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NOMAD EMPIRES & NOMAD
GRAND STRATEGY

The Rise and Fall of Nomad Military
Power, c. 1000 BC - AD 1500

Introduction

Most history was always written from the perspective of great empires such as
Rome, Persia, and China. For them, and their historians, the nomads of the
Eurasian steppes were little more than savage troublemakers. Nomads of
different tribes and lineages were also hard to distinguish from one another.
Few imperial commentators went farther than merely to list the nomad tribes
they received reports of, and when possible, to note which tribe or nomad
dynasty had subjugated the others. Whether these early lists of nomad names
were based on linguistic, ethnic, or political relationships was seldom clear.
Neither was the ethnic identity of the nomads often known, who in any case
were all regarded as barbarians. While the empire’s soldiers, spies, and 
statesmen had to deal with the nomads, the nomad threat was hardly ever seen
as a subject worthy of the attention of the serious historian, except when his
task was to glorify the general or emperor who for once managed to inflict a
severe defeat on the nomads. Nomad savages were seen as raiders and looters,
not strategists or makers of policy.

Yet, nomad leaders were astute enough to know not only military tactics but
also strategy and how best to impose their political will on the hapless sedentary
empires that faced them. The ruler of a nomad empire knew which strategies
worked. He also knew that he needed his agrarian neighbours as a source of
revenue and luxury goods, if nothing else.

Nomad Empires and Royal Clans
All the great nomad empires of Inner Eurasia depended on the use of the horse.
Equestrian nomadism originated in the western steppes of the continent,
possibly among the Cimmerians (Assyrian gimirrai, Greek kimmerioi) who
dominated the steppe expanses north of the Black Sea from the Danube in the
west to probably the Volga in the east in the period around c. 1000-700 BC.1

1 The Cimmerians were perhaps first spoken of by Homer, Odyssey 11.13-19. One may suspect
their name to be based on the early Indo-European term that also can be recognised in the later,
western ethnonyms Cimbri and Cymry, indicating a “fellow countryman” (cymro in Welsh;
from British Celtic *kom-brogos (*kom-, collective prefix), derived from *brogos, “district”). 
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That equestrian nomadism emerged there was no coincidence; the earliest
archaeological evidence of the domestication of the horse, dated to the fourth
millennium BC, comes from this very region, where eneolithic stockbreeders
then lived. The horse was their major form of livestock, although they were not
yet nomads. Fishing, hunting, food gathering and probably also agriculture
played a part in their lives, as is evidenced by the archaeological finds at
Dereivka on the middle Dnieper.2 Around the turn of the second millennium,
the farmers were exchanging their settled life for a semi-nomadic one, although
their horses were still perhaps more likely to have been used as pack animals or
for the pulling of light sledges or carts instead of for riding. This way of life
henceforth became increasingly common on the steppes of Eurasia.
Archaeologists recognise it within two closely related Inner Eurasian bronze
age cultures in the period around c. 2500-1000 BC: the Srubnaya (Timber-
grave) cultural community, north of the Black and Caspian Seas, and the
Andronovo, on the steppes east of the Urals. The period is characterised by the
widespread diffusion across Inner Eurasia of a number of innovations,
including wheeled transport, horse riding, and metallurgy. With the emergence
of horse riding, the range of the early pastoralists increased radically. By c. 900
BC if not before, equestrian nomadism was spreading rapidly. In addition, it
was spreading in a form that would see only limited change in the following
two millennia. This was especially true from a military point of view. Even the
eventual introduction of the stirrup brought few further innovations. Cavalry
warfare changed little, or not at all, in the period and geographical area under
discussion.3

The Cimmerians were not only the first people known for equestrian
nomadism; they were also the first nomads known to history who raided their
agrarian, settled neighbours. By c. 774 BC, they were already at war with the
kingdom of Urartu, south of the Caucasus. In about 714 BC, the Cimmerians
defeated the royal army of Urartu, in what looks suspiciously like a joint

There may have been a Thracian element among the Cimmerians, as is seemingly suggested by
Strabo, Geography 14.1.40.
2 Dmitriy Y. Telegin, Dereivka: A Settlement and Cemetery of Copper Age Horse Keepers on
the Middle Dnieper (Oxford: BAR International Series 287, 1986), in particular 74, 82-6, 103,
106. The settlement at Dereivka is one of the best-known sites of the Sredny Stog culture of
stockbreeding tribes on the steppes north of the Black Sea, named after a settlement on Sredny
Stog Island on the Dnieper in present Zaporozhye. The Sredny Stog culture has been dated to
c. 4300-3200 BC.
3 See, e.g., J. P. Mallory, In Search of the Indo-Europeans: Language, Archaeology and Myth
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 50-53, 61-2, 227-31; E. N. Chernykh, Ancient
Metallurgy in the USSR: The Early Metal Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992), 204-15. In the southern Urals and western Kazak steppes it is indeed often impossible to
distinguish between Srubnaya and Andronovo sites. Chernykh, Ancient Metallurgy, 206. The
Sredny Stog culture was superceded by the Yamnaya (Pit-grave) cultural area, dated to about
3600-2200, which saw the first appearance in the region of wheeled vehicles, and which was
itself superceded by the Srubnaya cultural community. Mallory, In Search of the Indo-
Europeans, 198, 210-11. On the spread of equestrian nomadism, see also, e.g., A. Askarov; V.
Volkov; and N. Ser-Odjav, “Pastoral and Nomadic Tribes at the Beginning of the First 
Millenium B.C.,” A. H. Dani and V. M. Masson (eds.), History of Civilizations of Central Asia
1: The Dawn of Civilization-Earliest Times to 700 B. C. (Paris: UNESCO, 1992), 459-72, in
particular on 461.
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operation with the Assyrian King Sargon II (Sharru-kenu; r. 721-705 BC).
Nine years later, Sargon too lost his life fighting Cimmerians.4

The Cimmerians may also have introduced the other key component of all
subsequent nomad empires: the concept of the horse archer. In military terms,
the mounted archer represented the maximum concentration of mobility and
firepower, and would continue to do so until the emergence of industrial
societies.5 Yet, this innovation was more closely associated with the Scythians,
who in the period c. 700-300 BC superseded the Cimmerians as the dominant
power of the nomad steppes. The very name Scyth (originally *skutha) means
archer in the Iranian languages used by both Cimmerians and Scythians (and
has survived only slightly altered, with the original meaning, in most Indo-
European languages6). For the two peoples were, no doubt, one and the same.
Though linguistic evidence is often scant, the first equestrian nomads were, as
far as is known, all Iranian-speakers, and their culture was in many ways
identical. At least the names of the few known Cimmerian rulers were of
Iranian origin, which suggests that their ruling strata, if no more, were
linguistically Iranian.7

