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 There has long been a need for a strong, comprehen-
sive text on the history of Asia, but that need has 

 become more pressing as courses dealing with it, and enroll-
ments in them, have multiplied. This book is designed 
primarily for students taking courses in Asian history, but 
students taking courses in world history will also find it 
useful. To most people, “Asia” means primarily the areas 
and cultures east of Persia (Iran) and south of the former 
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.e . 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 former 
Soviet Union. Its hospitable climate is, of course, respon-
sible 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, main-
land and island Southeast Asia, to China, Korea, and Japan. 

 Each of these separate regions has long contained dis-
tinctively different peoples and cultures, but nearly 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 combined. 
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. 

  New to This Edition 

 Kristin Stapleton, Director of Asian Studies and Associate 
Professor of History at The University at Buffalo, SUNY, 
contributed her expertise to the latest revision by exten-
sively revising, reorganizing, and updating the text in 
accordance with the most recent scholarship in the field. 

   •   Material on pre-historic India was moved from  Chap-
ter   4    to  Chapter   1.     

  •    Chapter   11    now covers Qing China up to 1840, with 
some brief material on Choson Korea to supplement 
what is in  Chapter   9   .  

  •    Chapter   12    is now devoted exclusively to expanded cov-
erage of Tokugawa Japan up to around 1840.  

  •    Chapter   13    now covers the development of Western 
colonies in Asia in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries (there are short sections on the Jesuits and 
the Portuguese/Dutch in sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries in  Chapters   11    and    12   , respectively). 
Also, coverage of the early period of British rule in 
India was moved from  Chapter   14    to  Chapter   13   , 
alongside material about other European colonial con-
quests in Asia.  

  •   Coverage of the Opium War has been moved to  Chap-
ter   14   , where it is now linked to British control of 
India.  

  •    Chapter   15    has been reorganized extensively for a more 
logical flow. It now begins with coverage of the late 
Qing, followed by coverage of Meiji Japan, then South-
east Asia in the nineteenth century, and finally the 
United States as an imperial power. Coverage of Korea 
in the nineteenth century has been moved from  Chapter 
  19    to  Chapter   15    in the new edition.  

  •    Chapter   16    still focuses on China and India but in the 
new edition, by moving the sections on Chinese and In-
dian politics from  Chapter   17    to  Chapter   16   , the story is 
carried forward to the 1930s (and into the 1940s in the 
case of India).  

  •    Chapter   17    has been completely reorganized and cover-
age of Japan has been expanded in the new edition. The 
chapter now begins with a section on Japanese politics 
and culture in the 1920s, which is new to the seventh 
edition. This is followed by coverage of the war with 
China, followed by a section on Southeast Asia, which 
was revised to put the material in the context of the ex-
pansion of Japanese influence, followed by coverage of 
WWII in the Pacific.  

  •   Numerous text updates throughout the book reflect the 
latest scholarship and the most recent events.  

  •   Further Readings and Web sites were revised through-
out the book.  

  PREFACE 
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xiv Preface

  •    MySearchLab with eText  can be packaged with this 
text. 
   •    MySearchLab  provides engaging experiences that 

personalize learning, and comes from a trusted part-
ner with educational expertise and a deep commit-
ment to helping students and instructors achieve 
their goals.  

  •    eText —Just like the printed text, you can highlight 
and add notes to the eText or download it to your 
iPad.  

  •    Assessment —Chapter quizzes and flashcards offer 
immediate feedback and report directly to the grade-
book.  

  •    Writing and Research —A wide range of writing, 
grammar and research tools and access to a variety of 
academic journals, census data, help you hone your 
writing and research skills.      

  Introduction to Major Asian 

Civilizations 

 This book is designed either to stand alone or be supple-
mented 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, a two-quarter course, or a full-year course, 
or it can be integrated into a larger world history course. 

  Chapter   3    offers a broad comparative analysis of Asian 
societies including some comparisons with the Western 
tradition. With  Chapter   13   , 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, semicolonialism, and 
wars of conquest to World War II and the coming of Asian 
independence and revolution. A final chapter considers 
major themes in Asian development at the start of the 
twenty-first century, including its unprecedentedly high 
economic growth rate, 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 civilizations; only a few cover the closely 
interrelated histories of China and Japan, sometimes 
including minor coverage of Korea, which in this book is 
given relatively greater attention, as is often-neglected 
Vietnam. Central Asia, not part of the monsoon world, is 
also treated here, unlike other texts. 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 undergradu-
ates, 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   21    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 his-
tory for more than forty 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 thirty years or more has been the increased attention 
to social and cultural history and the effort to re-create as 
much as possible the lives of ordinary people. This book is 
especially strong in its attention to such matters, although 
for the early periods in Asia, as elsewhere, we have only a 
little information on which to draw. Nevertheless, every 
chapter includes as much as can be derived about social 
and cultural trends and about the everyday life of the com-
mon people, in addition to major political and economic 
events and developments. A further feature is the coverage 
of all the major Asian religions ( Chapter   2   ) and its consid-
eration 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 photographic illustrations. 
Maps in nearly every chapter further illustrate the stage on 
which the events described took place. An additional fea-
ture of this book is its recurrent emphasis on the geographic 
basis of each Asian civilization, and the role of the environ-
ment 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 promi-
nence in various fields, and collectively in terms of the 
changing status of women in each Asian society.  

  Features and Primary Source 

Materials 

 Not only 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 cov-
erage, 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 boxed 
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quotations from relevant primary sources that further con-
tribute to putting the reader into the scene in a participatory 
way as well as providing a sample of the kinds of documents 
with which historians work. Finally, at the end of every 
chapter except the last is a list of relevant Web sites and an 
extensive set of suggestions for further reading, 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 differing interpretations. 

