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introduction

By any measure, the economic ascent of China in the past two decades is the 
most dramatic change in the capitalist world-economy of the late twentieth 

and early twenty-fi rst centuries. Between 1985 and 2002, China’s economy grew 
by an average of 9.65 per year and China’s exports increased from us$28 bil-
lion in 1985 to us$325 billion in 2002. Analyses of this dramatic growth focus 
on changes in government control of the Chinese economy, the availability of 
tremendous numbers of low cost workers for export production by Japanese, 
European, U.S. and other transnational corporations, the historical character-
istics of the Chinese economy and society, including China’s historical role as 
the center of the world economy and the role of family business networks in 
organizing production and trade, and the role of the Chinese government as a 
developmental state.

All of these approaches highlight key parts of China’s economic ascent, but 
none addresses what we argue will be the critical component of future sustained 
economic ascent, if it is to take place in China: the role of raw materials and 
transport industries as generative sectors. These generative sectors in the most 
successful historical cases of economic ascent articulate domestic economic 

The economic ascent of China in the past 
two decades is the most dramatic change in 
the capitalist world-economy of this period. 
Analyses focus on changes in government 
control of the economy, the availability of low 
cost workers for export production, the his-
torical characteristics of Chinese economy 
and society, and the role of the Chinese gov-
ernment as a developmental state. All high-
light key parts of China’s economic ascent, but 
none addresses what we argue will be the criti-
cal component of future sustained economic 
ascent, if it is to take place in China: the role 
of raw materials and transport industries as 
generative sectors.

These generative sectors in the most suc-
cessful historical cases articulate domestic 
economic development with the creation of 

new systems of international economic and 
political relations, ultimately restructuring 
the capitalist world-economy in support of a 
nation’s ascent to core status and its ability 
to challenge the existing hegemon and other 
ascendant economies for hegemony. China 
is following the Japanese model of coastal 
greenfield heavy industrialization as state 
policies focus on deepening industrialization 
in steel, shipbuilding, and other heavy indus-
tries. However, following the models of ear-
lier ascendant economies does not guarantee 
success. In this paper, we analyze the efforts 
underway in China to use steel, coal and 
other linked industries as driving forces for 
sustained economic ascent, and the potential 
consequences of these efforts for China and 
for the world economy.
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development with the creation of new systems of international economic and 
political relations, ultimately restructuring the capitalist world-economy in 
support of a nation’s economic ascent to core status and its ability to challenge 
the existing hegemon and other ascendant economies for hegemony. From our 
theoretical and methodological perspective, we focus analytically on a critical 
set of industries and indicators and on the often highly conflictual process of 
developing a system of state-sector-firm relations that supports these generative 
sectors and, via a range of material, economic and sociopolitical mechanisms, 
the broader process of economic ascent.

The initial data for the generative sectors emerging in China are even more 
striking than the broader economic indicators discussed above. In the steel 
industry, Chinese steel production increased from 158,000 tons in 1949 to 40 
million tons in 1980 and to 151 million tons in 2001, steel exports totaled 3.5 
million tons in 2001 (Brizendine and Oliver 2001; Serchuk 2001; Hogan 1999a, 
1999b), and steel employment now totals approximately 3 million workers (Bri-
zendine and Oliver 2001: 22). The Chinese government has begun closing small, 
globally uncompetitive steel mills and building new coastal steel mills using 
the latest technology and least costly globally available coal and iron ore, rather 
than relying on lower quality, higher cost domestic resources, as was formerly 
done under state policies of domestic economic self-sufficiency (Hogan 1999a). 
China is now the world’s leading producer of steel, surpassing Japan, the U.S., 
and Europe (Serchuk 2001: 32). China also became one of the world’s largest 
importers of iron ore (92 million tons in 2001), utilizing a global system of raw 
materials supply created by Japan during its economic ascent via a variety of 
innovations in technology and social organization of steel production, ocean 
shipping, and raw materials supply agreements.

China is following the Japanese model of coastal greenfield heavy industri-
alization to supply other industries at low cost (Todd 1996; Hogan 1999a), as 
state policies focus on deepening industrialization in steel, shipbuilding, and 
other heavy industries. However, following the models of earlier ascendant 
economies, even in terms of fomenting what have historically been key genera-
tive sectors in the most successful cases of ascent, does not guarantee success, 
in part because older models may prove to be surpassed by new technological 
and organizational innovations by other competitors and in part because suc-
cessful sustained ascent is a relational process of competition with the existing 
hegemon and other ascendant economies. Historically, for example, Germany 
surpassed both Great Britain and the U.S. in terms of steel production in the 
early twentieth century as part of its developmental drive, but German ascent 
eventually encountered both raw materials difficulties and direct conflict with 
the existing hegemon and other emerging rivals, with the conflict eventually 

resolved in favor of the U.S. China’s efforts to follow Japan’s model of ascent 
confront similar challenges from the existing hegemon, the U.S., and other 
competitors, including the European Union, Japan, and Russia. The economic 
and social consequences of closing and/or ending state support for inland indus-
try, especially in the Northeast (a long-standing policy of autarky and domestic 
security under the Communist Party), are also a potential internal limitation 
of China’s ascent. 

In the following section, we discuss key contributions to understanding 
China’s developmental model. In the third section, we outline our theoretical 
and methodological model, new historical materialism. In the fourth section, 
we present a brief summary of our research findings on the economic ascent of 
the four most dramatic cases of economic ascent in the history of the capital-
ist world-economy: Holland, Great Britain, the U.S., and Japan. In the fifth 
section, we analyze the role of generative sectors in China. The conclusion dis-
cusses the potential impacts of China’s economic ascent on the future of the 
capitalist world-economy.

literature review

Analyses of China’s dramatic growth focus on changes in government con-
trol of the Chinese economy (see, e.g., Morris et al. 2002; Lardy 1992), the avail-
ability of tremendous numbers of low cost workers for export production by 
Japanese, European, U.S. and other transnational corporations, and the his-
torical characteristics of the Chinese economy and society, including China’s 
historical role as the center of the world economy (Frank 1998) and the role of 
family business networks in organizing production and trade (Hui 1995; Irwan 
1995; Wang 1991; Yeung and Olds 2000; Arrighi et al. 2002). All of these analy-
ses identify key components of China’s economic ascent as China’s role in the 
world economy changed and expanded dramatically in recent decades.

An important recent advance in our understanding of the Chinese develop-
ment model is the recognition that, despite very different state policies and roles 
in global geopolitics since World War II, the Chinese state since 1978 closely 
resembles the model of the East Asian developmental state (So 2003). The Chi-
nese state from 1949 through 1978 created a legacy of a strong state developed in 
the context of the Cold War, fomented a strong nationalist sentiment and goal 
of creating a wealthy nation, created rural infrastructure and local institutions, 
and did all of this without creating a large foreign debt, all of which laid the 
foundation for the creation of a developmental state since 1978. The transition 
to a developmental state resulted from a combination of the ending of the Cold 
War, the collapse of the socialist development model, the search for lower cost 
production sites by China’s neighbors as their costs of production increased, the 
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ent the greatest challenge and best opportunity for economies of scale. These 
economies of scale, however, drive a contradictory increase in transport cost, as 
the closest reserves of raw materials are depleted more rapidly as the scale of 
their industrial transformation increases.

The tension of this contradiction between the economies of scale and the 
cost of space foments technological innovation (a) in transport—vessels, load-
ers, ports, rails, etc., (b) in chemical and mechanical means of reducing com-
ponent inputs per unit of output (e.g. coal and iron in steel), and (c) improve-
ments in control of heat, pressure and the mix of chemicals that make the unit 
material inputs stronger and thus enable smaller, lighter amounts to perform 
the same work. All of these technological fixes drive each other, and all of them 
tend to generate increases of scale, thus exacerbating over the long term the very 
contradiction between scale and space that they are designed to solve. 

The national economies that most successfully initiated technological and 
organizational solutions–internal and external–of this contradiction simulta-
neously (a) generated their own rise to economic dominance, (b) restructured 
the mechanisms and dynamics of systemic and hierarchic accumulation, and 
(c) expanded and intensified the commercial arena of raw materials trade and 
transport. Solutions to the raw materials problem of the tension between 
increasing economies of scale in raw materials extraction and transport and the 
accompanying diseconomies of the increasing cost of space require the coordi-
nation of multiple physical and social processes across geopolitical and physical 
space with domestic relations between firms, sectors, the state, labor, and new 
technologies. Rising economies resolve these problems at the same time as or 
even before they increase industrial competitiveness. These solutions stimu-
late complex processes of learning and of institutional change that fundamen-
tally mold the organization of the national economy at the same time that they 
change international markets and the rules binding participants in them.

The challenges and the opportunities presented by the basic raw materials 
industries and by the transport systems on which they depend foster what we 
call generative sectors: sectors that, beyond creating the backward and forward 
linkages that underlie the concept of a leading sector, also stimulate a broad 
range of technical skills and learning along with formal institutions designed 
and funded to promote them, vast and diversified instrumental knowledge 
held by interdependent specialists about the rest of the world, financial institu-
tions adapted to the requirements of large sunk costs in a variety of social and 
political contexts, specific formal and informal relations between firms, sectors, 
and states, and the form of legal distinctions between public and private and 
between different levels of public jurisdiction.

Generative sectors will be more numerous, more easily observed, and more 

increasing investment of Chinese diaspora capitalists in China, and the transi-
tion from revolutionary leadership to younger, more innovative leadership in 
China. Since 1978, the Chinese state has implemented reforms from above, 
taking advantage of the state autonomy and capacity created in the earlier era to 
carefully control and adjust the process of change in order to achieve high eco-
nomic growth and to avoid many of the problems of the former socialist nations 
of Eastern Europe (So 2003). 

All of these approaches highlight key parts of China’s economic ascent in 
recent decades, identifying and explaining many of the components of this pro-
cess. However, none addresses what we argue has been the central driving force 
underlying sustained economic ascent in earlier cases of economies that have 
risen to challenge the existing hegemonic power of their era: the role of raw 
materials and transport industries as generative sectors. If China is to create 
a sustained trajectory of growth for the future, these generative sectors, which 
are already key strategic sectors for the Chinese state, will have to play roles in 
China similar to those they played in earlier cases of dramatic and transforma-
tive economic ascent. These generative sectors in the most successful histori-
cal cases of economic ascent articulate domestic economic development with 
the creation of new systems of international economic and political relations, 
ultimately restructuring the capitalist world-economy in support of a nation’s 
economic ascent to core status and its ability to challenge the existing hegemon 
and other ascendant economies for hegemony. From our theoretical and meth-
odological perspective, we focus analytically on a critical set of industries and 
indicators and on the often highly conflictual process of developing a system 
of state-sector-firm relations that supports these generative sectors and, via a 
range of material, economic and sociopolitical mechanisms, the broader process 
of economic ascent.

new historical materialism and economic ascent 

In any rising economy, strategies for economic ascent must respond to and 
take advantage of contemporary technological, geopolitical, environmental, 
and market conditions in the rest of the world and of the nation’s position and 
location within that particular global economy. They must also coordinate the 
physical characteristics and location in space and in topography of the various 
raw material resources actually or potentially available with the physical char-
acteristics and location in space and topography of the national territory. 

The beginnings of economic ascent require successful coordination of 
domestic technological advances, particularly in heavy industry and transport, 
with the external solution of access to cheap and steady sources of the raw mate-
rials used for heavy industry. The raw materials used in greatest volume pres-
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efficacious in those national economies that are growing so rapidly that they 
must achieve massive increases in throughput and transformation of raw mate-
rials. The concept is relational, however, within a world-systems perspective, 
and thus implies that generative sectors in a rising economy will have signifi-
cant consequences for economies that export raw materials or trade in other 
kinds of goods. We have been developing a series of comparative historical cases 
that analyze how generative sectors form around raw materials and transport 
(Bunker and Ciccantell 1995, 2003a, 2003b). Now we are taking the lessons 
from that comparative historical analysis to diagnose a case of still uncertain 
outcomes.

The semantic form of the notion “generative sector” connotes that other 
sectors, or changes in those sectors, are generated. Chandler (1965, 1977) demon-
strated that the railroads in the U.S. adapted to the problems and opportunities 
of moving multiple cargos over great distances at high speeds by devising orga-
nizational forms that could coordinate, dispatch, and monitor entire trains, and 
eventually individual cars, from and to multiple locations. He claimed that the 
telegraph companies, faced with the need to coordinate and regulate the flows 
of multiple messages from and to multiple locations, adopted the “template” 
that the railroads had developed.

Chandler does not consider how the telegraph, thus formed, increased the 
efficiency, safety, complexity, and profits of railroads. Our model of generative 
sectors, therefore, includes consideration of feedback, or auto-catalytic loops 
(Prigogine and Stengers 1984), between generative sectors and the sectors that 
they foment or stimulate to change. If raw materials access strategies require 
new scales of transport, and thus new technologies, new design, and new infra-
structure, we expect that, for example, successful access to cheaper iron ore and 
coal will both require and generate technical solutions to transport costs, such 
that the design and construction of larger ships, better railways, larger ports, 
more capacious warehouses, and other infrastructure will create demand for 
more steel, and potentially for higher quality steel, in volumes, or at levels of 
throughput, that both make possible technological innovation and allow full 
use of capacity required to reduce unit costs of steel. Reduced unit costs of steel 
make shipbuilding cheaper and more competitive and further reduce unit costs 
of iron and coal transport. These feedback loops cheapened, deepened, and 
accelerated the synergies between iron ore, coal, computerized continuous cast-
ing and hot rolling, vastly larger harbors, the construction and deployment of 
large dry bulk carriers, and the relocation of heavy industries and their down-
stream consumer industries around deep-water ports.

In this sense, steel is a generative sector, but transport is not simply a gen-
erated sector. It is rather in a feedback or auto-catalytic loop that intensifies 

the growth and innovation in the generative sector, the steel industry. The 
progression toward increasingly tight coupling at greater technical economies 
of scale across greater spaces and multiple sovereignties with greater levels of 
production that characterizes the unfolding of the world-system means that 
only economies where effective generative sectors emerge can rise to economic 
competitiveness or even dominance.

Generative sectors are not necessarily the sectors in which profits are high-
est, even though high profit sectors (whether gold and silver in the seventeenth 
century or computer technology in the twentieth century) are those that typi-
cally attract the most analytical attention (see, e.g., Arrighi 1994; O’Hearn 
2002). However, as we have shown elsewhere (Bunker and Ciccantell 2003a, 
2003b), highest profit sectors are not necessarily generative sectors, and gen-
erative sectors are not necessarily the highest profit sectors. Instead, generative 
sectors provide the material building blocks, cost reductions across many sec-
tors to increase competitiveness, and patterns of state-sector-firm relations and 
other institutions that combine to drive economic ascent.

But why should raw materials continue to be a concern in the current era of 
high technology industries and supposed dematerialization (see, e.g., Herman 
et al. 1989, and Larson et al. 1986)? Claims about dematerialization became 
possible as heavy industry in the U.S. and Western Europe became increas-
ingly uncompetitive since the 1970s and closed. However, these industries were 
simply relocating to lower cost producing nations in the semiperiphery and 
periphery such as South Korea, Brazil, and China. The world economy uses 
more material every year; it is simply produced increasingly outside the core 
nations. Moreover, the assumptions of dematerialization in the core are called 
into question by observations of the subject of much of the f lows of communi-
cation (e.g. shipments of material products) and the industries in which pro-
ductive capital from the core nations is invested around the world (e.g. steel 
production in China today). Even if material processes of production are now 
the object of a smaller portion communication or capital, the technically driven 
flood of communication and capital is so much greater than it once was as to 
suggest that information and investment, no matter how global, are still about 
material things in specific places. 

Steel today, for example, is seen as an anachronistic relic in the U.S. because 
of the industry’s collapse since the early 1970s in the face of first Japanese and 
then later other global competition. However, under conditions of rapid eco-
nomic growth in China in recent years, huge and rapidly growing quantities of 
steel are needed to build office buildings, factories, roads, and other infrastruc-
ture, in addition to the products being exported, and simultaneously generates 
huge profits for steel producing firms, many of them operating in partnership 
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with Japanese, South Korean, and European steel firms. Steel may be “past its 
prime” in the product life cycle of U.S. industry, but it remains a key ingredient 
in the process of rapid economic ascent in China.

the role of generative sectors in holland, great britain, 
the u.s. and japan

Four key cases of economic ascent, Holland, Great Britain, the U.S., and 
Japan, provide instructive examples of the role of generative sectors in creat-
ing and restructuring inequality between national economies, driving ascent 
to trade dominance within the world economies, and driving the material 
intensification and spatial expansion of production and trade in the world 
economy. The critical competitive advantage underlying Dutch ascent was its 
geographically based control over river routes to the agricultural lands and for-
ests of Poland and Germany. Gaining control over the transport routes to these 
upriver regions and therefore over their raw materials exports was the key raw 
materials challenge for Dutch shipping and shipbuilding firms and the Dutch 
state. Overcoming this challenge provided the raw materials needed for Dutch 
shipping and shipbuilding (Boxer 1965; Barbour 1950; Wallerstein 1974, 1982), 
key generative sectors that transformed the global economy (Bunker and Cic-
cantell 2003a). 

The Dutch shipbuilding and shipping industries spread technological inno-
vations in labor saving machinery, organizational techniques, the adaptation 
of windmill technologies to wood sawing, economies of scale in protoindus-
trial shipyards, and the development of linked industries of finance, warehous-
ing, and other industries such as textiles that could benefit from these types 
of innovations. The Dutch state intervened in shipbuilding with significant 
subsidies because no firms had the resources to develop the technologies to 
make Dutch shipping the most competitive in the world, the key to support-
ing Dutch regional and world trade competitiveness (see Boxer 1965; Barbour 
1930, 1950; Wallerstein 1974, 1982). This established the pattern for Dutch hege-
monic ascent. At the same time, these generative sectors restructured agricul-
tural production systems and the use of timber in the Rhine and Baltic regions, 
reshaping these areas into extractive peripheries that exported raw materials to 
Holland (Bunker and Ciccantell 2003a). 

The next ascendant economy and eventual hegemon, Great Britain, spe-
cialized in the development of the warships used to displace Holland as the 
economic and political center of the capitalist world economy. Timber acquisi-
tion soon became difficult in Great Britain because of increasing competition 
for diminishing supplies of large oak trees, but Great Britain’s North American 
colonies provided timber via state-claimed large trees for shipbuilding (Innis 

1956). This supply pattern of raw materials from North America was replicated 
in many industries during the 1700s and 1800s (Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

James Watt’s vastly improved steam engine began a shift away from wooden 
shipbuilding and toward the development of internal canal and railroad trans-
port and iron industries as generative sectors. Watt’s steam engine made vast 
reserves of deeply buried coal suddenly available on a large scale at low cost to 
power Britain’s Industrial Revolution (Mathias 1969: 134–135; Rosenberg and 
Birdzell 1986: 150–151). Within a few decades, the steam engine was adapted for 
railroad transport, simultaneously freeing Britain from increasingly expensive, 
complex efforts to build canals and creating a growing synergy between railroad 
transport and the iron and later steel industries during the nineteenth century. 
British ironmasters developed a series of innovations in iron and steel produc-
tion that made British iron and steel the most efficient and highest quality in 
the world and created many new uses in infrastructure, transport and industry 
for steel (Isard 1948; Hobsbawm 1968; Harris 1988; Albion 1926; Bunker and 
Ciccantell 2003b). 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the steam engine was also applied to water 
transport, rejuvenating Britain’s shipbuilding and shipping industries on the 
basis of steamships that linked the distant parts of the British empire; ship-
building consumed massive amounts of raw materials that were often trans-
ported on steamships themselves (Mathias 1969; Rosenberg and Birdzell 1986). 
The combined impacts of railroads, steamships, and the raw materials indus-
tries on which they depended revolutionized industry and finance in Britain 
(Hobsbawm 1968). Moreover, these developments further tied Britain’s internal 
raw materials peripheries to the process of capital accumulation. At the same 
time, the innovations and size of the steamship fleet for international trade and 
warfare gave Great Britain a huge lead in the colonial scramble of the late 1800s, 
enabling Great Britain to incorporate ever more distant raw materials peripher-
ies into the British cycle of capital accumulation. The coal, iron, steel and linked 
transport industries became generative sectors driving British economic ascent 
and hegemony. This is the essence of the role of generative sectors in economic 
ascent: what might be termed “virtuous cycles” of linkages between raw materi-
als and transport industries drove capital accumulation in Britain during its 
phases of economic ascent based on incorporating first internal and later exter-
nal peripheries during its period of hegemony (Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

Britain’s growing reliance on the agricultural and industrial development of 
the American colonies and then the U.S., particularly the development of the 
New England shipbuilding and shipping industries, laid the foundation for the 
economic ascent of the U.S. Abundant U.S. timber supplies, numerous river 
networks to transport timber to the coast, the transport cost advantages of pro-
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1975; Reutter 1988; Serrin 1992; Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b). The industries, 
transport infrastructure, and overall pattern of state-firm relations established 
by these generative sectors remained in place and slowly obsolesced (Ciccantell 
2001), but their impacts continue to shape the U.S. political economy, as the 
current conflict over the future of the steel industry demonstrates.

After Japan’s industrialization drive of the early 1900s depleted Japan’s lim-
ited coal, iron ore, and copper reserves, the Japanese state and Japanese firms 
sought to gain access to raw materials via direct imperial conquest of neighbor-
ing resource-rich areas of China, East Asia, and Southeast Asia (So and Chiu 
1995; Borden 1984). However, this raw materials access strategy brought Japan 
into direct military conflict with the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet 
Union, and China and resulted in defeat in World War II, the dismemberment 
of the empire, and severe economic and political crises (Bunker and Ciccantell 
1995, 2003b).

The U.S. government, seeking to promote Japanese development for geo-
political reasons as a bulwark against communism in Asia, worked with the 
Japanese steel mills and the Japanese state to devise a model to guarantee long 
term secure access to metallurgical coal and iron ore from Australia. The new 
model relied on long term contracts, at first forced upon them by Australia and 
the U.S., rather than using the wholly-owned foreign direct investment model 
utilized by U.S. and European steel firms to gain access to foreign raw materi-
als sources. This new model accommodated the resource nationalism of host 
nations such as Australia, while in the process restructuring worldwide flows of 
metallurgical coal from mainly domestic movement to transoceanic trade flows 
(Bunker and Ciccantell 1995, 2003b).

Japanese shipyards, supported by huge state subsidies and long term ship-
ping charters from the Japanese steel mills, began with imported U.S. shipbuild-
ing technology attracted by government subsidies and then began conducting 
independent research and development on the construction of larger petroleum 
tankers and bulk carriers and the construction of large shipyards capable of 
building such large ships (Chida and Davies 1990). Japanese shipping firms 
associated with the major industrial groups owned and operated these ships. 
These Japanese industrial groups control ocean shipping of raw materials on an 
FOB raw materials exporting port basis (shipping costs paid by the buyer from 
the exporting port to Japan) so that Japanese importers captured any reductions 
in transport costs caused by technological improvements or changes in world 
shipping market conditions (Bunker and Ciccantell 1995, 2003b).

Additionally, the Japanese government provided subsidies for the construc-
tion of Maritime Industrial Development Areas (MIDAs) in Japanese ports 
that eliminated the need for internal transshipment in Japan of raw materi-

cessing timber into ships at the rivers’ mouths rather than shipping to English 
shipyards, and the U.S.’ status as a British colony gave U.S. shipbuilding and 
shipping industries a tremendous competitive advantage in the world economy. 
These industries were generative sectors in the eighteenth and first half of the 
nineteenth centuries, transporting bulk and luxury goods over long distances 
to Europe, China and other parts of the world (Morison 1921; Heinrich 1997; 
Albion et al. 1972; MacDougall 1993; Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

During the mid-1800s, the center of gravity of the U.S. economy shifted 
westward to the center of the continent. The proximity of dense forests of high 
quality timber hugely enhanced commerce on the Great Lakes. The spread of 
grain agriculture and the demand for coal drove a vibrant shipbuilding industry 
around the lakes. Highly decentralized charcoal-fueled iron plants supported 
early U.S. industrialization, but by the mid-nineteenth century both iron 
ore and trees became scarcer around the established plants. The discovery of 
copper and iron in huge high-grade deposits in the upper peninsula of Michigan 
in the 1840s supplied the first expansion of iron production. The coincidence 
of increased demand with the opening of new transport routes and the discov-
ery of new and richer deposits fed back into the further investment in mining, 
locks, canals, and larger vessels that required further investments to expand the 
locks (Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

The completion of the Sault Ste. Marie locks in 1855 opened up the vastly 
larger Mesabi Range iron deposits in Minnesota. Boat sizes increased, the tech-
nology of boat motors developed greater machine power very rapidly, hulls were 
increasingly made of metal (something necessary for size to increase), mining 
and loading were increasingly mechanized, and integration with rail systems 
proceeded (both physically as infrastructure but also as corporate strategy as 
huge combines and corporations emerged around the nexus of mining, trans-
port, processing, and sale) (Holbrook 1939; Warren 1973; Hogan 1972; Bridge 
[1903]1991; Livesay 1975; Reutter 1988; Serrin 1992). In other words, Great Lakes 
mining and transport fed each other in very much the same way that logs and 
boats did in Holland, but at a vastly larger scale of material and space and capi-
tal with larger corporate units and a more active state (Bunker and Ciccantell 
2003b).

The U.S. state supported U.S. Steel and the concentration of railroads via 
selective enforcement of antitrust laws that allowed concentration and via sub-
sidies to the railroads, with much of this funding used to purchase steel rails 
from U.S. Steel. U.S. antitrust actions against the railroads, U.S. Steel, and 
Standard Oil marked the divergence of state interests in supporting other sec-
tors and these previously tacitly accepted monopolies’ efforts to maintain their 
control (Holbrook 1939; Warren 1973; Hogan 1972; Bridge [1903]1991; Livesay 
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als imports. Japan’s coastline was ideally suited for this form of linkage and 
transport-based development (Kosai and Ogina 1984: 60–61). This transport 
pattern allowed Japanese steel mills and shipping firms to take advantage of 
the tremendous economies of scale available in bulk shipping to dramatically 
reduce production costs of steel in Japan by capturing all of these benefits for 
themselves (Bunker and Ciccantell 1995, 2003b).

These economies of scale in raw materials extraction and transport are 
tightly linked to economies of scale in steel production itself. Abegglen and 
Stalk (1985) argue that these three types of economies of scale, including the 
construction of new integrated steel mills in Japan from the 1950s to the 1970s 
that were, when built, the largest or almost the largest in the world, gave Japan 
a tremendous competitive advantage in the world steel industry. Because Japan 
lacked domestic supplies of metallurgical coal and iron ore, Japanese steel firms 
could search out and help develop the lowest cost suppliers in the world with 
access to large scale ocean shipping potential, resulting in significant raw mate-
rials cost advantages for Japanese steel firms (Abegglen and Stalk 1985: 73–78). 
As American and Japanese development planners foresaw in the late 1940s, the 
steel industry became the linchpin of a number of linked industries which com-
plemented one another in a “virtuous cycle” of economic development based on 
generative sectors in shipbuilding and steel, transforming Japan into the world’s 
second largest economy and the United States’ most formidable economic com-
petitor. This pattern of metallurgical coal supply relationships was replicated 
in a number of other raw materials peripheries around the world (Bunker and 
Ciccantell 1995, 2003b).

The Japanese steel mills initially learned to blend metallurgical coals to 
reduce dependence on very expensive imports of U.S. coal, but subsequently 
converted this skill into a broader system of controlling cost and quality by 
closely specifying the characteristics of coal to be purchased in each long term 
contract with its diverse supplying mines, then mixing these varieties from 
stockpiles in Japanese MIDAs. The Japanese steel mills and the Japanese state 
organized coal and iron ore buying cartels that drove down the costs of acquir-
ing raw materials via coordinated action (Koerner 1993; Anderson 1987; Swan 
et al. 1999; Graham et al. 1999; Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

The Japanese steel mills and the Japanese state created the “ABC Policy” 
(McMillan 1985) to diversify sources of supply, principally among Australia, 
Brazil and Canada, to protect against supply disruptions and raw materials sup-
pliers’ efforts to negotiate higher prices for their raw materials exports. Japan’s 
raw materials diversification policy incorporated Australia, Brazil, Canada, 
South Africa, Indonesia, and other nations to protect against resource nation-
alism in its raw materials suppliers. The Japanese state supported the develop-

ment of MITI (Ministry of International Trade and Industry) as a mechanism 
for coordinating the steel, shipbuilding and shipping firms and for gathering 
information about and negotiating with raw materials supplying firms and 
states. Trading companies helped to coordinate the coal and iron ore buying 
cartels and prevented international competition among Japanese steel firms 
(Bunker and Ciccantell 2003b).

The U.S. and Japan in the post-World War II era competed in the steel 
industry as scale increased and chemical composition and quality requirements 
became more precise. Japan’s rapid industrialization and ascent to preemi-
nence in the global economy resulted in global shifts in raw material extraction, 
processing, and trade. Under 20 percent of all iron ore mined in 1960 entered 
transmaritime trade; two decades later, over 35 percent was shipped overseas 
for processing. Ton-miles of iron transported increased over 600 percent during 
the same period. Coal was also transformed from a locally and regionally traded 
commodity to a globally traded commodity; ton-miles transported increased 
1175 percent between 1960 and 1980. The cargo capacities of the largest oil and 
bulk carriers increased over 30 fold between 1958 and 1984, led by innovations 
in Japanese shipyards (Chida and Davies 19990), with corresponding increases 
in port sizes and capacities for the export of iron, coal, and oil around the world 
(Tex Report 1994a, 1994b). World patterns of ownership, market share, and 
location were radically altered in all of these industries. Just as in earlier cases of 
dramatic ascent, Japan’s ascent fundamentally and materially restructured the 
world economy in support of Japan’s domestic development. Although Japan did 
not become hegemonic, its ascent transformed the capitalist world-economy in 
ways similar to these earlier cases of economies that did become hegemonic. In 
Japan, the difficulties encountered by sunset industry efforts during the 1970s 
and 1980s and the very slow, still only partly completed efforts to restructure 
the banking industry over the past decade (Katz 1998) demonstrate the difficul-
ties of changing these patterns and the conflicts that can ensue between firms 
and the state.

One critical component of economic ascent in each of these four cases was 
the relationship between the existing hegemon and the ascendant economy. In 
the case of Holland, Dutch shipbuilding and shipping began their role as gen-
erative sectors by doing the heavy bulk hauling for the Portuguese empire when 
Holland was under Portuguese rule. For Great Britain, recruitment of Dutch 
shipbuilding craftsmen to help develop the British shipbuilding industry and 
long term dependence on war and piracy to acquire Dutch ships played key 
roles in British imperial strategies. For the U.S., the use and adaptation of Brit-
ish technologies and capital in steel and railroads in the wider national spaces 
and richer resource base of the U.S. provided the critical building blocks for 
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ponents of efforts to expand China’s role in the global economy (Dorian 1999; 
Schneider et al. 2000). The pace of change accelerated in the 1980s as part of the 
broader process of economic reform instituted by the Communist Party (Dorian 
1999). For the steel industry, this meant a dramatic increase in steel capacity 
and production, often from new steel mills located in coastal regions (Ruiyu 
1999). Steel production almost quadrupled in China between 1980 and 2001, 
rising from 40 to 151 million tons, and extensive efforts were made to improve 
steel technology both through imports and domestic research and development, 
including raising the continuous casting rate dramatically and slowly replacing 
antiquated technologies (Ruiyu 1999; Liu and Jin 1994; Hogan 1999a, 1999b).

To supply these mills, imports of far higher quality Australian, Brazilian 
and other imported iron ore increased from only 10 million tons in 1985 and 
14 million tons in 1990 to 41 million tons by 1995 and 92 million tons in 2001, 
ranking behind only Japan and the European Union in size (International Bulk 
Journal 2002: 28). Several ports serving coastal steel mills, including Dalian, 
Tangshan, Tianjin, and Majishan increased or are increasing their capacity to 
accommodate 100,000 to 200,000 deadweight ton ships bringing ore from Aus-
tralia and Brazil (International Bulk Journal 2002: 27–28; Hogan 1999a, 1999b). 
Plans are being made for even larger scale ports, since a contract was recently 
signed with the world’s largest iron ore exporting firm, CVRD (Companhia 
Vale de Rio Doce) of Brazil, for the construction of a 450,000 dwt bulk ship. 
This will be the world’s largest bulk carrier and is planned to take Chinese coal 
to Brazil and Brazilian iron ore to China. 

For the coal industry, this emphasis on steel and electric power as genera-
tive sectors to supply the broader economy entailed increases in domestic capac-
ity and production, as well as an emphasis on exports of coal. China now rivals 
Australia as the world’s largest coal exporter, with China exporting 55 million 
tons of coal worth us$1.5 billion in 2000 (International Bulk Journal 2002: 54; 
Schneider et al. 2000; Tse 2000). 

By 1995, China became the world’s largest steel producer. This dramatic 
increase in capacity and production, however, encountered three major prob-
lems. First, in terms of supplying the growing demand for steel from China’s 
manufacturing industries, important limitations on the quality and product 
lines of the Chinese steel mills required significant volumes of imports of prod-
ucts such as steel sheet for appliance and automotive production (Serchuk 2001: 
32; Hogan 1999a, 1999b). Second, aging and often antiquated technologies at 
many steel mills contributed to these quality problems and to management dif-
ficulties and environmental problems (Brizendine and Oliver 2001; Serchuk 
2001; Hogan 1999a, 1999b). Third, extremely low levels of productivity per 
worker made Chinese steel uncompetitive globally without extremely low cost 

these generative sectors. After World War II, Japanese use of capital and tech-
nology in shipbuilding and steel from the U.S. and U.S. diplomatic help to gain 
raw materials access were essential to the creation of the Japanese development 
model. In recent years, the growing relationship between Japan and China in 
steel, including supplying Japanese technology and capital for developing the 
Chinese steel industry and following the Japanese model of coastal steel mills 
and raw materials access, has replicated in important ways this longstanding 
historical pattern. As we will discuss in the following section and in the con-
clusion, China’s ascent may make it a competitor for hegemony, or Japan and 
China may establish a mutually supportive relationship similar to that between 
Great Britain and the U.S. during the 1700s and 1800s (Bunker and Ciccantell 
2003b).

In summary, in each of these cases of economic ascent, raw materials and 
transport industries were generative sectors that drove these nations’ develop-
ment and their restructurings of the world economy. The pattern of tightened 
coupling of state-sector-firm relations, necessitated by the increasing complex-
ity of raw materials access created by each of these ascendant economies, con-
tributed to the cumulatively sequential evolution of the world economy, raising 
the bar for each subsequent potential ascendant. 

the role of generative sectors in china

The steel, transport, and other linked industries in the generative sectors 
of China began to develop during the first half of the twentieth century under 
the aegis of invading imperial powers, most importantly the Japanese, who built 
China’s first steel mill at Anshan (Serchuk 2001; Hogan 1999a). Under the Com-
munist Party from 1949 through the late 1970s, government policy focused on 
domestic self-sufficiency in key economic sectors, including steel (Dorian 1999). 
During the 1950s, the Soviet Union provided technical support and technology, 
including building steel mills in China, such as the Wuhan mill (Hogan 1999a). 
The Chinese government supported the development of a large steel industry, 
with production of 40 million tons in 1980 (Serchuck 2001). These steel mills 
were relatively small scale and often located far inland for security purposes. 
Rural areas of China supplied coal and iron ore, and the coal industry became 
one of the most important employers in rural China, producing 871 million tons 
of coal in 1985 and employing millions of people. The mines and steel mills were 
linked by a limited and antiquated railroad transport system that severely lim-
ited inter-regional trade and raised costs of production; this transport system 
also made imports and exports of resources extremely difficult. 

Chinese government policies for steel, coal and linked industries began to 
change in 1978, with minerals and metals industries planned to be key com-
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labor. Chinese steel mills produce 37 tons of steel per year per employee, while 
in Japan, Europe and the U.S. output per employees is closer to 400 tons (Bri-
zendine and Oliver 2001: 22).

The Chinese government instituted a series of new policies over the last 
seven years in order to address these problems in the steel and coal industries 
in particular and more generally to prepare the broader economy for joining 
the World Trade Organization and to increase global competitiveness. In both 
steel and coal, government policies call for restructuring steel mills and firms 
to improve productivity and reduce employment, including closing many small 
steel mills and coal mines and encouraging concentration into a smaller number 
of more competitive and potentially more profitable firms (Brizendine and 
Oliver 2001; Mehta 1998; Hogan 1999a, 1999b). Investment in steel has been 
refocused from building new capacity, with three new coastal steel mills of ten 
million tons per year capacity each postponed indefinitely (Serchuk 2001), to 
improving steel quality and broadening Chinese production into high end prod-
uct lines to replace imported steel (Brizendine and Oliver 2001; Serchuk 2001; 
Hogan 1999a, 1999b).

A key strategy for this technological upgrading has been to attract foreign 
firms as joint venture partners and technology suppliers, a strategy that has 
proven very effective. Most of the world’s leading steel mills and firms supplying 
technology to steel mills are now involved in dozens of projects in China, as are 
Japanese trading firms and banks, including Nisshin Steel, Nippon Steel, Sum-
itomo Metal Industries, Mitsui and Co., Mitsubishi Corporation, Mitsubishi 
Heavy Industries, the Industrial Bank of Japan, Sakura Bank, Dai-Ichi Kangyo 
Bank, Sanwa Bank, Marubeni Co., and Itochu International Corp. of Japan, 
the Asian Development Bank, Posco of South Korea, and Thyssen-Krupp of 
Germany (Dorian 1999; Brizendine and Oliver 2001; Huskonen 2001; Hogan 
1999a and 1999b). 

Efforts to increase the global competitiveness of China’s steel industry and 
other raw materials processing industries also include another form of coopera-
tion with foreign firms: Chinese joint ventures in iron ore, copper, and other 
types of mines and steel mills in Australia, Papua New Guinea, Chile, Peru, the 
Philippines, and New Zealand (Dorian 1999; Tse 2000). These overseas invest-
ments by Chinese firms as minority joint venture partners and buyers of output 
under long term contracts are explicitly modeled on the raw materials access 
strategies of Japanese steel firms, reducing the costs and risks to the importing 
firms while transferring the vast majority of the costs and risks of large invest-
ments in mines and infrastructure to firms and states in the exporting region 
(Bunker and Ciccantell 1995, 2003a, 2003b). 

For the coal industry, a major effort to increase exports during the 1980s and 

early 1990s has taken a subordinate position to providing coal to steel mills and 
especially for electricity generation to the rapidly growing cities of the southeast 
coast (Todd 1996: 52). Several coal ports were previously targeted for upgrad-
ing for export sales and as locations for the new coastal steelworks, including 
the new industrial development area at the natural deepwater harbor at Rizhao 
(Todd 1996). However, many of these ports now focus on transshipping coal 
railed from internal coal mines, loading the coal onto small bulk carriers for 
carriage to the southeast coast cities. Rail network upgrading is underway as 
well to improve interregional f lows of coal and other cargoes, but coastal ship-
ping remains the key link for getting coal to the industrializing southeast (Todd 
1996; Schneider et al. 2000). Efforts to promote foreign investment in coal pro-
duction continue, including in the relatively undeveloped but geologically rich 
coal regions of Inner Mongolia, such as a joint venture to upgrade China’s major 
coal mines with an Australian firm that included a us$200 million investment 
and the construction of an underground coal pipeline, coal washery and port 
facilities between a Chinese government firm and U.S. and Australian partners 
for an investment of us$888.6 million (Dorian 1999; Tse 2000). Restructuring 
of the coal industry closed more than 40,000 small, uncompetitive coal mines, 
reducing capacity by 320 million tons per year and contributing to a decline in 
coal production from 1.38 billion tons in 1996 to 880 million tons in 2000 (Inter-
national Bulk Journal 1999: 23; Tse 2000).

The most fundamental obstacle to these strategies for increasing the com-
petitiveness of the Chinese steel and coal industries derives from the social costs 
of closing high cost mills and mines and ending the jobs of millions of workers. 
In many of China’s industrial regions developed between 1949 and the early 
1980s, particularly in the northeast, unemployment rates already reach levels 
estimated at 30 to 70 in many cities (Brizendine and Oliver 2001: 22). High 
unemployment levels are creating tremendous social unrest and putting a great 
deal of budgetary strain on local and regional governments. These governmen-
tal units have pressured the central government to slow the restructuring in 
steel and coal in order to protect jobs and tax revenues in these already declin-
ing regions, with at least some success. The emerging class conflict between 
the unemployed and state officials, many of whom are using their government 
positions to transform themselves into capitalists, in combination with grow-
ing financial crises because of nonperforming loans, financial losses by state-
owned firms, and the growing government budget deficit, create tremendous 
challenges for the Chinese state and for the sustainability of the Chinese devel-
opment model (So 2003). 

These social costs and problems underscore the challenges involved in a 
problem of scale that may be unique to China among the world’s rapidly ascen-
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dant economies: the challenge of the scale of the population to be employed, 
provided with goods and services, and persuaded to support the legitimacy of 
the state and its model of economic development, political relations, and their 
socioeconomic and environmental consequences. For Holland, Great Britain, 
and the U.S., issues related to population focused much more on potential 
shortages of labor and the need to create political, economic and organizational 
strategies to guarantee adequate supplies of labor at reasonable costs. In the 
U.S. and Holland in particular, labor shortage and technological innovation 
created a win-win situation for labor and capital because it made labor more 
productive and capital more profitable. However, this is not the case in China 
today. Only in Japan after World War II was the issue of how to employ mil-
lions of unemployed soldiers and workers displaced from wartime factories and 
agricultural production a salient concern for an economy that later constructed 
a sustained pattern of economic ascent. This challenge facing China, common 
to many nations of the periphery and semiperiphery during the twentieth cen-
tury, but on a much greater scale in China, presents a fundamental challenge 
to sustained ascent, since the shift from the earlier model of autarky to greater 
openness and global competitiveness is creating immense numbers of job losses 
and growing political unrest.

This scale of population, however, also presents an important opportunity, 
as the multitude of foreign firms investing in China well know: a market of 
almost one quarter of the world’s population under one political unit with a 
common language and culture that simplifies marketing efforts and offers the 
potential for huge revenues and profits. While even the most successful of these 
efforts have only met with limited success and many others have yet to prove 
profitable, the potential offered by the scale of China’s population remains an 
important economic factor and lever for the Chinese government to use with 
potential foreign investors.

Another key strategy for the Chinese government in the early twenty-first 
century is massive deficit spending on infrastructure as a form of “New Deal” to 
resolve infrastructural problems and simultaneously employ huge numbers of 
workers and stimulate continued rapid economic growth. Government invest-
ment plans include spending us$200 billion turning the city of Chongqing in 
southwestern China into a transportation and industrial hub near what had 
been (until these and other government development plans were announced) 
the world’s single largest infrastructural investment, the us$30 billion Three 
Gorges Dam (Kahn 2003). The Chinese government is investing us$60 billion 
in new road construction during the end of the 1990s and early 2000s, us$30 
billion on railroad construction during the same period (33 Metalproducing 
1998: 42), and billions more on port construction (International Bulk Journal 

2002). These infrastructural investments derive from efforts by the central gov-
ernment to ensure support from city and regional governments by attempting 
to reduce unemployment and further economic development, but this program 
and the resulting deficit spending are creating potential government fiscal and 
financial sector problems (Kahn 2003).

Closely linked to these infrastructural investments are efforts to attract 
foreign investment into the interior regions of China in order to reduce interre-
gional disparities. WTO accession and a series of new government regulations 
regarding foreign investment (Tse 2000) opened the door to additional foreign 
investment, and the government launched a “Go West” campaign (Tse 2000) 
to lure foreign companies to invest in the interior via a new series of tax and 
other incentives (Tse 2000; Todd 1996). This strategy includes efforts to link 
ports with coal producing areas to spread growth from the coast inland via coal 
mining-based development (Todd 1996). 

Based on our earlier research on the process of hegemonic succession and 
the work of Arrighi (1994), one of the most interesting questions about the long 
term sustainability of China’s economic ascent is the role played by the most 
recent case of sustained economic ascent, Japan, in China’s ascent. In each ear-
lier case of rapid ascent, the existing hegemon played a key role as the supplier 
of capital and technology to the rising economy as part of what Arrighi (1994) 
analyzed as the period of financialization and decline in the existing hegemon 
and the efforts of financial capital in the hegemon to find new opportunities for 
investment in rapidly growing economies.

At least to some extent, Japanese firms play this role in the ascent of China, 
both in the manufacturing growth in southeastern China over the last fifteen 
years, the focus of most analyses of Chinese economic growth, as well as in 
the steel, transport and other raw materials industries on which we focus. The 
largest and most modern steel mill in China, Baoshan, opened in 1985 on the 
southeastern coast near Shanghai and was built with technical assistance from 
Nippon Steel and other Japanese companies (Hogan 1999a), an explicit replica-
tion of the Japanese steel-based MIDA program. Japanese steel firms are cur-
rently joint venture partners in several steel mills and steel processing plants 
(Tse 2000), supplying capital and technology to their Chinese partners. In 
other raw materials industries, a wide variety of Japanese raw materials process-
ing firms, trading companies and banks are playing similar roles (Tse 2000). 
Japanese firms supplied 5–16 of total annual inflows of foreign direct invest-
ment in China from 1986–2002, with 7–9 the usual range (Invest in China 
www.fd.gov.cn), making Japan the fourth largest foreign investor. However, 
because the single largest single investor according to available data has been 
Hong Kong throughout the period and much of this investment is in fact from 
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china and the future of the capitalist world-economy

The Chinese government and Chinese and foreign firms are clearly moving 
to deepen industrialization by investing in and promoting what have historically 
been the key generative sectors of steel, transport and other linked industries, 
recognizing both the fundamental challenges of resolving the material input 
needs of a rapidly growing economy and the opportunities these challenges 
create for generative sectors to drive economic ascent. The example of Japanese 
coastal industrialization since World War II has been an important model for 
China, and Japanese firms, the Japanese state, and Japanese banks play lead-
ing roles in the transferral of this model technologically, organizationally and 
financially to China. This model and the efforts underway to restructure the 
Chinese steel, coal, and other industries offer a potential avenue for a sustained 
process of economic ascent to core status and perhaps even to challenging for 
hegemonic status in the future. Our series of comparative historical cases that 
analyze how generative sectors form around raw materials and transport pro-
vide us with lessons that inform our analysis of this case of still uncertain out-
comes in China. 

Successfully following the Japanese model is only one potential future sce-
nario for Chinese development. A second possible scenario is the formation 
of a Japanese-Chinese economic and political alliance similar to that between 
Great Britain and the U.S. in the 1700s and 1800s. Japanese financing and tech-
nology already combine in many industries to create some of the world’s most 
competitive firms that dominate many industries and global export markets. In 
combination with China’s conventional and nuclear military capabilities, this 
potential geopolitical and economic alliance could challenge U.S. hegemony.

Another possible future scenario for Chinese development is quite different. 
China faces both internal and external obstacles to this potential sustained eco-
nomic ascent. Domestically, the huge social and political costs of moving from 
the model of autarky and guaranteed employment to global competitiveness are 
creating economic and political problems that will be difficult to resolve. Rising 
unemployment, growing rural-urban and geographic inequality, and decreasing 
political legitimacy of the Communist Party all threaten to create social disor-
der and even the breakdown of the Chinese political system. 

Overall, in the context of competition in the global economy, replicating a 
highly successful model created during the 1950s and 1960s by Japanese firms 
and the Japanese state may not be sufficient to overcome existing and potential 
future challengers for economic ascent and hegemony. The next decade may 
bring a fundamental restructuring of the capitalist world- economy in support 
of sustained Chinese economic ascent, but China’s economic ascent could also 

other nations, including Japan, it is difficult to state with certainty the exact 
total share of Japanese investment in China. Another important example of this 
direct transfer of the Japanese model, Japanese technology, and Japanese invest-
ment is the new industrial development built on the natural deepwater port of 
Rizhao. The development plan includes a large capacity rail connection to the 
interior coal fields that is partially completed, a port completed in 1986 that 
can load and unload capesize ships, with the goal of importing iron ore and 
exporting coal to Japan, an integrated steel mill and industrial complex that has 
been at least postponed, and all the other components of a growth pole. This 
particular coastal growth pole, however, confronted serious problems by the 
mid-1990s and many of the planned facilities have not been built and the city 
remains only a minor part of China’s coal transport network and industrial base 
(Todd 1996). 

These efforts to explicitly follow the Japanese post-World War II model of 
development, and especially the cases of Baoshan and Rizhao, illustrate both the 
potential benefits and risks of following this model and creating an integrated 
set of generative sectors in steel and transport. Steel and other heavy industry 
based growth poles following this model can be found on the coasts of a number 
of nations in Europe, Asia, Latin America and Africa. However, most, despite 
billions of dollars of investment by states, international financial institutions, 
and domestic and foreign firms, remain at best poorly integrated enclaves that 
have failed to generate sustained economic growth. State policies and the avail-
ability of funding are only parts of the broader process of international com-
petition that shapes the developmental trajectories of particular growth poles, 
regions and states within the world economy. The strategies, successes and fail-
ures of other ascendant economies and the existing hegemon shape the techno-
logical, organizational, socioeconomic and political parameters that determine 
global competitiveness, and more successful rivals can effectively circumscribe 
the best policy choices and largest investments of other competitors. In the steel 
industry since World War II, for example, dozens of nations invested billions of 
dollars in what has been in some cases this driving force of economic develop-
ment. However, the steel mills built by Japanese firms with the support of the 
Japanese state and those built following the Japanese model in South Korea 
have been far more successful in terms of international competitiveness than 
similar complexes in Europe, Latin America, and other nations in Asia. The 
outcomes of these developmental efforts are highly contingent on the strate-
gies of other competing economies, and the long term sustainability of China’s 
efforts to sustain its economic ascent by following the Japanese model is far 
from assured.
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prove to be sharply constrained by economic and political competition, includ-
ing the emergence of new organizational, technological, socioeconomic, or 
political innovations that increase scale and competitiveness in a rival economy 
and render China’s immense investments in steel mills, coal mines, shipyards 
and other industries as relics of an earlier era of the world economy. 
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In the late 1990s, New York was the center of a great fi nancial frenzy. Th e surge 
of the stock markets, a wave of corporate mergers, streams of new digital 

technology, and the strength of the dollar, were all set against the backdrop of 
fi nancial crisis in East Asia and the collapse of ‘emerging markets’ in Russia and 
Latin America; and framed as evidence of American victory in the cold war. In 
an apparent reversal of hegemonic decline, New York had recovered its status as 
the world’s economic center-of-gravity. 

At the start Tokyo appeared to be supplanting New York. Tokyo registered 
the highest share of world market capitalization; it had the dominant aggrega-
tion of international banks; the most headquarters of giant transnational firms; 
and the largest population of any city in the world. But as the decade began 
its ascendancy faltered, with the older and more established centers of accu-
mulation, London and New York, recapturing central positions. Despite these 
irregular movements, this new constellation signaled the latest shift in a cen-
turies-old progression of world economies, whereby a new city is positioned to 
occupy the commanding heights of the world-economy (Braudel 1984).

This paper explores the trinity of dominant capitalist cities in light of the 
historical correlation between hegemonic transition and the prominence of 
financial centers (Arrighi 1994). Accordingly, it frames the study of the global city 
in two related contexts. First, London, New York and Tokyo, the embodiments 

This article explores new dimensions 
of the global city in light of the correlation 
between hegemonic transition and the promi-
nence of financial centers. It counterposes 
Braudel’s historical sequence of dominant 
cities to extant approaches in the literature, 
shifting the emphasis from a convergence of 
form and function to variations in history and 
structure. The marked increase of finance in 
the composition of London, New York and 
Tokyo has paralleled each city’s occupation 
of a distinct niche in world financial markets: 

London is the principal center of currency 
exchange, New York is the primary equities 
market, and Tokyo is the leader in interna-
tional banking. This division expresses the 
progression of world-economies since the 
nineteenth century and unfolds in the con-
text of the present hegemonic transition. By 
combining world-historical and city-centered 
approaches, the article seeks to reframe the 
global city and overcome the limits inherent 
in the paradigm of globalization.
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of the global-city type (Sassen 1991; Friedmann 1986, 1995; Beaverstock et 
al. 1999), are arranged as part of the sequence of cities outlined by Braudel. 
Rather than a structural convergence produced by the common stimulus of 
globalization, important differences derive from the long-term trajectory 
of shifting cores of the capitalist world-economy. Second, the prominence of 
high finance, by most accounts the motor of the global city, is held to be the 
harvest of US hegemony rather than the cornerstone of an imminent world 
order (Arrighi 1994). This leads in to questions about the geopolitical arena and 
the trinity of global financial centers. Does the 1990s reversal in the position of 
Tokyo and New York reflect an East/West competition? What accounts for 
the rise of London to a position on a par with New York? Is the City a surrogate 
for the European Union or an expression of a long-standing Anglo-American 
commercial bloc? 

The first section begins by laying out the framework derived from the 
work of Braudel on capitalist cities and world economies. The second sec-
tion highlights how each contemporary global city occupies a distinct niche in 
world financial markets. The third section sketches the historical logic behind 
this pattern of specialization. In the final section the city-centered dynamic is 
related to current geopolitical trends.

the global city in historical capitalism

At the end of The Mediterranean Braudel notes the dearth of national-level 
data from the 16t century, commenting: “The complex life of the cities provides 
us with an indicator of economic change at least as reliable as the familiar wage 
and price curves” (1972: 1242). By the third volume of Civilization and Capitalism, 
this idea had evolved into city-centered ground rules for studying capitalist 
history: “A world-economy always has an urban center of gravity, a city, as the 
logistic heart of its activity” (1984: 27; see also 1977: 81–82).¹

In Braudel’s view, there had been six cities that performed this function of 
urban center of gravity: Venice, Antwerp, Genoa, Amsterdam, London, and 
New York—shorthand for the progression of the capitalist world-economy. In 
this scheme, a plurality of cities at the apex of the system indicates a state of 
immaturity or transition. The notion of immaturity helps clear up a problem 

in the sequence; namely, that the Venetian center of gravity was held through 
commercial and naval power, Genoa’s was based on finance, while Antwerp was 
a meeting ground for merchants from the Italian city-states, the Iberian pen-
insula and the Baltic Sea region.² Each met the criteria for an urban center of 
gravity in quite varied ways, making their paramountcy a protracted phase of 
immaturity.³ With the rise of Amsterdam the history of capitalism becomes a 
coherent progression of world-economies in which each successive regime has a 
new urban center of gravity that most densely concentrates the worldwide flows 
of economic life.⁴

By contrast, during transitions from one hegemonic world order to another 
two or more cities vie for supremacy, and uncertainty characterizes the apex of 
the world urban hierarchy. “When Amsterdam replaced Antwerp, when London 
took over from Amsterdam, or when in 1929, New York overtook London, it 
always meant a massive historical shift of forces, revealing the precariousness 
of the previous equilibrium and the strengths of the one that was replacing it.” 
(Braudel 1984: 32) Thus the changing geography of world accumulation—from 
southern Europe and the Mediterranean to northern Europe and the Baltic, in 
the first instance, and from the Atlantic to the Pacific, in the last—is registered 
in condensed form by the city; punctuating the general process described by 
Hopkins (1982: 11): “This one world-scale economy, which is progressively more 
global in scope, has a single or axial division and integration of labor processes 
(“division of labor”), which is both organized and paralleled by a single set of 
accumulation-processes, between its always more advanced, historically enlarg-
ing, and geographically shifting core and its always less advanced, dispropor-
tionately enlarging, and geographically shifting periphery.”⁵ 

¹. Braudel’s conceptualization of city-centered world economies draws on the 
work of von Th unen ([]) who, in his view, “ranks alongside Marx as the great-
est German economist of the t century” (: ). On the evolution and applica-
tion of related ideas see Christaller ([]), Berry and Harris (), and Cronon 
().

². Giovanni Arrighi, personal communication.
³. Th is characterization is further confi rmed by the bi-polar nature of the late-

medieval European world-economy, even if the ‘Italian quadrilateral’ was the more domi-
nant of the two poles; also that this nascent complex itself grew as part of a much larger 
entity, Hodgson’s Afro-Eurasian citied zone. Cf. Pirenne ([]), Hodgson (),  
Abu-Lughod (), and Arrighi ().

⁴. Braudel (: ) also writes that the age of Amsterdam marked the end of 
empire-building cities: by this he meant city-states or autonomous cities within world 
economies rather than the end of the phenomenon of urban center of gravity.

⁵. Later in the paper the signifi cance of an enlarging core raises the question of 
whether the Braudelian framework can be applied to the t century. Relevant here is 
the relatively diff use character of US urbanization and related patterns of corporate loca-
tion, on the one hand, and the bifurcation between a political and a commercial center, 
i.e. Washington, DC and New York.
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The most prominent conceptualization comes from Sassen’s The Global 
City, first published in 1991, which identified three dominant capitalist cities—
New York, London, and Tokyo (see also Cohen 1981; Hayes and Hubbard 1990). 
Later in an article on “Global Financial Centers,” published in 1999, Tokyo was 
demoted to a rung beneath New York and London. Written in the shadow 
of the East Asian financial crisis, it is suggested that along with Hong Kong, 
Tokyo has an uncertain future, and that, moreover, London is the world’s lead-
ing financial center. However, in the second edition of The Global City, Sassen 
retreated from this position and added Frankfurt and Paris to the list of true 
global cities.⁷ In other words, the triad is affirmed as most central to processes 
of globalization; but the increasing plurality of centers is deemed to reflect the 
nature of the new global economy, where the dispersal of productive activity 
calls forth an inverse spatial pattern of heightened centrality. And rather than 
a competitive process accounting for the shifting positions witnessed during 
the 1990s, Sassen argues for cooperation as the regulating principle of financial 
markets in this new world-economy of global cities. 

In a similar vein, the Globalization and World Cities project (Beaverstock 
et al. 1999) reveals the absence of a dominant metropolitan center. True, these 
scholars have shown greater interest in identifying additional layers of the 
global urban hierarchy; to refine the notion of producer services; and ultimately 
to operationalize, measure and map the relational networks formed by business 
activities (Taylor 2003). As such the accent is on cohesion rather than the 
standpoint adopted here; which, following Braudel and Arrighi, emphasizes 
place-competition within a broader dynamic that encompasses hegemonic 
transition and a geographical progression of world-economies. 

breaking down the global city 

Since the 1970s there has been a steady shift in the world economy from 
trade and production to financial intermediation and speculative forms of accu-
mulation (Strange 1986; Arrighi 1994; Sassen 2001; Harvey 2003). Although 
a wide range of instruments have been devised in the realm of high finance, 

Building on Braudel’s progression of world economies, Arrighi (1994) 
argues that hegemonic transition and financial expansion have been recurrent 
and closely linked phenomena in historical capitalism.⁶ Each hegemonic regime, 
representing a different world-order and historical epoch, expands along a 
unique trajectory before reaching the limits of its success. These limits are made 
manifest when heightened competition among business enterprise, geopolitical 
rivalry and confrontation among states, as well as overt and widespread social 
conflict combine to destabilize and ultimately undermine existing institutions; 
culminating in systemic chaos (Arrighi, Silver et al. 1999). From the standpoint 
of global cities, then, hegemonic transitions are characterized by a shift in the 
leading urban economy from industrial and commercial bases to financial inter-
mediation and speculation, on one hand, and the rise of a competing urban 
center of gravity in the world-economy, on the other. Uncertainty about which 
metropolis is dominant thus signals a hegemonic transition.

The current difficulty of discerning the center of the global urban hier-
archy is evident in the world-cities literature (Cohen 1981; Friedmann and 
Wolff 1982; Friedmann 1986; Sassen 1991, 2001; Beaverstock et al. 1999; Taylor 
2003). To date the axis of global cities has been depicted as marking an abrupt 
change in the international economy. A network of organizing centers—essen-
tially metropolitan economies—is superseding the old system of nations; and 
global cities—dubbed “command and control centers”—are the organizational 
innovation generated in response to the new imperative of this economic order. 
Conceived in this way, they are a managerial solution to the problem of global 
control. 

⁶. Arrighi’s interpretation of fi nance in capitalist history diff ers markedly from 
Wallerstein, who views industry, commerce and fi nance as three strategic arenas of accu-
mulation.. Supremacy in all three is one characteristic of hegemony. For Wallerstein 
there is a simple pattern of hegemonic succession: “Marked superiority in agro-industrial 
productive effi  ciency leads to dominance of the spheres of commercial distribution of 
world trade, with correlative profi ts accruing both from being the entrepot of much of 
world trade and from controlling the “invisibles” – transport, communications, and insur-
ance. Commercial primacy leads in turn to control of the fi nancial sectors of banking 
(exchange, deposit, and credit) and of investment (direct and portfolio). Similarly, the loss 
of advantage seems to be in the same order (from productive to commercial to fi nancial), 
and also largely successive” (: –, emphasis in the original; see also –). Th us 
fi nance is one of three spheres of the capitalist world-economy rather than the precipi-
tant of over-accumulated capital and a signal of a world order’s imminent demise.

⁷. Th is risks confl ating the global city construct with that of a fi nancial center. Th e 
argument in this paper is that fi nance, though acknowledged as an important ingredient 
in the economy of the global city, has been interpreted as an organizational innovation 
rather than as manifesting a limit to the US regime of accumulation. Th ere is a greater 
emphasis on fi nancial activity in the second edition of Sassen’s Global City; that is, the 
global city has progressively revealed a greater role for fi nance. 
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equally striking is the centralization of these activities in a small group of met-
ropolitan centers. In the first decade of financial rebirth, offshore markets were 
the main sites for the massing of large volumes of liquid capital; but this changed 
in the ensuing decades, especially in the US where the repeal of Glass-Steagall 
and the politics of deregulation combined to ‘territorialize’ financial markets.⁸ 
Global cities came to dominate distinct niches of world finance: New York 
became the primary equities market, London the center for currency exchange, 
and Tokyo the leader in international banking. In addition, each sector has 
evinced an upward secular trend over the past three decades.

The expansion of currency trading began with the initial rupture in the 
postwar US economic order. Before the breakdown of Bretton Woods the 

conditions for a highly developed regime of currency traders were absent. The 
system of fixed exchange rates was established by the United States in 1944 
and abandoned by the Nixon administration in 1971. Floating currencies then 
gave rise to a burgeoning foreign exchange industry; including, generic trade 
requiring currency convertibility, hedging by transnational businesses, central 
bank interventions aimed at controlling the value of the national currency, and 
speculators betting on, profiting from, and influencing the value of currencies 
around the world. By 1989 the Bank for International Settlements recorded 
the daily turnover in global currency markets at $717.9 billion dollars. Nearly a 
decade later, in 1998, daily turnover had nearly tripled to close to $2 trillion dol-
lars per day (BIS 2002). In this sphere, London has always been the principal 
center (Hayes and Hubbard 1990: 29–33; Roberts 1995); and it has consolidated 
that position with a steadily increasing share of the market.

Equity trading also exhibits this dual trend of secular expansion and dif-
ferentiation. In the 1990s, the New York markets attained primacy with more 

⁸. Off shore markets remain critical. In a study on the eff ect of the Asia crisis in the 
US, van Wincoop and Yi () attempt to trace the global movement of short-term 
capital fl ows. Th e authors state that, in detail, it is nearly impossible to track short-term 
money fl ows but that off shore centers seem to have been key transit points for outfl ows of 
capital from East Asia before entering the core markets of the United States and Western 
Europe. 
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than half of total world market capitalization. In some measure, the increase 
resulted from changes in domestic regulations whereby formerly restricted 
surpluses were freed to circulate in financial markets; in conjunction with the 
strong dollar, the US market became the leading destination for capital. Like 
currency exchange, there has been a steep upward slope in the capitalization 
of the world’s stock markets. In 1988, total capitalization was close to $10 tril-
lion dollars, the result of a massive increase over the course of the 1980s, but a 
decade later, in 1998, it had increased to approximately $25 trillion dollars. The 
last surge occurred at the onset of the Asia crisis and ended with the bursting 
of the Nasdaq bubble in the spring of 2000. At the start of the 1990s, Tokyo 
held a larger share than New York but in the course of the 1990s Tokyo’s decline 
paralleled the rise in New York. In just two years after the spring of 2000 some 
$7 trillion dollars were wiped away from the New York markets. 

The third niche of high finance is international banking. At the end of the 
1990s, Tokyo still represented the largest aggregation of international banks 
in the world (Banker’s Almanac World Ranking 1999). This reflects the high 
level of domestic savings in Japan and more importantly the accumulation of 
dollar denominated surpluses, a pattern now being replicated by China and 
other East Asian central banks and businesses. True, Tokyo has been mired 
in a protracted banking crisis. But rather than removing Tokyo from the list of 

contending global cities, it points to the fact that none have been immune to the 
logic of speculative bubbles and the volatility of financial markets. 

Of the three financial centers, only Tokyo houses the preponderance of 
its nation’s transnational corporate headquarters. New York and London have 
significant concentrations, as does Paris; but none compare to Tokyo, which if 
gauged solely by this indicator would be the world’s solitary super-city.⁹

⁹. Rand McNally’s () “urban area” was used to classify the headquarter loca-
tions; this was especially signifi cant in the case of the US where many headquarters are 
located in suburban areas outside the city proper. Th e counts by region and city are as fol-
lows. For North America: New York , San Francisco/Bay Area , Chicago , Atlanta 
, Washington DC , Dallas , Los Angeles , Houston , Minneapolis-St. Paul , Detroit 
, Seattle , St. Louis , Toronto , Philadelphia , Cincinnati , Montreal , Charlotte , 
Pittsburgh , Boston , Columbus , Hartford , Omaha , Milwaukee , Others . For 
Europe: Paris , London , Rhine-Ruhr , Munich , Frankfurt , Zurich , Rome 
, Amsterdam , Brussels , Madrid , Milan , Th e Hague , Stockholm , Basle , 
Stuttgart , Bonn , Cologne , Berlin , Hamburg , Helsinki , Others . And for East 
Asia: Tokyo , Osaka , Seoul , Nagoya , Kobe , Beijing , Taipei , Others . 
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Thus when the two indicators of urban dominance are combined—
centrality in the networks of high finance and concentration of transnational 
corporate headquarters¹⁰—Tokyo exhibits a much stronger long-term position 
than either London or New York as a center of capital accumulation. In 
hindsight New York’s financial frenzy of the late 1990s appears to have been the 
obverse side of a severe shakedown in the world financial system rather than a 
sign of the center’s long-term strength.

