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# Comparison

What differences can
you identify among the
four major empires in
the 1slamic world of the
fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries?
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faced only the eventual naval power of the Ottomans. Had Vasco 83 Gama encoun-
tered Zheng He's massive fleet as his four sl ships sailed into Asiarhgaters in 1498,

rope’s agritygliure, based on wheat ahd livestock, expanded prima
lands in overssas possessions, which

: 3 , ily by acquiring new
i s possessions, whi ¢ gained as a consequence’sf a commitment
to oceanic expansion,

Civilizations of the Fifteenth
Century: The Islamic World

Beyond the domains of Chinese and Buropean civilization, our fifteenth-century
global traveler would surely have been impressed with the transformations of the
Islamic world, Stretching across much of Afro-Eurasia, the enormous reaim of Islam
experienced a set of remarkable changes during the fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries, as well as the continuation of earlier patterns, The most notable change
lay in the political realm, for an Islamic civilization that had been severely frag-
mented since at least goo now crystallized into four major states or empires (see
Map 12.4). At the same time, a long-term process of conversion to Islam continued
the cultural transformation of Afro-Eurasian societies both within and beyond these
new states.

In the Islamic Heartland: The Ottoman and Safavid Empires

The most impressive and enduring of the new Islamic states was the Ottoman Em-
pire, which lasted in one form or anothet from the fourteenth to the early twentieth
century. It was the creation of one of the many Turkic warrior groups that had ear-
lier migrated into Anatolia. By the mid-fifteenth century, these Ottoman Turks had
already carved out a state that encompassed much of the Anatolian peninsula and had
pushed deep into southeastern Europe (the Balkans), acquiring in the process a sub-
stantial Christian population, In the two centuries that followed, the Ottoman Emipire
extended its control to much of the Middle East, coastal North Aftica, the lands sur-
rounding the Black Sea, and even farther into Eastern Rurope.

The Ottoman Empire was a state of enormous significance in the world of the
fifteenth century and beyond. In its huge territory, long duration, incorporation of
many diverse peoples, and economic and cultural sophistication, it was one of the
great empires of world history. In the fifteenth century, only Ming dynasty China
and the Incas matched it in terms of wealth, power, and splendor, The empire rep-
resented the emergence of the Turks as the dominant people of the Islamic world,
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ruling now over many Arabs, who had initiated this new faith more than 800 years  Map1z.4 Empires of
before. In adding “caliph” (successor to the Prophet) to their other titles, Ottoman %;e !513"':55 World + nolitical
sultans claimed the legacy of the earlier Abbasid Empire. They sought to bring a re- Eilz?:: o?lﬁ?ifr;irt]! S[;zn'];fa
newed unity to the Islamic world, while also serving as protector of the faith, the  world in the fifteenth and
“strong sword of Islam.” sixteenth centuries were four
The Ottoman Empire also represented a new phase in the fong encounter be- g{tg:r:;?]tes‘c’;;:i ds oann%hay,
tween Christendom and the world of Islam. In the Crusades, Europeans had taken  pyyghai émpireS. '
the aggressive initiative in that encounter, but the rise of the Ottoman Empire reversed
their roles. The seizure of Constantinople in 1453 marked the final demise of Christian
Byzantium and allowed Ottoman rulers to see themselves as successors to the Roman
Empire. In 1529, a rapidly expanding Ottoman Empire haid siege to Vienra in the
heart of Central Europe. The political and military expansion of Tslam, at the expense
of Christendom, seemed clearly under way. Many Europeans spoke fearfully of the
“terror of the Turk.”
In the neighboring Persian lands to the east of the Ottoman Empire, another Is-

lamic state was also taking shape in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries—the

12_STR_58380_CHi2_E58_608.indd 577 @ 3/BMA3 IACPM



@

578 PART 3 / AN AGE OF ACCELERATING CONNECTIONS, 500-1500

Qttoman janissaries
Originating in the fourteenth century, the Janissaries became the efite infan- the standard of irreligion and heresy....
try force of the Ottoman Empire. Complete with uniforms, cash salaries, and
marching music, they were the first standing army in the region since the
days of the Roman Empire. When gunpowder technology became available,

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 deciston to forcibly impose a Shia version of
Islam as the official religion of the state. Over time,
this form of Islam gained popular suppost and
came to define the unique identity of Persian
{Iranian) cultore,

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
(1534—1639), periodic military conflict erupted
between the Qttoman and Safavid empires, re-
flecting both territorial rivalry and sharp refigious
differences. In 1514, the Ottoman sultan wrote to
the Safavid ruler in the most bitter of terms:

You have denied the sanctity of divine
taw ... you have deserted the path of salva-
tion and the sacred commandments . ., you
have opened to Muslims the gates of tyr-
anny and oppression ...you have raised

[Therefore] the ulama and our doctors have
pronounced a sentence of death against you,

- 9
Janissary forces soon were armed with muskets, grenades, and hand-held perjurer and blasphemer.
cannon. This image dates from the sevenfeenth century. (Austrian National . ) ) - ) o
Library, picture archive, Vienna: Cod, 8626, fol, 157) "This Sunni/Shia hOStlhtY has continued to divide
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the Islamic world into the twenty-first century.

On the Frontiers of Islam: The Songhay and Mughal Efspires

olitical unity}l a
a similar role ot
anding African and Asidn frontiers of the\faith. In the West Afgjican savannas,

While the Ottoman andhSafavid empires krought both a ne

largest in a series of imMgressive states thqt operated at a cruchal jnter-

d that dcrive&x uch of their revenue from

taxing that commereg, Islam was a growin?ﬁiith in Songh}but was limited largely
to urban elites. This cultural divide within Senghay largely accounts for the religious
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