Unlike the sedentary empires which relied on administrative institutions of
various sorts to maintain a stable political structure, the typical Inner Eurasian
nomad empire had few if any administrative institutions and thus did not enjoy
a very stable political configuration. The nomads were typically organised in
families, a number of which formed a clan. A number of clans formed a tribe.
A powerful nomad leader could form one or more of these into a nomad state,
or more correctly, an imperial confederation. The Inner Eurasian nomad
empire of this type was autocratic and centralised in foreign and military
affairs but federally structured and at least to some extent consultative
internally. A nomad empire typically consisted of two levels of leadership: an
upper tier of the imperial leader and his clan and a lower tier of the traditional,
indigenous tribal leaders. At the local level, the tribal structure remained intact
and the power of the tribal leaders derived from local, not central support.8

4 T. Sulimirski and T. Taylor, “The Scythians,” John Boardman et al., The Cambridge Ancient
History 3, Part 2: The Assyrian and Babylonian Empires and Other States of the Near East,
From the Eighth to the Sixth Centuries B.C. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
547-90, on 558-9.
5 Cf. Owen Lattimore, “The Frontier in History,” Studies in Frontier History: Collected Papers
1928-1958 (Paris: École Pratique des Hautes Études, 1959), 469-91, on 485.
6 See, e.g., Laszlo Torday, Mounted Archers: The Beginnings of Central Asian History
(Edinburgh: The Durham Academic Press, 1997), 274-5.
7 Of the three or four names preserved, the names Teushpa and Sandakshatru are generally held
to be of Iranian origin. Both were Cimmerian rulers in Asia Minor. Teushpa was defeated by
an Assyrian provincial army in 679 BC. Sandakshatru, son of Dugdamme, was defeated by the
Assyrians shortly after 635 or about 625 BC. Cambridge Ancient History 3: 2, 559. On
Teushpa, see also Hermann Sauter, Studien zum Kimmerierproblem (Saarbrücker Beiträge zur
Altertumskunde 72; also available at www.kimmerier.de/studien.htm).
8 Some see a third level of nomad imperial government, consisting of imperial governors
appointed to oversee the component tribes within the empire. Thomas J. Barfield, The Perilous
Frontier: Nomadic Empires and China, 221 BC to 1757 AD (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 37-8,
based on the Chinese record of various Hsiung-nu titles in Shih-chi 110; in Sima Qian, Records
of the Grand Historian: Han Dynasty 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, rev. edn 1993;
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This made the nomad empire essentially a mechanism for the waging of war. It
was structured, indeed optimised, for handling foreign policy and military
command in times of war. In so far as the nomad empire had a leadership idea,
it was remarkably close to military thought in some modern Western military
systems. High-level policy and strategy were formulated by the high command,
that is, the nomad emperor and his immediate advisors, but tactical decisions
were taken by local commanders, who were the traditional tribal leaders, on
their own initiative.9

In times of peace, the nomad emperor had fewer opportunities to exercise
his unifying power, while the lower-tier chiefs ran their business as usual. In
addition, since the nomad empire was regarded as the personal possession of
the man who had created it, and since the nomads usually did not employ a
strict patrilineal succession order, succession disputes were common. A nomad
empire, being in essence a military machine, could not be ruled by a child. An
able and proven uncle was often deemed a better choice than an inexperienced
young man so far without retainers of his own. Not only the ruler’s sons and 
brothers but in extension every member of the often vast royal clan could
nourish the ambition to become supreme leader in times of succession.10

Nomad empires were thus inherently unstable in times of peace and often torn
by succession disputes.

Due to the inherent instability of the nomad empire, it, or rather its leading
clan, would rise to power rapidly and eventually fall just as fast. This did not
signify a change in the ethnic composition of the nomad empire. To the
outsider, the change of leadership gave the impression that a new nomad tribe
had suddenly appeared, overwhelming the already known tribes.11 The
nomads, however, realised that only the royal clan had fallen, and a new clan,
henceforth insisting on the designation royal, had risen in its stead. Regardless
of his ethnic origin, a prudent nomad tribal leader would then declare for the
victors.

tr. by Burton Watson), 136-7. However, there seems to be no conclusive evidence for the
existence of such a tier even among the Hsiung-nu, since the speculations of the duties of these
notables remain conjecture, and there is no such evidence with regard to other Inner Eurasian
nomad empires. A system of nomad imperial governors was only introduced by Genghis Khan.
See, e.g., Paul Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan: His Life and Legacy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993),
149.
9 “(M)ilitary commanders require the freedom to act with sufficient latitude and initiative -
within the context of their mission and the overall aim - to exploit opportunities and to cope
with unforeseen difficulties as they occur in the dynamics of conflict.” US Army Management 
Staff College (www.amsc.belvoir.army.mil). Even such an autocratic personality as Napoleon
Bonaparte (1769-1821) made this clear: “A general-in-chief cannot exonerate himself from
responsibility for his faults by pleading an order of his sovereign or the minister, when the
individual from whom it proceeds is at a distance from the field of operations, and but
partially, or not at all, acquainted with the actual condition of things.” Napoleon also 
concluded, that “an order requires passive obedience only when it is issued by a superior who 
is present at the seat of war.” Napoleon Bonaparte, Military Maxims 1.72, in Thomas R.
Phillips, Roots of Strategy (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Stackpole, 1985), 429-30.
10 See, e.g., Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 42.
11 See, e.g., Herodotus, Histories 4.11, on the Greek belief that the Massagetae expelled the
Scythians, who in their turn evicted the Cimmerians.
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The first such change of nomad imperial power known to history (and just
possibly the first ever) took place around 700 BC. The ruling dynasty or clan
of the vast confederation of nomadic Iranian-speaking horse archers known to
outsiders as Cimmerians lost power to another clan, whose members simply
referred to themselves as “the archers” - Scythians. Herodotus suggests that the
Royal Tribe of the Cimmerians disintegrated in a civil war, thus leaving the
control of their subject tribes free for the taking of any other powerful clan.12

The winner in the ensuing more general civil war on the steppe was thus the
clan henceforth known as the Royal Scythians.13 The latter name was recorded
at around this time in Assyrian texts, and in 676 BC, the ruler of the mighty
Assyrian empire, Esarhaddon (Ashur-ahhe-iddina; r. 681-669 BC), appears to
have married off his daughter, Shern a-etert, to the Scythian king Bartatua (r. c.
678 - c. 645 BC).14 The son of Bartatua, Madyas (r. c. 645 BC onwards),
helped to relieve a siege of the Assyrian capital Nineveh by destroying the
besieging Mede army.15 For several hundred years, the Royal Scythians came
to dominate the steppes north of the Black Sea. Scythian culture came to
dominate the region from present Hungary all the way east to the steppes and
deserts that today constitute Mongolia.

