushed west-
ward and controlled a large area including virtually all of Iraq and
the Fertile Crescent. But it was Chingiz (Genghis) Khan and the
Mongols who succeeded in conquering much of the Eurasian land-

mass. Ironically — when viewed through the traditional Eurocentric
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lens — Chingiz chose not to conquer backward Europe, taking only
its eastern parts (mainly Kievan Russia) and instead concentrated on
the richest prize, China. By the latter part of the thirteenth century
most of the Eurasian landmass was held under Mongol control. The
critical point is that this relatively unified territorial empire — the Pax
Mongolica - provided a pacified region within which capitalism could
flourish. It enabled both very long-distance, or global, trade covering
the 5000 miles between China and Europe on the one hand, and the
diffusion of superior Eastern ideas and technologies across to the West
(and elsewhere) on the other.*> Institutional constraints and political
costs were lowered not least because the Mongols proved to be recep-
tive towards the many merchants who traversed the empire. Indeed,
the famous contemporary of Marco Polo, Balducci Pegolotti, described
the Silk Road as ‘perfectly safe by day and night’.

A further irony here is that Eurocentrism views the Mongols
or ‘Tartars’ (as they were called by the Europeans) as fundamentally
destructive and inimical to progressive economic activity. As Abu-

Lughod explains:

The Mongols were initially consigned to the same mythological
region reserved for the other strange creatures populating the
unknown world of Asia. Based on a misinterpretation of the term
Tatar (the name for only one of the tribal groups later joining the
Mongol confederation), the Mongols were identified as Tartars,
that is, coming from the Biblical region of Tartarus or Hell. It is
difficult to see how, at the same time, they could have been
viewed longingly as potential allies in Christendom’s holy war
against the Muslims. [Nevertheless] perhaps even those creatures
from the lands of Gog and Magog [the harbingers of the
apocalypse] (another feeble attempt to identify their provenance)

might be mobilized in their struggle [with the Muslims].*¢

The contemporary chronicler, Matthew Paris, characterised the
Mongol or ‘Tartar invasion’ in 1240 as: ‘a detestable nation of Satan,

to wit the countless armies of the Tartars, broke loose from its
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mountain-environed home, and piercing the solid rocks [of the
Caucausus] poured forth like devils’.*” He even depicted the ‘Tartars’
as men with disproportionately sized heads feeding on human flesh.
To the medieval Europeans this all seemed natural. For it readily com-
plemented their bizarre images of the Eastern peoples, such as the
Blemmyae (who had faces on their chests), the Sciopods (who had
one leg and used their huge foot as a sunshade), the Anthropophagi
(whose heads grew beneath their shoulders), and last but not least the
Cinocephali (dog-headed men).*8

European perceptions of the Mongols — not to mention the other
Eastern peoples — were based on a number of myths. First, the Tatar
tribe had been virtually wiped out by Chingiz. Second, the Mongols
were highly indifferent to the ‘red-haired barbarians’ of the backward
West. And third, in addition to delivering Eastern goods the Mongol
empire indirectly provided highly benign services for Europe insofar as
it constituted a transmission belt along which some of the advanced
Eastern ‘resource portfolios’ had passed across to the West (as we shall
see in later chapters). Nevertheless, this influential trade circuit was in
decline by the mid-fourteenth century. Tamerlane, fighting outwards
from Samarkand, helped bring an end to the Pax Mongolica, as did
the ravages of the Black Death. But this did not mark the end of the
Eastern-led global economy. Rather, trade was increasingly channelled

through the middle and especially southern routes.

The middle route: the maintenance of Middle Eastern Islamic
extensive power

According to Abu-Lughod the Middle route began at the Mediter-
ranean coast of Syria/Palestine, crossed the small desert and then the
Mesopotamian plain to Baghdad, before finally breaking up into a land
and sea route. The land route continued across Persia to Transoxiana
and then either south-eastward to northern India or due eastward to
Samarkand and then across the desert to China. The sea route fol-
lowed the Tigris river down to the Persian Gulf from Baghdad via Basra

and then passed the trading kingdoms of Oman, Siraf, Hormuz or Qais
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(guardians of the link between the Gulf and the Indian Ocean beyond).
While this route became particularly important after the sixth cen-
tury, it became extremely influential when Baghdad was the prime
Muslim centre of trade after 750. But when Baghdad was plundered by
the Mongols in 1258, the route underwent a temporary decline. How-
ever, with Iraq being subsequently ruled from Persia, the Gulf route
revived. This middle route was also important because it enabled a
‘deeply symbiotic’ trading relationship between the Crusader king-
doms and the Muslim merchants who brought goods from as far away
as the Orient.

The chief Crusader port in the Middle East — Acre — was con-
trolled up to 1291 by the Venetians, and there they excluded their
Pisan and Genoese rivals. Nevertheless, although the Venetians dom-
inated the European trading system, they always entered the global
system on terms dictated by the Middle Eastern Muslims and espe-
cially the North Africans. When Constantinople fell to the Byzantines
in 1261, the Genoese were favoured over the Venetians, thereby forc-
ing the latter to focus on the middle and southern routes. But then,
with the fall of Acre in 1291, the Venetians had no choice but to rely

on the southern route, which was dominated by the Egyptians.

The southern route: Europe’s dependence on Egypt’s trading
hegemony, 1291-1517

This route linked the Alexandria-Cairo-Red Sea complex with the
Arabian Sea and then the Indian Ocean and beyond. After the thir-
teenth century Egypt constituted the major gateway to the East. As
Abu-Lughod claims, “‘Whoever controlled the sea-route to Asia could
set the terms of trade for a Europe now in retreat. From the thirteenth
century and up to the sixteenth that power was Egypt.’*® Indeed,
between 1291 and 1517 about 80 per cent of all trade that passed to
the East by sea was controlled by the Egyptians. But when Baghdad
fell, Al-Qahirah - later Europeanised to Cairo — became the capital of
the Islamic world and the pivotal centre of global trade (though this
latter process had begun during the Fatimid era in the tenth century).
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Eurocentric scholars emphasise that European international
trade with the East dried up after 1291 (with the fall of Acre) as Egypt
dominated the Red Sea trade to the East at the expense of the Christian
Europeans. And it is this that supposedly prompted the Portuguese
Vivaldi brothers to search for the more southerly route to the Indies
via the Cape in 1291. But this claim is problematic. It is true that the
fall of Acre in 1291 prompted Pope Nicholas IV to issue numerous
prohibitions on trade with the ‘infidel’. But the fact is that the Vene-
tians managed to circumvent the ban and secured new treaties with
the Sultan in 1355 and 1361. And right down to 1517, Venice survived
because Egypt played such an important role within the global econ-
omy. Moreover, Venice and Genoa were not the ‘pioneers’ of global
trade but adaptors, inserting themselves into the interstices of the
Afro-Asian-led global economy and trading very much on terms laid
down by the Middle Eastern Muslims and especially the Egyptians. In
particular, European merchants were blocked from passing through
Egypt. When they arrived in Alexandria they were met by customs
officials, who stayed on board and supervised the unloading of the
goods. Christians, in particular, required a special permit or visa and
paid a much higher tax than did their Muslim counterparts. The
Europeans then retired to their own quarters which were governed by
their own laws. However, they were not allowed to leave their quar-
ters in Alexandria and became wholly dependent upon the Egyptian
merchants and government officials. Nevertheless, the Venetians and
other Europeans accepted this regime because it was here where they
gained access to the many goods produced throughout the East. Indeed,
the fortunes of Venice were only made possible by its access to Eastern
trade via North Africa.

Finally, it is important to note that Venice and Genoa con-
tinued their privileged access to the Afro-Asian-led global economy
only through a strong dose of luck (rather than because of their
economic strength). The geopolitical challenges posed against Egypt
by the Mongols and Crusaders had led to a military reorganisa-

tion of Egyptian society. Because Egypt’s Mamluke brand of military
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organisation was based on the use of slaves, who could not be recruited
from Muslims, Venice and Genoa were permitted to maintain trad-
ing relations providing they supplied non-Muslim slaves to Egypt.
After 1261, Genoa provided a crucial role in supplying non-Muslim
Circassian slaves, whom they shipped from the Crimea. But then
in the fourteenth century a series of geopolitical shifts relieved the
Egyptians of the need for non-Muslim slaves. This sealed the fate
of the Genoan slave trade as the Egyptians no longer required their
services. Nevertheless, Venice’s favoured connection with Egypt con-
tinued — but only because of Egyptian goodwill.

This concludes the description of the contours of the Eastern-led
global economy on the one hand, and West Asia’s and North Africa’s
trading hegemony over Europe on the other. But it is also important to
note that even after 1517 the Islamic trading hegemony over Europe
was maintained. For the baton of Islamic extensive power was passed
from Egypt to the Ottoman empire, which maintained its hold over
the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean (see ch. 7). Moreover, other cen-
tres of Islamic economic power — Mughal India and South-east Asia —
remained strong enough to resist and dominate the European traders
right down to about 1800 (chs. 4 and 7). Nevertheless for all the impres-
siveness of Islamic extensive power and the fact that the Middle East
remained the Bridge of the World for much of the second millennium,
the leading edge of global intensive power was passed not to Italy
after 1000 or Portugal after 1500, but to China in 1100. And there it
remained until the nineteenth century.



3 Chinese pioneers:

the first industrial miracle and the myth
of Chinese isolationism, c¢. 1000-1800

When Marco Polo traveled to the East and reported what he had seen,
mixing truth with falsehood but in any event telling something of the
truth, the men of the West refused to believe him. In the late Medieval
Ages his account of his travels was viewed as a book of fables . . . It was as
if occidentals were unable to believe in the reality of the marvels of the
Orient.

Jacques Le Goff

European . . . historians [have not] yet realized that the rise of Medieval
European civilization after Ap 1000 coincided with an eastward shift of the
world system’s [productive] center from the Middle East to China. That
is not surprising given the past pre-occupation of our medievalists with
the national histories of England and France — implicitly retrospecting
upon the entire human past the circumstances of the late nineteenth
century, when the French and British empires did cover most of the globe.
It requires a real leap of imagination to recognize China’s primacy.

William H. McNeill

By 1100 the leading edge of global intensive power had shifted across
to China and remained there until the nineteenth century. China also
developed considerable extensive power and came to dominate in this
respect after the fifteenth century (even though the Islamic Middle
East continued to constitute a vital node of the global economy).
All this stands opposed to the Eurocentric depiction. My critique of
the standard Eurocentric characterisation of China is made in two
stages. The first section reveals that China underwent what I am call-
ing the ‘first industrial miracle’, where many of the characteristics
that we associate with the eighteenth-century British industrial rev-
olution had emerged by 1100. The second section then addresses the
common Eurocentric dismissal of the Sung achievement: that subse-
quent Chinese oriental despotic governments choked the Sung shoots

of industrial progress so as to ensure that the economy went into
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a precipitous decline. This in turn accounts for the alleged Chinese
withdrawal from the world after 1434 when the state banned foreign
trade and retreated into its imperial tribute system. Here I paint a dif-
ferent picture that reveals, if not a Sinocentric global economy, then
certainly one in which China played a major role in the post-1434
period. T also provide further detailed evidence to support the fact of
China’s lead in chs. 4 and 7.