 The writing of history, like that in any discipline, is con-
tinually changing, as our own perceptions of the past 
change and as each new generation looks for 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 are strong assets. Asian history is a rapidly growing 
field, and it is time for a text that covers it as a whole for 
beginning students, rather than as the history of individual 
countries, as we have long had for Western history. Asia 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 century 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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 Southeast Asian historian Kenneth Hall wrote nine 
boxed feature essays, titled “Reading Across Cultures,” that 
emphasize cross-cultural comparisons and provide 
expanded treatment of Southeast Asia. They also introduce 
students to major themes that recur in Asian and world 
history. 

 All of these, my teachers and friends, have not only 
inspired me in this overambitious endeavor but also made 
it, quite honestly, a pleasure. My wife Eleanor has also 
helped to make it so with her encouragement, her often 
insightful critical readings of what I wrote, and her cheerful 
support throughout. I can never discharge my debt to all 
those who have helped me, but I will be richly rewarded if 
they, and the readers of this book, find it acceptable, and 
for those new to the field, an invitation to a further voyage 
of discovery, to find at least some of the excitement my 
many teachers around the world have given me in the 
riches of Asia. 

   Rhoads Murphey    

and abroad from whom I have learned so much over many 
years through association and interchange as well as 
through reading their work. They have been and remain 
my teachers, but I also owe a special debt to my original 
teachers: John Fairbank, Edwin Reischauer, Daniel Ingalls, 
Rupert Emerson, and Norman Brown, each of whom began 
my apprenticeship in the most exciting ways and from 
whom I am still learning. To that list of teachers I would 
add the kind, cheerful, helpful, understanding, wonderful 
people of China, India, Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia, 
among whom I have lived and worked at various times for 
many years all told, and without whom I could never have 
attempted such a book or a career in Asian studies at all. 
They have been my first and greatest teachers, and they 
have also given me a love for them and their world, which 
is what brought me to Asian studies to begin with and 
which has continued to sustain me. One cannot begin to 
understand without sympathy, and that they have given me 
in overflowing measure. 
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 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 pe-
riod. It has been necessary to adjust to the additional con-
sideration that, especially for the earlier periods, we do not 
have adequate sources for many areas, by comparison with 
others that 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 on which to draw. 
It is perhaps some consolation that none of these areas 
contained more than a small fraction of India’s or China’s 
populations, and that what development took place there 
owed a great deal to the Chinese and/or Indian models and 
their diffusion. All of these considerations, 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 
connotations 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 “ancient” 
or “classical” and “modern.”  Medieval  means simply “mid-
dle era” or “middle period,” and I have used it here strictly 
in that sense, as being simpler and clearer than any alterna-
tives but without implying that European patterns or pre-
conceptions 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, monu-
ments 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 lim-
itations of any one-volume treatment, they necessarily take 
up most of these pages.  

  AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE 
READER 
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 Born in Philadelphia, Rhoads Murphey, a specialist 
in Chinese history and in geography, received his 

doctorate from Harvard University in 1950. Before joining 
the faculty of the University of Michigan in 1964, he taught 
at the University of Washington; he was also a visiting pro-
fessor at Taiwan University, University of Pennsylvania, 
Sichuan University, and Tokyo University. From 1954 to 
1956 he was the director of the Conference of Diplomats in 
Asia. The University of Michigan granted him a Distin-
guished Service Award in 1974. Formerly president of the 
Association for Asian Studies, Murphey served as editor of 
the  Journal of Asian Studies, Michigan Papers in Chinese 
Studies , and the Association for Asian Studies’  Mono-
graphs . The Social Science Research Council, the Ford 
Foundation, the Guggenheim Foundation, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, and the American Coun-
cil of Learned Societies awarded him fellowships. A prolific 
author, Murphey’s books include  Shanghai: Key to Modern 
China  (1953),  An Introduction to Geography  (4th ed., 
1978),  A New China Policy  (with others, 1965),  Approaches 
to Modern Chinese History  (with others, 1967),  The Scope 
of Geography  (3d ed., 1982),  The Treaty Ports and China’s 
Modernization  (1970),  China Meets the West: The Treaty 
Ports  (1975), and  The Fading of the Maoist Vision  (1980). 
 The Outsiders: Westerners in India and China  (1977) won 
the Best-Book-of-the-Year award from the University of 
Michigan Press. At Michigan he was the director of the 

Program in Asian Studies for many years. In December 
2012, while the work of preparing the seventh edition of  A 
History of Asia  was in progress, Rhoads Murphey and his 
wife Eleanor passed away within a few days of each other at 
their home in Michigan. Professor Murphey was ninety-
three years old. 

  Rhoads Murphey: An Appreciation  

 Rhoads Murphey was my teacher at the University of 
Michigan in the early 1980s. At the time, he was already a 
well-known and accomplished scholar, and yet among his 
many students he was most loved for the care he took in 
teaching us to appreciate Asian history and cultures and 
the interest he showed in our intellectual growth. When 
Rhoads invited me to work with him on his textbook proj-
ects, I was honored but a little apprehensive—Rhoads was 
also famous among his students for expressing his opin-
ions openly and with passion. Our collaboration proved to 
be a challenge, but a delightful one, and I will sorely miss 
him. I hope the changes I have made to the text, and any 
future changes, will never obscure the somewhat cantan-
kerous but always enthusiastic and informed voice of my 
teacher Rhoads Murphey. 

