Sea Roads: Exchange across the Indian Ocean

If the Silk Roads linked Eurasian societies by land, sea-based trade routes likewise
connected distant peoples all across the Eastern Hemisphere. Since the days of the
Phoenicians, Greeks, and Romans, the Mediterranean Sea had been an avenue of
maritime commerce throughout the region, a pattern that continued during the
postclassical era. The Italian city of Venice, for example, emerged by 1000 C.E. as a
- major center of commerce, with its ships and merchants active in the Mediterranean
- and Black seas as well as on the Atlantic coast. Much of its wealth derived from con-
trol of expensive and profitable imported goods from Asia, many of which came up
the Red Sea through the Egyptian port of Alexandria. There Venetian merchants
picked up those goods and resold them throughout the Mediterranean basin. This
type of transregional exchange linked the maritime commerce of the Mediterranean
Sea to the much larger and more extensive network of seaborne trade in the Indian
Ocean basin.

Until the creation of a genuinely global oceanic system of trade after 1500, the
Indian Ocean represented the world’s largest sea-based system of communication
a0d exchange, stretching from southern China to eastern Africa (see Map 8.2). Like
the Silk R oads, oceanic trade also grew out of the vast environmental and cultural
diversities of the region. The desire for various goods not available at home—such
4 porcelain from China, spices from the 1slands of Southeast Asia, cotton goods and
Pepper from India, ivory and gold from the African coast— provided the incentive
" 88 Indian Ocean commerce. Transportation costs were lower on the Sea Roads
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The world of Indian Ocean commerce was long in the making, dating back to the
time of the First Civilizations, Seaborne trade via the Persi
Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley civilization i
both places. Some scholars believe that the still-undeciphered Indian Writing sys-
tem may have been stimulated by Sumerian cunciform. The ancient Egyptians, and
later the Phoenicians, likewise traded down the Red Sea, exchanging their many_
~ factured goods for gold, ivory, frankincense, and slaves from the coasts of Ethiopia,
- Somalia, and southern Arabia. These ventures mostly hugged the coast and took

place over short distances. An exception was Malay sailors; speaking Austronesiap
~ languages, they Jumped oft from the islands of present-day Indones;
first millennium B.C.E. and made their way in double-oyt
- sands of miles of open ocean to the East African 1sl
~introduced their language and their crops. Th

“and cocoyams—soon spread to the mainland, where they greatly enriched the diets
~of African peoples. Also spread to the mainland was 3 Malayo-Polynesian xylo-
;;phone, which is still played in parts of Africa today,.
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Region  Products Contributed to Indian Ocean Commerce
lediterranean basin ceramics, glassware, wine, gold, olive oil

East Africa ivory, gold, iron goods, slaves, tortoiseshells, quartz, leopard skins
i Arabia frankincense, myrrh, perfumes
{ India  grain, ivo;y, precious stones, cotton textiles, spices, timber,
tortoiseshells
goutheast Asia tin, sandlewood, cloves, nutmeg, mace
; China  silks, porcelain, tea
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Alexandria in Egypt. Indian cultural practices, such asi Hindu%sm :Td Buddhism, as well
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Sea Roads as a Catalyst for Change:
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Borobudur

This huge Buddhist monument, constructed probably in the ninth century .,
and covered with layers of volcanic ash and vegetation as Java came under Is [rl"’]l(_ |nﬂue'1fe ’tu«.as md| SCO
ered by British colonial authorities in the early nineteenth century and has undergone several restorations over
the past two centuries. Although Indonesia is a largely Muslim country, its Buddhist minority (about 1 pm ent
the country's population) still celebrates the Buddha’s birthday at Borobudur. (Robert Harding World Im

shape resonated with an ancient Southeast Asian veneration of mountains as sacred
places and the abode of ancestral spirits. Borobudur represents the process of Buddhism
becoming culturally grounded in a new place.

Temple complexes such as Borobudur and others constructed in Burma, in the
Khmer state of Angkor, and elsewhere illustrate vividly the penetration of Indian
Hindu and Buddhist forms—throughout mainland and island

culture

Southeast Asia. Some scholars have spoken of the “Indianization” of the region,

similar perhaps to the earlier spread of Greek culture within the empires of
Alexander the Great and Rome. In the case of Southeast Asia, however, no impe-
rial control accompanied Indian cultural influence. It was a matter of voluntary
borrowing by independent societies that found Hindu or Buddhist ideas useful and
were free to adapt those ideas to their own needs and cultures. Somewhat later, ‘S-l‘.
in much the same way, Islam too began to penetrate Southeast Asia, as the world of

Indian Ocean commerce brought yet another religious tradition to the region.

