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Indian Ocean Sailing Vessel  Ships like this one, in a rock carving on the Buddhist temple of 
Borobodur in Java, probably carried colonists from Indonesia to Madagascar.
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 ■ What factors contributed to the growth of trade 
along the Silk Road?

 ■ How did geography affect Indian Ocean trade 
routes?

 ■ Why did trade begin across the Sahara Desert?
 ■ What accounts for the substantial degree of cul-
tural unity in Africa south of the Sahara?

 ■ Why do some goods and ideas travel more eas-
ily than others?

Inspired by the tradition of the Silk Road, a Chinese 
poet named Po Zhuyi (boh joo-yee) nostalgically 
wrote:

Iranian whirling girl, Iranian whirling girl—
Her heart answers to the strings,
Her hands answer to the drums.
At the sound of the strings and drums, she raises her 

arms,
Like whirling snowflakes tossed about, she turns in her 

twirling dance.
Iranian whirling girl,
You came from Sogdiana (sog-dee-A-nuh).
In vain did you labor to come east more than ten thousand tricents.
For in the central plains there were already some who could do the Iranian whirl,
And in a contest of wonderful abilities, you would not be their equal.1 

The western part of Central Asia, the region around Samarkand (SAM-mar-kand) 
and Bukhara (boo-CAR-ruh) known in the eighth century c.e. as Sogdiana, was 2,500 
miles (4,000 kilometers) from the Chinese capital of Chang’an (chahng-ahn). Cara-
vans traveling the Silk Road took more than four months to trek across the mostly 
unsettled deserts, mountains, and grasslands of Inner Asia that stood between Sog-
diana and China, carrying with them agricultural goods, manufactured products, and 
ideas. Musicians and dancing girls traveled, too—as did camel pullers, merchants, 
monks, and pilgrims. The Silk Road was not just a means of bringing peoples and 
parts of the world into contact; it was also a social system.

With every expansion of territory, the growing wealth of temples, kings, and 
emperors enticed traders to venture ever farther afield for precious goods. For the 
most part, the customers were wealthy elites. But the new products, agricultural 
and industrial processes, and foreign ideas and customs these long-distance traders 
brought with them sometimes affected an entire society.

Travelers and traders seldom owned much land or wielded political power. Socially 
isolated (sometimes by law) and secretive because any talk about markets, products, 
routes, and travel conditions could help their competitors, they nevertheless contrib-
uted more to drawing the world together than did all but a few kings and emperors.

This chapter examines the social systems and historical impact of exchange net-
works that developed between 300 b.c.e. and 600 c.e. in Europe, Asia, and Africa. 
The Silk Road and the Indian Ocean maritime system illustrate the nature of long-
distance trade in this era.

Networks of Communication 
and Exchange, 300 b.c.e.–600 c.e.

1From The Columbia Anthology of Traditional Chinese Literature, edited and translated by Victor H. Mair. Copyright © 1994 
Columbia University Press. Reprinted with permission of the publisher.
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202  CHAPTER 7 Networks of Communication and Exchange, 300 b.c.e.–600 c.e.

However, trading networks were not the only medium for the spread of new ideas, 
products, and customs. This chapter also compares developments along trade routes 
with folk migration by looking at the beginnings of contact across the Sahara and the 
simultaneous spread of Bantu-speaking peoples within sub-Saharan Africa. Chapter 5 
discussed a third pattern of cultural contact and exchange, that taking place with the 
beginning of Christian missionary activity in the Roman Empire. This chapter further 
explores the process by examining the spread of Buddhism in Asia and Christianity in 
Africa and Asia.

THE SILK ROAD

Silk Road Caravan routes 
connecting China and the 
Middle East across Central 
Asia and Iran.

Parthians Iranian rul-
ing dynasty between ca. 
250 B.C.E. and 226 C.E.

Iranian Musicians from Silk Road  This three-color glazed pottery figurine, 23 
inches (58.4 centimeters) high, comes from a northern Chinese tomb of the Tang 
era (sixth to ninth centuries c.e.). The musicians playing Iranian instruments con-
firm the migration of Iranian culture across the Silk Road. At the same time, dishes 
decorated by the Chinese three-color glaze technique were in vogue in northern Iran.©
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Archaeology and linguistic studies show that the peoples of Central Asia engaged in long-
 distance movement and exchange from at least 1500 b.c.e. In Roman times Europeans became 
captivated by the idea of a trade route linking the lands of the Mediterranean with China by way 
of Mesopotamia, Iran, and Central Asia. The Silk Road, as this route came to be called in modern 
times, experienced several periods of heavy use (see Map 7.1). The first began around 100 b.c.e.