¹⁰. Before the contribution of Sassen () with its emphasis on producer services 
and fi nancial industries, the common approach to constructing the global urban hierar-
chy used the indicator of corporate headquarter location. See, e.g., Hymer (), Cohen 
(), and Friedmann and Wolff  (). For a contrary view, that there is more parity 
and diff usion among fi nancial centers than the three case model suggests, see Poon et al. 
().

Figure 5 –  Headquarter Location of Fortune Global 500: North America, 1998
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the lineage of the global city

London and New York are the last two cities in Braudel’s sequence. They 
were the urban centers, respectively, of the 19t century UK-centered world 
market and the 20t century US-centered world economy. London is the oldest 
of the three leading financial centers. As the commercial, political and military 
capital of the British Empire, it was the urban center of gravity during the 19t 
century, which embodied a system of Free Trade Imperialism based, in part, on 
the gold standard and international exchange. During that time the city housed 
the institutions that organized and regulated world commerce. England was 
the world’s entrepot; London was its clearinghouse (Chapman 1984; Ingham 
1984; Anderson 1987; Arrighi 1994). 

The city’s current weight in the foreign exchange market was noted in the 
preceding section. Though also home to a large number of insurance companies, 
investment houses, advertising agencies, and legal and accounting firms—all of 
global significance—relative to New York and Tokyo, London specializes in the 
foreign exchange market. This specialization does not stem from the British 
pound as a reserve currency or as a store of value; the US dollar being involved 
in over 90 of global currency exchange, according to a study done by the Bank 
for International Settlements (2002). It has to do with the reactivation of select 
institutions of British high finance under the umbrella of US-sponsored glo-
balization. This position was latent during the postwar reconstruction of the 
world market since there was no need for a well-developed mechanism of cur-
rency exchange while the Bretton Woods system remained viable. But just as 
London had incorporated the commercial life of the thirteen colonies into the 
19t century world market, the US resurrected and reintegrated the remains of 
the fractured British world market during its period of hegemony. After the 
abandonment of the postwar institutions, the logic returned in a new form. 
London’s current high quotient of international activity owes more to the small 
size of its home market and the legacy of a past commercial supremacy than to 
any prospect of regaining its status as the premiere world metropolis. 

New York is the final city in Braudel’s sequence and was never treated 
directly in his work. It differs from prior dominant capitalist cities because of its 
de-centered position in the US economy, most apparent during the golden age 
of US hegemony, circa 1945–1970. In contrast to the world-encompassing busi-
ness networks spun from London, New York’s were woven more closely to the 
territory of the expanding US continental-economy. Since it was the chief capi-
tal market, the influx in the mid-to-late 19t century of European money, pri-
marily British, which capitalized this expansion, passed through its conduit and 
accentuated its centrality in the domestic market. But as corporate capitalism 

was consolidated, significant centers developed outside of New York and the 
Northeast. Spatially, it resembled Germany’s multiple business centers more 
than the primacy of London, Paris or Tokyo. The railroad and the telegraph 
and innovations in agriculture had made possible the large-scale provisioning 
of cities, casting off the old limits to the city and fostering the proliferation of 
urban centers: New York and Chicago were the two main pillars, the former the 
commercial center and port of entry, the latter the agent of territorial-cum-com-
mercial expansion (Cronon 1991). Half a century later, New York was further 
de-centered by the vast expansion of the federal government, which reinforced 
the importance of the nation’s capital. 

The geography of US corporate capitalism, coupled with the split between 
commercial center and political capital, suggests that Braudel’s progression 
ended with London. However, in the last two decades of the 20t century New 
York’s centrality increased both in the US and in the world; a result of the fur-
ther territorialization of high finance in the 1990s. While trade and production 
are perhaps more diffuse than ever, world-scale urban primacy is now evident in 
the realm of high finance. And New York’s capital market continues to define 
its central position and identity as a financial center.

 Tokyo’s status as the possible successor to London and New York indicates 
the historic shift of the world-economy’s center of gravity to East Asia. When 
transnational corporate-headquarter location combines with the financial indi-
cators employed here, Tokyo towers over New York and London. The weight is 
further evidenced by, among other things, two decades of buying US securities 
and accumulating foreign reserves. A future for this progression of the world-
system would seem to hinge on the birth of a new economic center that extends 
beyond any single state, in which Tokyo would play a central role; a scenario 
that seems less likely with the rise of China.  

geopolitics and the global city

Since the onset of American decline, the three leading cities of the world-
economy have increasingly assumed the traits of pure financial centers. What 
is the geopolitical significance? The current tendency for financial and mili-
tary power to diverge has upset any direct reading of one sphere from another 
(Arrighi et al: 88–96). Indeed, London and Tokyo occupy a similar location 
in their respective regions at the margins of emerging centers of geopolitical 
power; namely, France and Germany in the European Union, and China in East 
Asia. One might say the economic swing of the 1990s back to the US was the 
prize of victory in the cold war. Alternatively, that victory removed yet another 
pillar of hegemony—the cold war system itself, creating unstable conditions 
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dimension would be manifest in the jockeying of London, New York and Tokyo 
for primacy. Each city would then be a proxy measure for the power and future 
prospect of its region within the world-system. But the British role as an adjunct 
of American power belies such a proposition, as does Japanese support for US 
policy. British policy vis-à-vis the US and the European Union continues to 
tilt in favor of the former; in its political support of the aggressive militarism of 
US foreign policy and in its equivocation toward full monetary union. British 
adherence to US geopolitical strategy thus parallels its connections with US 
networks of accumulation. And Japan is still dependent on American military 
power in East Asia. This geopolitical alignment suggests that the trinity might 
not represent the first stirrings of a future world order but rather a regime in 
decline. 

Tokyo’s dilemma as would-be successor to New York in the line of urban 
centers of gravity comes from having been incubated within the structure of 
US hegemony. The 1990s backward movement across the Pacific saw a squeez-
ing out of Japan in East Asia that further reinforced its dependence. Even if at 
present the US-UK-Japan alliance stands against the new poles of wealth and 
power represented by the European Union and a Sino-centric East Asia, each 
city could still pull away from the US as regional blocs become more defined. 
If it is plausible that a fourth phase has begun, the fiscal condition of the US 
and its relations with both China and Japan should weaken the position of New 
York, which would signal an overall weakening of the US system. The further 
consolidation of China as both the engine of East Asia and the new workshop 
of the world, coupled with revitalized links to Japan, are in line with this devel-
opment. 

conclusion

This discussion has been built on Braudel’s idea of a progression of domi-
nant cities as part and parcel of the development of the capitalist world-economy, 
and on Arrighi’s conceptualization of hegemonic transitions and the recurrence 
of financial expansion. Its aim has been to recast the study of the global city in 
world-historical terms, severing it from an undue attachment to the paradigm 
of globalization. Rather than a trinity of equally powerful global cities that have 
formed in response to a common stimulus, an emphasis on history and struc-
ture points to variations in the past and present of the global city.

that benefited New York in the short-term and even fed back to bolster Lon-
don’s position, too. But this newfound strength of New York and London rela-
tive to Tokyo reflected a new geopolitical crisis rather than the resolution of an 
old one. So while there may be no direct relation of causality between the one 
and the other, their interplay seems worth exploring. 

One aspect of this interplay is a correspondence between the positional 
change of global cities and crucial turning points in the world political economy 
(cf. Arrighi 2003). The end of the postwar boom and the concurrent defeat of 
the US in Vietnam were marked by the birth of the Eurodollar market, the 
recycling of petrodollars, the breakdown of Bretton Woods, and the lending 
wave of the 1970s. At the beginning, the financialization of the leading cities 
was still latent, as offshore markets remained the favored sites. But London and 
New York began converting liquidity into myriad lending instruments, eventu-
ally resulting in the 1980s debt crisis. 

During the new cold war of the 1980s, the politics of deregulation disman-
tled government protection on the social side; while on the monetary side, curb-
ing competition from Japan and transforming US capital and treasury markets 
into the world’s magnetic pole (Arrighi 2003). With its over-accumulation of 
capital, Japan moved into the arena of high finance—particularly through the 
medium of international banking (Stallings 1990). This was evidenced by direct 
investment in the United States, growing prominence in the third world debt 
crisis, and vast purchases of US treasury bonds. The rising assets of its interna-
tional banks, the boom in its real estate market, and the expanded capitaliza-
tion of its equity market, all attest to a growing place for the financial inter-
mediation and speculative forms of accumulation that formed its identity as a 
financial center. 

Finally, the end of the cold war set the stage for the setback of Tokyo and the 
resurgence of New York. Legal and regulatory changes in the US expanded the 
quotient of financial activity in the city’s overall composition, further clarifying 
its identity as a financial center. New York benefited from the fiscal well-being 
of the US state and enjoyed its status as a safe haven amidst global turbulence. 
This reached an absurd level at the end of the decade during the East Asian 
financial crisis, as a wave of trans-Atlantic mergers strengthened the network 
joining London and New York. The period ended with the bursting of the tech-
stock bubble, trouble on Wall Street, September 11 and its aftermath. 

The functional differentiation of the three dominant financial centers 
(currency exchange, equity markets, and international banking) might suggest 
a degree of interdependence that is a bulwark against both substantive com-
mercial and geopolitical rivalry. Or, it might be interpreted as further evidence 
of triadic competition: with one center located in each zone, the geopolitical 
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Here are three studies of the phe-
nomenon of rise and fall in 

premodern historical systems. In the 
modern world-system an analogous pro-
cess takes the form of the rise and fall of 
hegemonic core powers, and the arena 
of contention became global in scope 
during the 19th century (c.e.). Th e stud-
ies here are of three diff erent and largely 
separate regional world-systems during 
diff erent time periods. All three focus 
on state formation, empire building and 
collapse. 

Th ompson’s study is one of the fi rst 
to systematically test for possible causes 
of the sequence of increasing and then 
decreasing societal complexity and polit-
ical centralization/decentralization in 
Bronze Age Mesopotamia. He employs 
the methods of bivariate and multivari-
ate time series logit analysis to examine 
the temporal and causal relationships 
between urbanization, economic disor-
der, trade disruptions, climate change 
and incursions by peripheral peoples. 

Wilkinson’s study is one of a series 
in which he reads standard histories in 
order to code the power confi guration 

of interstate systems at ten-year inter-
vals. “Power confi guration” codes the 
degree of centralization of state systems 
as seven ordinal categories, ranging 
from total empire to “non-polarity” (no 
great powers, many small independent 
states). Wilkinson’s focus in this study 
is the “Central” system from 1500 to 700 
b.c.e. Th e Central system was formed 
near the beginning of this time period 
by merger of the formerly separate 
Egyptian and Mesopotamian state sys-
tems.¹ Wilkinson discusses the results 
of his prodigious coding endeavor in 
historical and comparative perspective, 
refl ecting on some of the explanations 
for the transitions in power confi gura-
tion that he fi nds.

Kea’s study uses recent archaeo-
logical evidence from West Africa to 
examine the emergence of states and 
urbanized regions before and during the 
African Iron Age. His study shows pat-
terns of rise and fall, and shifting cen-
ters of power within the West African 
system, and he convincingly makes the 
case that this regional system played a 
generative ideological and fi nancial role 
as it expanded and merged with the 
Mediterranean system.

Premodern Historical Systems: 
Th e Rise and Fall of States and Empires

¹. Th ese regions had been linked by prestige goods exchanges since before  bce.
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Evolution toward greater complexity in the ancient world was rarely charac-
terized by a linear trend.¹ Ancient societies would become more centralized 

and complex but only to a point before fragmenting into local systems. Years later 
movement toward greater centralization and complexity resumed until, once 
again, some sort of check or limit was experienced and fragmentation reigned 
dominant. In some regions, these oscillations occurred often enough to qualify 
as highly irregular cycles of order and disorder.

Why might this have been the case? Is it possible to generalize ancient 
cyclical processes of entropy? Or, must we be content with painfully piecing 
together rudimentary descriptive understandings of what might have happened 
in preliterate and dark ages? The awkward reconstruction of what may have 
transpired cannot be avoided. We need descriptive histories. But we also need 
efforts to move beyond description that may, if nothing else, sharpen our search 

Following up on an earlier paper demon-
strating statistically significant relationships 
between measures of recurring political-eco-
nomic crises (hinterland incursions, trade 
collapses, economic contractions, and regime 
transitions) and a measure of climate dete-
rioration (the interaction of falling Tigris-
Euphrates river levels and years of warming/
drying), the inter-relationships among these 
variables are examined more closely for the 
3400–1000 bce period. Theoretically focused 
on a test of Tainter’s diminishing marginal 
return theory of societal collapse, additional 
indicators are introduced encompassing pop-
ulation (urban population size, urban popula-
tion growth rate) as a proxy for diminishing 

marginal returns, two measures of centraliza-
tion/ fragmentation (including imperial size), 
and the indicators used for the climate inter-
action term in the earlier paper. The multi-
variate logit outcome for interactions among 
and between the 11 variables reinforces the 
earlier findings linking climate deterioration 
to political-economic crises, extends the cli-
mate deterioration linkage to fragmentation 
and population decline, and finds relatively 
strong support for the Tainter derived expec-
tation that diminishing marginal returns and 
fragmentation are closely linked but that both 
are less closely linked to recurring political-
economic crises than might otherwise have 
been anticipated.

abstract:
* An earlier version of this article was presented at a meeting of the Working 

Group on Analyzing Complex Macrosystems as Dynamic Networks, April –May , 
, Santa Fe Institute, Santa Fe, New Mexico. I am indebted for a number of good 
ideas suggested in the discussion and later, including ones from Robert McC Adams, 
Christopher Chase-Dunn, Peter Turchin, Douglas White, and Henry Wright. Special 
thanks are owed to Henry Wright for his line-by-line critique to which I might do justice 
in a few more decades of further data collection.

¹.  Th ere is, of course, no reason to assume that evolutionary developments cannot 
move in the direction of reduced complexity. See, for example, Dewar and Wright 
().
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for improved description. It also, as Adams (1988: 21) points out, helps clarify 
our understanding of evolutionary processes that do not always move progres-
sively.² One of the main assumptions of this paper is that it is possible to model 
cycles of centralization and complexity. Ancient Mesopotamia (3400–1000 
bce) provides the focal point. Eleven variables encompassing political-economic 
crisis, climate deterioration, urban population, and centralization/ fragmenta-
tion are developed and their inter-relationships examined empirically according 
to a set of expectations predicated in part on Joseph Tainter’s (1988) theory of 
diminishing marginal returns. The empirical outcome generates support for 
this theory. It also helps clarify the role of traditional shocks such as “barbar-
ian” incursions, climate deterioration, and trade collapses that were also char-
acterized by irregular cycles of occurrence.

explaining mesopotamian decline and fragmentation

Lower Mesopotamia is usually credited with pioneering a number of sig-
nificant firsts—including the urbanization revolution, the secondary products 
revolution (including transportation), writing, possibly the first phalanx, and, 
more clearly, the first clear-cut imperial expansion (Sargon’s Akkad). It was 
probably not the first ancient society to collapse or disintegrate. Lower Meso-
potamia, however, probably was the first ancient society to initiate a sequential 
cycle oscillating between periods of centralization and periods of fragmenta-
tion. It is possible that this cycle began as early as the Ubaid 5t millennium 
(Stein 1999) but it clearly was manifested in the 4t millennium’s political-eco-
nomic expansion of the Uruk era and its subsequent retrenchment toward the 
end of that millennium. The emergence of Akkad in the mid-2300s re-central-
ized Lower Mesopotamia briefly until it fell apart under attack from Gutian 
highlanders in the last centuries of the 3rd millennium. Ur III created another 
brief era of centralization before it too disintegrated in 2000. Hammurabi man-
aged to recreate an imperial center in the Amorite Old Babylonian 18t century, 
but it too disappeared within a short period of time. What is usually portrayed 
as a relatively weak Kassite empire took form by the 1400s. Yet it too had van-
ished by the end of the 12t century.³

Why then did Mesopotamian history repeat itself five or six times within 
the span of several millennia? Of course, we need to demonstrate that behavior 
repeated itself in each iteration of centralization and fragmentation, as opposed 
to assuming it. One way to address this question is to ask whether it is possible 
to model repetitive fragmentation theoretically and empirically in the ancient 
Mesopotamian context. If it cannot be modeled successfully, we might conclude 
that fragmentation behavior did not repeat itself. But if we can model the phe-
nomenon, we will at least have empirical evidence for repetitive behavior.

As it happens, explanations of Mesopotamian decline and fragmentation 
take a finite number of shapes. The most well developed and fundamental 
strand is probably the argument that agricultural intensification, especially 
when abetted by political centralization, led to over-irrigation, soil salinity, a 
decline in agricultural productivity, and political-economic instability (Jacob-
sen and Adams 1958; Gibson 1974; Maekawa 1984; Adams 1981; Algaze 1986; 
Hole 1994; Redman 1999). Political regimes in a fairly fragile and arid ecosys-
tem could not be expected to survive the erosion of one of its most basic eco-
nomic resources.

A second theme in the literature is that the political unification of Meso-
potamian cities did not come naturally. They were accustomed to some degree 
of autonomy and, while they might be coercively integrated in a larger state 
from time to time, the tendency was to return to local orientations whenever 
the opportunity arose (Edzard 1967b; Yoffee 1979, 1988). In this respect, it is not 
only disintegration that needs to be explained but rather also the occasional, 
temporary, and essentially aberrational successes at integration or unification.

Seemingly complementary to both arguments are emphases for and against 
various kinds of environmental shocks—a slight shift in rainfall (Postgate 1992), 
river water scarcity (Butzer 1995; Gasche et al. 1998), catastrophic natural disas-
ters (Weiss and Courty 1993; Weiss et al. 1993; Weiss 2000; Butzer 1997; Mat-
thews 2003), barbarian intrusions (Speiser 1952; Buccellati 1966; Edzard 1967a, 
1967b; Diakonoff 1969; Oates 1979; Yoffee 1988; Lupton 1996)⁴; defeat in war-
fare (Edzard 1967b; Postgate 1977), or a loss of trade networks (Ekholm 1980; 
Potts 1994). Often, authors have argued that these shocks were compounded by 
appearing simultaneously. An example is found in Edzard (1967b: 157),

². For more contemporary interests in modeling decline phenomena, see Cipolla 
(), Gilpin (), and Rasler and Th ompson ().

³.  One might continue the cycle through the Assyrian iteration in the st millen-
nium if it were not for the customary existence of a – bce benchmark for the 
end of the ancient world in western Eurasia.

⁴.  See Bronson (: ) for his very useful delineation of vultures (scavengers 
that wait until the victim is dead), jackals (scavengers that prey on the weak), wolves 
(predators that facilitate the development of weakness), and tigers (predators that can 
kill the strongest prey) as four diff erent roles intrusive outsiders can play in bringing 
down states.
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x to soil salinity and time x+1 to barbarian attacks. There are simply too many 
instances of decline to explain in descriptive terms alone. Otherwise, we end 
up spinning serial stories of what we think transpired—a task best left to his-
torians who specialize in this approach. There is also the underlying suspicion 
that each episode of decline may not be so unique in terms of the factors that 
appear to have brought about the downfall of order. Many of the same ingre-
dients seem to keep cropping up. Moreover, we also know that rise and decline 
cycles have been widespread throughout the ancient world (Marcus 1998).⁵ As a 
consequence, we are encouraged to seek more general explanations of what has 
gone on in the past.

Earlier, however, I have argued that the wholesale rejection of some tra-
ditional explanations—especially those involving climate and incursions—is 
tantamount to throwing the baby out with the bathwater.⁶ An empirical 
examination of Mesopotamia and Egypt for the 4000–1000 bce period shows 
a statistically significant relationship between climate deterioration and river 
level f luctuations, hinterland incursions, trade collapses, and political regime 
changes.⁷ So, not only did these problems occur, they also occurred in intermit-
tent but serial clusters or constellations of political-economic crises. We should 
be reluctant to privilege one part of the constellation over the other parts, but 
we should be even more reluctant to dispense with them altogether if they help 
explain periodic fragmentation.

In the same article, Tainter (1988) was used as a presentation foil of sorts. 
Tainter’s book comparing and evaluating explanations of complexity break-
downs has been well received, and justifiably so. One of its features is a quite 
strong rejection of traditional explanations for decline which are dismissed 
variously as illogical, sometimes unsubstantiated, and/or often inadequate. 
Instead, Tainter advances a more general argument that emphasizes diminish-
ing marginal returns to investing in greater complexity. Thompson (forthcom-
ing-a) made no attempt to test or reject this more general explanation. Instead, 
the argument was that the constellation of crises might be expected to acceler-
ate marginal return trajectories and, in that sense, information on the more tra-

…What forces brought [the empire of Ur III] to an end? The unquenchable 
and ever renewed particularism of the Babylonian cities, for one thing, and 
their unwillingness to acquiesce in the rule of one of their own number for 
any length of time. Then, too, the increasing influx of Semitic nomads, i.e. 
the migration of the Amorites. Finally, the always unstable relations between 
Babylonia and Elam, a country that, for all its willingness to absorb much of 
Babylonian civilization, refused to be assimilated to it entirely.

Thus, things tend to fall apart when too many internal and external prob-
lems are encountered at the same time.

Interestingly, contemporary Sumerian poetry (roughly early 2nd millen-
nium bce) offers a multivariate view of Mesopotamian decline that is capable 
of summarizing many of the elements emphasized by analysts several millennia 
later. Putting aside the principal agency of disruptive gods, we are told about 
problems with the flow of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, governmental break-
down, deurbanization, hinterland incursions (Simaski), foreign attacks (Elam), 
regime transitions, and agrarian productivity.

After An had frowned upon all the lands,
After Enlil had looked favorably on an enemy land,
After Nintu had scattered the creatures that she had created,
After Enki had altered [the course of] the Tigris and Euphrates,
After Utu had cast his curse on the roads and highways,
In order to forsake the divine decrees of Sumer, to change its [preordained] plans,
To alienate the [divine] decrees of the reign of kingship of Ur,
To defile the Princely Son in his [temple] Ekisnugal,
To break up the unity of the people of Nanna, numerous as ewes,
To change the food offerings of Ur, the shrine of magnificent food offerings,
That its people no longer dwell in their quarters, that they be given over [to live] in
an inimical place,
That [the soldiers of] Simaski and Elam, the enemy, dwell in their place,
That its shepherd be captured by the enemy, all alone,
That Ibbi-Sin be taken to the land of Elam in fetters, ….
That the hoe attack not the fertile fields, that seed not be planted in the ground,
That the sound of the song of the one tending the oxen not resound on the plain,
That butter and cheese not be made in the cattle pen, that dung not be laid on the 
ground, ….

(lines – from Lamentation over Sumer and Ur, in Michalowski , cited in 
Postgate : ).

Yet explanations of decline that feature emphases on intrusive barbar-
ians, resource shortages, or, even worse, climate deterioration have tended to 
be marginalized by the search for more theoretically pleasing and more general 
models. As social scientists, we are not satisfied with attributing decline at time 

⁵.  Whether whatever is capable of explaining Mesopotamian fragmentation can 
also account for, say, Mesoamerican fragmentation is another challenge best left to other 
analyses.

⁶. See Th ompson (forthcoming-a).
⁷. Th e one exception was that no statistically signifi cant relationship was found for 

climate deterioration and economic contractions.
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ditional-type crises should not be rejected prematurely. Three research agenda 
items, therefore, are left undone. One involves attempting to assess, and possibly 
to integrate, Tainter’s more general argument with what I am referring to as the 
constellation of crises. Attempting this objective requires more initial theoreti-
cal consideration about explanatory compatibilities. Some attempt must also be 
made to develop an appropriate index of marginal returns. A second objective 
entails further exploration of the relationships among the indicators previously 
examined (climate change, river levels, governmental change, economic contrac-
tion, hinterland incursions, and trade collapses). The earlier effort was focused 
on assessing overall statistical significance and the relationships between cli-
mate change and various types of crisis. Now, we have an opportunity to look 
more closely at the relationships that appear to exist among all of the crisis and 
climate indicators, as well as a new index developed to tap Tainter’s marginal 
return emphasis. Finally, a third objective is to examine directly and empiri-
cally Mesopotamian propensities toward centralization and fragmentation, in 
the context of relationships that prevail among crisis, climate, and marginal 
returns. Are they all related closely, only loosely, or not at all in the specific 
Mesopotamian case? 

tainter’s diminishing marginal return theory

Critical to the objectives of this paper is an articulation of Tainter’s dimin-
ishing marginal return theory. I am not aware that it is formalized explicitly 
anywhere. Thus, what follows is my interpretation of his argument as expressed 
in the 1988 book. Three assumptions appear to be most critical to the argu-
ment:

. Societies are problem-solving organizations that require resources and 
energy for their maintenance and growth.

. Societies evolve into more complex socio-political organizations as various 
subsystems become more interdependent in meeting the demand for 
resource exploitation. 

. Resources that are easiest and least expensive to exploit are first utilized 
until their exhaustion requires a shift to more costly resources that do not 
necessarily yield a higher marginal return in productivity. 

Tainter’s assumptions delineate specific understandings of the concepts 
of evolution and complexity. Society is viewed as being oriented toward solv-
ing minor and major problems that are constantly emerging, although some-
times they emerge abruptly and without warning. Solving problems requires 
the investment and expenditure of resources. Some of these resources are easily 

accessible and will be the ones first utilized. However, once they have been 
exhausted, less accessible resources may be found but they will be more costly 
and the benefits associated with them will not necessarily be commensurate 
with the rising costs. Costly or otherwise, expanding problem solving involves 
extracting resources from other subsystems, as well as strategies that often seek 
to impose political and other controls on these other subsystems. In the pro-
cess, the various subsystems (political, economic, social, military, energy, and 
so forth) grow increasingly interdependent and, to the extent that this occurs, 
the society grows more complex. 

For instance, it is often argued that sedentary agriculture in Mesopotamia 
required irrigation and extensive labor resources to keep the irrigation canals 
open. Managing this strategy required political hierarchy, bureaucracy, and 
religious sanction. Protecting the agrarian community required military capa-
bilities, more political hierarchy, and bureaucracy. An expanding population 
implied the need for greater agrarian productivity which meant more irrigation 
and labor. Urbanization and an expanded division of labor would increase the 
demands on agrarian productivity even more so.

The assumptions lay the groundwork for four generalizations that serve as 
the core statement of the diminishing marginal return theory:

. Societies constantly encounter problems that require increased invest-
ment of resources merely to maintain the status quo.

. As continued investment in complexity yields a declining marginal return, 
societies are increasingly likely to experience both major new problems 
requiring solution and an absence of resource reserves to exploit for prob-
lem solving—thereby further weakening the society’s ability to respond to 
problems.

. As declining marginal returns make further complexity increasingly less 
attractive for problem solving, a society’s sociopolitical organization is 
likely to be reduced to a less complex level sustainable by local resources.

. Technological innovation and new energy subsidies can slow or postpone 
the long-term movement toward diminishing returns at the margins.

A state of equilibrium in the problem solving-resource investment/expen-
diture equation is most unlikely since an escalating demand for more resources 
is probable just to deal with old problems. Add the strong likelihood of new 
problems emerging and one can expect the necessary resources to deal with 
them to become more costly and less easily obtainable. There are also limits on 
society’s ability to accumulate resource reserves for rainy days or, in the Meso-
potamian case, days without rain. The resources at hand can only be stretched 
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so far. If the new problems exceed the resource base, the ability to deal with 
both old and new problems will be reduced.⁸ 

In this context, the benefits derived from intensified complexity (greater 
subsystemic interdependence) will begin to decline vis-à-vis the escalating costs 
of resource mobilization. Not only will resource extraction become more dif-
ficult, resistance to resource extraction will also become greater. Local loyalties 
will re-emerge as more important than vanishing loyalties to a decaying and 
impotent central authority. The central authority may persist as some form of 
political fiction, it may simply cease to function at all, or it might be taken over 
at least partially by external invaders.

One way to look at this argument is that it is an explanation of entropic 
tendencies toward disorder. Entropy is not inevitable in the short term. It can 
be put off by creating new resources via technological innovation or new sources 
of energy to fuel technology. External conquest, conceivably, can be utilized to 
gain access to resources that might otherwise be denied or offered at too high a 
price.⁹ In the ancient world, external conquest was a more feasible strategy than 
relying on technological innovation or new sources of energy. Yet even exter-
nal conquest could not be successful for an infinite period of time. All ancient 
imperial expansions proceeded to certain points that may well have exceeded 
their capabilities but none developed an ability to expand all that far or con-
tinuously. In the absence of innovation, new energy sources, or new resources 
via conquest, other things being equal, we are back to approaching a situation 
in which the marginal return of new resource investments begins to decline. 
In these circumstances, societies become more vulnerable to collapse which, in 
Tainter’s framework, means a fragmentation into more particularistic commu-
nities. The implication is that decentralization may lead to improved solutions 
to societal problems—at least in comparison to the failed efforts of the older 
centralized strategy.

It is also clear why Tainter might be impatient with attempts to explain 
decline in terms of climate deterioration, barbarian intrusions, or even agri-
cultural productivity problems. Aridity, hinterland attacks, and salinization 

are sources of problems for political and economic decision-makers to solve. In 
some cases, they succeed in resolving them while, at other times, the problems 
appear to be, and are, overwhelming. For Tainter, the question is not what the 
source(s) of the problems are, but how close is the society to reaching a point of 
diminishing return in its problem solving investments. If the society is close to 
that point, its vulnerability to being overwhelmed by the onset of policy prob-
lems is enhanced. If the society is not close to that point, it may well be able to 
cope with the problems for some finite period of time. In this respect, the tra-
ditional decline emphases can only capture part of the problem. More techni-
cally, the explanations remain underspecified as long as they omit the society’s 
capacity to mobilize resources for problem solving while stressing the problems 
that need to be resolved.¹⁰

Tainter’s theoretical argument is appealing as a parsimonious attempt to 
encompass a diverse set of situations in general terms that also promises a com-
prehensive explanation. Problems or stresses are not unimportant but it is dif-
ficult to assess their impact without also assessing problem-solving resource 
foundations. The rub, however, is that the nature of the problems societies con-
front are more visible and more readily operationalized. Diminishing marginal 
return situations are more abstract and less easily measured. Given all of the 
different types of resources that might be relevant to societal problem solving, 
any attempt to measure marginal returns directly seems unlikely to be success-
ful, let alone imaginable. 

That leaves us in a position to (1) take the theory as applicable on the basis 
of faith, (2) devise a comprehensive battery of tests that permit us to assess how 
much goes unexplained—and, therefore, might be attributable to diminishing 
marginal returns—when we look at the more obvious societal problems, or (3) 
develop some type of indirect index. The first approach is not very appealing. 
The second research strategy is far more common in testing theories but still 
depends on some leaps of faith in identifying the nature of what goes unex-
plained. The third tack is by far the most preferable approach of the three.

It may be that there is no overt indicator that would work equally well in all 
settings. One indicator, however, that seems highly applicable to ancient Meso-
potamia is population. The Malthusian assumption is that population should 
be highly sensitive to carrying capacity. As an ancient society approached 
situations in which the net benefits from investing resources in coping with 

⁸. Writing on Mayan decline, Culbert (: ) argues similarly that “when 
expansion reaches the point at which it can no longer produce new wealth, the adminis-
trative structures begin to feed off  internal resources, a process that could lead ultimately 
to collapse.

⁹. Kaufman (: ) would add the emergence of extraordinary leaders to this 
list. But unless they are the agents of obtaining new resources and/or conquest, it is not 
clear that their impact can be anything other than ephemeral.

¹⁰. Tainter () is somewhat less dismissive of the explanatory role of stresses. He 
acknowledges that they may be characterized by complicated lags thereby making their 
impact less obvious. 
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replacement by “trough” periods of decentralization. Her cases include Meso-
american, Andean, Egyptian, Aegean, and, most important for our immedi-
ate purposes, Mesopotamian histories. Her attempt to capture this cycle in 
the Mesopotamian case is replicated in Figure 1. Part of her argument is that 
periods of decentralization are not always devoid of attempts at unification but 
that their attempts are not as successful as a few more prominent examples 
that managed to accomplish a discernible amount of unification. Hence her 
Mesopotamian plot contains several large surges (Uruk, Akkad, Ur III, and 
Hammurabi’s Old Babylonian empire) interspersed with less successful bumps 
that failed.

Of course, her operationalization is subjectively freehand. While the out-
come is attractive, we need something more objective for empirical analysis. 
An obvious possibility is Taagapera’s (1978a, 1978b) data on imperial area esti-
mates. Expanding empires are captured in growing area under imperial control; 
declining empires are identified readily with diminishing territorial size. In the 
Mesopotamian case, however, there are at least two problems with Taagapera’s 
size index. One of the problems is that the Taagapera measurement begins 
quite late (only after 3000 bce) while Mesopotamian analysts have pushed the 
origins of the Urukian phenomenon much farther back in the 4t millennium 
bce than had earlier been the case (see, especially, Rothman 2001). The scale 
and scope of the 4t millennium activities is also now known to be greater than 
was thought possible in the late 1970s. As a consequence, the Taagapera Meso-
potamian series is dated.¹¹ A second and more serious problem is seen quite 
clearly in figure 2 which plots an interpolated version of the Taagapera data.¹² 
Since the index privileges the size of empire alone, any empirical analysis of this 
particular series reduces to explaining the Akkadian iteration of the central-
ization-fragmentation cycle.¹³ Other centralization iterations lack the area to 
compete for equal attention. That bias may be perfectly appropriate for some 

problems began to diminish, we should anticipate slowing birth rates as family 
expectations grow more dismal and/or, probably, accelerating death rates from 
famine, war, and disease. The net outcome is slower or even negative popula-
tion growth. If there is no societal problem with diminishing marginal returns, 
the net outcome is likely to be positive population growth. If indeed marginal 
returns have an inverted U trajectory over time, we should expect population 
growth to share a similar trajectory. Population growth should be high initially 
and then drop off as resources for problem solving become more costly. Thus, 
“all” we need to test the applicability of Tainter’s theory to the Mesopotamian 
case are indicators of population growth, centralization and fragmentation, as 
well as possible sources of stress (in the Tainter framework) such as climate 
deterioration, economic vicissitudes, governmental and trade collapses, and 
incursions of peoples from the mountains and desert. While it is fair to say that 
ancient Mesopotamia has not been the subject of extensive social science mod-
eling, the data that are essential to modeling are not as impossible to come by 
as some might think. Describing and justifying a set of appropriate indicators is 
the mission of the next section.

indicators

Centralization and Fragmentation 

Marcus (1998) demonstrates a widespread tendency toward repetitive cycles 
of consolidation around the expansion of a single state and its dissolution and 
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Figure 1 – Consolidation & Breakdown in Mesopotamia

¹¹.  I have not examined the other imperial series developed by Taagapera and, 
therefore, cannot comment on whether this is a general problem or one confi ned to 
Mesopotamia. 

¹².  Th e interpolated data were obtained from a data fi le on extrapolated Taagapera 
imperial size information posted at Christopher Chase-Dunn’s Urbanization and Empire 
Formation Project on the IROWS web page at http://irows.ucr.edu/ 

¹³.  Interestingly, Algaze (: –, ) asserts that the t millennium Urukian 
expansion encompassed more territory than the Akkadian empire in the rd millennium. 
Th is argument which seems perfectly plausible raises the additional question of indirect 
versus direct control/infl uence. 

http://irows.ucr.edu/
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questions.¹⁴ If, however, the empirical challenge is to discriminate between 
periods of power concentration and deconcentration, any series that privileges 
one period of concentration over all others is undesirable. Nonetheless, we can 
retain the imperial size indicator for modeling purposes as long as we keep in 
mind its limitations. 

Putting aside the overt attractions of an interval scaled size index, a nominal 
index distinguishing between periods of more centralization and less central-
ization should suffice. I accept Marcus’ four candidates for periods of greater 
centralization (Uruk, Akkad, Ur III, and the Hammurabi effort) but add a 
fifth one for the Kassite empire of the second half of the 2nd millennium. The 
dating for these five iterations is: Urukian (3800–3100), Akkad (2350–2150), Ur 
III (2100–2000), Hammurabi’s Old Babylonian empire (1760–1600) and Kas-

site (1415–1154). Periods of centralization are coded as 1 and periods of fragmen-
tation are coded as 0. 

Population Growth 

Regrettably, there are no population censuses for ancient Mesopotamia. 
There are, however, at least two estimates that encompass the ancient era. One 
is developed by Whitmore et al. (1990) and is restricted to a small number of 
population sizes separated by a considerable number of years. These observa-
tions could be interpolated into a series, with the help of some heroic assump-
tions, if it were not for a rather peculiar feature of the observations. Their recon-
struction suggests population expansion peaking around 2500 bce, a period of 
contraction, and then a rather large increase around 1900 bce that represents 
more than double the population size of 2300.¹⁵ I am skeptical that this very 
large 1900 bce surge is all that plausible in the absence of information on an 
incredibly massive Amorite influx and, therefore, am reluctant to rely on the 
estimated information. 

A second compilation of selected population data is more promising. Mod-
elski (2003) represents an effort to re-examine and improve upon Tertius Chan-
dler’s (1987) catalogue of city sizes. Modelski’s project is especially useful for a 
Mesopotamian analysis because he emphasizes pushing back the estimation of 
city sizes to the 4t millennium Urukian era and is also strongly interested in 
filling in gaps in Chandler’s sketchy ancient world database. The outcome, for 
our purposes, is a century-by-century list of cities in Mesopotamia with popu-
lations estimated to be greater than 10,000—Modelski’s threshold for cities in 
the ancient world. Aggregating the estimated population sizes, see Table 1, gives 
us an estimate of the size of Mesopotamia’s urbanized population that probably 
errs on the conservative side given the threshold size filter and our hazy infor-
mation about the number of people residing in cities. Whether the numbers 
are close or close enough to the “real” numbers is not a question that we need 
be concerned with here.¹⁶ More important is whether the periods of population 
expansion and contraction depicted in this index, as plotted in Figure 3, seem 
reasonable.
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¹⁴.  See, for instance, the Chase-Dunn et al. () study on the relationship between 
population density and military power. More generally, though, there is an additional 
problem if each successive iteration of centralization has more eff ective coercive and 
transportation resources at its disposal, one might anticipate an expanding capability to 
reach and control larger chunks of territory over time. Such a trend might interfere with 
the analysis of a series based on territorial size (a control that Chase-Dunn and associ-
ates do administer) emphasizing imperial bulk. Still, this is not a problem for ancient 
Mesopotamia, especially pre-Assyria.

¹⁵.  Th ey have Mesopotamian or, more technically, Tigris-Euphrates lowlands popu-
lation at , in , , in  and , in .

¹⁶.  Obviously, there are also limits to the extent to which one could push this ques-
tion in any event.
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The urban population estimate shown in Figure 3 suggests southern Meso-
potamian population expanded through the first half of the 3rd millennium. 
Urban population growth faltered prior to the Akkadian era and did not turn 
around, albeit briefly, until the Ur III period. After the end of the 3rd millen-
nium, urban population growth plunged for half a millennium before rebound-
ing to a limited extent around a Babylonian-centered resurgence for a few cen-
turies toward the end of the 2nd millennium. Thus, utilizing Modelski’s (2003) 
ancient Mesopotamian city population data yields, basically and very roughly, 
an inverted “U” pattern from the 4t millennium to the mid-2nd millennium, 
with a significant dent in the pattern in the 2nd half of the 3rd millennium. The 
long ramp upwards to 2500 bce is probably suspiciously uniform or too smooth 
but the strong growth in the late 4t and early 3rd millennia as well as the prob-
lems manifested in the second half of the 3rd and first half of the 2nd millennia 
certainly appear to correspond with our understanding of Mesopotamian his-

Assur
Babylon
Badtibira

Eshunna

Masham-sha

Nineveh

Sippar

Eridu 6-10 10 10 10

Larak 10 10 10

Nagar 20

Kish 30 20

Akshak 10 20

Lagash 60 30

Shuruppak 30 30 10

Kesh 40 10 10 10

Akkad 30

Cities 3700 3500 3300 3000 2800 2500 2400 2300 2200 2100 2000

Adab 10 20 10 10 30 10 10

Girsu 40 80 50 80 40
Isin 40

Larsa 16 10 40

Nina 10 10

Nippur 10 10 20 20 30 30 30 30

Suheri 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
Umma 20 40 40 40 10 20 25
Ur 12 10 10 20 40 100 20
Uruk 14 40 40 80 40 30 30 30 30
Zabalam 10 10 10 10 10 10 10

Total 8 34 60 100 268 290 240 230 210 300 265

Table 1 – Mesopotamian Cities (with 10,000 population)
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Figure 3 – Estimated Urban Population
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Table 1 (cont) – Mesopotamian Cities (with 10,000 population)

Akkad
Akshak

Eridu

Kesh
Kish
Lagash
Larak

Nagar

Shurrupak
Sipar
Suheri

Girsu 10+

Nina 10

Ur 10

Adab 10 10

Badtibira 10

Eshunna 10

Larsa 40 40
Masham-sha 10 15

Umma 40

Zabalam 10 10
Uruk 30 30 30

Isin 40 20 40

Nippur 20 20 20 30 20

1900 1800 1700 1600 1500 1400 1300 1200 1100 1000

Assur 10 15 10 10 10 10 15 20 12 12
Babylon 60 60 10+ 10+ 75 75 100

Nineveh 10 10 10 10 10 10 10

Total 200 190 70 80 20 80 95 165 97 122

Source: Modelski (1993)



William R. Th ompson628 Serial Mesopotamian Fragmentation 

tory. The degree of correspondence appears to be adequate to justify moving 
forward with the use of this indicator. 

The main liability of this indicator, of course, is that we are assuming that 
population growth is correlated with city growth. If city size waxes and wanes 
without any relationship to overall population growth, the assumption would 
be unwarranted. If the assumption is unwarranted, f luctuations in city size are 
not irrelevant. They would still reflect a form of breakdown in complexity as 
people f led cities for the rural countryside, or were encouraged by governmen-
tal policies to work on rural estates. Fluctuations in urban population would 
then become an alternative measure of fragmentation.¹⁷ However, McEvedy 
and Jones (1978: 149) argue for a boom and bust cycle in Sumerian population 
growth dependent largely on variable salinity problems. They suggest that 
population increased from 10,000 to 100,000 in the 7t to 5t millennia, with 
an increase to 500,000 in the middle 3rd millennium before the over-irrigation 
and agrarian productivity problems set in towards the end of the 3rd millen-
nium. They note that barren fields were abandoned but also that population 
size probably declined by roughly 25 percent (to .75–1 million). As the fields 
became more fertile in the 2nd millennium, they think population increased by 
a third (to 1–1.25 million) before dropping again later in the same millennium, 
only to increase again at about the same rate as before and for the same reasons 
toward the end of the 2nd millennium.¹⁸ None of these numbers are carved in 
stone, figuratively or otherwise, but they do seem to support using an indirect 
urban population measure that also reflects boom and bust dynamics.¹⁹ We 

will employ both the aggregate size of urban population and the rate of urban 
population growth in our subsequent modeling.

Economic Fluctuations: 

Frank and Thompson (forthcoming) have characterized each century 
between 4000 and 1000 bce as predominately prosperous or depressed. These 
categorizations are based on an extensive survey of the appropriate historical 
and archaeological discussions relating to 15 zones within Afro-Eurasia.²⁰ Only 
direct references to the state of the economy were utilized in order to make the 
coding as conservative as possible. Not every century could be coded. Some 
centuries, mainly in the fourth millennia, have little relevant coverage. A few 
centuries were coded as uncertain (sources disagreed) or mixed (economic for-
tunes varied temporally within a century or within the zone being coded). 

Table 2 summarizes the information applicable to the Mesopotamian 
Bronze Age. The Mesopotamian economic f luctuations tend to cluster with 
prosperous centuries becoming less common over time. Relatively prosperous 
centuries characterized the 3800–3300 and possibly the 2700–2300 periods. 
Only two economically prosperous centuries are indicated after 2300. Periods 
of contraction occurred in 4000–3800, 3200–2900, 2300–2100, 2000–1900, 
1600–1400, and 1200–1000, although one might extend some of the contraction 
periods if the “mixed” centuries are treated as limited growth years. Centuries 
of economic contraction are coded as 1 and other centuries are coded as 0. 

Trade Collapse 

Thompson (2001a, 2001b, forthcoming-b) has surveyed the emergence of 
southwest Asian trading networks from about the eighth millennium bce. 
to the end of the Bronze Age. Down-the-line trading interactions, centered 
on the movement of stones for tools and jewelry and stretching as far east as 
Afghanistan, gave way in the fifth and fourth millennia to increasingly Meso-
potamian-centered resource acquisition networks (Halaf, ‘Ubaid, and Uruk). 
In the 4t millennium, the Sumerian-centric network, involving a mixture of 
traders, trade enclaves, and colonial settlements, reached to Anatolia and Iran 
in the north, Syria in the west, and Egypt in the south. Towards the end of 

¹⁷.  Moreover, cities loom large in the development of Mesopotamia. Adams (: 
–) observes that “in Mesopotamia, cities are the primary units in terms of which it 
is possible to identify civilizational growth and decline…insofar as we can apprehend 
Mesopotamian civilization, it is inseparable from groups and institutions that fl ourished 
only as cities fl ourished.”

¹⁸.  McEvedy and Jones (: ) also argue that this boom and bust cycle per-
sisted into the st millennium bce. Population is thought to have nearly doubled thanks 
to the Assyrian centralization by the t century. With the collapse of the Assyrian 
empire, population size declined to ⁿd millennium levels or lower and did not expand 
much again until the Abbasid expansion a millennium later.

¹⁹.  Wright (:) suggests that there were discernible fl uctuations in popula-
tion as early as the t–t millennia. He believes overall population probably declined in 
– bce interval, grew in the – bce period, and regards the – 
bce years as unclear in regards to population growth. Th ese fl uctuations are not mani-
fested in the city data that I am relying upon but then the fi rst two periods are also prior 
to the onset of the empirical analysis.

²⁰.  Th is approach to measurement is obviously quite crude and is justifi ed in an 
eff ort to encompass all of Afro-eurasia for fairly long periods of time. Some of the justifi -
cation is lost in applying the Mesopotamian coding to an analysis less ambitious in scope. 
Yet alternative and more accurate indices, while certainly conceivable, do not yet exist. 
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the fourth millennium, the Sumerians were forced to retrench, due probably 
to some combination of internal and external turmoil related to the expansion 
of Trans-Caucasian groups and the rise of Elam. The Mesopotamian links to 
the north were taken over by intermediaries; the Egyptian link was severed for 
a time. Sumerian cities gradually were increasingly reoriented towards trade 
coming through the Gulf, via Dilmun, from Oman and Indus.

Towards the end of the 2nd millennium a variety of problems—Meso-
potamian militarism, declining agrarian productivity, the decline of Indus—
prompted a gradual shift toward the eastern Mediterranean as a focal point of 
southwest Asian trade. Aegean traders, Egyptian wealth, and Syrian-Levantine 
trading cities created a new system stretching west to Greece, Italy, and beyond 
in drawing in European resources to feed eastern Mediterranean demands. 
The reorientation toward the west was accelerated by the full collapse of Indus 
by the 18t century and, ironically, by the Hyksos incursions into Egypt about 
the same time. The Hyksos domination of parts of Egypt further cemented 
Egypt’s trade connections with the Syrian-Levantine coast and immediate inte-

rior. Increasing in volume and geographic scope into the 1300s, the entire system 
collapsed around 1200. A number of eastern cities and empires were destroyed. 
Migrations of people into Greece and around the eastern Mediterranean litto-
ral were set into motion, reaching as far as Egypt and its battles with intruding 
“Sea Peoples” and Libyans. With the exception of some activity on the part of 
Phoenician cities, a two century dark age ensued in which trading interactions 
were severely restricted.

Thus, there were three evident periods of trade crisis, reorientation, or col-
lapse in the ancient world: circa roughly 3200–3000, 2200–2000, and 1200–
1000 (and beyond).²¹ The maximal period of collapse came only toward the end 
of the 2nd millennium, with reorientation even further to the west and then 
back to the east much later in the first millennium bce. The earlier two crises, 
3200–3000 and 2200–2000, stopped short of attaining the post–1200 dark age. 
The emphasis was more on gradually finding replacements for imports and 
exports that had become difficult to sustain. Periods of trade collapse are coded 
as 1 and other periods are coded as 0.

Regime Transitions 

If the historical sequence of ancient regimes in Mesopotamia is character-
ized by a fair amount of consensus, there are differences of opinion about the 
precise number of years to assign to each period. Yet the differences do not seem 
so great that any obvious validity threats are posed by adopting one chronology 
over another. More threatening perhaps is the tendency to revise the chrono-
logical schedules every so many years as new information comes to light. Baines 
and Yoffee (1998: 202) advance the following schedule: Ubaid (5000–4000), 
Uruk (4000–3100), Jemdet Nasr (3100–2900), Early Dynastic (2900–2300), 
Akkad (2350–2150), Third Dynasty of Ur III (2100–2000), Old Babylonian 
(2000–1600), and Kassite (1590s–1150). It is based on fairly recent periodiza-
tion principles, circa the mid–1990s, but it is still not quite the last or even the 
latest word on the subject. Algaze et al. (1998) and Joffe (2000) discuss some 
of the implications of the most recent revisions in the Mesopotamian sched-
ule which are not fully reflected in the Baines and Yoffee schedule. Essentially, 
these revisions have the effect of extending the Uruk phase even farther back in 
time and, as such, address an earlier period than the one that will receive most 
of the attention in this analysis. Prehistorical dating, no doubt, will continue 

4000-3900

3900-3800

3800-3700

3700-3600

3600-3500

3500-3400

3400-3300

3300-3200

3200-3100

3100-3000

3000-2900

2900-2800

2800-2700

2700-2600

2600-2500

Year

Table 2 – Mesopotamian Economic Fluctuations 

2500-2400

2400-2300

2300-2200

2200-2100

2100-2000

2000-1900

1900-1800

1800-1700

1700-1600

1600-1500

1500-1400

1400-1300

1300-1200

1200-1100

1100-1000

Year

Expanding

Expanding

Contracting

Contracting

Expanding

Contracting

Mixed

Mixed

no data

Contracting

Contracting

Mixed

Expanding

Contracting

Contracting

Economic
Flucuation

contracting

contracting

expanding

expanding

expanding

expanding

expanding

mixed

contracting

contracting

contracting

expanding?

expanding?

Economic
Flucuation

no data

no data

Source: Extracted from Frank and Thompson (2002)

²¹.  Th ese dates are meant to be generic to the ancient world (Afghanistan to Egypt) 
and, therefore, do not match Mesopotamian realities precisely.
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dations as significant factors in the downfall of various centers without really 
pondering too much about the implications. 

An enumeration of ancient southwest Asian center-hinterland conflict 
(Thompson 2002) lists little known activity prior to the end of the fourth mil-
lennium. An important evolutionary development helps explain this slow-to-
emerge phenomenon. The people who became sedentary, city dwellers initially 
were not particularly sedentary. The impression one has is that all groups were 
initially mobile, moving from camp-site to camp-site, subject to natural catas-
trophes and the exhaustion of local food sources. Cities or concentrations of 
sedentary people emerged gradually in some places and perhaps abruptly in 
others. More clearly gradual was the emerging division of labor between seden-
tary farmers and city-dwellers and non-sedentary herders. Only after these soci-
etal dualities emerged was it possible for hinterland-center conflict to emerge 
fully in the late fourth and third millennia.²³ 

Focusing on the Mesopotamian experience, the initial period of significant 
conflict was related to the ambiguous movement of tribal groups from Georgia 
toward the Mediterranean and the in-migration of Semitic-speaking tribes from 
the Syrian and Arabian deserts. However, the tribal influx may have been so 

to be debated precisely because it is about prehistorical periods of time and 
the temporal evidence is often based on indirect measurements. Dating regime 
transitions in the third and second millennium bce, the period about which the 
hypotheses are most oriented, tend to be more stable. The only modification 
made to the Baines-Yoffee schedule is that the Kassite period is altered to begin 
around 1415 as opposed to the 1590s. Periods in which regime transition took 
place are coded as 1. All other periods are coded as 0.

Is “regime” the right word for these chronological markers? Perhaps not 
given all the connotations associated with the regime concept. I employ it here 
in the context suggested by Spier (1996: 14) as “a more or less regular but ulti-
mately unstable pattern that has a certain temporal permanence.” In short, 
these are sets of recognizable patterns that give way to other recognizable pat-
tern packages and can be applied to multiple types of human activity.²²

Center-Hinterland Conflict

Data on incursions/migrations are intended to capture some sense of the 
timing of conflict between centers and their hinterlands. In the ancient world 
system, there is little likelihood of capturing this rhythm with any great preci-
sion but it should be possible to develop a sense for its basic beat. By combing 
references in the historical literature to center-hinterland clashes and move-
ments of peoples, the idea is to systematize as best as possible what we know at 
this time, subject to the inherent limitations of the subject matter. 

Most typical of the literature are fairly vague references to some ruler fight-
ing hill or desert tribes early or late in his reign. Which hill tribes are not always 
noted. Exactly where they clashed or who initiated the encounter is frequently 
absent. What size the fighting forces might have been is almost never noted 
(or known). What they are fighting about is simply a question that only rarely 
surfaces. Consistent with these approaches to the subject matter is what might 
be called a professional bipolarity. Most historians are not too interested in the 
clashes between hinterland and centers. Granted, the information that is avail-
able is quite poor and thus there is very good reason for professional caution. 
But, it also seems fair to say that most historians treat hinterland peoples much 
like their favorite subjects did—that is as intermittent nuisances of the general 
landscape—or they casually bestow great causal agency on hinterland depre-

²².  Climate and rivers can be described in regime terms as well. Note that the over-
lap between centralization/fragmentation and regime transition suggests that the two 
measures should not be employed in the same equations.

²³.  Scholars do not fully agree on the timing of the emergence of a division of labor 
between sedentary and non-sedentary economic activities. For instance, Sherratt () 
argues for the late second millennium bce in terms of the emergence of classic nomads. 
But it is clear that he had horse-riding, steppe warriors in mind and that this conjuncture 
required the coming together of European and Mongolian peoples in Central Eurasia and 
the full domestication of horses. Hole () stresses that the bifurcation in economic 
strategies was roughly simultaneous with the fi rst emergence of cites, which would place 
it in the fourth millennium bce. But even if the division of labor emerged early, it is quite 
likely that some time was needed for the emergence of meaningful center-hinterland 
confl ict. If nothing else, the development of a strong hinterland military mobility capa-
bility awaited the domestication of horses and camels (Butzer : ). One would 
also expect that the initial contacts would come in the form of center attempts to either 
protect vulnerable trade routes and/or acquire resources needed for urban life. Based on 
the better known East Asian case, raiding and trading should also have preceded any 
hinterland attempts to take over the center. In Mesopotamia, hinterland infi ltration of 
the center over hundreds of years also preceded any takeover attempts. Moreover, the 
center forces initially should have had some capability advantages over hinterland tribes 
that gradually eroded as the highland and desert tribes learned how to cope with center 
forces, especially when those center forces grew weaker. It was only later (early-to-mid-
second millennium) that hinterland forces emerged with superior weaponry in the form 
of chariots and compound bows.
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gradual that the Sumerians were able to absorb, manage, and probably assimi-
late the immigrants without a great deal of ethnic strife. Eventually, some of the 
former immigrants took over Sumer about midway through the 24t century, 
but this was more an internal realignment of elite/ethnic structures as opposed 
to an external conquest. 

Subsequent incursions tended to cluster in some years more than in others. 
The Akkadians overthrew the Sumerians from within Mesopotamia around 
2350 bce Beginning around 2200, Gutians and Lullubi were causing increasing 
problems in the east. In the west, Su, Hurrians, and Amorites in general were in 
motion, attempting to move into Mesopotamia. From about 2000–1750, there 
was still activity but it seems much less than the amount that was associated 
with the 2200–2000 period. The pace picked up again in the early 1700s with 
various hinterland groups in the east and the west on the attack. Few entries are 
recorded for Mesopotamia in the 1600s but that suggests more center disinte-
gration than hinterland quiescence. At some point after the 1590s, Kassites took 
over Babylon, apparently by default, in the aftermath of an Hittite assault on 
that city.²⁴ Some urban Assyrian resurgence was demonstrated in the 1300s and 
early 1200s but towards the end of the period of primary interest, the 12th cen-
tury bce and later, Mesopotamia was characterized by a large-scale in-migra-
tion of Aramaeans from the western deserts. 

The incursions/migrations data, unfortunately, do not lend themselves 
readily to treatments as time series.²⁵ It is better to regard them as approxi-
mations of f luctuations in center-hinterland conflict. The most major periods 
of conflict can be reduced by interpretation to the following short list. In the 
Mesopotamian case, it was first the movement of Trans-Caucasians and Amor-
ites towards the end of the fourth millennium, followed by Gutian attacks in 
the 2100s, and then the Amorite attacks in the 2000s which led to a number of 
Amorite dynasties and rulers in the Old Babylonian period. The Kassite take-
over in the 1500s in the wake of an Hittite attack on Babylon was the next major 
hinterland blow to the ascendancy of a center, and many consider it a terminal 
blow to Mesopotamian centralization prospects. Nonetheless, another discern-
ible Mesopotamian round of hinterland incursions began with the increase of 

Aramaean pressures towards the end of the second millennium. The following 
Mesopotamian center-hinterland conflict clusters (3200–3000, 2200–2000, 
1600–1500, and 1200–1000) are viewed in this analysis as centuries of especially 
significant hostility. These periods are coded as 1 while other periods are coded 
as 0.

Since there is some considerable overlap in the three indicators of political-
economic crisis (hinterland incursions, trade collapse, and regime transition), it 
will prove useful at a later point to amalgamate the three indicators into a sum-
mary crisis index. This is done by awarding 25 points for the presence of each 
one of the three types of problem. The amalgamated index thus varies between 
a low of 0 and a high of 75.

Climate

Systematic records were not kept on weather and river levels in ancient 
times. Dark ages are especially problematic for historians because few written 
records survive. Yet these Dark Ages recur and it is difficult to escape the feel-
ing that the dark ages were instrumental, if not crucial, to bringing about long-
term changes in the areas in which they take place. There are also fairly strong 
clues that these intervals are often preceded by drought, famine, and migrations 
induced by climate changes²⁶ But while we may have evidence of the drought, 
famine, and migrations, the evidence on climate change is often weak.

Still, the traditional opinion has been that there had been little change in 
Near Eastern climate over the last 10,000 years. If that was the case, why even 
bother exploring climate as an explanatory factor? Thus, the study of climate 
is plagued at the outset by a combination of bad data and limited professional 
incentive. Another problem is the prevailing ambivalence as to whether to stress 
climate effects or human reactions to climate change. If too much emphasis is 
placed on the climate effects, the explanation easily begins to sound determinis-
tic. The weather changed. People died from a lack of water or moved elsewhere. 
But we know that not everyone died and not everyone moved. Obviously, differ-
ent strategies were employed to cope with environmental changes, if that is what 
occurred. We also know or suspect that other things besides climate change 
(e.g., corruption, internal and external violence, governmental entropy, collaps-
ing trade, declining productivity) were ongoing. Are all of these processes also 
effects of climate? Should they share explanatory credit? Or is it possible that 
climate changes are spurious factors and the long-term changes we observe are ²⁴.  Even the dating of the takeover of Babylon remains subject to debate (see Gasche 

et al.).
²⁵.  Th ey also ignore a couple of millennia of Elamite confl ict with people residing in 

Lower Mesopotamia because it is diffi  cult to view the Elamites as hinterland groups even 
if they were sometimes allied with hinterland forces in their Mesopotamian attacks. ²⁶.  See, for instance, Chew (, ).
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due to “on-the-ground” processes related exclusively to complex human interac-
tions? The prudent way out is to simply skip the subject altogether.

At the same time, though, the recurrence and probable significance of dark 
ages is difficult to evade. We also have increasing reason to suspect the general-
ization that southwest Asian climate has not changed in the past 10,000 years. 
Moreover, in studying the recurring phenomena of dark ages in the long-term, 
it is nigh impossible to avoid the likelihood of some substantial connection to 
the onset of climate problems. Sometimes, the prudent way out is not always 
palatable.

It should also be recognized that there are dissenting views on climate 
among scholars of the ancient Near East. Bell (1971, 1975) had earlier drawn 
attention to the importance of Nile f luctuations and its implications. She also 
suggested that these periodic interactions with deteriorating environments 
should be anticipated in other parts of the ancient world, not merely Egypt. 
Weiss (Weiss and Courty 1993; Weiss et al. 1993) has stressed environmental 
change as critical to the turmoil of the 2200–2000 era. Elsewhere (Weiss 2000: 
77), he has also suggested that climate changes might have been responsible for 
problems at the end of the 5t (the ‘Ubaid-Uruk transition) and the 4t mil-
lennium Uruk urbanization and its trading network retrenchment).²⁷ Butzer 
(1995: 138) goes one step further by drawing attention to what he calls “first-
order anomalies” of general atmospheric circulation. Three pan-Near Eastern 
“dry shifts” are identified as having occurred around 3000, 2200, and 1300 bce. 
Protracted periods of low Mesopotamian rainfall, as registered in Lakes Van 
and Zeribar sediment layers and pollen traces, occurred around 3200–2900, 
2350–2000, and 1300–1200.²⁸

While Butzer (1995) did not pursue the political-economic implications 
of the first-order anomalies, Matthews (2003: 100–01) criticizes an analysis of 

cycles of political consolidation and fragmentation (Marcus 1998) for ignoring 
the “central role of climate and environment” in bringing about the breakdown 
of Mesopotamian states toward the end of the fourth, third, and second millen-
nia. Unfortunately, Matthews stops short of pursuing this issue beyond advanc-
ing the criticism.²⁹ Bell, Weiss, Butzer, and Matthews are most suggestive and 
encouraging but all stop short of fully developing systematic linkages to the 
political-economic consequences of environmental deterioration.

In a generally arid area, the first weather dimension that comes to mind is 
rainfall. One problem with generalizing about precipitation levels in the Middle 
East is that rainfall for the entire region may be averaged for any given time 
period but different areas will still be affected differently. If one area averages 
100 millimeters a year and another 500 millimeters and they both experience 
100 millimeters less in a dry year, the first area will become unlivable while the 
second one may experience some mild drought. There are varying precipitation 
zones in southwest Asia (for instance, precipitation currently tends to increase 
as one moves away from Arabia in a northeasterly direction—see Nissen 1988: 
59). 

Temperature f luctuation is a second obvious dimension of weather. On 
this score, there does not appear to be a great deal of information. We have 
some limited information on relatively short periods of time (e.g., less than a 
millennium).³⁰ However, the most useful array of information is provided by 
Fairbridge et al. (1997). Based on an analysis of geological information, they are 
able to generate a table of cool and warm/wet and dry alterations that charac-
terized southwest Asia, albeit subject to various qualifications from period to 
period by sub-region. Converting this information to our focus on centuries, 
ancient southwest Asian periods of dry and warm climate were: 3250–2900, 
2700–2345, 2200–1650 (described as a period of widespread dessication), 1650–
1400 (the dessication continued but not as badly as in the immediately preced-

²⁷.  Interestingly, Weiss (: ) stresses what he calls the incursions of south-
erners (Sumerian and Akkadian imperialism) into north Mesopotamia as a response to 
ecological problems. Th is emphasis reverses the focus in this paper on hinterland incur-
sions against the center, but is consonant with the examination of governmental regime 
transitions. At the same time, Weiss (: –) acknowledges increased pastoralism 
and nomadic incursions against sedentary areas in periods of aridifi cation.

²⁸. Th ese “anomalies” suggest causation at a level greater than the local or even regional 
weather systems. Whereas Egypt and Indus shared an African monsoonal common 
denominator (Weiss ), Mesopotamian river levels are predicated on Anatolian pre-
cipitation. Th erefore, similar climate problems in Mesopotamia and Egypt at roughly 
the same time, especially in conjunction with similar problems outside southwest Asia, 
suggest world-level climate change was at work. 

²⁹.  Butzer () is cited as the source for the timing of “episodes of climatic adver-
sity and aridifi cation.” However Matthews curiously places the second millennium epi-
sode in , as opposed to Butzer’s – identifi cation. Marcus, for her part, has 
responded (in a personal communication with the author) that she did consider climate 
as an explanatory variable and decided not to pursue it.

³⁰. Sources on ancient southwest Asian climate include Diester-Haass (), 
Butzer (, ), Oates and Oates (), Van Ziest and Bottema (), Erinc 
(), Neumann and Sigrist (), Schoell (), Van Ziest and Woldring (), 
Hoff mann (), Kay and Johnson (), Nissen (), Fairservis (), Bottema 
(), Fairbridge et al. (), Lemcke and Sturm (), Potts (), Kerr (), 
and Weiss ().
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ing period), or 2200–1400, and 1200–1000. I code years of warm/dry as 1 and 
other years as 0 to create one index of rising temperatures. But one could argue 
that such a coding fails to differentiate between extended periods of warmth 
and drying as opposed to the initial onset or more brief onsets of increased 
temperatures. To check this possibility, a second index of warming/drying is 
created in which each subsequent interval in a sequence of warming/drying is 
given a higher score. For instance, the first interval is coded as 1, the next adja-
cent interval as 2 and so on, with the idea being that sustained warming/drying 
should have a greater behavioral impact than relatively brief onsets. 

