
AP World History: Unit Three Narrative Overview  Page     1 

Rise of Post-Classical Empires          

    Centralized political rule was eventually restored in many parts of Eurasia following the 

period of chaos after the decline of Classical Civilizations.  Matching the Classical Era pattern of 

short-lived organizer leading to larger and more lasting dynasties, the short-lived Sui Dynasty 

restored centralized rule to China, leading to the expansive Tang and the scholarly Song 

Dynasties.  China’s neighbor Japan was a patchwork of feudal kingdoms.  In Europe, the highly 

centralized Byzantine Empire continued some Roman traditions in the East Mediterranean, but 

West Europe devolved into feudal kingdoms united only in Christianity.  Islam inspired the 

formation of a massive Empire encompassing all of the Arabian Peninsula, North Africa, and 

parts of Southern Sicily and Spain.  Islamic invaders rode into and ruled parts of Northern India, 

leaving India divided into a series of Hindu and Islamic regional kingdoms during the Post-

Classical Era.  Regional kingdoms grew and flourished in West Africa and East Africa saw the rise 

of city-states on the Swahili Coast. 

 The Aztecs (Mexica) similarly built a large tributary state in Mesoamerica in the middle of this 

era.  An alliance of tribes also created the Inca Empire in the Andes (South America).  Chinese 

(Ming), European, and Islamic (Ottoman) states recovered and rose to kick-out the Mongol 

Invaders and restore more traditional forms of rule towards the end of the era. 

 

Empires Facilitated Trade and Diffusion         

     As with the Classical Era, large and powerful Post-Classical Empires facilitated vast increases 

in trade.  Large and culturally diverse trade cities grew within Post-Classical states, such as 

Baghdad, Venice, Timbuktu, Hangzhou, Samarkand, Tenochtitlan, and Melaka.  Growing 

populations led to expansion of trade along existing trade networks (Silk Road & Indian Ocean).  

East African Swahili city-states participated in flourishing Indian Ocean trade.  The rise of 

kingdoms of Ghana, Mali, and Songhay in West Africa led to the growth of trans-Saharan trade.  

Powerful and long-lasting Chinese Empires (Tang and Song) promoted Silk Road trade from the 

East, which the wealthy and powerful Byzantine and Islamic Empires promoted Silk Road trade 

from the West.   

     Trade and Islam had a symbiotic relationship in this Post-Classical Era.  Trade brought Islamic 

merchants in contact with people all around Afro-Eurasia.  And, Islam promoted fair trade 

between Muslims, encouraging merchants to convert to Islam.  The pilgrimage to Mecca 

created massive flows of travelers and traders on a yearly basis.  Kings and merchants 

converted to Islam in both West Africa and on the Swahili coast of East Africa.  Trade and Sufi 

missionaries also aided conversion to Islam in India.  While Afro-Eurasia was buzzing with 

exchange of goods, ideas, and diseases, West Europe was out of the loop and disconnected 

from global trade doing their Feudal thing.   

     Aztec and Inca Empires in the Americas practiced some trade within empires/regions but did 

not trade across regions or into the Eastern Hemisphere.   
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Mongol Conquest Toppled Aging Empires         

    Genghis Khan temporarily unified the Mongol tribes during the middle of the Post-Classical 

Era, leading to the largest land empire in world history.  These unified tribes of Central Asia 

kicked-butt and took names, conquering and devastating all that resisted them.  The Mongols 

toppled the weak and aging Abbasid Islamic Dynasty along with the faltering Song Dynasty in 

China.  After toppling these declining states, the Mongols integrated Eurasia in a de-centralized 

tributary state.  The Mongols used and relocated people of talent to rule the various parts of 

their empire, often leading to improved systems of law, exchange, and taxation for conquered 

subjects.  There is no doubt that the Mongols devastated and brutally killed hundreds of 

thousands of people, but they also established competent and thoughtful rule in their empire, 

respecting and supporting a variety of religions. 

     Mongol conquests (approximately 1250 – 1350) initially disrupted trade but eventually 

united large quantities of Eurasia.  The Mongols facilitated trade and cultural exchange on the 

Silk Roads by uniting such a vast area of land and by literally stopping bandits on horseback.   

 

Recovery and Resurgence of Powerful States        

     The end of the Post-Classical Era saw the recovery and rise of various Afro-Eurasian states.  

Europe gradually emerged from the “dark ages” with the help of Asia.  Connections to the 

Islamic world in Sicily, Southern Spain, and during the Crusades, made the Italian Renaissance 

possible.  Feudalism gave way to powerful centralized states in France, England, Spain, and 

Russia.  European cities and universities grew during the High-Middle Ages, and European 

states taxed a free peasantry to get economically and militarily stronger.  In the mid 1400’s, 

European states found themselves yearning for Asian goods, masters of technologies borrowed 

from Asia, and financially able to sponsor voyages of exploration to get those goods.  Thus, 

starting in the late 1400’s, European explorers set out to sail to Asia, load their boats full of 

Asian goods, and get rich beyond their wildest dreams.  Christopher Columbus felt he had 

reached the promised land when he wrote back to the Spanish king that he had discovered 

“Indians” on his epic voyage of 1492. 

     Chinese efforts to re-build after the Mongol “catastrophe” led the Ming Dynasty to restore 

Chinese honor and tradition.  The Ming government kept successful elements of Mongol (Yuan) 

rule and reverted back to traditions like Confucianism and the Examination System.  In an effort 

to announce to the world the revival of the great Chinese Dynasty, the Ming sent 7 voyages of 

trade, diplomacy, and exploration out into the Indian Ocean between 1405 and 1433 under the 

leadership of Muslim Admiral, Zheng He.  The massive Ming explorations demonstrated the 

might of the Chinese Empire, reached far-away lands, but ultimately ended due to the wishes of 

Confucian scholars at court. 

     In the wake of the declining Mongols, Nomadic Turks from Central Asia re-established a 

strong Islamic state.  Osman Bey founded the Ottoman Islamic Empire in the mid 14
th

 century, 

blending Central Asiatic Turkic tradition with Islamic faith.  The Ottomans created an expansive 

Islamic state centered on the Anatolian Peninsula that would last unto after World War One. 