   Kristin Stapleton    

  ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
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 Nearly all Asian languages are written with 
symbols different from the Western alphabet. 

 Chinese, Japanese, and Korean are written with ideo-
graphic characters, plus a phonetic syllabary for Japanese 
and different scripts for Korean and Vietnamese. Most 
other Asian languages have their own scripts, symbols, dia-
critical marks, and alphabets, which differ from those in 
the English language. There can, thus, be no single “correct 
spelling” in Western symbols for Asian words or names, 
including personal names and place names—only estab-
lished conventions. Unfortunately, conventions in this re-
spect differ widely and in many cases reflect preferences or 
forms related to different Western languages. 

 Chinese presents the biggest problem, since there are a 
great many different conventions in use. Most American 
newspapers and some books and journals now use the 
romanization system called  Pinyin , approved by the 
 Chinese government, which renders with greater phonetic 

  A NOTE ON THE SPELLING OF 
ASIAN NAMES AND WORDS 

accuracy, as Beijing and Guangzhou, the two cities previ-
ously known as Peking and Canton. 

 The usage in this book follows the Pinyin system 
because it has become widely used. Readers will encoun-
ter both Wade-Giles and Pinyin spellings, plus others, in 
other books, papers, and journals, and some familiarity 
with both conventions is thus necessary. A handy guide 
to pronouncing Chinese, which includes a chart to use 
to compare Wade-Giles and Pinyin spellings, may be 
found at Columbia University’s “Asia for Educators” 
Web site ( http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/
china_1000bce_language.htm#pronounce ). 

 In general, readers should realize and remember that 
English spellings of names from other languages (such as 
Munich for München, Vienna for Wien, Danube for 
Donau, and Rome for Roma), especially in Asia, can be 
only approximations and may differ confusingly from one 
Western source or map to another. 

   

xix
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1

Half the World Lies in Asia east of Afghanistan and south of 
 Siberia: half of its people and far more than half of its historical 

experience, for these are the oldest living civilized traditions. India and 
China developed sophisticated cultures and technologies long before 
Europe and led the world for more than 2,000 years, economically and 
politically as well as culturally and technologically. Korea, Japan, and 
Southeast Asia evolved their own high civilizations during the many 
centuries after the fall of Rome while Europe endured waves of devas-
tating invasions and the long medieval period. The great Asian tradi-
tions and the vigorously growing modern states and economies of Asia 
offer the student a rich and varied record of human experience, in lit-
erature, philosophy, and the arts, in statecraft and empire building, in 
the varied lives of their people, but perhaps most of all in the many dif-
ferent approaches to universal human conditions and problems. India, 
China, and Southeast Asia, well over one and a half times the size of all 
of Europe, are all equally rich in their cultural variety. Japan, though 
smaller than the others, offers still another set of experiences, addition-
ally fascinating because of  Japanese success in meeting the modern 
West on its own terms. 

 Each of these major civilizations deserves study, and increasingly, 
their histories are part of the college and university curriculum. But 
they also need to be seen as part of the larger Asian whole, just as we 
study, for example, France within Europe and European history as a 
composite of the history of its parts. This  book     provides the begin-
ning student with an introduction to Asian history through the his-
tories of its major civilized traditions.  As the treatment progresses, 
successive chapters relate them to each other and to Western history, 
until the two great traditions of West and East begin to merge in the 
age of European expansion at the beginning of the sixteenth century.
Knowledge of Asia is vital to understanding the world in which we 
live, a world where Asia is more and more deeply woven into our 
lives.  But the richness and depth of the Asian experience are perhaps 
even more important rewards awaiting the student who begins with 
this book.  

              Introduction 

 Monsoon Asia as a Unit 
of Study 

  CHAPTER OUTLINE 

     Geography  

     Population Densities  

     Common Cultural Patterns  

     The Study of Monsoon Asia   
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2 A History of Asia

lands to the west and with adjoining Iran. Most of the in-
habitants of Central Asia are of Turkish origin; some of the 
Turkish groups moved steadily westward and, by the fif-
teenth century, had conquered Anatolia, modern Turkey.    

 The southern and eastern rim of Asia is a very different 
place, both physically and culturally. Rainfall is generally 
adequate despite occasional dry years in some areas, and 
temperatures are more moderate, under the influence of 
the sea. Except in the northern fringes, winters are rela-
tively mild, for the same reason. This is the area called 
“monsoon Asia,” set off from the rest of Asia by high 
mountain ranges along most of its landward borders, 
which help to keep the climatic influence of the sea out of 
Central Asia. The word  monsoon  is of Arab origin and 
originally meant “season” or “seasonal wind.” In summer 
the huge landmass of Eurasia, whose center is farther from 
the sea than any part of the globe, heats up rapidly and gen-
erates a mass of hot air. As it rises, cooler air, which in its 
passage across the water picks up moisture, is drawn in 
from the surrounding oceans. On reaching the land, these 
maritime air masses release their moisture as rain, espe-
cially where they encounter hills or mountains, which force 
them to rise and hence cool them enough to produce 
 condensation. 

  Geography 

 The continent of Asia is bordered in the west by conven-
tion at Suez, the Bosporus at Istanbul, and the Ural Moun-
tains in the Russian  Federation; it is, thus, the eastern 
four-fifths of the single landmass of Eurasia, encompassing 
over 17 million square miles, and by far the largest of the 
continents. But these conventional lines do not mark any 
major or abrupt change in landscape or culture, especially 
not along the principal line of the Urals. This range is rela-
tively low and easily crossed; on both sides of it the north-
ern coniferous forest that covers much of northern Europe 
and most of northern Asia continues with few breaks, an 
area of sparse population, little rainfall, and great seasonal 
temperature extremes. 