Origins and Operations
The Seleucid kings who succeeded to the eastern parts of Alexander the Great’s empire in the 
third century b.c.e. focused their energies on Mesopotamia and Syria. This allowed an Ira-
nian nomadic leader to establish an independent kingdom of a people called the Parthians in 
northeastern Iran. Originally from east of the Caspian Sea, the Parthians become a major force 
by 247 b.c.e. They left few written sources, and recurring wars with Greeks and Romans to the 
west prevented travelers from the Mediterranean region from gaining firm knowledge of their 
kingdom. It seems likely, however, that they helped foster the Silk Road by being located on the 
threshold of Central Asia and sharing customs with steppe nomads farther to the east.

In 128 b.c.e. a Chinese general named Zhang Jian (jahng jee-en) made his first exploratory 
journey across the deserts and mountains of Inner Asia on behalf of Emperor Wu of the Han 
dynasty. The objective of the expedition was to gain knowledge of the nomad-inhabited lands on 

China’s northwest frontier. After crossing the broad and desolate Tarim Basin north 
of Tibet, he reached the fertile valley of Ferghana (fer-GAH-nuh) and for the first 
time encountered  westward-flowing rivers. There he found horse breeders whose 
animals far outclassed any horses he had seen. Later Chinese historians looked on 
General Zhang, who ultimately led eighteen expeditions, as the originator of over-
land trade with the western lands and credited him, often wrongly, with personally 
introducing a whole garden of new plants and trees to China.

Long-distance travel suited the people of the steppes more than the Chinese. 
The populations of Ferghana and neighboring regions included many nomads who 
followed their herds. Their migrations had little to do with trade, but they provided 
pack animals and controlled transit across their lands. The trading demands that 
brought the Silk Road into being were Chinese eagerness for western products, 
especially horses, and, on the western end, the organized Parthian state, which 
had captured the flourishing markets of Mesopotamia from the Seleucids.

By 100 b.c.e., Greeks could buy Chinese silk from Parthian traders in Meso-
potamian border entrepôts. Yet caravans also bought and sold goods along the 
way in prosperous Central Asian cities like Samarkand and Bukhara. These cities 
grew and flourished, often under the rule of local princes.

Iranians and Chinese

AP* Exam Tip  Over-
land trade routes, including 
the Silk Road, are a com-
mon essay topic on the 
exam.
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Silk Road Indian Ocean Trade Saharan Trade

500 B.C.E.

247 b.c.e. Parthian rule begins in Iran

128 b.c.e. General Zhang Jian reaches 
Ferghana

100 b.c.e.–300 c.e. Kushans rule 
northern Afghanistan and Sogdiana

500 b.c.e.–ca. 1000 c.e. Bantu 
migrations

ca. 200 b.c.e. Camel nomads in 
 southern Sahara

46 b.c.e. First mention of camels 
in northern Sahara

1 C.E. 1st cent. c.e. First evidence of the 
stirrup

1st cent. c.e. Periplus of the Erythaean 
Sea; Indonesian migration to 
Madagascar

300 C.E.
224–651 Sasanid Empire

ca. 400 Buddhist pilgrim Faxian 
 travels Silk Road

ca. 300 Beginning of camel 
nomadism in northern Sahara 

Scythian Breastplate  This superbly crafted gold 
ornament from the fourth century b.c.e. features 
animal combat in the lower tier, flower motifs in 
the center, and scenes from Scythian pastoral life 
in the upper. Two men prepare a fleece garment 
in the middle of the upper tier while on either 
side young animals are suckling and a ewe is 
being milked. Note the contrast between the sim-
plicity of nomadic life and the luxury represented 
by the gold ornament itself.Le
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General Zhang definitely seems to have brought two plants to China: alfalfa and wine 
grapes. The former provided the best fodder for horses. In addition, Chinese farmers adopted 
pistachios, walnuts, pomegranates, sesame, coriander, spinach, and other new crops. Chinese 
artisans and physicians made good use of other trade products, such as jasmine oil, oak galls 
(used in tanning animal hides, dyeing, and making ink), sal ammoniac (for medicines), copper 
oxides, zinc, and precious stones.

Traders going west from China carried new fruits such as peaches and apricots, which the 
Romans mistakenly attributed to other eastern lands, calling them Persian plums and Armenia 

plums, respectively. They also carried cinnamon, 
ginger, and other spices that could not be grown 
in the West.

Nomadism in Central 
and Inner Asia
The Silk Road could not have functioned with-
out pastoral nomads to provide animals, animal 
handlers, and protection. Descriptions of steppe 
nomads known as Scythians appear in the his-
tory of the Greek writer Herodotus in the sixth 
century b.c.e. He portrays them as superb riders, 
herdsmen, and hunters living in Central Asia, the 

New Crops
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lands to the north of the Black and Caspian Seas. Moving regularly and efficiently with flocks 
and herds of enormous size prevented overgrazing. Though the Scythians were fearsome horse 
archers, their homes, which were made of felt spread over a lightweight framework, were trans-
ported on four-wheeled wagons drawn by oxen. This custom continued in some parts of Inner 
Asia, the grasslands and deserts extending eastward from Central Asia to the borders of China, 
for another two thousand years.