One might also wish more information on climate such as wind forces and 
directions or even dew levels which can make some difference in dry-zone agri-
culture, but it is doubtful that too much more detailed information is likely to 
be forthcoming. One exception, and it is one that will prove to be a rather major 
one, is river level data. Both Mesopotamia and Egypt were constructed around 
river systems and much of their agrarian success and transportation opportuni-
ties were governed by the volume of water f lowing through the Tigris/Euphra-
tes and Nile rivers. As it happens, we have some reconstructed information on 
river volume that is easier to interpret than the comparable information on tem-
perature and precipitation.³¹

Figure 4 plots the reconstructed information we have on the Tigris/Euphra-
tes river levels. The pattern is one of precipitous declines in the level from 3500 

to 2900 bc, 2500 to 2000 bce, and 1300 to 1100 bce. In between these phases of 
declining water levels are periods of increasing water level although they never 
return to the levels of 4000 bc until early in the first millennium. As in Thomp-
son (forthcoming-a), an interaction index, combining periods of declining river 
levels and warming/drying (coded 1 when declining river levels coincide with 
warm/dry periods and 0 at other times), is also examined. 

The data that are available do not lend themselves to being measured 
very well on an annual or even decennial basis. Twenty-five year intervals or 
four measurements per century are about as precise a measurement as can be 
expected. Given the slow-to-emerge urbanization phenomena in Mesopotamia, 
it seems unwarranted to initiate any analysis prior to 3400 bce. The 1000 bce 
termination date used in Thompson (forthcoming-a) is retained in acknowl-
edgment of the customary distinction between the Bronze and Iron Ages in 
the Mediterranean-focused ancient world. Since the data represent a mixture 
of nominal and interval indicators, logit regression offers some gain over the 
earlier reliance on cross-tabulations.

analytical expectations

In all, we have 2 indicators addressing 4 blocs of variables. Four (economic 
contraction, hinterland incursions, trade collapse, and regime transition) have 
been examined previously. They were found to be variably inter-related and 
linked significantly to the interaction effect of climate deterioration and river 
levels. The earlier analysis, however, was quite crude. Data were measured in 
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³¹. Th e source for the river level data is Butzer (: ) who refers to his series 
as “inferred” volume fl ows but, unfortunately, does not discuss his specifi c approach to 
inference. In a personal communication with the author, Professor Butzer has acknowl-
edged basing his river level estimates on Lake Van sediment data that he now considers 
somewhat less reliable than he had thought in the mid–s. Other analyses of recon-
structed Tigris-Euphrates data are reported in Kay and Johnson () and Bowden et 
al. (). Obviously, the data are not as hard as we might all prefer, but it is unlikely 
that superior alternatives for river level estimations will soon be forthcoming. A related 
question is whether it might be possible to push the time frame back even further. Hole’s 
(; see also Stein ) comment that an ‘Ubaid peak was attained in  bce, fol-
lowed by decline, the abandonment of some parts of Mesopotamia by  bce, and an 
increased interest in religion suggests that the Tigris-Euphrates water levels may have 
been infl uencing behavior even farther back in time. See Algaze (; and also Charvat 
: ) for an argument that the attributes of the southern Mesopotamian ecological 
niche enabled that area to be the fi rst to take the lead in developing “complex civiliza-
tion.” 



William R. Th ompson640 Serial Mesopotamian Fragmentation 

century units of time (4000–1000 bce). Data on Mesopotamia and Egypt were 
cross-tabulated together. The empirical focus was restricted to the inter-rela-
tionships between the one climate problem indicator and the four measures of 
political-economic crisis. The current analysis affords an opportunity to narrow 
the temporal unit of analysis, isolate Mesopotamian behavior, and substitute 
regression for cross-tabulations in an effort to assess the extent of inter-rela-
tionship among all of the variables. Yet since there is no reason that somewhat 
improved precision will lead to different findings, one minimal expectation is 
that the new analysis will reinforce the findings developed in Thompson (forth-
coming-a). That is, political-economic crises should be expected to be inter-
related and linked systematically to climate problems.

Precisely how the measures of climate and political-economic stress should 
be linked to the two proxy measures of diminishing marginal returns (the size 
and growth rate of the urbanized population) and two measures of centraliza-
tion/fragmentation is less clear. One possibility is that the indicators of stress 
will be closely related to the urbanization and fragmentation measures. Stress 
and decline could go hand in hand even though it would seem unlikely that all 
7 measures of stress (combining the climate, river level, and political-economic 
crises) would be equally linked to decline and entropy. From Tainter’s perspec-
tive, for instance, the stress measures should be substitutable with climate dete-
rioration causing problems in one instance and hinterland incursions in another. 
There is no theoretical expectation linked to the diminishing marginal return 
argument to assume that all types of stresses occur simultaneously and in each 
and every iteration.³² Consequently, it is also conceivable that the relationships 
between crisis/stress and population/fragmentation will prove to be less than 
systematic or statistically significant. In the “worst” case scenario, there will be 
no cross-bloc relationship at all. More likely, the outcome will resemble some-
thing in between the strong linkage of all 11 indicators and the absence of any 
linkage between the stress indicators and the population/fragmentation indica-
tors. 

At the very least, however, Tainter’s argument does lead to an expectation 
that there should be a systematic or significant relationship between diminish-
ing marginal return and centralization/fragmentation. Assuming the popula-
tion proxies tap into the issue of diminishing marginal return, we should expect 
to find these minimal linkages. 

data analysis 

Table 3 summarizes the statistically significant bivariate relationships 
among the 11 indicators. In general, the two minimal expectations have been 
satisfied by the statistical outcome. The centralization/fragmentation measure 
is negatively related to the urban population measure. The 7 stress/crisis indi-
cators are closely intertwined. Economic contractions are related positively to 
hinterland incursions and trade collapses. Regime transitions, trade collapses, 
and hinterland incursions are all positively related to one another. Each of the 
four political-economic crises is related to Tigris-Euphrates river levels, increas-
ingly warm temperatures, and/or the interaction of the two climate deteriora-
tion indicators. Centralization is positively related to conducive Tigris-Euphra-
tes river levels.

Two of the statistically significant findings link the interval-scaled approach 
to warming/drying index (successive intervals of warming/drying receive 
increasingly higher scores—rising temperature [b] in table 3) with urban popu-
lation growth rate and trade collapse. The link to urban population growth 
rate is negative and certainly plausible. It took successive intervals of warm-
ing/drying to influence urban population. Less clear cut is the negative linkage 
of successive intervals of warming to trade collapse. This finding should not 
be read as suggesting that trade expanded as the climate became increasingly 
warm. Rather, it suggests that trade collapses tended to occur early, as opposed 
to later, in extended warming sequences. Again, though, the most useful find-
ing, and certainly the most plausible one, is the positive link between trade col-
lapses and the interaction of falling river levels and warming/drying.

Less easily anticipated were the linkages between the political-economic/
climate blocs of indicators and the indicators of urban population and fragmen-
tation. The observed outcome definitely falls in between the endpoints of very 
strong and multiple interlinkages and no linkages at all. Rising temperatures 
and falling river levels are linked in appropriately signed ways to centraliza-
tion/fragmentation.³³ Climate deterioration led to Mesopotamian fragmenta-
tion. It may also be true that Mesopotamian centralization facilitated climate 
deterioration in the less direct sense that stronger political hierarchies probably 
accelerated deforestation and surely encouraged over-irrigation. Interestingly, 
though, there are few other linkages across the blocs of indicators. Economic 

³².  Th e expectation that the crises come in clusters stems from a diff erent theory, 
developed in Th ompson () that argues for  periodic systemic crises in ancient 
southwest Asia roughly at the end of the t , rd, ⁿd millennia , as well as in the middle 
of the ⁿd millennium bce.

³³.  Th is fi nding goes against Cowgill’s (: ) earlier verdict that “there is little 
or no evidence that [long-term environmental changes]…were important [to accounting 
for political fragmentation].”
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contraction and urban population size are significantly and negatively related. 
Economic contractions are also linked negatively to centralization/fragmen-
tation. The urban population growth rate is negatively linked to rising tem-
peratures and to hinterland incursions. Aside from the positive relationships 
between Taagapera’s imperial size measure (strongly biased toward the Akka-
dian expansion) and the level of the Tigris/Euphrates rivers and the interac-
tion effect of rising temperature and dwindling river levels, there are no other 
significant or systematic linkages. 

The overall impression one gleans from the bivariate outcomes is that of 
two sets of processes (centralization and urbanization versus political-economic 
crisis) at work that are mediated by a third block of variables (temperature, river 
levels, and economic contraction) with linkages to both of the other two blocks. 
Separate multivariate analyses of centralization/fragmentation and political-
economic crisis provide additional support for this interpretation. Table 4 sum-
marizes a multivariate outcome for centralization/fragmentation that links it 
negatively to temperature, economic contraction, and urban population size. 
Since these variables are capable of accounting for less than 20 percent of the 
variance, there is much left to be explained. In the same table, crisis is shown as 
being connected significantly to river levels (negatively) and economic contrac-
tion (positively). The near 45 percent predictive power of this equation is cer-
tainly more persuasive than in the case of the other dependent variable focus. 

Relationship Coefficient
(std. error)

Relationship Coefficient
(std. error)

Centralization/fragmentation
Urban population

-.006**
(.003)

Economic contraction
Hinterland incursions

2.813**
(.606)

Centralization/fragmentation
Rising temperature

-1.621**
(.501)

Economic contraction
Trade collapse

2.430**
(.605)

Centralization/fragmentation
River levels

.354**
(.158)

Economic contraction
Rising temperature

1.799**
(.595)

Centralization/fragmentation
Economic contraction

-1.036**
(.444)

Economic contraction
River levels

-.555**
(.202)

Imperial size
River levels

-.537**
(.185)

Hinterland incursions
Trade collapse

not calculable
(see below)

Imperial size
Climate interaction

-1.301**
(.613)

Hinterland incursions
Regime transition

1.247*
(.714)

Urban population
Economic contraction

-.007**
(.003)

Hinterland incursions
Climate interaction

1.684**
(.495)

Urban population growth rate
Rising temperature (b)

-4.859**
(2.052)

Trade collapse
Regime transition

1.498**
(.719)

Urban population growth rate
Hinterland incursions

-4.508**
(2.036)

Trade collapse
River levels

-1.199**
(.365)

Trade collapse
Rising Temperature (b)

-.123*
(.071)

Trade collapse
Climate interaction

2.120**
(.527)

Regime transition
Climate interaction

1.306*
(.715)

Hinterland incursions
River levels

-1.097**
(.332)

Rising Temperature
River levels

-.553**
(.174)

Table 3 – Statistically Significant Mesopotamian Relationships (bivariate 

 
Note: N = 96

logit analyses) 

*  Denotes statistical significance at the .10 level or better.
**  Denotes statistical significance at the .05 level or better. The hinterland incursions-

trade collapse relationship could not be calculated in logit because of a lack of 
variance. All periods of trade collapse were also periods of hinterland incursion. A 
strong positive relationship can be demonstrated in cross-tabulated form. 

Table 4 – Two Multivariate Logit Analyses of Mesopotamian Centralization/
Fragmentation and Political-Economic Crisis 

 
N = 96  Centralization/Fragmentation Political-Economic Crisis

 

Pseudo R-square  .447.191

Likelihood Ratio Chi Square 57.59**24.57** 

Constant
(.807) 

-6.196** 
(1.643) 

2.56** 

Urban Population
(.004) 

-.005 
(.005) 

-.012** 

Economic Contraction
(.672) 

2.824** 
(.748) 

-1.632** 

Hinterland Incursions
(.684) 

__ .306 

Temperature
(.616) 

-1.297 
(1.021) 

-1.732** 

River Levels
(.239) 

-1.808** 
(.468) 

-.236 
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Yet note that urban population size is significant only for centralization/frag-
mentation. It does not appear to influence political-economic crises. The crises, 
on the other hand, do not appear to influence urbanization and centralization/
fragmentation. Two different dynamics seem to be operative.

The statistical outcome would seem to support Tainter’s disdain for tra-
ditional explanations of decline and disorder. The political-economic crises 
certainly occur and do so in a repetitive fashion but they do not seem to cor-
relate systematically with other societal problems (for instance, population 
decline and the fragmentation of order). Thus, either the prevalence of politi-
cal-economic crises is largely independent of other, more fundamental, entropic 
processes or the interaction of these crises with the other entropic processes is 
more complicated than can be captured readily by bivariate regression analyses. 
If forced to choose between these stark alternatives, my own predilection is to 
prefer the latter interpretation over the former.

Table 5 is suggestive in this regard. Statistically significant relationships 
require a considerable amount of overlap in the timing of the multiple processes 
at work. If phenomenon A sometimes precedes phenomenon B and at other 
times A overlaps or follows B, the likelihood of a statistically significant linear 
relationship is decreased. But what if substantively we suspect that hinterland 
incursions can sometimes facilitate fragmentation and/or sometimes be encour-
aged by fragmentation. Does that mean that there is no systematic relationship 
between hinterland incursions and fragmentation? No, what it means is that 
the evidence does not support a strong causal link from hinterland incursions to 
fragmentation. That would approximate Tainter’s position giving explanatory 
superiority to his diminishing marginal returns thesis. Yet it still falls short of 
saying that fragmentation and hinterland incursions are unrelated.

Table 5 lays out the rough periodicity of some of the processes at stake in 
this analysis. Quantitative analysis places a premium on relatively precise syn-

chronicity. That is, ideally, hinterland incursions, say, would be exactly coter-
minous with negative urban growth and fragmentation. This is not observed 
in ancient Mesopotamian history. Instead, one finds spikes of political-eco-
nomic crises sometimes in the incipient phases of negative urban growth and 
fragmentation and sometimes following a period of negative urban growth and 
fragmentation. But the crises are rarely exactly coterminous with the more pro-
tracted indicators of entropic decay. 

Because the two clusters of problems seem better linked than the logit 
analyses reveal, we should probably be reluctant to accept the empirical out-
come fully at face value. It would be wrong to insist that X is a cause of Y despite 
all the quantitative evidence to the contrary. What seems more likely is that 
the cause and effect relationships are more complex than the contention that X 
is always or usually a cause of Y can match. We are left instead with the more 
awkward conclusion that X (political-economic crises) and Y (fragmentation) 
may be related reciprocally but not significantly. X sometimes contributes to 
the probability of Y; sometimes Y contributes to the probability of X. 

Despite the ambiguities associated with some of these findings, we are still 
in a better explanatory position than arguing verbally incessantly over whether 
barbarians, trade collapses, and climate matter. They matter but not necessar-
ily as prime movers. Some of them, however, are more central to the problem of 
recurring order and disorder than others. Climate deterioration, for instance, 
appears to have been crucial and pervasive to Mesopotamian decline. It seems 
also to have been the common denominator in the whole array of social, politi-
cal, and economic problems. Diminishing marginal returns—assuming urban 
population fluctuations capture this phenomenon reasonably well—if not a 
common denominator appears to have been critical to centralization and frag-
mentation—and precisely as our interpretation of Tainter’s theory predicts. 
Incursions, trade interruptions, economic contractions, and regime transitions 
certainly did not help. At times, they no doubt made matters worse even when 
they were less than principal causal factors. 

One final caveat is inescapable. Performing logit analysis on ancient data 
is all well and good. Executing such analyses, however, assumes that the data 
have some validity. We need not assume that they capture perfectly what they 
purport to measure. That is too high a bar to sustain. We must assume, though, 
that they bear some reasonable correspondence to both the ancient processes 
and the theory under scrutiny. To the extent that this assumption is not borne 
out by subsequent analyses, the value of the current analysis will be accord-
ingly depreciated. For instance, our estimates of urban population may or may 
not stand up as reasonable indicators of f luctuations in Mesopotamian city 
populations. In turn, the urbanization data may or may not stand up as proxy 

Hinterland
Incursions

3200-3000

2200-2000

1600-1500

1200-1000

Trade Collapse

3200-3000

2200-2000

1200-1000

Negative Urban
Growth

2500-2200

2100-1700

1600-1500

1200-1100

Fragmentation

3200-2350

2150-2100

2000-1760

1595-1415

1154-1000

Table 5 – The Timing of Selected Mesopotamian Processes
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indicators of marginal returns on societal investments. We now know that that 
there was a negative relationship between urban population size and centraliza-
tion/fragmentation. That may mean that more people led to an increased likeli-
hood of fragmentation in Mesopotamia. But it could also suggest that declining 
urban populations led to increased efforts at centralization.³⁴

There are two alternatives. One, we can await the emergence of unchal-
lengeable data. For ancient questions, it is doubtful that that day will ever come. 
In the interim, we need to work with what we can, as best we can. Two, empiri-
cal answers to our theoretical questions should be treated as highly preliminary 
responses to complicated questions. They most definitely will not be the last 
word on the subject of Mesopotamian complexification. Any inadequacies or 
puzzling outcomes manifested in this analysis should encourage others to try 
their own hand at doing it better—both for Mesopotamia and other places in 
which political order tends to wax and wane. 
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Analysis of extant, past, future and alternative power structures of the world 
system has been a public and intellectual issue since the end of the Second 

World War, with its accompanying drastic reduction in the membership of the 
great-power oligarchy. Fox (1944) speculated on alternative futures—a “Big 
Th ree” three-superpower system (US, UK, USSR; perhaps later US, Germany, 
USSR) vs. a “Big Two” bipolar structure (US, USSR). Kaplan (1957) theorized 
diff ering patterns of state behavior in world systems with two vs. many great 
powers. Rosecrance (1963) reviewed world system history 1740–1960 in terms 
of epochs of unipolarity, bipolarity, tripolarity and multipolarity. Wallerstein 
(1983, 1984) proposed a reading of world system history from 1618 in terms of an 
alternation between hegemony and multipolarity. More recently, the collapse of 
the Soviet Union has led to discussions of the consequences and possible trans-
formations of a unipolar world power structure, by, among others, the current 
author (Wilkinson, 1999b).

World-system power structure analyses are thus generally undertaken with 
a timescale shorter than 500 years. But there are at least five thousand years of 
world system history (Frank and Gills, eds., 1993), replete with power struggles 
and power structures. Surely by collecting and examining this immense store of 
potential data, we can improve our understanding of the present and future of 
the world system, as well as of its past.

This article is the fifth in a series in which 
the political careers of civilizations/world sys-
tems receive snapshot codings of their overall 
power structures at feasible intervals. The 
narratives are produced by collating histories 
with large frames of reference. The codings 
are done using a nominal variable, polarity, 
with seven available values. Previous articles in 
the series have examined the Indic system 550 
bc–ad 1800, the Far Eastern 1025 bc–ad 1850, 
the Southwest Asian c. 2700–1500 bc, and 
the Northeast African c. 2625–1500 bc. The 
Northeast African and Southwest Asian sys-
tems and sequences merge c. 1500 bc to form 
the Central system. In the current article, the 
power structure of the Central Civilization/ 
World System is appraised over its first 800 
years at 10–year intervals, from 1500 bc to an 
arbitrary stopping point of 700 bc. 

The systemic power structure is evalu-
ated in terms of its predominant forms and 

their stability. During this 8-century period, 
the Central world system showed a distinct 
individuality, or “character”: multipolar and 
unipolar structures predominated; there was 
limited variety in structure, with extreme 
forms excluded; there was substantial struc-
tural stability. Over time, the Central system 
“aged”: its already limited structural variety 
further diminished, while its structural sta-
bility increased.

The sequence of power configurations in 
the Central system is compared to the expec-
tations of several theories. Toynbee‘s revised 
civilizational model fares best, but leaves 
dynamical issues unaddressed; the classical 
European balance of power model matches 
the kinematics (the sequence of forms), but 
not the dynamics, of behavior of the Cen-
tral system. Alternative future directions of 
inquiry are discussed.
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Figure 1 – The Incorporation of 14 Civilizations Into One “Central Civilization”
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There are many interesting topics, questions and hypotheses that might be 
addressed in this broader context. For instance:

1. Is it the case that all world systems tend to increase in centralization over 
time, moving e.g. from feudalism to states-systems to universal empires 
(and thence perhaps to ossifi cation or collapse)? (Cf. Wight 1977, Spengler 
1926–1928, Toynbee 1934–1954, Melko 1969.)

2. Is it rather the case that all such systems display cycles of centralization-
decentralization, especially between a unifying world state and anarchy, 
with no normal “resting point” or terminus ad quem? (Toynbee, 1961)

3. Is a many-great-power (“multipolar”) structure the norm? (Gulick, 1955)

4. Is an alternation between unipolarity, brought about by progress localized 
to one state, and multipolarity, restored by an alliance of the other major 
powers, the norm? (Wight, 1946; Ranke, 1950; Gulick, 1955)

5. Is tripolarity “inherently unstable,” tending to resolve unpredictably to 
bipolarity? (Fox, 1944)

We can now begin to address these questions, and others, by reference 
to the very long term. The empirical and comparative-historical study of very 
large-scale sociopolitical phenomena, under such labels as “civilizations,” “world 
systems,” and “macrosocial systems,” continues to make progress, as recent work 
by Brecke (2000, 2001), Chase-Dunn, Manning and Hall (2000), Chase-Dunn, 
Pasciuti, Alvarezand Hall (Forthcoming), Cioffi-Revilla (2001), Cioffi-Revilla 
and Landman (1999), Cioffi-Revilla and Lai (1999), Hui (2000, 2001, forthcom-
ing), and Thompson (2000, 2002) attests.

I have for some years been working on developing data and, to a much lesser 
extent, testing theory concerning the political structures, the power configura-
tions, of civilizations or “world systems,” exploring typologies for such struc-
tures, locating the sequences of such configurations over very long durations, 
and developing and testing hypotheses about the expected succession of such 
sequences. 

This paper continues this effort, first presenting data on one world system, 
then searching for theories consistent with the data.

What are these “civilizations,” or “world systems”?* 

Figure 1 is a chronogram which begins at the top of the page. As one goes 
downward on the page, and forward in time, entities begin to appear on the 
chart. These are the classic or primary civilizations or world systems, Egyptian 

* Editor’s Note: In earlier work Wilkinson (1987) makes it clear that he is defin-
ing civilizations/world systems as networks of interacting states (with cities) that make 
alliances and war with one another.



Figure 2 – Alterations Between States Systems and Universal Empires
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and Mesopotamian, to begin with, then a collection of others—all of the larg-
est, plus some of the smaller ones—arranged roughly west to east, left to right.

Civilizations/world systems come into existence at some point in space, 
and at some moment in time. The moment of origin is usually uncertain—the 
question marks indicate that uncertainty. World systems have coexisted on the 
globe for some period, and then merged into larger entities through long-term 
growth, collision and fusion.

The 14 particular systems distinguished here (and there are in history sev-
eral more, usually small ones, not shown on the chart) when viewed at their 
origins mostly reflect those “civilizations” which have been generally recognized 
by civilizationists. After about 1500 bc, however, the chart reflects my own view 
that a composite world system, here called the “Central” system and shown 
shaded grey, arose in the Near East by way of the fusions of two previously 
separate politico-military networks, the Mesopotamian and Egyptian. Over 
its entire duration, “this Central civilization, at first dominated by Near East-
ern powers (“Near Eastern Phase”), next by Mediterranean powers (“Greco-
Roman Phase”), then by Muslim and Christian states from both previous cores 
(“Medieval Phase”), and next by West European and Atlantic powers (“West-
ern Phase”), ultimately expanded to the global scale which it enjoys today 
(“Global Phase”). Thus after ad 1500, the chart reflects the world systems view 
that Western expansion globalized its system, incorporating all the others, pre-
viously autonomous, into its own politico-economic structure.

My specific research interest is to represent and analyze the power con-
figurations or political structures of these world systems at different moments 
in their careers. Figure 2 gives a preliminary look at what I have in mind. The 
shadings in Figure 2 represent values of a dichotomy which answers the ques-
tion (for a slightly different set of civilizations) : at a given moment in time, was 
a world system structured as a system of independent states, or was it united 
in a universal state or empire? The grey areas represent the answer “system of 
states.” The black areas represent the answer “universal empire.” The unshaded 
areas represent the ever-necessary alternative “don‘t know.”

Earlier versions of Figures 1 and 2 were used in a previous paper (“Kinemat-
ics of World Systems,” 1986) to test the theories of several noted civilizationists: 
Spengler (1926-28), Bagby (1958), Quigley (1961), Melko (1969), and Toynbee 
(original version, 1939-46, and revised version, 1961). That paper concluded that 
Toynbee’s revised “Helleno-Sinic” model (from his “Reconsiderations”) best fit 
the data of actual alternations between “empires” and “states systems” in civili-
zations.

Since producing Figure 2, I have been attempting to deal with the obvious 
concern that a dichotomous variable—Empire vs. States System—underrep-
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resents intriguing complexities of power structure. For the next step in data 
collection I elected to try a heptachotomy, a seven-valued nominal power con-
figuration variable, as shown in Figure 3.

The values of this variable included several configurations long of inter-
est to political scientists and world-systems analysts. In addition to empire, a 
unified, centralized, usually bureaucratized systemwide structure, I look for 
weaker forms of systemwide inequality and domination, namely hegemony (a 
centralized, nonunified structure of internally autonomous subject-ally states 
and warlords led by a single superpower-overlord), and nonhegemonic uni-
polarity (with one superpower, as in the world today, unable or disinclined 
to induce general followership among the weaker states). I have furthermore 
looked for variation in the number of great powers, distinguishing bipolarity 
(with two great powers, or superpowers, as during the Cold War) from tripo-
larity (with three great powers), multipolarity (more than three great powers, 
as in the world system during say 1815–1945), and nonpolarity (no great powers 
but many small independent states). These distinctions are developed in some 
detail in Wilkinson, 1996 and 1999b. Hegemony is a condition of special con-
cern to Wallersteinian theory; all the other forms have been variously located 
in Western history, or speculated upon, by Ranke, Fox, Wight, Kaplan, Rose-
crance and others.

Surveying the world systems on this much more complex variable is taking 
a long time.The current article is one in a series in which summary narratives 
of the political careers of civilizations/world systems are employed to generate 
“snapshot” codings of their overall power structures at feasible intervals. The 
narratives are produced by collating histories with large frames of reference.

Previous articles and papers in the series have examined the Indic system 

550 bc–ad 1800 (1996), the Far Eastern 1025 bc–ad 1850 (1999a), the Mesopo-
tamian/Southwest Asian c. 270–1500 bc (2001), and the Egyptian/Northeast 
African c. 2625–1500 bc (2004). The latter two systems and sequences merge c. 
1500 bc to form the “Central” system (Wilkinson, 1987).

Figure 3 – Civilization/World System Power Configurations

Phase I: Two Configurations

1. States System

2. Universal Empire

Phase II: Seven Configurations

0. Nonpolarity

1. Multipolarity

2. Tripolarity

3. Bipolarity

4. Unipolarity (Non-hegemonic)

5. Hegemony

6. Empire
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It is this “Central” civilization 
or world system which is discussed 
in the current paper. It emerges in 
the Middle East, as indicated in 
Figure 1, via the fusion of two pre-
viously separate politico-military 
networks, the Mesopotamian and 
Egyptian, and steadily expands to 
today‘s global scale. During the 
period 1500–700 bc, however, the 
Central system is far more con-
tained, its major expansion being 
northwestward into Anatolia. The 
region examined in this paper is 
shown in Figure 4. (The expansion 
of the Central system is discussed 
in greater detail in Wilkinson, 
1987; its spatio-temporal boundar-
ies, internal and external, 1500–
700 bc, are considered in more 
detail in Appendix I below.)

The current paper will inspect 
and appraise the first 800 years, 
or roughly the first quarter of the 
entire duration, of the ongoing 
Central system, now over 3500 
years old, at 10-year “snapshot” 
intervals.

Looking the Central system as 
a whole, this earliest period, 1500–
700 bc is one in which many areas 
served as power centers, some for 
most of these centuries (Egypt, 
Mesopotamia), others more briefly 
(Iran, Anatolia, Syria, Armenia, 
Nubia). The most persistent large 
states, from the systemic point 
of view, were Egypt, Assyria and 
Babylonia. Less durable but very 
powerful in their time were the 



David Wilkinson664 The Power Configuration Sequence of the Central World System 

The relevant sector of the field of action for coding purposes is whatever 
area contains powers which seek to extend or defend their sway, whether by 
trading, plundering, subjugating, colonizing, deporting, destroying, or organiz-
ing provinces. This “relevant sector” is not stagnant; in the period studied here 
it both expanded (westward into Anatolia, northeastward into Transcaucasia, 
and southward into Nubia) and contracted (temporary elimination of Anato-
lian power by Sea Peoples).

A “nonpolarity” coding would be rejected for any period in which no “great 
power” behavior is detected. An “empire” coding is rejected for any period in 
which the vast majority of the system‘s territory and population is not under 
the control of a single centralized state. The historical narratives of great power 
interaction provide the evidence for distinguishing the other five “intermedi-
ate” codings of multipolarity, tripolarity, bipolarity, unipolarity and hegemony. 
A “hegemonic” coding would be produced by e.g. a single state making a claim 
that the rest acknowledged its supremacy, but only if such a solitary claim were 
combined with tributary, placatory, submissive, followership behaviors on the 
part of other states, especially former great powers. Where two or more states 
assert and evince such spheres of influence, of comparable dimensions, bipolar, 
tripolar and multipolar codings are appropriate, depending upon the numbers 
of such states and spheres. Evidence of non-hegemonic unipolarity would be 
found where e.g. only a single state makes supremacy claims, and manages to 
extend its sphere of influence disproportionately to that of any other state, but 
its claims are nonetheless resisted or ignored by many other states. Even without 
any explicit diplomatic or monumental claim, the recorded sphere and results of 
politico-military operations provides significant evidence of the relative status 
of states at various moments in the system‘s history.

States become relevant to a coding when they appear in the histories, ordi-
narily first in the histories of already established great powers, especially their 
neighbors, and cease to be relevant when they disappear from such histories, 
even their own. This is especially true of the “great powers” upon whose exis-
tence and relations the “intermediate” codings most depend. E.g.: when evi-
dence of the influence, and even the existence, of Elam disappears not just from 
the histories of Assyria and Babylonia but from the histories of Elam itself, 
Elam is no longer treated as a Central system great power.

Militarily speaking, Syria-Palestine is in this epoch usually the crucial cock-
pit of the entire Central system, where the surrounding powers seek to extend 
or defend their interest vis-à-vis one another, and events here are of particular 
importance in assessing the relative power of all the main actors of the time; far 
more so, for instance, than are Nubia or western Anatolia, which provide evi-

Hittite Empire (“Hatti”), Mitanni, Urartu, and Elam (see Figure 5). Assyria, 
Egypt and Hatti occasionally seemed on the verge of “rolling up the system,” 
but none in fact established an imperial order in this period: Assyria was the 
most frequent contestant, but Egypt came closest; the position of Egypt and 
Hatti was strongest earlier in the period, that of Assyria later. 

Assessment of systemwide power structures for 1500–700 bc is greatly 
complicated by the absence of any agreed-on systemwide chronology, and fur-
ther complicated by dissensions over regional chronologies. Periodic apprais-
als of polarity are bound to be influenced by decisions as to which regional 
chronologies to use in collating a systemwide chronology. I have made certain 
choices; these are discussed in Appendix II.

There is no scholarly consensus on the spellings of many royal names from 
this epoch, and overall consistency would be hard to achieve and probably 
not worth attempting. Some rulers are well known by Greek versions of their 
names, which are used here accordingly (e.g. Semiramis), while others were 
unknown to the Greeks (e.g. Shutruk-Nahhunte). Unwary readers should real-
ize that Amenhotep=Amenhotpe=Amenophis, Twosre=Tawosre=Twosret; 
common sense will no doubt inform that Sheshonq=Shoshenq=Shoshenk. 
Even a vigilant reader might not realize that Piankhy=Piy, or, a fortiori, that 
Methusastratus=Ashtart. I have tried to remark such extreme cases, and oth-
erwise follow the form of my main source on any reign.

The available sources are very uneven, usually most detailed when consist-
ing of records left behind by boastful victors and conquerors like Tuthmosis III 
and Ramses II and III of Egypt, Suppiluliumas I of Hatti, or Shalmaneser III 
of Assyria.

Silences in the record may accordingly indicate either state fragmentation 
and economic regression or collapse, or a period of military quiescence and 
concentration on internal affairs with status quo policies displacing foreign 
policies of imperialism. Absent positive evidence (e.g. of the collapse of the Hit-
tite empire c. 1200 bc), or strongly asserted specialist opinion, I have tended to 
interpret brief silent periods as “introverted,” and long silent periods with later 
attested reigns (e.g. Kassite Babylonia) as also “introverted,” but longer silences 
not later put in order (e.g. the 300-year gap between Middle Elamite and Neo-
Elamite records) as regressive, representing collapses of state power rather than 
an inward focus of state policy.

the coding process

The information provided for each decade describes behavior of that time 
period, and implies the coding, or change of coding, at the end of the decade; 
the coding applies, not to the entire decade, but to the single year by which it is 
dated.
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dence only of the regional status of Egypt and Hatti respectively. Accordingly, 
the narrative gives special attention to the Syro-Palestinian gains and losses 
made by the great powers.

narrative and codings 1500–700 bc

Around 1500 bc, there were several notable great powers, as well as some 
once-and-future great powers, in the Central system: Egypt, Mitanni, Hatti, 
Babylonia, Assyria.

In Egypt, Amenhotep I (1514–1493; 18t Dynasty of the New Kingdom 
period) assembled a creative elite and presided over a cultural and architectural 
f lorescence, with major building at Karnak near Thebes (see Figure 6). Egypt 
extended its fortifications in Nubia south of the Second Cataract (see Figure 7). 
Egypt had campaigned into Syria, perhaps even to the Euphrates (see Figure 
8), during the preceding reign (Ahmose), and Mitanni was now included in 
Egyptian “enemy lists”; still, this was a rather peaceful reign, in which Egypt 
had only one or two minor campaigns into Nubia. (G:194, 202–203; H:79–80; 
Ba:223–224)*

The Hurrian state of Mitanni had emerged as a power centered between 
the Tigris and Euphrates, south of the Taurus mountains. Mitanni now took 
advantage of the antagonisms among the small Syrian city-states to extend its 
influence to Alalakh, Ugarit and the Mediterranean. (G:213; H&S:107; Si:34)

Under Telepinus (c. 1525–1500), Hatti had stabilized and partly recovered 
after a period of imperial contraction. Hittite control was restored from the 
heartland of central Anatolia to the Euphrates in the southeast; but Telepinus 
countenanced the secession of Cilicia in southeast Anatolia (as the independent 
kingdom of Kizzuwadna under Isputahsu; see Figure 9), going so far as to con-
tract an alliance with it. (Bc:110–113)

Babylonia was in the hands of Kassite people. Its ruler maintained the old 
title of “King of the Whole World”; still, Babylonia (see Figure 10) was in prac-
tice relatively unambitious, usually peaceful, stable, well-fortified, prosperous, 
and diplomatically active in pursuit of the status quo. (D:439)

In Upper Mesopotamia, Assyria, under Puzur-Ashur III (1521–1498), was 
a small vassal to Mitanni, but also claimed by Kassite Babylonia. Assyria would 
remain a minor state for more than a century. (Gd:22–23; H&S:112)

The southern marshland of Babylonia was an independent kingdom under 
the Sealand dynasty.

* Editor’s Note: See Reference Abbreviations on page 716.

1500 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Mitanni, Babylonia, Kizzuwadna.

After the death of Telepinus of Hatti, a century of usurpations and obscu-
rity followed, with kings Alluwama, Tahurwaili, Hantili II, Zidanta II, Huzz-
iya II, and Muwatallis I occupying the century for unspecifiable periods; but 
Hatti seems to have maintained stable control over its territory, and to have 
negotiated with Kizzuwadna on a basis of equality, concluding several treaties 
to clarify boundaries and settle disputes. (Bc:120–125)

Tuthmosis I of Egypt (1493–1482) pursued an aggressively imperialistic for-
eign policy. In his second and third years, he conquered Upper Nubia (Kush) to 
the Third and perhaps the Fourth Cataract. (H:80; Ba:232, 234)
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At about this time, Burnaburiash I of Kassite Babylonia signed a border 
treaty with Puzur-Ashur III of Assyria. (D:442)

1490 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Mitanni, Babylonia, Kizzuwadna.

Tuthmosis I campaigned through Palestine and Syria with little fighting, 
and set up a boundary stele on the upper Euphrates to assert his claims against 
the newly consolidated Mitanni power. (G:212; H:80; Ba:234)

Tuthmosis II (1482–1479) made shows of force against rebels and raiders in 
Nubia and Palestine, and built at Karnak. (G:212–213; H:82; Ba:235–236)
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1480 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Mitanni, Hatti, Babylonia, Kizzuwadna.

The queen-regent (and, later, female king) Hatshepsut (1479–1458) may 
have abandoned imperialist expansion in favor of trade, monument-building 
projects, and cultural intercourse. Although she retained a strong army, and 
used it to stif le resistance in conquered Nubia, Egypt‘s position in Syria and 
much of Palestine deteriorated, and Mitanni was allowed to grow in power, 
all the more as the Hittite kingdom was weakened by civil warfare. (H:82–88; 
Ba:238–243)
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1450 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Mitanni, Hatti, Babylonia.

The eighth campaign of Tuthmosis III (c. 1447) reached the Euphrates. 
Tuthmosis set up another stele to match that of Tuthmosis I, and then crossed 
the river to confront Mitanni. He drove the Mitanni army from the field, 
plundered cities, and took Qadesh. Egypt now controlled the Syria-Palestine 
coastal strip, and acquired great prestige thereby. Embassies arrived with gifts 
or “tribute” from the Hittites, Assyria and Babylon. More campaigns against 
Mitanni followed, with frequent fighting around Aleppo, which however clung 
to Mitanni. Egyptian hegemonic overlordship was replaced by direct imperial 
administration in much of Syria and Palestine. (G:215–216; Bc:128–129; H:89; 
Ba:246–248; Si:32)

The Kassite Agum III crushed a rebellion in the Sealand and remained in 
control of all Babylonia. (D:443)

About this time, the Middle Elamite titulary “king of Susa and Anzan” 
begins to be attested at Susa, and the Elamite state may have begun to coalesce 
again. (C&S:33)

1470 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Mitanni, Hatti, Babylonia, Kizzuwadna

During Egypt‘s quiescence under Hatshepsut, Parattarna of Mitanni 
pushed westward, acquiring hegemony over Aleppo and Alalakh in Syria, and 
over Kizzuwadna. (Bc:126–127)

1460 BC. Multipolar: Mitanni, Egypt, Hatti, Babylonia.

Tuthmosis III of Egypt (1458–1426), who tried to erase his predeces-
sor Hatshepsut from history, also discarded her unambitious foreign policy. 
He first faced off against a Syrian coalition, led by Qadesh and aligned with 
Mitanni. He defeated the coalition in c. 1457, and then besieged, subdued and 
despoiled Megiddo. However, he failed to pacify the region of Syria–Palestine, 
where he had to campaign annually; he began by working his way up the Medi-
terranean coast. (G:213–214; H:88–89; Ba: 245–246; Si:31–32)

Around this time, Ulamburiash of Kassite Babylonia conquered the Sea-
land. (D:442)
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1440 BC. Unipolar: Egypt.

Tuthmosis III conquered Nubia to the Fourth Cataract, there founding 
a fortress-town, Napata, to defend the new boundary, where he set up a stele 
c. 1433. Nubian gold in the amount of 660 pounds a year f lowed into Egypt, 
financing an outreach of foreign influence. Satisfied with the gifts or “tribute” 
received now from many Asian locations, Tuthmosis otherwise kept the peace 
and spent his time in extensive temple-building. (G:216–217; Bc:129; H:90–91; 
Ba:248, 252; St:30)

1430 BC. Unipolar: Egypt.

Qadesh revolted from Egypt upon the death of Tuthmosis 
III, probably encouraged by the energetic Saushtatar I of Mitanni. 
Amenhotep II of Egypt (1426–1400) worked to restore and main-
tain the status quo ante. He fought three campaigns in Syria. The 
first, in his third regnal year, crushed Qadesh. (G:218; Bc:130)

1420 BC. Bipolar: Egypt-Mitanni.

Assyria had established ties with Egypt; Saushtatar of 
Mitanni struck at Assyria, looted its capital Ashur, and re-estab-
lished his suzerainty there. (Bc:149–150)

Saushtatar, and Mitanni‘s Syrian vassal Carchemish, then 
incited anti-Egyptian rebellions in Syria and Palestine. In his sev-
enth- and ninth-year campaigns, Amenhotep II again sought to 
restore Egypt‘s lost power, but with limited success. Egypt lost 
control of the area between the Orontes and the Euphrates, but 
exploited its sea access through the garrisoned port of Ugarit to 
hold the Orontes line. (G:218–219; H:92; but cf. Ba:252)

Karaindash of Babylonia established diplomatic ties and a 
marriage alliance with Egypt. (D:465)

1410 BC. Bipolar: Egypt-Mitanni.

Mitanni ceased its intrigues against Egypt late in the reign 
of Amenhotep II. The Hittite state revived under Tudhaliyas I/
II, who stormed through Arzawa and Assuwa to the west, loot-
ing and conscripting as he went. Tudhaliyas established a new 
west Anatolian vassal state under one Madduwatta, rebuffed and 
counterinvaded the Kaska to his north. In organizing his empire, 
Tudhaliyas may have originated the policy of “human transplan-
tation,” i.e. deportation of hostile populations from their home-

land to be colonized (resettled) elsewhere. Hatti re-established an alliance with, 
and perhaps suzerainty over, Kizzuwadna, and did violence to Aleppo, in the 
Mitanni sphere in northern Syria. Saushtatar‘s successor Artatama I of Mitanni 
in turn warmed to Egypt, sent gifts to Amenhotep (as did Hatti), and made 
overtures for a settlement in Syria. (G:219; Bc:132–157, 236; H:92; Ba:252–253)

Kurigalzu I of Babylonia maintained the alliance with Egypt, and also sent 
gifts. (D:466–467)
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Tushratta of Mitanni gave Amenhotep III of Egypt a daughter to wife in 
his 37th regnal year. Kadashman-Enlil I of independent Babylonia thereupon 
also provided a wife to Amenhotep III, who shortly died. At his death, Egypt‘s 
wealth, power and status were at a peak. The elite was opulent, the regime toler-
ant and generous, the world friendly, respectful and solicitous. (G:223; Vd:272)

Amenhotep IV (1352–1348), better known by the name of Akhenaten 
(1348–1338) turned Egypt sharply inward, and preoccupied himself with prepar-
ing a religious reformation. His reasons may have been as political as theologi-
cal: Amenhotep III‘s most recent temple-building had greatly strengthened the 
internal political influence of the priesthood of Amun at Thebes, as against the 
pharaoh. (G:225)

1350 BC. Unipolar: Egypt.
In his fourth year, Amenhotep IV sent the high priest of Amun into effec-

tive internal exile, and began a five-year program of politico-religious innova-
tion. He promoted and reconfigured the sun-disk deity Aten of Heliopolis, to 
the detriment, first relative and then absolute, of Theban Amun. Amenhotep 
IV promoted a new set of officials, changed his Amun-based personal name to 
the Aten-based “Akhenaten,” and built himself a new capital (Amarna) far from 
existing temples and priesthoods. (H:100–101; Vd:277)

In his ninth year, Akhenaten suppressed the traditional, and now rival, 
gods, temples, cults and festivals, and centralized administration in his own 
hands, as sole intermediary to the sun disk. (G:226–237; Vd:277)

Although he did suppress a revolt in Nubia, vital to Egypt for its gold, 
Akhenaten was too preoccupied with his cultural revolution to curb the recov-
ery of Hatti under Suppiluliumas I (c. 1344–1322), who worked to isolate and 
weaken Egypt‘s ally Mitanni. Even while he cultivated Akhenaten, Suppilu-
liumas championed a pretender to the Mitanni throne. His ambitious deeds 
included marrying a daughter of Burnaburiash II, the Kassite king of Babylon, 
and establishing a son as lord of Kizzuwadna. (Bc:170–174; Ba:278)

There was a major revival of Elamite prosperity under Humban-numena 
(1350–1340). (P:209, 211–212; cf. Hz:112–113, L:384)

1340 BC. Bipolar: Egypt, Hatti.
Tushratta of Mitanni attacked a Hatti ally in Syria, and was trounced by 

Suppiluliumas in a blitzkrieg campaign which conquered Aleppo and all other 
Syrian vassals of Mitanni except Carchemish. Ugarit revolted from Egypt in 
favor of the Hittites. Byblos and Amurru (a semi-nomadic south Syrian entity) 
had both been subject to Egypt; Amurru now submitted to Hatti, and Byblos 
to Amurru. Suppiluliumas conquered and subjugated Egypt‘s vassal Qadesh; in 
Syria, only Damascus remained aligned with Egypt. (Bc:174–190; H:102–103)

1400 BC. Unipolar: Egypt.

Arnuwandas I of Hatti was distracted from imperialism by the need to 
combat rebellion within the existing empire. Tuthmosis IV of Egypt (1400–
1390), a builder not a fighter, did some minor symbolic campaigning in Syria-
Palestine, but made terms with Mitanni, abandoning north Syria while keep-
ing Palestine and the ports including Ugarit, retracting the Orontes frontier 
to Qadesh while forfeiting Alalakh, and contracting a marriage alliance with a 
daughter of Artatama I of Mitanni. In his eighth year Tuthmosis IV did con-
duct a police action against tribal infiltrators in Nubia, with which commerce 
was maintained. (G:219–220; Bc: 156–158; H:93; Ba:255–258)

Igi-halki of Elam (c. 1400–1380) founded a new dynasty which began the 
revival of Elamite power. (P:205–207, 209)

1390 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Mitanni, Hatti, Babylonia, Elam.

Amenhotep III (1390–1352) had a single war year, his fifth, a campaign in 
Nubia, perhaps south of the Fifth Cataract. Otherwise his reign was one of 
peace, remarkable prosperity, and great Egyptian prestige, probably sustained 
by a policy of using abundant Nubian gold to buy peace, submission, and alli-
ances via dynastic marriages. Amenhotep carried on a temple-building program 
on a colossal scale, especially in Nubia. (H:94–97; Ba:260, 268)

While the chronology is unclear, Hatti in the next decades apparently suf-
fered severe invasions at the hands of the Kaska to the north, Arzawa to the 
west, and several other assailants, and lost much territory. (Bc:158–160)

1380 BC. Hegemonic: Egypt.

About 1380 bc (cf. G:223 vs. H:95), Amenhotep III married a daughter of 
Suttarna II of Mitanni, renewing the Egypt-Mitanni alliance.

 Pahir-ishshan, the second king of the Igihalkid dynasty of Elam, married a 
sister of Kurigalzu I of Babylonia. (P:207)

1370 BC. Hegemonic: Egypt.

Nothing noteworthy is recorded: happy the world system whose annals are 
blank?

1360 BC. Hegemonic: Egypt.

Tudhaliyas III of Hatti (c. 1360–1344) campaigned successfully in Anato-
lia, re-establishing a strong Hittite state. (Bc:161–167)

Perhaps at about this time, Ashur-uballit I of Assyria (c. 1362–1327), a 
Mitanni vassal, asserted himself as “king” and no longer as “governor.” He 
politely corresponded with Egypt as a king to king, sending gifts. (Gd:23; 
H&S:113; C&W:7, 149–150)
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Perhaps emboldened by the decay of Mitanni and the paralysis of Egypt, 
Ashur-uballit I of Assyria wrote again to Egypt, now styling himself a great 
king and an equal, and demanding a large subsidy. Burnaburiash II of Babylon 
objected that Assyria, once free of Mitanni, ought to have become a Babylonian 
vassal; but Babylonia, under Aramean nomad pressure, eventually accepted a 
marriage alliance with Assyria. A Babylonian revolt against this concession of 
equality killed one king of Babylon, and gave Ashur-uballit the opportunity 
to intervene to enthrone another, Kurigalzu II (c. 1345–1324). (Gd:24, 28–29; 
H&S:113; C&W:7, 149–150)

Amunism began to resurface even while Akhenaten lived. Akhenaten‘s 
death was followed by the reigns of the obscure Smenkhkare (1338–1336) and 
the now very well known Tutankhaten/Tutankhamun (1336–1327), under 
whom there was a restoration of Amun and abandonment of Aten. Akhenaten‘s 
new capital Amarna was abandoned, but in favor of Memphis, whose dominant 
cult was that of Ptah, rather than Amun‘s Thebes. (G:237, 241; H:103).Some-
time in Tutankhamun‘s reign, the Hittites raided the Egyptian dependency of 
Amki in Lebanon. The Pharaoh and his general Horemheb retaliated by a cam-
paign into Syria, seizing Qadesh and stemming the decay of Egypt‘s influence. 
(G:242; H:106)

Untash-Napirisha of Elam (1340–1300), continuing the Elamite revival, 
married a daughter of Burnaburiash II of Babylonia, had extensive foreign 
contacts, and undertook a major building program. (Hz:113–119; L:384–385; 
C&S:37; P:209, 212–230)

1330 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria, Elam, Babylonia, Mitanni.

Tushratta of Mitanni attempted to regain some ground against Hatti near 
Carchemish and Aleppo while Suppiluliumas was fighting the Kaska. Suppilu-
liumas returned to assail Mitanni and Egypt‘s Amki. (Bc:190–193)

Upon Tutankhamun‘s death, his widow Ankhesenamun applied to Sup-
piluliumas the Hittite for one of his sons to become her husband and ruler of 
Egypt. While investigating the matter, Suppiluliumas further reduced Mitanni 
by storming Carchemish; Tushratta was assassinated. (Bc:194–195) The 
requested prince, Zennanza, was eventually dispatched—twice, indeed, since 
he was both sent, and assassinated en route. Egypt’s vizier Ay took the throne 
(1327–1323). (Bc: 195–198; H:106)

Suppiluliumas retaliated by attacking Egyptian  south Syria, seizing Qadesh 
and Amki. He brought back many prisoners, and with them a plague which 
would afflict Hatti for twenty years to come. Suppiluliumas next installed a 
pretender on the throne of much-reduced Mitanni, expelling the candidate of 

f lorescent Assyria, which had taken over part of Mitanni. (G:242–243; Bc:198–
204; H:107)

Resisting Babylonia‘s claim of suzerainty, Enlil-Nirari of Assyria (c. 1329–
1320) fought indecisively with the Kassite king Kurigalzu II (c. 1345–1324). 
(Gd:31–32; H&S:113)

General Horemheb succeeded to the Egyptian throne (1323–1295), and 
maintained a generally static frontier against the Hittites in Lebanon. (G:243; 
H:107)

About 1322, Suppiluliumas perished of his imported plague, as did his 
immediate successor Arnuwandas II (1322–1321) and the Hittite commander 
against the once-more aggressive Kaska. Mursilis II (1321–1295) succeeded to 
a rule contested by the Kaska in the north and the Arzawans in the west, and 
struck north first, in his first year. (Bc:204–209)

1320 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria, Babylonia, Elam.
In Egypt, Horemheb busied himself dismantling the temples and central-

ized state of Akhenaten, building non-Atenist temples, and restoring regional-
ism and localism in the politico-religious structure of the state. (G:243–244)

Mursilis of plague-ridden Hatti campaigned against the Kaska in his second 
year, then turned west for two years to defeat the Arzawans, destroying the 
population base of the most troublesome Arzawan state by deportations, and 
subjugating the rest of Arzawa. Mursilis next refought the Kaska for two years, 
burning, devastating, massacring. In his seventh year he used intrigue and inva-
sion to replace disloyal Syrian vassals with more dependable ones, and rebuffed 
an Egyptian-assisted rebellion. In his eighth year Mursilis faced rebellions to 
the northeast and northwest of the Hatti homeland; in his ninth, the northeast 
still ablaze, Qadesh rebelled and Assyria seized Carchemish; in his tenth, the 
northeast was subdued, Carchemish and Qadesh retaken, and new vassal rulers 
installed in Aleppo and Ugarit. (Bc:209–225) Mursilis systematized the policy 
of pacification by mass transplantations for which Tudhaliyas I/II provided the 
model. (Bc:236–238)

Assyria under Arik-den-ili (1319–1308) and Babylonia under Nazimaruttash 
(1323–1298) continued a seesaw protracted war in which Babylon employed east-
ern hillmen as its agents. (Gd:32–33)

1310 BC. Unipolar: Hatti.
Mursilis II of Hatti faced two new rebellions in Arzawa in his twelfth year, 

and put one down with a threat of force and the other with a new appoint-
ment. For the rest of this decade, he occupied himself with ephemeral victories 
in northern campaigns; he may have been at peace with Horemheb of Egypt. 
(Bc:230–234; vD:293)
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Adad-Nirari I of Assyria (1307–1275) inaugurated a successful imperialist 
expansion. He soundly defeated Nazimaruttash (1323–1298) of Babylonia and 
carried out a punitive action against the Zagros hillmen. (MR:275; H&S:113; 
St:27)

1300 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria, Elam.

In his 22nd year, Mursilis II of Hatti had to face several years of rebel-
lious activity in a previously loyal area, and eventually managed to suppress it. 
(Bc:234–235)

Kadashman-Turgu (1297–1280) of Babylonia apparently avoided renewing 
Babylonian claims on, and war with, Assyria. (MR:275)

Elamite history becomes obscure and confusing for 75 years after Untash-
Napirisha. (P:230–231)

The succession of another general in Egypt, Ramses I (1295–1294), began 
a new dynasty (Dynasty 19, 1295–1188 bc) which emphasized the cult of Ra of 
Heliopolis and the importance of Memphis. His son, Seti I (1294–1279) erased 
Akhenaten, Smenkhkare, Tutankhamen and Ay from the histories, and pro-
moted the cult of Seth of Avaris to equal standing with Ra, Ptah and Amun of 
Thebes. (G:245–247; H:107–109)

Muwatallis II of Hatti (c. 1295–1272) put down a rebellion in western Ana-
tolia; in a treaty, he recognized as equals Egypt, Babylon, Assyria, and, curi-
ously, Mitanni. (Bc:247–248) Perhaps about this time, Adad-Nirari of Assyria 
began to expand west against Shattuara I of Mitanni. (MR:276)

Seti of Egypt faced hostility in Palestine (see Figure 11), where Egypt con-
trolled only three fortresses, Beth Shan, Reheb (Tel Rehov) and Megiddo. In 
his first year he captured Raphia and Gaza, relieved Beth Shan and Reheb from 
attacks by Hamath and Pella, and captured Acre, Tyre and Pella. In his second 
year he campaigned to Qadesh. In his third year he campaigned against the 
Libyans. In his fourth year he fought Hatti near Qadesh. Egypt having mea-
sured its ability to control Syria and shown that it reached to the vicinity of 
Qadesh, Seti made peace with Muwatallis II the Hittite. (G:247; Bc:248–251; 
H:109; vD:295)

1290 BC. Bipolar: Egypt, Hatti.

Egypt and Hatti remained at peace. Muwatallis II however prepared for 
further struggle by moving his capital southward toward Egypt and Syria, 
from Hattusas in the Hittite heartland of north-central Anatolia to Tarhunt-
assa in Cilicia. He handed Hattusas and vicinity over to a viceroy, his brother, 
the future Hattusilis III, who proceeded to repopulate the Kaska-devastated 
regions. (Bc:251–255)

Seti of Egypt raided Nubia for slave labor, reopened and improved old gold 
mines and stone quarries, and embarked on a major temple-restoration and 
temple-building program. (vD:295)

1280 BC. Bipolar: Egypt, Hatti.
In Egypt, there began the long and notable reign of Ramses II (1279–1212). 

In his second year he defeated and conscripted the Sherden pirate raiders. In 
his fourth year, he campaigned to Tyre and Byblos, and enforced or confirmed 
the subjection of Benteshina of Amurru, restoring Egyptian hegemony as far 
as Ugarit. Hatti viewed this as a challenge, and prepared a massive response. 
(G:251–253; Bc:255–256; H:110; vD:297)

Shalmaneser I of Assyria (1274–1245) fought, conquered, pillaged and sub-
jugated the Hurrian mountain principalities of the Uruatri, predecessors of the 
future state of Urartu (see Figure 12). (MR:279–280; Bt:329)

In his fifth year, c. 1274, Ramses fought the most notorious of the many 
battles of Qadesh, against Muwatallis the Hittite and his vassals or mercenaries 
from Mitanni, Arzawa, Dardany, Kaska, Lycia, Cilicia (Kizzuwadna), Carchem-
ish, Ugarit, Qadesh and elsewhere. Victorious in all but reality, Ramses escaped 
with a reasonable collection of plunder and most of his army, while Muwatallis 
retook Amurru, replacing Benteshina with his own vassal Shapilis. Egyptian 
vassals in Palestine took the opportunity to assert their independence. (G:253–
256; Bc:256–263; H:110–111; vD:297–298) 

Egypt became distracted by Libyan nomad attacks, against which Ramses 
fortified his western frontier. (G:256) Nevertheless, fighting went on in the 
debatable Egypt-Hittite buffer zone of Syria and Palestine. In Ramses‘ seventh 
year he returned to Palestine, campaigning through rebellious new kingdoms, 
such as Moab and Edom-Seir. (G:256; Bc:263)

Muwatallis was succeeded by his son Urhi-Teshub, or Mursilis III (1272–
1267), who returned the capital to Hattusas. (Bc:275–280) In Ramses‘ eighth 
and ninth years, 1271–1270, he invaded Syria again, penetrating the Orontes 
valley far to the north. (G:256–257; Bc:263)

Kadashman-Enlil II of Babylonia (1279–1265) apparently kept the peace 
with Assyria. (MR:275)

1270 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.
An internal Hittite struggle for power pitted Mursilis III against his most 

powerful governor, his uncle Hattusilis III, who staged a successful coup against 
him, politely demoting him to a governorship in Syria, where he intrigued with 
Babylonia and perhaps Assyria. Hattusilis ordered him transferred elsewhere; 
Mursilis f led to Ramses II of Egypt, who gave him refuge in his 18th year. 
(G:257; Bc:284–291; vD:298)
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Shattuara II raised a revolt in Mitanni against Shalmaneser I of Assyria, 
who responded with a conquest and genocide that put an end to Mitanni. Shal-
maneser thereby acquired lands, skills and peoples with which Assyria was able 
to greatly increase its aggressive capabilities. Hattusilis of Hatti, seeking to pla-
cate Assyria, apparently abandoned Mitanni to its fate, and sought peace with 
Egypt. (MR:280–282; Bc:303–304; vD:298)

1260 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.

In the twentieth year of Ramses II of Egypt (c. 1260) he crushed a large 
revolt of the Irem in the south, retaining the gold of Nubia, where he built 
many new temples. By this time Avaris, renamed Pi-Ramesse, had been built 
up to serve Ramses‘ capital, and a Hittite peace envoy was received there. In his 
twenty-first year (c. 1259) Ramses signed with Hattusilis III of Hatti a historic 
treaty of friendship providing for a status quo boundary, mutual assistance in 
war and rebellion, and extradition of political refugees; it proved to be the foun-
dation of a permanent peace. International trade prospered again. (G:257, 261; 
Bc:306–312; H:110–112; vD:298)

Hattusilis thereafter occupied himself with unsuccessful attempts to sup-
press raiding and rebellion in western Anatolia. (Bc:320–324) He, or rather 
his wife and equal Puduhepa, also contracted a dynastic alliance with Kudur-
Enlil of Babylon (1263–1255), likely useful to both sides as a check to Assyria. 
(Bc:328–329)

1250 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.

 In Ramses‘ thirty-third year (c. 1246) he made a marriage alliance with a 
Hittite princess, daughter of Hattusilis III, with joint celebrations at Damas-
cus. In his 36th year he entertained a Hittite prince seeking to organize imports 
of Egyptian grain. Ramses took advantage of the carefully-tended Hittite peace 
to embark upon a building program of unprecedented scope and scale. (G:257; 
Bc:311, 357; H:112–113; vD:299–301)

1240 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.
Tudhaliyas IV of Hatti (1237–1228) faced rebellions in west and north. In 

some way, he managed to exclude from western Anatolia the influence of Aegean 
Ahhiyawa, often identified as Mycenean Greek “Achaea.” (Bc:336–344)

In Ramses‘ forty-fourth year (c. 1236) he married another Hittite princess. 
Egypt and Hatti remained at peace. (G:258)

Tukulti-Ninurta I of Assyria (c. 1244–1208) moved northward against the 
many ministates of Subari and Nairi (pre-Urartu), buffers to Hatti. Tudhali-
yas IV ordered economic sanctions against Assyria and, when Subari fell, sent 
forces to assist Nairi, but was defeated, and Nairi was lost. Assyria then turned 

southward against Kashtiliash IV (c. 1242–1235) of Kassite Babylon. Tukulti-
Ninurta conquered Babylonia to the sea, razed Babylon‘s walls, seized the king, 
appropriated its god Marduk, transplanted much of its population, and ruled 
Babylonia through governors. Fortunately for his neighbors, he was thereafter 
occupied with internal affairs, not least the retention of all these conquests. 
(MR:284–292; Bt:330; Bc:349–353; H&S:115; St:27)

1230 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.

There may have been a coup and countercoup in Hatti whereby Tudhaliyas 
IV‘s cousin Kurunta briefly (1228–1227) seized the throne, so that Tudhaliyas 
had a second reign 1227–1209. (Bc:xiii, 354–355) Perhaps in this period, Tar-
huntassa, the southern coast of Anatolia, broke away from Hatti. (Bc:358, 364)

Perhaps it was in this period that Hatti conquered Cyprus (Alasiya) and 
made it tributary on account of its timber, copper, and/or strategic position for 
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which his new capital, Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, was burnt. The revolt terminated 
Assyria‘s latest imperialist drive. Ashur-nadin-apli (1207–1204) and Ashur-
Nirari III (1203–1198) had short reigns, the latter perhaps contested. Babylonia 
under Adad-shuma-usur staged a recovery. (W:444, 449–450; H&S:115, 121; 
St:27)

Merneptah of Egypt campaigned once into Palestine to suppress Ashkelon, 
Gezer, and Israel (which now appears in the historical record). He also sup-
pressed a rebellion in Kush. (G:268)

The brief rule of Arnuwandas III of Hatti (1209–1207) saw new rebellion in 
the Hatti heartland. His successor Suppiluliumas II (1207–?) sought to restore 
the unity of the metropole; he lost control of vassal Ugarit, but reconquered 
south-coast Tarhuntassa and the once again rebellious southwest of Anatolia, 
and fought on sea and land for Alasiya/Cyprus. (Bc:361–366)

Some force propelled a heterogeny of “Sea Peoples,” identified with Achae-
ans, Lycians, proto-Etruscans, proto-Sicilians, and proto-Sardinians, from the 
Black Sea, Anatolia and/or the Aegean, first to Libya, where they combined 
forces with older inhabitants and earlier arrivals, and then eastward into the 
Egyptian Delta. In his fifth year (c. 1208) Merneptah defeated, or subjugated, 
or co-opted, their first invasion, or colonization (they came with families, goods 
and cattle, and the surviving captives were settled in military colonies). (G:268–
269; Bc:369, 372; H:114, 116; vD:303)

The death of Merneptah of Egypt led to a succession crisis. A grandson of 
Ramses II, Amenmesse (1202–1199), viceroy of Nubia, usurped power. (G:269)

1200 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria, Babylonia.

Amenmesse was defeated and succeeded by a son of Merneptah, Seti II 
(1199–1196), who attempted to consign his predecessor‘s memory to oblivion. 
Internal preoccupations isolated Egypt from foreign affairs. At some time in 
the next twenty years, the Sea Peoples overran and devastated Hatti, Cyprus, 
Ugarit, Tyre and Amurru. (G:269; Bc:379; H:116; St:33)

Enlil-kudurri-usur (1197–1193) of Assyria was defeated by a Babylonian 
invading army. Ninurta-apil-Ekur, a pretender with Babylonian backing, then 
overthrew him and ruled (1192–1180). (W:444, 450–451)

Seti was succeeded by his son Siptah (1196–1190), whose stepmother Twosre 
(1196–1188) served first as his regent, then, at his death, as his successor; Twosre 
“was active in the Sinai and Palestine.” (G:270–271; H:116–117)

1190 BC. Bipolar: Egypt, Babylonia.

Meli-Shikhu (1188–1174) succeeded Adad-shuma-usur in Babylonia, in a 
period of apparent quiet. (W:444–445)

raiding or defending the grain import route from Egypt and Ugarit to the port 
of Ura in Cilicia. (Bc:356–358)

From 1228 to 1219 there was great disorder in Babylonia, with short-tenured 
rulers who faced Assyrian, Elamite and local Kassite pressures. Kidin-hutran 
of Elam took advantage of the Assyrian installation of successive client kings in 
Babylonia to overthrow one and rob another, capturing Der and Nippur during 
one invasion, Isin and Marad during the other. He and Elam then suddenly 
vanish from history, he not to return. (L:387–389; MR:288–290; W:443–444; 
C&S:39; P:231)

1220 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.

A Kassite royal scion, Adad-shuma-usur (1218–1189), was installed in Baby-
lonia with local support. (MR:288; W:444; cf. L:388)

At the death of Ramses II, Egypt‘s power and international influence was 
very great. His son Merneptah (1212–1202) continued the friendship with Hatti, 
even sending grain to relieve a famine there; the boundary remained stable near 
the Damascus-Byblos line. (G:268)

1210 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Hatti, Assyria.