This did not exempt them from the pattern of regime change established by
their royal clan. In the west, the Royal Scythians were in the final three
centuries BC eventually overthrown by other dynastic groups within the steppe
mosaic of related Iranian-speaking tribes, known variously as, among others,
Sarmatians, Roxolani (probably “Royal” Alans, from Indo-European *rēĝs,
“king”16), and Alans. None, however, managed to enforce such a widespread
dominion as the Scythians had done. In the east (to the north and north-east of
Iran between the Caspian and the mountains of the Pamir Alai and western
T’ien Shan), a branch of the Scythians known as Saka (a term etymologically
identical to Scyth17) remained in power yet for some time, until the second
century BC when their leading strata, known to Roman writers as the
Sacaraucae (“Saka kings,” that is “Royal” Saka, again presumably from Indo-
European*rēĝs)pushed into Drangiana (Seistan) and Arachosia (Kandahar) in
present Iran and Afghanistan, a region since known in Iranian as the “Saka 

12 Herodotus, Histories 4.11.
13 Referred to as such in Herodotus, Histories 4.6, 4.10. While the Cimmerians still in the
steppe were killed or dispersed, a few men known under this name remained in Asia Minor
until the late seventh century BC, when they appear to have settled in Cappadocia, as is
suggested by the Armenian name of that country, Gamirq. Cambridge Ancient History 3: 2,
559.
14 Or Partatua, Protothyes in Herodotus, Histories 1.103. See also Cambridge Ancient History
3: 2, 564-5. The names Cimmerians and Scythians were also retained by the Jews, who
mentioned both peoples in Genesis 10.2, 10.3 in the form of Gomer (from Assyrian gimirru)
and his son Ashkenaz (from Assyrian asguza/askuza or isguza/iskuza). Torday, Mounted
Archers, 280 n.26.
15 Herodotus, Histories 1.103.
16 Contra: Torday, Mounted Archers, 315 with footnotes.
17 Torday, Mounted Archers, 271-8. While the Saka language, unlike Scythian and Cimmerian,
has been preserved in written documents, these all derive from a period several centuries later
than the former and well after the Saka had abandoned nomadism.
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country” (Sakastan, later Seistan, at present Sistan). Some also migrated to the 
Punjab and into the Indian subcontinent where Saka rulers remained until the
fourth century AD.18 There is no evidence that there were any major ethnic or
linguistic differences between the Scythians and Saka. Herodotus points out,
that the Persians called all those Saka, whom the Greeks referred to as
Scythians. The Greek word, Skuthai, is also attested by a fragment of Hesiod
(c. 700 BC).19 It is only in modern parlance that the name Scythians is reserved
for those north of the Black Sea, while the ethnonym Saka is reserved for those
north-east of Iran.

Settled Empires under Nomad Dynasties
The first Iranian-speaking nomads to make their mark in history as rulers of a
settled, not nomad empire were the Parthians, or Parni as they were earlier
known. These were a nomad people of the Scythian/Saka variety, which
formed part of what was known as the Dahae confederation.20 Sometime about
238 BC, the Parni invaded, seized, and settled in the Persian province of
Parthia, after which they too became known as Parthians.21 Their leader
Arsaces (Arshak; r. 247 - c. 211 BC), “a man of uncertain origin, but of 
undisputed bravery...who was accustomed to live by plunder and
depredations,”22 gave his name to the Arsacid dynasty that in time came to
control much of old Persia.23

For nomads to gain permanent control of a large, settled empire, or at least
a centrally located major province of it, was unheard of, and it took a
generation for the Arsacids to consolidate their rule. This is clearly indicated
by the different ways in which Arsaces and his successor Artabanus I (r. c.
211-191 BC) responded to a military threat. Arsaces reacted to the invasion of

18 See, e.g., B. N. Puri, “The Sakas and Indo-Parthians,” János Harmatta (ed.), History of
Civilizations of Central Asia 2: The Development of Sedentary and Nomadic Civilizations, 700
B. C. to A. D. 250 (Paris: UNESCO, 1994), 191-207.
19 Herodotus, Histories 7.64. For the fragment of Hesiod, mentioning the “mare-milking
Scythians” (Skuthas hippemolgous), see Strabo, Geography 7.3.7.
20 Strabo, Geography 11.8.2, 11.9.2.
21 Jósef Wolski, “The Decay of the Iranian Empire of the Seleucids and the Chronology of 
Parthian Beginnings,” Berytus: Archeological Studies 12 (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard,
1956-1957), 35-52, on 47; Jósef Wolski, “L’historicité d’Arsace Ier,” Historia: Zeitschrift für
alte Geschichte 8 (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1959), 222-38; Jósef Wolski, “Arsace II et la 
généalogie des premiers Arsacides,” Historia: Zeitschrift für alte Geschichte 11 (Wiesbaden:
Franz Steiner, 1962), 138-45. At the time of invasion, the dynast of Parthia, a former Seleucid
satrap named Andragoras (r. 245-238 BC), appears to have died, either in battle or by being
executed shortly afterwards. The nomads who destroyed Andragoras were possibly invited
there by Diodotus I Soter (r. c. 239 - before c. 230 BC), the ruler of Bactria and yet another
revolting Seleucid satrap, or they first attacked Bactria, were driven out, and then turned
towards Parthia. Contra: Some, e.g., Torday, Mounted Archers, 339, suggest that Arsaces was
a mere noble at the court of Andragoras. However, this does not explain the subsequent
reliance of the Parthians on mounted archers, a military system of nomad origin.
22 “vir sicut incertae originis, ita virtutis expertae...solitus latrociniis et rapto vivere”. Justin (M. 
Iunianus Iustinus), Epitome of Pompeius Trogus 41.4.
23 Richard N. Frye, The Heritage of Persia (Costa Mesa, California: Mazda Publishers, 1993),
202. The Arsacid chronology begins in 247 BC, presumably with the rule of Arsaces over the
Parni, but the first Arsacid ruler who made himself master of the Iranian plateau and thereby
founded what became known as the Parthian empire was Mithradates I (r. c. 171-138 BC).
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the Hellenistic ruler Seleucus II Callinicus (r. 246-226 BC) in c. 230 - c. 227
BC by using traditional nomad strategy, that is, withdrawing in front of the
Seleucid force northeastwards into the steppes near the Aral Sea until his
enemies had overextended their lines of communications and were at most
vulnerable to the nomad cavalry. Then he struck back and obtained a victory.24