Nomads were not unfamiliar with agriculture or unwilling to use products grown by farm-
ers, but their ideal was self-sufficiency. Since their wanderings with their herds normally took 
them far from any farming region, self-sufficiency dictated foods they could provide for them-
selves—primarily meat and milk—and clothing made from felt, leather, and furs. Women over-
saw the breeding and birthing of livestock and the preparation of furs.

Nomads were most dependent on settled regions for the bronze or iron used in bridles, stir-
rups, cart fittings, and weapons. They acquired metal implements in trade and reworked them 
to suit their purposes. Scythians in the Ukraine worked extensively with iron as early as the 
fourth century b.c.e., and Turkish-speaking peoples had large ironworking stations south of the 
Altai Mountains in western Mongolia in the 600s c.e. Steppe nomads situated near settled areas 
also traded wool, leather, and horses for wood, silk, vegetables, and grain.

The Silk Road and the Spread of Religion
As the Silk Road grew in importance, a new Iranian dynasty centered in Iraq gave increased 
emphasis to the full extent of the route from China to Mesopotamia. The period of the 

Scythians

The Nomadic Lifestyle

The Sasanid Empire
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MAP 7.1  Asian Trade and Communication Routes The overland Silk Road was vulnerable to political disruption, but it was 
much shorter than the maritime route from the South China Sea to the Red Sea, and ships were more expensive than pack ani-
mals. Moreover, China’s political centers were in the north.
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AP* Exam Tip  Under-
stand how specific ideas 
and knowledge, including 
religion, spread across the 
overland trade routes.
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Sasanid Empire also saw the Silk Road becoming an avenue for the transfer of religious ideas. 
Ardashir, whose dynasty takes its name from an ancestor named Sasan, defeated the Parthi-
ans around 224 and established the Sasanid kingdom. To the west, the new rulers confronted 
the Romans, whom later historians frequently refer to as the Byzantines after about 330. The 
rival empires launched numerous attacks on each other across that frontier between the 340s 
and 628. In times of peace, however, exchange between the empires flourished, allowing goods 
transported over the Silk Road to enter the zone of Mediterranean trade.

The Arab pastoralists who inhabited the desert between Syria and Mesopotamia supplied 
camels and guides for the extension of the Silk Road from Euphrates River to the Mediterranean 
coast. During the Sasanid period, they also played a primary role in transforming the trans-
portation economy of the Middle East. The militarily efficient North Arabian camel saddle (see 
Environment and Technology: Camel Saddles later in this chapter), developed around the third 
century b.c.e., provided the tool the Arabs needed to seize control of the caravan trade in their 
territories from the city merchants who had previously been dominant. As their military and 
economic influence increased, wheeled vehicles—mostly ox carts and horse-drawn chariots—
all but disappeared by the sixth century c.e.

The mountains and plateaus of Iran proper formed the Sasanids’ political hinterland, often 
ruled by the cousins of the shah (king) or by powerful nobles. Cities there were small walled 
communities that served more as military strong points than as centers of population and pro-
duction. Society revolved around a local aristocracy that lived on rural estates and cultivated the 
arts of hunting, feasting, and war just like the noble warriors described in the sagas of ancient 
kings and heroes sung at their banquets.

Despite the dominance of powerful aristocratic families, long-lasting political fragmen-
tation of the medieval European variety did not develop (see Chapter 9). Also, although many 
nomads lived in the mountain and desert regions, no folk migration took place comparable to 
that of the Germanic peoples who defeated Roman armies and established kingdoms in for-
merly Roman territory from about the third century c.e. onward. The Sasanid and Byzantine 
Empires successfully maintained central control of imperial finances and military power and 
found effective ways of integrating frontier peoples as mercenaries or caravaneers.

The Sasanids established their Zoroastrian faith (see Chapter 4), which the Parthians had 
not particularly stressed, as a state religion similar to Christianity in the Byzantine Empire (see 
Chapter 9). The proclamation of Christianity and Zoroastrianism as official faiths marked the 
fresh emergence of religion as an instrument of politics both within and between the empires, 
setting a precedent for the subsequent rise of Islam as the focus of a political empire (see Chap-
ter 8).

Religion permeated all aspects of community life. Most subjects of the Byzantine emper-
ors and Sasanid shahs identified themselves first and foremost as members of a religious com-
munity. Their schools and law courts were religious, and they looked on priests, monks, rabbis, 
and the Zoroastrian mobads as moral guides in daily life. Most books discussed religious sub-
jects. In some areas, religious leaders represented their flocks even in such secular matters as 
tax collection.