In 1208, Tukulti-Ninurta I of Assyria was murdered by a son in a revolt in 
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At about this time Elam revived as a power under Shutruk-Nahhunte I 
(1190–1155), who centralized historic stelae at Susa and built temples through-
out the kingdom. (H:121–127; Lb:482–485)

Without much commotion, one Setnakhte (1188–1186) usurped the Egyp-
tian throne as redeemer from the usurper Twosre, beginning thereby Egypt’s 
Dynasty 20 (1188–1069 BC). His son Ramses III (1186–1154) had more prob-
lems. In his fifth year (c. 1182) the Libyans again invaded the western delta, 
where they were driven off or conscripted. (G:271; H:118; vD:304–305)

1180 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Babylonia, Elam.
Ashur-Dan I (1179–1136?) succeeded to the Assyrian throne. (W:451)
In the eighth year (c. 1179) of Ramses III of Egypt, an alliance of Sea Peoples 

plus new groups including “Philistines” undertook a land invasion of Palestine, 
repelled by the Egyptian garrisons there, and a naval invasion of the eastern 
Nile Delta, rebuffed by Ramses‘ navy. The defeated immigrants were then once 
more accepted as subjects, whether as conscript soldiers or as settled colonists, 
e.g. the Philistines were colonized around Gaza and Ashkelon. (G:272; H:118–
119)

Between their last invasion of Egypt and this one, the Sea Peoples had led 
energetic lives: they had devastated Arzawa, Hatti, Alasiya, Ugarit, Alalakh, 
Carchemish and Amurru, though the Hittite viceroys of Carchemish main-
tained a succession and indeed claimed the Hittite kingship. While some sites 
in Hatti were burnt, the majority were apparently simply abandoned, as part of 
a general movement of peoples, in which the Kaska probably finally occupied 
the Hittite heartland; and a number of “neo-Hittite” or “Syro-Hittite” states, 
e.g. Melitene (cap. Malatya/Arslantepe), Commagene (Samsat), Gurgum 
(Marqasi), Hamath, emerged in southeastern Anatolia and Syria. (Bc:367, 382, 
384–385, 388; vD:305)

In the eleventh year (c. 1176) of Ramses III of Egypt, he defeated a third 
wave of Libyan invaders, again with wives, children and cattle. Their goods 
were confiscated, they themselves enslaved and settled in colonies which actu-
ally attracted more Libyans as willing settlers. (G:272; H:118–119) 

While the external invasions of Egypt now ceased, they were followed from 
Ramses‘ twelfth year (c. 1175) by severe internal economic problems, perhaps due 
to underlying food shortages, corruption, or priesthood-endowments, reflected 
in massive price inflation and deferrals of state provision-wages. (G:275; H:119; 
vD:305–306)

Marduk-apla-iddina I (1173–1161) ruled in Babylonia in a period of apparent 
quiet trade. (W:445) However, Shutruk-Nahhunte I of Elam, who was married 
to a daughter of the previous Babylonian king, also had designs on the Babylo-
nian throne. (P:208, 233)

1170 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Babylonia, Elam.

Over time, the disturbed Syro-Palestine area sorted itself out somewhat. 
There emerged in Palestine a land-sea trading confederation of Sea-People 
colonists led by the Philistines, initially Egyptian vassals. The colonists lorded 
it over the local south Canaanite population, and organized in a league of five 
cities, Gaza-Gath-Ashkelon-Ashdod-Ekron. The remaining independent 
Canaanites in Lebanon organized the maritime “Phoenician” states of Arvad, 
Byblos-Berytus, and Tyre-Sidon (Sidon later refounded Tyre as the Sidonian 
state capital). (A:507–526; St:33, 36)

Hittite refugees moved into northern Syria and formed Neo-Hittite 
kingdoms, with a northern league under Carchemish and five southern cities, 
Sa‘mal (later Ya‘diya), Hattina (Kinaluwa/Tell Tayinat), Arpad, Til Barsip, and 
Hamath. (St:33)

1160 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Babylonia, Elam.

Babylonia under Zababa-shuma-iddina (1160) was raided by Ashur-dan of 
Assyria and Shutruk-Nahhunte I of Elam. Enlil-nadin-akhi (1159–1157) then led 
Babylonian resistance to Elam until he was disastrously defeated: the Elamites, 
now under Kutir-Nahhunte (c. 1155–1150), looted Babylon and various cult cen-
ters and put an end to the Kassite dynasty. Elam then turned to attack Assyria, 
whereupon a “second Isin dynasty” at once arose in Babylonia under Marduk-
kabit-ahheshu (1156–1139). (Lb:485–487; W:446–448, 451; P:237–238)

Ramses III‘s economic troubles reached the point of inducing a historic 
workers‘ strike and protest march in his 29th year. (G:275; H:119; vD:306)

Ramses III was apparently the target of an assassination plot in his 31st 
year; Ramses IV (1154–1148) certainly succeeded to the Egyptian throne after 
a palace conspiracy. He was ambitious to be a temple-builder, but his program 
was cut short by early death. The office of high priest of Amun at Thebes began 
to grow more influential, independent, and hereditary. (G:276–277; H:120; 
M:17; vD:306–307)

1150 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Elam, Assyria.

Kutir-Nahhunte of Elam was succeeded by his brother Shilhak-Inshushi-
nak (c. 1150–1120), who looted far to the northwest into Assyrian and Baby-
lonian territory, and used the goods and slaves thus collected to undertake a 
major construction program. (Lb:488–492; C&S:41; P:238–247)

Ramses V (1148–1144) had a construction program as ambitious, and abor-
tive, as that of his father; his reign was disfigured by a temple-corruption scan-
dal. (G:288; vD:307)
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Under his successor and uncle Ramses VI(1144–1136) Egyptian govern-
ment was enfeebled and banditry grew. Nevertheless the empire still stretched 
to Megiddo and the Third Cataract of the Nile. (G:288; H:120)

1140 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Assyria, Elam.

The end of the long reign of Ashur-dan I of Assyria saw one son, Mutakkil-
Nusku (1134?), overthrow another, Ninurta-tukulti-Ashur (1135?), who fled to 
welcome and support in Babylonia. Mutakkil-Nusku soon gave way to his son 
Ashur-resha-ishi I (1133–1116), who fortified the country and fought off raiders 
from the north and west. (W:452–453)

Itti-Marduk-balatu of the second Isin dynasty ruled at Babylon (1138–1131), 
in a quiet period. (W:448)

Ramses VII (1136–1128) built little; from his time, Egyptian rulers cease to 
be registered in the Sinai, whose copper mines had lost strategic importance 
because of the rise of iron. Grain prices peaked. (G:288; H:120, 122; vD:308)

1130 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Elam, Assyria, Babylonia.

Ninurta-nadin-shumi (1130–1125) of Babylonia challenged Assyrian expan-
sion around Arbela (Irbil), then backed off. (W:448)

Ramses VIII of Egypt (1128–1125) accomplished nothing of note. (G:289) 
His successor Ramses IX (1125–1107) had more time, works and inscriptions to 
his credit. (G:288–289)

Nebuchadnezzar I of Babylonia (1124–1103) fought against continued 
Elamite raiding. (W:454–455)

1120 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Elam, Assyria, Babylonia.

Hutelutush-Inshushinak succeeded his father Shilhak-Inshushinak in 
Elam c. 1120, and continued temple-building. (C&S:42; P:247)

Babylonian attacks on Assyria were beaten off by Ashur-resha-ishi. (W:454, 
456)

Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria (1115–1077) resurrected Assyrian imperialism, 
beginning a career of unprecedented conquest, massacre, terror, and deporta-
tion, which created a tribute/plunder-zone from Babylon to Nairi/Urartu to the 
Mediterranean. (H&S:121; St:27) He first struck north, up the Tigris, against 
tribes which had recently been intruding, then against the Nairians near Lake 
Van, then westward to the Lebanon, conquering forty-two “lands” as he went. 
(W:457–461; Bt:330–331)

Arameans definitively appear in history and Syria: Tiglath-pileser I records 
28 campaigns across the Euphrates against them. (Pi: 82,84)

In Egypt, there were strikes and nomad raids; the royal treasury showed 
signs of poverty. (vD:308)

1110 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

In Ramses IX‘s sixteenth year (c. 1110), it was discovered that the increas-
ingly brazen bandit gangs had been looting tombs in the Theban necropolis, an 
indication of the decline of the Egyptian state. (G:289–290)

At some time late in his reign Nebuchadnezzar I of Babylon invaded Elam, 
defeated Hutelutush-Inshushinak, pillaged Elam and put an end to its power 
for nearly 300 years. Nebuchadnezzar was succeeded by Enlil-nadin-apli (1102-
1099), who made no mark. (Lb:501–503; W:455, 464; C&S:43; P:252–255)

Ramses X (1107–1098) of Egypt was apparently the last king to be recog-
nized as in control of Nubia. He too faced a strike of unfed necropolis workers. 
(G:291; H:123) 

1100 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.
Under Ramses XI of Egypt (1098–1069), famine, banditry and tomb rob-

bery increased in Upper Egypt. So did the independent inclinations of the chief 
priests of Amun at Thebes, and of the viceroy of Nubia at Kush. (G:291; H:123; 
vD:308)

Marduk-nadin-ahhe of Babylonia (1098–1081) revived conflict with Assyria, 
raiding and looting. (W:461)

1090 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.
In Ramses XI‘s year 12, the viceroy Panehsy had brought Nubian troops 

to Thebes to restore order. About years 17–19, however, he began to fight first 
the high priest Amenhotep and then the royal army. Panehsy was driven back 
to Nubia, and henceforward was treated as an enemy to Egypt. (G:291–292; 
H:123–124; M:18)

Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria raided all the way to Babylon, ruining with-
out conquering. There was a great famine in Babylonia, which was invaded by 
desert Arameans, and king Marduk-nadin-ahhe vanished. (W:461–462, 465)

1080 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

In some order, there appeared two new chief priests of Amun at Thebes, 
Piankh and Herihor. Over the next years, the first to appear successfully 
usurped power in Upper Egypt and Nubia, while one Smendes apparently 
acquired de facto control of Lower Egypt from Ramses XI‘s own capital Pi-
Ramesse. (H:123–124; vD:309 vs. G:292, 311–312; M:18–22, 34)

Piankh replaced Herihor, or vice versa, but Panehsy of Nubia remained in 
“rebellion,” and was still fighting in the 28th year (c. 1071); Nubia and its gold 
revenues were not recovered for Egypt. In 1070 Piankh, or Herihor, was suc-
ceeded by his son Pinudjem I (1070–1032) (G:311–312; M;34; H:123–124, 126; 
T:331; vD:309)
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Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria had expanded his realm to Lebanon and made 
Byblos, Sidon and Arvad his vassals. (H:124) He was followed by the brief and 
unsung reign of Ashared-apil-Ekur (1076–1075) and the more active Ashur-bel-
kala (1074-1057). (W:465, 467)

Marduk-shapik-zeri (1080–1068) worked to regenerate Babylonia. (W:465) 
However, Babylonia (and Assyria) would be kept preoccupied for the next hun-
dred years by invasions and pressures from Aramean desert peoples (among 
them the Chaldeans, of future note). (St:27)

1070 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

The Phoenician cities of Sidon and Byblos had recovered somewhat from 
the Assyrian depredations, though their trade was curtailed by pressure from 
the Philistine confederation to the south. (Au:25, 29–31) Egypt remained with-
out influence in Palestine and Syria, and had to negotiate and pay for Phoe-
nician goods that would previously have been a tributary gift; this weakness 
would last a hundred years. (G:314)

Ashur-bel-kala of Assyria fought successfully against Uruatri/Urartu, and 
may have campaigned to the Mediterranean. Marduk-shapik-zeri of Babylo-
nia fought Arameans, and pledged mutual peace and good will with Assyria. 
(W:465–469; Bt:331–332)

Upon the death of Ramses XI, Smendes (1069–1043) founded a new dynasty 
in Lower Egypt (Dynasty 21, 1069–945 bc), and created a new capital at Tanis 
from the dismantlings of the Ramessid capital Pi-Ramesse; 1069 is often taken 
as the end of the Egyptian New Kingdom and the start of the “Third Interme-
diate Period,” in which a disunited Egypt became the local norm. Pinudjem I, 
the chief priest of Amun at Thebes, continued to rule Upper Egypt; his rela-
tions with the north were friendly, but the frontier was fortified. (G:292; H:126; 
T:333)

An Aramean usurper, Adad-apla-iddina, seized control of Babylonia 
(1067–1046), and made a marriage alliance with Assyria, soon betrayed by an 
Assyrian attack. (W:466–467)

1060 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

In 1055, Pinudjem I of Thebes took royal honors and named a son Masa-
harta to succeed him as chief priest. (G:312–313)

There was civil war in Assyria: with Babylonian help, Shamshi-Adad IV 
(1054–1051) defeated and deposed Eriba-Adad II (1056–1055). Both brief reigns 
saw some building repair work, but nothing grandiose. Shamshi-Adad was suc-
ceeded by Ashurnasirpal I (1050–1032). (W:469–470)

1050 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Babylonia, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt

c. 1050 bc, Gath unified Philistia and extended Philistine influence inland, 
dominating the Israelite hill country tribes. (E:23–24; St:34)

Addad-apla-iddina of Babylon was succeeded by Marduk-ahhe-eriba 
(1046–1045) and Marduk-ser-[x] (1044–1033). (W:470–471)

In 1045, Pinudjem I of Thebes passed the chief-priesthood on to another 
son, Menkheperre (1045–992). (G:312, 393; but cf. H:128)

Amenemnisu of Tanis (1043–1039) and Menkheperre settled a north-south 
civil war by policies of mutual appeasement. (G:314)

1040 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Babylonia, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, 
Philistia.

Psusennes I of Tanis (1039–993) maintained the eastern frontier of Lower 
Egypt, and had a family alliance with chief priest Menkheperre of Thebes. 
(G:314–315 vs. T:333–334)

Nabu-shumu-libur (1032–1025) succeeded in Babylonia, and Shalmane-
ser II (1031–1020) orderly succeeded his father Ashurnasirpal I in Assyria; the 
latter may have lost territory to Arameans. (W:470–471; Gy:249)

1030 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Babylonia, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, 
Philistia.

In Babylonia, power passed from the Second Dynasty of Isin to a Second 
Sealand Dynasty from the Persian Gulf region, whose first ruler was Simbar-
Shikhu (1024–1007). (W:471–472)

1020 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Philistia, 
Babylonia.

Saul (c. 1020–1000) led Israelite resistance to Philistine domination. 
(St:34)

Apparently generally uneventful successions and reigns continued at 
Assyria under Ashur-nirari IV (1019–1014) and Ashurrabi II (1013–973), though 
the latter may have lost some land to Arameans. (W:470; Gy:249)

1010 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Philistia, 
Babylonia

Simbar-Shikhu of Babylonia was killed and the throne usurped by Ea-
mukin-zeri (1007–1006). He was soon followed by Kashshu-nadin-akhi (1006–
1004) under whom there was famine. E-ulmash-shakin-shumi (1003–987), the 
first king of a new brief Kassite dynasty from Bazi, whose reign saw improve-
ment, renewed the old claim to be “king of the world,” but did not noticeably 
implement it. (W:472–473; Bk:196)
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1000 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Philistia, 
Babylonia.

c. 1000 bc Philistines defeated and killed Saul of Israel at Gilboa; he was 
eventually replaced in Israel by the bandit and Philistine vassal David (c. 1000–
965). (E:24–25; St:34)

Amenemope of Tanis (993–984) and Smendes of Thebes (992–990) suc-
ceeded Psusennes I and Menkheperre respectively at about the same time, 
without incident. (G:393; cf.318)

At about this time, the Phrygians, probably one among the Sea Peoples 
who had overthrown the Hittite Empire c. 1200 BC, organized their own king-
dom around Gordium in west-central Anatolia, though little is heard of it till 
the 8th century. Also around this time, Arameans converted the north Syrian 
Neo-Hittite state Til Barsip into Aramean Bit Adini. By this time, the Sido-
nian state under Abibaal dominated Phoenicia. It had refounded, and now 
developed, the secure island port city of Tyre, which became the capital of Tyre/
Sidon. (K:74–75; Au:29, 31–35; St:35, 36, 38)

In south Syria by this time, Damascus too had become Aramean, and the 
Aramean state of Zobah was the most powerful in the region. (Pi:89)

990 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Philistia, 
Babylonia, Tyre/Sidon.

Pinudjem II of Thebes (990–969) and Osorkon the Elder of Tanis (984–
978) reigned obscurely. (G:318)

The Babylonian Bazi dynasty was continued by Ninurta-kudurri-usur 
(986–984) and ended with Shirikti-Shuqamuna (984), who was replaced by an 
Elamite, Mar-bit-apla-usur (983–978). (W:473–474)

980 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Philistia, 
Babylonia, Tyre/Sidon.

Siamun of Tanis (978–959) reactivated Egyptian diplomatic ties with 
Asia, and restarted the first significant building since Psusennes I. (G:318–319; 
M:40) 

The relatively durable “eighth” dynasty of Babylon began with the rule of 
Nabu-mukin-apli (977–943), noted for Aramean invasions, weak government, 
and high food prices. (W:474; Bk:298)

Israel under David defeated c. 975 and permanently diminished Philistia, 
and defeated and dominated Aramean Zobah and Damascus. (Pi:89–95; E:55–
56; St:34–35)

Ashur-resha-ishi II (972–968) succeeded Ashurrabi II in Assyria. (W:470)

970 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Babylonia, 
Israel, Tyre/Sidon.

Hiram I of Tyre/Sidon (969–935) united most of Phoenicia, was suzer-
ain to Byblos and Arvad, and sent a delegation with gifts to David of Israel. 
(K:94–95; St:34, 36)

Siamun of Tanis took advantage of Israel-Philistine conflict to seize and 
devastate the Philistine city of Gezer, and then to make a marriage alliance by 
giving a daughter, and Gezer, to Solomon (c. 965–931) of Israel. (G:319; H:128; 
M:41; St:34)

A Psusennes (969–945) succeeded to the chief priesthood at Thebes, which 
now fell into decline. (G:319, 393; H:128)

Tiglath-pileser II (967–935) ruled unremarkably in Assyria. (W:470)

960 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Upper Egypt, Lower Egypt, Tyre/Sidon, 
Israel, Babylonia.

One Psusennes II (959–945) became the last Lower-Egyptian ruler at 
Tanis. If this was the same Psusennes as the Theban chief priest who had taken 
control of Upper Egypt in 969, as seems likely, Egypt was thereby reunited. The 
influence of Libyan tribal chiefs, the military leaders of the state, increased. 
(G:319, 393; H:128)

Having signed a sweeping commercial treaty to their mutual advantage, 
Hiram I of Tyre/Sidon and Solomon of Israel created a joint Phoenician-
Israelite f leet to sail the Red Sea and perhaps the Indian Ocean, breaking the 
Egyptian monopoly on such trade and financing great public works projects. 
(K:97–102, 109–114; Au:44–45; St:34, 36)

950 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Egypt, Tyre/Sidon, Israel, Babylonia.

Shoshenq I (945–924), a Libyan from a colony at Bubastis, Great Chief 
of the Meshwesh, son-in-law of Psusennes II, and commander-in-chief of 
the Egyptian armies, succeeded to the Tanite throne by a military coup, and 
founded the new, vigorous “Bubastite” 22nd dynasty (945–715 BC). Shoshenq 
subverted Israel by giving sanctuary to the anti-Judahite rebel Jeroboam, and 
led an expedition south of Aswan, the last exercise of Egyptian influence over 
Nubia. (G:319,322, 334; M:41–42)

Babylon was ruled by Ninurta-kudurri-usur II (943) and Mar-bit-ahhe-
iddina (942–?), in a period whose obscurity may be due to Aramean pressures; 
nothing is heard of Babylonia until the last decade of the century. (Bk:299)
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940 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Assyria, Israel, Tyre/Sidon.

c. 936 bc, Shoshenq I appointed his son Iuput as vicar of Upper Egypt (i.e., 
chief priest, army commander, and governor). (G:322; H:128)

Balbazer I (or Baalmaazzar I, 935–919) succeeded Hiram I of Tyre/Sidon. 
(K:116, 121; St:36)

Ashur-dan II (934–912) resurrected Assyrian imperialism yet again. For 
the first time since Ashur-bel-kala (1074–1057), there were regular military 
campaigns recorded, mainly to the north against Arameans, with some lost 
land regained. (Gy:249; St:27)

Probably late in Solomon‘s reign, one Rezon, an Aramean of Zobah, seized 
Damascus and made it an independent state. (Pi:97)

930 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Egypt, Israel, Tyre/Sidon.
At about this time, Solomon of Israel died, and Shoshenq I of Egypt 

allowed Jeroboam (c. 930–910) to return and seize power in Israel, except for 
Judah, which adhered to Solomon‘s son Rehoboam, and fought Israel. In 925, 
Shoshenq defeated first Judah (which he looted) and then Israel; on his return, 
he initiated a major building program with the loot. Egypt acquired suzerainty 
in Palestine; trade relations were reopened with now assertively independent 
Byblos, perhaps to counterbalance Tyre/Sidon. (K:121; G:323; M:23–26, 44–45; 
T:336; but cf. H:120; St:34)

Shoshenq‘s son Osorkon I (924–889) continued the temple-building pro-
gram of his father, and replaced his brother Iuput as Theban chief priest with 
his own son Shoshenq II. (G:323–324)

920 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Assyria, Tyre/Sidon.

Abdastratus (or Abd‘ashtart, 918–910) succeeded Balbazer I of Tyre/Sidon. 
Tyre, its Red Sea connection through Judah constrained, was expanding a net-
work of fortified trading ports westward into the Mediterranean, presumably 
protected by sea power. (K:124–126; St:36)

Adad-Nirari II of Assyria (911–891) continued the reconstruction of 
an Assyrian sphere of hegemony, fighting the Arameans in Hanigalbat to 
the west and the Nairi of Uruatri/Urartu to the north, and seizing territory 
from Shamash-Mudammiq of Babylonia, which thus re-emerges into history. 
(Bk:301–302; Bt:332; Gy:249–251; Bc:381; St:27)

About this time Arameans took over Neo-Hittite Sa‘mal, turning it into 
Ya‘diya. (St:35)

910 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Assyria, Tyre/Sidon.

Methusastratus (or Ashtart, 909–898) overthrew and succeeded 
Abdastratus at Tyre/Sidon. (K:127–128; St:36)

In 901, Adad-nirari II of Assyria began a series of campaigns against Arame-
ans in Hanigalbat which lasted, with one break, to 894. (Gy:250)

900 BC. Tripolar: Egypt, Assyria, Tyre/Sidon.

Astharymus (or Astartrom, 897–889) succeeded Methusastratus of Tyre/
Sidon. (K:128; St:36)

Around this time, Neo-Hittite Arpad becomes Aramean Bit Argusi. 
(St:35) Baasha of Israel disputed the border with Asa of Judah, who induced 
Ben-Hadad I of Aram-Damascus to attack Israel, destroying many Israelite 
towns. (K:107–114)

In Osorkon‘s 27th year (c. 897), Asa of Judah rebelled successfully against 
Egyptian suzerainty and defeated a punitive expedition under one Zerah. 
(G:323) 

In 894, Adad-nirari II of Assyria undertook an unresisted tribute-collect-
ing expedition into the west. (Gy:251)

About 892, Nabu-shuma-ukin I of Babylonia defeated Adad-Nirari II, 
reclaimed lost territories, and then established a marriage alliance with Assyria. 
(Bk:302) 

Osorkon appointed his chief-priest son as co-regent about 890, but this 
Shoshenq II died without succeeding to the kingship. (G:324)

890 BC. Multipolar: Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, Tyre/Sidon.

Tukulti-Ninurta II (890–884) slightly extended the Assyrian expansion, 
but mainly terrorized and plundered territories where Adad-nirari II had taken 
tribute. (Gy:251–253)

Takelot I the Bubastite (889–874) appointed his son Iuwelot as Theban 
chief priest; Iuwelot proceeded to ignore his father, who left no monuments 
behind. (G:324)

At Tyre/Sidon, Phelles (888) killed Astharymus, and was killed and 
replaced (887–856) by the high priest Ittobaal (or Ethbaal), who undertook an 
assertive policy. Colonies were founded in Phoenicia and Africa; Tyre was forti-
fied and its harbor improved. (K:129–166; Au:46–47, 50; St:36)

Ashurnasirpal II of Assyria began a long reign (883–859), during which 
his extractions, through terror, of immense tribute and forced labor, and his 
massacres to punish resistance, would range from Lake Van to the Mediterra-
nean coast. (G:325–326; H&S:121; St:27) In this decade, he campaigned south 
to suppress a rebellion instigated by Bit Adini (883), north to loot and collect 
in Urartu (883–882), and east to put down a tribal rebellion (881–880). (Bt:333; 
Gy:253–254)
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880 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Osorkon II the Bubastite (874–850) named his cousin Harsiesis, son of 
Shoshenq II, chief priest at Thebes; Harsiesis soon elevated himself to king-
ship (870–860). (G:324–325; H:129)

Ashurnasirpal II campaigned south to collect tribute and put down a Baby-
lon-inspired rebellion, north into Urartu to punish rebellion and collect tribute 
(879), and west to the Lebanon (877–867) to punish Bit Adini and collect trib-
ute from Carchemish, Tyre/ Sidon, Byblos and Arvad. (Bt:333; Gy:254–257) 
He rebuilt Calah/Nimrud to replace Nineveh as his capital, and developed a 
centralized bureaucracy which would later turn the plundersphere into impe-
rial provinces. (Gy:258; St:27)

Ahab of Israel (874–853) married Jezebel, daughter of Ittobaal of Tyre/
Sidon. (K:131)

870 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Ashurnasirpal II of Assyria campaigned west to receive tribute (866) and 
north into Urartu to loot and subdue (866 and later). (Bt:333–334; Gy:254–
255)

Ahab of Israel (874–853) was allied by marriage to Jehoshaphat of Judah 
(870–848), as well as to Ittobaal of Tyre/Sidon, who may have been similarly 
allied to Ben-hadad I of Damascus. (St:34, 35, 36)

860 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Osorkon II appointed his son Nimlot as chief priest at Thebes (c. 860), 
did a fair amount of building, and celebrated a royal jubilee festival in his 22nd 
regnal year (c. 853). (G:325)

Shalmaneser III of Assyria (858–824; acceded 859) had more diplomatic 
and administrative f lair than Ashurnasirpal II. Where possible, he began trans-
forming vassal tributary states to imperial provinces; elsewhere, he regularized 
annual tribute. (H&S:122; St:27) 

Shalmaneser was also militarily active. In 859, he sacked and burned Sugu-
nia, a city of Arame the Urartian, who had apparently created a united Urartian 
state. (Bt:334) He campaigned annually in quest of complete control of north-
ern Syria. (G:326) Shalmaneser was resisted at Lutibu in 858 by a north Syrian 
coalition of Aramean Bit Adini and Neo-Hittite Carchemish and others; from 
857–855 he subdued the coalition, conquered Bit Adini and made it a province. 
(Gy:260; H&S:123–124; St:35)

In 856 or 855, Shalmaneser again defeated Arame, and plundered and 
destroyed Arzashkun, another Urartian royal city, whose location, like that of 
Sugunia, remains in doubt. (Bt:335; Gy:264–265; St:39; Zimansky, 1998:passim)

Balbazer II (855–830) of Tyre/Sidon succeeded Ittobaal. (K:167)
Hadad-ezer of Aram-Damascus, Irhulena of Hamath, and Ahab of Israel 

formed a south Syrian coalition, and with contingents from Egypt, Ammon, 
Cilicia, Byblos and Arabia resisted Shalmaneser III of Assyria at the battle of 
Qarqar on the Orontes, 853. (Pi:126, 128; Gy:261–262; G:326; H&S:124; St:27, 
35) Egyptian foreign policy in the next years remained focused on supporting 
Syro-Palestinian resistance to Assyrian imperialism. (G:326) 

Apparently in fulfillment of a friendship treaty, in 851–850 Shalmaneser 
intervened in a civil war in Babylon to restore the authority of its king, Marduk-
zakir-shumi I, though Babylon lost control of the eastern hill-tribe Kassites 
of Namri, and the Aramean Chaldeans in its southern cities. (Bk:305–306; 
Gy:266–267)

850 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Takelot II (850–825) continued Egyptian opposition to the expansion of 
Assyria, and the south Syrian coalition led by Hadad-ezer of Aram-Damas-
cus resisted Assyria in 849, 848, and 845. (Pi:129–131; Gy:261–262; G:327; 
H&S:124–125)

Assyria then made a major plundering expedition through Urartu in 844, 
and fought the Kassites of Namri in the east, installing a vassal king. (Bt:336; 
Bk:306; Gy:265–266)

Hazael (c. 843–c. 800) seized power in Aram-Damascus. The south Syrian 
coalition dissolved. Hazael fought Jehoram of Israel, who was overthrown by his 
general Jehu (841–814). Assyria attacked and defeated the now-isolated Aram, 
devastating its territory but not taking Damascus. Israel and Tyre/Sidon paid 
tribute to Shalmaneser III. (Pi:145–148; Gy:262–263; G:326; St:35)

Takelot‘s reign left few traces in Egypt, perhaps because he continued his 
half-brother Nimlot as chief priest of Thebes, allowing him to control Middle 
Egypt as well. (G:327)

840 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Nimlot, chief priest of Thebes, died in Takelot II‘s tenth year (c. 840), and 
Takelot appointed the crown prince Osorkon as his successor. Thebes revolted 
in favor of a local candidate, another Harsiesis, and was crushed by Prince 
Osorkon. (G:327–328)

In 839–833 Shalmaneser III of Assyria reduced Cilicia to tributary vass-
alhood, plundering northwestward into the Taurus. (Gy:263) In 838 Assyria 
ravaged Damascene territory and took tribute from Tyre/Sidon and Byblos. 
(Pi:148–150; Gy:263)

In 835, Assyria overthrew its now-rebellious Kassite vassal at Namri. The 
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Assyrians had their first encounter with the Medes, whose lands they accord-
ingly looted. (Bk:306; Gy:266)

Thebes revolted again in the 15th regnal year of Takelot II (c. 835), and a 
ten-year civil war ensued. (G:327–328)

Assyria campaigned against Urartu, now under Sarduri I, five times 832–
827, collecting much loot. (Bt:337–338; Gy:265–266)

Whilst Shalmaneser III campaigned east, north and northwest, Hazael of 
Aram-Damascus restored south Syrian independence, struck out against Assyr-
ia‘s vassal Jehu of Israel, and assailed Jehoash of Judah (835–796). (H&S:125; 
St:34–35, 39).

830 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Mattan I (or Mittin, 829–821) succeeded Balbazer II of Tyre/Sidon. 
(K:167)

A dynastic revolt in Assyria broke out in 827; that and the death of Shalma-
neser III in 824 suspended Assyria‘s imperial drive. Shamshi-Adad V (823–811) 
restored order by 820, but only by accepting subordination to Marduk-zakir-
shumi I of Babylon; and Assyria‘s western subject peoples fell away. (Bk:308; 
Gy:268–269; G:326; H&S:125)

The civil war in Egypt ended in reconciliation in Takelot II‘s 24th regnal 
year (c. 827) but broke out again in his last year (c. 825). While Crown Prince 
Osorkon attempted to stem the revolt, the Bubastite throne was seized by his 
younger brother Shoshenq III (825–773). (G:328)

Ishpuini of Urartu and his son and co-regent Menua reorganized the pan-
theon, built fortresses, attacked and looted their neighbors, extended their 
domains, and fought Assyria without decisive result in 822 and 821. (Bt:338–341; 
St:39)

820 BC. Multipolar: Lower Egypt, Upper Egypt, Babylonia, Aram-
Damascus, Urartu, Tyre-Sidon.

Pygmalion (Pu‘mayton) of Tyre/Sidon (820–774) succeeded Mattan I. He 
placed a copper-collecting colony at Citium in southeast Cyprus, and redirected 
Phoenician commercial connections westward, Tyre having become a major sea 
power. By tradition, Carthage was founded in 814, not as a mere imperial trad-
ing-post, but as a permanent colony, genuine yet independent and dissident, 
by the flight of a faction led by Pygmalion‘s sister Elissa/Dido. (K:167, 188-189; 
Au:52)

In Shoshenq III‘s sixth year (c. 820), the local candidate for chief priest 
Harsiesis re-emerged and took power at Thebes. In his eighth year, a royal 
prince, Pedubastis (818–793), proclaimed himself king, and established a 23rd 

Dynasty in the Delta not far from Bubastis, at Leontopolis, which the Theban 
priests recognized. (G:328)

Three times (819, 818, 815?) Shamshi-Adad V of Assyria raided deep into 
Urartu for horses. He then revolted against Babylonia, now briefly under 
Marduk-balassu-iqbi and then Baba-aha-iddina, invading it four times (814–811), 
capturing one king in 813 and the next in 812, and claiming the kingship him-
self in 811. Elam aided Babylonia, to no avail. (Bk:309; Gy:269–271; H&S:125; 
P:263)

Shamshi-Adad V died in 811, to be succeeded by his son Adad-Nirari III 
(810–783), in his first few years under the regency of his better-known mother 
Semiramis. Assyria became even more active militarily, apparently fighting 
annual campaigns, in Syria, Babylonia, Media and elsewhere, but failed to keep 
control of Babylonia, which fell into decades of independent disorder and inter-
national insignificance, even during the reigns of some few kings who restored 
some stability, held off invaders, and reopened trade. (Bk:309, 312; Gy:271–273; 
H&S:126–127; St:27)

Jehu of Israel having died in 814, Hazael of Damascus, who had lately taken 
Israel‘s Transjordanian lands, struck through Israel to capture Philistine Gath. 
(Mc:494; H&S:126)

810 BC. Multipolar. Assyria, Urartu, Damascus, Leontopolis (23rd 
Egyptian dynasty), Tanis-Bubastis (22nd), Upper Egypt.

Menua of Urartu (c. 810–c. 786) followed a policy of extensive fortress-
building and civil engineering in expanding southeast, north, and west. (Bt:341–
344)

Adad-Nirari III of Assyria campaigned in north Syria against Arpad in 
805. (Pi:162–163)

Shoshenq III of Tanis-Bubastis re-appointed his elder brother prince 
Osorkon as chief priest of Thebes, with what effect is not clear, as Harsiesis 
resurfaces in Shoshenq‘s 25th year (c. 801). (G: 328) Pedubastis of Leontopolis 
was followed by Iuput I (804–783). (M:220; cf. G:328)

800 BC. Multipolar. Assyria, Urartu, Damascus, Tanis-Bubastis (22nd 
Egyptian dynasty), Upper Egypt, Leontopolis (23rd).

By his death c. 800, Hazael of Damascus had subjugated Joahaz of Israel 
(814–798), Jehoash of Judah, and much of Philistia, thus creating an Aramean 
Empire. (Pi:151–158; St:34–35) 

Harsiesis of Thebes disappears in Shoshenq‘s 29th year (c. 797), leaving 
Upper Egypt to prince Osorkon. Shoshenq had control or suzerainty in much 
of the Delta—Libyan chiefdoms held the westernmost portions—and he was 
able to undertake several building programs. (G:328–329)
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Adad-Nirari III of Assyria campaigned in Syria in 796, receiving tribute 
from Philistia, and from Joash of Israel (798–782), who broke free of Damascus, 
recovered the Transjordanian territories lost to Hazael under Jehu, and c. 792 
subjugated Amaziah (796–768) of Judah. (Mc:500–501; H&S:127; E:74–75; 
St:34–35) Thereafter Adad-Nirari fought closer to Assyria and everywhere but 
in the west. (H&S:127)

790 BC. Multipolar. Assyria, Urartu, Israel, Damascus, Leontopolis (23rd 
Egyptian dynasty), Tanis-Bubastis (22nd), Upper Egypt.

In 23rd Dynasty Leontopolis, Shoshenq IV (783–777) succeeded Iuput I. 
(M:220; cf. G:328, 330)

An Elamite ambassador is reported at the Assyrian court in 784. (P:263) 
Assyrian central power had declined considerably by the end of the reign of 
Adad-Nirari, while Urartu under Argishti I (786–764) had become much 
stronger and aggressive, expanding northwest, northeast, east, and west. Shal-
maneser IV (782–773) of Assyria had to fight six defensive campaigns against 
Urartu from 781–774, and controlled Assyria itself only weakly. (Bt:344–346; 
Gy:276–277; H&S:128; St:39)

780 BC. Multipolar. Urartu, Assyria, Leontopolis (23rd Egyptian 
dynasty), Tanis-Bubastis (22nd), Upper Egypt

Alara (c. 780–760) came to power as the seventh king—the first whose 
name has survived—of an Egyptianized, Amun-worshipping Kushite dynasty 
at Napata in Nubia; this Nubian dynasty would in due course become the 25th 
dynasty of Egypt. (G:334)

The 23rd Dynasty Leontopolitan Osorkon III (777–749) succeeded Shosh-
enq IV. (M:220; cf. G:330) Shoshenq III of Tanis-Bubastis died in his 53rd 
regnal year, c. 773, to be succeeded in his 22nd Dynasty by Pami/Pimay (773–
767), who left no distinct impression on history. (G:329–330; M:220).

Assyria attacked and took tribute from “Hadianu” of Damascus in 773. 
(Pi:175) However, Ashur-dan III of Assyria (772–755) faced rebellions in Syria, 
and was not always able to mount an annual campaign. (Gy:277–278)

770 BC. Multipolar. Urartu, Assyria, Tanis-Bubastis (22nd Egyptian 
dynasty), Upper Egypt, Kush, Leontopolis (23rd).

Power in Babylonia was passing into the hands of the Chaldeans. (Bk:310–
312) Assyria waged unimpressive campaigns in Babylonia‘s direction in 769 and 
767; Ashur rebelled in 763–762, Arrapkha (Kirkuk) in 761–760. (Gy:277–278)

Shoshenq V (767–730) succeeded Pami as 22nd Dynast of Tanis/Bubastis. 
At about that time the 23rd Dynasty Leontopolitan king Osorkon III somehow 
contrived to install his son Takelot III first as ruler of Heracleopolis, then as 

chief priest of Thebes, then (c. 765) as his own co-regent and heir apparent. A 
Meshwesh chiefdom at Sais was beginning the expansion in the western Delta 
which would eventually produce a 24th Dynasty. (G:330)

Sarduri II (764–735) succeeded Argishti I in Urartu, and continued an 
aggressive expansion westward toward north Syria. (Bt:348)

760 BC. Multipolar. Urartu, Assyria, Israel, Damascus, Leontopolis (23rd 
Egyptian dynasty), Tanis-Bubastis (22nd), Sais, Kush.

Kashta (760–747) of Kush acquired authority as far as Aswan, and assumed 
a royal title, from which time we may reasonably date the 25th (Kushite) Egyp-
tian dynasty. (G:335) 23rd dynast Takelot III of Leontopolis (754–734) main-
tained overlordship in Upper Egypt via his sister Shepenwepet I. (G:331; dates 
M:220)

Ashur-nirari V of Assyria (754–745) was the weakest and least active 
Assyrian king of the age, with no annual campaign in half his regnal years; 
Syria was slipping away; Assyrian governors were neglecting to acknowledge 
the king. (Gy:278–279; H&S:128–129)

Sarduri II of Urartu launched numerous looting, slaving, and subjugating 
expeditions in all directions. (Bt:348–349)

Jeroboam II of Israel (782–753) defeated, reduced, and perhaps annexed 
Damascus, which was replaced as a power in Aram by the more northern 
Arpad (Bit Argusi), whose king Matiel allied with Urartu against Assyria in 
755. (Pi:177; St:34–35)

750 BC. Multipolar. Urartu, Israel, Kush (25th Egyptian Dynasty), 
Assyria, Arpad, Leontopolis (23rd), Tanis-Bubastis (22nd), Sais.

A weak Babylonian king, Nabu-shuma-ishkun (?–748), was succeeded by 
Nabonassar (747–734), who stabilized the Babylonian economy. (Bk:311–312; 
Bkk:24)

Piankhy (or Piy, 747–716) succeeded his father Kashta in Kush and began 
a gradual push northward into Egypt. (G:335)

Sarduri II of Urartu continued his career as a raider, conqueror, looter and 
tribute-collector, mounting expeditions northward, southwestward, southeast-
ward. (Bt:349–350)

Tiglath-pileser III (nominally 744–727, actually from 745) overthrew 
Ashur-nirari V, revitalized what is often called the “Neo-Assyrian Empire,” and 
proceeded to reverse the contraction of Assyrian power. (Gyya:73; H&S:128–
129)

His first campaign (745) was a quick raid swinging through northern, east-
ern and southern Babylonia, taking some territory, supplanting some suzerain-
ties, transplanting some populations, but leaving king Nabonassar unfought 
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and unshaken, indeed rather shored up by the reduction of Aramean and Chal-
dean pressures upon Babylon. This incursion inaugurated the Assyrian policy 
of mass transplantations of resisting peoples not just to the metropole for forced 
labor but into other rebellious regions, to obstruct coherent resistance. (Bkk:24; 
Gyya:81, 83)

Tiglath-pileser‘s next campaign (744), eastward into the Zagros, conquered 
many small states and made them provinces, vassals or colonies. (Gyya:79–80)

Assyria‘s next campaigns (743–740) were aimed westward, to eliminate a 
Urartian sphere of influence which had grown up in northern Syria. Tiglath-
pileser defeated Urartu and its Syrian ally Arpad in 743, conquered Arpad by 
a three-year siege, and made the area an Assyrian province. (Bt:350; Gyya:75; 
St:37)

Humban-nikash (743–717) ruled Elam. (P:263)

740 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Sarduri II of Urartu now devoted his energies to building the fortress Sar-
duri-khinili. Tiglath-pileser III of Assyria campaigned north against Ulluba, a 
hostile buffer region south of Urartu, in 739, 738 and 736, annexing, provincial-
izing, and colonizing it. (Bt:350–351; Gyya:75)

Assyria next turned west, and received tribute from Tyre, Damascus, 
Carchemish, Hamath, Cilicia, Byblos and Israel. (Pi:183–184; Gyya:75–76)

In 737 Tiglath-pileser campaigned eastward into the Zagros and Media, 
menacing Elam, shaving off a bit of Babylonia. (Gyya:80)

Assyria invaded and defeated Urartu in 735, even besieging the capital, 
Tushpa (Van), without success; still, the invasion, which was followed by border 
annexations, put an end to the northern troubles of Assyria. Rusa I of Urartu 
(734?–714) worked to restore order and shore up the Assyrian frontier. (Bt:350–
352; Gyya:76; St:35–36, 39)

By about 735, Piankhy of Kush assumed a protectorate over Upper Egypt 
via his sister Amenirdis I, installed in a high religious post in Thebes. (G:335)

Philistine Gaza and Ashkelon, under embargo by Assyria, allied against 
it with the anti-Assyrian regimes in Israel (led by Pekah, 740–732), Damas-
cus (led by Rezin), and Tyre-Sidon (led by Hiram II). Damascus and Israel 
combined against pro-Assyrian Ahaz of Judah (734–715). Tiglath-pileser III 
of Assyria undertook a second western campaign (734–732) to deal with the 
new coalition. Gaza, Ashkelon and Gezer were crushed; Israel was defeated 
and reduced by annexations (Gilead and Galilee) and deportations, but saved 
by Hoshea‘s pro-Assyrian coup; Damascus was besieged, taken, and annexed; 
Tyre begged pardon and paid tribute. (K:212–218; Pi:179–189; G:341; Gyya:77–
78; H&S:132; St:34–35)

Tiglath-pileser extended the empire-building precedent of Shalmaneser III 
by systematizing the obligation, subjugation, truncation, and annexation of res-
tive vassal states, the replacement and reorganization of their leaders and elites, 
and the deportation, importation and transplantation of peoples to create a 
“uniform heterogeneity” which might then be Assyrianized. (E:87–88)

Rudamun of Leontopolis briefly (734–731) succeeded his brother Takelot 
III as 23rd Dynast, to be followed by Iuput II (731–720), during whose tenure 
the rulers of both Hermopolis and Heracleopolis claimed royal status. (G:331; 
dates M: 220).

Nabonassar of Babylonia was orderly succeeded by Nabu-nadin-zeri (733–
732), who was overthrown by Nabu-shuma-ukin (732), in turn overthrown by 
the Chaldean Nabu-mukin-zeri (731–729), whom Tiglath-pileser III expelled. 
(Bkk:24–25; Gyya:82; H&S:133; St:27).

730 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

Tiglath-pileser III crowned his career and himself by taking the throne of 
Babylon, receiving the royal honors there in 729. (Gyya:82) 

Shoshenq V of the 22nd Egyptian (Bubastite) Dynasty was succeeded by 
his son Osorkon IV (730–715), whose authority was restricted to Tanis and 
Bubastis. The western half of the Delta was by now subject to the chiefs of Sais, 
the last of whom, Tefnakhte I (727–720) now proclaimed a new (24th) Dynasty. 
(G:330–331; dates M:220)

Piankhy of Kush may have secured submission from Heracleopolis and 
Hermopolis; but Tefnakhte of Sais succeeded in bringing Hermopolis, plus the 
22nd dynast Osorkon IV and the 23rd dynast Iuput II, into a coalition which 
proceeded to besiege Heracleopolis in Piankhy‘s 21st year (c. 727). Kush came 
to the rescue; the coalition was entirely defeated, and all five kings submitted 
to Piankhy, all but Tefnakhte in person. (G:335–340; M:73–85) Piankhy then 
returned to Napata, whereupon Tefnakhte resumed his independence and 
dominated the Delta once again. (G:340–341)

Tiglath-pileser III was succeeded by Shalmaneser V (726–722), who faced 
an immediate revolt by his western vassals, Luli of Tyre/Sidon (c. 730–701) and 
Hoshea of Israel (733–722). Hoshea was captured about 724 by Shalmaneser, 
who then besieged the Israelite capital Samaria and took it in 722. (Gyya:85–
86; H&S:133; St:27, 34, 36) But Shalmaneser was deposed in a rebellion and 
replaced by a usurper, Sargon II (721–705). Babylon at once revolted under 
the Chaldean Merodach-baladan II (721–710), who purchased assistance from 
Elam‘s Humban-nikash, who defeated Assyria at Der in 720. (Gyya:87–88,97–
98; P:263–264)
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720 BC. Multipolar: Assyria, Elam, Babylonia, Tyre/Sidon, Urartu, 
Phrygia, Sais (24th Egyptian dynasty), Kush (25th), Leontopolis (23rd), 
Tanis-Bubastis (22nd).

Assyria‘s troubles in the south and east bred new troubles in the west. 
Yaubidi, a rebel leader in Syrian Hamath, induced Damascus and Samaria to 
revolt; Gaza and “Egypt” (i.e., most probably, Osorkon IV of Tanis/Bubas-
tis) sent forces against Assyria in 720, but the resistance was badly defeated at 
Qarqar. Sargon II of Assyria destroyed Hamath, Ekron, and Gaza, and recap-
tured Samaria; Tyre submitted; Ahaz of Judah was reconfirmed as a tributary 
vassal; Egypt was defeated at Raphia; and there were massive transplantations 
at Samaria and Hamath. (Gyya:89; G: 342; H&S:135; St:27–28)

By 720 and perhaps earlier, a central Anatolian kingdom, Phrygia, under 
one Mita or Midas, had grown to major-power status and was pressing on 
Cilicia and the Assyrian northwest imperial frontier. Urartu intrigued with 
Phrygia and Cilicia, and provoked rebellions against Sargon II of Assyria in 
the latter‘s northeast. Sargon campaigned there in 719, but was drawn off when 
Midas of Phrygia in turn provoked anti-Assyrian rebellions in their mutual 
borderlands 718–717; the most noteworthy result was the Assyrian conquest, 
annexation and colonization of revolted Carchemish. (Bt:352–353; Gyya:91–94; 
Mk:622–623; Bc:389)

In Egypt, there were leadership changes which eventually provoked abrupt 
reunification. Bocchoris (720–715) succeeded Tefnakhte I as 24th dynast at 
Sais, and claimed, and probably possessed, hegemony over the Delta (G:341); a 
Shoshenq VI may have succeeded Iuput II of the 23rd Dynasty at Leontopolis 
from 720–715 (M:220; cf. G:394).

From 717, Sargon was able to devote his idle hours to creating a new capital 
city, duly named for himself—Dur-Sharrukin (Khorsabad). (Gyya:100–102) 
This did not impede his campaigning: in 716–715 Sargon turned east again, 
conquering into Urartu and Media. (Gyya:94–95) Assyrian forces also reached 
and garrisoned the border of Egypt proper in 716, but were bought off by tribute 
from Osorkon IV. (G:342–343; H&S:134; St:27–28)

Piankhy of Napata died in 716, to be succeeded by his brother Shabaka 
(716–702). It was this Shabaka who in 715, eliminated Bocchoris, ended the 
22nd, 23rd and 24th dynasties, and took control of all Egypt, ruling from 
Thebes a united state extending from the Mediterranean to the 6th Cataract. 
His Dynasty 25 (715–656 bc) begins the “Late Period” of Egyptian history. 
(G:343; St:31)

Assyria meanwhile had turned northward, against Urartu under Rusa I, 
whose army was disastrously defeated at Uishdish in 714. Urartu was sacked up 
to Lake Urmia; Urartian governors revolted against Rusa; Cimmerian tribes 

invaded Urartu and defeated Rusa, who committed suicide. Rusa‘s successor, 
Argishti II (714–685) avoided fighting the Assyrians, and Urartu sank to minor 
power status. (Bt:353–356; Gyya:95–97; St:39)

Iamani of Philistine Ashdod seized power and revolted against Assyria in 
712. Sargon II sent an army which captured Ashdod; Iamani f led to Egypt, 
but was handed over to Assyria by Shabaka. Assyria transplanted the people 
of Ashdod and Gath, annexed Philistia, and colonized it with new deportees. 
Appeasement bought Egypt more time to breathe, which Shabaka utilized to 
undertake an extensive religious building program throughout his new domains. 
(Gyya:89; G:343–345; St:28; cf. H&W:136)

710 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

In 710, Sargon II of Assyria set out against Elam under Shutruk-Nahhunte 
II (717–699) and Babylonia under Merodach-baladan II. In 709 he reconquered 
Babylon and declared himself king there, Merodach-baladan II having fled 
to the Elam borderlands, from which he endeavored to organize resistance. 
(Gyya:97–100; C&S:46; P:265–266; St:28) 

In 709, suffering from Assyrian raids on the Cilician border, Midas of 
Phrygia offered peace to Sargon II, who accepted with alacrity; diplomatic rela-
tions were established. (Gyya:92)

In 708, civil war broke out in Ellipi, which bordered Media, Elam and 
Assyria. Elam and Assyria intervened on behalf of rival claimants; Assyria pre-
vailed. (C&S:46; P:267)

In 707, Cimmerians invaded Urartu and defeated Argishti II, who none-
theless withstood Assyrian attacks, and even built new forts and waterworks. 
(St:39)

In 705, Sargon died fighting in the north. The confused succession of 
Sennacherib (704–681) precipitated a new revolt in Babylon by Marduk-zakir-
shumi, who was himself displaced by Merodach-baladan II in 703. The Bab-
ylonian revolt, though assisted by Elam, was soon suppressed, and Assyria 
installed a puppet king in Babylon; resistance continued from the marshlands. 
(Gyyb:105–107; C&S:46; P:267–268; St:28)

Shabaka of Egypt was succeeded by Piankhy‘s son Shebitku (or Shabtaka, 
702–690), who followed a more assertive policy. In 701 Hezekiah of Judah 
organized an anti-Assyrian rebel coalition with Phoenicia (Sidon) and Philistia 
(Ashkelon); Egypt sent a force to Judah‘s assistance. Sennacherib defeated first 
Sidon, then Ashkelon, then Egypt (at Elteqeh in 701); he besieged Jerusalem, 
deporting many, but accepted king Hezekiah‘s submission and tribute. Egypt 
and Assyria both drew back, the latter to cope with resistance in Babylonia. 
Judah survived as a tributary vassal; Luli of Tyre/Sidon transferred his capi-
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tal to Citium on Cyprus; Sidon surrendered to Sennacherib, who installed a 
more tractable vassal there. (K:246–249; Gyyb:109–111; G:346–347; H&S:138; 
Au:59; St:28, 35, 36)

700 BC. Unipolar: Assyria.

data summary

Th e preceding narrative underlies the following sequence of 81 codings for the 
power polarity confi gurations of the Central system 1500–700 bc (names of 
hegemons, and of polar states in unipolar and bipolar confi gurations, are men-
tioned parenthetically):

880 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
870 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
860 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
850 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
840 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
830 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
820 BC. Multipolarity
810 BC. Multipolarity
800 BC. Multipolarity
790 BC. Multipolarity

780 BC. Multipolarity
770 BC. Multipolarity
760 BC. Multipolarity
750 BC. Multipolarity
740 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
730 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
720 BC. Multipolarity
710 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
700 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)

1500 BC. Multipolarity
1490 BC. Multipolarity
1480 BC. Multipolarity
1470 BC. Multipolarity
1460 BC. Multipolarity
1450 BC. Multipolarity
1440 BC. Unipolarity (Egypt) 
1430 BC. Unipolarity (Egypt)
1420 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Mitanni)
1410 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Mitanni)
1400 BC. Unipolarity (Egypt)
1390 BC. Multipolarity
1380 BC. Hegemony (Egypt)
1370 BC. Hegemony (Egypt)
1360 BC. Hegemony (Egypt)
1350 BC. Unipolarity (Egypt)
1340 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Hatti)
1330 BC. Multipolarity
1320 BC. Multipolarity
1310 BC. Unipolarity (Hatti)
1300 BC. Multipolarity
1290 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Hatti)
1280 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Hatti)
1270 BC. Tripolarity
1260 BC. Tripolarity
1250 BC. Tripolarity
1240 BC. Tripolarity
1230 BC. Tripolarity
1220 BC. Tripolarity
1210 BC. Tripolarity
1200 BC. Multipolarity

1190 BC. Bipolarity (Egypt-Babylonia)
1180 BC. Tripolarity
1170 BC. Tripolarity
1160 BC. Tripolarity
1150 BC. Tripolarity
1140 BC. Tripolarity
1130 BC. Multipolarity
1120 BC. Multipolarity
1110 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1100 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1090 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1080 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1070 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1060 BC. Unipolarity (Assyria)
1050 BC. Multipolarity
1040 BC. Multipolarity
1030 BC. Multipolarity
1020 BC. Multipolarity
1010 BC. Multipolarity
1000 BC. Multipolarity
990 BC. Multipolarity
980 BC. Multipolarity
970 BC. Multipolarity
960 BC. Multipolarity
950 BC. Multipolarity
940 BC. Multipolarity
930 BC. Multipolarity
920 BC. Tripolarity
910 BC. Tripolarity
900 BC. Tripolarity
890 BC. Multipolarity

Th is sequence is graphed in Figure 13, where the Y-axis values are: 
0=Nonpolarity
1=Multipolarity
2=Tripolarity
3=Bipolarity

discussion

Th e 81 codings break down thus:
Empire: 0/81=0%
Hegemony: 3/81=3.7%
Unipolarity: 21/81=25.9%
Bipolarity: 6/81=7.4%

See Figure 14.

The extreme structures—Empire and Nonpolarity—were absent from the 
Central system during this period. Hegemony and Bipolarity were quite rare, 
Tripolarity more frequent than in other systems previously examined. Two 
codings—Multipolarity (44.4) and nonhegemonic Unipolarity (25.9)—were 
quite frequent; there was no preponderant structure.

These data allow us to address a number of recurrent issues in civilizations 
theory and world systems theory, some with practical contemporary ramifica-
tions.

1. Is it the case that all such systems tend to increase in centralization over 
time, moving e.g. from feudalism to states-systems to universal empires 
(and thence perhaps to ossifi cation or collapse)? (Cf. Wight 1977, Spengler 
1926-1928, Toynbee 1934–1954, Melko 1969.)

By inspection of the Central system‘s data trace in Figure 13, it is evident that 
this (rather lengthy) period provides no support for the thesis of increasing cen-
tralization.

4=Unipolarity (Non-hegemonic)
5=Hegemony
6=Empire

Tripolarity: 15/81=18.5%
Multipolarity: 36/81=44.4%
Nonpolarity: 0/81=0%
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By inspection again, it seems clear that Toynbee‘s revised “Helleno-Sinic 
model” better agrees with the data than any increased-centralization theory.

3. Toynbee‘s revised model does not stipulate any particular decentralized 
forms as especially frequent representatives of their type, but the classic 
European balance-of-power literature does: multipolarity. (Gulick, 1955) 
Indeed some exponents of the theory expect multipolarity to be not merely 
one of two main forms, but the normal confi guration of a world system: 
the current leaders of France, Russia and China seem to be among them. 
(Previous Chinese leaders, and many others—e.g. Dante Alighieri—would 
likely have stipulated empire as the norm; Kenneth Waltz might speak for 
the greater stability of bipolarity than multipolarity, but not necessarily 
for its normality.) Is it indeed the case that multipolarity is the normal 
and stable form of systemic political organization, so that deviations from 
it may be expected to be “rectifi ed” by more or less automatic, as it were 
“physiological” homeostatic processes? (Cf. Cannon, 1932; Claude, 1969; 
Dante, 1950; Waltz, 1979.)
A hypothetically modeled temporal trace of a stable multipolar world sys-

tem‘s power configurations is given in Figure 15.
Comparing Figure 15 to Figure 13, it seems that the behavior of the Cen-

tral system during this period is reasonably consistent with the expectation of 
normal multipolarity held out by balance-of-power theory.
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Figure 14 – Distribution of Central System Power Structures, 1500–700

2. Is it the case that all such systems rather display cycles of centralization-
decentralization, with no normal “resting point” or terminus ad quem? 
(Toynbee, 1961)

This is Toynbee’s revision of his earlier (1934–1954) “Hellenic” standard 
model for civilizations: it is a rhythmic alternation of systemic unifications and 
disruptions, in which political disunity, technoeconomic progress, and chronic 
warfare yield to forcible unification, pacification, stagnation, state overload, and 
a lapse into anarchy, which is however an “intermediate period” followed by a 
restoration of unity.
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We must examine two sorts of eras for the answer to this question: mul-
tipolar epochs (to see if balancing coalitions formed and successfully resisted 
the rise of any single state to unipolar status); and unipolar (and hegemonic) 
epochs, to see if balancing coalitions formed to reduce the pre-eminent power, 
when they formed, and how the epochs ended.

There were protracted “runs” of multipolarity over the coding intervals 
1500–1450, 1050–940, and 820–750 bc. During these runs, little balancing 

Can we say how consistent? A simple quantitative test for the consistency 
of a qualitative data series with the hypothesis that multipolarity is the norm 
would be the fraction of the period spent in a multipolar condition. In this case, 
the data do not cover the entire period, but are taken at ten-year intervals, so 
the fraction of codings which are (1=Multipolar) will have to serve as a first 
approximation. The approximation is likely to be rather good, but imperfect 
since the narrative showed some changes of configuration at smaller than ten-
year intervals.

We may distinguish a “strong” from a “weak” version of multipolar-nor-
malcy theory: a “strong” theory expects a majority of multipolar codings for any 
prolonged period; a “weak” theory expects a plurality only. The Central data are 
consistent with a multipolar norm, but a weak one: multipolarity accounts for 
44.4 of all codings.

4. Toynbee‘s revised theory likewise does not stipulate any particular 
centralized form as the normal representative of its type. Other theories 
and traditions do: the classical Chinese view (e.g. Lo, 1999) posits empire; 
Wallersteinian world-systems theory (1983, 1984) expects hegemony; 
classical balance-of-power theory expects unipolarity as the normal 
direction, so perhaps the normal form, of deviation from multipolarity (e.g. 
Wight, 1946).

The 1500–700 bc data are more consistent with the classical balance-of-
power theory than with the expectation of hegemony or empire as the main 
centralized polarity configuration: unipolarity (25.9) is the second most fre-
quent coding, while empire (0.0) is absent and hegemony (3.7) minimal.

On the whole then, among the competing theories of the kinematics (the 
sequence of forms) of world systems, Toynbee‘s revised model, and the classical 
balance-of-power theory, have the best fit to the Central system data 1500–700 
bc. 

5. What of dynamics? What “forces” drive the changing of polarities over 
time? Th e classical balance-of-power theory expects that states will act 
to increase their power, but that centralization of the system by a single 
state will be resisted, and indeed prevented, by a “balancing” coalition of 
other states. (E.g. Waltz, 1979) Alternatives to balancing behavior do exist, 
however: “bandwagoning” (formation of a coalition with, or submission to, 
the rising power—e.g. Schweller, 1994) and “isolationist neutralism” (when 
states assailed by a rising power, whether simultaneously or seriatim, resist 
the assault rather than submit, but rely on self-help and refuse mutual aid). 
Did the Central system 1500–700 bc display multipolar balancing?
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occurred. Most states in these periods showed no systemwide ambitions, but 
confined themselves to localized warfare or were distracted by internal political 
concerns. One balancing coalition appeared, but failed: in the 1460–1450 bc 
interval, Tuthmosis III of New Kingdom Egypt faced and defeated a defensive 
coalition at Megiddo in Syria-Palestine. Even so, Egypt was unable to secure 
control over Syria: stubborn, isolated local resistance by the states under attack, 
and not their unsuccessful joint resistance, preserved systemwide multipolarity 
in this interval.

What of the transitions from multipolarity to unipolarity (or hegemony) 
in the decades after 1450, 1390, 1320, 1120, 890, 750 and 720, or in the opposite 
direction after 1400, 1350 (via bipolarity), 1310, 1060, 830 and 730? Did coalitions 
form to resist or overturn the pre-eminent state?

a. 1450–1440. Th e rise to unipolarity of Egypt under Tuthmosis III was 
met by bandwagoning; only Mitanni remained an obdurate enemy, and its 
resistance and subversive intrigues curtailed Egyptian power for a time, but 
without restoring multipolarity.

b. 1400–1390. Egyptian power under Tuthmosis IV was reduced, but not 
by a hostile coalition; Egyptian policy changed, to focus on external 
disengagement and internal improvement.

c. 1390–1380. Egypt‘s rise under Amenhotep III evoked bandwagoning.

d. 1350–1330. Egypt‘s standing declined under Akhenaten and Tutankhamen 
as external commitments were abandoned to focus on internal reforms and 
disputes.

e. 1320–1310. Th e rise of Hatti under Mursilis II was met by unsuccessful 
isolationist neutralism.

f. 1310–1300. Hatti‘s decline under Mursilis resulted from internal rebellions.

g. 1120–1110. Isolationist neutralism met, and failed to halt, the rise of Assyria 
under Tiglath-pileser I.

h. 1060–1050. It was civil war, not a hostile coalition, which eroded Assyrian 
predominance.

i. 890–880. Policies of isolationist neutralism failed to impede the rise of 
Assyria under Ashurnasirpal II. 

j. 830–820. By the 850‘s, balancing coalitions began to form to resist 
Shalmaneser III, but they were unsuccessful: again it was civil war that 
reduced Assyrian pre-eminence after 830.

k. 750–740. Assyria under Tiglath-pileser III in the 750–740 interval 
repeated the 890–880 pattern, facing and defeating isolated resistance.

l. 730–720. Th e 830–820 pattern also repeats: anti-Assyrian coalitions 
formed late, and failed; but civil war in Assyria relieved the other states of 
the Assyrian yoke.

m. 720–710. Th e rise of Assyria under Sargon II was resisted by a timely 
coalition, which however failed.

This record is thoroughly frustrating for classical balance-of-power theory. 
Most ascensions and predominances did not evoke resistance coalitions. Coali-
tions did form, often late, and always failed. It was the internal politics of the 
superpower—civil war or a deliberate inward turn—that repeatedly restored 
multipolarity. 

conclusion

Although the classical balance-of-power expectation of a multipolar nor-
mality is weakly met by the Central system in this period, the balancing behav-
ior also expected by the theory is lacking or unsuccessful, and does not explain 
either the maintenance or the restoration of multipolarity: the expected dynam-
ics are notably absent.

We have consequently not yet gotten beyond Toynbee‘s kinematics; we 
have no satisfactory dynamics of multipolar stabilization, at least not for this 
system in this period. We can neither fully accept nor entirely reject the utility 
of classical balance-of-power theory in explaining trajectories of world system 
behavior for this period. Probably we must settle for a more diffuse and less 
elegant explanation. The following points are directions that might be taken to 
further our theoretical penetration of the causes of the patterns found:

1. Kaplan (1957) attempted to educe behavioral “rules” which if complied with 
by actors in a system with a particular power confi guration would tend to 
protract the tenure of that confi guration. His examination of the balance-
of-power “system” expects a relationship between conformance to rules (not 
all of which are coalition-centered) and maintenance of multipolarity.

2. In an era of agent-based modeling of complex systems, it may be 
worthwhile to resume the search for such rules of persistence and 
transformation, using the actual persistences and transformations of actual 
systems, including the Central system.

3. Paul Kennedy (1989) produced a historical review of modern European 
great powers which famously related relative military power to relative 
economic power (with a lag), and great-power decline to “imperial 
overstretch”—a failure to maintain a proper balance between material 
resources and military ambitions, and the assumption of strategic 
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commitments which cannot all be simultaneously sustained. Th ere appear 
to be some hints of imperial overstretch in the records of Egyptian and 
Assyrian challenges to multipolarity.

4. A Roman, Chinese or Stalinist imperial Grand Historian might fi nd the 
persistence of multipolarity abnormal, and attribute it not to the prudent 
conduct of the assailed powers, but to the defi cient imperialism of the 
rising power. Th e Grand Historian might remark on the personalistic 
and tributary dominance structures that prevailed during this period, 
and compare them unfavorably with his own bureaucratic-administrative 
hierarchy with its assimilative policies. Still, he might have found in the 
sporadic depopulations and transplantations performed by Hittites and 
Assyrians the germ of policies that could have put an end to an otherwise 
perennial inclination of subject peoples to revolt at the fi rst opportunity. 