 The southern third of the former Soviet Union east of 
the line of the Urals is similarly an extension of what lies to 
the west, an area of aridity that merges eastward into the 
sparsely populated desert whose traditional nomadic or 
oasis cultures still contrast sharply with Russian culture 
and with those of India, Southeast Asia, China, and Japan. 
Much of this arid desert area of Central Asia was conquered 
by Muslim invaders beginning in the eighth century  c.e.,  
further establishing the area’s similarity with the Arab 

 Precipitation in Monsoon Asia      
  Note the patterns: heaviest rainfall near the sea and along the Himalayan front.   
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3Introduction / Monsoon Asia as a Unit of Study

over large stretches of sea and picked up considerable 
moisture. The same is true to a lesser extent for Japan.  

  Population Densities 

 The general adequacy of rainfall and the generally mild 
winters under the protection of mountain ranges to land-
ward have provided a basis for the sharpest of all distinc-
tions between what is appropriately called  monsoon  Asia 
and the rest of the continent: half of the world’s people live 
here, as they have during all of recorded history (although 
monsoon Asia’s preponderance was even greater until a 
century or two ago), while most of the rest of Asia is one 
of the most thinly settled areas of the world (see the map 
above). The hilly or mountainous parts of monsoon Asia, 
including much of Southeast Asia, west China, Korea, and 
Japan, are in fact rather thinly peopled, while in the low-
lands along the coasts and river basins population densities 
reach the highest levels in the world.    

 Monsoon Asia developed a highly distinctive set of cul-
tures, based from the beginning on productive agricultural 
systems in this generally warm, wet area, which also con-
tains extensive plains, river valleys, and deltas. The first 

 There is thus a pattern of relatively heavy summer rain-
fall along the southeastern crescent of Eurasia, on the oce-
anic side of the mountains that divide it from Central Asia. 
In winter the flow of air is reversed. The center of Eurasia, 
relatively little affected by the moderating influences of the 
sea, cools rapidly, and by December a mass of cold, heavy 
air begins to dominate the area. The sea remains relatively 
warm, storing the summer’s heat, and winds blow out from 
the cold center toward the sea with its warm, rising air. In 
the northern parts of monsoon Asia, these outblowing 
winter winds can produce low temperatures but little or no 
rainfall, because they originate in dry Central Asia. By May 
or June, depending on the area, Central Asia has begun to 
heat up again, and moist maritime air masses are drawn in 
once more, bringing the monsoonal rains. 

 The oversimplified description above basically fits what 
usually happens, but the mechanisms of the monsoon are 
in fact far more complex. The arrival and duration of the 
monsoon in spring or summer are notoriously unreliable, 
varying widely from year to year in many areas and pro-
ducing floods in one year and droughts in another. The 
islands of Southeast Asia also derive rain from the winter 
monsoon, because by the time it reaches them it has passed 

 Population Density, Monsoon Asia      
  Note the coincidence of heavy rainfall and dense population. The major exceptions are northeastern China, 
where level land takes precedence, and the islands of Indonesia (except for Java), where mountains and jungle 
exclude dense settlement.   
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A History of Asia4

recently remained strikingly different from those found in 
the heartland of China, as is still the case in Tibet. 

 The other major area that lies on the margins of mon-
soon Asia in physical terms, Pakistan, has from earliest 
times been inhabited by people who belonged to the major 
stream of Indian culture, and indeed this area saw the birth 
of civilization on the subcontinent. Much of Pakistan is 
desert or near-desert, but irrigation since late Neolithic 
times, especially along the Indus River and its tributaries, 
has made possible a productive agricultural system and a 
dense population. Despite its marginality in climatic terms, 
most of Pakistan gets its limited rainfall in summer as part 
of the monsoonal system, of which it lies on the fringes, as 
does northwestern China. The high and steep mountain 
ranges that form the western and northwestern borders of 
Pakistan have always drawn a relatively sharp line between 
the peoples and cultures of the Indian subcontinent and 
those to the west in the Persian and Arab world of the Mid-
dle East. Like the distinction between the monsoon realm 
and the rest of Asia as a whole, that line is perhaps clearest 
of all in terms of population density.  

  Common Cultural Patterns 

 Apart from the all-important characteristic of population 
density, monsoon Asia—the area east of Afghanistan and 
south of what is now the Russian Federation—has other 
common features that make it an appropriate unit of study. 
Even the monsoon part of Asia is a very large area, nearly 
twice the size of all of Europe to the Urals, and it is divided 
by mountains and seas into many subregions with differ-
ent cultures, in many cases also inhabited by ethnically 
different people. The four major subregions of monsoon 
Asia—India, China, Southeast Asia, and Northeast Asia 
(Korea and Japan)—are divided from each other in all of 
these ways and each is further subdivided, to varying de-
grees, into internal regions. But there is a broad range of 
institutions, ideas, values, conditions, and solutions that 
have long been distinctively Asian, common to each of the 
four major parts of monsoon Asia, different at least in de-
gree from those elsewhere, and evolving in Asia in distinc-
tive ways. 