Sea Roads as a Catalyst for Change:
East Africa and Swahili Civilization

On the other side of the Indian Ocean, the transformative processes of long-distance

trade were likewise at work, giving rise to an East African civilization known

Swahili. Emerging in the eighth century C.E., this civilization took shape as a set of
commercial city-states stretching all along the East African coast, from present-day
Somalia to Mozambique.

The earlier ancestors of the Swahili lived in small farming and fishing commu-
nities, spoke Bantu languages, and traded with the Arabian, Greek, and Roman mer-
chants who occasionally visited the coast during the classical era. But what stimu-
Jated the growth of Swahili cities was the far more extensive commercial life of the
western Indian Ocean following the rise of Islam. As in Southeast Asia, local people
and aspiring rulers found opportunity for wealth and power in the growing demand
for East African products associated with an expanding Indian Ocean commerce
Gold, ivory, quartz, leopard skins, and sometimes slaves acquired from interior soci-
eties, as well as iron and processed timber manufactured along the coast, found a
ready market in Arabia, Persia, India, and beyond. In response to such opportunities,
an African merchant class developed, villages turned into sizable towns, and clan
chiefs became kings. A new civilization was in the making.

Between 1000 and 1500, that civilization flourished along the coast, and it was a
very different kind of society than the farming and pastoral cultures of the East African
interior. It was thoroughly urban, centered in cities of 15,000 to 18,000 people, such
as Lamu, Mombasa, Kilwa, Sofala, and many others. Like the city-states of ancient
Greece, each Swahili city was politically independent, generally governed by its own
king, and in sharp competition with other cities. No imperial system or larger terri-
torial states unified the world of Swahili civilization. Nor did any of them control a
critical choke point of trade, as Srivijaya did for the Straits of Malacca. Swahili cities
were commercial centers that accumulated goods from the interior and exchanged
them for the products of distant civilizations, such as Chinese porcelain and silk,
Persian rugs, and Indian cottons. While the transoceanic journeys occurred

largely in Arab vessels, Swahili craft navigated the co

astal waterways, concen-
trating goods for shipment abroad. Swahili cities were class-stratified societies VN
with sharp distinctions between a mercantile elite and commoners. /‘,;‘ !
Culturally as well as economically, Swahili civilization participated in {

the larger Indian Ocean world. Arab, Indian, and perhaps Persian mer-
chants were welcome visitors, and some settled permanently. Many ruling

families of Swahili cities claimed Arab or Persian origins as a way of bol-

The Swabhili Coast of E4

stering their prestige, even while they dined off Chinese porcelain and Mal’;ﬁé“:
dressed in Indian cottons. The Swahili language, widely spoken in East [\ | Mormbasagy

Africa today, was grammatically an African tongue within the larger Bantu
farmly of languages, but it was written in Arabic script and contained a
Number of Arabic loan words. A small bronze lion found in the Swahili
€ity of Shanga and dating to about 1100 illustrates the distinc tly cosmopol-
ltan character of Swahili’ culture. It depicted a clearly African lion, but it
Was created in a distinctly Indmn artistic style and was made from melted-
down Chinese copper coins.’

Most important, however, Swahili civilization rapidly became Islamic.
IntrOduud by Arab traders, Islam was voluntarily and widely adopted