The first industrial miracle: eleventh-century Sung China

As ch. 9 explains, economic historians conventionally assume that
the origins or recipe for industrialisation can be found in eighteenth-
century Britain. But what we are not told is that the industrial master-
chef was China, not Britain. China’s ‘industrial miracle’ occurred over
a period of 1500 years and culminated in the Sung revolution — some
six hundred years before Britain entered its industrialisation phase.
The Chinese industrial miracle is worth focusing upon in some detail
because it was the single most important event in the history of global
intensive power between 1100 and 1800. For it was the diffusion of
the many Sung Chinese technological and ideational breakthroughs
that significantly informed the rise of the West (chs. 6-9).

The iron and steel (r)evolution, 600 BCE to 1100 CE

China’s iron and steel miracle goes back to 600 Bce with the first
cast-iron object dating from 513 BCE, and steel being produced by the
second century BCE.! Nevertheless, the industry’s staggering growth
between 800 and 1100 seems incontrovertible even if the details of
the amounts are not precisely clear. In a well-known article Robert
Hartwell famously estimated that Chinese per capita iron output rose
sixfold between 806 and 1078.2 In terms of gross annual production,
China produced 13,500 tons of iron in 806, some 90,400 tons by 1064
and as much as 125,000 by 1078. Two comparisons are illuminating:
first, that Europe as a whole would only produce greater volumes by
1700, and that even as late as 1788 Britain was producing only 76,000

tons. Second, the price ratio (measured as a ratio of the value of iron
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to rice) stood at 177:100 in Sung Szechwan in 1080 and 135:100 in
Shensi, thereby indicating that the price of iron was low. It should
also be noted that these provinces were not atypical because prices
were even lower in north-east China. But the striking statistic here
is that as late as 1700, Britain had an equivalent figure of 160:100,
which was perhaps about a third higher than the price found in the
north-eastern Chinese markets of the eleventh century. Finally, in
977 the Chinese price ratio had stood as high as 632:100, indicating
almost a fourfold reduction in price in the space of just one hundred
years. It took Britain over two hundred years, from 1600 to 1822, to
achieve a comparable price reduction. Nevertheless, Joseph Needham
has suggested that Hartwell’s iron output data are a little on the high
side for the period (a point I return to below). Even so they would have
to be incorrect by a very large margin to invalidate the conclusion that
Sung China underwent a massive, if not ‘revolutionary’, increase in
iron production the likes of which would only be matched by the
British some seven centuries later.

Eurocentric scholars often dismiss this achievement by arguing
that the use of Chinese iron was confined only to weapons and dec-
orative art rather than for tools and production. But the fact is that
iron was used to make everyday items and tools, as we would expect
in an industrial revolution. These included knives, hatchets, chis-
els, drillbits, hammers and mallets, ploughshares, spades and shovels,
wheelbarrow axles, wheels, horseshoes, cooking pots and pans, ket-
tles, bells, chains for suspension bridges, armoured gates and watch-
towers, bridges, printing frames and type. These are only a smattering
of what was on offer at the time. Hartwell adds to this list saws, hinges,
locks, stoves, lamps, nails, needles, pins, boilers, cymbals and drum
fittings. More generally, Donald Wagner concludes that, ‘mass produc-
tion of cast-iron implements was extremely important . . . and great
fortunes were made by “proto-industrialist” ironmasters’, a process
which he traces back to the third century Bck.?

No less impressive here were the manufacturing techniques

that were invented. The Chinese produced a variety of forms of iron,
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using cast iron for shovels and ploughshares (as well as cannon),
while simultaneously producing wrought iron for bladed purposes
(e.g. swords and knives). This is especially significant because the
Europeans used wrought iron for most of the medieval period. ‘It seems
in fact that the Chinese world.. . . arrived directly at casting iron, with-
out passing, as the European countries did, through the long interme-
diary stage of forging it.”* Cast iron was far superior, given its greater
strength. And it was precisely because China could harness the much
cheaper cast iron that made the effects of the industrial revolution so
widespread throughout the country.

In turn, all this was made possible by the breakthroughs in
smelting upon which the production of cast iron was based. Here the
use of blast furnaces and piston bellows were especially important
(though again, these had already been known for about 1400 years).
The bellows delivered the continuous flow of air that was necessary to
maintain the required high temperatures (975° C). These were being
used in the fourth century Bce and were propelled by water power as
early as 31 ce. Moreover, the Chinese were producing steel (which
is derived from cast iron), as early as the second century BCE while
Europe only developed steel in the modern period. Particularly impor-
tant here was that Chinese steel was produced in the fifth century
CE by a ‘co-fusion’ process where wrought and cast iron were melded
together.

Another striking innovation was the eleventh-century substitu-
tion of coke for charcoal (given that wood was in short supply). This
is hugely significant precisely because Eurocentrism insists that this
was first achieved by the British many centuries later. But Britain
was like China in that both countries used coke in order to solve the
problem of deforestation. Remarkable achievements in textile manu-
facturing are yet another feature of the Sung miracle that is usually
attributed to the eighteenth-century British. The Chinese silk indus-
try began as early as the fourteenth century Bce. And arguably the
most advanced industrial-technological innovation was found in the

textile industry with the widespread adoption of the water-powered
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spinning machine for hemp and silk (see chs. 6 and 9). Though all these
achievements in the iron/steel and textiles industry were remarkable,
they were but the tip of a large industrial iceberg. For such production

presupposed a major infrastructural support network.

The transportation and energy revolutions

While European water-mills were first used to grind grain, with
their application to iron production first emerging in south Germany
around 1025, the inverse was the case in China. Chinese water-mills
were developed in order to propel the bellows in blast furnaces as
early as 31 ce. Most significantly, the use of a piston-rod and driv-
ing belt in the water bellows bore a remarkable resemblance to the
steam engine (see ch. 9 for details). Moreover, the canal and pound-
lock were major innovations (the latter having been invented in 984).°
And the transportation of coal, iron and steel along the canals enabled
their distribution to the south of the country, which was vital to the
Chinese industrial miracle, not least because it meant that the huge
internal demand for these materials could be met. Noteworthy too is
that petroleum and natural gas were tapped by the Chinese for fuel,
cooking and lighting purposes probably as early as the fourth century
BCE.® Indeed, the extensity of this innovation is revealed by the fact
that permanent asbestos lamps were mass produced for homes some

time around the tenth century ce.’

Taxation, paper, printing and the rise of a commercialised economy

One particularly significant Sung innovation was the creation of a tax
system based on cash. While paper money (fei-ch’ien) was invented
around the ninth century for credit purposes, by the early tenth cen-
tury it evolved into ‘true’ paper money as a medium of exchange. By
1161 the state was issuing ten million notes a year. Significantly, these
pioneering developments were later copied by the Europeans, with
the English catching on only as late as 1797.8 Taxes were increasingly
demanded in cash rather than goods in kind. Thus from a figure of

4 per cent in 749, taxes demanded in cash rose rapidly to 52 per cent
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by the mid-eleventh century. This was especially important because
it forced peasants to engage in market activity. Market exchange pen-
etrated right down to the lowest levels of society so that even the
poorest had no choice but to produce for the market. As McNeill put it,
‘Proliferating market exchanges - local, regional, and trans-regional —
allowed spectacular increases in total productivity, as all the advan-
tages of specialization that Adam Smith later analyzed so persuasively
came into operation.”” And he goes on to cite a fourteenth-century

writer who tells us that:

these days, wherever there is a settlement of ten households, there
is always a market . . . At the appropriate season, people exchange
what they have for what they have not, raising or lowering the
prices in accordance with their estimate of the eagerness or
diffidence shown by others, so as to obtain the last small measure

of profit. This is of course the usual way of the world.!°

In contrast to the Eurocentric depiction of the Chinese state as

an oriental despotism, Eric Jones tells us that the government:

relinquished its function of allocating and re-allocating land in
return for labour services and taxes in kind and instead took its
taxes in cash. This hands-off policy facilitated the growth of the
private land market . . . [T]he state was neither able to quash
those economic changes it found socially undesirable, nor, it is
important to note, did it cream off to the emperor and officials all
the proceeds of change. Neither the state nor the ‘prebends’ could
tax away all the gains . . . Doing so would have destroyed the

inducement for the supply response we actually observe.!!

R. Bin Wong similarly notes that Chinese governments, ‘believed that
light taxation allowed the people to prosper, and since a prosperous
people was held to be crucial for the maintenance of a powerful state,
tax rates were low’.!? Indeed, the tax burden imposed by central gov-
ernments was extremely low — perhaps around 6 per cent of national
income.!® While Eurocentrism depicts the Chinese economy as an
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agrarian subsistence-based system, the fact is that Sung commerce
was not only highly developed, but that the state derived most of its
tax revenues from the commercial sector. Significant too is that the
merchants were taxed at much lower levels than rural producers.!*
The countless reports of the Jesuit missionaries in China are also
instructive here; many of them confirm that merchants were left alone
by the state to carry on their business.!®

Striking testimony to the depth of commercialism under the
Sung was the rise of towns and large cities. Yoshinobu Shiba points
out that estimating urban population sizes is difficult owing to the
unevenness of the available data during the Sung period. Estimates
for Yin county suggest an urban population of some 13 per cent, 7 per
cent for She county and as much as 37 per cent for Tan-t'u county.
Even so, urbanisation was not only more pronounced in China than it
was in Europe, but China boasted some of the very largest cities in the
world. For example, Hang-chou’s population lay somewhere between
1.5 and 5 million (owing to divergent estimates).!®

The development of a money economy was significantly linked
to yet another vital innovation: printing and paper-making (the ori-
gins of which are traced in chs. 6 and 8). It is worth noting that the
widespread use of printed paper money was one of the many aspects
of China that had so impressed Marco Polo. No less striking was
that paper was employed in a variety of ingenious ways, not least
in armour (a tough product that did not rust), wallpaper, articles of
clothing, toilet-paper, kites, tissues and many others. The Chinese
paper industry was also spurred on by the large demand for books.
The National Academy in the capital Khaifeng and later in Hang-
chow engaged in large-scale publishing. Nevertheless, book making
and selling were not confined to the state — they were also undertaken

in the private sphere.