Both Zoroastrianism and Christianity practiced intolerance. A late-third-century inscrip-
tion in Iran boasts of the persecutions of Christians, Jews, and Buddhists carried out by the 
Zoroastrian high priest. Yet sizable Christian and Jewish communities remained, especially in 
Mesopotamia. Similarly, from the fourth century onward, councils of Christian bishops declared 
many theological beliefs heretical—so unacceptable that they were un-Christian.

Christians then became pawns in the political rivalry with the Byzantines and were some-
times persecuted, sometimes patronized, by the Sasanid kings. In 431 a council of bishops called 
by the Byzantine emperor declared the Nestorian Christians heretics for overemphasizing the 
humanness of Christ. The Nestorians believed that human characteristics and divinity coex-
isted in Jesus and that Mary was not the mother of God, as many other Christians maintained, 
but the mother of the human Jesus. After the bishops’ ruling, the Nestorians sought refuge under 
the Sasanid shah and eventually extended their missionary activities along the Central Asian 
trade routes.

In the third century a preacher named Mani had founded a new religion in Mesopotamia: 
Manichaeism. He preached a dualist faith—a struggle between Good and Evil—theologically 
derived from Zoroastrianism. Although at first Mani enjoyed the favor of the shah, he and 
many of his followers were martyred in 276. However, his religion survived and spread widely. 

Warrior Nobles

Zoroastrians 
and Christians

Manichaeism

Sasanid Empire Iranian 
empire, established ca. 
224,  with a capital in Cte-
siphon, Mesopotamia. The 
Sasanid emperors estab-
lished Zoroastrianism as the 
state religion. Islamic Arab 
armies overthrew the empire 
ca. 640.  
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Nestorian missionaries in Central Asia competed with Manichaean missionaries for converts. 
In later centuries, the term Manichaean was applied to all sorts of beliefs about a cosmic strug-
gle between Good and Evil.

Various forms of Christianity and Zoroastrianism were spread by missionaries and travelers 
along the Silk Road. Jews also made their way across Inner Asia to China. Everywhere, religion 
played an increasing role in defining community identity and political allignments. For exam-
ple, the Arab nomads who protected the Byzantine borders adopted a Monophysite theology, 
which emphasized Christ’s divine nature, while the allies of the Sasanids adopted the Nestorian 
faith, which also linked them to Nestorian communities across Inner Asia. Through these Arab 
groups, knowledge of Christianity penetrated deep into the Arabian peninsula during the fifth 
and sixth centuries, eventually influencing Islam (see Chapter 8).

Buddhism was another religion that moved along the Silk Road. As trade became a more 
important part of Central Asian life, the Iranian-speaking peoples increasingly settled in trad-
ing cities and surrounding farm villages. By the sixth century c.e., nomads originally from the 
Altai Mountains farther east had spread across the steppes and become the dominant pasto-
ral group. These peoples spoke Turkic languages unrelated to the Iranian tongues. Since they 
did not move south of the deserts of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan that separated the Sasanid 
Empire from Central Asia, their impact was felt mostly by Iranians who lived outside Sasanid 
control to the northest.

The Turkic nomads continued to live in the round, portable felt huts called yurts that can 
still occasionally be seen in Central Asia, but prosperous individuals, both Turks and Iranians, 
built stately homes decorated with brightly colored wall paintings. The paintings show people 
wearing Chinese silks and Iranian brocades and riding on richly outfitted horses and camels. 
They also indicate an avid interest in Buddhism (see below), which competed with Nestorian 
Christianity, Manichaeism, and Zoroastrianism in a lively and inquiring intellectual milieu.

The Impact of the Silk Road on Technology
Whereas missionary influences exemplify the impact of foreign customs and beliefs on the peo-
ples along the Silk Road, military technology affords an example of the opposite phenomenon: 
steppe customs radiating into foreign lands. Chariot warfare and the use of mounted bowmen 
originated in Central Asia and spread eastward and westward through military campaigns and 
folk migrations that began in the second millennium b.c.e. and recurred throughout the period 
of the Silk Road.

Evidence of the stirrup, one of the most important inventions, comes first from the Kushan 
people who ruled northern Afghanistan between roughly 100 b.c.e. and 300 c.e.  At first a solid 

bar, then a loop of leather to sup-
port the rider’s big toe, and finally 
a device of leather and metal or 
wood supporting the instep, the 
stirrup gave riders far greater sta-
bility in the saddle—which itself 
was in all likelihood an earlier 
Central Asian invention.

Using stirrups, a mounted 
warrior could supplement his 
bow and arrow with a long lance 
and charge his enemy at a gallop 
without fear that the impact of 
his attack would push him off his 
mount. Far to the west, the stir-
rup made possible the armored 
knights who dominated the bat-
tlefields of Europe (see Chapter 
9), while also contributing to the 
superiority of the Tang cavalry in 
China (see Chapter 10).

