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578 FAHT 3 [ AN AGE OF ACCELERATING CONNECTIONS, 500-1500
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Ottoman janissaries
Originating In the fourteenth century, the Janissaries became the elite infan-
trirlorce of the Ottoman Empire. Complete with uniforms, cash salares, and
marching music, they were the first standing army in the region since the
days of the Roman Empire. When gunpowder technology became available,
farissary forces soon were armed with muskets, grenades, and hand-held
cannan. This image dates from the seventeenth century. fustrian Natlonal
Library, pictute archive, Vienna: Cod. 8626, fol. 151)

Safavid (SAH-fah-vihd) Empire. Its leadership
was also Turkic, but in this case it had emerged

- from a Sufi religious order founded several centu-
| ries earlier by Safi al-Din (1252~1334). The long-

term significance of the Safavid Empire, which

' was established in the decade following 1500, Was

its decision to forcibly impose a Shia vetsion of
Islam as the official religion of che state. Over time,
this form of Islam gained popular support and
came to define the unique identity of Persian
(franiany culture.

This Shia empire also introduced a sharp di-
vide into the political and religious life of heart-

. land Islam, for almost all of Persia’s neighbors

practiced a Sunni form of the faith. For a century
(15341639}, periodic military conflict erupted
between the Ottoman and Safavid empires, re-
flecting both territorial rivalry and sharp religious
differences. In 1514, the Ottoman sultan wrote to
the Safavid ruler inn the most bitter of terms:

You have denied the sanctity of divine
law ... you have deserted the path of salva-
ton and the sacred commandments ... you
have opened to Muslims the gates of tyr-
anny and oppression ...you have raised
the standard of irreligion and heresy....
[Therefore] the wlama and our doctors have
pronounced a sentence of death against you,
petjurer and blasphemer,”

This Sunni/Shia hostility has continued to divide
the Islamic world into the twenty-first century,

On the Frontiers of Islam: The Songhay and Mughal Empires

While the Ottoman and Safavid empires brought bath a new political unity and a
sharp division to the heardand of Islam, two other states performed a similar role on
the expanding African and Asian frontiers of the faith. In the West African savannas,
the Songhay Empire rose in the second half of the fifteenth century. It was the most
recent and the largest in a series of impressive states that operated at a crucial inter-
section of the trans-Saharan trade routes and that derived much of their revenue from
taxing that commerce, Islam was a growing faith ity Songhay but was limited largely
to urban elites, This culenral divide within Songhay largely accounts for the religious
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CHAPTER 32 [ THE WORLDS OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

behavior of its fifteenth-centary monarch Sonni Ali (r. 1465~1492), who gave alms and
fasted during Ramadan in proper Islamic style but also enjoyed a reputation as a ma-
gician and possessed a charm thought to render his soldiers invisible to their enemies.
Nonetheless, Songhay had become 2 major center of Islamic learning and commerce
by the early sixteenth century. A North African traveler known as Leo Africanus re-
marked on the city of Timbuktua:

Here are great numbers of [Muslim] religious teachers, judges, scholars, and other
learned persons who are bountifully maintained at the king's expense. Here too are
brought varives manuseripts or written books from Barbary [North Africa] which
are sold for more money than any other merchandise. . . . Here are very rich mer-
chants and to here journey continually large numbers of negroes who purchase
here cloth from Barbary and Europe. ... [t is 2 wonder to see the quality of mer-
chandise that is daily brought here and how costly and sumptuous everything is. 1

Sonni Ali's successor made the pilgrimage to Mecea and asked to be given the title
*Caliph of the Land of the Biacks.” Songhay then represented a substantial Islamic
state on the African frontier of a still-expanding Muslim world. (See the photo on
p. 337 for manuscripts long preserved in Timbukta.)