The agricultural or ‘Green’ revolution
China hadin place by the sixth century ce almost all of the aspects that

we associate with the British agricultural revolution of the eighteenth
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and nineteenth centuries (see ch. 9 for a fuller discussion).!” As Robert
Temple puts it:

It is no exaggeration to say that China was in the position of
America and Western Europe today, and Europe was in the
position of, say, Morocco [today]. There was simply no
comparison between the primitive and hopeless agriculture of
Europe before the eighteenth century and the . . . advanced

agriculture of China after the fourth century Bc.!8

Indeed, by the Sung period the superiority of Chinese agriculture was
such that one Eurocentric historian was even forced to concede that
‘[flor Europe as a whole the twelfth century Chinese situation was
not achieved until the twentieth century’.!® Chinese farmers enjoyed
much higher yield ratios than their European counterparts.?’ More-
over, Chinese agriculture remained impressive over the next seven
centuries (see the next section). No less significant was the Sung gov-
ernment initiative known as the ‘young shoots policy’ (chhing miao
fa). The government provided incentives for farmers to invest in agri-
culture and offered loans at highly favourable interest rates. ‘[P]erhaps
its chief success was the way in which the rural population, alive to
the benefits of the new technology, were willing to experiment and

improve on their own initiative.”!

The navigational revolution
Francis Bacon famously claimed in his Novum Organum (1620) that
the three most important world discoveries were printing, gunpowder
and the compass. Strikingly, all three were invented in China (see
below and ch. 6). Noteworthy too is that it was the Chinese who
discovered around 1000 that magnetic north and true north were not
one and the same. Later, by the fifteenth century, this knowledge
enabled the construction of the most accurate maps then known.
Perhaps the most impressive aspect of the Chinese navigational
revolution was the development of ships. These were striking both
for their size and their quantity. Thus while as late as 1588 the largest
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English ships displaced a mere 400 tons these were dwarfed by the
much earlier Chinese junks of over 3000 tons (see also ch. 7). More-
over, the large-scale junks boasted many ingenious features — includ-
ing the square hull, the sternpost rudder, fore and aft sails and water-
tight compartments — all of which were assimilated by the Europeans
much later (see chs. 6 and 9). In particular the numbers of ships - large
and small - bore testimony not just to China’s navigational revolution
but also to the commercialised nature of its economy. In the eighth
century some 2000 boats were working on the Yangtze, which car-
ried a total cargo that was equivalent to about a third of the amount
carried by the British merchant fleet one thousand years later. Marco
Polo famously estimated there to have been 15,000 ships in the lower
Yangtze alone. By the seventeenth century the Jesuit, Alvarez Semedo,
counted no fewer than 300 ships sailing upstream on the Yangtze in
just one hour!?* Finally, Gang Deng reveals that during the Northern
Sung there were about 12,000 grain carrier ships which rose to over
20,000 in the Ch’ing, and some 130,000 private transport ships in the
late eighteenth century.?? All in all, Temple’s conclusion seems apt:

It could probably be safely said that the Chinese were the greatest
sailors in history. For nearly two millennia they had ships and
sailing techniques so far in advance of the rest of the world that
comparisons are embarrassing. When the West finally did catch up
with them, it was only by adapting their inventions in one way or
another. For most of history, Europeans used ships which were
drastically inferior to Chinese ships in every respect imaginable

[even as late as 1800].24

The first military revolution: China, c. 850-1290

As we shall see in ch. 8, Eurocentrism celebrates the military genius
of the Europeans who allegedly pioneered the first major ‘military rev-
olution’ (1550-1660). The major technological breakthroughs were in
gunpowder, the gun and the cannon. But all these were first invented
in China during the ‘first military revolution’ between 850 and 1290.
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One of the most common Eurocentric dismissals of this claim is that
the Chinese only used gunpowder in fireworks and that it had no
military application whatsoever (i.e. the orientalist ‘China clause’).
Interestingly, in the epic film The Adventures of Marco Polo we are
told that the first Chinese invention that Polo was introduced to was
‘spaghett’ (spaghetti), and that the second was exploding gunpowder.
Polo is alleged to have said of the latter, ‘is this used only for toys?’,
to which the Chinese reply comes ‘Yes, and for fireworks’. Polo then
suggests that: ‘This might be a valuable weapon in war’, to which the
Chinese reply comes, ‘No, that would be too horrible, too deadly’.
This dialogue aptly captures one of the most common Eurocentric
myths: that even though the Chinese had invented gunpowder it was
left to the more creative Europeans to deploy it in warfare.

While the Chinese had invented gunpowder around 850,%° by
the beginning of the tenth century it was applied in Chinese flame-
throwers and by 969 it was used to fire arrows. By 1231 it was used
in bombs, grenades and rockets (which took the form of a mortar
made in an iron tube). And by the fourteenth century it was used in
land- and sea-mines.?® The Chinese even invented rocket-launchers
that could dispatch 320 rockets instantaneously — what Needham
describes as a ‘medieval equivalent of the bazooka so widely used
in the Second World War’.%” Interestingly, the Chinese also developed
in the fourteenth century a rocket with wings and fins which again,
according to Needham, ‘bore a strong resemblance . . . to the notori-
ous V-1 rockets of the Second World War’.2® The origins of the gun
can be traced back to the ‘fire lance’ of the mid-tenth century. The
first gun that shot iron bullets was invented around 1259 and a metal
barrel was used no later than 1275.%° By about 1288 a crude cannon
known as the ‘eruptor’ had been invented (pre-empting the first Euro-
pean cannon by about thirty-eight years).3® And there is strong evi-
dence to suggest that the Chinese invention diffused across to Europe
(see ch. 8).

Last but not least, one of the most impressive aspects of the

Chinese military revolution was its navy. Eventually there were as
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many as 20,500 ships in the Sung navy.3! This Chinese fleet could have
taken out any single European power, and most probably the entirety
of Europe’s combined naval power. Importantly, ships’ weapons sys-
tems were constantly upgraded. In 1129 trebuchets hurled gunpow-
der bombs and were standard equipment, and by 1203 some ships
were armoured with iron plates. Chinese military shipping had long
enjoyed an impressive lineage. For example, in the late sixth century,
the ‘five ensign’ battleship had five decks that reached 100 feet in
height and carried some 800 men. It was also equipped with ‘striking
arms’ or ‘holing irons’ — 50-feet long poles with heavy pointed iron
spikes on the end - that were fixed to the upper decks. These worked
like giant hammers, crashing downwards to destroy enemy shipping.
And as early as the third century, there were mobile ‘square floating
fortresses’, which covered no less than 360,000 square feet, had high
towers and hosted more than 2000 men.3? All in all, Temple’s words
once more provide an apt conclusion: ‘The Chinese . . . were arms
manufacturers on a scale undreamed of until modern times in the
West.”33

An initial Chinese conclusion
Finally, we are now in a position to reappraise one of the central
tenets of Eurocentrism — that only the Western Europeans developed

a ‘mechanical outlook’. Frederic Lane’s words are typical:

Necessity explains nothing . . . While the artists of the Far East
delighted in painting flowers, fish and horses, Leonardo da Vinci
and Francesco di Giorgio Martini were obsessed with machinery.
[European] philosophers came to regard the universe as a great
piece of clockwork, the human body as a piece of machinery, and

God as an outstanding ‘clockmaker’.3*

But in the light of the extraordinary Chinese mechanical inventions
this view cannot be sustained. In point of fact — as I show in this

book — for much of the period under review, the Europeans invented
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very little for themselves. The only genuine innovations that they
made before the eighteenth century were the Archimedean screw,
the crankshaft or camshaft and alcoholic distillation processes.3®> And
while the Europeans showed a strong capacity to assimilate many of
China’s technological inventions in the ensuing seven hundred years,
an assimilationist propensity is not the same thing as an ‘innovative’
mechanical outlook. For if anyone demonstrated such an outlook it
was the Chinese, not the Europeans.

The most common Eurocentric reply is to dismiss the Sung eco-
nomic achievement as but an ‘abortive revolution’ where economic
progress rapidly washed up on the iceberg of the oriental despotic state
and sunk without trace.3® Apart from the fact that this dismissal can-
not explain the striking achievements initiated during the Sung, the
Chinese economy did not regress or sink without trace after 1279.
Its considerable vibrancy enabled China to stand at or very near the

centre of the global economy right down to the nineteenth century.

The myth of Chinese isolationism and economic stagnation: China,
first among equals, 1434-1800

For most of the second millennium Chinese trade was so signifi-
cant that various anti-Eurocentric authors have described the global
economy before 1800 as ‘Sinocentric’.?’ Actually, while China was
indeed the leading power in the world, ultimately it was best charac-
terised as primus inter pares. The distribution of economic power in
the world under oriental globalisation was ‘polycentric’, with China,
India, the Middle East and Northern Africa, South-east Asia and Japan
all being significant players.

Nevertheless, most scholars dismiss Chinese success after the
fifteenth century according to two principal arguments contained
within the ‘China clause’. First, as we noted above, even if it is con-
ceded that there was significant growth during the Sung this is dis-
missed as an ‘abortive revolution’, with growth terminating shortly

thereafter. And second, the Ming proclamation of an imperial ban on
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foreign commerce in 1434 ensured that any window of opportunity
for China to remake the world immediately slammed shut. And it
did so because the Chinese economy was in decline, thereby forcing
the authorities to withdraw from international trade. Chinese interna-
tional trade, they claim, was replaced by the regressive Chinese tribute
system that was entirely separate from the global economy. For these
two reasons then, Eurocentrism dismisses the possibility that China
could have been at the centre of world trade after 1280 and especially
1434. Instead, we are told, China sank back into isolationism.

This so-called withdrawal leads to two of the most important
claims in relation to Eurocentric world history. First, it had massive
consequences insofar as it allegedly created a power vacuum in the
East, which was eagerly filled by the superior Europeans after 1500.
In the words of David Landes:

The abandonment of the program of the great voyages [under
Chéng Ho| was part of a larger policy of closure, of retreat from the
hazards and temptations of the sea. This deliberate introversion, a
major turning point in Chinese history, could not have come at a
worse time, for it not only disarmed them in the face of rising
European power but set them, complacent and stubborn, against
the lessons and novelties that European travellers would soon be

bringing.3®

Second, the ban meant that China became cut off from the mainstream
of international trade (which allegedly took off after 1500), so that its
economy effectively dried up thereafter. To cite Landes once more:
‘Isolationism became China. Round, complete, apparently serene,
ineffably harmonious, the Celestial Empire purred along for hundreds
of years more, impervious and imperturbable. But the world was pass-
ing it by.”®® Thus the withdrawal allegedly accounts for China’s great
leap backward while simultaneously enabling Europe’s great leap for-
ward after 1500. Clearly then, a very great deal hangs on this issue.
In contrast to the standard Eurocentric depiction, I offer four counter-
propositions which are discussed in turn.
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The myth of China’s withdrawal: the post-1434 continuity
of Chinese international trade
The conventional picture of a withdrawal errs in the first instance
because Western historians take too literal a view of both the official
ban and the Chinese tribute system. The literal reading of the offi-
cial ban rests to a certain extent on the problem of misinterpretation.
The official documents are distorted by the Chinese government’s
attempt at being seen to maintain a Confucian (i.e. isolationist) ideal.
Moreover, the withdrawal is wrongly confirmed by the existence of
a regressive imperial tribute system, which was supposedly based on
coercion and state-administered forms of tribute rather than commer-
cial trade. But conventional readings misunderstand both the tribute
system and the nature of the ban.