This was the traditional nomad strategy employed by Scythians and had earlier
been used against enemies as varied as the Persian ruler Darius the Great
(Darayavahush; r. 521-486 BC), in 513 BC, and the Macedonian conqueror
Alexander the Great (356-323 BC, r. 336-323 BC), in 329 BC. A generation
later, the Arsacids were no longer nomads. When Artabanus in about 209 BC
was threatened by another Seleucid ruler, Antiochus III (r. 223-187 BC), he
instead chose to fall back into the long-since settled territory of Hyrcania
where his army took refuge in a city.25 Even so, the Parthians retained a
military system along the lines of their ancestors. “The fashion of their arms is 
that of their own country and of Scythia”26 and all their soldiers practice “the 
arts of riding and shooting with the bow,” a first-century BC source
concluded.27 This did not prevent them from also making the best possible use
of the bureaucracy of the settled state. The Arsacids were the first to
successfully combine a sedentary bureaucracy and a steppe-based military into
onewhole, thus creating a hybrid system of “customs, which contain much that 
is barbarian and Scythian in character, though more that is conducive to
hegemony and success in war.”28

By then, the range of Iranian-speaking nomad tribes of the Scythian or
Saka variety reached far further to the east. Furthest away, living in the lands
between Zungaria (present northern Sinkiang) and the Ordos (in modern Inner
Mongolia) as well as in the Kansu area of present China, were the Tokhari,
usually identified with the people known to the Chinese as the Yüeh-chih.29

Interestingly, the Tokhari may not have been Iranian-speakers (although they
certainly spoke an Indo-European language), but they were characterised by a
similar equestrian nomadic culture as other nomads of the Scythian/Saka type.
It is likely that the Tokhari, or at least a major group among them, were led by
a royal clan, which eventually became known to the Greek world as the Asii or
Asiani.30 The royal clan was not necessarily of an ethnic origin identical with

24 Strabo, Geography 11.8.8; Justin, Epitome of Pompeius Trogus 41.4.
25 Polybius, Histories 10.27.1 - 10.32.10.
26 “Patrius et Scythicus mos”. Justin, Epitome of Pompeius Trogus 41.2.
27 Justin, Epitome of Pompeius Trogus 41.2.
28 Strabo, Geography 11.9.2.
29 The term Yüeh-chih, in Archaic Chinese pronounced zngiwât-t’ia,is indeed believed by
some to correspond to *zguja, a transcription of the ethnonym Scyth. K. Enoki, G. A.
Koshelenko, and Z. Haidary, “The Yüeh-chih and Their Migrations,” Harmatta, History of
Civilizations of Central Asia 2, 171-89, on 174, 177-8; Ma Yong and Wang Binghua, “The 
Culture of the Sinkiang Region,” Harmatta, History of Civilizations of Central Asia 2, 209-225,
on 225.
30 According to the late 1st-century BC historian Pompeius Trogus (Prologus 42), the Asiani
were the ruling family (kings) of the Tokhari and conquered the Sacaraucae (reges Thocarorum
Asiani interitusque Saracaurum). Contra: Torday, Mounted Archers. On p.387, based on his
interpretation of this statement, Torday suggests that the Asii/Asiani only gained power over
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the Tokhari, since its members later were known to speak an Iranian language.
The name Asii gives no clues; it was a name or ethnonym widespread in the
Scythian world.31

In the second century BC, many Tokhari were forced out from present
Kansu by an ethnically and linguistically different nomad tribe known to the
Chinese as the Hsiung-nu. Interestingly, the Tokhari had earlier dominated the
Hsiung-nu, but after the latter had adopted the military system of the former,
and in particular the use of mounted archers, the Hsiung-nu rapidly pushed out
their former masters.32 Meanwhile, groups of Saka, known under the name
Sacaraucae (“Royal Saka”), took advantage of the disorder following the 
Parthian incursions into Greek Bactria in the mid-second century BC by taking
power there. However, as the Parthians consolidated their rule and gained
control over much of eastern Persia, these Saka found themselves increasingly
hemmed in, with many being forced to accept the status of vassal lords under
the Parthians. When the Asii soon afterwards led the Tokhari into Bactria, the
leading strata of the remaining Saka therefore responded by moving further
south and east, into the Indian subcontinent, where they in the first century BC,
as noted, created hybrid states of their own, following the example of their
Parthian cousins.33 By 124/123 BC, the Parthians attacked Bactria but lost their
king, Artabanus II (r. c. 128-123 BC), in a battle against the Tokhari,34 which
would seem to prove that the Tokhari - still presumably under Asii rule - were
then established in Bactria, or at least politically controlled Bactria, which
indeed later became known as Tokharistan.