The Mughal (MOO-guhl) Empire in India bore similarities to Songhay, for both
governed largely non-Muslim populations. Much as the Ottoman Empire initiated
2 new phase in the interaction of Islam and Christendom, so too did the Mughal
Empire continue an ongoing encounter between Islamic and Hindu civilizations. Es-
tablished in the early sixteenth century, the Mughal Empire was the creation of yet
another Islamized Turkic group, which invaded India in 1526. Over the next century,
the Mughals (2 Persian term for Mongols) established unified control over most of
the Indian peninsula, giving it a rare period of political unity and laying the founda-
tion for subsequent British colonial rule. During its first 150 years, the Mughal Em-
pire, a land of great wealth and imperial splendor, undertook a remarkable effort 1o
blend many Hindu groups and a variety of Muslims into an effective parmership.The
inclusive policies of the early Mughal emperors showed that Muslim rulers could
accommodate their overwhelmingly Hindu subjects in somewhar the same fashion
as Ottoman authorities provided religious autonomy for their Christian peoples. In
southernmost India, however, the distinerly Hindu kingdom of Vijayanagara flour-
ished in the fifteenth century, even as it borrowed architectural styles from the Mus-
lim states of northern India and sometimes employed Muslim mercenaries in its
military forces.

Together these four Muslim empires— Ottoman, Safavid, Songhay, and Mughal—
brought to the Islamic world a greater measure of political coherence, military power,
econoniic prosperity, and cultural brilliance than it had known since the early centu-
ries of Islam. This new energy, sometimes called a “second fowering of Islam,” im-
pelled the continuing spread of the faith to yet new regions. The most prominent of
these was oceanic Southeast Asia, which for centuries had been intimately bound up
in the world of Indian Ocean commerce, while borrowing elements of both Hindu
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# Comparison
What distinguished the
Aztec and Inca empires
from each other?

and Buddhist traditions. By the fifieenth century, that trading network was largely in
Muslim hands, and the demand for Southeast Asian spices was mounting as the Eus-
asian world recovered from the devastation of Mongol conquest and the plague. Grow-
ing numbers of Muslim traders, many of them from India, setded in Java and Suma-
tra, bringing their faith with them. Eager to atract those traders to their port cities,
a number of Hindu or Buddhist rulers along the Malay Peninsula and in Indonesia
converted to Islam, while transforming themselves into Muslim sultans and imposing
Islamic law. Thus, unlike the Middle East and India, where Islary was established in the
wake of Arab or Turkic conquest, in Southeast Asia, as in West Africa, it was intro-
duced by traveling merchants and solidified through the activities of Sufi holy men.
The rise of Malacca, strategically located on the waterway between Sumatra and
Malaya, was a sign of the tines (see Map 12.1, p. 567). During the filteenth century, it
was transformed from a small fishing village to a major Muslim port city. A Portuguese
visitor in 1512 observed that Malacca had “no equal in the world. ... Commerce
between different nations for a thousand Ieagues on every hand must come to Ma-
lacea”"" That city also became a springboard for the spread of Islam throughout the
region. In the eclectic style of Southeast Asian religious history, the Islam
of Malacca demonstrated much blending with lotal and Hindu/Buddhist
traditions, while the city itself, like many port towns, had a repuration for
“rough behavior.” An Arab Muslim pilot in the 14808 commented critically:
“They have no cultare at all.. . . You do not know whether they are Muslim
or not.”'? Nonetheless, Malacea, like Timbuktu on the West African fron-
tier of any expanding Islamic world, became a center for Islamic learning,
and students from elsewhere in Southeast Asia were studying there in the
fifteenth century. As the more central regions of Islam were consolidating
politically, the frontier of the faith continued to move steadily ourward.

Civilizations of the Fifteenth Century: The Americas

Across the Atantic, centers of civilization had long flourished in Mesoamerica and in
the Andes, The fifteenth century witnessed new, larger, and more politically unified
expressions of those civilizations, embodied in the Aztec and Inca empires. Both
were the work of previously marginal peoples who had forcibly taken over and ab-
sorbed older cultures, giving them new energy, and both were decimated in the six-
teenth century at the hands of Spanish conquistadores and their diseases. To conclude
this global tour of world civilizations, we will send our weary traveler to the Western
Hemisphere for a brieflook at these American civilizations (see Map 12.5).

The Aztec Empire

The empire known to history as the Aztec state was largely the work of the Mexica
{Meh-SHEEH-kah) people, a semi-nomadic group from northern Mexico who had
migrated southward and by 1325 had established themselves on a small island in Lake
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