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To my lifelong teacher and friend, John Fairbank, who died on

-September 14, 1991, before I had the chance to present him
with this book, so much of which stems from his inspiration
and example




There has long been a need for a history of Asia, but that need has become mare
pressing as courses dealing with it, and enrollments in'them, have multiplied.
This book is designed primarily for courses in Asian history, but courses in world
history or non-Western history will also find it useful. To most people, “Asia”
means primarily the areas and cultures east of Persia (Iran) and south of the Soviet
Union, which are the focus of this book. This vast and varied part of the world,
containing roughly half the world’s people since about 3000 B.C. until the present,
is sometimes called “Monsoon Asia,” the generally warm and wet parts of the
continent, sharply distinct from the desert landscape of the Middle East or the
cold areas of the Soviet Union. Its permissive climate is, of course, responsible
for the size and density of its population, in contrast with the far emptier areas of
western and northern Asia. So defined, it stretches from the Khyber Pass on the
border between Pakistan and Afghanistan, through India, mainland and island
Southeast Asia, to China, Korea, and Japan.

Each of these separate regions has long contained distinctively different peo-
ples and cultures, but all achieved a high level of sophistication 2,000 years ago
or more. Given the great age of these Asian civilizations and the size of their
populations from early times, more people have lived in Asia than in the rest of
the world put together. Together they thus represent the largest, richest, and
most varied chapter in the history of the human experience. Any attempt to deal
with world history must make a major place for Asia, but the history of Asia is
important and rewarding in itself. ‘

A One-Volume Introduction to Major Asian Civilizations

This book is designed to stand alone, or to be supplemented by readings, from
those listed at the end of each chapter or from primary materials (in addition to
those quoted in the text). Chapters are of approximately equal length. The book
itself can thus serve as the text for a one-semester course, two quarters, or a full
year, or can be integrated into a larger world course. An Introduction sets the
scene and makes the case for treating the history of Asia in a single volume,
including the insights obtainable through comparative analysis but stressing also
features common to all Asian societies. Successive chapters present the history
of each major culture area or civilization: India, Southeast Asia, China, Korea, and
Japan, with an additional section on the history of Central Asia, neglected in almost
all other textbooks. Chapter 9 offers another unique feature, a comparative anal-
ysis of traditional Asian societies including some comparisons with the Western
tradition. With Chapter 10, the modern West begins to impinge on the great Asian
traditions, and in subsequent chapters Western pressures and Asian responses
play an increasing role, from colonialism, semi-colonialism, and wars of conquest
to the second world war and the coming of Asian independence and revolution.
A final chapter considers major themes in Asian development at the close of the
twentieth century, including its unprecedentedly high economic growth rates, the
reasons for this, and the rise of Asia to a position of leadership in the contemporary
world.

Nearly all texts in Asian history concentrate on one of the four major civiliza-
tions, although a few cover the closely interrelated histories of China and Japan,
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sometimes including minor coverage of Korea, which in this book is given rela-
tively greater attention, as is often-neglected Vietnam. Each of the four major
Asian civilizations has its own corps of specialists and most of them rarely stray
far from their center of expertise. But there is a strong argument for studying
- Asian history as a whole, perhaps especially on the part of undergraduates, but
to the benefit of specialists as well. This book is explicitly comparative, as well as
offering a balanced history of each major tradition from its beginnings to the
present day. Chapter 19 returns to the theme of Asian universals and cross-cultural
comparisons. The book as a whole draws on the most recent scholarship, and
reflects the author’s professional involvement with Asia and its history over more
than 40 years, including long periods of research, observation, and residence
there. It is written for beginning students with no previous background in Asian
history, introducing them to its major features in clear, simple language.

Focus on Social and Cultural History

A major development in the writing of history during the past 20 years or more
has been the increased attention to social and cultural history, and the effort to
re-create as much as possible of the lives of ordinary people. This book is espe-
cially strong in its attention to such matters, although for the early periods in Asia,
as elsewhere, we have only a little to draw on. Nevertheless, every chapter in-
cludes as much as can be derived about social and cultural trends and about the
everyday life of the common people, in addition to major political and economic
events and developments. A further feature is the coverage of all the major Asian
religions (Chapter 4) and its consideration of how each religious tradition fit in
with and reflected the societies where it flourished. The emphasis on sociocultural
developments is especially clearly brought out in the book’s wealth of photo-
graphic illustrations. Maps in nearly every chapter further illustrate the stage on
which the events described took place. An additional feature of this book is its
recurrent emphasis on the geographic basis of each Asian civilization, and the
role of the environment in the evolution of each. Finally, particular attention is
paid in every chapter to the changing role of women, both individually in the case
of women who rose to prominence in various fields, and collectively in terms of
the changing status of women in each Asian society.