 These include, among many others, the basic impor-
tance of the extended family and kin network and its mul-
tiple roles; the respect for and importance attached to 
learning, for its own sake and as the path to worldly suc-
cess; the veneration of age and its real or fancied wisdom 
and authority; the traditional subjugation and submissive 
roles of women, at least in the public sphere (although 
Southeast Asia and southern India are qualified excep-
tions); the hierarchical structuring of society; the aware-
ness of and importance attached to the past; the primacy of 

Asian civilizations arose on an agricultural base in the great 
river valleys  described in later chapters , and agriculture re-
mains the dominant employment and the major source of 
production in almost all of monsoon Asia outside Japan. It 
was agricultural wealth that supported the successive em-
pires and brilliant cultures of monsoon Asia, and that kept 
its people as a whole almost certainly better off materially 
than people anywhere else. It was richer than Europe until 
recently, probably sometime in the eighteenth century, as 
European observers noted from the time of Marco Polo 
(1254–1324  c.e. ) on. 

 The expansion of the Chinese state and empire beginning 
under the Han dynasty in the second century  b.c.e.  progres-
sively incorporated under Chinese control a number of areas 
that do not fit very closely with the above generalizations 
about monsoon Asia. Given the absence of effective political 
or military rivals to the west and north, the Chinese state first 
conquered Xinjiang, sometimes called Chinese Turkestan, a 
largely desert area still inhabited mainly by Turkic peoples, 
and then added much of arid Mongolia to protect itself 
against nomadic raids. Later Chinese expansion with the 
same motives conquered the huge Himalayan area of Tibet, 
although its tiny population remained overwhelmingly 
Tibetan until large-scale migrations from other parts of 
China in recent years. Finally, in the seventeenth century, an 
originally nomadic group, the Manchus, conquered China 
and added their Manchurian homeland to the empire. Man-
churia is monsoonal in the sense that it gets most of its sparse 
rainfall in summer as part of the monsoonal pattern, but it 
has a long and bitterly cold winter, and much of it is mar-
ginal for agriculture. Most of Mongolia and Xinjiang are too 
dry for farming and belong both climatically and culturally 
to Central Asia. Tibet is an alpine desert, too dry, too cold, 
and too high to permit agriculture except in a few tiny areas. 

 Taken together, these marginal regions compose over 
half of contemporary China’s area; Tibet, Xinjiang, and 
Mongolia (only the southernmost section, “Inner Mongo-
lia,” is part of today’s China) are each nearly the size of 
western Europe, but they contain much less than 1 percent 
of China’s population, and even Manchuria contains less 
than 10 percent. Most of China’s people, and the roots and 
body of Chinese civilization, have always been located in 
the eastern and southern parts of the country, where agri-
culture has strong advantages. The empire expanded into 
the outer areas mentioned above in the absence of major 
topographic barriers (except for Tibet) but reached its lim-
its roughly along the line formed by the main chain of the 
Himalayas and its northern extensions, which form the 
western and northwestern boundaries of Tibet and Xinji-
ang; other mountain ranges helped to limit Chinese expan-
sion into northern Mongolia. But the cultures of the people 
of these areas, including their languages, have until very 
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Introduction / Monsoon Asia as a Unit of Study 5

only generated a need for more food but also provided the 
labor required to increase yields still further. This has been 
the consistent pattern of the agrarian and population his-
tory of each of the major regions of monsoon Asia over the 
past 4,000 years.  

  Social Hierarchy 
 Very high population densities have had much to do with 
the equally consistent nature of Asian societies, especially 
their emphases on group effort and group welfare, their 
mistrust of individualism, and their dependence on clearly 
stated and sanctioned rules for behavior. Although the 
image of the hermit sage emerged early across Asia as a 
cultural alternative, individuals have almost always been 
subject to group direction and subordinate to group inter-
est. They were fitted into the larger structure of societies 
that were hierarchically organized; each individual has 
always had his or her defined place and prescribed role. 
Individual happiness and welfare, like those of the societ-
ies as a whole, have always been seen as resting on such a 
structure. Most of these societies remain patriarchal and 
male dominant, although there are regional variations; 
the primary institution has always been the family, where 
the oldest member rules, sometimes a female but usually 
a male. The chief virtue extolled by all Asian societies is 
respect and deference to one’s elders and to all others of 
higher status. Age and learning are equated with wisdom, 
an understandable idea in any agricultural society, where 
accumulated experience is the best guide to life’s problems, 
and where the few learned men are looked up to by the 
mass of illiterates. 

 It has always seemed strange to Asians that others else-
where do not share to the same degree their own deference to 
age and to learning—and that they do not put the same high 
value on education as both the most effective and the 
most prestigious way for any individual to succeed in life. 

group welfare over individual interest; and many more 
 distinctively Asian cultural traits common to all parts of 
monsoon Asia. 

  Agriculture 
 Except for Japan, and there only since the 1920s, most 
of Asia has traditionally been and remains primarily an 
agrarian-based economy. Although Japanese industry de-
veloped rapidly in the 1920s, and by 2012, China, India, 
and South Korea have become major industrial and com-
mercial economies, Asian agriculture, including that of 
Japan today, has always been distinctive for its labor in-
tensiveness, still in most areas primarily human labor, in-
cluding that involved in the construction and maintenance 
of irrigation systems. This too goes back to the origins of 
the great Asian civilizations, which arose on the basis of 
agricultural surpluses produced by labor-intensive, largely 
hand cultivation supported by irrigation. From the begin-
ning, Asian per-acre crop yields have been higher than 
anywhere else in the world. With the addition of manuring 
in later periods and chemical fertilization more recently, 
they are still the highest in the world, especially in Japan. 
High yields have always supported large populations in 
monsoon Asia, concentrated in the plains, river valleys, 
and deltas, where level land and fertile alluvial (river silt) 
soils have also maximized output in this region of generally 
warm temperatures, long growing seasons, and normally 
adequate rainfall.   