Religion and the Silk Road

Turkic-Speaking Nomads 
and Buddhism

Warriors and Missionaries

Invention of the Stirrup

SECTION REVIEW

 ● The rise of the Parthian kingdom helped foster the Silk Road, a route by which 
Chinese products were exchanged with goods from the Mediterranean region.

 ● General Zhang led expeditions that established the route from China through 
Central Asia.

 ● As Central Asian nomads facilitated the movement of goods through their lands, 
Central Asian cities grew.

 ● Originating in southern Iran, the Sasanids overthrew the Parthians and contin-
ued their predecessors’ rivalry with Rome.

 ● Sasanid kings made Zoroastrianism the state religion, and other religions, par-
ticularly Christianity, experienced both toleration and persecution; various forms 
of these religions also traveled along the Silk Road.

 ● Some important military technologies used in both the East and West originated 
in Central Asia: chariot warfare, mounted bowmen, and, most important, the 
stirrup.

stirrup Device for securing 
a horseman’s feet, enabling 
him to wield weapons more 
effectively. First evidence 
of the use of stirrups was 
among the Kushan people 
of northern Afghanistan in 
approximately the first cen-
tury C.E.

AP* Exam Tip  Spe-
cific inventions and tech-
nology, such as the stirrup 
and camel saddle, may be 
tested on the exam.
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THE INDIAN OCEAN MARITIME SYSTEM
While the Silk Road provided movement over land, a multilingual, multiethnic society of seafar-
ers established the Indian Ocean Maritime System, a trade network across the Indian Ocean 
and the South China Sea. These people left few records and seldom played a visible part in the 
rise and fall of kingdoms and empires, but they forged increasingly strong economic and social 
ties between the coastal lands of East Africa, southern Arabia, the Persian Gulf, India, Southeast 
Asia, and southern China.

This trade took place in three distinct regions: (1) In the South China Sea, Chinese and 
Malays (including Indonesians) dominated trade. (2) From the east coast of India to the islands 
of Southeast Asia, Indians and Malays were the main traders. (3) From the west coast of India 
to the Persian Gulf and the east coast of Africa, merchants and sailors were predominantly Per-
sians and Arabs. However, Chinese and Malay sailors could and did voyage to East Africa, and 
Arab and Persian traders reached southern China.

From the time of Herodotus in the fifth century b.c.e., Greek writers regaled their readers 
with stories of marvelous voyages down the Red Sea into the Indian Ocean and around Africa 
from the west. Most often, they attributed such trips to the Phoenicians, the most fearless of 
Mediterranean seafarers. Occasionally a Greek appears. One such was Hippalus, a Greek ship’s 
pilot who was said to have discovered the seasonal monsoon winds that facilitate sailing across 
the Indian Ocean (see Diversity and Dominance: Travel Accounts of Africa and India).

Of course, the regular, seasonal alternation of steady winds could not have remained unno-
ticed for thousands of years, waiting for an alert Greek to happen along. The great voyages and 
discoveries made before written records became common should surely be attributed to the 
peoples who lived around the Indian Ocean rather than to interlopers from the Mediterranean 
Sea. The story of Hippalus resembles the Chinese story of General Zhang Jian, whose role in 
opening trade with Central Asia overshadows the anonymous contributions made by the indig-
enous peoples. The Chinese may indeed have learned from General Zhang and the Greeks from 
Hippalus, but other people played important roles anonymously.

Mediterranean sailors of the time of Alexander used square sails and long banks of oars to 
maneuver among the sea’s many islands and small harbors. In contrast, Indian Ocean vessels 
relied on roughly triangular lateen sails and normally did without oars in running before the 
wind on long ocean stretches. Whereas Mediterranean shipbuilders nailed their vessels together, 
the planks of Indian Ocean ships were pierced, tied together with palm fiber, and caulked with 
bitumen. Mediterranean sailors rarely ventured out of sight of land, but Indian Ocean sailors, 
thanks to the monsoon winds, could cover long reaches entirely at sea.

These technological differences prove that the world of the Indian Ocean developed differ-
ently than the world of the Mediterranean Sea, where the Phoenicians and Greeks established 
colonies that maintained contact with their home cities (see Chapters 3 and 4). The traders of the 
Indian Ocean, where distances were greater and contacts less frequent, seldom retained politi-
cal ties with their homelands. The colonies they established were sometimes socially distinctive 
but rarely independent of the local political powers.

Origins of Contact and Trade
By 2000 b.c.e. Sumerian records indicate regular trade between Mesopotamia, the islands of 
the Persian Gulf, Oman, and the Indus Valley. However, this early trading contact broke off, and 
later Mesopotamian trade references mention East Africa more often than India.

A similarly early chapter in Indian Ocean history concerns migrations from Southeast Asia 
to Madagascar, the world’s fourth largest island, situated off the southeastern coast of Africa. 
About two thousand years ago, people from one of the many Indonesian islands of Southeast 
Asia established themselves in that forested, mountainous land 6,000 miles (9,500 kilometers) 
from home. They could not possibly have carried enough supplies for a direct voyage across the 
Indian Ocean, so their route must have touched the coasts of India and southern Arabia. No 
physical remains of their journeys have been discovered, however.