5. An exponent of the “manually-operated” balance-of-power model (Claude, 
1969) would recommend that we extend the dataset forward in time, 
expecting that balancing behavior would be learned rather than automatic, 
and that its learning might require a very long historical perspective. Th e 
accelerated formation of balancing coalitions toward the end of the current 
dataset might be seen as prefi guring further learning. 

6. Kaplan‘s, Kennedy‘s, and the putative Grand Historian‘s and manual-
operator‘s approaches are all agent-based. Th ere is some visible tendency 
in this dataset for confi gurations to show durability; only a few codings 
(9/81=11.1) are “solitary” and unrepeated. Th ere may be system-level 
features of complex systems (e.g. traditionalization) which contribute 
something to the explanation of both persisting and recurring polarity 
confi gurations. Perhaps systems are to some extent Newtonian-physical, 
or conservative, and will most likely be found at any time in the same 
confi guration they showed at the time of last measurement. Perhaps 
systems are to some extent Aristotelian-physical, or reactionary, and will 
most likely be found at any time in the confi guration they have occupied 
for most of their duration. Perhaps systems are to some extent Zipfi an, 
so that the past distribution of a system‘s confi gurational frequencies best 
predicts the future distribution. Th e issue of sensitivity to prior conditions, 
sometimes labeled “path-dependence,” clearly deserves investigation.

7. How stable was the systemic power structure in this epoch, whose history 
was by no means placid? One approach to this question is to look for 
changes in structure from one coding to the next. Excluding the fi rst 
coding, of 80 codings only 25 (31.25) represent changes from the prior 

coding: the state of the system at time t is an excellent predictor of its state 
at t+10 years.

8. Another way of contemplating the stability of power structures is to 
look for duration—for long runs. Aside from the initial 50 year run of 
multipolarity (necessarily truncated by and at the origin of the system) and 
the fi nal 10-year run of unipolarity (artifi cially truncated by the end of the 
study epoch), very long runs are noticeable: for multipolarity, a 120-year 
run 1050–930 bc and an 80-year run 820–750 bc; for unipolarity, a 50-year 
run 1110–1060 bc, and a 50-year run 880–830 bc; for tripolarity, a 60-year 
run 1270–1210 bc, a 40-year run 1180–1140 bc, and a 20-year run 920–910 
bc. Even hegemony had a 20-year run 1380–1360 bc; only bipolarity 
managed nothing better than 10-year runs. Again excluding the initial run 
(of 6 codings) and fi nal run (of 2 codings), at 41/73=56.1 of codings the 
system was in a run of at least 50 years, which could accordingly be taken 
as normal. Th e Central system seems to have been stable at longer than a 
generation, but less than a century.

9. Did the system evolve over time in any discernible direction? Comparing 
the fi rst and last 40 of the 81 codings, it is evident that all the instances 
of hegemony and bipolarity occurred in the fi rst epoch, as did 12/15=80 
of the moments of tripolarity. On the other hand, 37/40=92.5 of the 
last epoch‘s codings are for unipolarity or multipolarity, as opposed to 
only 19/40=47.5 of the fi rst epoch‘s codings. It seems that the Central 
system lost structural variety and became more stereotyped as it “matured” 
over the period under study. As between its two overall most prevalent 
phases, unipolarity and multipolarity, there was also a slight shift toward 
unipolarity, from 6/19=31.5 in the fi rst epoch to 14/37=37.8 in the 
second.

10. Th e stability of the system also increased: in the second epoch there were 8 
structural shifts (in 39 opportunities), as opposed to 17 in the fi rst, so that 
the system‘s state at time t predicted its state at time t + 10 on 22/39=56.4 
of the fi rst 39 10-year intervals, vs. 31/39=79.5 of the second 39.

11. In short, over the intervals employed, the Central system 1500–700 bc was 
rather stable, displayed limited variety from its inception, and lost variety 
over the period studied, becoming increasingly “stereotypic.” Th e behavior 
of the system was superfi cially consistent with Newtonian, Aristotelian 
and Zipfi an expectations. Dynamics which account for such tendencies—
among them hysteresis/inertia, traditionalization, memory traces, role 
learning—deserve consideration.
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These are by no means the only approaches that might be helpful in explain-
ing the political trajectory of this world system, or others. It is likely to prove an 
interesting and exacting endeavor.

appendix i: regions and periods of the early central system

The epoch from 1500 to 700 has usually been periodized by region. In 
Egyptian history, that epoch comprises most of the New Kingdom period 
1539–1069 (18th Dynasty from Amenhotep I, r. 1514–1493, through Horem-
heb, r. 1323–1295; 19th Dynasty, 1295–1188 bc; 20th Dynasty, 1188–1069); all of 
the Third Intermediate Period, 1069–715 bc (21st Dynasty, 1069–945; 22nd 
Dynasty, 945–715, overlapped by local 23rd and 24th Dynasties, and the local 
beginnings of the 25th Dynasty); and the very beginning of the Late Dynastic 
Period (25th Dynasty solo, 715–onward).

In Sudanese history, 1500–700 bc includes the time of Egyptian Kush (c. 
1492–c. 1070), and the rise of imperial Napata (from c. 780) to conquer Egypt, 
and become its 25th Dynasty.

In Mesopotamian history, 1500–700 bc encompasses most of the Kassite 
dynasty of Babylon (1595–1157 bc) and of the Mitanni kingdom of Washukanni 
(1550–1265); all of the 2nd Dynasty of Isin (1156–1025), the Middle Assyrian 
Empire (1362–1077), the Aramean invasions (1076–934), and most of the Neo-
Assyrian empire (934–609).

In Anatolian history, 1500–700 bc includes the Hittite empire (c. 1410–
1200), and the Phrygian period, from their invasion (c. 1200–1000) to the king-
dom of Midas (c. 730–695).

In Syria-Palestine-Canaan, 1500–700 bc encompasses the Sea peoples 
invasion (c. 1200); all that is historical of the history of Israel and most of that of 
Judah; the rise and decline of Aram and Aramean Damascus (c. 1300–732); and 
most of the f lorescence of Phoenician Sidon (c. 1200–627).

In Iranian history, 1500–700 bc includes, in the southwest, the middle 
Elamite kingdom (c. 1450–1110), and the beginning of the Neo-Elamite king-
dom (c. 750–640); on the plateau, the Aryan invasion (c. 1500–850), the first 
rise of the Medes, their kingdom at Ecbatana (Hamadan), and their subjuga-
tion by Assyria (from 835 bc).

In Armenian history, 1500–700 bc contains the Urartian invasion, settle-
ment, and initial organization of kingdoms (c. 1300–c. 860), and much of the 
history of the kingdom of Urartu/Van (c. 860–584).

Excluded from the system for the purposes of this study are the land of 
Punt (Eritrean-Somali coast), in trade but apparently not politico-military con-
nection with Egypt to at least c. 1150; the western Phoenician colonies of Lixus 

(in present-day Morocco), Gades and Sexi (Spain), and Utica and Carthage 
(Tunisia), partly because of uncertain initial dates and sizes, partly because of 
uncertainty concerning their political linkage to Phoenicia; Southern Arabia, 
for the same reasons; and (for most of the period) Northern Arabia, as a 
nomadic semiperiphery.

Greece is also excluded, as being part of a separate Aegean system during: 
the decline of Crete; Mycenean Late Helladic II (c. 1500–1400), Late Helladic 
III (c. 1400–1200) and Late Helladic C (c. 1200–1100); the Dorian, Aeolian and 
Ionian migrations (12th–10th centuries); the Greek Renaissance (900–800); 
the rise of Ionia (to 680), Sparta (900–700), Chalcis and Eretria (c. 800–700); 
and the initial colonization of Sicily and southern Italy (from c. 775). 

appendix ii: chronological decisions

Among regional chronologies, Assyro-Babylonian come closest to being 
consensual, varying by one or two years rather than by decades. The latest Cam-
bridge Ancient History chronologies have generally been preferred.

Egyptian chronology, on the other hand, is utterly contentious. At least 
nine recent or influential Egyptological chronologies compete: those of Hor-
nung (1999), Grimal/Shaw (1992), the Cambridge Ancient History (1975), Hallo 
and Simpson (1998), Myśliwiec (2000), Murnane (1995), the Oxford Encyclope-
dia of Ancient Egypt (Redford, ed. 2001), Stearns (2001), and the Oxford History 
of Ancient Egypt (Shaw, ed., 2000). The Egyptian chronology elected herein 
largely follows Hornung (1999:xvi–xviii) through Tuthmosis IV, then Grimal/
Shaw (1992:392–394) through the Twenty-First Dynasty, and Grimal/Shaw 
supplemented by Myśliwiec (2000:220) for the 22nd–25th Dynasties. How-
ever, contrary to Hornung, the initial regnal date here used for Tuthmosis 
III is not that of his nominal accession (1479) but that of his actual ascent to 
power, Hatshepsut’s final date (1458). Similarly, for Seti II, also eclipsed early 
in his nominal reign by the usurper Amenmesse, 1199 replaces Grimal/Shaw’s 
1202. The dates for Kashta of Napata (760–747) follow Murnane and Hallo-
Simpson, since Myśliwiec gives none. It may be noted that Hornung’s early 18th 
Dynasty dates are the same as those of Murnane, 1995:713–714, whose chronol-
ogy was employed in the preceding paper in this series (2004).

The Hittite chronology used herein is that of Bryce (B:xiii–xiv, 414). Some 
synchronistic difficulties in his account would be resolved if Tudhaliyas I/II, 
or a separate Tudhaliyas I, were shown to have ruled before 1400 bc, i.e. con-
temporaneously with Amenhotep II of Egypt; and the reign of Arnuwandas I 
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seems so very uneventful, and the succeeding reign of Tudhaliyas III so very 
disturbed, as to inspire some doubt. But otherwise his datings link to the Egyp-
tian chronology we have elected with good consistency. They connect less well, 
however, with the Assyro-Babylonian chronology, especially its Babylonian sec-
tion, and there is no obvious key at hand.

Middle Elamite chronology has lately become disturbed; I have used Potts‘ 
high chronology (1999), based on new synchronisms which force major changes 
in previously accepted datings. E.g., for Humban-numena, dated by Labat 
(L:384) at c. 1285–1266, Hinz (1972:112–113) at 1300–1275, and Carter and Stol-
per (1984:234) at c. 1275, Potts (1999:209) proposes dates of 1350–1340. 
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part one: history, chronologies, and the new archaeology

Introduction

By the 12t century a.d. the principal trading centers of the Western Sudan 
world-system—including Kawkaw/Gao, Tadmakka, Koumbi Saleh, and 
Tegdaoust/Awdaghast—possessed, in the words of the archaeologist Timothy 
Insoll, an “Islamic character.” He elaborates on this phenomenon: “Their plans 
indicate that they exhibit many of the characteristics of the Islamic city or town 
as is found within the wider Islamic world” (Insoll 1996: 43; also Mauny 1967). 
What history accounts for the Islamic character of these places, and what pro-
cesses, events, and relations generated their development? Recent archaeologi-
cal research in West Africa provides some answers. The present study offers a 
re-interpretation of Western Sudan history based on the recent archaeologi-
cal research. Recent archaeology has generated a tremendous amount of new 
information pertaining to the cultural, economic, political, and social aspects 
of this history (Bedaux 1972; Vallées du Niger 1993; McIntosh 1995; Pelzer 2000; 

Archaeological evidence from West 
Africa suggests a process of relatively 
autochthonous state formation involving 
unusual forms of urbanization, horse war-
rior aristocracies, craft status groups and 
commodified trade networks organized 
by merchant-scholars. The emergence 

of a West African state system played a 
generative role in the world-historical 
development of universal rationality in 
Western Afroeurasia, as well as in the 
intensification of empire formation and 
monetary integration in the formative era 
before the rise of European hegemony. 
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Pelzer 2002; Magnavita 2002a; Magnavita 200b; Magnavita and Pelzer 2000). 
Since archaeological fieldwork is ongoing and continues to bring new data to 
light, the interpretations and conclusions presented here cannot be considered 
definitive.

In this study I focus on a polycentric Western Sudan world-system 
between ca.1200/1000 b.c. and ca.1200/1250 a.d. and the ecological, historical, 
and structural processes that shaped the cultural-ideological, social, political, 
demographic, and settlement formations and structures of the system. I com-
pare the archaeologically defined historical phases of the Western Sudan’s dif-
ferentiated formations—urban, cultural, socioeconomic, and political—with 
the chronology assigned to the Afro-Eurasian oikumene by Barry Gills and 
Andre Gunder Frank (see below). In contrast to standard political histories, 
the current study examines the dynamic of the great state systems in terms 
of a macroregional world-system and the historical conjunctures, interaction 
networks, and processes of surplus appropriation and political centralization 
that defined it. Characteristically, the state systems had ruling dynasties, spe-
cialized functionaries, armies, and revenue systems (cf. Levtzion 1980, chapter 
2; Levtzion 1985: 132–38; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 77–83; McIntosh 1998, 
chapter 10). 

What is Sudanic Africa? The 10t century geographer Ishaq ibn al-Husayn 
offers a suitable historical starting point. He describes it thus: “The land of the 
Sudan, an extensive country, stretching from the Western Sea [Atlantic Ocean] 
to the Red Sea [is] an enormous and important land” (Levtzion and Hopkins 
2000: 38). Geographically, this vast territory comprises three major ecological 
zones—the Sahara, and, south of it, the semi-arid Sahil and the savanna, or 
grasslands—and a complex of microenvironments. Africanist scholars divide 
the Sahil and grasslands into three macroregions: the Western Sudan (historic 
cores: the Upper and Middle Niger Valleys and the Senegal Valley), the Central 
Sudan (historic core: the Lake Chad basin), and the Eastern Sudan (historic 
core: the Middle Nile Valley) (see Figure 1).

Associated with each macroregion are identifiable world-system forma-
tions (Wilkinson 1993a; Wilkinson 1993b; Wilkinson 1994). Established schol-
arly practice does not accept the Sahara as a historical and social space, hence 
the salience of a reified and essentialist category like “sub-Saharan Africa” in 
academic and popular literature. In scholarly studies of world-systems or of 
the Afro-Eurasian oikumene, Sudanic Africa is seldom, if ever, mentioned. 
The presumption of this scholarship is that nothing of consequence happened 
within it and that whatever organized formations it had were completely self-
contained (“isolated”) and unchanging (“stagnant”) (e.g., Abu-Lughod 1989; 
Sanderson 1995; Hall 2000). The present study contravenes conventional 
wisdom by including the Sahara as a historical and structural component of the 
Western Sudan world-system and by identifying this world-system as a histori-
cally dynamic part of the oikumene. 

A world-system can be defined as a formation organized around stratified, 
i.e., hierarchical, and non-hierarchical societal interaction networks, strata, 
consisting of core, semi-periphery, and periphery. Intermediate territories are 
identified in analytically different ways: hinterland, frontier, and margin. The 
complexities are evident when we look at centers and peripheries of innova-
tion and recognize frontiers of economic specialization. In developing the idea 
of regional world-systems, Christopher Chase-Dunn and his colleagues have 
identified different kinds of societal or interacting networks to account for the 
allocation of resources and the distribution of goods and services. They include 
the following: (1) bulk-goods exchange networks (BGNs); (2) political-military 
interaction networks (PMNs); (3) prestige-goods networks PGNs); and (4) 
information-cultural networks (ICNs).¹ The different networks indicate differ-

Note: Towns in the Western Sudan world-system are underlined. (Adapted from Mauny 1967)
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patently clear. After 1200 a.d., massive population resettlement occurred in the 
f loodplain of the western MNV, with the abandonment of large numbers of 
settlements, and the occupation of lands above the floodplain. This transfor-
mation has been attributed to climate change, environmental degradation, and 
sociopolitical upheavals. From the 13t century to the 15t, when the imperial 
Mali formation governed much of the world-system, the Upper Niger Valley, 

ent scales of socio-spatial organization and different but overlapping functions 
(Chase-Dunn and Hall 1992; Chase-Dunn and Hall 1995; Chase-Dunn and 
Hall 1997; Hall 1996). The organization of the Western Sudan world-system 
depended on these interacting networks—the allocation of resources and the 
distribution of goods and services. But the networks themselves depended on 
specific historical forms of labor comprising hierarchically and non-hierarchi-
cally organized populations as well as modes of production of the material and 
intellectual (symbolic) conditions of life. The histories of these networks and 
modes have yet to be written. A first step towards understanding them has 
been made by Africanist archaeologists whose fieldwork over the past thirty 
years has focused on developing regional surveys over broad areas of the Sudan’s 
macroregions. 

What is the Western Sudan world-system and when did it emerge? This 
world-system can be defined as a trans-regional, polycentric formation com-
prised of interaction networks, urban-based settlement hierarchies, different 
kinds of political domains and regimes of surplus accumulation, economic 
zones, production networks, social and geographical divisions of labor, cultural 
spheres, and markets. Four core zones can be readily identified (see Figure 1 
above): 

(1) the Western Sahara (WS); 

(2) the Middle Niger Valley (MNV), with the following sub-divisions: (a) 
the Upper Inland Delta; (b) the Lower Inland Delta; and (c) the Lakes 
Region and the Niger Bend; 

(3) the Western Sahil (WSa);

(4) the Senegal Valley (SV). 

I suggest that this world-system emerged in its urban form around the mid-
second millennium b.c. The initial core zone appeared in the southern reaches 
of the Western Sahara about this time. In the early first millennium b.c. other 
urban cores (or heartlands) appeared, specifically in the Western Sahil, the 
MNV, and the SV. Associated with the core areas were dependent territories 
(e.g., hinterlands and peripheries).

The MNV, the WS, and the WSa constituted the demographic and eco-
nomic cores of the world-system before the 13t century a.d. The MNV was 
known as the land of Wangara in Muslim geographical sources and in the 
works of Latin Christian cartographers it was called Palolus (or Pactolus or 
Paliola). Wangara and Palolus designated an island or land rich in gold (Taylor 
1928; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 111). In this context, Ishaq ibn al-Husayn’s 
reference to the Sudan as an important land (to the Islamic world) becomes 
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a former peripheral formation, became the dominant core zone (Monteil 1929; 
Levtzion 1980; Levtzion 1985).

The systemic merger of the MNV and WS social formations in the second 
millennium b.c. marked the initial development of the Western Sudan world-
system (cf. MacDonald 1996). Western Sudan urbanism emerged in a context of 
expansion and intensification of the geographical scale of interaction networks. 
Large settlements and intensified interaction were consequences of important 
changes in the mode of surplus appropriation and distribution, which were 
guaranteed by ruling military aristocracies, with their cavalary-based armies, 
and merchant groups associated with the state systems of Ghana/Wagadu, 
Kawkaw/Gao, and Takrur (Levtzion 1980; de Grunne 1980; Vallées du Niger 
1993: 548, 552; Cornevin 1998: 206–07; Cissé 1998). The dominant and domi-
nating tributary polities were surplus centralizing pivots where land was a 
dominant form of property and the organization of production importantly 
organized at the level of the state society. The accumulation and circulation of 
social surpluses accounted for the importance of specialized crafts, administra-
tive systems, urban centers, long-distance commerce, warfare, the development 
of artworlds and music and the emergence of new religious and ritual expres-
sions (for tributary societies see Amin 1980; Amin 1989; Amin 1993). Ghana/
Wagadu and Kawkaw/Gao, whose spaces of surplus centralization were con-
siderable, represented the two most dominant social-political systems in the 
world-system during most of the first millennium A.D (see Figure 2). The 
organization of their power hierarchies crystallized populations into politically 
dependent urban clusters and tribute-paying areas, within which ideological/
symbolic spheres were founded on broad systems of particular cosmological, 
historical, mythological, and metaphysical references, classifications, and defi-
nitions (Monteil 1953; Gado 1986). In the course of the 8t and 12t centuries a.d. 
the world-system’s core areas assimilated and reconfigured Kharijite and other 
expressions of Islam (Sunni Malikism, Shiism, and Mahdism).

Archaeology

In a 1994 essay the archaeologist Susan Keech McIntosh drew attention to 
the cutting-edge nature of recent archaeological research: “We are currently in 
the midst of one of the most exciting periods ever in West African archaeology.” 
She further contended that research agendas were pushing at the frontiers of 
archaeological theory (McIntosh 1994:165,166).² Archaeology’s methodologies 

and conceptual frameworks have changed rather drastically over the past 30 
years. Before the 1980s the fieldwork of most Africanist archaeologists had care-
fully defined priorities: single site discovery, excavation of the site, inventory 
of recovery artifacts, and chronology of the site. This vertical dimension focus 
concentrated on the excavation of a site’s occupational levels. More recently, 
research has shifted focus to the horizontal dimension—so-called survey 
archaeology. First and foremost, archaeologists’ projects have a broad territo-
rial scope within which site surveys are conducted over a wide expanse. This 
approach, supplemented by intensive surface investigation and the excavation of 
deeply stratified mound sites within the research area, seeks to understand pro-
cesses of population aggregation (clustering, settlement hierarchy formation, 
and urbanism) as well as spaces of innovation and specialization. Consequently, 
archaeologically-defined regional and sub-regional data sets, on settlement 
dynamics, economic geography, and the spatiality of social and political orga-
nization, have become available (Raimbault and Sanogo 1991; McIntosh 1994; 
McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998). The horizontal, or survey, approach has pro-
vided the first unambiguous evidence of regional settlement hierarchies and 
urbanization in the Western Sudan in the second and early first millennium 
b.c. (Holl 1993; Vernet 1993, chapter 7; Bedaux et al 2001). 

At present, there are several current continent-wide archaeological survey 
projects. One project, “Mapping Africa’s Visible Archaeology,” began in 1996. 
Its purpose is “to map all of Africa’s visible archaeology, beginning with Nigeria 
and West Africa.” A quote from the project’s website report gives an idea of the 
importance and scope of its findings:

Between Lake Chad and the Atlantic Ocean, there are about , town 
walls,  or more of them on deserted sites. They represent the largest con-
centration of past urban civilization in black Africa; yet only a handful [have] 
been surveyed. There are also about , unsurveyed tumuli, several mil-
lion uncharted iron-smelting sites, and an unknown number of ancient terra-
cotta sites, most of which have been looted. Old aerial photographs and more 
modern remote-sensing methodologies offer an opportunity to record much 
of what will otherwise soon be lost altogether (“African Legacy” n.d.)

One of the arguments of this study is that the productive forces of pre-13t cen-
tury core areas of the Western Sudan world-system were responsible for many 
of the town walls, tumuli, and iron-smelting and terra cotta sites (for relevant 
references to some of the sites see Monod 1948; Mauny 1950; Mauny 1967; 
Raimbault and Sanogo 1991; McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998; Insoll 1996; Insoll 
2000). Any historical analysis or interpretative and conceptual understanding 
of the West African dimension of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene has to begin ². For studies of world-systems and the use of archaeological evidence see Hall 

and Chase-Dunn () and Peregrine ().
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with the visible archaeology—including artifacts and technologies—of the core 
zones of Sudanic Africa.

As the archaeologist R.J. McIntosh notes, the visible archaeology, of the 
MNV floodplain is impressive.

The f lood plain of the Middle Niger of West Africa is lined with hundreds of 
ancient tells rivaling those of Asia both in area and in clues to the emergence 
of city life…. The Middle Niger is dominated by numerous monumental 
tumuli (McIntosh : ). 

Other archaeologists confirm this observation. The pre-12t century MNV was 
characterized by “an amazing density of settlement,” “several massive habitation 
sites,” and by “[monumental] elite tumuli burials” (Szumowski 1957; Mauny 
1967; Mauny 1971: 78–81; Barth 1976; Barth 1977; Raimbault and Sanogo 1991; 
MacDonald n.d.). Tells, or tumuli, are artificial hills, formed entirely from 
the debris of human occupation. Many of the MNV floodplain tells are the 
remains of ancient cities or towns but most are the ruins of villages. They have 
been abandoned over the last 600–900 years. A smaller number of tells—trun-
cated pyramids, some up to 18 meters in height on a base of 150 to 290 square 
meters—are the tombs or burial mounds of military-political elites. Intact 
tombs have yielded an abundance of grave goods. What history explains the 
presence of tells on such a scale? What processes governed the formation of an 
amazing density of settlement, and what factors were decisive in the building 
of monumental elite tumuli burials? Can the visible archaeology of the MNV 
be explained as local adjustments to the systemic logic of oikumene histori-
cal development? Archaeological fieldwork provides evidence of different peri-
ods of economic and demographic expansion and social development as well as 
periods of contraction and crisis. In the current stage of research only partial 
answers can be given to these questions. 

The 120,000 km² MNV and the smaller MSV, (25–30,000 km² in area), 
are about 1200 kilometers apart. Both comprised fertile f loodplains, averaging 
100 kilometers in width in the case of the MNV, and 20 kilometers in the case 
of the MSV. Both had complex micro-ecologies, especially the MNV. Beyond 
the deep and low basin floodplains were semiarid uplands and levees, and in the 
case of the MNV pasturage. Both are closely linked to the Sahil and the south-
ern Sahara. It is no accident that the f loodplain of the MNV has a concentra-
tion of tumuli. Cutting across the semi-arid Sahil, the f loodplain formed a vast 
interior region of swamps and lakes that was fed by the Niger and Bani rivers. 
Six months of each year an alluvial plain of over 50,000 km² is covered by flood-
waters. Producing two crops a year, the floodplain permitted the production 
of vast surpluses of staple crops. These were marketed in urban settlements, 

supplying Saharan copper and salt mining centers and oasis towns located 
500 to 1500 kilometers away.³ Deployed along trade routes, Saharan oasis and 
mining communities, sustained by commerce alone, were entirely dependent on 
the agricultural production of the MNV and SV floodplains. The interaction 
networks included the transportation of bulk goods (food staples, craft goods, 
and salt) and prestige goods (gold, copper, and semi-precious stones). The sheer 
scale of the visible archaeology is a striking indication of the magnitude and 
density of exchange networks—BGNs and PGNs—and the expanding capac-
ity of the world-system’s regimes of accumulation over the longue durée (Connah 
2001: 112, 142; cf. Hadj-Sadok 1968; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000, passim).

Typically, pre-13t century f loodplain urban centers had multiple hinterland 
settlements that functioned as specialized communities. Specialized corporate 
groups (guilds, associations, castes, and the like) inhabited these communities, 
which supported the cities and towns. It is apparent that central urban func-
tions were dispersed and distributed in subordinant settlements, which were 
organized around a primary, dominant node. Archaeologists call this settle-
ment complex an “urban cluster”, meaning that a central place, often fortified, 
was surrounded by dependent, functionally specialized communities up to a 
distance of 25 kilometers. Since only one of the settlements served as the domi-
nant center, an urban cluster formed a settlement hierarchy. A multi-functional 
central node had a dependent hinterland of specialized smaller settlements, 
which served as home to a heterogeneous population. Some clusters became 
what one archaeologist calls “urban polities” (or city-states) and others devel-
oped into centralized states (or kingdoms). Having emerged in the first millen-
nium b.c., the urban cluster was the dominant settlement pattern in the MNV 
and the SV until the early 13t century. Its history was bound up with particular 
patterns of surplus centralization and circulation that gave rise to divisions of 
labor—occupational and settlement specialization—and other forms of cul-
tural and social differentiation. One of the settlement forms that emerged out 
of the urban cluster system—by the 7t or 8t century a.d.—was the double city 
or town joined by a road lined with habitations. In this form of urbanism one 
town served as the seat of political administration and the royal court, and the 
other town, situated from one to ten kilometers away, served as the residence 
of Muslim and other merchants. The royal town represented the political cen-
tralization of the surplus as rent, tax, and other imposts. The trading town 
represented the commercial centralization of the surplus as merchant capital. 

³. On food crops in the medieval Western Sudan see Lewicki ().
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a.d. 800 Gao, 72,000

   Ghana, 30,000

a.d. 900 Gao, 40–36,000

a.d. 1000 Ghana, 30,000

a.d. 1100 Gao, 35–32,000

a.d. 1200 Gao, 25,000+

   Ghana, 25,000

   Walata, 25–20,000

   Zagha,  20,000

(Wilkinson 1993a; Wilkinson 1993b; Wilkinson 1994: 46–47, 52–53).

Recent excavations and surveys indicate that Wilkinson’s reported city size 
estimates require revision (see below). His use of an arbitrary cut-off of settle-
ment size to indicate the presence of an urban system is somewhat inappropri-
ate in the case of the Western Sudan because of the presence of urban clusters 
and double cities. Archaeologists working in the MNV, for example, identify 
urban clusters as a dominant urban settlement system during an extended 
period of Western Sudan history, namely from the first millennium b.c. to the 
early second millennium a.d. In their view population size of a single settle-
ment is less important than the nature of the settlement’s multi-functionality 
(specializations), its social composition (heterogeneity), and its position within 
a network of proximate and interacting settlements (nodality) (Raimbault and 
Sanogo 1991; McIntosh and McIntosh 1981; McIntosh 1991; McIntosh 1995; 
McIntosh 1998).

Archaeologists working on Jenne-Jeno, a MNV site, offer examples of what 
constitutes an urban unit at different historical moments. They have produced 
the following population range for the city in the first millennium a.d.

A. Jenne-Jeno (33 hectares [ha.] the built-up area of the settlement)

(1) 146 persons per ha.=4,800⁴

(2) 221 persons per ha.=7,300

(3) 389 persons per ha.=12,800

This form of urban organization, and variations of it, became became relatively 
common after the 13t century.

Chronologies

Andre Gunder Frank and Barry Gills identify alternating cycles of growth/
expansion and crisis/contraction in the Afro-Eurasian oikumene. For whatever 
reason, Sudanic Africa is not part of their study. Two of their periods are perti-
nent to the present discussion:

I. Th e Iron Age Axial and Classical Periods, 1000 b.c. to 500 a.d.

 A-phase expansion, 1000–800 b.c.

 B-phase crisis, 800–550 b.c.

 A-phase expansion, 350–250/200 b.c.

 B-phase crisis 250/200–100/50 b.c.

 A-phase expansion, 100 b.c.–200 a.d.

 B-phase crisis, 200/250–500 a.d. 

II. Th e Medieval and Early Modern Periods, 500–1500 a.d.

 A-phase expansion, 500–750/800 

 B-phase crisis, 750/800–1000/1050

 A-phase expansion, 1000/1050–1250/1300

 B-phase crisis, 1250/1300–1450

(Gills and Frank 1993: 157–80; Bosworth 1995).

What is the correlation, if any, between the archaeological and documentary 
evidence pertaining to the Western Sudan world-system and the global f luc-
tuations of A- and B-phases hypothesized by Gill and Frank? Did the Western 
Sudan system have its own autonomous A- and B-phases? These questions will 
be addressed in the sections that follow.

In a series of articles David Wilkinson addressed the question: “How 
many civilizations [i.e., world-systems] were there in Africa? When? Where?” 
He defines a world-system/civilization as a network of interacting states con-
taining cities. He defines cities as large settlements. “Cities are operationally 
defined as population centers with not fewer than 10,000 inhabitants.” Smaller 
settlements are labeled “towns.” Beginning with the 9t century a.d., Wilkinson 
provides size estimates and a chronology of “West African/Western Sudanic 
cities”:

⁴. Th e population density (persons per areal unit) of settlements is infl uenced by 
the percentage of the built-up area that is devoted to residences versus other uses, the 
sizes and spacing of residential buildings, and the sizes of households. Most settle-
ments have a population density of between  and  persons per hectare.
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B.  Jenne-Jeno and Hambarketolo (33+8.8=41.8 ha.)

146 persons per ha.=6,100

221 persons per ha.=9,200

389 persons per ha.=16,260

C. Jenne-Jeno cluster (+ 25 satellite sites within 1 km.) (33+35.7=68.7 ha.)

146 persons per ha.=10,000

221 persons per ha.=15,200

389 persons per ha.=26,700

In all three cases the settlement unit, whether a single town, a double town, or a 
settlement cluster, is called Jenne-Jeno (McIntosh 1995: 374–75. See Figures 13, 
15, and 16 below). Wilkinson’s definition of urban does not include urban clus-
ters like Jenne-Jeno. It is appropriate to recognize the specific forms of urban-
ism at different historical moments within the world-system. These differenti-
ated developments have yet to be carefully analyzed and theorized.

Among the floodplain sites Jenne-Jeno was “only one of more than a dozen 
settlements of comparable size now known from the Middle Niger, and if one 
were to consider smaller settlements only one of thousands” (MaDonald n.d.). 
It was by no means the largest urban cluster complex in the MNV in the first 
millennium a.d. There were contemporary urban clusters that were five times 
as large in area, had three times the resident population, and had organized hin-
terlands of satellite settlements many times the size of Jenne-Jeno’s (McIntosh 
1995; McIntosh 1998). These settlement clusters formed the massive habitation 
sites of the MNV. 

It is useful to consider another different kind of periodization. Africanist 
scholars have devised a chronology that defines what they call “ecological-histor-
ical eras.” This chronology draws attention to the impact that environment and 
climate had on societies, communities, and events. Archaeologists, in particular, 
regard environmental change as fundamental in understanding the dynamics of 
West African history (cf. McIntosh 1998; MacDonald 1998). Without minimiz-
ing the significance of environmental and climate history, there is a danger of 
subscribing to ecological determinism or reductionism and ignoring the play of 
human agency within historical materialist and political economy frameworks. 
The historian George Brooks provides a generally accepted chronology, which 
is followed here. Only the ecological-historical eras relevant to this study are 
considered:

(1) Ending of Atlantic Wet Phase: ca. 2,500/2000–ca. 300 b.c.

(2) Transitional Arid Phase: ca. 300 b.c.– ca. 300 a.d.

(3) Wet Phase (“favorable ecological conditions”): ca. 300–ca. 1100.

(4) Dry Phase (“horse warriors and conquest states”): ca. 1100–ca. 1500

(Brooks 1998; also McIntosh 1998, chapter 2; Connah 2001: 113).

Between 200 b.c. and 100 a.d. the Sahil experienced significant dry episodes, 
which were part of the general drying trend that had been seriously underway 
since ca. 2000 b.c. Southern Saharan populations moved southward along 
southward-draining river systems where they found more congenial environ-
ments. Two of these were the great f loodplains of the MNV and the SV, with 
their rich alluvial soils and flood regimes suitable for the cultivation of rice 
and other grain crops (McIntosh 1998, chapter 6; Macdonald n.d.). While the 
movement of a population can be explained in terms of favorable or unfavorable 
ecological conditions, the latter do not account for that population’s organiza-
tion into clustered settlement hierarchies or into patterns of socioeconomic dif-
ferentiation. In other words, ecology alone cannot explain the organization of 
the mode of production of the material conditions of life in cores, peripheries, 
or urban clusters.

A number of archaeologists and historians believe that climate change had an 
impact on political developments and events in the Western Sudan, particularly 
after the 11t century. However, this interpretation does not take into account 
any changes—quantitative or qualitative—in the systems of surplus appropria-
tion and accumulation. On an oikumene scale, the first millennium a.d. cor-
responds to cyclic A- and B-phases (Gills and Frank 1993). Climatologically, the 
period corresponds to a wet phase in West Africa that lasted from ca. 300 to ca. 
1100. These centuries were a time of large political and economic transforma-
tions in the Western Sudan world-system (see below). In Brooks’ interpretation 
the beginning of the 12t century was a watershed moment—a new political 
era—characterized by the emergence of horse warriors and conquest states and 
a moment when cultural hegemonies struggled for dominance. There would 
seem to be a critical connection between the emergence of these domains of 
power, on the one hand, and the appearance of new iconographies of power, 
on the other—e.g., the construction of colossal tombs and the creation of large 
commemorative terracotta effigies of armed horsemen (De Grunne 1981: 12; 
Brooks 1998: 149–50; also de Grunne 1980: 43–45). 

Archaeological data have shown that throughout the entire MNV urban 
development followed a similar pattern of settlement clustering. Between 
700/800 and 1100/1200, population peak and clustering in densely occupied set-
tlements were common features throughout most of the f loodplain (Raimbault 
and Sanogo 1991; McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998). On these grounds the entire 
first millennium a.d. would have constituted an MNV A-phase without any 
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millet, hunted and fished in an environment of shallow lakes and grassy plains. 
These peoples were organized in spaces defined by exchanges over a wide area 
and their elites built funerary monuments for themselves over a period extend-
ing from ca. 4000 to ca.1000 b.c. The surplus was, in part, collectively used (cf. 
MacDonald 1998; also Smith 1992: 154–67). Environmental change and inter-
nal economic and social developments—e.g., peasantization—transformed the 
population in the second half of the second millennium and the first half of the 
first millennium b.c. 

New relations of production centralized the social surplus and organized 
power and settlement hierarchies. Towns, villages, and hamlets of substantial 
stone masonry were built on the rocky promontories of the Tichitt-Walata and 

obvious B-phase breaks. But in the chronology of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene 
there were alternating B- and A-phases during this period. The expansionist era 
was followed by the gradual abandonment of f loodplain settlements and popu-
lation decline between 1100/1200 and 1300/1400. Archaeologists attribute these 
profound changes to increasing aridity and the colonization of pastures and 
arable lands above the floodplain (McIntosh 1995: 372–77). That is, there was 
a major population shift from one kind of agrarian regime to another. Millet, 
fonio, and sorghum, which may be grown from dry sub-humid zones through 
the semiarid and arid zones on the southern fringes of the Sahara, replaced 
rice, which requires abundant moisture, as food staples. The rice-based agrar-
ian regime was tightly interlocked with an urban artisanal economy, which 
favored the concentration of rural surpluses (in the form of clustered settle-
ments). The dry phase that impacted the f loodplain from ca.1100 to ca.1500 led 
to the drying up of lakes and other watercourses. The agricultural colonization 
of the light-soil levees and décrue above the floodplain were one consequence, 
and the agrarian regime that was set up was closely tied to pastoralism and 
transhumant herding, which favored the dispersal of rural surpluses. A further 
consequence was the decline of the urban cluster system. Thus, large urban cen-
ters, like 13t century Walata or 15t century Timbuktu, tended not to be sur-
rounded by clusters of subordinate settlements but by a wide scatter of single 
village communities (McIntosh 1995: 372–77; McIntosh 1998: 199).

Summary

The interaction networks of the Western Sudan constituted a world-system 
centered in the basins of the Niger and Senegal River Valleys. In studies of the 
pre-modern Afro-Asian oikumene this world-system is excluded. The chronol-
ogy and history of the world-system can be constructed on the basis of archae-
ological fieldwork carried out from the 1970s to the present. Archaeological 
surveys have revealed that the MNV floodplain is lined with thousands of 
tumuli, dating to the early first millennium b.c. and the first millennium a.d. 
The decline of the urban cluster form of urbanism and the gradual depopula-
tion of the MNV floodplain occurred between 1100 and 1300. Archaeologists 
and historians attribute these developments to climatic change and political-
military upheavals, without relating them in any way to the processes of social 
production. 

part two:the western sudan world-system i

The Western Sahara and the Western Sahil

Before 2000 b.c. significant numbers of herders and farmers lived in what 
is today the southern Sahara, where they raised cattle, sheep, and goats, grew 

Figure 3 – Western Sahara, Senegal Valley, and Western Sahil Sites 
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Tagant cliffs in the WS. In the plains below the cliffs, settlements of varying 
sizes and herding encampments were established. Archaeologists who name 
this historical formation the Tichitt Tradition date the settlements from about 
4000 to 2000 years ago. The productive systems enabled the settlements to sus-
tain a relatively dense population for a very long time (Holl 1993; Vernet 1993, 
chapter 7; Aumassip 1996: 14–15; Grebenart 1996; Khattar 1996; MacDonald 
1998: 93–94; MacDonald n.d.). With its hundreds of settlements, the Tichitt 
Tradition is the earliest known urban-based core zone in the Western Sudan 
world-system. In the words of one archaeologist, its abandoned sites represent 
“a great wealth of rather spectacular prehistoric ruins” and “perhaps the most 
remarkable group of Neolithic settlements in the world” (Mauny 1971: 70). In 
their distribution and size, the ruins reveal the effects of the spatialization of 
surplus centralization and distribution and the political relations and practices 
of power hierarchies. The power hierarchy model of the Tichitt Tradition was 
to expand to other areas in the first millennium b.c.

An urban core zone developed in the WS in the first half of the second 
millennium b.c. It represents the earliest known phase of urbanization in the 
Western Sudan world-system and occurred along the escarpments of Dhar 
Tichitt, Dhar Walata, and Dhar Tagant between 1600/1500 and 1000/900 b.c. 
(for an overview, see Mauny 1950; Vernet 1993, chapter 7. See Figure 3). 

The Dhar Tichitt and Dhar Walata core formation consisted of more than 
400 dry-stone settlement sites—hamlets, villages, and towns with clear street 
layouts—that were strung out along the escarpments for a distance of several 
hundred kilometers. Some settlements had massive surrounding walls, while 
others were not fortified. In a deteriorating environment, where arable land 

and pasturage were at a premium, the population grew and relatively large-
scale political organizations emerged which no doubt explains the homogene-
ity of architecture, settlement patterns, and material culture (e.g., lithic and 
ceramic traditions). With a mixed farming economy—millet production com-
bined with the rearing of cattle, sheep, and goats—this copper-using settlement 
complex imported from distant parts of the Sahara and Sahil stone bracelets, 
beads made from semi-precious stones, etc. Crafts, hunting, and fishing were 
other important economic pursuits (Mauny 1950: 36, 39; Munson 1980; Holl 
1985; Holl 1993; Vernet 1993, chapter 7; MacDonald 1998: 74–77, 78, 79, 84–85, 
93–94, 98–99; Connah 2001: 116–17). 

Archaeological studies of this region have focused on site surveys and 
surface collections at the expense of site excavations. Still, surveys have been 
informative. The archaeologist Augustin Holl surveyed 90 settlements along 
a 100-kilometer stretch of the Tichitt-Walata escarpment. He ascertained that 
urbanization took the form of a 4-tier central place hierarchy in which the com-
pound cluster was a dominant feature of each settlement. Settlements were 
grouped according to four ranks and the areal extent of compound clusters in 
each settlement unit was determined by the unit’s position in the hierarchy (see 
Figures 4 and 5):

Figure 4 – Distribution of Tichitt Tradition Sites–Early 1st Millennium B.C. 
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1st rank, one regional-center (Dakhlet el Atrous I) (80.5 ha. with 540 
compounds) and its satellite site (12.25 ha. with 50 compounds) measured 
92.75 hectares with 590 compounds;

2ⁿd rank, 5 district-centers with 120–198 compounds;

3rd rank, 12 villages with 20–50 compounds; 

4t rank, 72 hamlets with less than 20 compounds.

Holl states that any single district, whose territorial extent varied between 33 
km² to 1410 km², included three portions of the landscape, contained the fol-
lowing: (1) the sandy lowland at the foot of the escarpment with its potential for 
dry season socioeconomic activities (rank 3 settlements: herding; trade; crafts; 
agriculture); (2) the optimal zone (rank 1 and rank 2 settlements: administra-
tion; trade; crafts; herding; warfare), and (3) the hinterland, or periphery (rank 
4 settlements: farming; hunting; gathering). Each district center had varying 
numbers of dependent hamlets, but only three had subordinate villages (Holl 
1985; Holl 1993). As an organizing focus of a tributary formation, the regional 
center would have represented a concentration of power and wealth. 

As a centralized political space, by 1200 b.c.(?), the Tichitt-Walata complex 
was organized around the circulation and redistribution of social surpluses. 
Hamlets and villages would have provided tribute in the form of agricultural 
produce and villages and district centers would have provided tribute in the 
form of livestock and craft goods (Munson 1980; Holl 1985; Holl 1993; Vernet 
1993, chapter 3; MacDonald 1996). The centralization of surplus took the form 
of tribute (tax), and the institutionalization of this practice can appropriately be 
termed a “tributary revolution.” Accompanying these developments was a com-
plex process of peasantization and cultural and social differentiation. Through 
what he calls the “space allocation system”, Holl recognizes differential spatial 
organization at the different levels of the settlement hierarchy, for example, 
relationship of private space (habitation units) and public space (alleyways, 
streets, tombs, livestock pens, and squares) (Holl 1993; Vernet 1993: 273, 304, 
306; Vernet 1996). Compounds varied in size and had various architectural fea-
tures. There were public structures such as watchtowers and fortified and non-
fortified access ramps that led to the main entrance of the settlements. Just as 
there was a clear economic and social organization of space within compounds, 
there was economic and spatial differentiation among the settlements. 

At one fortified district-center (Akreijit: 15 ha. with 177 compounds) cer-
tain compounds show a range of domestic tools for different kinds of house-
hold and extra-household activities. One compound, for example, had seven 
grindstones, a grooved stone, a needle, a pendant, 24 axes, two borers, four 
arrowheads, and so on. Presumably, a family group used these items in its daily 

routines. Compounds with similar tools and implements were commonplace. 
However, other compounds much larger than household compounds were 
meant for penning livestock. Still other compounds functioned as workshops 
devoted to particular craft activities. The town of Akreijit had a compound-
workshop that produced scrapers. The village of Dakhlet el Atrouss II (10.7 ha. 
with 49 compounds) had a particularly large compound-workshop that pro-
duced arrows, and at Imdel el Abiod, a fortified district center, there were a 
number of compound-workshops that specialized in the production of quartz 
beads. At Aouinet Enji, another fortified settlement, several compound-work-
shops produced arrowheads. Archaeologists have identified Zig, a fortified 
settlement and possibly a regional center (with several hundred compounds), 
either as an atelier for the production of grindstones or as a place where they 
were used in different specialized activities. This place also seems to have been 
a trading center (Mauny 1950: 36, 37, 38, 39; Vernet 1993: 277–83). Craft spe-
cialization was carried out in particular compounds in all settlements, with the 
exception of hamlets. 

The Tichitt Tradition complex entered a period of crisis beginning around 
600 b.c. and continuing until 300 b.c., although some settlements and cul-

Figure 6 – Saharan & Sudanic Interacting Networks (c. 6t c. BC–c. 6t c. AD)
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340–41). Somewhat later the Anbiya/Sanhaja formation was founded (pre-8t 
century a.d.) with Tegdaoust/Awdaghast as its capital. The substantive nature 
of the connections between the Ghana/Wagadu heartland and the Tagant set-
tlement hierarchies remains unclear (Khattar 1996). What is clear, however, is 
that the social division of labor and the productive forces of the Tichitt and 
Tagant Traditions produced integrated landscapes comprising economic and 
social specialization, hierarchical relationships, and settlement differentiation 
(cf. McIntosh 1998: 55–57). Both Traditions were embedded in interaction net-
works (BGNs and PGNs) that extended across the Sahara and to the MNV 
and the SV. Together, they were a historical substratum in the development of 
the Western Sudan world-system. The Ghana/Wagadu formation “inherited” 
the hierarchical and other forms of power organization that characterized the 
Tichitt and the Tagant Traditions. The emergence of Ghana/Wagadu repre-
sents a shift of the center of gravity of wealth and military-political power from 
the WS to the WSa and the western MNV. It also represents a shift in the 
nature of urbanism—from the town as a center of clustered and specialized 
compounds to the town as the center of a complex of clustered and specialized 
communities.

Urbanism in the Mema district, the Upper Inland Delta, and the WSa 
(especially the Awkar and Hodh districts) was structurally tied to the urban-
ism of the Tichitt Tradition. That is to say, urbanism in Mema and Macina 
would not have been what it was without the Tichitt Tradition. The earliest 
archaeological evidence for towns in the Middle Niger f loodplain points to the 
early first millennium b.c., a few hundred years after the first towns appeared 
in the WS escarpments. Douentza and Dia are two floodplain sites on oppo-
site sides of the Niger. The first was founded in the 10t century b.c. and the 
second in the 9t or 8t—an A-phase expansion period (1000–800 b.c.) at the 
oikumene level. The large tumuli at Douentza have been dated to 900–600 
b.c., and in relation to smaller tumuli, they suggest an organized social and 
political hierarchy and an organization of clustered settlements. By the 5t cen-
tury b.c. Dia exceeded 100 hectares in area, and in its hinterland were numerous 
satellite settlements (Bedaux et al 2001; cf. McIntosh 1998: 223; MacDonald 
1998: 87–91; see also Ilevbare 1986: 183–84). Following the range of population 
estimates for Jenne-Jeno (see above), one might suggest that the number of its 
inhabitants (excluding the population of the clustered settlements) fell between 
14,600 (146 persons per ha.) and 38,900 (389 persons per ha.). Between 750/800 
and 1150/1200 there was an intensification of urbanism in the MNV as site den-
sities in the MNV floodplain achieved their maximum development. 

tural elements survived until the 4t century a.d. The decline of architectural, 
lithic, and ceramic standards is evident in the archaeological record, and the 
settlement patterns changed as towns were abandoned and villages became 
concealed and fortified. Urbanism and surplus centralization based on the 
Tichitt Tradition’s hierarchy of clustered compound-settlements was coming 
to an end. Increasingly arid conditions certainly contributed to this situation, 
but more important were military forays from the east and north, since these 
were likely to have disrupted the regional centers’ control over trade routes. 
The Central Saharan-based Garamantes Kingdom/Federation—an emergent 
tributary system representing a new space of surplus appropriation and cen-
tralization—was expanding in this period, and it is likely that a military force 
from this polity temporarily occupied the Tichitt area (cf. El-Rashdy 1986; see 
Figure 6). However, the contact was not only military. There were important 
cultural and material changes. For example, horse-and ox-drawn chariots, 
depicted in numerous rock art images, and writing, in either the tifinagh and/or 
Old Saharan scripts, appeared for the first time. The Garamantes, or Libyco-
Berbers in the archaeological literature, are believed to have been responsible for 
these developments (Lambert 1970; Lambert 1981; Mauny 1971: 83–84; Munson 
1980; Vernet 1993: 306–07, 322–25; Grebenart 1996: 76–77, 79; Liverani 2000a; 
Liverani 2000b). 

The situation of the western Dhar Tagant settlements was different. This 
complex had more than 300 dry-stone settlements, which, in terms of their 
architecture, material culture, settlement differentiation and hierarchies, spe-
cialized production systems, and so on, were practically the same as the settle-
ments of the Tichitt-Walata escarpments. The two social formations belonged 
to the same processes of historical development. The Tagant towns and vil-
lages survived the Garamantes assault and the ecological degradation. It is not 
known what exchange relations—commercial, political, and/or cultural—were 
established with the Garamantes Kingdom/Federation, but one can assume 
that different kinds of exchange were initiated and maintained. According to 
recent archaeological investigations, the raison d’être of the Garamantes system 
was the production and export of salt to the MNV and the Lake Chad basin 
(Liverani 2000a). No doubt, the Tagant complex was part of this network. From 
the 2ⁿd century b.c. to the 2ⁿd century a.d. the complex developed and main-
tained an important iron working industry. Surveys of many sites reveal evi-
dence of iron production, and surface collections have led to the finding of great 
numbers of iron fragments. The Tagant settlements had close ties to the lands 
to the immediate south, where the Ghana/Wagadu tributary formation would 
emerge (3rd–2ⁿd centuries b.c.?) and the great trading center of Tegdaoust/
Awdaghast would develop (3rd–4t centuries a.d.?) (Vernet 1993: 306–07, 
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The Ghana/Wagadu Heartland
The historical importance of the Tichitt-Tagant complex and the Mema 

district derives from the development of the Ghana/Wagadu state organiza-
tion in the area, probably between the 2ⁿd century b.c. and the 2ⁿd century 
a.d. Together with the Hodh and Awkar districts, they formed the kingdom’s 
heartland for more than a thousand years (see Figure 7) (cf. Robert-Chaleix 
1989: 264). With a few exceptions, the first millennium a.d. was a time of fairly 
continuous and occasionally dramatic expansion—cultural, demographic, 
political, and economic—in the Ghana/Wagadu system. Expansion was tied to 
the military and political consolidation of the system in its struggles with the 
Kawkaw/Gao formation, on the one hand, and the Anbiya/Sanhaja formation 
in the WS, on the other. 

According to the astronomer al-Fazari, a late 8t century source, the 
administration of Ghana/Wagadu was 2,000 kilometers long and 160 kilome-
ters wide. It was a place of great riches. Al-Fazari calls it “the land of gold.” 
The encyclopaedist and geographer al-Hamdani (d. 945) states that “the richest 
gold mine on earth is that of Ghana in the land of the Maghrib.” The geog-
rapher and traveler ibn Hawqal (f l. 960s–80s) has the following observation. 
“Ghana is the wealthiest king on the face of the earth because of his treasures 
and stocks of gold extracted in olden times for his predecessors and himself ” 
(Pingree 1970:117; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 29, 49; also Blanchard 2001). It 
is worth pointing out that from the 10t century al-Andalus had its wealth and 

presence as a terminus, or end point, of gold routes from the Western Sudan 
world-system. The cities of Andalusia were, in effect, something like (northern) 
port cities for the world-system’s PGNs (Glick 1979: 20, 49, 50, 70, 125, 129; 
Vallées du Niger 1993 passim; Spufford 1993: 164, 166–67). The gold came from 
Upper Niger and Upper Senegal Valley mining communities, which functioned 
as periphery formations within the world-system before the 13t century.

Ghana/Wagadu’s domination probably dates from the late 5t or the early 
6t century, following the decline and collapse of the Garamantes tributary 
system between the 4t and the 6t centuries a.d. Between the 6t and the 8t 
century Ghana/Wagadu expanded, establishing itself as the hegemonic politi-
cal and commercial formation in the Western Sudan world-system. In the 9t 
and the first half of the 10t century it was no longer hegemonic; however, it 
was still a powerful and dominant tributary system, and its trade continued to 
expand. The rival Kawkaw/Gao tributary organization was dominant during 
this period and was able to establish its jurisdiction over an extensive area. In the 
late 10t century Ghana/Wagadu gained control of the important WS trading 
center Tegdaoust/Awdaghast, formerly the capital of the Sanhaja Federation/
Kingdom (8t–10t centuries) (see Figure 8). 

Figure 7 – The Ghana/Wagadu Tributary System (10t – 11t c.)
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The WS formation and its capital would have formed a periphery of the 
Ghana/Wagadu core zone. By the first half of the 11t century Ghana/Wagadu 
was once again paramount. By the end of the century it was part of the Almoravid 
political coalition and through this alliance it established, in the early 12t cen-
tury according to al-Zuhri (f l. 1130s–40s), suzerainty over Tadmakka, a depen-
dency of Kawkaw/Gao (Robert 1970; Devisse 1988; Levtzion and Hopkins 
2000: 21, 35, 98–99).

The Andalusian geographer al-Bakri (d.1094) states that the 11t century 
rulers of Ghana/Wagadu commanded an army of 200,000 men, 40,000 of 
whom were archers. It was essentially cavalry-based and the archers were in all 
likelihood mounted (Levtzion and Hopkins 2001: 81; also Cissé 1998: 93, 104; 
de Grunne 1980). It ensured the centralization of political power and hence the 
centralization of surplus. Even if the geographer overstated the army’s numeri-
cal strength, the numbers nevertheless indicate a demographic order of magni-
tude that does not refute the archaeological evidence, which, in fact, suggests 
strong population densities in the Ghana/Wagadu heartland between the 9t 
and 14t centuries. A further point needs to be made. The maintenance of a 
cavalry force (military specialists) would have rested on the regular supply of 
grain for the horses and iron, brass, leather, and other items for the horsemen’s 
equipment (bits, reins, saddles, etc.). These elements, representing secondary 
distributions of the surplus, required an urban-based commercial economy tied 
to subordinated communities of food producing and craft specialists.

Al-Bakri gives a description (1068) of the royal capital:

The city of Ghana consists of two towns situated on a plain. One of these 
towns, which is inhabited by Muslims, is large and possesses twelve mosques, 
in one of which they assemble for the Friday prayer. There are salaried imams 
and muezzins, as well as jurists and scholars. In the environs are wells with 
sweet water, from which they drink and with which they grow vegetables. 
The king’s town is six miles distant from this one and bears the name Al-
Ghaba. Between these two towns there are continuous habitations. The 
houses of the inhabitants are of stone and acacia wood. The king has a palace 
and a number of domed buildings all surrounded with an enclosure like a 
city wall. In the king’s town, and not far from his court of justice, is a mosque 
where the Muslims who arrive at his court pray. Around the king’s town are 
domed buildings and groves and thickets where the sorcerers of these people, 
men in charge of the religious cult, live…. The king’s interpreters, the offi-
cial in charge of his treasury and the majority of his ministers are Muslims 
(Levtzion and Hopkins : ). 

The royal court was opulent with its elaborate ceremonial and rich pageantry, 
its abundance of luxury goods, gold and silver jewelry, and artifacts. The capital 

and royal court benefited from the world-system’s polarizing or centralizing 
processes. That is to say, the existing regime of surplus accumulation enabled 
the appropriation of social surpluses on a grand scale. It presupposes consid-
erable levels of economic exchange (trade volumes) as well as the systematic 
and organized extraction of surplus labor (as tribute, taxes, booty, and so on). 
The trans-Saharan trade—a camel-based distribution and communication 
system—was of central importance in the intertributary exchanges between 
Maghribi power and production centers and the Ghana/Wagadu power and 
production centers (Brett 1969; Devisse 1988; Vallées du Niger 1993; Spufford 
1993: chapter 7; Levztion and Hopkins 2000: 47–49). 

What does archaeology tell us about the capital? Since 1914 fieldwork has 
focused on a large Sahilian tumulus site known as Koumbi Saleh. Archaeologists 
generally believe it to be the Muslim and commercial half of the city described 
by al-Bakri. They have yet to locate and positively identify Al-Ghaba, the royal 
and administrative half of the capital (Bonnel de Mézières 1914; Thomassey 
and Mauny 1951; Thomassey and Mauny 1956; Mauny 1967: 72–74, 470–73, 
480–82; Mauny 1970: 147–50). The depth of Koumbi Saleh’s occupation levels, 
amounting to tens of meters, represents not only the different stages of suc-
cessive construction and re-construction of the city but also an antiquity that 
can probably be traced back to the second half of the first millennium b.c. The 
lowest levels of the tumulus have yet to be excavated (Thomassey and Mauny 
1951; Thomassey and Mauny 1956; Mauny 1967: 72–74, 470–73, 480–82; Mauny 
1970:149–50; Vallées du Niger 1993:110; Berthier 1997).

A recently published monograph by the French archaeologist Sophie 
Berthier provides a broad survey of the horizontal (spatial) dimension of the 
city’s hinterland as well as a detailed study of the city’s vertical (temporal) 
dimension. The Koumbi Saleh tumulus has a circumference of 2.4 kilometers 
and occupies 44 hectares of land. It was formerly surrounded by a wall, most 
of which is no longer traceable on the ground, but vestiges of its monumental 
gate are still visible. Remnants of other encircling walls suggest either different 
stages of fortification development or a city fortified by a double- or triple-wall 
defense system. Within the walls, the city was densely built up on higher and 
lower elevations. Archaeologists have identified three principal thoroughfares 
as well as numerous narrow, straight streets and a large square, which probably 
served as a market, and many small squares. These public spaces demarcated 
the sixty blocks of single- and multi-story stone houses on the city’s higher ele-
vation. Rows of shops connected to the houses’ street fronts opened onto the 
streets. In this section of the city (measuring 700 by 700 meters) were located 
the royal palace and the residences of officials and rich merchants. Surrounding 
the elevated quarters is the city’s lower section (measuring 500 by 700 meters). 
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Its inhabitants would have included craftsmen and other commoners and slaves. 
Most of the houses were built of mud brick with thatched roofs, but there were 
also stone dwellings in this sector (see Figure 9). 

Berthier provides a helpful chronology and a detailed description of the 
construction and reconstruction of a large multi-story house (20–21 meters 
long and 10–11 meters wide) over a period of five centuries in the quarter of 
the Great (or Friday) Mosque. She does not identify the different occupants of 
the house during this period, but they were certainly members of prosperous 
families who would have been wealthy merchants or officials or, possibly, rich 
artisans. Berthier holds the view that in its evolution the house exemplifies une 
urbanization progressive and that Koumbi Saleh’s residential and other build-
ings represent a distinctive urban architectural style (Berthier 1997; also Vallées 
du Niger 1993: 110, 111). 

Berthier identifies two phases of urbanization in the Great Mosque quar-
ter of the city, whose chronology does not correspond to the cyclic phases of the 
Afro-Eurasian oikumene:

First period of urbanization
Period A, late 9t—late 10t century: building of fi rst houses (stone 
and mud brick architecture) with clay wall plaques in the late 9t cen-
tury (previously only wells were to be found on the site); construction 
of the Great Mosque in the late 10t century; fi nds in an excavated 
house included lithic material (e.g., grindstones), local and imported 
pottery, glassware (including glass weights for weighing gold), a wide 
variety of beads, copper and iron objects; weaving was practiced; 
appearance of copper wire currency.

Period B, late 10t—late 11t century: the Great Mosque was enlarged 
and partly rebuilt; the material culture of the house was the same as 
in the earlier period except there was a much greater variety of craft 
goods. 

Second period of urbanization 

Period C, late 11t –14t century: 

 Phase 1, late 11t–12t century: the house was rebuilt with pillars and 
cesspools (henceforth brick no longer used as the primary mate-
rial in house construction); the number of people in the house was 
greater than previously, suggesting to the archaeologist that residen-
tial housing in the Great Mosque quarter itself became denser; the 
material culture of the household was richer, e.g., there were greater 
quantities of pottery and metalware; new ceramic styles and copper 
wire currency and glass gold weights were abundant; imports from 
the central and western Maghrib and al-Andalus were considerable;

 Phase 2, 13t century: the Great Mosque enlarged and recon-
structed; the house was completely rebuilt with new additions (e.g., 
compartments) and new architectural features (e.g., rectangular and 
triangular niches and painted mural plaques); the material culture 
of the house continued to become more diverse.

 Phase 3, 14t century: the last enlargement of the Great Mosque; 
new additions were made to the house (such as walls, basins, 
staircases, cesspool, and latrines); the domestic material culture 
remained rich and diverse.

Period D, in the fi rst half of 15t century: house fell into ruin and 
the standard of material culture declined; the Great Mosque quarter 

Figure 9 – General Plan of the Koumbi Saleh Urban Tell
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and the rest of the city were abandoned by the middle of the century 
(Vallées du Niger 1993: 111,113, 542, 544; Berthier 1997:12, 102, and 
passim).

Berthier’s chronology is based on the stratigraphy of a single house (see Figure 
10) and thus does not refer explicitly to the Great Mosque quarter let alone the 
entire city. However, on the basis of earlier archaeological studies she is able to 
make general interpretive statements about the city as a whole, and these are 
confi rmed by 12t and 13t century Maghribi and Andalusian descriptions of 
the city (Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 109–10, 152–53). 

The occupation of the Great Mosque quarter was continuous from the late 
9t to the mid-15t century, a period that overlaps the A- and B-cyclic phases 
of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene. These centuries were unquestionably a time 
of considerable prosperity for the city, especially between the late 11t and the 
late 14t centuries. Berthier considers it the high point of Koumbi Saleh’s urban 
development. Domestic architecture became more elaborate and innovative, yet 
the principals of construction remained the same. The material culture was 
abundant, rich, and highly varied, for a tremendous quantity of locally manu-
factured and imported objects was recovered from the house (Berthier 1997; 
Thomassey and Mauny 1951; Thomassey and Mauny 1956).

By the early 13t century Koumbi Saleh ceased to be the capital of a large 
and dominant state system. Newly emergent political organizations appeared—
first, the Soso Kingdom (late 12t–13t century) based in the southern WSa and, 
second, the Mali Empire (13t–15t century), with its heartland centers in the 
Upper Niger Valley. Ghana/Wagadu became a much-reduced tribute-paying 
polity, in short a peripheral area, in the 13t and 14t centuries. Nevertheless, 
Koumbi Saleh continued to prosper as a center of mercantile accumulation 
within networks of exchange until the early 15t century (for the networks see 
Hrbek and Devisse 1988: 360; Devisse 1988).

A 250-hectare area just beyond the city walls is covered with ruins. On each 
side of the city, occupying two km² each, are two immense cemeteries (1,600 by 
800 meters and 700 by 400 meters respectively) with “innumerable tombs”, and 
to the south is a monumental, commemorative tomb with columns surrounded 
by six walls. This structure also functioned as a place of worship. Its architec-
tural parallels can be found in the Ibadi tombs of North Africa and in the Great 
Mosque of Qayrawan (Ifriqiya). Beyond the cemeteries are the remains of many 
constructions. They include a series of stone watchtowers, which extend for 
a distance of eight kilometers beyond the city’s fortifications, as well as many 
clusters of habitations that are probably the ruins of settlements that housed 
artisans, peasants, herders, royal servants, and soldiers, and also cemeteries, 

Figure 10 – Axiometric plan of an excavated house in the Great Mosque quarter.
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and tumuli. These ruins have not been systematically excavated, hence their 
dates of construction are not precisely known. Potsherds and artifacts collected 
on these settlement sites resemble objects recovered from the Koumbi Saleh tell, 
suggesting that the chronologies of the hinterland settlements and structures 
and the city are consonant and that they shared the same material culture. 

Beyond the immediate hinterland was a distant hinterland that stretched 
12 to 22 kilometers beyond the last watchtower. Within this vast area archaeolo-
gists have identified numerous large quadrangular structures (caravanserai?) as 
well as other (unidentified) constructions of different kinds, tumuli, and cem-
eteries. The material culture and building styles of these sites are the same as 
the material culture and the architecture of Koumbi Saleh and the sites in its 
immediate hinterland. The material culture of the hinterland ruins was rich 
and varied, and the artifacts and constructions provide information about tech-
nology, trade, production, the urban economy, and the like (Berthier 1997: 2–3; 
also Mauny 1970: 147, 149). 