  Since approximately the first millennium  b.c.e.  or even 
earlier, monsoon Asia has contained the largest and most 
productive agricultural areas in the world. As one conse-
quence, population densities per square mile have also 
 remained high throughout this period, especially on culti-
vated land, and higher than anywhere else until the present. 
This was to some degree a chicken-and-egg situation. Pro-
ductive land supported a growing population, which not 

       Rice paddies in south-central Thailand. This scene is 
typical of warm, wet Asia and of its great river valleys 
and plains, which are highly productive 
agriculturally.      (R. Murphey)  
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A History of Asia6

role in, for example, trade; there men had to pay, as they 
still do, a bride price for wives, whereas the rest of mon-
soon Asia required dowries for the women. 

 Individual privacy was largely absent, given the dense 
population, the family structure, and the pattern common 
to most of monsoon Asia whereby even in rural areas 
houses were grouped together in villages rather than scat-
tered over the landscape on separate farms, as in much of 
the Western world. Asian farms were small, averaging less 
than five acres in most areas, still smaller in the most 
densely settled parts. Their high productivity as a result of 
intensive cultivation meant that a family could normally 
support itself on a relatively tiny plot or plots. These were 
grouped around each village, housing 20 to 50 families on 
average who walked the short distance to and from their 
fields morning and evening, all but the very young and the 
very old. One was almost never out of sight or sound of 
others, and learned early to adjust, to defer to elders and 
superiors, to work together in the common interest, and in 
general to accept living very closely with, virtually on top 
of, other people, realizing that clear and agreed-on rules for 
behavior were and are essential. Marriage partners had to 
be sought in another village or town; most of one’s fellow 
villagers were likely to be relatives of some degree, and in 
any case did not offer the widening of the kin network and 
its mutual support advantages conferred by marriage into 
another village. In other respects, one village or town was, 
and remains, much like another, and most people were, 
until very recently, villagers and farmers.    

 The chief Asian crop, rice, is the most productive of all 
cereals under the care that Asian farmers gave it, irrigated 
in specially constructed  paddies,  or wet fields that are 
weeded, fertilized, and harvested largely by hand. Rice was 
probably native to, and first cultivated in, mainland South-
east Asia, but it spread relatively early to adjacent China, 
and somewhat later to India, Korea, and Japan, until by the 
first few centuries of the first millennium it dominated 
Asian agriculture. Rice has demanding requirements, espe-
cially for water, but where it can be grown it can support, 
and must employ, large numbers of people. In the drier 
areas such as north India and north China, wheat largely 
replaced rice as the dominant cereal, but it too could pro-
duce good yields under intensive cultivation. More mar-
ginal areas could grow millet, sorghum, or barley; and in 
the southeast, taro, manioc, sago, and bananas supple-
mented grains. There was little place for animals, except for 
draft purposes including plowing and transport, although 
pigs, chickens, and ducks were raised as scavengers. Cere-
als produced far more food per acre than could be obtained 
by grazing animals or feeding them on crops, and there was 
continual pressure to have the land yield as much food as 
possible to support the dense populations. Monsoon Asia 

But individual success is also seen as bringing both credit 
and material benefit to the family, and family obligation 
remains an unusually powerful drive for most Asians. 
From early on, it was possible for those born in humble 
circumstances to rise in the world by acquiring education, 
an effort that could be successful only with close family 
support and much family sacrifice. Those who achieved 
success, and all those in authority or with education, were 
expected to set a good example for others. Indeed, society 
was seen as being held together by the model behavior of 
those at the top, from the emperor and his officials to the 
scholars, priests, and other leaders to the heads of families. 

 The family, the basic cement of all Asian societies, com-
monly involved three generations living together: parents, 
surviving grandparents, and children. But its network of 
loyalties and obligations extended further to include to 
varying degrees cousins, uncles, aunts, mature siblings, and 
in-laws. It was a ready-made system of mutual support, 
often necessary in hard times but seen as a structure that 
benefited everyone at all times and was hence given the 
highest value. There were of course strains within it, and 
within the societies as a whole, especially in the generally 
subordinate role of women, younger children, and others 
at the bottom. No society anywhere has ever achieved per-
fect solutions to all human problems, but these Asian soci-
eties seem to have been more successful than most, if only 
because they have lasted, in fundamentally similar form in 
these terms, far longer than any others elsewhere. 

 Except for in parts of Southeast Asia, a notable distinc-
tion, when women married they became members of their 
husband’s family and moved to his house and village. New 
brides were often subjected to tyranny from their mothers-
in-law, but when they had borne a son, all-important for 
continuation of the husband’s family line, they acquired 
some status, and in time could tyrannize their sons’ new 
wives. This patrilocal system was the norm in China, Japan, 
Korea, Vietnam, and India, or rather it became so as these 
civilizations matured. In prehistoric times and before the 
beginning of written records (quite late in Japan), it is likely 
that relations between the sexes were more egalitarian in 
these cultures. That seems to have been the case for the 
Indus civilization of India, before the Aryan migrations. In 
early Japan the significance of the female is suggested by 
the fact that their chief deity was a woman: Amaterasu, the 
sun goddess. In Korea, before Confucian influence in the 
Chosŏn period (1398–1910  c . e .) compelled changes, 
matrilocal or uxorilocal marriage, in which the husband 
moved in with his wife’s family for a substantial period of 
time, was the norm. Southeast Asia, including Vietnam 
even after its conquest by the Qin and Han dynasties, re-
mained a world apart in terms of gender relations and is 
still so, with women more dominant and playing a major 
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Each Asian area produced rich merchants, who often sup-
ported a brilliant urban culture. But nowhere, with few and 
brief exceptions until modern times, did merchants acquire 
political power or high formal status. All of these Asian so-
cieties continued to be dominated by the pool of educated 
men and others whose membership in the elite derived 
from learning in one form or another, including often the 
arts of warfare, supplemented by ownership of land and the 
management of the productive agricultural system that un-
derlay everything. In these terms, too, there are few differ-
ences between one major Asian culture and another. On 
such grounds, monsoon Asia has been and remains at least 
as much a cultural and historical unit as Europe, despite 
being twice as big as Europe and having far wider varia-
tions in language and ethnic mixtures, a far longer recorded 
history, and an immensely greater population.   