Apparently, the sailing canoes of these people plied the seas along the increasingly familiar 
route for several hundred years. Settlers farmed the new land and entered into relations with 
Africans who found their way across the 250-mile-wide (400-kilometer-wide) Mozambique 

Sailors’ Tales

Sailing and Ship Design

Indonesians in 
Madagascar

Bananas and Yams

Indian Ocean Maritime Sys-
tem In premodern times, a 
network of seaports, trade 
routes, and maritime culture 
linking countries on the rim 
of the Indian Ocean from 
Africa to Indonesia.

AP* Exam Tip  Ocean 
trade routes and overland 
trade routes are com-
parison topics for the essay 
portion of the AP exam.
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The most revealing description of ancient trade in the Indian 
Ocean and of the diversity and economic forces shaping the 
Indian Ocean trading system, “The Periplus of the Erythraean 
Sea,” a sailing itinerary (periplus in Greek), was composed in the 
first century C.E. by an unknown Greco-Egyptian merchant. It 
highlights the diversity of peoples and products from the Red Sea 
to the Bay of Bengal. Historians believe that the descriptions of 
market towns were based on firsthand experience. The following 
passages deal with East Africa and the coastal lands subconti-
nent (see Map 7.1).

Of the designated ports on the Erythraean Sea [Indian Ocean], 
and the market-towns around it, the first is the Egyptian port 
of Mussel Harbor. To those sailing down from that place, on 
the right hand . . . there is Berenice. The harbors of both are at 
the boundary of Egypt. . . .

On the right-hand coast next below Berenice is the coun-
try of the Berbers. Along the shore are the Fish-Eaters, living 
in scattered caves in the narrow valleys. Further inland are 
the Berbers, and beyond them the Wild-flesh-Eaters and Calf-
 Eaters, each tribe governed by its chief; and behind them, fur-
ther inland, in the country towards the west, there lies a city 
called Meroe.

Below the Calf-Eaters there is a little market-town on the 
shore . . . called Ptolemais of the Hunts, from which the hunt-
ers started for the interior under the dynasty of the Ptole-
mies. . . . But the place has no harbor and is reached only by 
small boats. . . .

Beyond this place, the coast trending toward the south, 
there is the Market and Cape of Spices, an abrupt promontory, 
at the very end of the Berber coast toward the east. . . . A sign of 
an approaching storm . . . is that the deep water becomes more 
turbid and changes its color. When this happens they all run to 
a large promontory called Tabae, which offers safe shelter. . . .

Beyond Tabae [lies] . . . another market-town called 
Opone. . . . [I]n it the greatest quantity of cinnamon is pro-
duced . . . and slaves of the better sort, which are brought to 
Egypt in increasing numbers. . . .

[Ships also come] from the places across this sea, from . . . 
Barygaza, bringing to these . . . market-towns the products of 
their own places; wheat, rice, clarified butter, sesame oil, cotton 
cloth . . . and honey from the reed called sacchari [sugar cane]. 
Some make the voyage especially to these  market-towns, and 
others exchange their cargoes while sailing along the coast. 
This country is not subject to a King, but each  market-town is 
ruled by its separate chief.

Beyond Opone, the shore trending more toward the south . . . 
this coast [the Somali region of Azania, or East Africa] is des-
titute of harbors . . . until the Pyralax islands [Zanzibar]. . . . 
[A] little to the south of south-west . . . is the island Menuthias 
[Madagascar], about three hundred stadia from the mainland, 
low and wooded, in which there are rivers and many kinds 
of birds and the mountain-tortoise. There are no wild beasts 
except the crocodiles; but there they do not attack men. In this 
place there are sewed boats, and canoes hollowed from single 
logs. . . .

Two days’ sail beyond, there lies the very last market-town 
of the continent of Azania, which is called Rhapta [Dar es-
Salaam]; which has its name from the sewed boats (rhapton 
ploiarion) . . . ; in which there is ivory in great quantity, and 
tortoise-shell. Along this coast live men of piratical habits, very 
great in stature, and under separate chiefs for each place. . . .

And these markets of Azania are the very last of the continent 
that stretches down on the right hand from Berenice; for beyond 
these places the unexplored ocean curves around toward the 
west, and running along by the regions to the south of Aethiopia 
and Libya and Africa, it mingles with the western sea. . . .

Now the whole country of India has very many rivers, and 
very great ebb and flow of the tides. . . . But about Barygaza 
[Broach] it is much greater, so that the bottom is suddenly seen, 
and now parts of the dry land are sea, and now it is dry where 
ships were sailing just before; and the rivers, under the inrush 
of the flood tide, when the whole force of the sea is directed 
against them, are driven upwards more strongly against their 
natural current. . . .