Without specifying the city’s spatial dimensions, Mauny reckons its 11t 
century population at 15,000 to 20,000 (based on 177 to 240 inhabitants per 
ha.). No other archaeologist has ventured an estimate. If the 250-hectare ruin 
area, just beyond the city walls, were fully occupied, its population range could 

have fallen between 44,250 (177 inhabitants per ha.) and 60,000 (240 inhabit-
ants per ha.) or, to take other ratios, between 36,500 (146 inhabitants per ha.) 
and 97,250 (389 inhabitants per ha.). The combined population of the city and 
its immediate hinterland could have ranged between a low of 51,500 and a high 
of 117,000 residents. Archaeological fieldwork suggests that between the 12t 
and 14t centuries the different quarters of the walled city were more densely 
inhabited than they were in the 10t and 11t centuries, hence the number of 
residents inside the walls could have reached 40,000 or 50,000. The population 
of the immediate hinterland might have been on the same order of magnitude. 
The population of the distant hinterland remains unknown (Mauny 1967 p. 
482; Mauny 1970: 147, 149; Vallées du Niger 1993: 544; Berthier 1997: 1, 3). 

Within 30 to 100 kilometers of the Koumbi Saleh ruins are the mounds 
and tumuli of other urban sites. None has been carefully examined by archae-
ologists. Many of the sites are reportedly of considerable size, but there are no 
published details about them beyond the general statement that their material 
culture resembles that of Koumbi Saleh. In their day they would have formed 
important nodes in the dense interacting networks of the Ghana/Wagadu 
system. If the ruined sites were simultaneously inhabited between the 9t and 
14t centuries, the heartland would have had an enormous population. In light 
of this possibility, al-Bakri’s reference to an army of 200,000 may not have 
been far off the mark (Bonnel de Mézières 1914; Clapier-Valladon and Clapier-
Valladon 1961; Mauny 1967: 72, note 3, 74). There are no population estimates 
for this vast territory as a whole or any of its urban clusters.

On the northern frontier of the heartland and situated 400 kilometers 
to the northwest of Koumbi Saleh was the famous caravan-city of Tegdaoust/
Awdaghast (see Figure 11). This southern Saharan entrepot was politically incor-
porated into the Ghana/Wagadu system in the late 10t century and remained 
within it until the 13t century, except for a brief period in the second half of the 
11t century when the Almoravid movement seized control of it. 

The incorporation of Tegdaoust/Awdaghast into the Ghana/Wagadu 
system was part of a wider strategy, the purpose of which was to establish author-
ity over the great Ijil (Idjil) salt mine, several hundred kilometers north of the 
southern Saharan caravan-city. In his description of this mine, which he calls 
Tatantal (Tatintal), al-Bakri reports that its salt was transported to Sijilmasa, 
Ghana/Wagadu, and “other countries of the land of the Sudan. Work there 
continues uninterruptedly and merchants arrive in a constant stream for it has 
an enormous production” (see Figure 3 above and Figure 12). One historical 
tradition relates that servants of the Masna (= Wangara) merchants extracted, 
transported, and marketed Ijil salt for the ruler of Ghana/Wagadu (McDougall 
1983; Robert-Chaleix 1989: 365; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 76).

Figure 11 – Western Sudan interaction networks according to ibn Hawqal's
description (10t c.)
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As a politically controlled entrepot-city, Tegdaoust/Awdaghast played 
a key role in the inter-tributary distribution of surplus. From the SV tribu-
tary systems it received dried/salted fish, salt, ivory, gold, produce, and craft 
products, from Koumbi Saleh gold, produce, ivory, craft goods, ebony, shields, 
leather, and other products, and from the Egyptian, Maghribi, and Andalusian 
tributary systems copper, brass, silver, textiles, jewelry, glassware, luxury pot-
tery, and so on (Robert 1970; Devisse et al 1983; Devisse 1988; Robert-Chaleix 
1989; Vallées du Niger 1993; El Ajlaoui 1994; Garenne-Marot 1996; Cornevin 
1998:250–53). The historical status of Tegdaoust/Awdaghast was defined by its 
relationship to the Ghana/Wagadu heartland and the Anbiya/Sanhaja orga-
nization. It served as the capital of the latter (8t–10t century), but in relation 
to the former it was a periphery. When it became a political dependency of 
Ghana/Wagadu in the late 10t century, it became the northernmost extension 
of that formation’s heartland. The Saharan Tatantal/Ijil salt mine would have 
been Ghana/Wagadu’s northernmost periphery (Robert 1970; Vanacker 1979; 
Devisse et al 1983; Polet 1985; Robert-Chaleix 1989).

Archaeological fieldwork on the ruined site of Tegdaoust/Awdaghast in the 

1960s and the 1970s has provided a wealth of information about its evolution 
and material culture. The tumulus exceeds seven meters in height, indicating a 
lengthy period of occupation. The city was founded well before the 6t century 
a.d., but, as the lowest occupational levels have not been studied, the exact date 
of its earliest settlement has not been ascertained (Robert 1970; Devisse 1988 
passim). So far, seven occupational levels have been identified, beginning with 
what archaeologists designate a “period of expansion” (7t century). A period of 
decline is evident in the late 13t century.

Level 1, 7t–8t century: mud brick housing predominates and the fi rst 
stone buildings were constructed; metal working (particularly in iron, 
copper, and gold) and local pottery production were important; glazed 
pottery imported from the Maghrib appeared in great quantity; Kharijite 
(Ibadi) traders in residence. 

Level 2, 9t–late 10t century: in the second half of the 10t century the 
town is reorganized with the laying out of streets and public squares; 
an artisans’ quarter is organized; multi-story stone houses built around 
courtyards appear in the upper town; luxury goods from the eastern and 
central Maghrib were imported in huge quantities (glazed pottery of all 
kinds, glassware, jewelry in gold, silver, copper, brass, and semi-precious 
stones); the metal working and the pottery industries fl ourished; begin-
ning of glass bead production.

Level 3, late 10t–11t century: multi-story stone houses continue to be 
built but their architectural styles are transformed; crafts (e.g., weaving, 
metalworking, bead and pottery making, and leather working) are carried 
out on a huge scale in the artisans’ quarter; glass weights were common 
and gold ingots were cast; deforestation is evident by the fi rst half of 
the 11t century; part of the city, in particular the artisans’ quarter, was 
destroyed by the Almoravids (1054) and was partially abandoned; imports 
from the Maghrib and al-Andalus remained constant. 

Level 4, 12t–13t century: the artisans’ quarter was reorganized on a 
smaller scale; glass bead production prospered until the end of the 12t 
century; metal working activity declined signifi cantly but the production 
of pottery and leatherware continued unabated and fl ourished; new pot-
tery patterns were introduced; quality of domestic architecture changed 
(latrines introduced; interior of stone houses painted); a small mosque 
was built in the 13t century; imports from the Maghrib and al-Andalus 
continued throughout the period but modestly compared to earlier times, 
suggesting that traders were bypassing the city. 

Figure 12 – Western Sudan interaction networks (western part) according to 
al-Bakri's description (11t c. )
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Level 5, 14t century: the city was largely abandoned 

(Robert 1970; Vanacker 1979; Devisse et al 1983; Polet 1985; Devisse 1988; 
Robert-Chaleix 1989).

The entrepot’s domestic architecture resembles that of Koumbi Saleh. Between 
the 9t and the mid-11t century, changes in architectural style (e.g., the adop-
tion of triangular niches, stone beds, and central pillars or columns) and in 
craft production techniques (e.g., pottery making and metalworking) paralleled 
similar developments in Koumbi Saleh. There was an accompanying growth in 
luxury consumption in the town during this period (Robert 1970: 271; Vanacker 
1979: 173, 176; Devisse 1988; Robert-Chaleix 1989: 265–66; Berthier 1997). 

The area of stone housing—the upper town—measures 400 by 700 meters 
or about 12 hectares and represents the central zone of the city. Here were the 
merchants’ and artisans’ quarters, where the largest residence, a multi-story 
structure, measures 40 by 40 meters. In the 9t–11t century period the resi-
dent population of this section of the city is believed to have ranged between 
3,000 and 7,000. Another estimate, based on a site size of 25 hectares, places 
the resident population at 5,000–6,000, or about 200 inhabitants per hectare, 
for the middle of the 11t century. There are no estimates of the much bigger 
area of mud brick buildings—the lower town—that extend well beyond the 
stone ruins. The numerical range of the entire resident population was, per-
haps, between 10,000 and 20,000 (Mauny 1967:71–72, 474, 482–83; Mauny 
1970:151–54; Robert 1970). 

A huge prayer ground, measuring 74 by 24 meters, is located 500 meters 
beyond the stone ruins. It probably dates from the 10t century. Two kilometers 
from the city is a particularly large cemetery, measuring 900 by 300 meters. 
Like the cemeteries of Koumbi Saleh, it has groups of tombs enclosed within 
stone walls. Beyond the cemetery, there are several large structures that archae-
ologists believe were used to store agricultural produce for the needs of the city’s 
resident population, merchant caravans, and transhumant camel pastoralists. 
The produce was most likely imported from the SV, although some probably 
came from the MNV. Beyond the produce storage facilities are the ruins of 
numerous settlements; however, since they have not been excavated, little is 
known about their functions and inhabitants. Population estimates for the 
Tegdaoust/Awdaghast hinterland are not available, but a conservative guess of 
5,000 to 8,000 inhabitants might be proposed (Robert 1970; Robert et al 1970; 
Vanacker 1979; Polet 1985; Robert-Chaleix 1989; Cornevin 1998: 250–53). The 
city remained an important re-distribution center in the Ghana/Wagadu tribu-
tary system umtil the late 13t century, in spite of the rise of another center sev-
eral hundred kilometers to the northwest. The rival was Azuggi or Azukki (also 

known as Kakadam or Kukadam) (see Figure 3 above and Figure 13). A faction 
of the Almoravids turned the town into a fortress-city in the second half of the 
11t century. In the 12t and 13t centuries it functioned as a thriving caravan-city 
on a major trans-Saharan trade route, the Triq Lamtuna (see below). It served 
as an indispensable halting-place for caravans traveling from the Maghrib al-
Aqsa to Ghana/Wagadu and the SV (Farias 1967: 852–54; Cheikh and Saison 
1985: 302–03; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 73, 128). 

Located southwest of the Koumbi Saleh complex in the Upper Niger Delta, 
the Mema district (see Figure 7 above) was of particular importance in the his-
tory of Ghana/Wagadu (Togola 1996: 95–96). Covering an area of 24,000 km², 
the Mema basin is of interest from several points of view. Today it is semiarid, 
sparsely inhabited steppe land with extensive traces of ancient settlement, such 

Figure 13 – Western Sudan interaction networks according to al-Idrisi's 
description (12th c. )
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as large habitation mounds, ancient fields, and huge slagheaps from iron produc-
tion. Clearly, the district supported a much larger population in the past than 
it does today. In the first millennium a.d. it was covered with a dense network 
of watercourses, and several major trade routes passed through it (Szumowski 
1957; Håland 1980; Raimbault and Togola 1991; McIntosh 1998). In a descrip-
tion of the district’s pre–10t century settlement history, an archaeologist, 
Kevin MacDonald, remarked that the “high point of Middle Niger civilization 
in terms of maximum settlement growth would date to the period between 400 
and 800 [a.d.]” (MacDonald n.d.). How is settlement development on this scale 
to be explained? Or differently phrased, what movement of society and history 
led to maximum expansion of settlement formation in the Mema district? One 
response is to interpret settlement expansion as one of the material and social 
effects of the polarizing tendencies that existed within the Western Sudan 
world-system as a whole and specifically within the Ghana/Wagadu organi-
zation. The centralized authority of Ghana/Wagadu would have generated 
polarizing processes across the Mema landscape where it concentrated surplus 
in urban clusters in the form of tribute/tax (on production and trade) and cir-
culated it in the form of trading capital. The distribution and accumulation of 
surplus would have been decisive for the process of urbanization in Mema. The 
6t–10t century period marked a time of Ghana/Wagadu military and territo-
rial expansion (e.g., towards the SV) and the growth of Koumbi Saleh and its 
hinterlands. It was also crucial for Mema’s settlement cluster development. 

Aerial photography has identified over 250 site complexes in Mema, dating 
from between 400–1200 a.d. On the basis of this data a regional survey of the 
district’s western section was carried out in the 1990s. The survey area mea-
sured 25 x 50 kilometers and included 137 sites, 109 of which are Iron Age sites. 
Of these, 94 were habitation settlements and 15 were specialized iron-producing 
sites. Over 75  of the sites are located in 13 clusters, or groups of settlement sites. 
The evidence suggests that Mema was a major production space and one of the 
key points in the Ghana/Wagadu network of exchanges and surplus transfers 
(Togola 1996). The survey shows that clusters in western Mema assumed two 
specific forms in the first millennium a.d.: 

Early phase, 5t–7t century a.d.; many small, clustered sites less than 1 
hectare in area (averaging fewer than 300 inhabitants per settlement); they 
represent specialist communities—farming, fi shing, herding, and crafts; 
no single settlement was nodal and dominant.

Middle phase, 7t–14t century; site size was generally 10–20 hectares 
(averaging more than 2,000 inhabitants per settlement) and in some cases 
reaching more than 80 hectares (with a possible population peak at more 

than 30,000); 700–1100 was a time of population growth and urbaniza-
tion.

In the early phase, different occupational specialist groups occupied specific 
sites within clusters of villages and hamlets. There were no towns and the area 
probably functioned as a rural periphery of the Koumbi Saleh complex, on the 
one hand, and an urbanized eastern and northern Mema, on the other. In the 
middle phase the rural hinterland became urbanized. This was not only a time 
of favorable rainfall (lasting up to ca.1100), it was also a time when the Ghana/
Wagadu tributary organization expanded militarily, thereby creating more 
tribute-paying areas which remained dependent until the early 13t century. 
Western Mema’s urbanization phase coincided with the two major phases of 
urbanization in Koumbi Saleh’s Great Mosque quarter and in this period cer-
tain social-political groups and settlements became agents in the surplus appro-
priating and centralizing process. From the 7t century until the 14t western 
Mema developed a number of large urban clusters. Among the residents would 
have been commodity-producing craftsmen, Wangara merchants organized 
in corporate groups, and political-military functionaries (Szumowski 1957; 
Raimbault and Togola 1991: 368–70; Togola 1996). One can therefore assume 
that in the middle phase of the district’s history a considerable portion of the 
social surplus was realized as trading capital. Two factors would seem to have 
accounted for this. The web of economic exchanges was denser from the 7t 
century onwards and in consequence the scale of surplus transfers distributed 
through these exchanges assumed a different order of magnitude (cf. Devisse 
1988). Furthermore, western Mema was a central location in the network of 
expanding BGN and PGN exchanges of produce, raw materials, craft goods, 
livestock, fish and fish products, salt, gold, copper, brass, metalware, etc. 

Historical conditions were rather different in northern and eastern Mema. 
Here, the earliest phase of town building spans the end of the first millennium 
b.c. and the beginning of the first millennium a.d. A second urbanizing phase 
dates from 700 to 1100, roughly coinciding with the first phase of urbanism 
in western Mema. Second phase urban settlements in northern and eastern 
Mema, some of which were well over 80 hectares in area and could have ranged 
in population size from 11,000 to 43,000, show, characteristically, a tendency to 
cluster. The iron smelting industry achieved peak production throughout the 
entire district between the 8t and 12t centuries. By 1300 rural settlements in 
northern and eastern Mema were no longer inhabited, and some towns were 
abandoned altogether, although in western Mema urban centers continued to 
f lourish through the 14t century. The transformation of the district’s eastern 
and northern settlement patterns has been ascribed to several factors: 
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(1) increasing aridity due to a change in the fl ow of the Niger and 
the drying up of the basin’s tributaries and watercourses; 

(2) deforestation due to massive and intensive iron and pottery production 
over a period of more than four centuries; 

(3) political upheavals traceable to the 13t century conquests of the impe-
rial Mali tributary system; 

(4) the voluntary (or involuntary) movement of people to Koumbi 
Saleh and its hinterlands between the late 11t and the 14t centuries 
(Håland 1980; Raimbault and Sanogo 1991: 322–23; McIntosh 1995, 
chapter 10; Togola 1996; McIntosh 1998: 202 and chapters 8 and 10). 

In the mid-14t century, western Mema still possessed a few large cities, 
but, for the most part, they lacked clustered settlements and had rural hinter-
lands less populated than in previous centuries (Raimbault and Togola 1991: 
85). The cities depended directly on craft production and long-distance trade 
(PGNs) for their prosperity and are indicative of another stage of socio-politi-
cal and demographic organization in the urbanized Ghana/Wagadu heartland, 
which enjoyed its most f lourishing period between the late 11t and the early 
15t century. 

Péhé (7t–14t century), Kolima (7t–14t century), Akumbu (4t–12t 
century), and Toladie (5t–14t century) are among the largest of Mema’s clus-
tered settlement sites, each being over 80 hectares in territorial extent, exclud-
ing the contiguous satellite settlements and the huge funerary tumuli, some 
of which were surrounded by habitation sites. Thus, in area each is twice the 
size of the walled quarters of Koumbi Saleh. The economies of these centers 
were tied to iron production—the sites had extensive remains of iron smelt-
ing furnaces—and long-distance trade (see Figures 11, 12 and 13 above). Located 
along a large (now dry) tributary of the Niger, Péhé’s mounds, four to eight 
meters in height, occupy an area 1,000 meters in length and 700 meters wide. 
Archaeological finds in the Péhé, Kolima, and Akunbu tumuli include the fol-
lowing: terracotta statuettes of armed horsemen, cowrie shells (imported from 
the Indian Ocean and used as a local currency), iron lance heads, copper and 
bronze objects (e.g., bracelets, rings, and trinkets), spindle whorls (implements 
in textile production), a rich variety of local and imported utilitarian and luxury 
ceramics (including enamelware, painted pottery, and multi-legged vases), beads 
of all sorts (e.g., glass and semi-precious stones), and curvilinear and rectilinear 
buildings. The inhabitants were clearly involved in BGNs and PGNs (includ-
ing the trans-Saharan trade) and they maintained craft industries on a very big 
scale (Szumowski 1957: 224–48; Mauny 1967: 97–100, 103–04; Raimbault and 
Togola 1991; McIntosh 1995, chapter 10; Togola 1996; McIntosh 1998, chapter 8). 

The material culture of the urban sites reflects the intensification of craft and 
commercial activity in the Mema district that occurred between 600 and 1100. 

For more than 200 years Mema was the most important iron-producing 
locality in Ghana/Wagadu. Archaeologists have located thousands of iron-
smelting furnaces. Iron production between the early 8t and the late 11t 
centuries was on too great a scale for local requirements only. The producers 
were obviously engaged in commodity production for distant markets such as 
Saharan oasis towns. Mema’s annual iron trade—in bloom, ingots, and arti-
facts—must have been enormous; however, archaeologists have yet to offer any 
quantitative estimates. Mema possessed no iron ore deposits, and hence mining 
was not carried out there. Iron was imported in the form of bloom or ingot. The 
sources of the iron ore remain unknown, but they were probably located well to 
the south of the district. 

The magnitude of craft and agricultural production and the intensity of 
the interacting networks led to the f lowering of a mercantile-tributary social 
system in Mema’s urban clusters. A mercantile dynamic can be seen in the activ-
ities of the gold trading merchants known as the Wangara. They dominated the 
mercantile handling of the social surpluses throughout the period. The social 
system’s central features would have included private property/estates, long-
distance trade, commodity production, and the extension of dependent labor in 
agricultural and craft production (Krueger 1937; Thomassey and Mauny 1951; 
Thomassey and Mauny 1956; Brett 1969; Lessard 1969; Vanaker 1973; Lacoste 
1974; Devisse 1988; El Ajlaoui 1994; Berthier 1997; McIntosh 1998). 

The Western Sudan world-system encompassed an immense cultural-
ideological area, within which common (non-Islamic) cosmographic, mythic, 
historical, legendary, and philosophical presuppositions, propositions, and for-
mulations—in short, a state ideology—circulated over a wide expanse, thanks 
in part to the wide ranging roles of the Wangara in the interaction networks. 
The state ideology had its roots in the Ghana/Wagadu tributary organization 
and its historically determined forms of social production. The elaboration of 
the polity’s centralization practices and their expression through a state ideol-
ogy (e.g., the widespread snake, or serpent, cult) made this process a general 
model at world-system levels of orientation and understanding—with regard to 
cosmogony, supernatural forces, human necessity, social hierarchy, and values. 
This rationality allowed the centralizing process of the tributary system to 
express awareness of (i.e., to symbolize and represent) itself at different levels 
of concrete and abstract thought. It generated a macro-regional oriented meta-
physics, transcending the horizons of heartland ways of thinking and acting. 
That is, the Ghana/Wagadu system, as idealized in the lifestyle and ideology 
of its ruling military aristocracy, was presented at the level of the entire world-
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system as a model of social-political (tributary) organization and metaphysical 
aspiration. In other words, the state society’s tributary ideology defined the cul-
tural and geopolitical regions of the Western and Central Sudan world-systems 
(Monteil 1953; Levtzion 1973:16–19; Gado 1986: 187–90; Phillips 1995: 488–90; 
Cissé 1998:72–85, 111–20; McIntosh 1998: 26–30, 224–29, 285, 291–92; Togola, 
n.d.). From the 8t century on the philosophical and religious movement of 
Islam—in its different institutional expressions—established itself throughout 
much of this world-system. Evidence of the different forms of Islam is archaeo-
logically identifiable in the architecture and material culture of Koumbi Saleh 
and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast (Vallées du Niger 1993: 113, 542; Berthier 1997). The 
gradual spread and adoption of Islam “set up” the Ghana/Wagadu tributary 
organization as a “general system” at the levels of the Western Sudan world-
system and Islam of the West (Maghrib) (Monteil 1929; Last 1980; Levtzion 
and Hopkins 2000, passim). 

Ghana/Wagadu and the Middle Niger Valley
Archaeological surveys conducted in 1981 and 1983 brought to light 186 sites 

in one Lakes Region sector of the MNV. The sites comprise megaliths, fortifi-
cations, cemeteries, settlements of different sizes, and metalworking and pot-
tery workshops. The important tumuli range in height from 5 to 15 meters; 
the more numerous mounds average less than four meters. Some of the Lakes 
Region sites are quite large, possibly representing urban clusters or large towns, 
but they were not as larges as the settlements found in Mema. One sizeable 
Lakes Region complex has fourteen large tumuli, each consisting of not fewer 
than three mounds. The average distance between each mound is 100 meters. 
The average length of a mound is 300 meters and the average height ranges 
from 4 to 10 meters. In one tumulus of more than six mounds, four mounds 
contain stone structures, evidently buildings of some sort, two mounds were 
metalworking sites, and still others were graves. Another site complex had nine-
teen large, contiguous mounds. Some were eight or more meters high; others 
were very long—up to 300 meters—but low in height. Seven of these mounds 
reveal structures of fired brick, two were former metalworking sites, five had 
blocks of sandstone, presumably ruined buildings or megaliths, and four had 
cemeteries. One particularly large site (Arham-Jeno) occupied an area of 100 
hectares (excluding its satellite settlements) and one might propose a popula-
tion between 14,600 (146 persons per ha.) to 38,600 (389 persons per ha.) for 
this sizeable town. The most f lourishing period for the Lakes Region sites, 
when the size and density of clustered mounds and tumuli suggests a very large 
population, was from the 5t to the early 10t century a.d. 

Iron production in the Lakes Region also assumed great importance in 

the first millennium a.d., especially from the 4t century. Archaeological sur-
veys have revealed that every ancient habitation site—and there are hundreds 
of sites—showed vestiges of metallurgical activity and numerous other sites 
that were not habitation settlements were devoted solely to iron production. 
In their day the smelting furnaces apparently numbered in the thousands. 
Archaeologists have identified four different kinds of smelting furnaces, each 
representing different smelting techniques and capabilities. The sheer mag-
nitude of Lakes Region metallurgical activity meant that production was not 
solely meant for the needs of local agriculture but was most likely intended for 
markets near and far (Chieze 1991). On the one hand, iron production in Mema 
and the Lakes Region grew under the direct and indirect effects of large-scale 
commerce—at both bulk goods and prestige goods levels of exchange—and, on 
the other hand, it reflected the scale of secondary distributions of the surplus 
within the Ghana/Wagadu system.

Between the 7t and the 11t centuries elite burial mounds were raised 
throughout the MNV, but there was a particular concentration of them in the 
Lakes Region, which seems to have been a site for grand construction projects 
since the 6t century a.d. Most of the funerary monuments in the Lakes Region 
were built in the 10t and 11t centuries, overlapping wet and dry climatic phases 
and A- and B-phases of oikumene expansion and crisis. Archaeologists associ-
ate these structures with the Ghana/Wagadu ruling classes. Most of the great 
tombs, which reach heights of 10–18 meters, were circumscribed by circular or 
semi-circular clusters of habitation and metalworking sites (principally iron and 
copper), dressed and undressed sandstone megaliths, and low burial mounds. 
They stretched along an east-west axis on the floodplain. Their grave-goods 
indicate, as one archaeologist phrased it, “an unusual level of wealth.” Excavated 
tombs contained huge quantities of glazed and painted pottery, spindle whorls, 
human and animal figurines of copper, bronze, and terra cotta, as well as 
copper, bronze, and iron tools, weapons, and jewelry, beads and necklaces of 
semi-precious stones (marble, agate, cornelian, rock crystal, and garnet), f lint, 
glass, and terra cotta (Connah 2001: 127; also Desplagnes 1903; Desplagnes 1951; 
McIntosh 1998: 223–27). 

A related phase of construction involved the raising of several hundred 
dressed sandstone megaliths, which range two to three meters in height. The 
megalith period fell between ca. 500 and ca.1000 a.d. The megaliths formed 
distinct groups, separate from the megaliths surrounding the monumental 
tombs. The Tondidaro site consisted of three dressed-stone alignments (of 150, 
50, and 30 stones respectively), two single monoliths, and two funerary mounds. 
The site is dated to the 7t century (Fontes et al 1991; Dembélé 1991a; Dembélé 
1991b; Sidibé 1991; Person et al 1991; McIntosh 1995, chapter 10; McIntosh 1998: 
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190–99, 219–30; Connah 2001:127, 130, 136, 138). The great quantity and variety 
of objects found on different sites in the Lakes Region suggest that among the 
population were artisans (e.g., smiths, weavers, potters, and stone cutters), fish-
ermen, herders, peasants, soldiers, and merchants. In their midst, the monu-
mental tombs and the megalith clusters would have served as both material 
manifestations and ideational mediations of the Ghana/Wagadu state ideology. 
They represent, in one sense, the elites’ spiritual and symbolic dominance over 
“a network of [secret] power localities” and “the occult forces created within the 
sacred landscape.” They would have served as markers of a sacred geography 
and a spiritual cosmology (Desplagnes 1903; McIntosh 1998: 27–30; cf. Cissé 
1998: 72–85; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 80–81). 

In the 11t and 12t centuries there occurred a serious demographic shift in 
the Lakes Region, following a sharp population decline. Indeed, later genera-
tions recalled a distant time when one Lakes Region district (Killi/Kougha) was 
populous and rich and contained no less than 330 villages, but in the early 20t 
century there were only 30 (Desplagnes 1903: 155). This social memory recalls 
the scale of f loodplain de-population in the late cluster-settlement period. The 
causes behind the demographic decline are not really known. Deforestation, due 
to high volume ceramic and iron production and overgrazing by livestock, has 
been suggested as a major contributor to desertification (Dembélé 1991a: 65–
66; also McIntosh 1998:190–99). Another possible cause pertains to the social 
dynamic and relations of production of the Ghana/Wagadu heartland and the 
urban clusters of the Upper Delta. The supposition is that the scale of sur-
plus appropriating and centralizing practices in the heartland required greater 
transfers of resources (from raw materials to laboring bodies) from the Lower 
Delta and the Lakes Region to Koumbi Saleh and its hinterlands. The trans-
fers reflected a continued centralization of political power and the reproduction 
of hierarchy and social difference. The coerced and/or voluntary movement of 
large numbers of people from various Lakes Region districts to the heartland 
would have been one manifestation of the polarizing tendencies in the tributary 
system. The construction of monumental tombs and tomb clusters in an area 
where population decline was precipitous suggests an affirmation of sovereignty 
by Ghana/Wagadu political-military authorities. The cultural politics of these 
iconographic representations produced hierarchical and relational designations 
that facilitated governance and surplus appropriation. Mercantile accumulation 
was important in this context. The increasing scale of long-distance trade rela-
tions—both Saharan and Sudanic—were directly connected to a second phase 
of urbanization and population growth (late 11t century on) in the Koumbi 
Saleh urban complex. Increasing intertributary exchanges and mercantile accu-
mulation would have been a basis for drawing resources, including people, from 

the Lakes Region and other parts of the MNV into the heartland. At a world-
system level of analysis, these wide-ranging developments cannot be separated 
from the structures and relationships within which the Almoravid revolution 
took form (see below).

The various developments in the Ghana/Wagadu state society between the 
8t and the 12t centuries have to be understood in terms of the expansion of the 
productive forces, the changing relations of production, and the distribution 
patterns of the social surplus within the structures of the tributary organiza-
tion. The following features can be noted:

(1) increasing social and proprietary stratifi cation organized around 
ruling militarized groups or Houses that carried titles of honor, 
conspicuously exemplifi ed in megalith and monumental tomb con-
struction and in the creation of large terra cotta equestrian fi gures; 

(2) the establishment of dependent artisan caste groups, the creation of the 
Somono occupational group, and the establishment of the royal Zanj 
institution as part of the central political apparatus; 

(3) the large-scale growth of iron production in the Lakes Region and the 
Mema district (and, later, in the SV) and the growth of agricultural 
and fi shing production in the MNV; the sites of expanded production 
were market oriented;

(4) urban cluster growth, the intensifi cation of urbanism, and the prolif-
eration of clustered settlement hierarchies in the MNV and the WSa, 
processes predicated upon the consolidation of mercantile (exchange 
value) accumulation strategies and the intensifi cation of social surplus 
extraction;

(5) the military and political extension of the WS periphery into the west-
ern Mediterranean basin via the collective agency of the Almoravid 
project

 (Delafosse 1920; Gallais 1962; Mauny 1967: 129–36; Tymowski 1967; 
Tymowski 1971; Hunwick 1968; Devisse 1988; Fontes et al 1991; Person 
et al 1991; McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998: 219–23; Connah 2001: 127–29; 
see also Tamari 1991; Barendse 2003). 

The power centralizing practices of the ruling dynasty and its adherents carried 
defining social, cultural, and material traits: monumentalism in architecture, 
ceremonialism in royal court protocols, and idealization of the horse warrior. 

Growth and contraction in the Middle Niger Valley
Power-centralization and militarization cannot be separated from long-
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distance exchange networks. The 12t century geographer Al-Idrisi provides 
an account of the land or island of Wangara, i.e., the f loodplain of the MNV, 
was represented, geographically and cartographically, as the land of gold (see 
Figures 8, 11, 12, and 13 above). The Wangara were gold merchants and exercised 
a virtual monopoly of the world-system’s gold trade. The geographer al-Idrisi 
provides pertinent details:

This country of Wanqara is the country of gold, famous on account of its 
good quality and abundance. It is an island  miles long and  miles wide, 
surrounded by the Nil on all sides during the whole year…. Most of the gold 
is bought by the people of Warqalan and al-Maghrib al-Aqsa who export it 
to the mints in their own country, where dinars are struck from it, which 
they use in trade. Thus it happens every year, and this is the greatest source 
of income for the Sudan, upon which both great and small depend. In the 
land of the Wanqara there are f lourishing towns and famous strongholds. 
Its inhabitants are rich, for they possess gold in abundance, and many good 
things are imported to them from the outermost parts of the earth (Levtzion 
and Hopkins : ; also Taylor ). 

Archaeological investigations in the MNV and in neighboring districts con-
firm al-Idrisi’s description. Excavations of tumuli reveal imports from many 
distant places, e.g., the Mediterranean world, historic India, and Southeast 
Asia. They verify that products came to the Western Sudan world-system from 
the outermost parts of the Earth, not only in the 12t century, but also in the 
time of Roman and Byzantine dominance in the Mediterranean world (see e.g., 
Magnavita 2002a; Magnavita 2002b; Magnavita and Pelzer 2000). 

Located in the Lakes Region at the eastern end of the “country of Wanqara” 
was Tiraqqa, a predecessor of Timbuktu. It was one of the great commercial 
centers of the MNV—a meeting place of caravans from Ghana and Tadmakka 
in the 10t and 11t centuries—and a dependency of Ghana/Wagadu. Al-Idrisi 
describes it as “one of the towns of Wanqara”—large, well populated, and 
unwalled—and relates that it was “subject to the ruler of Ghana, in whose name 
the khutba is delivered, and to whom the people go in litigation” (Levtzion and 
Hopkins 2000: 111). By this time the Ghana/Wagadu-dominated districts of 
the Lakes Region were no longer densely settled. Nevertheless Tiraqqa seems 
to have remained an important mart until the 13t century, at which time 
Timbuktu replaced it. An early 20t century survey of the presumed Tiraqqa 
site revealed a central ruin area between one and two kilometers in length and 
800 to 900 meters wide. Surrounding it are tumuli scattered over an area of sev-
eral square kilometers, suggesting that the city formed part of an urban cluster 
(Bonnel de Mézières 1914–16). No excavations have been carried out on the site, 
and its identification with Tiraqqa remains problematic. 

Between the 12t and 14t centuries, the Wangara extended their trade net-
works eastwards towards the Lake Chad basin, via the centers of the Kawkaw/
Gao tributary system. They also moved several hundred kilometers northwards 
from Koumbi Saleh into the WS where they established agricultural colonies 
and fortified oasis towns, which served as caravanserai. Their strategic move-
ments were a response to increased commercial traffic along the WS trade 
routes. They were, in part, a consequence of Almoravid and Almohade political 
and social hegemonies and commercial activity in the Maghrib and Andalusia 
(11t–13t century) and, in part, an effort to consolidate Ghana/Wagadu’s politi-
cal interests in the southern Sahara, interests that predated the 11t century 
(Mauny 1967: 70; McDougall 1983: 277–78; Last 1985: 171–72, 216–18; Devisse 
1988). 

The agricultural sectors of the Ghana/Wagadu system changed radically 
between the 9t and the 13t century, thus overlapping the period of Wangara 
commercial exapnsion. Transhumant cattle pastoralists moved into the pas-
ture lands above the floodplain and new peasant communities were founded 
between Mema and the Lakes Region. In the 9t century Soninke-speaking 
peasants who cultivated millet and sorghum migrated from the WSa to Mema 
and Macina, where they occupied lands above the f loodplain and in the 10t and 
11t centuries other cultivators of millet and sorghum arrived, Migrating from 
the Upper Niger Valley, Bamana-speaking peasants, settled above the MNV 
floodplain, and in the increasingly arid Mema district (Tymowski 1971). The 
agriculture of the incoming peasants relied on assartage (“dry-farming”) and 
seasonal rainfall, and not on irrigation and the annual f looding of the Niger. 
The labor demands of assartage agriculture and floodplain agriculture required 
different forms of social organization and, in contrast to f loodplain cultivation, 
assartage was closely linked to transhumant cattle herding. 

Dry-farming agriculture stimulated the fishing industry and incorporated 
it into a wider commercial network, e.g., the export of fish and fish products to 
the Upper Niger gold fields and Saharan oases. The new peasant immigrant 
groups and cattle-herding pastoralists created a new market for Saharan salt. 
The Ghana/Wagadu regime made a conscious effort to exploit more effectively 
the resources of the Niger River—fishing and the hunting of aquatic animals—
and the trade in these resources. Thus, in the course of the late 11t and 12t cen-
turies new specialized occupational groups, known collectively as the Somono, 
were created to exploit the resources of the Niger. Drawn from slaves and war 
prisoners, they were settled in fishing villages and specialized in river transport, 
boat building, aquatic hunting, and the production of fish and fish products. 
The MNV fishing industry supplied rural and urban populations with dried, 
salted, and smoked fish and fish oil. Somono communities got directly involved 
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in the Saharan trade in order to purchase salt. The more intensive exploitation 
of the Niger’s resources led to the expansion of the boat building industry. A 
concomitant development, related to the centralization of dynastic power, con-
cerned the creation of a number of specialized servile groups—including black-
smiths, cultivators, herders, masons, armed retainers, and boatmen—who as 
royal property were in life-long state service obligations to the kingship. Known 
collectively as the Zanj, they could be moved from place to place and since they 
could never be (legally) freed, they were not slaves (Tymowski 1967; Tymowski 
1971; Hunwick 1968). On the basis of the Somono-Zanj labor systems the sur-
plus-appropriating classes of Ghana/Wagadu were in a position to maximize 
their wealth (as surplus product) in stored form, e.g., in monumental construc-
tions, and to valorize it as trading capital, which would support lifestyles of 
conspicuous consumption.

Changes in production strategies can be linked to the demands of trade. In 
the 9t century (an oikumene B-phase) the Western Sudan’s BGNs extended to 
the Umayyad Caliphate of al-Andalus. At this time sorghum replaced millet as 
a staple in the diet of the Caliphate’s lower classes. According to Glick, sorghum 
was “imported from the Sudan, no doubt by Berbers. Sorghum played in al-
Andalus the same social and nutritional role as that played by rye in Christian 
Spain…. The Andalusis imported grain from North Africa from the ninth cen-
tury on….” He cites ibn Khaldun, who attributes the “good health of Andalusis 
to their Spartan diet of sorghum and olive oil” (Glick 1979: 81, 82). Likely sources 
of the sorghum were the floodplains of the MNV and the SV. The export of 
sorghum occurred during the first urbanization period (9t–10t centuries) 
of Koumbi Saleh’s Great Mosque quarter. How long this trade continued is 
uncertain, but presumably it lasted as long as the Umayyad Caliphate, which 
collapsed in the early 11t century. The sorghum trade between the Western 
Sudan world-system and the Umayyad Caliphate implies the emergence of a 
single interactive socioeconomic complex, for when considered together with 
other kinds of exchange (e.g., in metals and cultural artifacts), one can recog-
nize the presence of interacting BNGs and PNGs over a vast distance.

A second commercial-production trend relates to the growth of textile 
manufacturing in the MNV urban clusters and the Ghana/Wagadu heartland 
and the growth of a prestige good export to the western Mediterranean basin. 
The prestige good was a cotton cloth whose export appears to have begun in 
the second half of the 11t century in the wake of Almoravid military and politi-
cal expansion into the Maghrib and al-Andalus. Increased cotton production 
was apparently connected to the occupation of lands above the f loodplain. A 
burgeoning trade in cotton cloth production was undoubtedly connected to the 
expanding artisanal economy in certain urban clusters, e.g., in the Mema dis-

trict, and the second urbanization period of the Great Mosque quarter. The 
earliest documented reference to the cloth comes from a Latin Christian docu-
ment of the first half of the 12t century (an oikumene A-phase). The cloth 
was known in Latin Christendom as “bouracan” or “bougran” (from Mande 
birinkan). There is no clear-cut evidence that it existed earlier than this. In 
any case, it probably continued through the 14t century and perhaps longer 
(Nicolas 1958; also Brooks 1998: 150). The intensification of production and 
exchange in both a bulk good (sorghum) and a prestige good (bouracan cotton 
cloth) would seem to indicate the importance of particular production and com-
mercial strategies when core areas were undergoing large-scale transformations. 
Through the interaction networks of the Wangara the production of sorghum 
and cotton was tied to an inter-continental commercial-monetary system (see 
below; cf. Barendse 2003).

The continued prosperity of the Ghana/Wagadu heartland and the power 
consumption of its ruling classes are evident from al-Idrisi’s mid-12t century 
description:

[The town of Great Ghana] consists of two towns on both banks of the river. 
This is the greatest of all the towns of the Sudan in respect of area, the most 
populous, and with the most extensive trade. Prosperous merchants go there 
from all the surrounding countries and the other countries of al-Maghrib al-
Aqsa. Its people are Muslims…. The khutba is delivered in [the king’s] own 
name, though he pays allegiance to the ‘Abbasid caliph. He has a palace on 
the bank of the Nil, strongly built and perfectly fortified. His living quarters 
are decorated with various drawings and paintings, and provided with glass 
windows. This palace was built in the year  of the hijira [– a.d.]. 
His kingdom and his land adjoin the land of Wanqara. This is the country 
of gold, which is [often] mentioned and described as having quantities of it of 
good quality (Levtzion and Hopkins : –).

The 12t century capital was at the height of its power and wealth (cf. Berthier 
1997).

How does Ghana/Wagadu’s period of growth, expansion, and contraction 
compare with the chronology of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene? Frank and Gills 
identify two A-phases between 700 and 1100 (500–750/800 and 1000/1050–
1250/1300) and one B-phase (750/800–1000/1050). Koumbi Saleh flourished 
and expanded from the 9t to the 14t century, declining only in the first half of 
the 15t century. The Ghana/Wagadu political organization entered a period 
of contraction, fragmentation, and decline in the 13t century and in the 14t 
century was under the suzerainty of the Mali tributary system. The expansion 
phase of northern and eastern Mema urban history ended in the later 12t cen-
tury and a crisis phase became evident in the 13t and 14t centuries. In western 
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Mema large urban centers prospered until the end of the 14t century and the 
beginning of the early 15t. From the 5t to the 11t century the Lakes Region was 
populous and prosperous with thriving metallurgical and ceramics industries 
located in villages and specialized craft communities, sizeable urban clusters 
that functioned as markets, and large-scale megalith construction. In the 11t 
and 12t centuries one phase of megalith construction ended and the population 
declined, but the building of monumental tombs, greater in size than earlier 
elite graves and surrounded by megaliths, was carried out on an unprecedented 
scale. There was a complicated pattern of surplus appropriations and re-distri-
butions that cannot be easily designated an A-phase or a B-phase.

An urban cluster: Jenne-Jeno

Two MNV archaeological sites of note are Jenne-Jeno (“ancient Jenne”) 
and Dia (Ja), which lay 100 kilometers to the north of Jenne-Jeno (see Figures 
14–18). Both have yielded valuable information and have led archaeologists 
and historians to revise their understanding of the beginning of city life in the 
MNV. The growth and development of Jenne-Jeno in the first millennium a.d. 
is connected to the ancient city of Dia, which was founded in the early first 
millennium b.c. It was one of the oldest urban cluster formations in the MNV 
and remained an important center until the 10t or 11t century when most of its 
satellite settlements were abandoned. The visible archaeology of Dia consists of 
three huge settlement mounds, which cover an area of more than 100 hectares. 
The mounds represent the different quarters of the city. It is remembered in 
oral histories as a city of masons and Muslim jurists ( fuqaha). Between the 4t 
and 11t centuries a.d. Dia and Jenne-Jeno formed a single craft-commercial axis 
in the Upper Niger Delta.

Jenne-Jeno has been the focus of archaeological fieldwork since the 1970s. 
The chronology of the city covers a period of more than a thousand years 
(Figure 14).

 Phase 1, 250 b.c.—50 a.d., absence of mud brick buildings; 12 hectares in 
extent by 50 a.d.; iron imported from mining settlements 50 kilometers 
away.

 Phase 2, 50–400, permanent mud brick architecture appeared; expansion 
of the rice-fi sh-cattle subsistence complex; 25 hectares in area by the mid-
5t century (and with a resident population of between 3,000 and 10,000).

 Phase 3, 400–900, a more intensive occupation of the site as a result of 
an increasing population density (20,000 inhabitants by 500, according 
to one estimate); there were more houses and crowded cemeteries; from 

the 5t century until the 9t round houses were constructed with tauf, 
or puddle mud, foundations; the city occupied 33 hectares of land by 
900; painted pottery was exported 750 kilometers upriver; city wall built 
(850/900).

 Phase 4a, 900–1100, continued building; new technologies (e.g., textile 

Figure 14 – Plan of Jenne-Jeno Growth 
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production); pottery with stamped and impressed decorations replaced 
painted pottery; new architectural styles introduced (e.g., the use of cylin-
drical and square bricks in building), and new art forms (e.g., terra cotta 
sculpture).

 Phase 4b, 1100–1400, gradual decline of the town—contraction and aban-
donment

 (Macintosh 1995; McIntosh 1998).

Controlled stratigraphic excavations at different places on the site, together 
with systematic surveys over several square kilometers and intensive surface col-
lection over an even wider area, reveal the evolution of a settlement hierarchy, or 
a central place formation, with Jenne-Jeno as its focal point. The city had a rich 
agricultural base, producing rice, sorghum, and millet. Rice was the main staple. 

Fishing, herding, gathering (e.g., wild swamp grasses), and hunting were impor-
tant subsistence activities. Smiths used and worked iron, fashioning the metal 
into jewelry, weapons, and tools. From the 4t century on the city emerged as 
an important producer of craft goods with the development of weaving, wood-
working, pottery making, and the manufacture of copper objects. It continued 
to be a center of iron production. The production of bronze became important 
by the 9t century, replacing copper as the preferred metal for jewelry. In the 10t 
century brass was imported from North Africa and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast. It 
coexisted with bronze as a popular metal for ornaments of all kinds. Stratified 
layers dated between the 5t and the 9t centuries have yielded an abundance of 
products—painted pottery, copper and bronze artifacts of diverse sorts, gold 
jewelry, glass beads, numerous iron objects, especially lance heads and swords, 
and much more. Excavations reveal that a smithy was installed in part of the 
city around 800 to mold copper and bronze into ornaments and to forge iron. 
Smithing continued in this space for the next 600 years, suggesting to the 
archaeologists that artisans had become organized in castes and operated in 
specific, designated locales (McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998: 173–78).

Figure 15 – Trading spheres of Jenne-Jeno; immediate (0–50 Km); 
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It is important to note that iron, gold, and copper deposits were not to be 
found in the Inland Niger Delta. Iron ore and grinding stones were imported 
from sources at least 50 kilometers away. Copper was imported from Saharan 
sources 300–500 kilometers distant. The Sahara also supplied salt, sandstone, 
and semi-precious stones. These were exchanged for rice and other staples, fish 
oil, smoked and salted fish, and so on. Until the 10t century the main supplier 
of salt was the SV, after which Saharan salt assumed primary importance. In 
the 7t century Jenne-Jeno imported gold from sources at a distance of 600 kilo-
meters, where it was exchanged for copper, fish and fish products, and rice. The 
town was trade-oriented from its beginning as a chemical analysis of six glass 
beads revealed. The beads were found in contexts dating from the last two cen-
turies b.c. to 1400 a.d. The earliest ones are likely to have been made in India or 
East or Southeast Asia, while a later one might have come from India. Another 
may have come from the Roman world, either Italy or Egypt, and two others 
from Islamic sources (McIntosh 1998; also Magnavita 2002a; Magnavita 2002b; 

Magnavita and Pelzer 2000). The city was evidently a focal point of BGNs and 
PGNs, the latter extending more than 1500 kilometers to the north and east. 

Wangara trading networks (BGNs and PGNs) joined the whole MNV into 
a single commercial network running from the goldfields in the Upper Niger 
basin to the Lakes Region and the large market of Tiraqqa. They linked the 
MNV to the Maghrib and al-Andalus via trans-Saharan exchange networks. 
The Jenne-Jeno urban cluster was part of this trading system (Devisse 1988; see 
Figures 8, 11, 12, and 13). Archaeologists have identified three trading spheres of 
the Jenne-Jeno complex: (1) the immediate hinterland, 0–50 kilometers; (2) the 
intermediate markets (50–200 kilometers); (3) the distant markets (200+kilo-

Figure 17 – Clustered specialist settlements within 4 km of Jenne-Jeno
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meters) (Figure 15) (McIntosh 1995; McIntosh 1998). Each trading sphere rep-
resented BGNs and PGNs of the Wangara trading system. Archeologists say 
nothing about how Wangara trade was organized, but one must assume that 
the “landlord trading system” (système des logeurs) was operational in the first 
millennium a.d. This important and ancient institution—also known as the 
“landlord system of long-distance trade”—was essential in the interaction net-
works. By means of this institution, stranger-traders could find lodging with 
a landlord or in a separate house owned or rented by a landlord. The landlord 
stored traders’ goods, provided commercial intelligence by furnishing infor-
mation about prices, the security or insecurity of trade routes, and demands 
from distant markets and rendered other services, such as supplying porters, 
pack animals, or boats and giving credit (Hill 1971). A landlord might also act 
as a commissioned broker. Wealthy and influential landlords would have had 
agents in towns dispersed throughout the networks of trade. Berber-speaking 
Imazighen and Arab merchants would have had social and personal ties to vari-
ous Wangara landlords in the MNV, and this relationship would have been the 
basis for long term trading commitments. 

In 850/900 a monumental wall of cylindrical bricks was built. Between 
3–4 meters wide, it ran almost two kilometers around the city. The residen-
tial occupation of Jenne-Jeno became increasingly dense between 300 and 800, 
and the city probably reached its greatest spatial extent in the late 9t century, 
when the walled area covered 33 hectares. It was at its most prosperous from 
the 8t to the 12t century. Another settlement, about one kilometer away and 
known as Hambarketolo (9 hectares in area) was functionally part of the walled 
city. An earthen causeway connected the two settlements. Their combined area 
was 42 hectares, and both would have functioned as a single urban unit from 
the 8t century until the abandonment of Jenne-Jeno (Figure 14). In addition to 
Hambarketolo, there were 25 other dependent settlements within a kilometer 
of the city. Within a four-kilometer radius of the city there were more than 
60 settlement sites, which were occupied between 800 and 1000. Jenne-Jeno/
Hambarketolo was the summit of a 3-tier settlement hierarchy. Archaeologists 
have measured a positive correlation of site size with surface artifact diversity 
on sites within a 4-kilometer radius of the city. This relationship suggests that 
at its maximum development the city formed the center of a socio-political and 
economic domain larger than its own immediate urban environment. Politically, 
it was very likely organized as a city-state, albeit one that probably paid revenues 
to Ghana/Wagadu between the 8t century and its abandonment.

Information on the population size of Jenne-Jeno is incomplete. The popu-
lation of late 9t century Jenne-Jeno has been estimated at between 7000 and 
13,000. Together with its satellite settlements located within one kilometer 

of the city, the entire population could have amounted to between 15,000 and 
27,000. There were 65 settlements within four kilometers of the town. By the 
end of the 9t century, the integrated nature of the complex is indicated by the 
existence of a 3-tier settlement hierarchy (Figure 16): 

 Tier 1: 2 very substantial sites over 20 hectares (two sites: 5,840+ (146 
inhabitants per ha. to 15,560+ (389 inhabitants per ha); 

 Tier 2: several medium-size sites, 8–19 hectares (one site: 1,168+ (146 
inhabitants per ha.) to 7,391 (389 inhabitants per ha.); 

 Tier 3: a great number of smaller sites, averaging 0.95 hectare in size (on 
average probably fewer than 200 inhabitants per site). 

Although it was a satellite settlement, Kaniana, occupying 41 hectares, was 
bigger than Jenne-Jeno. One can estimate that Kaniana’s population fell between 
5,986 (146 inhabitants per ha.) and 15,949 (389 inhabitants per ha.). Surveys 
reveal that sites larger than 1.5 hectares (one site: 219+ to 583+ inhabitants) usu-
ally had several craft or occupational specializations, and sites smaller than 0.5 
hectare (one site: 29 to 77 inhabitants) rarely demonstrated evidence of spe-
cialized activities. The settlement hierarchy would have comprised very small 
peasant hamlets, larger but still small craft settlements, and larger settlements, 
where several craft corporations and other social groups co-existed (Figure 17; 
McIntosh 1991: 204, 206, 208–09).

Within a 25-kilometer radius of Jenne-Jeno archaeologists have counted 
more than 65 tumuli. If most of the tells were occupied at the same time, the 
total occupied area of the town’s hinterland would have exceeded 190 hectares. 
In the late 10t century this area contained a total of 404 villages and hamlets. 
A conservative figure gives the town and its 190-hectare hinterland a resident 
population of 42,000 in the 10t century. However, one archaeologist has pro-
posed that a figure of 50,000 residents would not be an unreasonable minimum 
at the time of greatest prosperity at in the end of the 10t century. However, 
on the basis of a low of 146 inhabitants per hectare and a high of 389, one can 
calculate that the hinterland’s resident population would have amounted to 
27,740 and 73,910 respectively. The assumption is that all or the majority of the 
satellite communities were occupied at the same time. On the basis of radio-
carbon dating, recent archaeological fieldwork has demonstrated that this was 
not the case. There was greater population movement within the Jenne-Jeno 
urban complex than previously believed. The precise relationship of the histori-
cal demography of the complex and occupational specialization within it neces-
sitates further study (Clark and Hietala 2002).

 The satellite communities were certainly loci of specialists of different 
kinds. Archaeologists identify the subsidiary settlements of the 10t and 11t 
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century Jenne-Jeno complex as functional specialist workshops of metalworkers 
(in iron, copper, gold, bronze, and brass), potters, sculptors, workers in wood, 
ivory, stone, leather, and bone, bead makers, jewelers, brick-makers, builders, and 
shipwrights. In addition, there were traders, herders, fishers, peasants, hunters, 
transporters and caravaneers, religious specialists, political functionaries, and 
professional soldiers. The population of the city and its hinterland would have 
constituted ranked occupational and cultural-religious status groups (Figure 
17). There were different categories of servile status. Free artisans were either 
organized in guilds (e.g., masons) or in endogamous, hierarchically ranked 
hereditary castes (e.g., workers in metal, leather, and wood) (McIntosh 1998). 
Intensive surface collections at these sites have revealed that in the 9t and 10t 
centuries the basic classes of material culture (pottery, tools, weapons, jewelry, 
etc.) were identical to those at Jenne-Jeno. 

The Jenne-Jeno district, which covered an area of 1100 km² and extended 
more than 25 kilometers from the city, was densely occupied throughout all 
of the first millennium a.d. There are no population estimates for this larger 
territory, but it is noteworthy that site density in the Jenne-Jeno district was 
nearly 10 times the density of occupied settlements in the same space today. 
This density was achieved between 750 and 1150 and coincided with the time 
when the city achieved its maximal areal extent and when Koumbi Saleh was 
approaching its maximum development. Elsewhere in the MNV the floodplain 
population and settlement density also realized their maximum development. 
Population density on this scale was maintained through wet and dry phases 
and the oikumene’s A- and B- cycles of expansion and crisis.

S.K. McIntosh reports that the evidence of site expansion and site density 
at Jenne-Jeno between 400 and 900 a.d. (see Figure 14 above) was accompanied 
by changes in the domestic pottery styles, indicating the need to cook food and 
store water for larger numbers of people (McIntosh 1995: 374). From the 10t to 
the end of the 12t century other important changes occurred in the city’s mate-
rial culture, architecture, and trade patterns. At the beginning of the 10t cen-
tury a cylindrical, adobe brick architecture is evident. A city wall was built, and 
terra cotta statuettes appeared in domestic contexts. In the early 11t century 
brass imported from North Africa and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast replaced bronze 
as a preferred metal for ornaments and North African beads became common, 
replacing to some extent beads manufactured in Kawkaw/Gao and Tadmakka, 
a major southern Saharan urban center. It is likely that the conduit for Jenne-
Jeno’s trade was Koumbi Saleh. Spindle whorls, indicating the presence of weav-
ing, appear in substantial quantity, and rectilinear houses are built for the first 
time. Statuettes become more elaborate and stylistically varied. Among these, 
warrior and mounted warrior styles are to be found (McIntosh 1995: 214–15; 

Cissé 1998: 96–105; McIntosh 1998: 211–12, 278). The appearance of equestrian 
statuary occurred at the same time as the construction of monumental tomb 
clusters for Ghana/Wagadu military and political elites (see above). In the 11t 
and 12t centuries there is a f lurry of building and rebuilding activity in some 
parts of the city, reflecting obvious changes of some sort—in family structure, 
in shifts in social status, or in social and class struggles. 

Around the middle of the 12t century population decline set in, and it con-
tinued through the 13t. In the early 14t century Jenne-Jeno was completely 
abandoned. Most of the population had earlier moved three kilometers to the 
northwest and settled in (New) Jenne, a Muslim (Wangara) trading town and 
center of learning. 

Summary

Archaeological fieldwork has shown that the WS and the WSa were 
important sites of urban core formation in the second and first millennium b.c. 
It has also revealed that the pre–13t century MNV floodplain was a densely 
populated, agriculturally rich landscape of massive habitation sites, monumen-
tal elite tombs, megaliths, and economic specialization including metalwork-
ing on an industrial scale. To the Latin Christian and Muslim Mediterranean 
world the MNV was rich in gold. Two MNV urban cluster sites that have 
enjoyed close archaeological study in recent years are Jenne-Jeno and Dia. For 
a good part of the first millennium a.d. Ghana/Wagadu was a dominant force. 
Archaeology has provided important evidence regarding the chronologies, 
material culture, morphology, and territorial extent of the Koumbi Saleh com-
plex, the Mema district, the Lakes Region, and the southern Saharan caravan-
city of Tegdaoust/Awdaghast. The interaction networks of the Ghana-Wagadu 
formation encompassed the entire Western Sudan world-system. 

part three the western sudan world-system ii

Kukiya and Kawkaw/Gao

East and south of Ghana/Wagadu was the powerful and wealthy Kawkaw/
Gao tributary system, which stretched for several hundred kilometers along 
the f loodplain. In the 1990s archaeological surveys were carried out south of 
the Lower Inland Delta, in the Ansongo and Bentia districts, in order to iden-
tify the different phases of urban settlement formation within this system. By 
focusing on site size in order to distinguish rural and urban settlements, the 
archaeologist, N. Arazi, was able to identify a settlement hierarchy for his two 
study areas. 
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Sites ranging between  and  [hectares] may be comparable to known…
‘cities’ such as Jenne-Jeno ( hectares). Sites of between  to  [hectares] 
form an intermediate category, and communities of less than  [hectare] to 
 [hectares] are either satellites of larger settlements or villages or hamlets 
(Arazi : ). 

The biggest sites were more than twice the size of Jenne-Jeno and represent 
multi-functional centers. Arazi’s intermediate sites and small sites formed the 
hinterlands of these centers, which would have provided specialized services for 
the smaller communities. The Ansongo survey revealed intermediate and small 
sites—essentially farming and iron-working communities—but no urban-size 
settlements. The Bentia survey, on the other hand, indicates the presence of a 
three-tier settlement hierarchy and clear evidence of urban development at the 
end of the first millennium b.c. and in the early first millennium a.d.

One of the largest sites, known as Bentia Village, is believed to be the loca-
tion of Kukiya, a place of considerable historical interest. It was the first politi-
cal capital of the Kawkaw/Gao state system and was a major trading center 
throughout its history. At the beginning of the first millennium a.d. it covered 
an area of 33 hectares, and could have had a resident population range of 4,818 
to 12,837 (excluding its clustered settlements). Arazi situates it in the wider con-
text of Niger Valley urbanism:

[D]ue to the presence of urban sites in conjunction with intermediate and 
rural settlements Bentia exhibits a particular phenomenon of settlement pat-
tern, which has been termed ‘urban clustering.’ This form of spatial pattern-
ing can be found in regions as diverse as the Mema and the upper Inland 
Niger Delta around Dia and Jenne. These spatial patterns are believed to be 
the beginnings of urbanism, which sees the development of smaller commu-
nities, all simultaneously occupied in close proximity, providing various ser-
vices to its hinterland…. The settlement of Bentia Village ( ha.) seems to 
have constituted the central site during [the] late st millennium B.C – 
a.d. The large intermediary sites of Sahidan Thakouaro ( ha.) and Tando 
Husubiya ( ha.) were occupied during the same period as well as the rural 
sites of BIII– ( ha.), BIV– ( ha.), BVI– ( ha.) (Arazi : –; 
also Mauny : ). 

If the areas of the two intermediary sites and the three rural sites—all simulta-
neously occupied—are accepted as part of a Kukiya/Bentia urban cluster, the 
spatial extent of the complex would have amounted to 98 hectares, and the pop-
ulation could have ranged between 14,300 (146 inhabitants per ha.) and 38,122 
(389 inhabitants per ha.) at the end of the first millennium b.c.

Arazi provides a chronology of the Bentia sites: 

Phase 1, 2ⁿd–1st millennium b.c.: Late Stone Age and earliest Iron Age 
pottery resembles ceramics from southern Sahara and Sahil, implying 
extensive BGNs; there is no evidence of town settlements;

Phase 2, late 1st millennium b.c.–early 1st millenium a.d.: the earliest 
urban clusters appeared; some ceramic styles similar to wares from Jenne-
Jeno (250–b.c.–350 a.d.);

Phase 3, early 1st millennium a.d.–1200: the most prolifi c period of urban 
cluster development; intensive iron working and new pottery styles; in the 
8t century the separation of smithing activities from habitation sites, sug-
gesting the emergence of a blacksmith caste; a 15–hectare cemetery with 
stelae bearing Arabic inscriptions in the Kufi c script (12t–15t centuries) 
(Arazi 1999: 25, 27).

Phase 1 probably represents a rural agro-pastoralist population, on and above 
the f loodplain, engaged in fishing, farming, herding, and some craft activities. 
Phases 2 and 3 are distinguishable from each other and from phase 1 on the basis 
of their social divisions of labor. The urban clustering in phase 2 can be attrib-
uted to the unity of long-distance commerce and crafts, i.e., artisanal-mercan-
tile groups, collectively known as the Sorko, specialized in riverine transport, 
boat building, and aquatic hunting and fishing. As “Masters of the River”, they 
engaged in commodity production as boat builders, aquatic hunters, and fish-
ers. For the purposes of trade and boat building, they founded a number of river 
ports along the Niger between the Lakes Region and Kukiya (cf. Tymowski 
1967: 79–80; Tymowski 1971: 13–18; Last 1985: 176–78). They were socially and 
politically dominant in the centralization of surplus, which took the form of 
commodities (e.g., boats, hippopotamus tusks, and dried/salted fish). In phase 
3 the separation of commerce and craft was a social basis for the prolific devel-
opment of urban clusters. The separation can be attributed to the arrival of 
professional traders—the Wangara and the Habasha—in Kukiya. They spe-
cialized in land transport and their activities were organized around caravans 
and caravanserai not riverine trade and transport. With this development the 
Sorko groups lost their position of political prominence. Kawkaw/Gao, which 
replaced Kukiya as the capital, probably in the 7t or 8t century, functioned as 
a seat for Wangara merchants, who dominated the western trading networks of 
the city, and Habasha merchants who dominated the city’s eastern trading net-
works (PGNs) (Last 1985: 174–75, 177–79, 189–92, 204–06, 209; Hadj-Sadok 
1968, passim). The late first millennium b.c. and the early first millennium 
a.d. can be described as an A-phase (100 b.c.–200 a.d.) in the history of the 
Kawkaw/Gao-Kukiya system. This phase corresponds chronologically with 
the A-phase dates of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene.
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Without counting its satellite settlements, the spatial extent of Kukiya 
during phase 3 was about 66 hectares, suggesting a possible population range 
of 9,636 (146 inhabitants per ha.) to 25,674 (389 inhabitants per ha.). An early 
20t century survey of the city’s site revealed an immense space with several 
cemeteries and covered with potsherds and fragments of grindstones and other 
lithic material. The only intact monuments were numerous tombstones. The 
engravings on the tombstones were in Arabic (12t–15t centuries) and in the 
tifinagh and/or the Old Saharan script(s). The tifinagh/Old Saharan script(s) 
can probably be dated from around 300 b.c. to the 9t or 10t century. A late 
20t century survey concludes that the city formed a central site in a network of 
smaller specialist communities engaged in farming and large-scale iron and gold 
production. It was a typical urban cluster and was, no doubt, in commercial 
contact with the Garamantes Kingdom/Federation in the Central Sahara (ca. 
500 b.c.–7t century a.d.), a principal source of salt (Liverani 2000a; Liverani 
2000b). There have been suggestions that the gold imports of Roman Carthage 
and Alexandria came from Kukiya. Ivory and semi-precious stones were probably 
other exports. A 2ⁿd century a.d. bronze feminine Janus-figure from Cyrenaica 
was found in a large cemetery in the Bura region south of Kukiya. The find 
attests to the city’s long-distance trade connection to the cities of Cyrenaica and 
Tripolitania, which were prosperous centers in the Roman and Byzantine peri-
ods (Warmington 1986: 167; Vallées du Niger 1993: 546–47; Christides 2000, 
part 2; also Liverani 2000a). 

Other grave goods found in the Bura cemetery, dated by archaeologists 
between the 3rd and the 10t centuries, are further evidence of the wealth and 
prosperity of Kukiya. Among the grave goods are 400 terracotta sculptures of 
animals and people. There are indications of pronounced social stratification, 
for some graves contained a great amount of copper and bronze jewelry as well 
as huge vases mounted with large human figures. The graves also contained 
terra cotta equestrian figures, some 1½ meters high. They, too, are signifiers 
of social ranking and exhibit the importance of cavalry—richly dressed horse-
men with copper and bronze bracelets, necklaces, and other jewelry and weap-
ons (swords, bows and quivers, and lances) and armor. They were symbols of 
a political culture, epitomized in a ruling dynasty, but they were also symbols 
of state centralization. In the 12t century Kukiya was a dual city. Situated one 
kilometer to its southwest was a Muslim trading center, presumably founded 
by Wangara merchants. The orientation of the settlement’s trade links was 
towards the north, south, and east (Figure 8) (Desplagnes 1907: 75–76; Vallées 
du Niger 1993: 548, 550, 552, 553; Insoll 1996; Cornevin 1998: 206–07). 

Archaeological investigations show that Gao Ancien, one of Kawkaw/
Gao’s qusrters, was an established and commercially thriving center by 600 a.d. 