  The Study of Monsoon Asia 

 European societies and European history have their own 
undoubted unity, despite regional and temporal differ-
ences, and we commonly study them as a whole, including 
their variations and changes from area to area and period 
to period. The same kind of approach is at least equally 
valid for monsoon Asia, although it is less often pursued. 
The primary reason is that the American scholarly world 
still knows much less about Asia and its history than we 
know about Europe. As knowledge of and attention to Asia 
have increased, especially since the end of World War II, 
efforts have perhaps understandably been concentrated 
on learning Asian languages so that we can read their texts 
and records, and then on using such materials to study the 
histories and cultures of each major region separately. This 
is necessary since knowledge of Chinese, for example, is of 
marginal help in studying India, as knowledge of Sanskrit 

has accordingly been called “the vegetable civilization,” 
centered on cereals and other plants (including a variety of 
vegetables) and minimizing meat in the diet, except for fish 
in coastal areas. Buildings were constructed primarily in 
wood, thatch, straw, and mud, with metal used only for 
tools and weapons, and stone largely reserved for monu-
mental religious or official structures. 

 In all of these ways, monsoon Asia is a legitimate unit of 
study, an area with more basic commonality than differ-
ences. There is of course a wide range of differences in lan-
guages and other cultural traits, how people have lived and 
still live, supported themselves, and interacted with one an-
other, the institutions they constructed, the basic values 
they still follow. But they have differed, and differ still, 
amazingly little from one part of monsoon Asia to another, 
given its very large size, geographic barriers to interactions, 
and huge populations. The states and empires of monsoon 
Asia were built consistently on their common peasant base 
of intensive, high-yield agriculture, which provided the 
great bulk of revenues, the manpower for armies, and the 
highly structured social order. Societies were directed and 
manipulated by officials and by learned men, whose values 
were largely echoed by most of those far greater numbers 
ranked below them, a few of whom joined the ranks of the 
elite through education. The village worlds were largely 
self-governing and self-regulating, thanks to the family sys-
tem, the kin network, and the basic social institutions com-
mon to the area as a whole, but they formed the essential 
foundation for the building and maintenance of empires. 

 Trade took place at and far beyond the intervillage level, 
linking distant provinces or subregions and reaching over-
seas between the four major areas of Asia and beyond. But 
until very recent times, and then only in Japan and parts of 
Southeast Asia, it never rivaled the basic importance of ag-
riculture as a means of employment or a source of wealth. 

       South China landscape, Sichuan. This agricultural 
scene is typical of much of monsoon Asia, where the 
principal crop is irrigated rice. The rice is grown in 
fields (paddies) that are finely engineered to hold water 
within their low embankments, letting it trickle down 
from higher up the slope to each paddy in turn for 
constant irrigation. The water level is raised as the 
crops grow, and then is drained in the few weeks before 
harvest. The gentler hillsides are terraced, as in this 
picture, to create a staircase of nearly level irrigated 
fields. The heavy labor required to maintain this system 
is repaid by high crop yields.      (R. Murphey)  
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Asian studies. Yet as a people, Americans are woefully ig-
norant of Asia, as they are of the world as a whole, clearly 
more so than the people of any other developed country 
and of many of the developing ones. Some Americans 
know a little about Europe, the origin of many of our peo-
ple and much of our culture, but there is far less general 
knowledge or even adequate awareness of Asia, on the 
other side of the globe. Yet since about 1970 by far the larg-
est share of U.S. trade, and the most rapidly increasing, has 
been with Asia. Several of its nations have the highest eco-
nomic growth rates in the world, and several have become 
major powers in world affairs. Asian Americans are a fast 
growing segment of our own population. 

 Most important, the Asian cultural and historical expe-
rience is well over half of the human experience, now and 
in the past. We impoverish ourselves if we remain ignorant 
of it—and we expose ourselves to possible disaster if we try 
to play a global role in the modern world, where Asian con-
cerns increasingly are shaping the agenda, without some 
knowledge of its cultures and civilizations. Asia’s long his-
tory and the importance of its modern inhabitants attach to 
it make it particularly difficult to understand the present or 
plan for the future without a knowledge of the past. These 
are all important practical reasons for studying Asian his-
tory. But perhaps the best reason for studying anything is 
that it enriches the life of the student. This  book     aims to 
widen its readers’ horizons and to make each of them richer 
because of learning about Asia.  

  Questions 

   1.    What are monsoons, and what are their impact on Asian 
society and culture? What are Asia’s monsoon seasons?   

   2.    What distinguishes “monsoon Asia” from the remain-
der of Asia? What are the consequent differences 
 between the two?   

   3.    How has Chinese civilization linked monsoon Asia to 
central Asia over time?   

   4.    According to the text, what is “exceptional” about south 
Indian and Southeast Asian civilizations in relation to 
the rest of monsoon Asia?   