The country inland from Barygaza is inhabited by numer-
ous tribes. . . . Above these is the very warlike nation of the 
Bactrians, who are under their own king. And Alexander, 
setting out from these parts, penetrated to the Ganges. . . . 
[T]o the present day ancient drachmae are current in Barygaza, 
coming from this country, bearing inscriptions in Greek let-
ters, and the devices of those who reigned after Alexander. . . .

Inland from this place and to the east, is the city called 
Ozene [Ujjain]. . . . [F]rom this place are brought down all 
things needed for the welfare of the country about Barygaza, 
and many things for our trade: agate and carnelian, Indian 
muslins. . . .

There are imported into this market-town, wine, Italian 
preferred, also Laodicean and Arabian; copper, tin, and lead; 
coral and topaz; thin clothing and inferior sorts of all kinds . . . 
gold and silver coin, on which there is a profit when exchanged 
for the money of the country. . . . And for the King there are 

DIVERSITY + DOMINANCE

Travel Accounts of Africa and India

(moe-zam-BEEK) Channel around the fifth century c.e. Descendants of the seafarers preserved 
the language of their homeland and some of its culture, such as the cultivation of bananas, yams, 
and other native Southeast Asian plants. These food crops spread to mainland Africa. But the 
memory of their distant origins gradually faded, not to be recovered until modern times, when 
scholars established the linguistic link between the two lands.
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brought into those places very costly vessels of silver, singing 
boys, beautiful maidens for the harem, fine wines, thin cloth-
ing of the finest weaves, and the choicest ointments. There are 
exported from these places [spices], ivory, agate and carne-
lian . . . cotton cloth of all kinds, silk cloth. . . .

Beyond Barygaza the adjoining coast extends in a straight 
line from north to south. . . . The inland country back from the 
coast toward the east comprises many desert regions and great 
mountains; and all kinds of wild beasts—leopards, tigers, 
elephants, enormous serpents, hyenas, and baboons of many 
sorts; and many populous nations, as far as the Ganges. . . .

This whole voyage as above described . . . they used to make 
in small vessels, sailing close around the shores of the gulfs; 
and Hippalus was the pilot who by observing the location of 
the ports and the conditions of the sea, first discovered how to 
lay his course straight across the ocean. . . .

About the following region, the course trending toward the 
east, lying out at sea toward the west is the island Palaesimundu, 
called by the ancients Taprobane [Sri Lanka]. . . . It produces 
pearls, transparent stones, muslins, and tortoise-shell. . . .

Beyond this, the course trending toward the north, there 
are many barbarous tribes, among whom are the Cirrhadae, a 
race of men with flattened noses, very savage; another tribe, 
the Bargysi; and the Horse-faces and the Long-faces, who are 
said to be cannibals.

After these, the course turns toward the east again, and 
sailing with the ocean to the right and the shore remaining 
beyond to the left, Ganges comes into view. . . . And just oppo-
site this river there is an island in the ocean, the last part of the 
inhabited world toward the east, under the rising sun itself; 
it is called Chryse; and it has the best tortoise-shell of all the 
places on the Erythraean Sea.

After this region under the very north, the sea outside end-
ing in a land called This, there is a very great inland city called 
Thinae, from which raw silk and silk yarn and silk cloth are 
brought on foot. . . . But the land of This is not easy of access; 
few men come from there, and seldom.

The Chinese traveler Xuanzang (600–664) journeyed across 
Inner Asia to India, making pilgrimage to Buddhist holy places 
and searching for Sanskrit scriptures to take back to China with 
him. His descriptions of the places he visited reflect his interests. 
The following passages come from his description of India.

Towns and Buildings
The towns and villages have inner gates; the walls are wide and 
high; the streets and lanes are tortuous, and the roads wind-
ing. The thoroughfares are dirty and the stalls arranged on 
both sides of the road with appropriate signs. Butchers, fishers, 

dancers, executioners, and scavengers, and so on, have their 
abodes without the city. In coming and going these persons 
are bound to keep on the left side of the road till they arrive 
at their homes. Their houses are surrounded by low walls, and 
form the suburbs. The earth being soft and muddy, the walls 
of the town are mostly built of brick or tiles. The towers on the 
walls are constructed of wood or bamboo; the houses have 
balconies and belvederes, which are made of wood, with a 
coating of lime or mortar, and covered with tiles. The different 
buildings have the same form as those in China: rushes, or dry 
branches, or tiles, or boards are used for covering them. The 
walls are covered with lime and mud, mixed with cow’s dung 
for purity. At different seasons they scatter flowers about. Such 
are some of their different customs.

