Periodization III-Post-Classical Era (600-1450)

The classical period ended with the decline of the three classical centers of civilization, India, China and the Mediterranean (Greek and Roman civilization). All three areas were overrun by nomadic groups.  The decline of the classical civilizations did not mean that the cultural ideas from those areas died out.  When nomadic groups invaded the classical areas political changes occurred.   India reverted to regional kingdoms. China also divided in smaller regionally controlled areas.  The western half of the Roman Empire collapse with no ruler for a time and the eastern half of the Roman Empire became a separate political entity later called the Byzantine Empire.
Characteristics of the Post-Classical Period


This new time period was characterized by the spread of monotheism and civilization. Religions like Christianity, Islam and Buddhism spread from their initial centers, as more and more people converted. Civilization spread to more and more people also during the post-classical period.  From China civilization spread to Korea and to Japan.  From the Byzantine Empire civilization spread north to small kingdoms in what was later Russia.  Advanced societies thrived in the Americas where the Aztecs and Incas both created large empires. The Aztec and Incan civilizations emerged without contact with Asians or Europeans.


During the post-classical period contact between civilizations began to increase, yet contact between the hemispheres did not happen. Trade increased and the Indian Ocean Complex became the focus of Asian trade along with the Silk Routes. Trade was important in both the Aztec and Incan empires and Africa played an increasingly important role in trade also during the post-classical period. Nomadic groups continued to be a threat to civilizations during this period and eventually one of those nomadic groups conquered most of Asia.  That group was the Mongols.  
Religion in the Post-Classical Era[image: image1.wmf]
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The new religion that developed during the post-classical period was Islam. Islam began in Arabia, when a merchant named Muhammad saw a vision of the Angel Gabriel. Muhammad believed that God commanded him to preach that there is only one God -Allah. At first many people in Muhammad’s city of Mecca did not like his preaching, so he was forced to leave to go to the city of Medina. In Medina Muhammad built an army and returned to conquer Mecca and spread the Islamic religion to the Arab tribes living in Arabia. Muhammad was a religious, political and military leader to his new converts called Muslims. 

After Muhammad died tribal leaders argued about who should become the leader of the Muslims or as the caliph. One group supported a son-in-law of Muhammad’s and this group became known as the Shiites.  The other group supported a man from the Umayyad family and this group became known as the Sunnis.  The Umayyad family eventually took political control of the Arab lands and the Umayyad ruler became the caliph. 
The Umayyad leaders were very good warriors and the empires near them were weak. The Umayyads conquered land from Arabia east to India and westward across North Africa and into Spain. As the Umayyad ruler conquered territory the religion of Islam also spread. Muslims did not force Jews, Christians or others to convert, but made them pay a higher tax to be non-Muslim. Sometimes this encouraged people to convert to Islam. Jews, Christians and Muslims all believed in the same God, traced their roots to Abraham and Muslims even believe that Jesus was a prophet.  As Islam was adopted by non-Arabs, such as the Persians the religion began to change. Muslims had to learn Arabic to read the Qu’ran, or the Muslim holy book and Islam unified many cultures in the Middle East. 
Spread of Civilization 

As Islam spread to Africa so too did civilization. Kingdoms in the sub-Saharan regions of Africa emerged during the post-classical period, including Ghana, Mali and Songhai.  Along the eastern coast of Africa several city-states like Kilwa, Mombasa, and Mogadishu emerged. Some Africans settled in central Africa and constructed the Great Zimbabwes, which were walled cities. 
Trade and Trans-Regional Contacts

During the post-classical period trade expanded. The Silk Routes that had been a feature of trade in the classical period were still used to carry goods from China into the Muslim heartlands of the Middle East. Along these routes ideas, technologies, and disease also spread. The secrets of silk production were transported to the Byzantine Empire along with knowledge about how to make paper. 

The largest growing network of trade developed in the Indian Ocean. The Arabs controlled the western zone, the middle zone was controlled by the Indians and the eastern zone was controlled by the Chinese. Once the sailors of the Indian Ocean learned about the monsoon winds, they were able to establish trade from the east coast of Africa to China. Trade in items such as silk, spices, sea shells, gold, glassware, jewelry, coffee, tea, slaves, rugs, and textiles flourished. It was this thriving trade center that first attracted European explorers at the end of the post-classical period.

Africa also became a vital part of the world trade system that developed in the post-classical period. Trans-Saharan trade involved the trading of salt and gold. Trade kingdoms in Africa were located just south of the Sahara, near salt mines and along the Swahili coast (eastern coast) of Africa. From this area many slaves were taken to the Muslim areas of the Middle East. Muslim teachings forbid enslaving of other Muslims, so Africa became a source for slaves. Africans did not believe that the land could be owned, but the people on the land could be owned and so Africa became the area that supplied slaves in the trade markets. Much of what historians know about Africa in this period is from the writings of Muslim travelers like Ibn-Battuta. 

Sometimes trans-regional contact was not about trade, but about war. When Muslims conquered parts of India, they were not able to convert many Hindus to Islam, but they did learn a lot from the Indians, especially about mathematics and science. It was from the Indians that the Muslims learned about the numerals we use today. 

The Muslims were very advance scholars in medicine, poetry, and math. Throughout the Muslim world many universities were built with libraries that housed the translated works of the Greek thinkers and mathematicians. The Crusades brought the Christians of Europe into contact with the Muslims. From the Muslims, European Christians learned about Indian numerals, but called them Arabic numerals. Europeans also learned about the compass and astrolabe. These became very important navigational tools for the Europeans in the next time period. 
So What-Why does the Post-Classical Era matter?
Technologies developed in this time period were used by the Europeans to explore as they pushed to get into the Indian Ocean Trade Complex and eventually discovered a New World. The development of feudalism in Europe in the post-classical period explains why Europe is divided into so many small countries today.  
Probably most importantly is that during the post-classical period the world religious map took shape and it is still much the same today with the West dominated by Christianity and the Middle East, Africa and Southeast Asia the home to many Muslims. Animosities between Christians and Muslims that started during this time period and are still a source of conflict today. 
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