The Asii/Tokhari could defeat the Parthians in battle, and, as noted, did so
in 124/123 BC. However, the latter, being also of nomad origin, had managed
to coalesce their military system with that and the administrative system of the
settled Iranians they had assumed control over, and could not so easily be
dislodged from their possessions in Iran. The Tokhari were checked at Merv by
Mithradates II (r. c. 123-87 BC).35 The Asii therefore had to make a choice: to
search out another, more traditional and thus weaker sedentary state elsewhere
to raid, or to follow the example of the Parthians and form a similar hybrid
state of their own in Bactria. However, the Saka to the south and east, although
weaker than the Parthians, were no more likely to present an easy, agrarian,
settled target for raiding than the Parthians. Thus faced with militarily similar

the Tokhari between 90 and 80 BC, when already in Bactria/Tokharistan, and, on p.390, based
on another source, that their descendants, the Kushan clan, assumed power in the period AD 10
to 30. Strabo (c. 64 BC - c. AD 24), in Geography 11.8.2, mentions the Asioi and Pasianoi
(generally amended as references to the same group that Trogus calls Asiani), Tocharoi, and
Sacarauloi (yet another spelling of Sacaraucae) as the ones who conquered Bactria. Since we
do not know the original date of the information received by Trogus and Strabo, neither of
whom personally are likely to have visited Bactria, the matter of when the Asii/Asiani gained
power over the Tokhari is not easily resolved.
31 The name has survived into the present in the form of, among others, the city of Astrakhan,
the Sea of Azov, and the ethnonym of the Caucasian people presently known as Ossetes. See,
e.g., Torday, Mounted Archers, 309-15.
32 Shih-chi 110; in Sima Qian, Records, 134-6.
33 See, e.g., Puri, “Sakas and Indo-Parthians.”
34 Justin, Epitome of Pompeius Trogus 42.2.
35 K. Enoki, G. A. Koshelenko, and Z. Haidary, “The Yüeh-chih and Their Migrations,” 
Harmatta, History of Civilizations of Central Asia 2, 171-89, on 181-2.
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hybrid states in the west, south, and east, the Asii chose to abandon the
traditional but no longer functioning nomad strategies of raiding for profit,
instead establishing a state of their own in Bactria. This eventually took place
under the Kushan dynasty, presumably an offshoot of the Asii although
conceivably of different (but still Iranian) ethnic origin. The resulting Kushan
empire eventually came to control a vast amount of territory from Bactria to
northern India and lasted into the third century AD.36

Meanwhile, the Hsiung-nu (a derogative name in Chinese not used by the
nomads themselves) remained in the Ordos region and present central
Mongolia.37

The Hsiung-nu leader (known under the title Shan-yü, meaning “the 
greatest” or “the best”38 or “broad and great”39) Mao-tun (r. 209-174 BC)
created the first noted unified equestrian nomad empire on the Chinese frontier.
Like the nomad empires in the west, it included several nomad tribes of
different ethnic origin, centred on an imperial core, the Hsiung-nu and their
hereditary line of rulers. Mao-tun first incorporated the Tung-hu, probably the
ancestors of the Mongols, in his empire, then, as noted, defeated and drove off
the Indo-European-speaking Yüeh-chih to the west. He also, and this should be
noted, according to Chinese records subjugated “all” of the tribes to the 
north.40 Among the northern tribes subjugated by Mao-tun were the Hun-yeh,
Ch’ü-she, Ting-ling (to the north, in the Lake Baikal area), Ko-k’un, and 
Hsien-li. In 176 BC, the Shan-yü also claimed to have conquered the Lou-lan,
Wu-sun, and Hu-chieh tribes as well as the twenty-six states in the nearby
Tarim basin, and thereby united “all the people who live by drawing the 
bow.”41 Although not all of these can be conclusively identified, their ethnic
diversity appears undisputed.

The innovation that probably enabled Mao-tun to form this empire may
have been his full-scale introduction of horse archers into the Hsiung-nu army.
Mao-tun had spent his youth as a hostage of the Yüeh-chih, who being an
Iranian-speaking tribe of the Scythian type, probably chiefly fought as horse
archers. The military potential of this must have deeply impressed Mao-tun.
Indeed, Mao-tun’s experience as a hostage indicates that the first equestrian 
nomad empire on the Chinese frontier in fact was the Yüeh-chih; however, due
to a lack of Chinese interest in them, the available sources are ambiguous on

36 See, e.g., B. N. Puri, “The Kushans,” Harmatta, History of Civilizations of Central Asia 2,
247-63.
37 N. Ishjamts, “Nomads in Eastern Central Asia,” János Harmatta (ed.), History of
Civilizations of Central Asia 2 (Paris: UNESCO, 1994), 151-169, on 153.
38 Ishjamts, “Nomads,” 153.
39 Shih-chi 56; in Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian: Han Dynasty 1 (New York:
Columbia University Press, rev. edn 1993; tr. by Burton Watson), 122 n.4.
40 Shih-chi 110; in Sima Qian, Han Dynasty 2, 135-6, 138; that this not only included the
Yüeh-chih and Tung-hu is supported by Shih-chi 104; in Sima Qian, Han Dynasty 1, 491.
41 Shih-chi 110; in Sima Qian, Han Dynasty 2, 138, 140-41. See also Ying-Shih Yü, “The 
Hsiung-nu,” Denis Sinor (ed.), The Cambridge History of Early Inner Asia (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 118-149.
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this point. Mao-tun also re-organised the army and subjected it to harsh
discipline.42

Although the Hsiung-nu empire eventually, in AD 48, split into northern
and southern branches, their power had by then grown for a period of several
centuries. Besides, the two Hsiung-nu branches lasted until 155 (the northern
branch) and 439 (a successor state of the southern branch), respectively.43

Either must be termed an impressive age for any empire, nomad or otherwise,
and the antiquity of the hereditary blood-line of the Shan-yü cannot have failed
to impress neighbouring and considerably more short-lived dynasties.

In AD 87, the northern Hsiung-nu (attacked simultaneously by the Hsien-
pi, a successor tribe to the Tung-hu, from the east, the Ting-ling in the north,
and the southern Hsiung-nu on the Chinese border) were defeated and their
Shan-yü killed. Many northern Hsiung-nu defected south. Those who remained
behind were divided into two factions, both of whom moved north to escape
raids by their neighbours. In AD 89, a combined Han/Hsien-pi/southern
Hsiung-nu force routed the northern remants. Of these, a majority declared
themselves Hsien-pi in the by then well-established steppe tradition of
switching allegiance from a defeated royal clan to the victorious one (thus
increasing their own autonomy and freeing themselves from any further
obligations to either the northern or southern Shan-yü), while the rest moved
yet further north. A northern Hsiung-nu court remained known to Han
diplomatic records until AD 155, but as far as the Chinese were concerned, it
had lost most of its power.44

The southern Hsiung-nu remained active in Chinese affairs far longer.
Their history can be followed well into the fifth century. The last remaining
border state of unmixed Hsiung-nu origin was Northern Liang (397-439).45