The first rejoinder here is that the tribute system was also a

trading system. As Rodzinski notes, the tribute system

was often, in effect, only an outward form for very considerable
foreign trade. In many cases foreign merchants, especially those
from Central Asia, presented themselves as the bearers of

fictitious tribute from imaginary states solely for the purpose of

conducting trade.*

Moreover, trade relations in East and South-east Asia expanded as
Chinese tribute relations expanded.*! This was even at times con-
ceded in official Chinese documents. A number of points can be
added.** The tribute system was more voluntary than forced. This
was because gaining access to the Chinese market by paying nom-
inal amounts of tribute was a means by which so-called vassals
could enrich themselves. How else can we explain the fact that the
Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch repeatedly asked to join the system
as vassals? Moreover, vassal states often competed with each other
in order to pay tribute — again, so as to gain access to China’s lucra-
tive economy. And a whole variety of rulers, including the sultan of
Melaka, the rulers of Brunei, the Chola kings of Coromandel and the

princes of Malabar, were anxious to send tribute so that they might
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gain Chinese protection against some of their neighbouring enemies.
As Anthony Reid points out, some ‘states’ such as Java, Siam and
Melaka were so persistent in conducting tribute missions that they
actually managed to irritate the Chinese authorities.*3 It is testimony
to the voluntary aspect of the system that when vassals were deprived
of their tributary status this often led to a violent reaction by the
so-called vassal. For example, at the end of the sixteenth century
Japan invaded Korea (a Ming vassal state) in order to force China to
resume the tributary relationship and even threatened an invasion of
China if it refused! One further strategy frequently deployed by Asian
merchants was producing phony credentials, posing as emissaries
paying tribute ‘as a fig-leaf for humdrum commercial trade’;** and
again, this was well known and even occasionally admitted in Ming
documents.

There are three major reasons why the ban was a myth. First,
as already noted, the tribute system was in part a disguised trad-
ing system. Second, many private Chinese merchants traded by cir-
cumnavigating the official ban in a number of ways. Ironically,
Eurocentrism’s portrayal of the Portuguese cartaz system as a sign
of European dominance misses the point that for the Chinese, in
particular, holding a cartaz meant that they could masquerade as
Portuguese in order to circumvent the Ming ban. Moreover, much
Chinese trade was mixed up with Japanese (but was really Chinese
piracy) and was extremely prosperous. But perhaps the most common
method for circumventing the ban lay with Cantonese trade practice.
As Philip Curtin explains:

All cargoes in excess of the official tribute were landed with it and
labelled ‘ballast on board tribute ships’ to be held until permission
to sell it arrived from Beijing . . . [I]f the foreign ship needed to
leave, it had to take on ballast in order to assure safe passage. It
therefore brought Chinese goods for ballast on its voyage home. In
this way the ‘ballast’ [i.e. trading goods] ships carried in both

directions was more important than the tribute that justified it.*>
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The ruler of the island kingdom of Ryukya was particularly creative,
encouraging Chinese private merchants from Fujian to settle there
from where they could engage in lucrative trade with China. In return
all he had to do was send the occasional deferential tribute mission
to China. This was part of a more general strategy pursued by private
Chinese merchants, who relocated into other parts of the region in
order to export products back to China. In the first half of the six-
teenth century Chinese merchants spread to all parts of the commer-
cially strategic South China Sea; from Indo-China, Malaysia, Siam and
over the arc of islands from Sumatra to Timor to the Philippines. And
they dominated this trading network well into the nineteenth cen-
tury. Moreover, they traded westwards and eastwards and were linked

back to Fukien in China.*¢

Last, but not least, there was also a thriving
smuggling trade. And because government officials often collaborated
with the smugglers, the ban obviously became unenforceable. Indeed,
so large was the smuggling trade that during the 1560s the Ming gov-
ernment eventually gave in and legalised the smugglers’ main port
(Port Moon).

The third reason why the ban was a myth lay in the fact that not
all private trade was banned. Much of it was officially sanctioned in
three key ports: Macao, Chang-chou in Fukien province and Su-chou
in western Shensi province. Later in Ch’ing times trade was conducted

through Amoy, Ningbo and Shanghai. As Lach and Kley explain:

The earliest Western observers, such as Mendoza, had been under
the impression that Fukienese merchants traded abroad illegally
with the connivance of local officials. [But| seventeenth-century
writers — Matlief was one of the first — shortly came to recognize
that the merchants from the Chang-chou area had official

permission to trade beyond the empire’s borders.*

Various writers have pointed to the significance of the Chinese-South-
east Asian trade link.*® In particular, Manila was an extremely impor-
tant entrepot for the whole global trading system because it was from
there that China gained a good deal of its silver (via the Spanish Manila
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galleon). Indeed, between 1570 and 1642 alone an average of twenty-
five Chinese ships were sent to Manila per annum.*’ And this connec-
tion not only remained important for much of the period after the ‘ban’
but in fact intensified at the end of the eighteenth century.® But the
clincher surely lies with the simple point that most of the world’s sil-
ver was sucked into China, thereby confirming that the economy was
not only fully integrated within the global economy but was robust
enough to enjoy a strong trade surplus. Accordingly, it is worth briefly
considering this point further.

There are four key reasons why the world’s silver tended to grav-
itate towards China. First, by the mid-fifteenth century the economy
was converted to a silver currency. Second, the Chinese economy’s
strength generated a strong internal demand for silver. Third, China’s
exports greatly exceeded imports. And fourth, the price of silver rel-
ative to gold in China was the highest in the world (the Chinese
gold/silver ratio stood at 1:6 compared to 1:14 in Europe).>! This much
was recognised by Adam Smith: ‘In China, a country much richer than
any part of Europe, the value of the precious metals is much higher
than in any part of Europe’.>> China’s economy was pivotal insofar as
it constituted a silver sink into which much of the world’s silver was
channelled. Strikingly, by the 1640s, the Chinese treasury was gaining
some 750,000 kg of silver per annum. The level of wealth in China
could be gauged from the fact that, ‘even a “poor” cloth merchant
in Shanghai had a capital of about five tons of silver, and the richest
families had [a capital] of several hundred tons of silver’.>?

Nevertheless, the term ‘sink’ is misleading only because it con-
veys the impression that the world’s silver ended up in China never to
reappear. The fact that the price of Chinese silver relative to gold was
very high and that elsewhere the relative price was much lower, gave
rise to a global system of arbitrage.>* As Flynn and Giraldez explain:

divergent bimetallic ratios imply that one could theoretically use
an ounce of gold to buy say eleven ounces of silver in Amsterdam,

transport the silver to China and exchange the eleven ounces
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there for about two ounces of gold. The two ounces of gold could
be brought back to Europe and exchanged for twenty-two ounces
of silver, which could again be transported back to China where

its value was double again.>®

This global arbitrage system saw the constant shifting of silver into
China, which was then exchanged for gold. This in turn was exported
abroad principally to Europe where it was exchanged for silver and
then sent back to China where it was exchanged for gold. I call this
the ‘global silver recycling process’: ‘global’ because it took the form
of a continuous loop that went from the Americas, across Eurasia to
China and back westwards to Europe. This is why the term ‘sink’ is
problematic. And clearly the Chinese were not hoarders (as I explain
in ch. 4). Interestingly, even after the 1640s, when arbitrage profits
diminished, silver still poured into China because of the continuing
strong demand for its products. This simultaneously refutes the Euro-
centric ‘China clause’ - that after the Sung period the Chinese econ-
omy ‘just stopped’. Moreover, as Flynn and Giraldez have argued, the
fact is that the conversion of the Chinese economy to silver in the
mid-fifteenth century was extremely consequential for the fortunes
of the Europeans. For as Pomeranz rightly notes, ‘had China . . . not
had such a dynamic economy [based on a silver monetary base which
enabled her to] . . . absorb the staggering quantities of silver mined in
the New World over three centuries, those mines might have become
unprofitable within a few decades’.>

So to sum up, it is clear that one way or another, Chinese mer-
chants continued their extremely lucrative trading with or without
official sanction. Many Eurocentric scholars have, therefore, been too
easily seduced by the official rhetoric. As Jacques Gernet aptly con-
cluded: ‘There was a big gap between the official regulations and the
reality of the commercial situation; the [official] restrictions imposed
on trade might lead us to suppose that China was isolated at the very
time when maritime trade was most intense’.’” But if the Chinese
authorities most certainly turned a blind eye to this extensive illegal
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private trading system, this begs an immediate question: why then
did they insist in officially pretending that the ban was effective? To
answer this question we confront yet another common Eurocentric

misperception.

The myth of the Chinese ‘ban’ on international trade: the politics
of Chinese identity

Turning to my second major counter-proposition, Eurocentric history
emphasises that the official ban on foreign trade was a necessary out-
come of Chinese economic decline. And similarly, if the Chinese had
any imperial pretensions at this time, its economic decline ensured
its withdrawal and isolation. But given the evidence of the continuity
of Chinese trade marshalled above it is clear that the ban was but a
myth. Here I claim that the myth of the ban was maintained so as to
reproduce the legitimacy of the Chinese state (in turn connected to
Chinese identity). For the fact is that the tribute system was much
more than simply a disguised commercial system. The myth of the
ban was maintained through political choice rather than out of eco-
nomic constraint.

Under the Ming emperor, Hung-hsi, China turned back to its
traditional Confucian values which emphasised isolation from the
rest of the world. The early Ming dynasty had looked outwards (as
represented by Chéng Ho’s expeditions), even if it was uninterested in
initiating an imperial policy. But when Emperor Hung-hsi took over
(in 1424), he set about restoring Confucian practices into the heart
of the Chinese state. In 1434 the Ming dynasty officially proclaimed
Chinese international trade as dead. But if significant trade continued,
why then the pretence of an isolated kingdom in which relations with
the outside world were based only on the fictitious suzerain system of
tributary vassalage? The tribute system had been a vital means for the
Chinese state to maintain its domestic legitimacy. Most importantly,
it involved the performance of the kowtow by the ambassadors and
emissaries of the vassal states. And the kowtow was the crucial sym-
bol of the emperor’s Mandate of Heaven. Thus it was essential that
the myth of the tribute system be maintained if only to retain the
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domestic legitimacy of the state.® Hence the political significance
of the tribute system lay in the fact that the emperor had to demon-
strate to his own population that he possessed the allegiance of the
‘barbarian’ world (hence the tribute system), even though in practice
the tribute system also meant lucrative trade for both the vassals and
the Chinese merchants.