Kilwa ¢




within the Swahili world. Like Buddhism in Southeast Asia, Islam linked Swahil;
cities to the larger Indian Ocean world. These East African cities were soon dotted
with substantial mosques. When Ibn Battuta, a widely traveled Arab scholar, mer-
chant, and public official, visited the Swahili coast in the early fourteenth century,
he found altogether Muslim societies in which religious leaders often spoke Arabic.
and all were eager to welcome a learned visitor from the heartland of Islam. Bus
these were African Mushims, not colonies of transplanted Arabs. “The rulers, schol-
ars, officials, and big merchants as well as the port workers, farmers, crafismen, and
slaves, were dark-skinned people speaking African tongues in everyday life”"”
Islam sharply divided the Swahili cities from their African neighbors to the
west, for neither the new religion nor Swahili culture penetrated much beyond the
coast. until the nineteenth century. Economically, however, the coastal cities acted
as intermediaries between the interior producers of valued goods and the Arib
merchants who carried them to distant markets. Particularly in the southern
reaches of the Swahili world, this relationship extended the impact of Indian Ocean
trade well into the African interior. Hundreds of miles inland, between the
Zambezi and Limpopo rivers, lay rich sources of gold, much in demand on the
Swahili coast. The emergence of a powerful state, known as Great Zimbabwe, seeins
clearly connected to the growing trade in gold to the coast as well as to the wealih
embodied in its large herds of cattle. At its peak between 1250 and 1350, Great
Zimbabwe had the resources and the labor power to construct huge stone enclo-
sures entirely without mortar, with walls sixteen feet thick and thirty-two feet tall.
“[It] must have been an astonishing sight.” writes a recent scholar, “for the 5‘ubor—
dinate chiefs and kings who would have come there to seck favors at court.”"™ Here
in the interior of southeastern Africa lay vet another example of the reach and

transforming power of Indian Ocean commerce.

Sand Roads: Exchange across the Sahara

In addition to the Silk Roads and the Sea Roads, another important pattern of

long-distance trade——this one across the vast reaches of the Sahara—linked North
Africa and the Mediterranean world with the land and peoples of interior West
Africa. Like the others, these Sand Road commercial networks had a transforming
impact, stimulating and enriching West African civilization and connecting it t

larger patterns of world history during the postclassical era.

Commercial Beginnings in West Africa

Trans-African trade, like the commerce of the Silk Roads and the Sea Roads. wis

rooted in environmental variation. The North African coastal regions, long part of

Roman or later Arab empires, generated cloth, glassware, weapons, books, and other
manufactured goods. The great Sahara held deposits of copper and especially salt.
while its oases produced sweet and nutritious dates. Although the sparse populations

of the desert were largely pastoral and nomadic, farther south lived agricultural
peoples who grew a variety of crops, produced their own textiles and metal prod-
ucts, and mined a considerable amount of gold. The agricultural regions of sub-
Saharan Africa are normally divided into two ecological zones: the savanna grass-
Jands immediately south of the Sahara, which produced grain crops such as millet
and sorghum; and the forest areas farther south, where root and tree crops such as
yams and kola nuts predominated. These quite varied environments provided the
economic incentive for the exchange of goods.

The earliest long-distance trade within this huge region was not across the
Sahara at all, but largely among the agricultural peoples themselves in the area later
known to Arabs as the Sudan, or “the land of black people.” During the first mil-
lennium B.C.E., the peoples of Sudanic West Africa began to exchange metal goods,
cotton textiles, gold, and various food products across considerable distances using
boats along the Niger River and donkeys overland. On the basis of this trade, a
number of independent urban clusters emerged by the early centuries of the
Common Era. The most well known was Jenne-jeno, which was located at a cru-
cial point on the Niger River where goods were transshipped from boat to don-
key or vice versa." This was the Niger Valley civilization, described in Chapter 7.

Gold, Salt, and Slaves: Trade and Empire in West Africa

A major turning point in African commercial life occurred with the introduction
of the camel to North Africa and the Sahara in the early centuries of the Common
Era. This remarkable animal, which could go for ten days without water, finally
made possible the long trek across the Sahara. It was camel-owning dwellers of
desert oases who initiated regular trans-Saharan commerce by 300 to 400 C.E.
Several centuries lager, North African Arabs, now bearing the new religion of Islam,
also organized caravans across the desert.

What they sought, above all else, was gold, which was found in some abundance
m the border areas straddling the grasslands and the forests of West Africa. From its
source, 1t was transported by donkey to transshipment points on the southern edge
of the Sahara and then transferred to camels for the long journey north across the
desert. African vory, kola nuts, and slaves were likewise in considerable demand in the
desert, the Mediterranean basin, and bevond. In return, the peoples of the Sudan
Teceived horses, cloth, dates, various manufactured goods, and especially salt from the
rich deposits in the Sahara.