There were also Hsiung-nu in the east. After the Hsiung-nu empire split
into northern and southern branches in AD 48, a Hsiung-nu clan known as the
Yü-wen took control of a group of eastern Hsien-pi in the upper basin of the
Liao River in northwestern Liaoning and southern Kirin. They eventually set
up a state in Liaotung, whose leader in 302 assumed the title Shan-yü. The Yü-
wen state remained independent until 344, when it was defeated by the Mu-
jung Yen dynasty (c. 300-400; formed by a Hsien-pi clan), following the
collapse of the more powerful Hsiung-nu Han/Chao state (304-329). However,
the Yü-wen eventually re-established an effective state, the Northern Chou
(557-589).46 Several other border states as well were formed by Hsiung-nu
nobles.47

42 Shih-chi 110; in Sima Qian, Han Dynasty 2, 134-5.
43 See, for instance, Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 129.
44 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 79-80, referring to Hou Han-shu 89 (or 119 in some editions):
11b-18a, 90: 9b; and the pioneering but not always reliable Edward H. Parker, “The Turko-
Scythian Tribes,” China Review 20 (1892-93), 1-24 and 109-25, on 93, China Review 21
(1894-95), 100-19, 129-37, 253-67, and 291-301, on 264-7. As for the latter, see also Edward
H. Parker, A Thousand Years of the Tartars (New York: Dorset, 2nd edn. reprint 1987).
45 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 129.
46 Jennifer Holmgren, Annals of Tai: Early T’o-pa History according to the First Chapter of
the Wei-shu (Canberra: Australian National University, Faculty of Asian Studies Monographs,
New Series 1, 1982), 100-102. Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 129.
47 See, for instance, Holmgren, Annals, 30, 32-3, 108-9, 121-2.
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The Needs of the Nomad Ruler
The ruler of a nomad empire faced the same needs and demands as the leader
of any other empire, whether sedentary and based on a bureaucracy or grown
from an illiterate warrior society. He needed daily supplies for his rank-and-file
dependents, of everything in which they were not self-sufficient (nomads were
self-sufficient with regard to basic food products), and luxury articles for
distribution to favoured sub-chiefs and clan nobles.

The goods available to the nomad leader consisted of loot from raids as
well as subsidies and trading rights received from agrarian states. The settled
states in effect paid for protection, and these payments were the chief income
of the nomad ruler and thereby his chief means to maintain control over his
own peoples as well as, seldom mentioned in the sources from the settled
states, the typically vast hinterland of less powerful tribes that also had to serve
the equestrian empire. The nomad imperial leader distributed the loot and the
trading rights and subsidies to the local tribal leaders, who while they had lost
their full autonomy, thereby received more material benefits than they could
have amassed on their own. The nomad empire lasted as long as the imperial
power was strong enough to retain central power. However, if the imperial
system collapsed, for instance in a succession crisis, the local tribal leaders
again became fully autonomous and the steppe reverted to the pre-unification
situation.48

Unlike a sedentary state, the equestrian nomad empires thrived not because
of their ability to extract resources from the peoples that formed part of the
empire (taxation), but because of the subsidies that the nomads extorted from
neighbouring settled states. With regard to China in particular, and to some
extent the Roman empire, this took the form of ceremonies in which nomad
chiefs seemingly submitted to Chinese (or Roman) overlordship but which in
reality were occasions of exchanges in which the nomad chiefs invariably
profited handsomely. This type of tributary relationship could be compared to
some form of trade or barter. The nomads received more goods than they gave.
In the 440s, for instance, the Hun ruler Attila sent embassy after embassy to the
Eastern Roman empire, and received Roman envoys in return, each occasion
necessitating the presentation of rich gifts to Attila and his chief advisors.49

Even so, a sedentary state could afford this largesse.50 Furthermore, the
embassies no doubt offered, over and above the opportunity to carry back rich
gifts, chances for further exchanges in the form of real trade - and the nomads
needed trade with the settled empire.51 For the sedentary state, on the other
hand, it was usually vital that its ruler gave the impression to his own citizens

48 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 8.
49 See, e.g., Otto J. Maenchen-Helfen, The World of the Huns: Studies in Their History and
Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 185, based on Priscus of Panium, fr.
8, in Carl Müller (ed.), Fragmenta Historicorum Graecorum 4 (Paris: Didot, 1851), 69-110, on
77-95.
50 (On the Roman Empire:) Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 180-82; (on China:) Hans
Bielenstein, “The Restoration of the Han Dynasty 3: ‘The People,’” Bulletin of the Museum of
Far Eastern Antiquities 39, part II (Stockholm, 1967), 1-198, on 91-92.
51 Lattimore, “Frontier in History,” 483.
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that he was an undisputed leader. The fact that the powerful agrarian empire in
fact was militarily weaker than the united steppe nomads could never be
acknowledged in public. Meanwhile, the nomad state maintained itself by
exploiting the sedentary state, not by exploiting the production of its own
scattered herdsmen.52 The payments supported a state hierarchy among the
nomads. To paraphrase the thirteenth-century Mongol leader Genghis Khan’s 
advisor Yeh-lü Ch’u-ts’ai, one could conquer an empire on horseback, but it 
took the bureaucracy of a settled state to extort serious money.53

This also meant that sedentary and nomad empires often were
complimentary. Nomad empires typically provided efficient military forces,
while agrarian states supported larger populations and were far more efficient
in producing an exploitable surplus of goods and services. This explains why
large settled empires frequently employed nomad armies under tribal leaders as
mercenaries (often in times of civil war) while at the same time paying the very
same nomad leaders for protection so that they would not turn against the
sedentary empire that had hired their services. On the other hand, smaller
agrarian states on the frontier between the world of the nomads and the world
of the agriculturalists were less likely either to need or pay for protection, as
long as they also included a tribal component. Besides, the rulers of such
composite states understood the tribal organisation and social structure of the
nomads, so they frequently knew how to promote disunion among the nomads
when threatened by them in times of crisis, which was an efficient means to
prevent a nomad empire from being formed in the first place.

The nomad states eventually developed two main strategies with regard to
their sedentary neighbours. Following the pioneering work of Thomas J.
Barfield, these strategies could be referred to as the “outer frontier strategy” or 
"border independence“ and the “inner frontier strategy” or “border 
dependence.”54

The Outer Frontier Strategy
By 198 BC, the Hsiung-nu in its dealings with China had developed what has
been called the outer frontier strategy: a predatory strategy of extortion aimed
at impressing the sedentary empire’s court with the nomad empire’s power.55

The strategy could also be referred to as border independence, since it did not
depend on the existence of an actual border zone. The Hsiung-nu were not the
first nomads to develop this strategy; similar methods were used already by the
Scythians and no doubt even the Cimmerians. The Hsiung-nu were, however,
the first whose actions can be followed in some detail.