   5.    What are the societal consequences of an irrigation 
wet-rice society?   

   6.    Where did the most populous early Asian societies 
form, and why?   

   7.    What is a “vegetable civilization”? What are its 
 consequences?   

   8.    What are the common features among monsoon Asia’s 
societies and cultures?    

or Hindi is of little use in studying Japan. The sheer size of 
Asia, its great regional variety, and its uniquely long and 
rich history, or histories, further discourage most scholars, 
or even students, from trying to understand the whole of 
monsoon Asia, often even at an introductory level.    

 But in the twenty-first century, Asia has moved into the 
global spotlight as the dynamic home of over half of hu-
manity. Its societies and economies are rapidly changing 
and are acquiring a major position in world affairs in all 
respects. Study of Asia has matured enough to have pro-
duced a still-growing body of published work on the  history 
of each major Asian area. It is both essential and possible to 
study Asia as a whole. Not to do so leaves us unprepared 
for the world of the twenty-first century, and at the same 
time prevents us from benefiting from the insights that 
 almost any comparative approach to the several parts of 
Asia offers. Before we can usefully compare, it is first neces-
sary to learn something of what happened in the history of 
each major area. This  book     not only attempts to do that for 
each part of Asia but also looks at parallels, differences, and 
interactions among them and between Asia and the Western 
world in both ancient and modern times. 

 Since World War II, the United States has produced 
more scholarly and popular books on Asia than any other 
country. Our universities are the world’s leading centers of 

       Waterlogged streets of Kolkata during the monsoon cause 
trouble in everyday living.      (kZUMA Press/Newscom)  
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  The following Web sites are also good sources on 
specific countries: 
  Bangladesh:   http://www.bangladesh-web.com/ 
(especially good on local aff airs) 
  Brunei:   http://www.bruneinews.net/ 
(English-language news from Brunei) 
  Cambodia:   http://www.cambodia.org/news/ 
(Th e Cambodian Information Center) 
  China:   http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/ 
( China Daily  U.S. edition; offi  cial English-language newspaper 
of the People’s Republic of China) 
  http://chinadigitaltimes.net/ 
(California-based site that provides translations of material 
from Chinese blogs and other sources, oft en critical of the 
government) 
  http://www.scmp.com/portal/site/SCMP/ 
( South China Morning Post , based in Hong Kong) 
  http://www.straitstimes.com/Home.html 
(China and the larger region from Singapore) 
  India:   http://www.hinduonline.com/ 
(online version of the  Hindu , India’s leading paper) 
  Indonesia:   http://www.thejakartapost.com/ 
(major English-language daily) 
  Japan:   http://www.asahi.com/english/english.html 
(online version of the  Asahi News ) 
  http://www.japantimes.co.jp/ 
(Japan’s most widely read English daily) 
  Laos:   http://www.vientianetimes.com/Headlines.html 
(Laotian news in English) 
  Malaysia:   http://www.thestar.com.my/ 
(widely read Malaysian English-language daily) 
  Myanmar:   http://www.burmanet.org/news/ 
(News, culture, and information about Myanmar) 
  Nepal:   http://www.nepalnews.com/ 
(originates from Kathmandu) 
  North Korea:   http://www.kcna.co.jp 
(from government Central News Agency via Japan) 
  Pakistan:   http://www.dawn.com 
(most popular English-language daily in Pakistan) 
  Philippines:   http://www.philstar.com 
(the  Philippines Star  from Manila) 
  South Korea:   http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/ 
(Seoul-based news) 
  Sri Lanka:   http://www.dailynews.lk/ 
(major Sri Lanka English-language daily) 
  Th ailand:   http://www.bangkokpost.com/ 
(major Th ai English-language daily) 
  Vietnam:   http://vietnamnews.vnagency.com.vn/ 
(a Vietnamese English-language daily)          

  Suggested Web Sites 
  Asia for Educators 
  http://afe.easia.columbia.edu  
 Th is Columbia University Web site is an inexhaustible resource 
on the arts, languages, literatures, histories, and cultures of 
Asia. It provides links to lesson plans, timelines, maps, pri-
mary sources, cartoons and illustrations, and recommended 
Web sites.  

  Asian Studies World Wide Web Virtual Library 
  http://coombs.anu.edu.au/WWWVL-AsianStudies.html  
 A large-scale, collaborative project providing a guide to the 
networked scholarly documents, resources, and information 
systems concerned with social science research in Asia. 
Although the editors ceased updating it in January 2011, the 
available archives and links are very useful.  

  Library of Congress Country Studies 
  http://memory.loc.gov/frd/cs/  
 A continuing series of books prepared by the Federal 
Research Division of the Library of Congress, presently con-
taining studies of more than 100 countries. Each site off ers a 
chronology of important events, country profi le, geographic 
and demographic studies, as well as information on religion, 
ethnicity, education, agriculture, and foreign relations, 
along with an extensive bibliography of English-language 
publications.  

  Time Magazine, Asia 
  http://www.time.com/time/magazine/asia/  
 Th e latest and previous issues of  Time  magazine in Asia; 
contains good information on contemporary topics, with a 
focus on Asian political, economic, and social issues, 
explored at more depth than found in the American edition 
of the magazine.  

  CIA World Factbook 
  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/index.html  
 A handy source of current and concise information on coun-
tries throughout Asia, beginning with up-to-date histories, 
followed by the names of current leaders, surveys of local pro-
ductivity, and other relevant information that would be espe-
cially useful to government offi  cials, bankers, investors, or 
businesspeople.  

  Lonely Planet Guidebooks 
  http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations  
 Th e entry portal for all Lonely Planet guidebooks, which are 
among the best in the marketplace. Th ey provide useful geo-
graphical, historical, and cultural information as well as prac-
tical information for the world traveler.  
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