Thus the Sahara was no longer simply a barrier to commerce and cross-cultural
Mteraction; it quickly became a major international trade route that fostered new rela-
tonships among distant peoples. The caravans that made the desert crossing could be

8¢, with as many as 5,000 camels and hundreds of people. Traveling mostly at nighe
t0 avoid the daytime hea, the journey might take up to seventy days, covering fifteen
£ twenty-five miles per day. For well over 1,000 years, such caravans traversed the
desert, linking the interior of West Africa with lands and people far to the north.
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more, the Sahara was an ocean of sand that linked the interior
rorld of North Africa and the Mediterranean but separated

As in Southeast Asia and East Africa,
long-distance trade across the Sahara
provided both incentive and resources
for the constructon of new and larger
political structures. It was the peoples of
the western and central Sudan, hiving
between the forests and the desert. who
were in the best position to take advan-
tage of these new opportunities.
Between roughly 500 and 1600, they
constructed a series of states, empires, and
city-states that reached from the Atlanoc
coast to Lake Chad, including Ghana,
Mali, Songhay, Kanem, and the citv-
states of the Hausa people (see Map 8.3).

All of them were monarchies with
elaborate court life and varying degrees
of administrative complexity and mih-
tary forces at their disposal. All drew
upon the wealth of trans-Saharan tade,
taxing the merchants who conducted 1t
In the wider world, these states soon
acquired a reputation for great riches. An
Arab traveler in the tenth century C.E
described the ruler of Ghana as “the
wealthiest king on the face of the earth
because of his treasures and stocks of

gold”* At its high point n the four-

teenth century, Mali’s rulers monopolized the import of strategic goods such as horses
and metals; levied duties on salt, copper, and other merchandise; and reserved larue
nuggets of gold for themselves while permitting the free export of gold dust.

As in all civilizations, slavery found a place in West Africa. Early on, most slaves had
been women, working as domestic servants and concubines. As West African civiliza-

tion crystallized, however, male slaves were put to work as state officials, porters. crafts-
men, miners harvesting salt from desert deposits, and especially agricultural laborers
producing for the royal granaries on large estates or plantations. Most came from non-

[slamic and stateless societies farther south,

which were raided during the dry seasor

by cavalry-based forces of West Affican states, though some white slave women from
the eastern Mediterranean also made an appearance in Mali. A song in honor of one
eleventh-century ruler of Kanem boasted of his slave-raiding achievements

The best you took (and sent home) as the first fruits of battle. The children cry-

ing on their mothers you snatched away from their mothers. You took the slave

wife from a slave. and set them in lands far removed from one another.”’

Most of these slaves were used within this emerging
West African civilization, but a trade in slaves also devel-

oped across the Sahara. Between 1100 and 1400, perhaps
5,500 slaves per year made the perilous trek across the
desert. When the famous Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta vis-
ited Mali in the fourteenth century, he returned home to
Morocco with a caravan that included 600 female slaves,
who walked across the burning desert, while he rode a
camel. Most such slaves were put to work 1n the homes of
the wealthy in Islamic North Africa, but a small number
~were sold in Europe. Those who arrived in Ireland, for
example, were termed “blue men.” Far more significant in

Europe were slaves from the Slavic-speaking I‘Egim'ls along

the northern coast of the Black Sea. They were so nu mcrt

ous that the word “slave” in many European languages derives from the term “Slav”

Nolt untl the A‘tlanuc slave trade developed after the 14405 did Africans become the
major source of slaves for Europeans .
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These states of Sudanic Africa developed substantial urban and commercial
ce;:ters—sut,h as Koumbi-Saleh, Jenne, Timbuktu, Gao, Gobir, and Kano—
where traders congregated and goods were exchanged. Some of these cities also

be i i
‘became centers of manufacturing, creating finely wroughrt beads, iron tools, or

;otto? textiles, some of which entered the circuits of commerce. Visitors
cs:izrlbed them as cosmopolitan places where court officials. artisans, scholars
S b aq - - i o
tudents, and local and foreign merchants all rubbed elbows. As in East Africa

Islam acc i - i

f m auo;npamed trade and became an important element in the urban culture
o 0 es - - H .

) W th rica. The growth of long-distance trade had stimulated the develop-
i Icn 1 ivilizat 1 1
_ t of an African civilization, which was linked to the wider networks of

exchange in the Eastern Hemisphere