52 Nomads were generally not subject to taxation, except on special occasions such as for the
support of impoverished tribal members. Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 177.
53 Yeh-lü Ch’u-ts’ai (Ila Ch’u-ts’ai; 1189-1244) was a Khitan prince who after his capture
became a trusted advisor to Genghis Khan and the latter’s son and successor Ögödei Khan
(1186-1241; r. 1229-1241). He once reportedly told Ögödei that “the empire was conquered on 
horseback, but it cannot be ruled from horseback.” David Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1986), 84.
54 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 49-51, 63. Barfield employs the terms outer frontier strategy and
inner frontier strategy.
55 For this, see Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 49-51, on which the following discussion is based.
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The outer frontier strategy took full advantage of the nomad ability to live
far beyond the borders of the sedentary state and thereby beyond the military
range of this state. The strategy also took maximum advantage of the nomad
mobility, that is, the ability of the nomads to make sudden raids and strikes
deep into the settled state and then disappear before the soldiers of the agrarian
state could react. The strategy consisted of three elements: violent raiding
(what could be called a form of early terrorism) to terrify the central
government of the sedentary state, a repeated alternation of war and peace to
maximise the amount of subsidies and trade privileges granted by the
sedentaries, and a deliberate refusal to occupy the territory of the settled state
even after major victories.

The outer frontier strategy relied on two assumptions: first, that the central
government of the sedentary state feared that disruptions along the border with
the nomads might lead to the unraveling of the settled empire and the
overthrow of its ruling dynasty, second, that the central government would
rebuild and resettle the devastated frontier areas so that they could be looted
again. Another important factor was that warfare was far more expensive and
disruptive for the agriculturalists than for the nomads.

Every raid was followed by nomad envoys who suggested that the raids
could be stopped if the central government of the sedentary state agreed to a
new, and to the nomads more favourable, treaty. The nomads needed subsidies
as well as trade in the form of border markets (where pastoral surpluses could
be exchanged for manufactured goods such as cloth and metal or food products
such as grain and wine). If the agrarian state agreed and subsidies and border
markets were provided, relations between the two empires usually did stabilise,
at least until the nomad empire needed increased subsidies, or until a new
regime among the agriculturalists thought it could get away with not paying the
nomads - a not unheard of phenomenon.

This pattern of nomad-sedentary relations was intriguingly similar
wherever such relations occurred. Two examples will suffice, one from the east
and a subsequent one from the west.

The first known case of this relationship was, as noted, the policy set by the
Hsiung-nu ruler Mao-tun, who first united the Hsiung-nu into a great nomad
empire. In the east, the outer frontier strategy indeed appears to have first
grown out of his needs to maintain a united, militaristic nomad empire. In 198
BC, Mao-tun compelled the Han court to enter into the first of a number of
formal alliances known as ho-ch’in (“appeasement”) treaties. Later ho-ch’in
treaties were signed in 192, 179, 174 (twice), 162, 161, 156, 155, and 135 BC,
and the Han court almost every time had to increase the gifts to the nomads.56

Although the exact figures of the annual subsidy on a year by year basis seem
unavailable, the Han subsidy grew steadily until the nomads by 90 BC saw fit
to demand no less than 5,000 hu of millet and rice, 10,000 shih of wine, and
10,000 p’iof silk per year, in addition to personal gifts and the by then

56 Yü, “Hsiung-nu,” 122-5.
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traditional request for a Chinese princess.57 Silk, notably, was used as a form of
currency within the Han empire. In addition, the Han supplied the nomads with
gold, clothes, and other objects of value. Early on, perhaps in 174 BC, the Han
court also had to agree to establish border markets, since these were badly
needed by the Hsiung-nu people.58 The establishment of markets was a source
of perennial disputes between nomads and sedentary states. When markets
were established, this removed a major cause of raids and took away one
excuse that tribal chieftains had traditionally used to justify their raids.59 On
the other hand, settled states often wished to limit the volume of trade that
reached the nomads and prohibit certain goods, in particular weapons.60 In 174
BC, it was furthermore agreed, the Han court had to provide a Han princess to
Mao-tun, in the same manner as the Assyrian princess provided to Bartatua in
676 BC, half a millennium earlier.

The second, later case is taken from the west, where the relations between
the Roman empire and the Huns were no different. In the late 430s, the Hun
leader Ruga following a successful war with the Eastern Roman empire
received subsidies of 350 pounds of gold, 25,200 solidi.61

After the death of Ruga shortly afterwards (in 439 at the latest), his
nephews Attila and Bleda concluded a new treaty with the Eastern empire. The
terms were very favourable to the Huns, and the annual subsidy was doubled
from 350 to 700 pounds of gold. In addition, the treaty concluded that Huns
and Romans should have the same rights at the border markets.62 These
markets were important, being held at fixed dates, apparently only once a year
and probably in late spring or early summer.63

In 442-443, following another Hun incursion into Roman territory, the
annual Roman subsidy to the Huns seems again to have been doubled, to
perhaps 1,400 pounds of gold. However, after one or two payments,
Constantinople felt strong enough unilaterally to repudiate the agreement. The
Eastern empire had been vulnerable to the Huns while its main army was
occupied elsewhere. Once the army was back, the Romans ignored their treaty
obligations.64

In 447, Attila’s Huns again invaded the Eastern empire. Eventually the
Romans begged for terms, and a peace was negotiated. Attila first demanded
and received the arrears in subsidies, 6,000 pounds of gold. Then the annual
subsidy was again raised, this time to 2,100 pounds of gold.65