Dress and Appearance
Their clothing is not cut or fashioned; they mostly affect 
fresh-white garments; they esteem little those of mixed color 
or ornamented. The men wind their garments round their 
middle, then gather them under the armpits, and let them fall 
down across the body, hanging to the right. The robes of the 
women fall down to the ground; they completely cover their 
shoulders. They wear a little knot of hair on their crowns, and 
let the rest of their hair fall loose. Some of the men cut off their 
moustaches, and have other odd customs. . . . In North India, 
where the air is cold, they wear short and close-fitting gar-
ments. . . . The dress and ornaments worn by the nonbeliev-
ers are varied and mixed. Some wear peacocks’ feathers; some 
wear as ornaments necklaces made of skull bones; some have 
no clothing, but go naked; some wear leaf or bark garments; 
some pull out their hair and cut off their moustaches; others 
have bushy whiskers and their hair braided on the top of their 
heads. The costume is not uniform, and the color, whether red 
or white, not constant.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How do the differing interests of a trader and a religious 

pilgrim show up in what they report?
2. How do these narratives show the influence of the coun-

tries the authors are coming from?
3. Given the different viewpoints of travelers, what is the value 

of travel accounts as sources for history?`

Source: Samuel Beal, Buddhist Records of the Western World, Translated from 
the Chinese of Hiuen Tsiang (A.D. 629) (London: Trubner and Company, 1884; 
reprint Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corporation, 1969), 73–76.

The Impact of Indian Ocean Trade
The demand for products from the coastal lands inspired mariners to persist in their long ocean 
voyages. Africa produced exotic animals, wood, and ivory. Since ivory also came from India, 
Mesopotamia, and North Africa, the extent of African ivory exports cannot be determined. The 

Incense and Pottery
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Asklepios, the Greek God of Medicine  This representation, found in 
the sea off the coast of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf, reflects the exten-
sion of Greek culture along sea routes into distant lands. Greek medi-
cal knowledge and principles became known as far away as India. The 
crude craftsmanship of this effigy indicates that it was locally made 
and not imported from Greece.

SECTION REVIEW

 ● The Indian Ocean Maritime System grew from the voyages of diverse 
seafaring traders.

 ● Unlike the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean developed no network of 
colonies with home ties.

 ● The system originated in early Mesopotamian trade routes and the 
migrations of Southeast Asian peoples to Madagascar.

 ● Trade in a broad range of goods flourished in ports where distinct cul-
tures evolved.

highlands of northern Somalia and southern Arabia grew the scrubby 
trees whose aromatic resins were valued as frankincense and myrrh. 
Pearls abounded in the Persian Gulf, and evidence of ancient copper 
mines has been found in Oman in southeastern Arabia. India shipped 
spices and manufactured goods, and more spices came from Southeast 
Asia, along with manufactured items, particularly pottery, obtained in 
trade with China. In sum, the Indian Ocean trading region had a great 
variety of highly valued products. Given the long distances and the 
comparative lack of islands, however, the volume of trade there was 
undoubtedly much lower than in the Mediterranean Sea.

Also unlike in the Mediterranean, the culture of the Indian Ocean 
ports was often isolated from the hinterlands, particularly in the west-
ern areas. The coasts of the Arabian peninsula, the African side of the 
Red Sea, southern Iran, and northern India (today’s Pakistan) were 
mostly barren desert. Ports in all these areas tended to be small, and 
many suffered from meager supplies of fresh water. Farther south in 
India, the monsoon provided ample water, but steep mountains cut 

off the coastal plain from the interior of the country. Thus few ports between Zanzibar and Sri 
Lanka had substantial inland populations within easy reach. The head of the Persian Gulf was 
one exception: ship-borne trade was possible from the port of Apologus (later called Ubulla, the 
precursor of modern Basra) as far north as Babylon and, from the eighth century c.e., nearby 
Baghdad.

By contrast, eastern India, the Malay Peninsula, and Indonesia afforded more hospitable and 
densely populated shores with easier access to inland populations. Though the fishers, sailors, 
and traders of the western Indian Ocean system supplied a long series of kingdoms and empires, 
none of these consumer societies became primarily maritime in orientation, as the Greeks and 
Phoenicians did in the Mediterranean. In contrast, seaborne trade and influence seem to have 
been important even to the earliest states of Southeast Asia.

In coastal areas throughout the Indian Ocean system, small groups of seafarers sometimes 
had a significant social impact despite their usual lack of political power. Women seldom accom-
panied the men on long sea voyages, so sailors and merchants often married local women in port 

cities. The families thus established were 
bilingual and bicultural. As in many other 
situations in world history, women played 
a crucial though not well-documented role 
as mediators between cultures. Not only 
did they raise their children to be more 
cosmopolitan than children from inland 
regions, but they also introduced the men 
to customs and attitudes that they carried 
with them when they returned to sea. As a 
consequence, the designation of specific 
seafarers as Persian, Arab, Indian, or Malay 
often conceals mixed heritages and a rich 
cultural diversity.

Eastern and Western 
Ocean Trade 

Women and Cultural 
Diversity
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