This imperial game of legitimacy construction and trade decep-
tion has been aptly captured by Joseph Fletcher, and it is worth quoting
him at length:

Chinese authorities were happy to be deceived. The emperor’s
prestige [i.e. legitimacy| was not enhanced if his ministers
exposed the real nature of his ‘vassals’, and the court had surer
pick of the merchandise if traders . . . brought them along to the
capital. As a result, counterfeit embassies bearing counterfeit
credentials rode back and forth regularly to the Chinese court.
Merchants and ministers alike were parties to what could have
been an open secret . . . According to [the contemporary Jesuit
missionary] Ricci, ‘the Chinese themselves (who are by no means
ignorant of deception) delude their king, fawning with devotion,
as if truly the whole world paid taxes to the Chinese kingdom,
whereas on the contrary tribute is more truly paid to those
kingdoms by China’. And if Ricci was in any way mistaken, it was
only in believing that the emperor himself was not in on the game

as well.>?

Indeed, it was a game of deception that the so-called vassal states
were only too happy to play for, as Bin Wong aptly notes, ‘foreign
governments generally allowed the Chinese to promote this view [of
Chinese superiority] without necessarily accepting it themselves’.®°
For it was clearly in their trading interests to play along.

It is clear, therefore, that it was not economic decline but the
need to maintain legitimacy - connected to Chinese identity — that
prompted the rulers to pretend that the ban worked. However, para-
doxically, there was one sense in which the Chinese withdrew. For

they withdrew not from the global economy but ‘abstained’ from the
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imperial power politics that would shortly grip the Iberian states. As
Louise Levathes noted,

During the [early fifteenth century] . . . China extended its
sphere . . . of influence throughout the Indian Ocean. Half the
world was in China’s grasp, and with such a formidable navy the
other half was easily within reach, had China wanted it. China
could have become the great colonial power, a hundred years
before the great age of European exploration [sic] and expansion.
But China did not.%!

The fact is that that the Chinese could have initiated an imperial
mission throughout much of the world had they so wished. Why then
did they not? It should be clear by now that this was not a function
of inadequate material capacity. It was because they chose to forgo
imperialism, largely as a result of their particular identity. As Felipe
Fernandez-Armesto noted similarly:

China’s ‘manifest destiny’ never happened and the world
predominance, which, for a time, seemed hers for the taking, was
abandoned . . . [China’s] forbearance remains one of the most

remarkable instances of collective reticence in [world] history.?

All in all, therefore, the only problem with this fictitious ban
is that Eurocentric scholars have been too easily seduced into believ-
ing that it was effective and have simultaneously misunderstood its
social function. In turn, this misinterpretation has given rise to one
of the greatest fallacies of Eurocentric world history: that it was the
withdrawal from the global economy by the Chinese that created
the vacuum into which the superior Europeans poured after 1500.

For the fact is that there was no vacuum (see also ch. 7).

The myth of the decline of the Chinese economy: China
pre-eminent, 1100-1800/1840

After 1100 China’s intensive power was second to none in the world.
If so, then how are we to deal with the Eurocentric dismissal that



CHINESE PIONEERS 71

the Sung industrial revolution was in fact an ‘abortive revolution’?
For Eurocentric scholars, the post-Sung economy dried up mainly as a
function of the reimposition of oriental despotism, which was forced
into banning trade because of economic weakness and declining out-
put. Ironically, this view is often influenced by Robert Hartwell’s iron
and steel data, which suggest that production shrank rapidly after
1279. Or as Fernand Braudel typically expressed this standard Euro-

centric claim:

What is so extraordinary is that after this incredible start, Chinese
metallurgy progressed no further after the thirteenth century.
Chinese foundries and forges made no more discoveries, but
simply repeated their old processes. Coke-smelting — if it was
known at all — was not developed. It is difficult to ascertain this,

let alone explain it.%3

The first problem with the Eurocentric dismissal is that Chinese
international trade remained vibrant (as already explained), as did
internal trade.®* The second problem with the Eurocentric claim lies
in the point that Hartwell’s estimates are problematic less because
they marginally exaggerate the Sung achievement, but mainly because
they underestimate subsequent iron and steel production levels.
Kenneth Pomeranz suggests that contrary to what was once thought,
iron production revived after 1420.9° By the early twentieth century
Fang Xing estimates that some 170,000 tons of ‘native iron’ were pro-
duced (compared to 125,000 tons in 1078).°¢ Moreover, Peter Golas
concludes that iron production probably peaked in the eighteenth
century.®” He also points out that China enjoyed very high levels of
coal production in the nineteenth century, that some of it was con-
tained in pits that were as large as anything found in Europe, and that
coal was used throughout the economy. Moreover, there is strong
evidence that iron production in Guangdong was based on a for-
mal capitalist model.®® Thus the Sung industrial miracle was not
an isolated incident in Chinese history. The economy remained not

only vibrant, but one that would have major ramifications for the
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developmental prospects of many regions in the world — most espe-
cially Europe (see chs. 6-9). What further evidence, therefore, is avail-
able to reveal the significant levels of Chinese intensive power after
12807

One sign of China’s high intensive power lay in its productive
agricultural base. By the sixteenth century the economy had recov-
ered from the Black Death. Agricultural yields not only increased by
60 per cent between the late fourteenth century and 1600, but they
also outstripped the rates achieved anywhere in Europe. Moreover,
much of China’s agricultural surplus was exported. This was no back-
ward subsistence-based agricultural economy — it was highly com-
mercialised and reliant on international trade.®® All in all a number
of writers have detailed an impressive picture of Chinese agricultural
development for the eighteenth century.”” Gernet even labels it an
‘era of prosperity’ and concludes that Chinese agriculture was still
well ahead of Europe’s.”! Noteworthy too is that between roughly
1700 and 1850 Chinese population growth rates increased at a phe-
nomenal rate that would only be matched by Britain after its industri-
alisation. This implied an enormous increase in agricultural output
and per capita grain output, which certainly presupposed an enormous
technical potential.”? Jones concurs, suggesting that there was a sub-
stitution of capital for labour that continued into post-Sung times."?

China’s high intensive power was also reflected in the impres-
siveness of its production and commerce. First, burgeoning silver
imports flowed in from all over the world (which, as already noted,
provides substantial testimony to the superiority of Chinese pro-
duction capacity). Second, there was a major set of private capital-
ist infrastructures.”* In particular, private banking dominated pub-
lic. Shansi constituted the major centre for private banking, and the
eight largest banks had over thirty branches across China by the early
nineteenth century. Investment in commerce and industry dominated
agriculture, with the power of the merchants increasing considerably.
Third, cotton production was massive, requiring large amounts of raw

cotton. By the late eighteenth century, China was importing more
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cotton from India than Britain was importing from America. Added
to this are the points made in ch. 4: that China’s per capita income
was about equal to Britain’s as of 1750; that its GNP was as high as
Britain’s in 1850; and that its share of world manufactures was higher
than Britain’s right down to 1860. Accordingly, the preoccupation of
even many Eurocentric Chinese scholars with linking Chinese eco-
nomic growth to the incursion of Western influence after 1839 fails to
recognise the considerable economic progress that had been achieved
well before the advent of the British.

Finally, as ch. 9 explains, the spirit of what I am arguing here
was recognised by contemporary Europeans until the eighteenth cen-
tury. It was only after 1780 that the Europeans revised this view in
what probably constitutes one of the more fantastic pieces of social
construction initiated by the Europeans in the last millennium. For
one minute the Chinese were described as ‘an example and a model
of advanced civilisation’, the next ‘a fallen people of eternal stand-
still’. Unfortunately, the Eurocentric scholars of world history (both
Western and Chinese) have mistakenly chosen to endogenise the
‘standstill argument’,”> when they should have focused on the notion
of China as a dynamic and advanced civilisation for much of the
second millennium.

My final counter-proposition asserts that before 1839 China
was able to both control those Europeans who were officially allowed
access to its markets, and militarily defeat any European challengers
who were not granted access. Because I deal with this in some detail
in ch. 7 I shall leave it aside for the moment. In sum, it seems fair to
conclude that China neither withdrew from the global economy after
1434 nor did its economy dry up. Thus Landes’s claim (cited above)
that ‘isolationism became China’ while the outside world was passing
it by turns out to be yet another Eurocentric myth. And this conclu-
sion applies no less to India, South-east Asia and Japan, as we shall

now see€.



4 The East remains dominant:

the twin myths of oriental despotism and
isolationism in India, South-east Asia
and Japan, 1400-1800

The assumption that civilization cannot exist at the equator is contra-
dicted by continuous tradition. And God knows better.

Ibn Khaldtn

One of the central Eurocentric propositions asserts that by about 1500
the West had emerged as the dominant region of the world. It is also
generally assumed that the leading world powers between 1400 and
1800 were all, without exception, European. But as this chapter shows,
none of the major players in the world economy at any point before
1800 was European. Moreover, it was only as late as the nineteenth
century that Europe finally caught up, having lagged behind for some
fifteen centuries. One of the main reasons why Eurocentric scholars
have assumed the long historic economic backwardness of the East
derives from their belief that Eastern economies were stifled both by
the prevalence of oriental despotism and their isolation from inter-
national trade. Falsifying both these assumptions helps reinforce the
claim made in the first section below: that the East remained ahead
of the West down to the nineteenth century. The second section then
reveals as a myth the Eurocentric marginalisation of India and South-
east Asia as but isolationist regions, which were held back - in India’s
case — by an oriental despotic state. The third section does the same for
Japan. In particular, I argue that Japan achieved significant economic
progress before British industrialisation, in turn suggesting that Japan

was an ‘early developer’ rather than a ‘late developer’.

The East over the West, 1200-1800
What proof (quantitative or qualitative) is there for the claim that

the East was economically more advanced than Europe up to the
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nineteenth century? Though many of the standard statistical indica-
tors are necessarily crude they are, nevertheless, all we have to go on.
And they have in any case been used by Eurocentric authors to support
their claims. Let us begin with the national income data. According
to Paul Bairoch, future third world (Eastern) income was 220 per cent
that of the West in 1750, 124 per cent higher (as of 1830) and 35 per
cent higher (as of 1860). Note that Western income refers to Europe,
the Americas, Russia and Japan while Eastern income refers to Afro-
Asia (a definition which is biased towards the West). Western income
only surpassed Eastern levels as late as 1870.! According to Angus
Maddison, Chinese GDP as of 1820 comprised 29 per cent of world
GDP and equalled the whole of Europe’s contribution.? Not surpris-
ingly, because the East has a much greater population than the West,
Eurocentric scholars have tended to focus on the per capita income
data. Angus Maddison and David Landes suggest a 2:1 ratio in favour
of the West as of 1750.3 However, on the basis of 1960 US dollars,
Bairoch estimates that in 1750 Eastern per capita income was roughly
equal to that of Western Europe, and that China was on a par with the
leading European economies.*

How can we adjudicate between these different estimates and
radically different conclusions? As Maddison correctly points out:

If Bairoch is right, then much more of the backwardness of the
[present] third world presumably has to be explained by colonial
exploitation and much less of Europe’s advantage can be due to
scientific precocity, centuries of slow accumulation, and

organizational and financial superiority.®

Significantly, Maddison concedes that were we to use the methods
produced by one of the most sophisticated data sets yet produced, the
extrapolations back to 1750 would confirm the Bairoch data.® Fur-
thermore in his 1993 book, Bairoch considers a more recent data set
produced by Maddison which, when converted into 1960 US dollars,
leads to an estimate of $121 for India and Indonesia as of 1830. This

is significant because, as Bairoch concludes,



76 THE EAST AS EARLY DEVELOPER

Taking into consideration the fact that India’s level around 1750
was probably at least a third higher than around 1830 and that, at
that time (1750), China was richer than India and that Latin
America was probably ‘richer’ than Asia, while Africa was
probably ‘poorer’, a starting level for the future Third World of
some $170-190 seems a very conservative estimate. In other

words, a figure very close, or at least similar, to my 1981 estimate.’