(see Figure 19). It was initially oriented to the river trade (of the Sorko), but 
later it turned toward the land-based caravan trade of the Wangara and other 
merchants. At the same time, it embarked on territorial conquests, thus estab-
lishing itself as a power center. These developments can probably be attributed 
to the military conquests and expansionism of the Ghana/Wagadu state orga-
nization (however cf. Lange 1991; Lange 1994; Hunwick 1994). They can also be 
attributed to expanding trans-Saharan traffic.

Recent archaeological fieldwork offers a chronology pertaining to five dif-
ferent sections of the Kawkaw/Gao urban complex (see Figure 19): 

Gao Ancien, royal and merchant’s quarters facing Gao-Saney, the Tilemsi 
valley, and the trade routes leading into and across the Sahara.

Phase 1, 6t–early 9t century; fi rst occupational level—primary phase 
of banco (adobe) brick building; craft production.

Phase 2, mid 9t–late 10t century; two phases of banco brick building; 
large-scale craft production. 
Phase 3, 11t and early 12t century; considerable building activity in 
banco, fi red brick, and stone, which included a central walled citadel 
of brick buildings and funerary structures; a great deal of structural 
debris; craft production (metalworking, bead and pottery making, 
weaving, leather working, and stone cutting) continues to expand; a 
boom period for inter-regional trade and the trans-Saharan trade; the 
central nucleus of the trader’s quarter was enclosed by a stone wall with 
a gatehouse.

Phase 4, early-mid-12t–late 13t century; considerable building activity 
(e.g., the Friday mosque).

Gadei, artisans’ and fi shers’ quarter facing the Niger; engaged in the river-
ain trade and the supply of hippopotamus ivory to distant markets.

Phase 1, early 7t century or before; much structural debris.

Phase 2, mid-7t–early 11t century; abundant structural debris; 
evidence of crafts (pottery making; metalworking; weaving; bead 
making).
Phase 3, early-mid 11t–late 14t century; numerous banco structures, 
some of considerable size; continued importance of crafts; gold recov-
ered from the site; population included Muslims and non-Muslims.

Gorongobo, located at the mouth of the Tilemsi valley, 1 kilometer north-
west of Gao Ancien; close to a dry water channel, which was probably 
navigable from 700–1100, and linked Gao Saney to the Niger. Th e site 
contains a big cemetery, with numerous stelae carrying Arabic inscrip-
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tions (12t–13t centuries), a fi rebrick oval grave, and a large surface spread 
of potsherds, copper ingot fragments and bead fragments, suggesting that 
the site had important craft industries.

Gao-Saney, 6 kilometers east of Gao Ancien; from the 9t century it was 
a Muslim quarter, a focal point for caravans, and a major crafts center 
(e.g., weaving, metalworking, bead and pottery making); constructions 
included a massive, multi-storied, domed tomb and brick buildings with 
glass windows (10t–13t centuries); a royal cemetery with Arabic tomb 
inscriptions (11t–13t centuries); to the northeast are three large and three 
small (unexcavated) tells, suggesting that this section of the city formed 
part of a larger settlement cluster.

Koima formed a right bank settlement complex and a harbor (?) oppo-
site Gao Ancien; surface surveys found diff erent types of pottery sherds, 
earlier than those found at Gao Ancien and Gao-Saney; some sherds are 
similar to pottery styles collected on MNV fl oodplain sites and are dated 
to between 200–600 a.d., on the one hand, and 400–800, on the other 
(Flight 1975; Insoll 1996; Insoll 2000).

Throughout its history the city remained unwalled, but archaeological surveys 
reveal that it was surrounded by a variety of settlements, dating from differ-
ent periods (7t–16t centuries), and utilizing different styles of construction. 
Perhaps, the majority of them were erected between the 8t and the late 13t 
centuries. The contiguous sites include seven fortifications, the largest of which 
is a massive fortress 410 meters long and 230 meters wide, as well as undefended 
sites, among which are metalworking and pottery workshops and settlements 
(Insoll 1996: 7–14). The city differed from Koumbi Saleh and Tegdaoust/
Awdaghast in that it was rooted in a productive environment, providing both 
foodstuffs (e.g., rice, millet, dates, watermelon, and fish) and other resources. 
The city was to remain a dominant center until the second half of the 13t cen-
tury, at which time it came under the rule of the Mali Empire and its settlement 
pattern was disrupted and altered.

From the 6t to the mid-13t century the city complex grew continuously, 
without any ruptures or disabling crises. In contrast to the floodplain of the 
MNV, the f loodplain along the Kawkaw/Gao-Kukiya stretch of the Niger did 
not encounter massive population displacement. Furthermore, it experienced 
no B-phase breaks. How is this core’s extended A-phase to be explained? Its 
initial development rested on its central re-distribution function within an 
inter-regional trading system, which extended from the Lakes Region and the 
Niger Bend into the forest-based core zone of the Lower Niger basin (in modern 
Nigeria; see Figures 2 and 8 above). Sorko traders dominated the riverine traffic Fi
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between Kawkaw/Gao, Kukiya, and the Lower Niger Valley (cf. Kuba 2000; 
also Vanacker 1979: 174–75). Of considerable historical significance for the 
social development of this Kawkaw/Gao core zone is the fact that core growth 
and expansion in the Lower Niger Valley proceeded on a colossal scale and 
along an uninterrupted trajectory between the 5t and the 15t centuries. 

In the second half of the first millennium a.d. developing Lower Niger basin 
centers were commercially linked to the Western Sudan world-system via an 
expanding Kawkaw/Gao core. Archaeological fieldwork has been particularly 
fruitful in shedding light on the historical transformations and connections. 
It reveals sites with exceptionally rich grave goods and towering constructions 
that date from this period. One major site, which dates from about 900 a.d., is 
Igbo Ukwu. A regal burial site, it was a storehouse of regalia with iron and ivory 
objects, numerous highly ornamented brass, bronze, and copper castings and 
tens of thousands of glass and stone beads (from the Mediterranean world and 
historic India) as well as many other items. Many of the imports are believed 
to have come via Kawkaw/Gao and Kukiya. A second principal site is the city 
of Ile-Ife. Surrounded by a ring of walls over 12 meters high, with the outer 
ring over 40 kilometers in circuit, it f lourished between 950 and 1300/1400. 
Graves rich in artifacts, numerous shrine structures, elaborate potsherd pave-
ments scattered throughout the city, bronze and terracotta sculpture, and a dis-
tribution of artifact finds within the walls as well as a vast area beyond them, 
point to its affluence. According to the Nigerian archaeologist A. Ogundiran, 
Ile-Ife was the political and cultural hub of the Yoruba-Edo (Benin) interaction 
system by the 12t–13t centuries. Its prosperity and rich material culture were 
contemporary with the growth and increasing wealth of Kawkaw/Gao. These 
developments relate to the importance of the PGNs that joined the cities. 

A city that was part of the Ile-Ife dominated interaction system was Orile 
Owo. Founded in the 8t or 9t century, it developed into a major urban center 
with inner fortifications (wall and moat) extending 15 kilometers in length and 
outer ones measuring up to 70 kilometers in circumference. Still another site 
within the interaction system is Benin Iya—acclaimed the “world’s longest 
ancient earthworks.” Its construction dates from the 5t or early 8t century. 
It consists of a linear earthwork cluster up to 24,000 kilometers in length and 
extending over an area of 6,500 square kilometers. Its walls reached 20 meters 
in height. In its central zone, the complicated network achieves densities of up 
to seven kilometers of earthworks per square kilometer. A fourth site is known 
as Sungbo’s Eredo. Cited as “Africa’s largest single monument,” it is a 20-meter 
high wall with a moat five to seven meters in width that surrounds the city of 
Ijebu. Probably built in the 9t century, the wall measures 160 kilometers in 
circumference. Through its central re-distribution function in an inter-regional 

trade network, the Kawkaw/Gao tributary system drew on the resources of 
these major centers of surplus appropriation and centralization. This relation-
ship endured for more than four centuries (Ozanne 1969; Last 1985: 177–79, 
204–09; Vallées du Niger 1993; Insoll and Shaw 1997; Darling 1998; Darling 
2000; Kuba 2000; Connah 2001: 160–66; Ogundiran 2000: 35–41; Ogundiran 
2001, pp, 27–37; Ogundiran 2002: 6–8, 9; “African Legacy” n.d.). 

According to the 9t century geographer and astronomer al-Khuwarizmi 
(d. 846/847) Kawkaw/Gao was a powerful kingdom and was politically inde-
pendent of Ghana/Wagadu. The traveler-administrator Al-Yaqubi (d. 897) 
provides a useful description of Kawkaw/Gao at a time when it had achieved 
political dominance in the Western Sudan: 

[Kawkaw/Gao is] the greatest of the realms of the Sudan, the most important 
and powerful. All the kingdoms obey its king…. [T]here are a number of 
kingdoms of which the rulers pay allegiance to him and acknowledge his sov-
ereignty, although they are kings in their own lands (Levtzion and Hopkins 
: ).

The historian al-Masudi (d. 956) describes the polity in similar terms (Levtzion 
and Hopkins 2000: 35). At the time, it controlled the MNV up to the Lakes 
Region and possibly a little beyond (see Figures 2, 8 above and Figure 20). It was 
also a time when the import and export of “a variety of finished goods and com-
modities in all directions of the compass” continued to grow. The full develop-
ment of the city was realized with the construction of large buildings in the 
royal and merchants’ quarters. The largest structures included a walled citadel, 
a Congregational or Friday Mosque, which was second in size only to the Great 
Mosque of Koumbi Saleh, royal tombs, and a palace or a rich merchant’s resi-
dence. Other constructions such as public baths and schools are, in the opinion 
of the investigating archaeologist, buried beneath the sands that cover the city’s 
ruins (Farias 1974; Insoll 1996; Insoll 2000).

Writing in the late 10t century, the geographer al-Muhallabi (d. 990) 
relates that the king of Kuku (= Kukyia (?) or Kawkaw/Gao) 

[H]as a town on the Nile [Niger], on the eastern bank, which is called Sarnah 
[Gao-Saney], where there are markets and trading houses and to which there 
is continuous traffic from all parts. He has another town to the west of the 
Nile where he and his men and those who have his confidence live. There is a 
mosque there where he prays but the communal prayer-ground is between the 
two towns. In his own town he has a palace which nobody inhabits with him 
or has resort to except a eunuch slave. They are all Muslims. The costume of 
their king and his chief companions consists of shirts and turbans. They ride 
horses bareback. His kingdom is populous…. The wealth of the people of 
his country consists of livestock. The king’s treasure-houses are spacious, his 
treasure consisting principally of salt (Levtzion and Hopkins : ).
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This account is contemporary with a period of big construction projects and 
the enrichment of material culture in the Gao Ancien, Gadei, and Gao-Saney 
quarters. Furthermore, it clearly notes the close link between the centralization 
of authority (the king and his chief companions, eunuchs, and treasure houses), 
Islam (a mosque and communal prayer-ground), and the mercantile handling 
of part of the social surplus (markets, trading houses, and continuous commer-
cial traffic). It is tempting to equate the “continuous traffic from all parts” with 
the city’s full incorporation into Wangara, Habasha, and Kharijite trading sys-
tems and, via the Sorko riverine-based trade network, with the intensification 
of commercial traffic with the Lower Niger basin centers (cf. Last 1985: 179–80, 
204–06).

The Kawkaw/Gao urban complex imported iron products from the Lakes 
Region, where iron production was carried out on a massive scale between 
about 400 a.d. and 1000 (see above). Opposite Tiraqqa, on the south bank of 
the Niger, was Gourma-Rharous, a large iron-producing center with special-
ized, metalworking satellite sites. Its clustered settlements were quite big, one 
pair, for example, measuring repectively 19 and 47 hectares in area. In terms of 
trade and material culture Gourma-Rharous was closely linked to Kawkaw/

Gao. Together with its satellite settlements, it functioned, until the 13t cen-
tury, as one of the biggest iron- smelting centers in the entire MNV. Gourma-
Rharous-Kawkaw/Gao-Kukiya formed a single economic axis connected to 
BGNs and PGNs (see Figures 2, 8, and 20) (Insoll 1996; Insoll 2000; McIntosh 
1998: 197–98). 

Kawkaw/Gao maintained a close relationship with the gold fields and 
iron-working centers of the Sirba Valley and the great trading and craft center 
of Tadmakka in the Tilemsi Valley. Situated a few hundred kilometers to the 
south, the Sirba Valley was Kawkaw/Gao’s principal source of gold. Founded 
in the 4t century a.d., Tadmakka was, by the 9t and 10t centuries, one of the 
leading centers of trade and crafts in the entire Western Sudan world-system. 
A sizeable number of Kharijite traders resided there from the 9t to the 12t 
century. An archaeological survey of the site reveals that the city center was 
one to two kilometers long and nearly one kilometer wide. The ruins of the 
entire urban complex covered an area of several square kilometers. It has yet 
to be excavated. To the east, the southern Saharan copper-producing centers 
of Maranda/Marandet and Takadda/Azelik traded with Kawkaw/Gao and 
were probably within its political sphere of influence (Mauny 1967; Lhote 1972; 
Lewicki 1981; Devisse 1988; Insoll 1996: 84–86). Copper imported from across 
the Sahara was “purified” and reworked in these centers and from these towns 
refined copper bars and objects were exported to the Kawkaw/Gao complex. 

The Gao Ancien and Gao-Saney quarters manfuctured copper and copper 
alloy objects, including ingots, jewelry, and wire currency. Maranda/Marandet, 
where archaeologsts have found over 200,000 crucibles, was probably the world-
system’s principal copper/copper alloy producing center between 500/550 and 
800/900 a.d. The Gorwol and Ayorou districts, a hundred or so kilometers 
downstream from Kukiya (see Figure 20), contain extensive remains of fur-
naces as well as habitation sites, testifying to the dimensions of iron and prob-
ably copper smelting operations and the scale of rural population density. Iron 
bloom and ingots were exported to the Kawkaw/Gao urban complex, where 
blacksmithing was a principal activity (Mauny 1967; Lhote 1972; Insoll 1996; 
Insoll 2000). 

The 12t century geographer al-Zuhri provides an informative description 
of Kawkaw/Gao’s trade. 

[Kawkaw is] the capital of Habasha. Caravans from the land of Egypt and 
from Waraqlan reach it, and a few from the Maghrib by way of Sijilmasa…. 
Silk and other objects of gauze and linen are imported into their country and 
from al-Andalus are imported saffron and cloth from Murcia and turbans 
and Susa cloth from Iriqiya. These Habasha are the richest and the best-
dressed of people. The reason for this is that they stand between the Maghrib 

Figure 20 – Towns and districts of the KawKaw/Gao System
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and Egypt and penetrate to the farthest point of the land of the Habasha 
(Levtzion and Hopkins : ; also Hadj-Sadok ; Insoll ).

An archaeological assessment of the city’s ruins concludes that Kawkaw/Gao 
was the most important trading center in the Western Sudan world-system in 
the 11t and 12t centuries. Al-Idrisi’s mid-12t century description of Kawkaw/
Gao draws attention to the certain aspects of the city’s political economy. 

The town of Kawkaw is large and widely famed in the land of the Sudan…. 
The king of the town of Kawkaw is an independent ruler, who has the khubta 
delivered in his own name. He has many servants and a large retinue, excel-
lent apparel and beautiful ornaments. [His warriors] ride horses and camels; 
they are brave and superior in might to all the nations who are their neighbors 
around their land. The clothing of the common people of Kawkaw consists 
of skins with which they cover their nudity. Their merchants wear chemises 
and mantles, and woolen bands rolled around their heads. Their ornaments 
are of gold. The nobles and eminent persons among them wear waist-wrap-
pers. They mix with the merchants, sit in their company, and take shares in 
their wares [participating in the profits] by way of muqarada (Levtzion and 
Hopkins : ).

A great social distance separated the ruling and commoner classes. The prac-
tices and purchasing power of a dominant class of nobles and horse warriors, 
constituting the aristocratic sector, on the one hand, and a class of professional 
traders, constituting the mercantile sector, on the other, ensured the regional 
centrality of the tributary organization. The labor of the urban commoner 
classes was responsible for the ornaments and clothing of the upper classes 
and the dense concentration of buildings that ordered the city’s landscape. In 
the late 11t and early 12t centuries Kawkaw/Gao developed a distinct Sunni 
Maliki quarter, a process that was undoubtedly tied to the Almoravid move-
ment (see below). It became home to a mixed population of Muslims, predomi-
nantly Sunnis but also Kharijites and Shiites, as well as non-Muslims (Insoll 
1996; Insoll 2000).

Archaeological evidence reveals that in the 10t and 11t centuries the mate-
rial culture of the different quarters of the city was abundant, richly varied, and 
opulent and that it was, economically, an integral part of the Muslim world. 
Gao Ancien, the city’s nucleus, comprised public buildings of brick and banco 
construction (a Great Mosque), monumental architecture (a royal palace and 
elite residences), substantially built stone and brick walls ringed by graveyards, 
beyond which were other constructions of stone and brick. The quarter mea-
sured roughly 300 meters from north to south, and 200 meters from east to west, 
and covered an area of about two square kilometers. Archaeological remains 
extend over an area of more than two square kilometers beyond Gao Ancien. 

In the different quarters of the city evidence of the urban material culture is 
impressive. The finds include a wide variety of local and imported products: 
glassware, luxury and utilitarian pottery, metalware of all kinds (in gold, iron, 
lead, copper, bronze, and brass), spindle whorls, beads (of ceramic, semi-pre-
cious stones, copper, gold, glass, wood, etc.). Glazed pottery from Ifriqiya, al-
Andalus, and Egypt was abundantly represented and a wide variety of material 
was recovered during exactions. The material included numerous glass frag-
ments, which represented different types of imported glassware. Window glass 
fragments were abundant in the Gao Ancien quarter, leading the archaeologist 
Insoll to conclude the window glass implies the presence of “substantial build-
ings” in the quarter between the 10t and 12t centuries (Insoll 2000). 

Commercial and political relations between al-Andalus and Kawkaw/Gao 
were especially close between the 10t and 13t centuries (Insoll 1996; Insoll 
2000; Haidara n.d.). In the same period, Ghana/Wagadu also maintained close 
trading ties to al-Andalus (see above). These connections can be attributed to 
a historical phenomenon described by Ian Blanchard. He relates that during 
the years 930–1125/30 an “industrial diaspora” occurred as the major focus of 
gold and silver production in the oikumene was relocated from Central Asia 
to Western and Eastern Africa and Western Eurasia respectively and a new 
intercontinental monetary-commercial system began to emerge (Blanchard 
2001; also Spufford 1993repr., chapters 4–7; cf. Barendse 2003: 517–18). The 
Western Sudan world-system, in particular, was a leading producer of gold and 
Ghana/Wagadu and Kawkaw/Gao were principal distributors of the precious 
metal within the inter-continental system, although, as one archaeologist has 
concluded, the two formations were linked to different trading orbits.

Summary

Situated south and east of the MNV, a second dominant core zone was 
centered initially on the city of Kukiya and later on the city of Kawkaw/Gao. 
The emergence of this zone can be traced to the second half of the first mil-
lennium b.c., the time archaeology establishes for the earliest appearance of 
urban clustering. Kukiya was the principal urban cluster from that date until 
about the 7t or 8t century. At that time Kawkaw/Gao became the royal capi-
tal, replacing Kukiya. Archaeological fieldwork in the 1990s has provided an 
abundance of information about the capital and its environs, with respect to 
chronology, architecture, material culture, economic activities, and local and 
long-distance trade. On the basis of the city’s ruins and artifacts one archaeolo-
gist opines that Kawkaw/Gao was the most important commercial center in the 
Western Sudan world-system in the 11t and 12t centuries. 
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part four: the western sudan world-system iii

The Senegal Valley

An early 1990s archaeological survey of the MSV floodplain covered an area 
of 32,000 km². It recorded over 10,000 tumuli or tells at 1,500 sites. However, 
earlier surveys (from the 1960s and 1970s) list a total of 23,000 tumuli. Whether 
10,000 or 23,000, archaeologists agree that most of the tumuli date from the 
first and early second millennia a.d. The MSV probably emerged as a core zone 
within the Western Sudan world-system in the early first millennium b.c. At 
the time, it maintained close connections through migration and trade with the 
settlement complexes of the Tichitt and Tagant Traditions. In the later cen-
turies of the first millennium a.d. it was a periphery of the Ghana/Wagadu 
tributary organization (see Figures 2, 3, 6, and 7 above). 

With semi-desert lands to the immediate north and south, the f loodplain 
of the MSV is a fertile and well-watered “oasis.” It extends 430 kilometers along 
the river and is from 10 to 25 kilometers wide. A dominant feature of this sec-
tion of the f loodplain landscape is, in the words of one archaeologist, “extremely 
dense accumulations of cultural material in mounded settlements sites up to 7 
meters high” (McIntosh n.d.). It has a particularly high density of sites and it 
also contains some of the largest tells compared to the tumuli sites in the Lower 
and Upper Senegal Valleys. It encompassed some of the most productive land 
in the floodplain and was a strategic central region where, historically, ruling 
dynasties seeking to control the entire river valley have often placed their capi-
tals. In defining SV urban settlements, the archaeologists Becker and Bocoum 
say one salient feature is that “sites with more than 50 [megalithic] monuments 
can be classed as urban settlements or ancient capital towns” (Becker and 
Bocoum 1998: 164). Other features include the scale of spatial development, the 
presence of earth tombs (most dating to the 8t–14t century period), multi-
functionality and specialization, the richness and diversity of the material cul-
ture, and the size of refuse dumps and cemeteries (Becker and Bocoum 1998; 
Cornevin 1998: 253–56).

Regional archaeological surveys of MSV tumuli and excavations on selected 
sites reveal the existence of five occupational phases. Walaldé, the largest of the 
phase one sites, seems to have developed around 800 b.c. and was thus contem-
porary with the founding of Dia in the MNV. It f lourished for the next several 
hundred years as a center of iron and copper production. Archaeologists con-
clude that the site had a complex social organization and its inhabitants engaged 
in specialized, occupational activities. Walaldé copper came from the mines 
of Akjoujt, Lemdena, etc. (in present-day Mauritania). Copper metalworking 
techniques were in place in the SV in the early to mid-first millennium b.c. and 

it seems likely that settlements in the WS and the WSa practiced a copper met-
allurgy at the same time and and probably earlier—in the 2ⁿd millennium b.c. 
(Diop 2001; Deme 2002; Fenn 2002; Guèye 2002; “Senegal.Thiéhel-Guede” 
2002; Killick, Fenn, and Deme 2002; also Lambery 1970; Lambert 1980). A 
second MSV urban site was a large walled settlement that was founded in the 
5t century b.c. It had an important copper-working industry. The large MSV 
sites mark the first phase of SV urbanism. 

 A second phase of urbanization in the MSV began in the 3rd and 4t cen-
turies a.d. and a third covers a period from the 9t to the 14t century (Robert-
Chaleix 1991; Vernet 1993: 366, 376; Becker and Bocoum 1998; Cornevin 1998: 
253–56). The occupational history of one major MSV settlement, the 67-hectare 
Sincu (Sintiou) Bara site, is instructive. Based on recent excavations, the site’s 
chronology offers some insight into the process of development in the MSV 
sector of the SV core zone. 

Phase 1, 0–250 a.d., mixed farming (agriculture and herding), hunting, 
fi shing, and gathering; widespread iron-smelting; break in settlement 
occupation between ca. 250 and ca. 400.

Phase 2, 400–600, subsistence economy remained the same; a larger 
cylindrical iron smelting furnace was introduced and iron production 
increased substantially; new ceramic forms appeared and ceramic produc-
tion grew considerably

Phase 3, 600–800/900, the subsistence economy remained the same; iron 
production continued to grow; new ceramic styles continued to appear 
and pottery production continued to increase. 

Phase 4, 800/900–1200, a complete transformation of the economy with 
respect to agricultural and craft production and trade; new pottery styles 
intriduced; iron production expanded and a new metalworking technology 
(e.g., brass became especially common) appeared; a richer material culture 
compared to earlier phases (Th ilsman and Ravise 1980; Garenne-Marot 
1996; McIntosh and Bocoum 2000).

Phases 2 and 3 indicate a period of relatively slow growth with respect to agri-
cultural production, but incremental changes occurred in craft production, 
which apparently met not only local needs, but also served more distant mar-
kets. Phase 4 was a time of transformational changes, not only in the craft and 
commercial sectors (BGNs and PGNs), but also in agriculture. In this period 
the MSV became an expanding core zone, achieving the height of its economic 
and political development between the 10t and the late 13t century. In terms 
of oikumene chronology, Sincu Bara’s phase 1 corresponds to A-and B-phases 



Ray A. Kea794 Expansions And Contractions 

of the oikumene and the break in occupation (250–400 a.d.) coincides with a 
B-phase. Phase 4 begins when the oikumene is in a B-phase cycle and continues 
through an A-phase cycle. In this phase, its population, residing in a 67-hectare 
urban settlement, can be estimated at between 9,782 (146 inhabitants per ha.) to 
26,073 (389 inhabitants per ha.). The population range of its unexcavated satel-
lite settlements is not known.

Most of the tumuli of the Lower Senegal Valley date from the 700 to 1000 
a.d. period. The remaining tumuli are several centuries earlier. Most of the 
MSV tumuli date from the 10t to the 13t/14t century. The total number of 
Lower and Upper Valley tells exceeds 15,000. Funerary monuments, or mega-
lithic tombs, which are distinct from the Lower Valley tumuli, consisted of 
great stone circles and are almost as numerous in the Lower Valley as tumuli in 
the MSV. The earliest date ascribed to the tombs is 200 b.c. It marks, perhaps, 
the first appearance of towns in the Lower Valley. The stones weigh between 
two and ten tons and are from two to four meters high. Their positioning, or 
orientation, is said to conform to celestial sightings and this respect they were 
probably signifiers of a sacred geography. The tombs have yielded rich collec-
tions of grave goods—gold and silver jewelry, iron, bronze, and copper objects, 
luxury pottery, and so on (Becker and Bocoum 1998; Bocoum 2000; McIntosh 
and Bocoum 2000; also Deschamps 1980). 

The earliest documented reference to the Senegambia region comes from a 
late 8t century work by al-Fazari. It refers to a densely populated Lower Valley 
polity called Waram, whose dimensions are given as 400 kilometers by 160 
kilometers (see Figure 3; Pingree 1970: 117). Archaeologists assume its ruling 
classes erected the numerous monument tombs over a period of several cen-
turies, perhaps as early as the 3rd century b.c. The wealth of Waram’s elites 
came from their political control of the Awlil salt pans, which were located 
in Aftout es-Saheli, a coastal depression that extends 180 to 200 kilometers 
north of the Senegal Delta. Awlil was a periphery of the Lower Valley center 
and had systemic links with its processes of accumulation. The depression is 
5 to 10 kilometers wide and was a major source of sea and rock salt for com-
munities throughout much of the world-system. It was 600 kilometers, as the 
crow flies, from Tegdaoust/Awdaghast which was a principal salt market and 
a re-distribution center (see Figures 3, 11, 12, and 13). Caravans organized by the 
Gudala Imazighen transported salt and fish from Awlil to the WS, the WSa, 
and the MNV. Archaeological surveys of Aftout es-Saheli indicate that habita-
tion sites in the depression were numerous, but the largest and greatest number 
of sites was near the Senegal Delta. The inhabitants of Awlil not only produced 
and traded in salt and dried/salted fish, they also traded in agricultural pro-
duce and gold. Some of the bigger settlements engaged in the production of 

copper and iron artifacts and pottery and not in salt production. All of the 
Awlil sites shared a common material culture—pottery, beads, spindle whorls, 
lithic objects, gold weights, and copper and iron artifacts—and their ceramic 
craftsmanship reveals strong associations with the pottery traditions of centers 
like Tegdaoust/Awdaghast and Koumbi Saleh and sites in the MSV (Robert-
Chaleix 1991). With their rich grave goods, the funerary monuments and tumuli 
of the Lower Valley typify the scale of surplus accumulation in the SV during 
the period of Waram’s political dominance. 

By the 11t century there are no further references to Waram. In his account 
of the SV, al-Bakri refers to three Muslim political formations: Sanghana in 
the Lower Valley and Silla and Takrur in the Middle Valley (see Figures 21 and 
22). The royal capital of Sanghana consisted of two towns on either bank of the 

Figure 21 – Metalworking Centers in the Middle Senegal Valley (Takrur)

Bughé

Cascas

Rindiaw

SILLA
KAEDI

Diowol

Sivé

Kuundel Réu

Munguel

Metallurgical zone

Metalworking sites

0 50 Km
N

Bababé

Jeddete

From Thilmans and Ravise 1980

Bou Zrabié

(10t – 14t c.)



Ray A. Kea796 Expansions And Contractions 

river, and its habitations stretched to the Atlantic Ocean. The capital of Takrur 
was built in the MSV floodplain, and further upstream was the capital of Silla, 
which consisted of two towns on opposite banks of the river. From the 11t to 
about the late 13t century Takrur dominated the entire SV as well as territories 
extending north and south of the f loodplain. The ruling dynasty converted to 
Sunni Maliki Islam in the early 11t century and politically aligned itself with 
the Almoravid movement, which emerged in the WS and WSa around 1052. It 
provided soldiers for the Almoravid campaigns in the Maghrib and al-Andalus 
(Hrbek and Devisse 1988: 354–57). Thus, the SV core zone became involved 
in the geopolitical re-constitution of the modes of accumulation and distribu-
tion within the PGNs that linked the Western Sudan world-system to North 
Africa and Andalusia. It signaled a change in the world-system’s position in the 
oikumene accumulation and power hierarchy (see below; Levtzion and Hopkins 
2000: 77–78, 107; McIntosh and Bocoum 2000: 4; Thilmans and Ravise 1980: 
146–47 and note 118; also Hrbek and Devisse 1988).

What is the relationship between these processes and events and the finds 
of archaeology? Archaeological fieldwork provides evidence of a particularly 
intense phase of urbanization, and the political rise and Islamization of Takrur 
were central to this process. Thus, urban settlements in the MSV underwent, 
in the words of S.K. McIntosh, “a major and extremely rapid transformation in 
scale and complexity between a.d. 900 and the period of the Takrur Empire, 
which was historically attested just over 100 years later” (McIntosh and Bocoum 
2000). These changes parallel the transformations that occurred in the Ghana/

Wagadu heartland, the MNV, and Kawkaw/Gao in the same period. Among 
the changes were innovations in metalworking in MSV towns. Archaeologists 
have identified more than 300 sites, all dating from the late 10t century and over 
thirty of them exceeded 25 hectares in area (McIntosh and Boucoum 2000). All 
of the sites revealed craft production activities of unprecedented scale. Between 
900 and 1000 a single trade and artisanal center, focused on the Takrur orga-
nization, took shape in the MSV. Crafts, in particular metalworking indus-
tries, constituted a social and economic foundation of the ruling dynasty and 
its adherents (Boucoum 2000). The social logic of the centralization of politi-
cal authority in the MSV and the political incorporatrion of the Lower and 
Upper Valleys stimulated craft production to the point that the commercial-
izing (commodification) of the surplus took on considerable significance. An 
important contributing factor to these developments included surplus trans-
fers from the MNV and the Ghana/Wagadu heartland. In the late 9t and 
early 10t centuries a new method of copper production, a weaving technology, 
glass-making and other craft technologies, and luxuries of all kinds entered 
the Takrur system (Thilsman and Ravise 1980; Boucoum 2000; McIntosh and 
Boucoum 2000). 

Metallurgical sites are among the most dominant features of the MSV 
landscape. Iron production testifies to the immensity of metalworking activity 
and the scale of surplus accumulation and centralization in the Takrur tribu-
tary system. Archaeological surveys have located up to 60,000 (rural) smelting 
furnaces concentrated in a 15-kilometer stretch of a veritable zone métallurgique 
that stretched for about 150 kilometers along the MSV floodplain (see Figure 
21 above). The earliest furnaces in the zone date from the 9t century, and the 
entire metallurgical complex remained active until the 14t century. One site 
alone contained over 400 smelting furnaces, all of which were apparently in 
simultaneous use by the 11t and 12t centuries (Robert-Chaleix 1989: 253–54, 
265; Robert-Chaleix 1993; Garenne-Marot 1996; Cornevin 1998: 257; McIntosh 
and Boucoum 2000). Metalworking was a mass-production industry and the 
metallurgical zone would seem to have been specifically organized for export 
markets. 

Contemporaneous with the growth and elaboration of an iron-produc-
ing metallurgical zone was the emergence in the towns, after about 900, of a 
sophisticated copper and copper alloy industry. Both developments coincided 
with a period of intense metalworking activity in Tegdaoust/Awdaghast, spe-
cifically from the 9t to the mid-11t century. In the southern Saharan entrepot 
objects in copper, copper alloys (especially brass), silver, gold, tin, and lead were 
being produced on a considerable scale and in great variety. Relations between 
MSV towns and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast were close and continuous, especially 

Figure 22 – Schematic representation of Sincu-Bara's PGNs (11t–13t c.) 
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from the 9t to the 12t century. Copper and silver objects similar to artifacts 
produced in Tegdaoust/Awdaghast were manufactured in the town of Cubalel 
between 800 and 900. Copper-based metal artifacts from MSV sites, such as 
Sincu Bara and Podor, and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast are more similar to each 
other than they are to any other corpus of West or North African copper-based 
objects. How is this to be explained? One central factor was the dependence 
of Tegdaoust/Awdaghast on Awlil salt and fish production and a second was 
the Saharan city’s dependence on MSV agricultural production (Vanacker 
1979; McDougall 1983; Polet 1989: 251–52; Garenne-Marot 1996; McIntosh and 
Boucoum 2000: 34–36). 

Excavations of an 11t–12t century burial mound in Sincu Bara and a tumu-
lus near (modern) Podor have brought to light a rich corpus of metal objects, 
amounting to several thousands. The artifacts, principally of copper and brass, 
include jewelry, pendants, bells of different shapes and sizes, embossed discs, 
chains, ornamented bars, weapons, horse trappings, and copper wire currency. 
Archaeological research indicates that before the 10t century MSV centers had 
resident metalworking specialists—smiths—and from the late 13t century on 
they had metalworking specialists. However, between the 10t and 13t centuries, 
the time of Takrur military and political dominance, there was a different kind 
of metalworker. The towns ceased to have metalworking specialists in numbers 
comparable to earlier or later periods. Instead, they had what one archaeologist 
calls “smith-jewelers.” One explanation is that the smith who worked in copper 
and iron and the jeweler who worked in gold and silver evolved into a single arti-
san working in these as well as other metals. The urban metalworker became a 
generalist who produced a wide range of objects in copper and copper alloys. In 
their operations, smith-jewelers used a whole range of metals—iron, gold, silver, 
brass, bronze, lead, tin, and zinc. They combined several different metalwork-
ing techniques and traditions—derived from smithing and jewelry-making—
to produce artifacts in brass-silver, brass-iron, copper-iron, copper-silver-gold, 
brass-silver-lead-tin, copper-zinc, and copper-zinc-tin. They employed a wide 
range of techniques—e.g., casting, riveting, and repoussé—and multiple tech-
niques were used on the same artifact—e.g., casting and sheet hammering. The 
only other place in the world-system where there were smith-jewellers who 
worked in the same manner was Tegdaoust/Awdaghast. Until the mid-11t cen-
tury, copper working was an important business and the production of bimetal-
lic objects (copper-iron; gold-silver) and ternary alloys (copper-iron-silver) was 
a standard practice. However, in Tegdaoust/Awdaghast the smith-jeweler did 
not replace the smith. Sincu Bara and other MSV towns, as well as Tegdaoust/
Awdaghast, imported silver, copper, and brass from the northern Saharan 
city, Sijilmasa. However between the 9t and the mid-11t century Tegdaoust/

Awdaghast produced brass for export markets. For nearly three centuries 
smith-jewelers dominated the metalworking industry in the MSV towns. Rural 
communities continued to have metalworking specialists, or smiths. During the 
time of Takrur rule, iron production was moved from inside the towns to clus-
tered settlements on their outskirts, or to more distant villages (Vanacker 1979; 
Thilmans and Ravise 1980; Devisse 1988; Garenne-Marot 1996; Cornevin 1998: 
257–59; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000 passim). Archaeological surveys and exca-
vations testify to the dynamism and magnitude of metal working operations 
in Takrur and the intensity of its long-distance trading connections between 
the 10t and 13t centuries (see Figures 21 and 22 above). In this period Takrur 
became a leading exporter of gold to the Mediterranean world.

The era of the smith-jeweler coincided with the rise and expansion of the 
Almoravid movement and the active participation of the Takrur ruling dynasty 
in the movement’s military campaigns in the Maghrib al-Aqsa and al-Andalus. 
Through the first half of the 12t century, Takrur remained in a close political 
and commercial relationship with the northern Almoravids of Marrakush and 
the southern Almoravids of Azuggi. The relationship enabled the Almoravids—
as a movement and as a state organization—to have access to the agricultural, 
metallurgical, and commercial resources of the Takrur organization. Al-Idrisi’s 
12t description of the SV is informative:

Sila on the northern bank of the River Nil [i.e., Senegal] is a metropolis, a 
meeting place and a good market. Its inhabitants are brave. Sila belongs to the 
domains of the Takruri, who is a powerful ruler. He has slaves and soldiers, 
strength and firmness as well as widely-known justice. His country is safe 
and calm. His place of residence and his capital is the town of Takrur, on the 
south bank of the Nil. Between that town and Sila is a distance of about two 
days’ traveling by the river or by land. The town of Takrur is larger than Sila, 
and has more trade. The people of al-Maghrib al-Aqsa go there with wool, 
copper, and beads, and they export from there gold and slaves (Levtzion and 
Hopkins : ).

Th e intertributary exchanges of the Takrur system extended to al-Andalus. 
Th e Maghrib al-Aqsa was linked to the MSV by the famous Triq Lamtuni, a 
principal trade route that ran from the Dra’a Valley on the northern Saharan 
fringe to Azuggi, a double-walled dar al-murabitun in the southern Sahara, 
and from thence to Takrur and other MSV centers. At the end of the 11t cen-
tury the route ran from Guadalquivir in al-Andalus to Takrur, the southern-
most dar al-murabitun (Hrbek and Devisse 1988: 361–66). 
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Summary

Archaeological fieldwork in the second half of the 20t century reveals that 
the Lower Valley and the MSV floodplain has thousands of tells, monumen-
tal tombs, and megaliths, dating from the 1st millennium b.c. to the 13t and 
14t centuries a.d. The SV emerged as a core zone in the 1st half of the 1st 
millennium b.c. At the end of the 1st millennium a.d. there was a veritable 
revolution with respect to the scale of craft production and the development 
of new craft technologies. The metalworking crafts were the most dramatic of 
this transformation—in the formation of a vast metallurgical zone and in the 
emergence of the smith-jeweler. These developments were systemically tied to 
the Takrur state organization, which dominated the entire SV from the late 
late 10t century until the late 13t. The ruling dynasty allied itself with the 11t 
century Almoravid movement, and it participated in the movement’s conquests 
in North Africa and Andalusia.

part five: the western sudan world-system iv

World-historical change

At the level of the Afro-Eurasian oikumene, the historical dynamic of 
the Western Sudan world-system is evident in two related phenomena: (1) the 
Kharijite-Wangara interaction nexus and (2) the Almoravid revolution and 
movement. The relationships can be defined in terms of ICNs with respect 
to the former and PMNs with respect to the latter. Under the general rubric 
“The routes of al-Andalus” two recent essays, which form part of an ongoing 
UNESCO “Intercultural Dialogue” project, present challenging perspectives 
concerning these relationships and raise questions that need to be addressed. 
One essay, “Al-Andalus: Scientific Heritage and European Thought”, is writ-
ten by Pierre Philippe Rey and the other, “The Almoravids: An Afro-Iberian 
Hegemony”, is by Yoro K. Fall. The routes comprised first of all a route through 
an upheaval in thought (on which al-Andalus was founded) and, relatedly, a 
second route through an economic and demographic transformation. The new 
line of thought originated in North and West Africa and the economic and 
demographic changes were tied to the expansion of caravan traffic on trans-
Saharan trade routes in the 8t and 9t centuries and the rise of the Almoravid 
monetary system in the late 11t century (Anonymous 1997).

In his description of the first of the Andalusian routes, Rey posits a bold 
and unorthodox thesis. He refers to a “veritable ‘road of universalist rationality’” 
which, he argues, should be explored as systematically as the silk road and the 
routes traveled by gold and spices are studied. He begins thus:

Al-Andalus, lying to the north of the Maghrib, to the south of Europe, is the 
heir to the rationalist, philosophical, and scientific thought of ancient Persia 
and Greece, reformulated in the light of the universalism born of the fertile 
dialectic between the three great monotheistic religions whose coexistence it 
made possible. It was this new universalist rationalism that al-Andalus trans-
mitted to North Europe, either directly or via Sicily, its twin sister. One figure 
more than any other marks this Andalusian origin of European rationalism: 
that of Ibn Rushd, Averroës, physician, jurist, and philosopher (Rey n.d.).

The Muslim West asserted a reformulation of universalist rationalist thought 
that enabled it to take the place of the Abbasid-dominated East in leading the 
way in science and philosophy. The first stage of the new universalist rational-
ist thought originated in West and North Africa. In his account of the his-
tory of universal rationality, Rey lays particular stress on the intellectuality of 
Kharijite religious-philosophical culture and its ICNs. By the 8t century, he 
writes, the “scientific and technical achievements of Greece and Persia had been 
reformulated and developed by this dissident current of Islam established in 
the Maghrib.” The Kharijites combined commerce and scholarship: the mer-
chant was also a man of learning. Rey’s starting point for an understanding 
of 12t century Andalusian intellectual life is the Kharijite North African and 
Kharijite West African connection. He maintains that the scholarly achieve-
ments of Averroës, or Ibn Rushd (1126–1198), represent the culmination of 
a lengthy social process, a process whose starting point was the Maghrib-
Western Sudan nexus of the 8t century. The road of universalist rationalism 
passed through Tahart, an important Ibadi imamate in the northern Sahara, 
into the world of Wangara exchange networks (Lewicki 1960; Lewicki 1962; 
Lewicki 1971a; Devisse 1988). The Kharijite interaction network, he comments, 
is “a fact deeply etched in the history of Muslim philosophy.” During the period 
of intense interaction between Wangara West Africa, Kharijite North Africa, 
and Umayyad Spain the Andalusian culture that would flourish in the fol-
lowing centuries was formed (Rey n.d.; also Benaboud 1987; for al-Andalus as 
“the hinge of medieval philosophy” see Collins 1998: 428–50). Rey’s recovery 
of a specific Kharijite-Wangara ICN places the Western Sudan world-system 
in a hitherto unacknowledged position within the western Islamic world and, 
by extension, the Afro-Eurasian oikumene (Rey, n.d.; Anonymous 1997; also 
Haidara n.d.).

According to R. McIntosh, non-Muslim Wangara traders were not simply 
distributors of commodities they were also organic intellectuals who had their 
ICNs. Wangara praxis entailed a unity of commerce and learning. McIntosh 
offers details: 
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[They] served the important purpose of transmitting over long distances a 
major constellation of Mande beliefs about the nature of authority and about 
the powers of the earth. Later as the first long-distance [Ibadi] Muslims, they 
provide the critical function of discovering a working synthesis of older tradi-
tions, symbols, and esoteric views of causation with the new religion. These 
are not just traders in gold. They traffic also in power of beliefs and esoterica. 
Secret, peripatetic, competent in the occult, the Wangara provide an impor-
tant role in the creation and transmission of the new canons of authority 
and new expressions of power that we call the Imperial Tradition (McIntosh 
: ).

In this account the Wangara appear as bearers and articulators of different 
kinds of knowledge that circulated in the symbolic space of the Western Sudan 
world-system. Wangara resident in different urban centers, including Koumbi 
Saleh, Tadmakka, Kawkaw/Gao, Dia, and Tegdaoust/Awdaghast, joined the 
Kharijite social and intellectual movement in the 8t and 9t centuries. In the 
Western Sudan Kharijite-Wangara knowledge production and learning took 
place under the domination of the Ghana/Wagadu and Kawkaw/Gao surplus-
appropriating regimes and against a social background of urbanism, population 
growth and maximum site development in the MNV, expanding trade, con-
struction on a monumental scale, and deepening social stratification. Kharijite-
Wangara discourse and intellectual praxis advocated, according to some inter-
pretations, universality and diversity. These values cannot be separated from 
the political economy in which they were enmeshed. The promotion of com-
merce constituted a material basis of universality and the promotion of craft 
skills was a material basis of diversity (Anonymous 1997; cf. Ennami 1970).

The other connections between al-Andalus and the Western Sudan world-
system formation were organized around economic and demographic transfor-
mations. In his discussion of the origins and development of the anti-Kharijite 
Almoravid movement and its state building project (1039/40–1147), Yoro Fall 
offers the following analysis. 

[T]he movement developed very rapidly in the form of a coalition with 
Takrur [between –], a newly islamized state in the Senegal valley. 
It would seem probable that most of the other city-states of the Senegalo-
Nigerian Sahel also formed part of this coalition. Within two decades, from 
the south to the north, the towns and principalities of the western regions of 
the Sahel and the Sahara, which took an active part in controlling the trans-
saharan routes, were placed under the Almoravid administration…. [T]hey 
contributed to the establishment of a Muslim Sahelo-Maghribi area centered 
on urban cultures (Fall n.d.; cf. Farias ; Clarke , chapter ).

The “other city-states” would have included urban clusters of the MNV as well 
as places like Koumbi Saleh, Kawkaw/Gao, and Kukiya (Lange 1991; Lange 
1994; Hunwick 1994; Insoll 1996; Insoll 2000; also Hrbek and Devisse 1988: 
354–61; Insoll 1996; Insoll 2000). 

The movement began in the WS among transhumant camel pastoral-
ists, caravaneers, and merchants organized in social-political collectives (the 
Lamtuna, the Gudala, the Lamta, and the Massufa) which constituted branches 
of the Sanhaja formation. The roles of these collectives in the inter-tributary 
(surplus) exchanges between the state organizations of the Maghrib and the 
core zones of the Western Sudan gave them a certain “vocation” to take decisive 
initiatives at particular historical moments. The initiatives included: (1) politi-
cally unifying immense territories by military means; (2) situating themselves 
in the heart of ideological initiatives (e.g., the Kharijite-Sunni controversy), 
and (3) having the capacity to place themselves in central positions in a tribu-
tary system (cf. Amin 1993: 259–60; also Farias 1967; Norris 1982, chapter 7; 
McDougall 1983; Lange 1991). The movement transformed the WS periphery 
into an expansionist and centralizing core zone. Its northern wing, with its 
capital at Marrakush, successfully established a surplus centralizing tributary 
system in the Maghrib and Andalusia in the second half of the 11t century. The 
southern, or Saharan, wing, with its capital at Azuggi, returned to a periphery 
status as a surplus redistributing formation within the Ghana/Wagadu and 
Takrur tributary systems during the same period (Farias 1967). In its origins 
the Almoravid revolution and movement were clearly a phenomenon of the 
Western Sudan world-system.

The geographer Yaqut (1179–1229) throws some light on 12t century 
Almoravid-Western Sudan relations. Writing about Zafun(u) (Diafunu), a 
powerful polity allied with the Ghana/Wagadu political system (see Figure 7), 
he states that the Zafun(u) ruler was more powerful than the Almoravid rulers 
of Marrakush and was “more versed in the art of kingship. The veiled people 
[i.e., the Almoravids] acknowledge his superiority over them, obey him, and 
resort to him in all important matters of government.” Al-Zuhri provides infor-
mation of a different sort. In his account of the “town of Ghana”, i.e., Koumbi 
Saleh, he mentions “scholars, lawyers, and Koran readers [who] have become 
pre-eminent in these fields.” The geographer visited various Andalusian towns 
between 1137 and 1154, and during the course of his travels he met ‘ulama’ from 
the Ghana capital (Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 93, 98). He also acknowl-
edges that many army commanders from the “town of Ghana” travelled to 
al-Andalus. Presumably, their purpose was to join Almoravid military forces 
such as the Hasham organization in order to engage in the holy war against the 
Christians of northern Iberia. Dating from the days of the Umayyad Caliphate 
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of Cordova, the organization comprised “salaried troops paid in money and 
recruited outside Spain, whether Europeans or Africans, white or black” 
(Hopkins 1958: 74–75; Hadj-Sadok 1968: 95; Lewicki 1971b; Norris 1982: 134; 
Clarke 1982: 20–22; Hrbek and Devisse 1988: 356; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 
98, 170). Like other contemporary sources, Al-Zuhri’s references to Sudani in 
Almoravid Spain indicate that considerable numbers of ‘ulama’, artisans, sol-
diers, and others from the Western Sudan system traveled to and settled in the 
Maghrib and al-Andalus in the days of Almoravid and Almohad suzerainty (ca. 
1062–1269) (Hopkins 1958: 74–78, 92–93; Talbi 1984: 57–58; Johnson 1994; for 
references to a pre-11t century Western Sudan military presence in the Muslim 
armies of the Maghrib and Andalusia see The Song of Roland 1960; Brett 1969; 
Johnson 1994, chapters 2 and 3; Levtzion and Hopkins 2000: 39; also Devisse 
1979; Devisse and Mollat 1979; Páez 1999). 

Yoro Fall draws attention to the historical relevance of the Almoravid proj-
ect, as a cultural, demographic, economic, and political phenomenon within 
Islam of the West: 

The Almoravid hegemony represents the only historical experience, albeit 
ephemeral, of political integration ever formed between West Africa, the 
Maghrib, and the Iberian Peninsula…. However, it is their architectural and 
artistic achievements, as well as their role in the cross-cultural influences 
between Spain, the Maghrib, the Sahara, and the Sahel, which stand out 
among the cultural contributions made by the Almoravids…. The Almoravid 
hegemony thus contributed to the proliferation and merging of the intercul-
tural routes of al-Andalus and to their extension to the Saharan and Sahelian 
regions of West Africa. Marrakech, their capital, was greatly influenced 
by Andalusian culture. Power and wealth f lowed into al-Andalus from the 
south, and after the first centuries of Shiite or Kharijite Islamisation, the 
caravan routes became vectors for the spread of Sunnism (Fall n.d.; also Blier 
: , –).

A material foundation of the Almoravid achievement was the gold trade. Fall 
makes the point that Almoravid gold dinars, “the famous marabotins, coins of 
the finest quality, were the currency of the period. This led to the Almoravids 
being considered by their African, Mediterranean, and European contempo-
raries as one of the greatest powers of that period” (Fall n.d.; also Spufford 1993: 
165). R.A. Messier spells out the implication of this statement. The Almoravid 
regime, he relates, played a key role in the exploitation of the gold sources of 
the Western Sudam world-system and in the circulation of that gold—not only 
within the Almoravid empire itself, but also in “southern Europe, in Egypt, 
and perhaps even in the Far East” (Messier 1974: 41; also Devisse 1988; Hrbek 
and Devisse 1988; Spufford 1993:165–66, 167–70; Miller 2001; Blanchard 2001; 

Gondonneau and Guerra 2002). The Almoravid project and the circulation of 
gold in a wide area of the oikumene cannot be separated from the social produc-
tion of the Western Sudan world-system. 

Ian Blanchard adds another dimension to the nature of the gold trade 
in the oikumene. He explains that the years 1125/30–1175 saw the emergence 
of a distinct North African zone of cheap and plentiful gold extending from 
the Atlantic to the Red Sea. He attributes this phenomenon to technologi-
cal changes in the production base of the Western Sudan gold industry and 
to developments in the trans-Saharan trade system. The exchange of African 
gold and equally cheap and plentiful Western Eurasian silver created a situation 
that encouraged and engendered the emergence of a distinctive Afro-Western 
Eurasian bullion market structure that was characterized by long-term price 
stability and an “anti-cyclonic” distribution of the two metals. During the first 
great output long cycle (1125/30–1225) Western Eurasian silver and African gold 
production rose to a position of dominance in the oikumene. He states further 
that the changes in trade and in the Western Sudan gold industry permanently 
established the industry’s position in inter-continental monetary-commercial 
system for the next four hundred years (Blanchard 2001; also Spufford 1993: 
170–86; Insoll 1996).

Summary

The “Routes of Al-Andalus” project draws attention to two world-histori-
cal connections of the Western Sudan world-system. One connection was the 
interchange of ideas (value systems) and wealth (ICNs and PGNs) between 
Wangara Western Sudan, Kharijite North Africa, and Umayyad Andalusia in 
the 9t and 10t centuries, which contributed to the flourishing of Andalusian 
cultural and intellectual life in the 11t and 12t centuries. The emergence and 
consolidation of the Almoravid movement was a phenomenon that was inter-
nal to the Western Sudan world-system. As a political regime the Almoravid 
played a key role in the circulation of Western Sudan gold within an inter-con-
tinental commercial-monetary system. 

abbreviations

BGN, bulk goods network

ICN, information-cultural network

MNV, Middle Niger Valley

MSV, Middle Senegal Valley

PGN, prestige goods network

PMN, political-military network

SV, Senegal Valley

WS, Western Sahara

WSa, Western Sahil
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Empire has received attention not comparable to any academic text in recent 
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enthusiastic pieces in Th e New York Times² and Time.³ Furthermore, particularly 
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important fl aws. Readers from a number of diff erent disciplines and perspectives 
have highlighted the fuzziness of its categories, its overgeneralizations, its failures 
to identify contradictions within either Empire or the multitude. Th e response 
to Empire was not, therefore, simply a response to its intellectual achievement in 
explaining the world and producing categories adequate to the task it adopted. 
Instead, the response to Empire needs to be seen in the context of three things the 
text tries to do: fi rst, enact reconciliation between poststructuralist discourses, 
globalization discourses, and Marxism; secondly, reconcile the US as a utopian 
project with Marxism; and third, renew optimism on the left. Th ese moves were 
all so audacious that the text could resonate with wide audiences even if the 
authors do not really achieve all they had set out to do.

Poststructuralist discourse first became prominent in the US academy in 
the 1980s (where it has also been described as postmodernism, the linguistic 
turn, theory, and the cultural turn—the distinctions between these terms need 
not concern us). It produced research agendas that focused on micro-political 
struggles around the meanings of words and enactments of power and resis-
tance. It was always strongest in the world of cultural studies, which has spread 
to colonize more and more of the humanities, while being largely confined to 
anthropology among the social sciences (with smaller followings in sociology 
and political science). While cultural studies had a number of Marxian roots—
Althusser, the Frankfurt School, the British Cultural Marxists—as it became 
more institutionalized, poststructuralism became more anti-Marxist. Abetted 
by the declining status of Marxism as a political project in the wider world, 
poststructuralists asserted that Marxism entailed the production of a master 
narrative, which, given the fundamental incoherence and contradictory nature 
of all language production, ultimately became an act of power. Furthermore, by 
asserting that a society’s economic base, or productive relations explain its ideo-
logical superstructure, Marxism was guilty of  ‘essentialism,’ or ‘foundational-
ism,’ both mortal sins in the poststructuralist gestalt (both of these critiques 

resonated to some extent with campus-based activists of the 
identity movements of the eighties and nineties).

Nevertheless, while the anti-Marxist consensus was con-
solidated, writers within the Marxist tradition responded to 
these arguments. In fact, perhaps the two most famous Marxian 
texts of the 1980s—Frederic Jameson’s Postmodernism, or the 
Cultural Contradictions of Late Capitalism⁴ and David Harvey’s 

The Condition of Postmodernity⁵—flipped the poststructuralist argument on 
its head. While poststructuralists argued that the world was too fragmented 

to theorize about coherently, and that grounding analysis on 
an economic base was an error, Jameson and Harvey, in their 
own ways, argued that this sense of fragmentation was in fact 
symptomatic of certain dynamics at the economic base—for 
Jameson, the centrality of consumerism to late capitalism, for 
Harvey, the experience of a new round of  ‘time-space com-
pression.’ Not surprisingly, these texts were soon denounced 
for their essentialism and master narrative aspirations. At the 

same time, they clearly stimulated debate. They superseded earlier Marxist 
critiques of poststructuralism, which had been content with denouncing the 
movement for ignoring class, without explaining its historical emergence. On 
the other hand, despite their Marxist bona fides, it cannot be said that Jameson 
or Harvey connected with political movements in the world beyond academia.

In the nineties, poststructuralism retained its institutional strength, partic-
ularly as postcolonial discourse incorporated its ideas into a global perspective. 
But its place as the newest and freshest set of discourses was ceded to a new kid 
in town: ‘globalization.’ The notion that something important was happening 
in the world—in politics, economics, and culture—characterized by heightened 
interactions across borders rapidly advanced, simultaneously in the mass media 
and academia. That we live in a world of  ‘globalization,’ where nation-states no 
longer matter (or matter much less), quickly became a new orthodoxy, stimu-
lating a research agenda in a number of disciplines—notably political science, 
but also across the social sciences—that highlighted the need to engage with 
new practices in politics, migration, economics, and so forth. Marxists were 

quick to respond. They often asserted that all of this rhetoric 
was mere ‘globaloney,’ that the nation-states remained crucial 
to the tasks of governing populations and organizing the global 
economy. World Systems analysts emphasized the long his-
tory of transnational economic interactions. The most accom-
plished response along these lines was Giovanni Arrighi’s The 
Long Twentieth Century,⁶ a work that combined insights from 
world systems, Marxism, and comparative historical sociology 

to identify cyclical reorganizations and moments of rupture and discontinuity 
in historical capitalism. A systemic rupture in the early 1970s was highlighted 

⁴.  Duke University Press, .
⁵.  Blackwell, . 
⁶.  Verso, .

http://www.dukeupress.edu/cgibin/forwardsql/search.cgi?template0=nomatch.htm&template2=books/book_detail_page.htm&user_id=11212507814&Bmain.Btitle_option=1&Bmain.Btitle_=&Bmain.Btitle_option=1&Bmain.Btitle=Postmodernism%2C+or%2C+The+Cultural+Logic+of+Late+Capitalism&Bmain.Subtitle_option=1&Bmain.Subtitle_=&Bmain.Subtitle_option=1&Bmain.Subtitle=&distinct=Bmain.subject_BIP1&Bmain.subject_BIP1=&distinct=Bmain.subject_BIP2&Bmain.subject_BIP2=&distinct=Bmain.subject_BIP3&Bmain.subject_BIP3=
http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/book.asp?ref=0631162941&site=1
http://www.versobooks.com/books/ab/a-titles/arrighi_century.shtml
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we will address below. What is notable here, for purposes of understanding the 
intellectual reception of Empire, is that the notion of Empire finesses the con-
cern with local enactments of power and resistance characteristic of poststruc-
turalism, and the concern with global capitalism characteristic of Marxism by 
claiming power is imperial (i.e. global) even as it produces multiple local effects. 
Suddenly the poststructuralist community was confronted with a grand narra-
tive that embraced rather than repudiated their concepts, and they weren’t sure 
they didn’t like it.

Had Empire only accomplished this, it certainly would have generated 
mountains of debate in academia. But Empire also inserts itself into wider polit-
ical worlds. First, it is worth considering the left context of the text. After the 
emergence of Stalin, and throughout much of the cold war, it was impossible for 
independent Marxist intellectuals to make compelling political interventions. 
‘Western Marxism’ veered into almost mystical terrain, focused heavily on the 
critique of ideology.⁷ The revolts of 1968 promised a radical renewal. To make 
a long story short, some radical intellectuals aligned themselves within the 
‘new social movements’ of racial, gender, sexual, environmental struggles, while 
others were drawn to the ‘national liberation movements’ fired up by the defeat 
of the US in Vietnam. Those close to the new social movements tended to drift 
away from Marxism towards poststructuralism, with its insights into the con-
struction of identity, while those close to the national liberation movements 
renewed the critique of imperialism from within Marxism. By the late 1980s, 
both of these strategies had reached cul-de-sacs as the political movements they 
were associated with stagnated. The new social movements had been normal-
ized through the processes of commodification (the creation of sellable iden-
tities), academicization (the creation of academic disciplines remote from the 
bulk of the liberatory subjects) and bureaucratization (the conversion of social 
movements into staid organizations chasing funding). The national liberation 
movements couldn’t achieve much in a transformed international financial 
environment, and received a final blow with the collapse of the Soviet Union, at 
which point virtually all of them collapsed or settled for ‘democratization.’

Negri, by contrast was aligned with the autonomia workers’ movement in 
Italy, which organized outside of conventional trade unions. As many critics 
note, autonomia suffered a terrible defeat in the late 1970s (the jailing of Negri 
was part of this defeat) which he has never directly acknowledged. Nevertheless, 
it is less often noted that anarchic squatter movements retained considerable 
vitality in Europe throughout the eighties and nineties. Negri’s move from the-

as the beginning of the American ‘financial expansion,’ signaling the latest of 
the periodic withdrawals of capital from production and trade and into finance. 
Arrighi was careful to note how each cycle transformed the world system, and 
concluded that the current phase—with the shift of the productive center of the 
world economy to East Asia—represented the end of capitalism as we know it, 
leading perhaps to a post-capitalist world empire or a world market society or 
even possibly, the catastrophic end of humanity in chaotic wars. Since Arrighi 
offered little in the way of recommendations for how to move toward one future 
rather than the others, it is perhaps not surprising that the book failed to find 
an audience outside academia. Furthermore, since the work did not engage with 
the issues raised by poststructuralists, there is little evidence that it pierced 
their consciousness at all.

This provides the intellectual backdrop for Hardt and Negri. Both post-
structuralism and globalization theory had posed major challenges to the tra-
ditional concerns and practices of Marxism. Harvey, Jameson and Arrighi had, 
in their own ways, risen to these challenges and produced responses that heart-
ened many Marxists. At the same time, these responses were marginal to the 
continued production of poststructuralist and globalization works. And they 
remained primarily academic works, not inspiring activists or political leaders. 
Hardt and Negri nod towards Jameson, Harvey, and Arrighi, but their strategy 
is quite different. Rather than displace the concerns of poststructuralists and 
globalization theorists by refocusing on political economic dynamics, Hardt 
and Negri attempt to produce a quasi-Marxian framework (dominated by the 
movement of capital, and new forms of resistance) able to absorb both post-
structuralism and globalization.

While they endorse the view of Jameson and Harvey that postmoder-
nity is symptomatic of the current phase of capitalism, they display little of 
the distance from poststructuralist thought apparent in Jameson and Harvey’s 
work. Central to Hardt and Negri’s argument are notions drawn from Foucault 
and Deleuze: disciplinary society, society of control, biopower, smooth space. 
The biopower of imperial sovereignty operates within the smooth space cre-
ated by the late 20t century transition from Foucault’s ‘disciplinary society’ 
to Deleuze’s ‘society of control.’ Largely rejecting Arrighi’s argument (Empire: 
238–39), they embrace the idea that the current period of globalization marks 
a totally new phase, uniting the globe homogeneously. Instead of operating 
through localized nexuses like states, power operates through the global sov-
ereignty of Empire. This allows them to try to explain more or less everything 
through the concepts drawn from Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault, previously 
only deployed in local contexts. Whether these concepts explain the world, or 
whether Hardt and Negri have distorted the social world to fit the concepts, ⁷.  See Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, Verso .
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orizing workers’ struggles in the Marxist sense to theorizing the ‘social worker’ 
(which could include housewives, drug addicts, practically anybody) fit in well 
with this trend, since these movements had no real association with wage work-
ers’ struggles. They provided the context for Marxist theorizing of a sort, and 
much of what they talked about and did (‘the refusal to work’, ‘proletarian shop-
ping’ (i.e. looting), demonstrations with no demands) bears a striking and not 
coincidental relationship with the theorizing of resistance in Empire. Indeed, 
for those familiar with this sensibility from ‘underground zines’ like Midnight 
Notes, reading Empire has an uncanny quality: what are these ideas doing in a 
book published by Harvard University Press? Negri (and Hardt) had, in other 
words, a connection with a community that retained some real degree of radi-
calism in the disorienting period following the end of the cold war.

The political context was heightened by events that occurred between the 
completion of Empire (‘well before the war in Kosovo,’ i.e. March 1999) and its 
publication in 2000. In December 1999, militant street demonstrations occurred 
in Seattle at the meeting of the WTO. The convergence of labor, environmental-
ists, and anarchists who pulled off the demonstrations might be said to consti-
tute a ‘multitude’ (to use a key phrase from Empire), reveling in diversity, rather 
than the ‘people united’ of traditional nationalist Marxism. Furthermore, some 
of the demonstrators were able to project an anti-capitalist message, renewing 
the need for a theory of global capitalism. Although there were of course precur-
sors, the demonstrations might be said to mark the end of the understanding of 
the ‘new social movements’ as primarily concerned with issues of identity. After 
all, these protests (and the other demonstrations that constituted a wave over 
the next two years) were held at meetings of world leaders and businesspeople 
seeking to shape economic structures. Empire can be situated as a theoretical 
moment between Seattle and the first World Social Forum.

Hardt and Negri simultaneously embraced a different aspect of the post-
cold war political situation: the centrality of the US as the lone superpower. 
Antonio Gramsci’s argument that ‘Fordism’ constituted an important new 
dimension of economic development notwithstanding, Marxists typically glow-
ered when confronted by the global popularity of the US. The US had created 
a form of capitalism that had clearly not engendered a revolutionary working 
class. And the collapse of the Soviet Union left the US in a position of seem-
ingly unchallengeable supremacy. At this historical point, Hardt and Negri 
discovered in the US genealogy a tendency toward constituent, imperial power, 
i.e. the ability to absorb the post-colonial world into its open-ended network 
of power. Rather than wait for the giant to stumble, Hardt and Negri would 
argue that the expansiveness of US power represented a positive historical 
moment—indeed, that US power immolated itself in the creation of an impe-

rial, not imperialist, sovereignty. This argument helped to generate the positive 
coverage of Empire in much of the US press; it also allowed Hardt and Negri to 
avoid the gloom that had settled over most radicals in the nineties. It was thus 
a triple maneuver—the absorption of poststructuralism and globalization into 
a Marxian framework; the retention of political grounding through associa-
tion with neo-anarchist movements, and the conceptualization of US imperial 
power as a progressive political development—that explains the massive atten-
tion Empire received. It now behooves us to look more closely at the text itself.