Features and Primary Source Materials

To add vividness, but also to pursue many of the points mentioned above, most
chapters also include an urban portrait, of a city during the time of the chapter’s
coverage, with special attention to the lives of ordinary people, and a biographical
portrait with the same objectives; many of the latter are of prominent women, but
all help to make history come alive. Nearly every chapter includes five or more
boxed quotations from relevant primary sources which further contribute to put-
ting the reader into the scene in a participatory way, as well as providing a sample
of the kinds of documients with which historians work. Finally, at the end of every
chapter except the last is an extensive set of suggestions for further readings,
selected mainly from the most recent scholarship on each chapter’s subject but
including also classical or standard works, and usually providing a range of dif-
fering interpretations.

The writing of history, like that in any discipline, is continually changing, as
our own perceptions of the past change and as each new generation looks for
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different things in the past. This book reflects those changes, and presents the
history of Asia as most professionals in the field view it today. Its currency, and
its coverage of recent events well into 1991, is a strong asset. Asian history is a
rapidly growing field, and it is time for a text that covers it for beginning students,
as a whole rather than as the history of individual countries, as we have long had
for Western history. It is at least as rich, as old or older, and as important in the
global scene, by any combination of measures. The world of the twenty-first cen-
tury seems likely to be dominated by Asia, even more than in its traditional and
glorious past. We need to understand far more about it, and the best way to
achieve that, including an understanding of the present and future, is to study its
history.
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Rhoads Murphey



No single-volume attempt to write the history of Asia can be' more than the briefest
introduction. I hope that all who read it will take it as.an invitation to explore
further. Space limits have made it necessary to foreshorten the treatment of every
major aspect of Asian history, and to do less than justice to all of them. I have
nevertheless tried within these constraints to apportion space more or less in
relation to the size, populousness, and level of development of each culture or
country at each period. It has been necessary to adjust to the additional consid-
eration that, especially for the earlier periods, we do not have adequate sources
for many areas, by comparison with others which are consequently somewhat
more fully treated. Thus, for example, Japan before about 1500, Korea before
about 1850, and most of Southeast Asia before about 1800 are not treated here as
extensively as India and, especially, China, where we have so much more material
and many more centuries of literate development to draw on. It is perhaps some
consolation that none of these areas contained more than a small fraction of India’s
or China’s population, and that what development took place there owed a great
deal to the Chinese and/or Indian models and their diffusion. All of these consid-
erations, except perhaps the last, are even more relevant for Central Asia.

Periodization is a perennial problem for all historians, and the same is true for
period labels. I have had to be both sweeping and arbitrary in this book, given its
temporal and areal scope., “Medieval” is a European term and has many conno-
tations for European history. It does not carry those associations for Asia, but one
must use some term in so general a treatment to cover the period between “an-
cient” or “classical” and “modern.” “Medieval” means simply “middle era” or
“middle period,” and I have used it here strictly in that sense, as being simpler
and clearer than any alternatives but without implying that European patterns or
preconceptions are intended. When one writes about anything beyond the recent
past, there is another and more vital problem: We know far too little of the lives
of most people, especially the nonliterate who were the great majority everywhere
until recently and who thus have left us only indirect evidence about themselves.
For much of the past we have records primarily of the lives and doings of the
elites and the rise and fall of states and kingdoms, monuments and battles, kings
and conquests. Here and there we can catch a glimpse of the lives of ordinary
people, and I have tried to draw on some of this material where possible, including
what popular literature has survived, festivals, folk religion, and guesses about
mass welfare, but I am well aware that I can give only an incomplete picture. The
record of major events is important too, and given the limitations of any one-
volume treatment, they necessarily take up most of these pages.
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Ithaka

As you set out for Ithaka

hope your road is a long one,

full of adventure, full of discovery.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops,

angry Poseidon—don’t be afraid of them:
you'll never find things like that on your way
as long as you keep your thoughts raised high,
as long as a rare excitement

stirs your spirit and your body.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops,

wild Poseidon—you won't encounter them
unless you bring them along inside your soul,
unless your soul sets them up in front of you.

Hope your road is a long one.

May there be many summer mornings when,
with what pleasure, what joy,

you enter harbors you're seeing for the first time;
may you stop at Phoenician trading stations

to buy fine things,

mother of pearl and coral, amber and ebony,
sensual perfume of every kind—

as many sensual perfumes as you can;

and may you visit many Egyptian cities

to learn and go on learning from their scholars.
Keep Ithaka always in your mind.

Arriving there is what you're destined for.

But don’t hurry the journey at all.

Better if it lasts for years,

so you're old by the time you reach the island,
wealthy with all you've gained on the way,

not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.

Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.
Without her you wouldn’t have set out.
She has nothing left to give you now.

And if you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you.
Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,
you'll have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.

C. P. Cavafy
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