In sum, even as late as 1750, a good case can be made that in terms of
per capita income, the West was about equal to the East. Nevertheless,
there is consensus on the point that after 1800, Western European per
capita income pulled ahead.

What was the comparative situation in terms of the shares of
world manufacturing output? Here I have to rely on the 1982 Bairoch
data set (which to my knowledge is the only one that exists).® Accord-
ing to Bairoch, in 1750 the West contributed about 23 per cent while
the East (including Japan) comprised about 77 per cent. Even as late as
1830 the East produced twice that of the West; and the latter probably
pipped the former only as late as 1850. But the more important issue
concerns the relative positions of the leading countries. As of 1750
China’s lead was clear, enjoying 33 per cent of world manufacturing
output (which outstrips the resurgent US position today). Strikingly,
China’s relative share was almost 50 per cent higher than that of the
West at that time — which equates with the US share in relation to
Europe plus Japan and Canada at its very peak in 1953. Only as late
as 1830 did the West just pull ahead of China. What then of the rela-
tionship between China and Britain? As of 1750, the Chinese share of
world manufacturing output was over 1600 per cent that of Britain’s.
In 1800 the ratio was 670 per cent in favour of China and 215 per cent
as of 1830. Only as late as 1860 did the British share finally equal that
of the Chinese. No less important is the fact that the Indian share was
higher than the whole of Europe’s in 1750 and was 85 per cent higher
than Britain’s as late as 1830.
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How then can we conclude this discussion? If we run with GNP
data then the West only rose ahead of the East as late as 1870. If we
run with the per capita income data it seems fair to assert that the
West only moved ahead after 1800. Nevertheless per capita income
does not necessarily indicate strong global economic power. Switzer-
land and Singapore today enjoy very high per capita income, but no
one concludes from this that either of them is a significant global
economic power. China’s striking lead in the share of world manufac-
turing output through to the mid-nineteenth century is particularly
significant. It seems fair to conclude, then, that the East appears to
have been ahead of the West at least down to 1800.

There are also various qualitative measurements that are useful
here, including data on life expectancy and calorie intake. Kenneth
Pomeranz has recently compiled the relevant data from a wide range
of sources and concludes that Asia was at least as well, if not better,
off than Europe as late as 1800 (though he focuses mainly on Japan and
China).’ Interestingly, recent research reveals that contra the standard
Eurocentric claim, the Ottoman Turkish standard of living and real
wage rates did not fall behind those of the Europeans at any point
before the nineteenth century.!® Moreover, public health and the pro-
vision of clean water were more advanced in China than in Europe.
Lee and Feng claim that China’s standard of living was certainly com-
parable to that of the West as of about 1800.!" And Susan Hanley tells
us that even as late as 1850 the Japanese standard of living was higher
than that of the British. She also argues that the average Japanese ate
far more healthily than did the average Briton.!?

For all this though, the East was clearly ahead in its trading posi-
tion within the global economy. As most authorities agree, Europe suf-
fered chronic trade deficits with the major Eastern powers through-
out this period — a precedent that was set back in the days of the
Roman empire. Because European demand for Asian products was
high but Asian demand for European products was very low, Europe
made up the difference with bullion exports (a clear sign of Europe’s
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backwardness). Further testimony is provided by the point that the
Europeans could not even produce the bullion themselves but plun-
dered it from Africa and the Americas. Or as Andre Gunder Frank

puts it:

In the structure of the world economy, four major regions
maintained built in deficits of commodity trade: the Americas,
Japan, Africa and Europe. The first two balanced their deficit by
producing silver money for export. Africa exported gold money
and slaves. In economic terms, these three regions produced
‘commodities’ for which there was a demand elsewhere in the
world economy. The fourth deficitary region, Europe, was hardly
able to produce anything of its own for export with which to

balance its perpetual trade deficit.!?

There are, however, two major Eurocentric replies that I shall
refute in turn. First, Eurocentric scholars frequently assert that Asians
did not buy European goods because Asian consumer tastes were sim-
ply not sophisticated enough. But European goods were inferior both
in terms of quality and price (which is why the Asians would only
accept silver and gold bullion).'* Moreover, it seems to have escaped
notice that Europe was not the only region which endured a deficit
with some of the major Eastern powers (in turn suggesting that the
problem could not have been due to ‘unsophisticated’ Eastern con-
sumption patterns).

A second and equally common reply asserts that the Asian pref-
erence for bullion is explained by the alleged Asian propensity for
hoarding.'®> But the hoarding thesis has three major weaknesses. First,
it rests on the incorrect assumption that Asian economies were not
monetised. Certainly the Chinese, Japanese and Indian economies
were monetised by the 16th/17th centuries. Notable too is that most
Asian states insisted in collecting taxes in money rather than in goods
‘in kind’, which in turn sucked many peasants into the commercial
economy. Second, and most importantly, if the Asians were simply

hoarding the bullion how can we account for the fact that the Asians
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resorted to global arbitrage in order to derive further profits? The fact
is that while silver bullion was sucked into India and China, in partic-
ular, this was then exchanged for gold and exported to Europe where
it was exchanged for silver (as we noted in the last chapter). Thus it
was not hoarded but was employed in a rational, profit-oriented way.
Third, the importation of precious metals provided a major spur to the
commercialisation of many Asian economies. In other words, the bul-
lion was not taken out of circulation through hoarding but was used
to boost circulation as well as production.'¢ For these reasons then it
is clear that Europe’s export of bullion to pay for the trade deficit was
a function of its productive weakness and Asia’s relative economic
strength.

Thus in sum, there is a good deal of evidence to reveal that in
terms of all the key economic indicators the East was ahead of the
West until at least the beginning of the nineteenth century. I now
turn to disaggregate the East and examine the intensive and exten-
sive capacities of some of its leading powers. Having discussed China
in the last chapter, I consider India, South-east Asia and Japan in

turn. Note that I briefly consider the Ottoman and Persian empires in

ch. 7.

The twin myths of Indian isolationism and oriental despotism

Eurocentrism depicts India as a classic case of an oriental despo-
tism — a brutal, insatiable Leviathan — which in sucking the econ-
omy dry of resources, created a backward and static economy that
was isolated from the mainstream of international trade.!” This sec-
tion advances eight counter-propositions which reveal that before the
advent of British imperialism the Indian economy was striking only

for its vibrancy.

The Indian state as growth permissive: eight anti-Eurocentric
propositions
First, the assumption that the Mughal state crushed all capitalist

activity is problematic because the state was at worst indifferent to
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capitalism, often tolerant of it and sometimes did much to promote
it. One notable example of the positive help provided by the state con-
cerns the case of the Gujarati merchants. Thus while royal ships were
important up to the early seventeenth century a fundamental change
occurred thereafter. The Gujarati merchants managed to persuade the
rulers to withdraw the royal marine and to grant them autonomy to
ply their trade with their own ships, especially from Surat (a process
that was complete by the mid-seventeenth century). And it seems
that the accompanying protection to Gujarati merchants offered by
the state was an important factor in the massive increase in Indian
shipping based in Surat by somewhere between 600 and 1000 per cent.
It is also worth noting the philosophy of the Maratha ruler, Shivaji:

Merchants are the ornaments of the kingdom and the glory of the
king. They are the cause of the prosperity of the kingdom. All
kinds of goods which are not available come into the kingdom.
That kingdom becomes rich. In times of difficulties whatever debt
is necessary is available. For this reason the respect due to
merchants should be maintained. In the capital markets great

merchants should be maintained.!8

Indeed, it was this attitude that attracted the Gujaratis to migrate
into Maharashtra in the seventeenth century. More generally the long-
distance traders, the banjaras, enjoyed very high levels of prestige.
Grover notes that

On behalf of the state, the Zamindars of the regions were required
to ensure their [the banjaras’] free passage in their respective
Zamindari jurisdictions. As the Banjara class kept up the supply
pipeline from one place to another . . . they were well respected in
society. Whenever a caravan reached a village . . . it was received
with great warmth. The Chief Zamindars . . . often offered robes of

honour to Banjara chiefs on their safe arrival in their territories.!

Moreover, basing his claims on new primary research, Muzafar
Alam shows how Mughal rulers frequently sought to protect Indian
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merchants. For example, letters were exchanged between the Mughal
rulers, the Persian Shah and the Uzbeck khans, in order to promote
peace for the sake of maintaining the lucrative trade that linked these
regions.?? And as Van Santen points out, the Mughal rulers engaged in
a type of export promotion policy in order to attract precious metals
into India.?! Not surprisingly, Indian traders often saw the rulers as
their allies.

A second problem is that the oriental despotism thesis grossly
exaggerates the centrality and power of the Mughal state. The cen-
tral state actually devolved power and control to the localities and
was happy to allow (and tolerate) the many provincial authorities that
presided over trade. Given that the port and local authorities did much
to enable capitalism and commerce, this in itself does much to under-
mine the Eurocentric argument. This administrative weakness also
undermines the Eurocentric notion that trade and prices were admin-
istered by the central authority. While there were a few places where
the Mughal government sought to influence trade in its own right,

nevertheless the private

shippers were free to run their vessels anywhere they wished; no
shipping lines were the monopoly of any man or any group.
Occasional attempts at monopoly in particular commodities were

known but they were frowned upon and had no lasting effect.?”

In any case the system was simply too large and the Mughal state
too weak to be able to set up a command economy and monopolistic
trading system in its own interests.

A third problem is that if the oriental despotism thesis was cor-
rect, we would not expect to find significant sources of credit within
the Indian economy. But financial institutions were both well devel-
oped and extensive. Ahmadabad merchants, for example, made all
manner of payments and settled debts in paper. Strikingly, interest
rates on the financial markets were equivalent to or lower than those
in Britain (varying between a half and 1 per cent per month) in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries.?®> Moreover local shroffs (bankers)
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offered loans at very low annual interest rates indeed — between 1 and
5 per cent in the rural areas and 1 and 6 per cent in the cities. Further-
more, the rates charged by the sarrafs for insuring trade were also very
low, which indicates clearly that the roads must have been relatively
free of insecurity. Finally, the sarrafs engaged in deposit banking, lend-
ing out the deposits (mainly to merchants) at higher rates of interest —
a clear feature of modern banking finance. Had such capitalists lived
in fear of a ‘rapacious’ state, they would surely not have engaged in
such financial activities.