Empire seeks to produce a theory of the allegedly new form of sovereignty 
of the globalized world. It is structured around two dichotomies: Immanence/
Transcendence, Multitude/Empire. There are further dichotomies added to 
this picture: multitude/people, disciplinary power/biopower, nation-state/
empire. Immanence is a way of postulating meaning as grounded in the really 
existing world. Transcendence shifts the focus to some otherworldly force, such 
as god or the laws of nature. Immanence is conceptualized as a highly demo-
cratic form of understanding, while transcendence is related to structures of 
power based on removing decision-making from the multitude.

Empire embeds these concepts in a history of the emergence and transfor-
mation of the modern world. Immanence is (re?) discovered in medieval Europe 
and flourishes in the context of Renaissance humanism. This is associated, in 
unspecified ways, with the emergence of the multitude. To rein in the mul-
titude, transcendence is affirmed, first in the form of the state, an authority 
ruling above the multitude, then in the form of  ‘the people,’ in which the mul-
titude is reduced to a uniform national identity. Colonialism further affirms 
the boundaries of the transcendent forms of sovereignty. When colonialism is 
resisted, it is typically replaced by a transcendent state affirming the sovereignty 
of a ‘people.’ Thus anti-colonial nationalism is a ‘poisoned gift.’

Transcendence is first challenged by the United States, where the constitu-
ent power of the revolution is reined in, but in some senses continues to exert 
a vision, and then later by the world revolt of 1968. The world revolution of 
1968 marks a rejection by the multitude of the nation-state’s disciplinary forms 
of production (fordism), and what remains of colonialism. It thus creates the 
context for a placeless, global, imperial (not-imperialist) power (Empire) based 
on US constituent power (but not reducible to the US), in which production 
is organized through dispersed, decentered aspects of  ‘biopower’ (sometimes 
described as the culture of surveillance) rather than disciplinary institutions. 

Absorbing the new forms of subjectivity and productivity developed by 
the counterculture, Empire also marks a shift to immaterial labor, labor which 
produces stuff that cannot be grasped (texts, relationships, services). Having 
abandoned the transcendent state, colonialism, and disciplinary production, 
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deconstruction of the binary oppositions that structured these also becomes 
irrelevant, and thus postmodernist deconstruction is conceptualized as fight-
ing last century’s battle. “Although many of the various postmodernist theorists 
are lucid in their refusal of the logics of modern sovereignty, they are in general 
extremely confused about the nature of our potential liberation from it—per-
haps precisely because they cannot recognize clearly the forms of power that 
have today come to supplant it” (p. 142).

Ultimately Hardt and Negri are extremely optimistic that the multitude 
can overcome Empire. Nevertheless, they are quite unsure what sort of political 
forms this will take. Thus, at one point, they celebrate the ‘incommunicability’ 
of such revolts as the Zapatistas, the L.A. Riots, and the workers’ uprisings 
in France and South Korea (p. 54). They argue that it is a virtue that these 
revolts don’t cohere as a revolutionary wave. At other points, they place a lot of 
weight on the resurgence of migration in the contemporary world. Finally, they 
conclude with three demands—global citizenship, a social wage, and the reap-
propriation of the means of production—that have an ambiguous relationship 
to actually existing struggles.

Readers aware of world systems literature will find much that is familiar 
in Empire, particularly in relationship to Wallerstein, Arrighi and Hopkins’ 
analysis of anti-systemic movements and Wallerstein’s analysis of geoculture 
(Wallerstein appears in Empire only as a representative of the view that capi-
talism has always been global, which is promptly dismissed. Arrighi is treated 
even worse). Much like the authors of Empire, world systems analysts have 
insisted that the struggles of anti-colonialism have had the paradoxical effect of 
strengthening the system. Wallerstein faults the culture of the modern world 
system for separating the search for the true from the search for the good; an 

idea that has some parallels with what Hardt and Negri mean 
by ‘transcendence.’ His description of the effort to create a 
‘value-free’ perspective from which to produce authorita-
tive knowledge echoes Hardt and Negri’s concern with the 
way ‘transcendence’ denies the complexity and instability 
of  ‘immanence.’⁸ This analysis also parallels that of Stephen 
Toulmin in Cosmopolis,⁹ who insists that modernity began in 
the sixteenth century. Toulmin clearly believes the modern 

perspective developed during the Renaissance—grounded and skeptical—is 
preferable to that which triumphed with Descartes (universalism and cer-
tainty). Nevertheless, Toulmin’s work altogether lacks the revolutionary frisson 
of Hardt and Negri, since he attributes the preferable modernity to a handful of 
aristocratic intellectuals like Montaigne, rather than to ‘the multitude.’

Hardt and Negri explicitly repudiate world systems, however, by declar-
ing that capitalism is far more globally integrated today than ever before, and 
that notions of core, periphery, and semi-periphery are irrelevant in a world of 
blurred borders. They offer little real evidence for these claims, and, indeed, 
one wonders what evidence they have that the leading sectors of the present 
world economy—biotech, telecommunications, multimedia entertainment—
have much presence in large portions of sub-Saharan Africa or South Central 
Asia, or for that matter, that the instance of these industries in semi-peripheral 
countries like Brazil can effectively compete with the core powers of the US, 
Europe and Japan. Hardt and Negri also write a highly Eurocentric history, 
oblivious to efforts by scholars like Janet Abu-Lughod, Giovanni Arrighi, and 
Takeshi Hamashita to integrate agency on the part of non-Western areas of 
the world. Instead, the Roman Empire gives way to Medieval Europe, from 
which springs the Renaissance. The non-Western world briefly appears as the 
colonized other, but then, in the present, these issues of West and non-West are 
no longer an issue. Islam makes no appearance in Empire, either as the domi-
nant force in West Asia between its emergence and the fifteenth century, or 
in its present resurgence, although fundamentalism is briefly noted, to be dis-
missed as an inadequate understanding of the present. The histories of China 
and points east are also irrelevant, while those of indigenous peoples annihi-
lated and fenced in by colonialism are lumped together with slaves and other 
instances of colonial power in a sort of miscellaneous category.

But can the global present in fact be adequately understood if only the West 
and its discontents are granted agency and history? Why is the vision of a global 
Umma, or the creation of a global market by Chinese merchant Diasporas, any 
less relevant to the contemporary world than the assertion of global Empire 
by the US and its allies? A position that universal scientific reason has ren-
dered local history moot is not entirely indefensible, at least from a modernist 
perspective (although Hardt and Negri’s repudiation of transcendence would 
seem to rule this out). Nor would be a claim that, given their European status, 
Hardt and Negri are particularly interested in bringing the legacy of European 
philosophy to bear on contemporary questions. But they take neither of these 
stances. Instead, in an entirely under-theorized manner, they simply presume 
that a dialogue between Spinoza, Polybius, and contemporary Italian radical 
thought is sufficient to explain the global situation.

⁸. See Immanuel Wallerstein, “Eurocentricism and its Avatars” in New Left Review, 
, December , –, and Wallerstein, “Social Science and the Quest for a Just 
Society” in Th e Essential Walerstein, New Press, .

⁹. Stephin Toulmin, Cosmopolis: Th e Hidden Agenda of Modernity, Free Press, .

http://www.press.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/hfs.cgi/00/12661.ctl
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Although Hardt and Negri’s expansive political vision is generally wel-
comed, most of the authors in the two volumes are critical of Hardt and Negri’s 
silences and glosses. Taken together, they present a ‘multitude’ of concerns 
inadequately addressed in Empire: politics (Laclau, and Shapiro, both in ENC), 
Africa (Dunn, ENC), cultural narratives (Passavant and Dean, ENC), gender 
(Quinby, ENC), East Asia and North/South relations (Arrighi, and Mertes, 
DE), the role of the state (Meiksins Wood, DE) international organizations 
(Aronowitz, DE). A number of authors—both Meiksins Wood and Rustin, for 
starters—pour scorn on the romanticized image of the US in Empire. These 
should not be taken as ‘special pleading.’ Most of these authors in fact demon-
strate that in their inadequate engagement with these topics, Hardt and Negri’s 
representation of the world is seriously distorted. For example, Arrighi notes 
that the world economy is increasingly centered in East Asia, so East Asian lin-
eages, as well as those of Western Europe, may play a major role in shaping any 
future world empire. Dunn’s focus on Africa shows that, far from producing 
a ‘smooth’ world, contemporary political economic changes are strengthening 
the boundary between Europe and lands to the south. Furthermore, the focus 
on Africa reveals that the role of multinational corporations as semi-sovereign 
institutions has not changed so dramatically in recent decades. Taken together, 
these essays suggest that the world is much more complicated than as painted by 
Hardt and Negri; that political processes are more uneven and contested than 
indicated. Furthermore, social change does not emerge as the multitude spon-
taneously becomes aware of its power, but instead requires cultural and organi-
zational work to weld together coherent political subjects. Laclau, Fitzpatrick, 
Passavant, and Zizek question the nature of Hardt and Negri’s political pro-
gram, one that ends strangely in a language of rights and demands (that have 
to be recognized by states) that in effect takes recourse to the legal discourse of 
rights-claiming—the invocation of rights to constitute a politically viable mul-
titude suggests in short the indispensability of the order of representation.

Lee Quinby’s critique is more devastating in its effects—she points out (as 
does Bill Maurer) the ‘prophetic’ streak in Hardt and Negri, one that subordi-
nates both historical as well as genealogical analysis to prophetic visions. The 
prophetic mode in which the authors write also makes them apocalyptic, a not 
uncommon sign of millenarianism. The Millennialist pulse that beats in Empire 
makes for a ‘presentism’ that appeals in the figures it elects—the militant poor, 
the migrants, the nomads, the new barbarians—to bear the cross of the multi-
tude. Such imagery, Quinby argues, not only does enormous violence to empiri-
cal realities, it also demonstrates a powerful gender-blindness that structures 
the entire text, one that remains oblivious to the tendential feminization of 
poverty in our globalized world. Further, the privileging of  ‘resistance as pri-

Although this question is not taken up at any length in the two volumes 
Empire’s New Clothes and Debating Empire, similar questions haunt most of 
the critiques, focusing on the inevitable oversimplifications and exclusions in 
the creation of such a master narrative as Empire. Indeed, the similarities of 
these two collections of essays are striking, given the differences in their focus. 
Empire’s New Clothes, for the most part, collects the work of authors who are 
comfortable writing in the Deleuze/Foucault idiom that Hardt and Negri use 
(Neo-Marxists Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes might fit in better in Debating 
Empire). On the other hand, Debating Empire is dominated by writing in a more 
Marxian idiom. It is not entirely unfair to attribute a somewhat defensive pos-
ture to the latter. Although Hardt and Negri’s critics score many points, few 
can match the visionary élan of the authors of Empire.

Both collections are well written and edited. Apart from Saskia Sassen’s 
essay in Empire’s New Clothes, which looks like an essay on immigrants’ citizen-
ship status with a few pages about Hardt and Negri tagged on, all the work in 
both books appears to have been produced specifically to engage with Empire. 
Many authors call attention to Hardt and Negri’s political optimism as a 
major strength of the work: Zizek points out that in the context of a contem-
porary political task—that of rethinking the leftist project “beyond the alter-
native of  ‘accommodation’ to new circumstances and sticking to the old atti-
tude”—Hardt and Negri’s Empire takes up the challenge ‘to break out of this 
debilitating deadlock’ (ENC:254). In an otherwise critical reading of Empire, 
Laffey and Weldes point out that Hardt and Negri make “a real contribution to 
contemporary political action, not least because it offers a positive and libera-
tory vision of globalization” (ENC:138). Arrighi is also complimentary of the 
authors’ dismissal of nostalgia for the power structures of an earlier era of capi-
talist development (DE:32). In the strongest statement of this position, William 
Chaloupka welcomes Empire as an effective and much-needed critique of Left 
practices, which, in the realm of environmentalism, often take the form of self-
righteous posturing. He suggests that Hardt and Negri may learn from the 
greens ways in which the local can be utilized as a space within which the global 
itself could be figured (ENC:210–211). On the other hand, Alex Callinicos is 
much more skeptical. In a useful if tendentious introduction to the history of 
Italian extra-parliamentary movements, Callinicos suggests that the chaos at 
the g8 meeting in Genoa indicated that the Italian left/Negri had learned little 
from the repression of Autonomia in the late 70s. For Callinicos, groups like 
‘The White Overalls’ (later celebrated in Multitude) reveal a continuing prefer-
ence for ‘exemplary action on behalf of the masses’ rather than ‘the real task of 
revolutionary politics—the political conquest of the majority of the working 
class’ (DE: 121–143).
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mary,’ she argues, is misplaced—primarily because domination and resistance 
are necessarily relational—just because one chooses to see resistance first does 
not imply that resistance everywhere comes first. Moreover, the complexity of 
lived circumstances of exploitation makes for strategies of resistance at variance 
with the rather naïve notion of  ‘exodus’ that the authors embrace. At the same 
time, for the most part these critiques lose the utopian panache of Hardt and 
Negri. Is this an inevitable tradeoff? Is it necessary to do serious violence to an 
accurate representation of the world to retain utopian clarity?

A few of the articles build on, or reframe aspects of Hardt and Negri’s 
argument in suggestive ways. Several authors specify the way the contemporary 
state system works, and the way new or not-so-new forms of sovereignty are 
integrated into it. Ruth Buchanan and Sundhya Pahuja, for example, suggest 
that shifts in the discourse of the World Bank away from the advocacy of mini-
malist government (‘the Washington Consensus’) and toward ‘good governance’ 
and ‘building social capital’ legitimizes the expansion of the bank’s gaze (and 
imperial power) into numerous aspects of life in client countries. They thus 
show how a careful examination of international institutions can strengthen 
Hardt and Negri’s argument about the emergence of a new form of sovereignty, 
even as they dispute the way Empire obscures the role of both states and inter-
national institutions. Ellen Meiksins Wood, in an article largely critical of 
Hardt and Negri, highlights a different way to understand the contemporary 
state-system. Like citizens in bourgeois democracy, states in the contemporary 
world have formal equality. But as in the case of bourgeois democracy, this pro-
vides ideological cover for existing power relations by obscuring tremendous 
inequality in access to resources and inegalitarian informal networks of power. 
Laffey and Weldes take the critique one step further arguing against the enor-
mous theoretical investment made in the 17t century Westphalian ideas of 
sovereignty, by pointing out the resiliently imperialist character of the global 
system, which flies in the face of this model, for over three hundred years. The 
U.S. Constitution and U.S. Republicanism is no exception to this imperialist 
tendency—in fact as Passavant, Fitzpatrick, and Michael Rustin point out in 
different ways, the emergence of the U.S. multitude at the high moment of U.S. 
Republicanism was also the moment of the systematic exclusion and extermi-
nation of indigenous populations.

Much has happened in the world since the publication of Empire. Despite 
their celebration of the incommunicability of struggles in the nineties, during 
the first few years of the new millennium, a reasonably coherent global ‘move-
ment of movements’ emerged.¹⁰ While confounding Empire’s claims about 

‘incommunicability,’ this movement might 
on a deeper level be said to confirm Empire’s 
claim about the new relevance of global sover-
eignty. Although the global justice movement 
has generated some exciting work, such as 
Amory Starr’s Naming the Enemy¹¹ and the 
Notes from Nowhere Collective’s We Are 
Everywhere,¹² these works lack the theoreti-

cal expansiveness of Hardt and Negri. 
That is, they stop short of trying to 
integrate theories about the nature of 
these movements with theories of the 
evolution of social production in gen-

eral. The same is true of works which, from within the world 
systems camp, attempt to theorize the global working class, 
specifically Fast Forward by Tory Dickinson and Robert Schaeffer¹³ and Forces 
of Labour by Beverly Silver.¹⁴ These works are much more empirically precise 
than Hardt and Negri, but they go nowhere near the philosophical/historical 
speculation that makes the latter’s works so appealing.

While the global justice movement could ultimately be conceptualized as 
the emergence of the ‘multitude’ outlined in Empire, the second major world 

historical development is more difficult to reconcile with their 
framework. This is the rift that emerged between Europe and 
the United States, particularly over the US invasion of Iraq. 
This widening rift seemed to suggest that Hardt and Negri’s 
declarations of a decentered imperial-not-imperialist sover-
eignty had been premature. The US appeared to be acting 
much like a conventional imperialist power, following closely 
in the footsteps of British imperialism as Rashid Khalidi¹⁵ 

points out. In fact, the Bush administration’s invasion of Iraq triggered a tidal 
wave of literature across the political spectrum about the contemporary pros-
pects for Empire, although here the term was intended to indicate similarities 
between the current American project and 19t century empires or even the 

¹¹.  Zed press, .
¹².  Verso, .
¹³.  Rowman and Littlefi ed, .
¹⁴.  Cambridge University Press, .
¹⁵.  See Rashid Khalidi, Resurrecting Empire, Beacon Press () ¹⁰. Tom Mertes (), A Movement of Movements, Verso, NY.

http://zedweb.cybergecko.net/cgi-raw/a.cgi?1%2085649%20764%20X
http://www.versobooks.com/books/nopqrs/nopq-titles/notes_anti-capitalism.shtml
http://www.rowmanlittlefield.com/Catalog/SingleBook.shtml?command=Search&db=^DB/CATALOG.db&eqSKUdata=0742508951
http://uk.cambridge.org/catalogue/catalogue.asp?isbn=0521520770
http://www.beacon.org/catalogs/sp04/khalidi.html
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multitudes, to the networked futures of global democracy. War, production, 
and resistance are all increasingly taking on the form of distributed networks 
(i.e. networks in which any node may link to any other). In their excursus on 
Marx’s method, Hardt and Negri point out that they are merely following 
‘in Marx’s footsteps’ (pp.140–153) in making a case for new theories that are 
accommodative of new realities, and new concepts like multitude, to address 
the changing socio-economic composition of all those who labor under the com-
mand of capital. In particular, they identify four primary elements of Marx’s 
method to guide the construction of their text: (i) The first is ‘the historical ten-
dency’—in Multitude this refers to the long-run tendency of immaterial labor 
to dominate all other forms of labor and to recast them in the image of imma-
terial labor. (ii) The second is ‘the real abstraction’—Marx argues in the first 
volume of Capital that all labor becomes labor in the abstract, all the different 
kinds of (concrete) labor can be reduced to one homogeneous (abstract) form, 
given the general tendency of industrial production to dominate all the other 
kinds of production (like agriculture). For Hardt and Negri, the contemporary 
epoch is dominated by “biopolitical production” and all production is increas-
ingly taking on this form. (iii) The third element is ‘antagonism’—which today  
is no longer confined to the factory, but is present everywhere, because of the 
global expropriation of the common, by finance capital. (iv) The final element 
is ‘the constitution of subjectivity’—in which ‘the poor’ (not the industrial pro-
letariat) are the paradigmatic form of subjectivity. Hardt and Negri argue that 
“we are the poors”, because the global common that belongs to all of us is being 
expropriated by finance capital. Such a general condition of poverty however 
co-exists with the richness of infinite possibility (the multitude as the global 
poor will emancipate itself by bringing about global democracy). Multitude is 
structured around three different but related parts.

The first part—titled “War”—is the exposition (Darstellung) of the current 
state of global war which the authors—in line with the argument in Empire—
interpret as an imperial civil war, a war within a single imperial sovereignty  
that spans the smooth space of the capitalist globe. The exercise of imperial 
biopower, or, ‘the tendency for sovereignty to become power over life itself ’ 
(p.334)—a concept taken from Michel Foucault¹⁸—constitutes the war-form of 
Empire. The authors recognize the primacy of insurgencies to show the work of 

Romans, rather than Hardt and Negri’s deterritorialized form of postmodern 
sovereignty. Works with titles like Sorrows of Empire, America’s Inadvertent 
Empire, Incoherent Empire proliferated, not to mention at least two works titled 
Empire and two more titled American Empire.¹⁶ But like the work on the global 
justice movement, these works generally do not integrate broad theories about 
contemporary production with their theories of empire.¹⁷ More typically, at 
times somewhat ahistorically, they assess the US’s prospects as one of many 
actors with geopolitical empire-building ambitions.

Multitude’s declared intention is to provide a theory of the postmodern 
political subject, just as Empire provided a theory of postmodern sovereignty. In 
this respect, Hardt and Negri compare themselves to Hobbes, who first theo-

rized the bourgeois subject and new forms of citizenship in 
De Cive, and then followed with a theory of the new form of 
sovereignty, Leviathan. They invert this order (first theorizing 
sovereignty, then the subject), because while Hobbes believed 
a new form of sovereignty was necessary to contain the new 
subject, they believe the new form of sovereignty (Empire) in 
our age only acts as a parasitical constraint on the new subject 
(multitude). At the same time, they seek to incorporate into 

their framework the ways the world has changed since they wrote Empire.
There is no doubt that Multitude is an ambitious sequel to Empire, retain-

ing much of its visionary intensity. Those who like strong meta-narratives may 
be impressed by the architecture of the text. It has multiple inserts and three 
insightful excursuses—into Marx’s method, the need for a left multitude, and 
the state of contemporary geopolitics—that demonstrate the breadth of the 
authors’ familiarity with the disciplines that organize our knowledge system. 
The proliferation of networks is a central organizing theme of the text—from 
the distributed networks of insurgencies to the growing immaterial webs of the 

¹⁶. Chalmers Johnson, Th e Sorrows of Empire, Metropolitan Books , William 
Odom and Robert Dujarric, America’s Inadvertent Empire, Yale , Michael Mann, 
Incoherent Empire, Verso , Henry Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a World 
Power, –, Henry Holt , Niall Ferguson, Empire: Th e Rise and Demise of 
the British World Order and the Lessons for Global Power, Basic Books, , Andrew 
Bacevich, American Empire, Harvard , and Neil Smith, American Empire:Roosevelt’s 
Geographer and the Prelude to Globalization, University of California Press, .

¹⁷. A partial exception is Globalization or Empire? by Jan Nederveen Pieterse, 
Routledge (). Like Hardt and Negri, Pieterse emphasizes the centrality of networks 
to both recent economic and military developments.

¹⁸. See among other texts by Foucault, Society Must Be Defended. Picador . 
Foucault refers to biopower as the ‘the power to make live and let die.’ Foucault’s use of 
biopower is quite diff erent from Hardt and Negri’s. 

http://www.penguinputnam.com/nf/Book/BookDisplay/0,,0_1594200246,00.html
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history-making from below.¹⁹ This part of the text traces the formal differences 
between centralized armies, polycentric guerilla bands, and distributed net-
works as different forms of resistance that mark the passage from modern sov-
ereignty to imperial sovereignty. On the side of Empire, the authors highlight 
the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA): RMA technology in postmodern 
warfare has “decorporealized” war, by ‘casting the economic figures of produc-
tion into the field of battle.’ RMA ideology produces a new type of soldier who 
is both a killer and a dictator of cultural, legal, political, and security norms 
of life: his ‘blood and brains’ incorporate the range of activities of biopower, 
and hence represent a valuable investment that imperial sovereignty seeks to 
preserve at all costs (p.44). The significance of the RMA is that the military is 
becoming a full matrix, distributed network (p.59). Hardt and Negri point out 
the suicide bomber as a symbol of the ontological limit to the exercise of impe-
rial biopower, i.e., full spectrum dominance and the repudiation of war becomes 
“the most important task for resistance today” (p.63). At times the authors seem 
to be indicating a rejection of US policies (like most of the world, they seem 
to have fallen out of love with the US between the publication of Empire and 
the writing of Multitude, i.e. during the Bush administration), while at other 
points the authors seem to be arguing that war is a more general state and con-
cept in Empire that transcends the US. Arguing that all great powers today 
should become networked, the text notes how the US today not only alternates 
between an ‘imperialist’—in its human rights justification for intervention in 
the Balkan wars of 1999—and an ‘imperial’—in its attack on Afghanistan and 
the police-work accomplished there—role, it also combines the two—in the 
2003 war on Iraq. In fact, in Empire the authors had already conceptualized US 
foreign policy as alternately ‘imperial’ and ‘imperialist.’ However, they clearly 
anticipated that the former had triumphed over the latter. Hardt and Negri 
also seem to be suggesting that social movements must avoid getting sucked 
into armed conflicts that can be used to relegitimate Empire, although this 
appears to run counter to some of the rhetoric in both Empire and Multitude.

The second part—titled “Multitude”—is the author’s research (Forschung) 
into the war-form. Just as Marx takes the reader into ‘the hidden abode of 
production’ to reveal the mystery behind the commodity form in which capi-

tal appears, the authors take the reader into the realm of biopolitical produc-
tion to reveal the content of Empire in the class figure of the multitude. As in 
Empire, the concept of immaterial labor plays a central role in this conception. 
Hardt and Negri argue that exploitation today is the expropriation of the global 
common²⁰—the expropriation of all that we produce together, the product of 
shared, collaborative work (i.e. immaterial labor) across the entire planet, with 
the lines of  ‘global apartheid’ running above and below national boundaries.

In this section they implicitly respond to critics who noted that Empire 
left unspecified the legal mechanisms shaping the global economy.²¹ The new 
topography of exploitation shows different levels at which an interplay between 
global market forces and legal or political institutions takes place—the first 
level is characterized by emerging forms of private authority outside the con-
trol of nation-states (the new, global form of lex mercatoria, or “law merchant”); 
a second level with the WTO and other states working in concert toward a 
global economic order; and a third level where the combination of the IMF, 
and the World Bank, and other supranational agencies have reformed them-
selves in accordance with the rules of the newly emerging global economic 
order. Aronowitz has pointed to the absence of any discussion in Empire of the 
institutions of world government.²² The incorporation of the different levels 
of global governance in Multitude may therefore be welcomed as an analytical 
improvement.

Hardt and Negri also argue that with the common as the locus of sur-
plus value, ‘the profits of financial capital are probably in its purest form the 
expropriation of the common’ (p.151). This reference to finance capital is one 
of several scattered and somewhat incoherent references to an epochal shift in 
the mode of capital accumulation, which along with their summary dismissal 
of the role of East Asian accumulation, is one of the weakest parts of their over-
all argument. For Hardt and Negri, the contemporary financial globalization 

¹⁹. Quinby () argues that Hardt and Negri misinterpret Foucault when they 
assert that resistance is always primary. For Foucault, resistance and dominance are in an 
interdependent relationship—just because one notices resistance alone does not there-
fore mean that resistance comes fi rst. Foucault’s genealogical analyses focuses upon the 
relational character of domination and resistance

²⁰.  Callinicos argues that Hardt and Negri’s concept of the multitude in Empire 
‘identifi es the oppressed and the exploited as an anonymous, amorphous mass without 
any defi nite social location’ (DE: ). In identifying the global common as the topog-
raphy of exploitation, Multitude does not make the identity of the exploited any less 
anonymous or any more concrete, though by conceding the growing gaps between North 
and South, the authors are much more sensitive to these geographical divides. As an 
improvement over Empire’s formulations, this concession in itself still leaves unaddressed 
many of the questions raised by Arrighi in his review of Empire.

²¹.  See Ruth Buchanan and Sundhya Pahuja, “Legal Imperialism: Empire’s Invisible 
Hand?” ENC: –.

²².  Stanley Aronowitz, “Th e New World Order”, DE: –.
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summarizes an “obscure logic by which the traditional characteristics of capi-
talist production fall away and yet capital still manages to exert its control and 
extract wealth” (p.151). Multitude points, incorrectly, to the decline of the East 
Asian region in the aftermath of the 1997 Asian financial crisis—the crisis, they 
claim, struck these countries so hard, that “their star fell in the global hierarchy 
almost as fast as it had risen” (p.165). Empirical data clearly contradicts this 
interpretation—as Alice Amsden (2001:255) records, “three years after disaster 
struck in East Asia, rapid economic growth had resumed.” In fact, the financial 
globalization of the late 20t century is not only intimately related to the rise of 
East Asia as the emerging center of global accumulation processes, it also testi-
fies to the indubitable resilience of the East Asian region in the aftermath of the 
financial crises. This resilience is an outcome of the structured coherence of the 
East Asian region, on which there is a vast and growing literature,²³ and which 
also, paradoxically, appears to point the way towards a future, but in ways that 
Hardt and Negri clearly do not anticipate. To the extent that, as they argue, 
finance points towards the future, the two spaces it is presently pointing to (i.e. 
f lowing into) are East Asia and the U.S. This bifurcation in some ways parallels 
that between Empire and the multitude, again in ways not clarified by Hardt 
and Negri. After all, East Asian development is the product of ethnic groups, 
states and diasporas historically marginalized by the capitalist world system.

To understand how the contemporary exploitation of labor is different 
from earlier exploitative forms, Hardt and Negri argue that the new topol-
ogy of exploitation, the sites where ‘acts of refusal and exodus, resistance and 
struggle arise,’ has been dramatically shifting over the last twenty five years 
(p.102). Differences of kind that used to divide labor no longer apply, as there 
is a tendency today for the various types of labor to communicate, collaborate, 
and become common (p.107). The 19t and 20t century hegemony of industrial 
labor is tendentially giving way to the hegemony of  ‘immaterial labor,’ labor that 
creates immaterial products like knowledge, information, communication, and 
affects (p.108). Immaterial labor is increasingly central in the dominant coun-

tries, in the fastest-growing occupations like food servers, sales persons, com-
puter engineers, teachers and health workers. Moreover, other forms of labor 
and production are adopting characteristics of immaterial production. Third, 
the growing immaterial forms of property like patents and copyrights produced 
by immaterial labor are another register of its pervasive presence. Finally, the 
distributed network form that is typical of immaterial production is springing 
up throughout social life (pp.114–115). The distinction between work time and 
leisure time, which was central to the industrial paradigm, has collapsed with 
the advent of “informatization” in post-Fordist types of production. Hardt and 
Negri argue that agriculture is also increasingly ‘informationalized’ through 
the control and production of plant genetic information (p.113). 

Hardt and Negri have a reductive, stereotypical approach to the peasantry, 
believing that it starts to become politically active only when it gives up its ties 
to the soil and its traditions, only in short when it starts to engage in ‘communi-
cation’ with the emerging figures of the multitude. Furthermore, “In the same 
way that the figure of the peasant tends to disappear, so too does the figure of 
the industrial worker, the service industry worker, and all other separate cat-
egories. And in turn the struggles of each sector tend to become the struggle of 
all” (p.125). The disappearing figure of the peasants is set alongside the increas-
ingly conspicuous figure of migrant laborers. Hardt and Negri argue that global 
metropolises are magnets for migrants who need their labor ‘to power their 
economies.’ Their description of the contemporary world of labor glosses over 
the two most striking developments noted in the sociology of global work over 
the last two decades—the proliferation of sweatshops (rapidly centralizing in 
greater China) and the expansion of tedious service work epitomized by Wal-
Mart. Both of these workforces are notably feminized, another angle largely 
neglected in Multitude.

Hardt and Negri see strong democratic possibilities in the unfolding project 
of the multitude. Immaterial labor, they claim, contains within itself the means 
for achieving this project. Immaterial labor is associated with certain ‘negative 
developments’ arising out of the blurring of the distinction between work time 
and non-work time—and its increasingly part-time or temporary or contractual 
conditions of work make for the precariousness of its position. The tendency 
for immaterial labor is to be f lexible (to accomplish several tasks) and mobile (to 
move continually among locations). However, two ‘enormously powerful’ char-
acteristics of immaterial labor make possible the democratic project of the mul-
titude. Firstly, immaterial labor not only tends to dominate ‘the limited realm of 
the strictly economic domain’; it directly produces social relationships by engag-
ing in the general production and reproduction of global society. Global society 
today is formed and maintained through the production of  ‘ideas, knowledges, 

²³.  Th e source they draw upon, T.J.Pempel () ed. Th e Politics of the Asian 
Financial Crisis, actually presents quite a diff erent picture. Pempel emphasizes the net-
worked nature of the East Asian success and he attributes the collective nature of the 
East Asian crisis to the same networked structure of the regional economy. Th e struc-
tured coherence of the region however, has demonstrated remarkable rebound and recov-
ery in the aftermath of the  fi nancial crisis. See for instance Alice Amsden () 
Th e Rise of  ‘the Rest’, Oxford; and Peter Drysdale ed. () Reform and Recovery in East 
Asia, Routledge; as well as Giovanni Arrighi, Takeshi Hamashita, and Mark Selden eds. 
() Th e Resurgence of East Asia, Routledge.
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The limits of biopower in appropriating the surplus production of the 
multitude are explored in the third part—titled “Democracy”—which seeks to 
outline the possibility of democracy on a global scale, ‘emerging today for the 
very first time’ (p.xi) (whatever else they’ve learned from the critiques of Empire, 
Hardt and Negri continue to write in the ‘presentist’ idiom, in which every-
thing has just changed, a point well criticized by Quinby in ENC). Hardt and 
Negri maintain that imperial geopolitics has ‘no center and no outside’—there 
are only relations internal to the global system. As Empire forms, geopolitics 
itself enters into permanent crisis, pitting the biopolitical potentiality of the 
multitude against the biopower of Empire. In the gatherings after Seattle, pro-
testers have continued to transform the summit meetings of the institutions 
of global governance—the WTO, the World Bank, the IMF, the g8²⁴—into 
an ‘impromptu global Estates General [the comparison drawn here is with the 
Estates General called in France immediately before the revolution of 1789] and, 
without being asked, present their list of grievances’ (p.288).

Hardt and Negri point to ‘biopolitical grievances’ as the fundamental cat-
egory in which all of the other grievances—grievances of representation, griev-
ances of rights and justice, and economic grievances—are mutually implicated. 
From these grievances, three common points appear as conditions for any project 
of a new, democratic world: (i) the critique of existing forms of representation; 
(ii) the protest against poverty; and (iii) the opposition to war (pp.269–270). 
Ecological grievances, feminist struggles, antiracist struggles, and struggles 
of indigenous populations, are all biopolitical grievances—all facets of life are 
immediately involved in them, they implicate legal, cultural, political, and eco-
nomic issues (pp.282–285). Instances of biopolitical grievances that the authors 
refer to—the 1980s Narmada Bachao Andolan that began as a movement in 
India against the World Bank-sponsored dam across the Narmada River; and 
the privatization through the use of patents, of seeds, traditional knowledges, 
genetic material and life-forms, by transnational corporations acting in concert 
with nation-states in the global South—may be seen as issues over the use and 
control over technology (as well as issues of representation), and struggles over 
the control of indigenous knowledges (pp.282–84). The grievances of rights and 
justice (pp.273–277) reflect the absence of an adequate international legal infra-
structure to enforce human rights in the face of an imperial law that prioritizes 
the interests of multinational capital and dominant capitalist countries (p.277). 

and affects.’ Immaterial labor is biopolitical because it is oriented toward the 
creation of forms of social life. ‘Who we are, how we view the world, how we 
interact with each other are all created through this social, biopolitical produc-
tion.’ Secondly, ‘immaterial labor takes the form of networks based on com-
munication, collaboration, and affective relationships—immaterial labor can 
only be conducted in common; and increasingly, immaterial labor invents new, 
independent networks of cooperation through which it produces’ (p.66). In 
short, immaterial labor is tendentially totalizing in and through its distributed 
network form. Could a more nuanced view of labor—one that allows for a per-
sistent peasantry, and the radical differences between, say, work in a sweatshop 
producing clothes and work in an advertising firm—be reconciled with Hardt 
and Negri’s vision of an expanding ‘common’ produced by ‘immaterial labor’? 
How would this vision be elaborated if the growing feminization of the world 
proletariat were acknowledged? Similarly, Hardt and Negri identify ‘the poor’ 
as the paradigmatic subjective figure of labor today—they are full of potential 
‘which always exceeds what capital and the global political body can expropri-
ate and control.’ Their viewpoint thus has universal implications. How would 
this perspective be transformed if Hardt and Negri considered the global femi-
nization of poverty? And since war intrudes in this text in a way it did not in 
Empire, it would be worthwhile to consider the masculine character of virtually 
all armies and patriotic war drives. The failure of Hardt and Negri to inte-
grate the gendered character of the workforce and warfare into their framework 
should be considered against their continuing tendency to draw on militaristic 
metaphors to describe the multitude’s struggle against Empire (see Quinby: 
231–251: ENC).

It is in the context of describing the potential of the multitude that Hardt 
and Negri introduce the concept of performance from the queer theorist Judith 
Butler, the main example of the intellectual incorporation process that was 
more evident in Empire. They see the process of performing replace that of 
habit: “the political significance of the recognition that sex along with all other 
social bodies is produced and continuously reproduced through our everyday 
performances is that we can perform differently, subvert those social bodies, 
and invent new social forms”(p. 200). While most writers in a Marxian idiom 
would find Butler hopelessly anti-structural, and, in any case, exclusively con-
cerned with culture, Hardt and Negri immediately relate this concept of per-
formance to the production of the common. The context of  ‘performance’ is 
also a rethinking of left politics as ‘monstrous, excessive, and unruly’ (193) rather 
than the nostalgia for community popular in most remnants of the old left. 
Here again, the expansive, optimistic vision that makes their radical politics so 
unique, is in evidence.

²⁴.  Th ey cannily note that the UN, alone among major international institutions, 
has not been the target of major protests.
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Economic grievances are in turn really biopolitical—Hardt and Negri note the 
growing global inequalities of wealth between the richest twenty and the poor-
est twenty countries has doubled in the past forty years (p.278). They see a 
diseased system that reproduces global poverty—despite the ostensibly heroic 
efforts of NGOs, UN agencies, and supranational agencies like the World 
Bank (p.299). With the global majority ‘excluded from the primary circuits of 
economic production and consumption’ (p.319), it is not difficult to see that ‘the 
construction of the global market and global integration of the national econo-
mies has not brought us together but driven us apart, exacerbating the plight 
of the poor’ (p.278). These are welcome remarks and welcome departures from 
the ‘smooth politics’ (Malcolm Bull in DE) that dominates the pages of Empire. 
They indicate that the authors have reconstructed some key aspects of their 
arguments in Empire.

In an excursus on the crisis of the Left, Hardt and Negri argue that the 
eroding social base of Left political parties in labor unions and the industrial 
working class is accompanied by a conceptual deficit on the part of the Left con-
cerning its future. To resurrect and reform the Left, new practices, new forms 
of organization, and new concepts are needed (p.220). The authors ultimately 
reject all of the proposals f loating around about institutionalizing democracy 
on a world scale through global parliaments and the like, on the grounds that 
such gigantic institutions would reproduce the distance between represented 
and representatives endemic in the contemporary political world. At the same 
time, they share none of the globaphobia or technophobia typical of much of the 
global justice movement. They do not advocate an exclusive focus on the local as 
an alternative to alienating modern national and international institutions.

Hardt and Negri argue that a transformative and emancipatory politics 
today can only be conducted on the basis of the new concept of the multitude 
because it challenges the political theory of sovereignty that ‘only the one can 
rule, be it the monarch, the party, the people, or the individual’ (p.100). The 
multitude comprises ‘all those who produce in common, and share a common 
potential to resist the domination of capital’ (pp.106–107). It is global; there is 
only one multitude. The concept of the multitude is also important in its rela-
tion to the concept of desire—‘a desire for the multitude’ is a desire for ‘a world 
in which race and gender do not matter, that is, a world in which they do not 
determine hierarchies of power, a world in which differences express themselves 
freely’ (p.101). The multitude transposes the exclusive and limiting logic of iden-
tity-difference into the open expansive logic of singularity-commonality. In 
other words, they wish to transcend the two familiar paths of the left—either 
demanding everyone unify behind a single identity, or else going separate ways 
as women, racial minorities, indigenous movements, greens, etc. Instead, they 

argue that singularities (unique identities) should be embraced as different but 
valued responses to our common starting point (the contemporary global situ-
ation). They end with a vision of a ‘democracy of the multitude’ as a sort of 
giant global brain, an ‘open-source society…whose source code is revealed so 
that we all can work collaboratively to solve its bugs and create new, better social 
programs’(p.340). In this they converge somewhat with cybertopians (whose 
politics are often anti-left and libertarian), new age advocates, and, strangely, 
advocates of traditional economic liberalism who, since von Hayek, have argued 
that the market acts as a distributed processor computer, rapidly identifying 
shortages and surpluses.²⁵

Multitude is engaging in its idealism and in its boldness. It attempts a syn-
thesis of Marx, Foucault, and Deleuze and Guattari, and seeks to cut through 
the boundaries that mark the disciplines of political economy and political 
philosophy. Its over-ambitious, visionary calling attracts, the style of writing 
is often exhilarating, and a mobile army of metaphors accompany the journey 
of the emerging multitude out of global wars into the possibilities of global 
democracy. The discussion about the spiral, symbiotic relationship between the 
production of subjectivities and the production of the common is quite insight-
ful, and their vision of global democracy does appeal.

There are however important limitations to the text, not least of which is 
its inadequate historical sensibility, and its strong Eurocentrism, both of which 
combine to present a misreading of contemporary dynamics of global politi-
cal economy. This misreading is most evident in the scant attention paid to 
East Asia, along with the claim that the constitutional model of the European 
Union with its multi-levels of decision making could contribute to a stable 
global system. The repeated appeals to an enigmatic 18t century revolutionary 
republican tradition that are traced to Europe and North America– Ireland is 
never mentioned in this context—are made to express the multitude’s desire for 
absolute democracy. East Asian lineages, besides the Chinese revolution embed-
ded in the narrative of people’s armies, are scarcely considered. Chinese ‘middle 
class democracies’ are mentioned in the context of a possible ‘Asian centered 
globalization,’ but without any of the attention it deserves. In particular, the 
emergence of working class movements in the mushrooming sites of industrial-
ization in China is completely ignored, though there is considerable scholarship 

²⁵.  See the discussion in America’s Inadvertent Empire by William Odom and Robert 
Dujarric, Yale ().
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in this area.²⁶ Were they to focus here—on sites of migrant, industrialized, 
impoverished labor—their conclusions about the political priorities of the mul-
titude might be quite different. It is difficult to read the authors’ interpretation 
of contemporary geopolitics as anything other than skewed out of proportion 
to the unfolding empirical realities.

There is a lot that is hyperbole and the multitude remains invitingly mys-
terious. The discussion of biopolitical grievances and the democratic project 
of the multitude resonate strongly with the project of cosmopolitan localism 
popularized by Wolfgang Sachs, which challenges the assumptions of unifor-
mity in the globalization project and affirms the necessity of alternative cul-
tural traditions for the plurality and diversity of the species. The exemplary 
instance of cosmopolitan activism is the Zapatista peasant revolt in Mexico’s 
southern state of Chiapas.²⁷ Hardt and Negri mention the Zapatistas often in 
their discussions—for instance when they discuss the search of the (Italian) 
White Overalls for a ‘new politics’ which they find in the jungles of Chiapas 
(p.266)—but they do not appreciate the ways in which the Chiapas movement 
really traces its vibrant democratic struggles to the late 19t century campesino 
movement that culminated in the early 20t century Mexican revolution.²⁸ They 
create a simplified (never-true) ideal type of peasant life, cut off from direct con-
tact with the world market, to facilitate claims that the contemporary world has 
no peasantry. A reductive approach to this awkward class is perhaps part of the 
reason they have little to say about South Asia and China. They do not seem to 
realize that China and South Asia continue to be the heartland of the peasant 
world and contemporary peasant struggles continue to be quite different from 
Marx’s 19t century conceptualization (‘potatoes in a sack of potatoes’).²⁹ In 
their desire to see them disappear and join the figures of the ‘multitude,’ Hardt 
and Negri unfairly attribute to them ‘incommunicability’ and passivity. The 
authors celebrate the ostensible end of the peasantry—Hardt and Negri are 

quite modernist in this regard—despite the fact that the peasantry continues to 
be an enduring reality in large parts of the global South. Indeed, understanding 
the process by which specific peasantries have been decomposed and recon-
stituted in the context of the capitalist world economy provides a suggestive 
critique of the teleogies of modernist state-building that one would think the 
authors would be open to.

“Migrants demonstrate (and help construct) the general commonality of 
the multitude by crossing and thus partially undermining every geographical 
barrier” (p.134). Such sweeping statements scarcely illuminate the travails of 
migrants, the ruthless border sweeps and the innumerable casualties at the bor-
ders. Nor do Hardt and Negri have much to say about the way both wealthy 
and poor states encourage migration, the former to replenish their workforces, 
the latter for remittances. As was the case in Empire, it is sometimes difficult to 
tell whether Hardt and Negri are anticipating revolutionary change, or claim-
ing it has already occurred.

Like Empire, Hardt and Negri’s Multitude scarcely connects with the reali-
ties of Africa. They are quick to reject the nation-state as a possible defense 
against neoliberal globalization (nor do they consider the role the state might 
play in fostering space for social movements—Hugo Chavez, for example, is 
completely absent from Multitude). They do not even consider the effects of the 
withdrawal of the state in Africa—in particular they ignore the ways in which 
state failure in different parts of Africa has created the context for an expanding 
informal sector, and the ways the practices that produce such a sector might be 
conceptualized as resistance.³⁰

Nor does their analysis resonate much with contemporary dynamics in 
the Middle East. There, a belief system, Islam, neither modern nor imperial, 
retains much of its salience, and indeed, seems to be growing in importance as 
the idiom in which post-national solutions are thought through. For that matter, 
the decline of the (inter)national order seems to have released Christianity with 
renewed force, particularly in the U.S. The role of Christianity in the U.S., 
both in terms of its relationship to US idealism and as the incubator for fun-
damentalism³¹ is ignored in both Multitude and Empire, despite the lengthy ²⁶.  See for instance Elizabeth Perry and Mark Selden eds. () Chinese Society: 

Confl ict, Change, and Resistance. Routledge. See also Beverly Silver () Forces of Labor. 
Cambridge.

²⁷.  See P. McMichael () Development and Social Change, pp.–. Pine 
Forge Press.

²⁸. See for instance the work of John Womack () Zapata and the Mexican 
Revolution. Vintage.

²⁹. See Marx’s Th e Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. International 
Publishers.

³⁰.  On informalization as a means of resistance in the context of state failure in 
Tanzania, see Aili Mari Tripp () Changing the Rules: Th e Politics of Liberalization and 
the Urban Informal Economy in Tanzania. University of California Press.

³¹.  See for instance M.Mamdani () Good Muslim, Bad Muslim, a text that 
traces the roots of modern fundamentalism to the U.S.
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investigation into the genealogy of U.S. power in the latter. The belief that the 
nation-state system would simply give way to a world unified (either as Empire 
or as Multitude) seemed tendentious at the time Empire was published. Now 
it seems even more difficult to imagine. The problem is ultimately that the 
world is so uneven economically and diverse culturally that it is difficult to see 
how the multitude could communicate without the mediation of national and/
or regional institutions. There is an implicit, under-theorized recognition of 
this in Multitude itself. In contrast to Empire, rhetoric about ‘subordinate’ and 
‘dominant’ countries, global south and north has slipped in. This in some ways 
better brings their analysis in line with the wider world. But the authors do not 
explicitly explain why they have shifted from a view that so emphasized the 
‘smoothness’ of the world economy, and it is difficult to see how this shift in 
framework does not nullify considerable amounts of their theoretical appara-
tus. Although Hardt and Negri are more aware in Multitude of the role states 
play in constituting the ‘Empire’ system, they remain dogmatically uninterested 
in the roles states or international institutions might play in the struggles of 
the multitude. Instead, they appear to adhere to a purist politics in which the 
multitude can commune unmediated by any institutions that might recognize 
differences.

Hardt and Negri’s works occupy a prominent place in contemporary 
debates because of their visionary quality, because of the boldness of their polit-
ical intervention into debates on the Left, and because of their attempt to syn-
thesize different philosophical and social science currents into their theoretical 
apparatus. Their attempt to fuse global historical analysis with the political 
philosophy of Guattari, Deleuze, and Foucault, is arrestingly novel. Likewise 
their synthesis of contemporary developments in the technologies of global gov-
ernance with emerging figures of new global subjectivities, presents provoca-
tive challenges to the Left. Whatever the limits of the concepts of  ‘Empire’ and 
‘multitude,’ the authors’ effort to historicize modern concepts of sovereignty 
and resistance is admirable and necessary to fully understand the possibilities 
of our own historical moment.

At the same time, the over-generalizations in both works undermine their 
political and analytical utility. Their peremptory declarations regarding the 
irrelevance of states, historical cultures, peasants, and north-south divides, 
undermines the strength of their visionary appeal in the face of hard empirical 
realities that continue to structure central political questions of the present. A 
failure to respond to gender concerns represents another missed opportunity. 
Work that does incorporate these aspects—as many of the writers in Debating 
Empire and Empire’s New Clothes point out—may arrive at quite different 

responses to questions about the transformation of sovereignty after the end 
of the Cold War and the possibilities of resistance in the present. Such work, 
however, will have to engage with Hardt and Negri’s visions for the future of 
political economy in the 21st century.
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George Modelski (). World Cities: – to . Washington, DC: FAROS . 
 pages, ., isbn ---. 
http://www.signature-book.com/Books/modelski-wc.htm

George Modelski’s main fame stems from his studies of the rise and fall of 
great powers in the modern world system (Modelski and Th ompson , ). 
His recent book World Cities: – to  shifts the focus of attention to human 

social evolution over the past , years. It is a formulation 
and testing of a theoretical model of human social evolution 
that focuses on the growth of world cities, and it also presents 
results of a huge empirical eff ort to expand our knowledge of 
the population sizes of the largest settlements on Earth since 
the Bronze Age. Modelski utilizes the data on city growth to 
evaluate his new theory of social evolution. Th e growth of 
cities is a useful indicator of world system evolution because 

the ability of a society to produce and maintain a large settlement is a major 
accomplishment. We can trace the emergence of social complexity by knowing 
where the largest human settlements are at any point in time. Beginning with 
Uruk, the fi rst “world city’ fi ve thousand years ago, Modelski traces the emergence 
and spread of large cities from Mesopotamia and Egypt to East Asia, South Asia, 
Europe and the Americas. 

Modelski’s evolutionary approach focuses on a single world system that 
begins with the fi rst cities and states in Mesopotamia , years ago and spreads 
out to become global. In focusing on this single system he ignores the diff erences 
between regions and civilizations that are of interest to other world historians, 
but his focus on world cities across large expanses of time allows him to see pat-
terns that other analysts miss.

Regarding the city population data, Modelski has extended and improved 
the work of that most-eminent coder of city sizes, Tertius Chandler (). 
For students of urban and world history this work is of immeasurable value. 
Modelski has labored hard to produce the best comprehensive compilation of 
estimates of city population sizes now available.

Modelski’s careful improvement upon earlier eff orts to estimate the popula-
tion sizes of ancient cities is a huge step forward. He uses estimates of the built-
up area of a city and a population density factor (see p.  and Note  on p. ) 
to estimate the population sizes. He adds considerable depth, especially to the 
coverage of the Bronze Age. Th ese data are presented in the new book under 
review, and early versions of the data from the ancient period and from East Asia 
are available from Modelski’s Evolutionary World Politics web site.

In the “ancient era” (– to –) world cities are defi ned as those that 
reach a population size of , or more. In the following “classical era” (– 
to ) cities must be at least , in population size to count as world cities. 
And in the modern era (since ) the cut-off  point is one million.¹ Modelski 
observes a phenomenon, also noticed by Roland Fletcher (), that a few 
cities are the fi rst to reach a whole new scale, and then a size ceiling is encoun-
tered during which cities in other regions catch up to the new scale. Th e current 
maximum seems to be around twenty million and the phenomenon of catching 
up is now occurring. Some of the world’s largest cities are now in developing 
countries such as Mexico, Brazil and India.

Modelski’s study of the phases of urbanism is convincing regarding the con-
tention that urbanization has been neither random nor linear. Instead it has fol-
lowed a recurring pattern of rapid growth followed by slow growth or decline. A 
phase of fast growth concentrated in one or a few regions is followed by slower 
growth and the diff usion of large cities to other areas. Rapid and concentrated 
growth is followed by leveling off  and dispersal due to “countervailing forces.” 
Th ese countervailing forces emerge from what Modelski terms the “Center-
Hinterland” divide of a regional world system. Th e fi rst growth phase emerges 
in a center that eventually encounters limits to growth from resource exhaus-
tion, environmental stress and “failures of knowledge.” Th e leveling process 
occurs as these limits are reached, weakening the old center. Incursions from 
the hinterland increase, taking advantage of the center’s weakness. Th is allows 
the semi-hinterland, a region adjacent to the old center with smaller cities, to 
catch up to the urban scale of the old center.

Modelski also compares his phases of urban growth with existing esti-
mates of overall population size and growth. He fi nds that the overall popula-
tion growth phases correspond in time with the urban expansions of the three 
eras. Th is study leads to what Modelski calls a “manifest case of evolution.” Th e 
three phases of urbanization correspond to periods of world-system evolution: 
cultural, social and political. Th e ancient cultural phase saw the creation of a 
learning structure based on cities, writing and calendars, resulting in a platform 
for sustained and intensifi ed human interaction on a large scale. Th e classical 

¹. Th ese cut-off  points are used by Modelski to determine the list of world cities 
during each era, rather than the more conventional approach of studying the largest 
ten or twenty cities on Earth. Th e only problem with Modelski’s approach is that at 
the beginning of each of his eras the number of cities above the threshold are few, 
so information is missing from his dataset on large cities that may be just under the 
threshold but still among the largest cities on Earth.

http://www.signature-book.com/Books/modelski-wc.htm
http://www.signature-book.com/Books/modelski-wc.htm
http://faculty.washington.edu/modelski/worldcities.html
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social phase brought about a more extensive, inclusive and integrated system. 
Expanding during Karl Jaspar’s “Axial Age,” the cities of the classical period 
can be grouped according to the world religions that dominated social struc-
tures during that era. Th e modern political phase poses choices regarding an 
evolutionarily stable structure of world organization. Modelski predicts that 
the future fourth phase will be an economic one that will see a “stabilization and 
consolidation of the economic and material basis” of world society. 

While this learning model of human social evolution may seem a bit too 
functionalist or Whigish to some, it has original theoretical elements, such as 
the center-hinterland dynamic, that have been absent from most earlier evo-
lutionary models. Th is, plus its monumental empirical contribution, makes 
Modelski’s World Cities: – to  an extremely valuable step forward 
toward our comprehension of the human experiment with complexity. 
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Alison Brysk ed. (). Globalization and Human Rights. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.  Pages, isbn --- paper. 
http://www.ucpress.edu/books/pages/9595.html

Alison Brysk and several of Ms. Brysk’s colleagues from academia have dem-
onstrated substantial original research in this book. Th e authors are specialists 
in political science, women’s studies, international law, and related fi elds. Th e 

focal point of this work is on the struggle of human rights 
since the advent of globalization. Th is work emphasizes the 
contradictions of globalization and gives thoughtful insights 
for those who specialize in this area or who consider reading 
in this area. 

Th e introductory and concluding essays contain fi tting 
context and analysis of the “threats and realities” of the glo-
balization era. Th e main substance of the book is divided into 

the fi rst section with two articles, and three sections containing three articles 
each. Th ere also is a considerable bibliography for those interested in additional 
reference material. 

Kristen Hill Maher, in the article on citizenship in the fi rst essay, essen-
tially states that the demand for cheap labor in the U.S. and Europe is a form 
of “neocolonialism”. Th e resultant consequences may generate negative impli-
cations for the rights of “illegal” workers, their families and society. In the 
second article, Amalia Lucia Cabezas addresses the topic of sex tourism in the 
Dominican Republic and discusses the controversy of the corporate domina-
tion of trade, economics, and the tourist industry down to the realities of the 
exploited male and female workers who often turn to sex to augment their low 
standard of living. Interestingly, Ms. Cabezas demonstrates how such resource-
fulness has empowered these “sex workers” when encountering long-standing 
cultural prejudices. Th e controversy around the sex worker organizations and 
unionization does not go unnoticed, as Ms. Cabezas does well in addressing the 
movement toward organized labor rights for sex workers, in essence reshaping 
the defi nition of the sex worker in this article.

Th e next section of “Commodifi cation” is a contribution about global mar-
kets. Richard Falk scrutinizes the shortcomings of “globalization from above” 
by applying a more populist view of democratic and capitalist notions, in rea-
soning that democratic forces through the process of “globalization from below” 
would best benefi t people. Wesley T. Milner’s quantitative study contends that 
a higher level of economic autonomy results in an increase in inequality and 
therefore has a harsh eff ect on “subsistence rights” for individuals in low-income 
nations. Raul C. Pangalangan believes that international labor standards are 
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needed to combat the terrible sweatshop conditions that are prominent in these 
nations. Applying Mr. Pangalangan’s arguments would indicate that there 
exists a ‘linkage’ between actors and policy among labor and human rights 
advocates; however, he would argue that this relationship is altered given that 
these Th ird World nations are typically governed by corrupt rulers who rule 
for their own private gain. Th e section on “Communication” is begun with a 
stimulating article by Shane Weyker who discusses certain “tactics” that have 
aided the struggles of oppressed peoples in these troubled nations. Th e “tactics” 
include the use of the Internet and other forms of electronic communications, 
which is essential to understand the dynamics of modern technology and the 
struggles of oppressed peoples. Th e important contrast presented here is the 
fl ip side—that technology has been used by authorities for surveillance and 
disinformation of oppressed peoples and others. Cliff ord Bob, in his article, 
presents criteria which international actors utilize to determine international 
intervention in troubled nations. Cliff ord Bob also mentions tactics used by 
such groups which elicit world attention by direct lobbying such as press cover-
age and actions calculated to attract journalists. Lastly in this section, James N. 
Rosenau's research attempts to grasp an understanding of human rights in an 
era of globalization. Th e article is shaped by a discussion on authority crises, an 
important and necessary contribution to the study of globalization, whereby 
in the complex world of globalization public leaders and those in the private 
sector struggle to generate compliance by those over whom they hold authority. 
Rosenau proposes how certain conditions, including the forces of globalization 
and the performance of certain actors, contribute to the human rights struggle. 
Th e last section is on the topic of "Cooperation." Jonathan Fox focuses on the 
World Bank's Inspection Panel and its successes and failures but also that the 
dynamics of the Panel demonstrate the power of people to initiate institutional 
change. Wayne Sandholtz’s work clearly demonstrates the politics surrounding 
humanitarian intervention. In part Wayne Sandholz challenges the ‘idealist’ 
notions which would dictate international intervention in crises in that inter-
national norms are being violated in the nations in crisis. As is pointed out, this 
may outline the necessary conditions for justifi ed intervention but are not the 
only criteria. Wayne Sandholz hopes that international law might soon recog-
nize humanitarianism, not the typical security concerns which are the main 
focus initiating most interventions, as a just cause. Jack Donnelly's "Human 
Rights, Globalizing Flows, and State Power" article is the most innovative in 
Brysk’s work. Mr. Donnelly’s approach is to reestablish the value of the nation-
state in the globalization era power struggle. Donnelly’s contribution here is a 
focus on the growing power of multinational corporations, which undermine 
state power and the social fabric of nations which is eff ectively impeding on the 

rights of workers, impoverishing workers, and polarizing class relations. States 
may be run by corrupt rulers, and states may abuse their power, but Donnelly 
clearly argues that to maintain a balance of power only the state has the means 
to redistribute wealth. By doing so, this ensures human rights and the long-
term viability of the society. 

I commend Ms.Allison Brysk on a fi tting and inspiring collection of articles 
with rather distinct viewpoints on human rights which are necessary given the 
disparity of opinions in this struggle. Ms. Brysk’s focus on law, politics, sociol-
ogy, history, and philosophy in this collection of articles allows this work to 
broaden its’ appeal to not only higher-level academics but also to professionals 
and others. I congratulate Ms. Brysk in this work and highly recommend this 
book.
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Ulf Hedetoft and Mette Hjort, Eds. (). Th e Postnational Self, Belonging and Identity. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,  pages, isbn ---x paper, 
isbn --- cloth. 
http://www.upress.umn.edu/Books/H/hedetoft_postnational.html

Th e Postnational Self, Belonging and Identity is a provocative if uneven volume 
in the rapidly growing fi eld of globalization and politics, with the objective 
to consider the tensions associated with the meaning of ‘home’ and political 

belonging as both pre-political (ethnic) identity and politi-
cal (civic) identity overlap in transnational political and social 
arenas. In their introductory essay, the editors argue that in 
the preceding era, ethnic and the civic identities were nego-
tiated through discourses of citizenship within the nation-
state. In the post-national order—primarily relying on the 
cases of supranational Europe and the multicultural US and 
Canada—ethnicity and identity are fractured and belonging 

becomes part of the purview of political debate. Contributors to the volume, 
largely from Anthropology, Political Science and Sociology, make sense of 
belonging in terms of national and ethnic identity in a globally integrated and 
uneven, but markedly, cosmopolitan world, where the “globe is not our home” 
(xx). 

http://www.upress.umn.edu/Books/H/hedetoft_postnational.html
http://www.upress.umn.edu/Books/H/hedetoft_postnational.html
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Th e fi rst part of the book covers the macro political economic context of 
national belonging in a globalizing order. Th e opening essay by Juergensmeyer 
is perhaps the most problematic piece in the volume. Following developmen-
talist arguments crafted by liberal scholars from Benjamin Barber to Samuel 
Huntington, Juergensmeyer contends that the rise of late-th century “ethno-
religious nationalisms” fi ll the vacuum left by globalization. Th e US has taken 
the “brunt of religious and ethnic terrorist attacks in recent years, in part 
because it so aptly symbolizes the transnational secularism that the religious 
and ethnic nationalists loathe.” Th e evidence for this claim is the US’ “long 
history” of “defending secular governments” and bringing secular modernized 
culture—MTV and Hollywood—to “remote villages” (). Whether ethno-
nationalists behave like the more “moderate” BJP in India or the Taliban is an 
open question, concludes the author. Th is chapter not only fails to take the 
geopolitical history of the US’ direct support of fundamentalist governments 
against secular nationalists into account, it simplifi es the complex postcolonial 
legacies of ethno-religious diff erence within and between national borders. 

Other contributions take up varied points of view. Taras argues in Chapter 
Two, for example, that ethno-nationalism of the s has to be understood as 
a result of the “nationalizing paradigm” constructed by US foreign policy and 
supported by Western powers following the end of the Cold War, concluding 
that George W. Bush’s “War on Terror” has made US interests in geopolitics 
more naked and apparent; “As never before, the United States squarely aspires 
to be the hegemon of this order ().” Hall and Jenkins both present the requi-
site skeptical perspectives about the fully realized impact of globalization. Hall 
argues that the US, while promoting globalization, remains globally uninte-
grated. Despite claims about multiculturalism and postnationality, Hall argues 
that the US continues in its traditional course towards assimilation based on 
rather shaky empirical evidence—the inter-marriage rates of “Hispanics” (spe-
cifi cally Cubans), the fact that in practice symbolic ethnicity in the form of 
dress (for example, wearing a sari) is more socially acceptable than practicing 
ethnic diff erence (for example, practicing caste privilege) and the fact that Afro-
Americans have few ties today to Africa. In arguing against the transnationalist 
perspective, Hall claims that there was “more diversity in the s with the 
vibrant European language press” compared to today, when ethnicity is cele-
brated despite the tendency for a “nationalizing homogeneity”(–). 

 Th e strength of Th e Postnational Self is found in Part II of the volume 
where the empirically rich conceptual discussions of citizenship in an uncertain 
globalizing world have the most to off er for similar questions and concerns out-
side of Europe and North America. In this section Benhabib off ers an insight-
ful analysis of the debate on transnational citizenship between radical open 

borders and universal human rights discourse, on the one hand, and the claims 
of communitarian thinkers for whom citizenship is rooted to deep cultural 
belonging and closed societies. Benhabib examines the unsustainable tension 
between the growing trends towards the liberalization of immigration policy 
within the EU alongside the increasingly precarious position of “third country 
residents” for whom political membership is limited due to domestic opposi-
tion, resulting in varied legal standards between EU member nation states. 
Arguing against Michael Walzer’s infl uential position, Benhabib contends that 
it is a “fundamental human right to exit as well as to seek admission into a 
political community” (). She sees this as a moral claim as opposed to a legal 
right, distinguishing admittance as opposed to membership. For Benhabib, the 
treatment of foreigners is a “crucial test for the moral conscience and political 
refl exivity of liberal democracies” that must negotiate between popular sover-
eignty and respecting universal human rights.

Other essays in this section follow in the same theme. Kastoryano shows 
how the emergence of transnational communities does not undermine the 
nation-state and follows Benhabib’s lead in highlighting the tensions between 
EU versus national immigration policies. Soysal uses the “claims-making” 
experiences of immigrant Muslim communities in Europe as examples of post-
national citizenship. Tully argues that the politics of identity and diff erence 
should be understood as new forms of engagement rather than fragmentation, 
and that a culturally diverse society will not overcome fragmentation by impos-
ing “diff erence-blind policies” and emphasizes that the issue of which identi-
ties matter should be decided through public deliberation and not theoretical 
reason alone. 

In contrast, the third part of the book is an eclectic conclusion about 
memory, culture and identity. While the intent of the editors was to exam-
ine belonging and identity between globalization and nationalisms, the strik-
ing absence of discussions about these very same processes in the globalized 
regions of Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin America leave many ques-
tions unasked. Both Parts I and III suff er from this absence and seem, there-
fore, less relevant as debates about (post)nationalism and identity in the current 
context of the “War on Terror.” Nevertheless, the volume begins an interesting 
discussion about transnational politics that will likely stimulate further debate 
on these important topics. 

Paula Chakravartty
Department of Communication
University of Massachusetts Amherst
pchakrav@comm.umass.edu
© 2004 Paula Chakravartty
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