Fourth, if the state had been an oriental despotism how can we
explain the fact that many merchants became extremely rich? One
seventeenth-century merchant, Abdul Ghafur, conducted a volume of
trade that was equivalent to that of the whole of the English East India
Company! He was reported to have possessed some twenty ships rang-
ing between 300 and 800 tons each. Another merchant, Virji Vora, had
a massive estate worth some 8 million rupees and personally gained
such a level of pre-eminence in various sectors of trade that he could
even assert control over the Dutch Fast India Company.?* Moreover,
many Surat merchants were very rich, with some of them worth 5
or 6 million rupees in the mid-seventeenth century. Significant too is
the fact that such riches were not confined to the merchants of Surat.
As Ashin Das Gupta concludes:

The Hindu bania, trembling in fear of the Mughal, unable to
accumulate and retain property due to the [rapaciousness] of the
government, is a figure largely conjured up by the ill-informed
imagination of a few among India’s western [Eurocentric|
travellers. Large properties were freely accumulated in maritime

trade.?®

Fifth, if the state was ‘all-grasping’ how do we explain the fact
that tariffs on foreign trade and local transit duties were very low?
And if land and commercial taxes had been so crushing how then can
we account for the presence of many extremely rich merchant groups

(who were not beholden to the state)?
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Sixth, Eurocentrism asserts that one of the major signs of Indian
oriental despotism lies in the claim that prior to the emergence of
the British empire, Indian commerce was insignificant.?® Moreover,
Eurocentric scholars such as Moreland portrayed Indian trade as but
a mere appendix or footnote to the European mainstream. There are
two specific claims tied in here: first, that the minor extant trade was
only in luxury goods and was, therefore, not extensive;?” and second,
that Indian trade was allegedly conducted by small-scale ‘pedlars’ who
were but mere bit-players in the international arena. Let us take each
in turn.

One reason why Eurocentrism insists that Indian trade was only
marginal comes about through the exotic imagery of Indian luxury
textiles which were sold to kings and the wealthy. But this imagery
seems to be more the product of an Orientalist mind set in the first
place. Thus while luxury textiles were produced in places such as
Bengal, Gujarat and Coromandel, the majority of the textiles produced
in India were aimed at mass markets. What Eurocentric scholars have
missed is that a good deal of Indian textiles were of a coarse variety
that were suitable only for the poorer consumers. Interesting too is
that these mass markets extended far and wide, to Indonesia in the
south-east all the way across to Hormuz and Aden in the west. Such
markets were, therefore, hardly exceptional. Indeed, the poorer con-
sumer groups in much of the Middle East provided the most demand
for the coarse Indian cloth.?® Mass-based consumer goods also took
the form of everyday foods such as rice and pulses, wheat and oil, all
of which were traded far and wide throughout the Indian Ocean, and
in considerable quantities at that.

The conventional Eurocentric image of Indian trade being con-
ducted by ‘pedlars’ is also fictitious. This is borne out by the fact
that there were many very large-scale merchants plying their trade
both inside and outside the Indian economy. Significant here were the
banjaras (long-distance traders) and banians (town merchants). The
banjaras were certainly not pedlars. Nor were the banians not least

because they often employed pedlars. The Islamic Gujarati merchants
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were the largest of all the banjaras and their role within the vast Indian
Ocean network was extremely impressive.” And as noted above,
many became extraordinarily wealthy. The banians were divided into
two groups — the dallals (brokers) and shroffs or sarrafs (bankers and
money-changers). The banians were imbued from birth with rational
capitalist thinking. As Habib notes:

Single-minded acquisition of the capacity for acquisition was the
cornerstone of the Banyas’s traditional outlook . . . In this outlook
were married two Calvinistic virtues, namely, thrift and religious
spirit. The Banyas would carefully refrain from display of wealth
and not spend lavishly on anything, except jewellery for their

womenfolk (which was a form of saving).3

In particular, the banians had access to extraordinary levels of capital.
They were key players in financing not just Indian overseas trade but
also various European companies, especially the English East India
Company. No less significant is that they were able to finance long-
distance trade at much higher levels than did the British. Indeed, ‘Euro-
pean ships were smaller and less capitalised. The English employed
an average capital of 200,000 rupees at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century, while some Gujarati vessels trading to the Red Sea
were worth five times this amount.”®! Thus although there were many
small-scale Indian merchants, the fact is that they (as well as the
British) would have been unable to engage in trade without the help
of the many larger-scale Indian merchants.

Nevertheless, to retain the Eurocentric picture, it could be
claimed that these large-scale capitalists were but mere compradors
and were subordinate to the superior European traders. In reality,
though, the banians were more like ‘senior partners’.>> The banians
were not men of humble origins who were granted wealth and power
by the British. They were rich well before the British arrived. And
above all, it was their capital that supplied much of the finance for
British trade — it was the British who were the junior partners right
down to 1800.
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It is also important to note that the picture of India as iso-
lated from international trade is clearly wide of the mark. Thus while
the Ottomans and Chinese constituted the most important trading
players in the global economy in the post-1500 period, Indian mer-
chants increasingly came to play a complementary role, especially
within the important Indian Ocean trading system. India was oriented
more towards exports than imports and enjoyed a large trade surplus
with Europe.®® Not surprisingly, large amounts of silver flowed from
Europe into India. That alone is surely a clincher given the (incor-
rect) Eurocentric assumption that European trade constituted ‘the
mainstream’. Moreover, it would be wrong to assume that the Indian
economy was based on a crude subsistence-based agriculture. Recent
research has shown that the ‘typical’ Indian village was significantly
connected not just to the vibrant commercial centres within India
but also to the global economy.?* Significant too was the size of the
internal Indian trade carried by the banjaras, which stood at some
821 million metric ton miles per annum. Its considerable size can be
gauged by the fact that as late as 1882, 2,500 million metric-ton miles
were carried by the railways.3°

Finally, perhaps the clearest problem with the oriental despo-
tism thesis is that the Indian economy displayed impressive lev-
els of intensive (productive) power. It is well known that the two
major industries of the British industrial revolution were cotton and
iron/steel. What is particularly striking here is that in both these
industries, India led the way up to the eighteenth, if not the nine-
teenth, century. India was well known for its production of Wootz
steel which was exported to Persia, where it provided the foundation
for the famous Damascus (Damask) steel. Blast furnaces were evi-
dent during the Mughal period, with some 10,000 in place by the end
of the eighteenth century. Moreover, Indian steel remained not only
superior to that produced in Sheffield but was also cheaper. And even
with the onset of British industrialisation the gap between European
and Indian steel, though closing, remained considerable (see ch. 9).

India was also the foremost cotton-textile producer in the world. Its
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production of silk textiles was almost as impressive. The Kasimbazar
area alone supplied a total of 2.2 million 1b of silk per year. As Braudel
concludes:

In fact all India processed silk and cotton, sending an incredible
quantity of fabrics, from the most ordinary to the most luxurious,
all over the world, since through the Europeans even America
received a large share of Indian textiles . . . There can be no doubt
that until the British industrial revolution, the Indian cotton
industry was the foremost in the world, both in the quality and

quantity of its output and the scale of its exports.3°

Moreover, the Indian influence was reflected in language itself: chintz,
calicoe, dungaree, khaki, pyjama, sash and shawl are all Indian
words.%7

In sum, therefore, given that even as late as the end of the eigh-
teenth century India had greater intensive and extensive power than
the major European powers reveals both the myth of Indian oriental
despotism and isolationism, and that the dawn of the European age
had still not arrived.

A South-east Asian appendix?

Eurocentrism reduces South-east Asia to the Straits of Melaka and
then reduces Melaka to an appendix, or minor footnote, in the main-
stream Western story. This is in part because the Straits are imagined
as but a mere transit point or way station in the so-called ‘mainstream
trade’ between Europe and China and in part because Melaka was
allegedly dominated by the Portuguese after 1511 and the Dutch after
1641. But this obscures the fact that the region was involved in trade
that stems back to the early years of the common era.® It also obscures
the vital role that the kingdom of Srivijaya in Sumatra played within
the global economy between the seventh and thirteenth centuries (as
was noted in ch. 2). And tracing Melaka’s relevance only to the post-
1511 period is problematic not least because it was the voyages of the
Chinese (Muslim) admiral, Chéng Ho, about a century earlier, that
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gave a major boost to Melaka and South-east Asian trade.?’ For it was
only then that Melaka replaced Java as the main centre of Indonesian
trade, extending its trading links to Gujarat, Dhabol, Bengal and Coro-
mandel in India, to China and the Ryukyus, and to the Persian and
Ottoman empires as well as the Mediterranean. Ultimately, though,
recounting the story of Melaka as a European outpost is problematic
because, as we shall see in detail in ch. 7, the Portuguese and Dutch
were simply unable to monopolise South-east Asian trade.

The Eurocentric dismissal of South-east Asian trade, like its
denunciation of Indian trade, is made on two further grounds. First,
trade was allegedly conducted only by small-scale ‘pedlars’; and sec-
ond, trade was conducted only in ‘luxury’ goods and was, therefore,
marginal. The first Eurocentric claim is refuted by the existence of the
nakhodas, who were large-scale and moderately wealthy junk own-
ers. They were mostly Javanese and were the major carriers of foreign
trade. Testimony to this lies in the point that the average South-east
Asian cargo ship displaced as much as 500 tons, and the largest —
carried by the nakhodas - weighed up to 1,000 tons fully laden
(all of which exceeded the cargo-carrying capacity of the European
ships). Moreover, speaking of the Indonesian trade, Meilink-Roelofsz
asserts:

It is ... clear that trade on such a [vast] scale . . . cannot be termed
peddling trade. On the contrary, it forms a richly variegated
pattern in which huge quantities of bulk goods, such as foodstuffs
and textiles, alternate with smaller . . . quantities of valuable or

even cheap commodities.*°

This leads on to the rebuttal of the second claim. The familiar
Eurocentric claim that South-east Asian trade was dominated only
by luxury goods appears to be based on the exaggerated emphasis that
is accorded the spice trade — presumably because it was dominated by
the Europeans. But spices were in fact only a marginal trading item
there.*! Rather, bulk foods (including rice, salt, pickled and dried fish
and palm wine), as well as cheap textiles and metalwares, ‘all filled
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more space in the ships that criss-crossed the calm waters of the Sunda
shelf’ 4>

The myth of Japanese oriental despotism and isolationism: Japan as
an ‘early developer’, 1600-1868

It might be thought that Japan — which underwent significant indus-
trialisation after 1868 (not to mention an ‘economic miracle’ after the
Second World War) - would surely constitute the exception that even
Eurocentric writers would have to concede. But for many such schol-
ars, Japan turns out to be the exception that proves the Eurocentric
rule.*® The ‘Japan clause’ contains two key claims. The first asserts
that Meiji Japan only industrialised in the post-1868 period because
it was forced out of its policy of international isolation by the Ameri-
can, Commodore Perry, in 1853. Western influence was believed to be
crucial because if left to its own devices, the backward Japanese econ-
omy would have languished as it had done under the oriental despo-
tism of the Tokugawa state (1603-1868). And second, Japan proves
the Eurocentric rule because its successful industrialisation after 1868
was allegedly achieved by its ability to emulate or copy Western ways
(consistent with the strategy of ‘late development’). Indeed, the dat-
ing of Japanese industrialisation to the post-1868 period is important
to the Eurocentric case because such a periodicity would by defini-
tion make Japan a ‘late developer’ (given that all European countries,
including Russia, began their industrialisation programmes before
1868). Moreover, Eurocentric scholars often explain Japan’s rapid rate
of industrial progress after 1868 as a function either of the speed with
which Western ideas were absorbed, or the degree to which Japan’s
social structure was similar to that of Britain’s (the ‘Britain of the
East’ thesis).**

In these ways, the Japanese case provides reassuring evidence
of the superiority of Western ways and thereby confirms the stan-
dard Eurocentric assumption made famous by Walt Rostow: that all
backward countries can enjoy the fruits of modernity so long as they

follow the Western recipe for modernisation.*> This section critically
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reviews the Eurocentric perspective and presents a revised picture of
Japan as an ‘early developer’. In turn this disturbs the Eurocentric
assumptions that ‘early developers’ were found only within Europe

and that the East was incapable of pioneering its own development.

How it all really began in Japan: economic dynamism in the
Tokugawa era (1603-1868)
In the past little empirical evidence of Japan’s development in the pre-
Meiji era was available. It was often simply assumed that Tokugawa
Japan’s economy was backward and stagnant as a function of orien-
tal despotism. Even among Japan specialists, the consensus was that
Tokugawa Japan was a backward, feudal or agrarian economy. How-
ever, there is one immediate piece of circumstantial evidence that
calls this view into question: Japanese economic growth rates expe-
rienced in the post-1868 Meiji period exceeded those of almost all
the European economies. Such high economic growth rates could not
simply have come out of nowhere. It seems inconceivable to assume
that the Japanese economy could have been stagnant one moment
(just prior to 1853) and then one of the most dynamic economies
in the world the next. In recent years research has emerged (often
painstakingly conducted) which presents a revised picture of eco-
nomic dynamism during the Tokugawa era. This has led some to now
believe, in Eric Jones’s words, that: ‘{[m]uch of the relative ease of the
Meiji achievement is now attributed to the start which that history
[the Tokugawa] gave it’.46

One of the major claims made by Eric Jones in his book Growth
Recurring is that Tokugawa Japan enjoyed per capita income growth
(supposedly the leitmotif of modern capitalism). Others have sug-
gested that per capita growth was achieved in the second half of
Tokugawa rule.*” And, as noted earlier, there is evidence that the
Japanese enjoyed a comparatively high standard of living with real
wages and incomes increasing before 1868.*% Similarly, the tradi-
tional view was that agricultural output grew only slowly under the

Tokugawa. But it is now apparent that traditional data on the growth
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of grain output are subject to a conservative bias. Recent research
reveals a significant growth rate in agricultural production for much,
if not the whole, of the Tokugawa period.*’ Increases in land pro-
ductivity were attributable to a number of innovations comprising
commercial fertilisers, an increase in the number of plant varieties
(especially in rice), the extensive use of irrigation and the conversion
of dry fields into paddy fields, the increasing use of specialisation (i.e.
freedom from cultivating uneconomic crops), seed selection, multiple
cropping and various others.>®

One conventional argument asserts that it was only during the
Meiji period that the old bastions of feudalism — the daimyo (aris-
tocracy) and the samurai (military vassals) — were undermined. But
this was merely the endpoint of a number of policies that had been
instigated under the Tokugawa — policies which made this endpoint
something of a fait accompli. The erosion of the power base of the
daimyo and samurai began back in the first half of the seventeenth
century. The daimyo were forced to live in the capital (Edo), the
ruler’s intention being to erode their power by saddling them with
high personal debts. Noteworthy here is that this strategy mirrors
that of European rulers as they went about their state-centralising
policies.’! These policies were successful in both reducing the local
autonomy of the daimyo and consequently undermining feudalism.>?
Indeed, so indebted had much of the daimyo become by the end of
the Tokugawa period that most of them were only too glad to have
their lands expropriated by the Meiji state (the condition of which
was that they would be absolved of their debts). In short, the Meiji
reforms were merely the endpoint of a long process of ‘rational’ state
formation undertaken during the Tokugawa period.

The Tokugawa state also sought to undermine the power of
the samurai by forcing them to live in castle towns. In turn, the
rapid development of these towns had a major commercial multiplier
effect, leading to advances in agriculture in order to support these
growing urban numbers. By the beginning of the nineteenth century

subsistence cropping had almost completely died out, with markets
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penetrating down to even the smallest village. This was in no small
part the result of separating the samurai from the peasantry, in turn
leading to the full consolidation of the peasant family unit. In the pro-
cess, the freeing up of the peasants promoted an immediate incentive
for them to produce more, particularly as the state was pushing them
to do so. They read the emerging agricultural treatises (e.g. the Nogyo
Zensho of 1697) to enhance their knowledge, and they began to pro-
duce for the market. This was enabled by the extension of the area for
cultivating irrigated crops, as well as rising productivity levels. All
this fed into the rapid commercialisation of the economy. Testimony
to this lies in the fact that by 1800 as much as 22 per cent of the
Japanese population lived in towns — a figure which easily exceeds
that of Furope.>® Finally, the instigation of a national currency by
the government was helpful in that it forced the major daimyo to
sell their goods in order to acquire the new currency (before then the
daimyo had minted their own currency). This provided a further boost
to commercialisation and the creation of a unified national market.

In sum, the centralising tendencies of the state and the accom-
panying rising commercial and production levels means that the con-
ventional image of Japan as a backward feudal society before 1868
is wide of the mark. The end result was of ‘A highly elaborate
[bureaucratic] power structure . . . [that] proved both cohesive and
flexible enough to ensure a swift transition to new strategies of state-
building after the second encounter with the West [in 1853]".5* More-
over, this increasingly rational, centralised bureaucratic apparatus
undermines the Eurocentric depiction of Tokugawa Japan as an ori-
ental despotism. Eric Jones, in particular, details all sorts of ‘rational’
economic policies instigated by the state which he sees as no less
rational than those employed in the West at that time.>> Let us there-
fore examine the various rational-capitalist institutions that emerged
during the Tokugawa.

To support the rapidly rising commerce of Japan, credit institu-
tions first emerged during the 1630s in Osaka. By the 1640s, money-

lenders accepted deposits and made loans on these. By 1670 what is
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known as the Group of Ten (the ten leading Osaka financiers), were
granted official recognition to act both for the government and take
responsibility for the operation of the money market. Moreover, this
group of banks possessed some of the characteristics of a central bank,
holding final reserves of the banking system and acting as ‘lender of
last resort’, as well as exercising some control over the gold/silver mar-
ket. And no one could open a banking business without first obtain-
ing their approval and agreeing to observe their regulations.>® This
was a sophisticated financial system which adopted modern meth-
ods comprising: deposits, advances, bill discounting, cheques, over-
draft facilities, exchange transactions, insurance and life insurance
schemes. Both industry and agriculture were financed. Indeed, the
traditional assumption that banking institutions did not exist in the
rural areas, and the only lenders who did exist there were capricious
money-lenders rather than banks, stands wide of the mark. Recent
research reveals that a whole network of rural financial or banking
entrepreneurs had emerged at least by the 1830s.%”

Striking testimony to the advanced state of financial institu-
tions in the Tokugawa period lies with the presence of a futures
market.”® Noteworthy too is that the first Japanese futures exchange
appeared in Déjima (in Osaka) in 1730. By contrast, the Frankfurt
and London futures exchanges only appeared as late as 1867 and 1877
respectively. Also noteworthy here is that the system of commercial
law built during the Tokugawa period was particularly sophisticated
both for its coverage and its impartiality (the sign of a ‘rational’ insti-
tution). Commercial transactions were understood and the notions of
contract, of bankruptcy and the distinction between loans and equity
capital were particularly impressive. In sum, as Hanley and Yamamura
conclude

descriptions of these [financial] institutions . . . lead readers to
conclude that any economy with such institutions must have
been highly commercialized and prosperous. What is important
here are the contributions made by these institutions in increasing

trade at decreasing transaction costs.””
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Another area of economic significance lies in the advance-
ment of industry. While the period of more advanced manufacturing
had to await the Meiji period there were many signs of ‘proto-
industrialisation’ under the Tokugawa. Such industries included fish-
ing, textiles, paper-making, sake and soy-sauce brewing, iron and
other metalworking, agricultural and marine product processing.®
Once again, the significance of such developments was that when
the Meiji state emerged, much of the groundwork had already been

laid, thereby easing the drive to full industrialisation.

The myth of Japanese isolationism: the post-1639 continuation of
foreign trade

As with their analysis of China after 1434, so Eurocentric scholars
place much emphasis on the claim that during the seventeenth cen-
tury Japan supposedly withdrew and became isolated from interna-
tional trade as the state implemented the policy known as sakoku
(‘closed country’) in 1639. This is used to confirm the presence of ori-
ental despotism on the one hand, and economic backwardness on the
other, given that under the Tokugawa the economy allegedly all but
dried up. By 1639 only the Dutch and Chinese were officially permit-
ted to reside in Nagasaki, from where they imported foreign products.
And such imports and exports were supposedly negligible. The first
rejoinder — that the Japanese economy did not dry up during the Toku-
gawa period — has, of course, been dealt with in some critical detail in
the last subsection.

The second problem with this Eurocentric claim is that it mis-
understands the policy of sakoku and takes the phrase ‘closed coun-
try’ too literally. Like China after 1434, Japan after 1639 was nei-
ther closed off from international trade nor was closure the intent
of the Japanese state. The state merely sought to regulate or con-
trol foreign trade. Most important here is that the Tokugawa was
in fact fundamentally committed to maintaining trade. Neverthe-
less, to the Eurocentric mind set this regulationist or monopo-
list approach smacks of ‘regressive mercantilism’ (though notably

Eurocentric scholars view European mercantilism as a rational means
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of creating a national economy). But the main aspect of the system
was not to exclude trade per se, but to eradicate the foreign influence
of Catholic Christian ideas (which is why the Protestant Dutch were
favoured over the Catholic Portuguese and Spanish).®! Either way,
though, Eurocentric scholars insist that foreign trade fell off rapidly
and was therefore, inconsequential.

The fact is that through most of the seventeenth century —
including the period after 1639 — the amounts of silver exported into
Asia by the Japanese far surpassed those of the British, Dutch and
Portuguese combined (as explained in ch. 7). Interestingly, follow-
ing Satoshi Ikeda, Frank points out that the Japanese and European
positions with regard to Asia and especially to China were analogous.
Both Japan and Europe imported manufactures from Asia and exported
silver to pay for them. The only difference was that Japan pro