57 Pan Ku, Han-shu 94A:29b; A. Wylie (transl.), “History of the Heung-noo in Their Relations
with China,” Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 3 (1874),
396-452, and 5 (1876), 41-80, on 3:440. Han measurements: 1 p’i(bolt) = 9.24 metres in
length; 1 hu or shih = 19.968 litres of capacity; 1 chin = 244 grams in weight. See, e.g.,
Michael Loewe, Records of Han Administration 1: Historical Assessment (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1967), 161.
58 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 47; Yü, “Hsiung-nu,” 122-5.
59 See, e.g., Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 182-3.
60 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 186-7.
61 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 90-94.
62 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 90-91.
63 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 187.
64 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 117.
65 Maenchen-Helfen, World of the Huns, 123-4.
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The key to the relationship was the nomad military superiority over the
sedentary state. If attacked by the armies of the settled state, the nomads
typically retreated across the steppe or some conveniently located desert area
such as the Gobi Desert of Mongolia. This made it difficult and expensive for
the soldiers of the agriculturalists to follow them. It was not unusual for the
nomads to attack and wipe out the exhausted enemy columns when they were
on their way home and lacked supplies and water, as the Scythians attempted
with the Persians in 513 BC and Arsaces dealt with the Seleucids in c. 227 BC.
The outer frontier strategy enabled the nomads to exploit the sedentary state
despite the fact that they were considerably fewer than the soldiers of the latter
and without losing their mobility, the chief weapon of the nomads.66 Although
nomads could mobilise a larger part of their population for military duty,
nominally indeed the entire adult male population if the women and children
managed the cattle and took over the work normally done by their menfolk,67

nomad populations were because of their need for large areas for pasturage
much smaller than the corresponding agrarian ones.

The Inner Frontier Strategy
In time, the nomads inevitably realised that the tributary system of the
sedentary empires, in which they were invited symbolically to submit although
they still remained de facto independent and indeed were showered with gifts,
was a mere charade. They accordingly developed a new strategy that has been
referred to as the inner frontier strategy.68 This strategy could also be referred
to as border dependence, since it depended on the existence of a known and
generally respected border zone between the steppe nomads and the settled
empire. The new strategy fundamentally consisted of using the wealth,
resources, and military protection of the settled empire to win a civil war on
the steppe, a not uncommon occurrence in time of nomad succession crisis.
One party in the civil war, usually the weaker, sought refuge at the border with
the settled empire, where he obtained support from the agriculturalists that he
could use to destroy his steppe enemies. This was in no way an outright
surrender to the sedentary power (although this could happen as well; the tribal
leader then accepted titles from the settled empire, abandoned the nomad
strategies, and became part of the sedentary empire’s administrative apparatus), 
since the nomad leader maintained his autonomy and kept free of direct control
by the agrarian empire. This option was only available when a civil war had
shattered a formerly unified steppe empire. As for the central government of
the sedentary empire, it was always eager to support contenders in a nomad
civil war, as this first prolonged the nomad infighting and then, with some
luck, could ensure that the winning side, that is, the one aided by the

66 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 49-51.
67 A not uncommon situation in nomad society. A Mongol wife was even expected to perform
her husband’s duties in forced labour while he was on campaign. ‘Ala-ad-Din ‘Ata-Malik
Juvaini, Genghis Khan: The History of the World Conqueror (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 1997; tr. from the text of Mizra Muhammad Qazvini by John Andrew
Boyle) 1.22, p.30-31.
68 For this, see Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 63, on which the following discussion is based.
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agriculturalists, in the future would retain friendly relations with the settled
empire. Both objectives were often realised in the short term. For the nomad
chief, however, the policy of the sedentary empire only meant that it, not he,
was financing the reconstruction of the shattered nomad empire. Since the
nomad ruler needed subsidies from the settled empire to maintain his own
steppe empire, any contender who gained its support accordingly had a huge
advantage over those who did not.

For the sedentary state, the need to provide gifts in this relationship with a
powerful nomad ruler was no less expensive than the subsidies it would have
had to pay to nomads who followed the outer frontier strategy. The longer the
peace lasted, the higher the value of the gifts allocated to the nomad ruler. The
Hsiung-nu again provides a telling example. The following list shows the
steady increase with time in the value of gifts the Han court allocated to the
Hsiung-nu ruler during his frequent visits following the Hsiung-nu shift to the
inner frontier strategy:69

Year of visit Silk garments Silk floss Silk fabric
51 BC 77 6,000 chin 8,000 bolts
49 BC 110 8,000 chin 9,000 bolts
33 BC 220 16,000 chin 18,000 bolts
25 BC 220 20,000 chin 20,000 bolts
1 BC 370 30,000 chin 30,000 bolts

Other gifts had to be provided as well. During the visit in 51 BC, for instance,
the Hsiung-nu ruler also received 20 chin of gold, 200,000 cash, and 34,000 hu
of rice. In 49 BC, in addition to the several smaller, personal gifts, he received
20,000 hu of rice.70

The nomad chief who obtained the support of the agriculturalists also
received military protection during the crucial period when he needed to
rebuild his forces. He could then use his position to blockade any rivals on the
steppe by denying them access to trade or gifts from the central government of
the settled state. In addition, he could often persuade the central government of
the agrarian state to finance his tribal army, and sometimes even to send its
own army to fight the nomad rivals on the steppe. If a sedentary empire could
be persuaded to become involved in a nomad civil war in this way, its central
government could often be coerced into doing increasingly more than it
originally envisaged out of fear that their chosen candidate might change his
mind, turn hostile, and resume raiding. These various advantages meant that
the nomad chief backed by a settled empire usually won any war on the steppe
against other nomad leaders. He then had two options: move back into the
steppe, unite the tribes, and return to the outer frontier strategy, or leave the
steppe fragmented, maintaining control only over the immediate frontier region
where he could dominate the flow of goods to the steppe and thereby prevent

69 Bielenstein, “Restoration of the Han Dynasty 3,” 91-2.
70 Bielenstein, “Restoration of the Han Dynasty 3,” 91-2.
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other nomads from gaining access to subsidies and trade from the agrarian
state.71

The Hybrid Frontier States
The inner frontier strategy in the long term often caused the formation of an in
essence new type of state: a hybrid, frontier state located on the divide between
agriculturalists and nomads, with both settled and nomad population under the
leading nomad clan. It was a frontier state, since it developed on the frontier
between two different kinds of community, and it was a hybrid state since,
while the real rather than perceived difference in strength between the two
communities was usually not so great, it resulted in “a new community not 
only larger in numbers and occupying a greater territory, but differing in
quality from both of the communities by whose amalgamation it was
created.”72 The first such hybrid state known to history was, as has been
shown, the Arsacid state of Parthia. The early Parni rulers, who provided the
nomad component of the new state, came to dominate the frontier between
nomads and settled Iranians and Greeks in exchange for the use of their men
for military purposes by the agriculturalists. This was seen perhaps most
clearly in their invasion of Parthia, in response to what may well, as noted,
have been an invitation by the ruler of Bactria, Diodotus, in a plan to destroy
his rival Andragoras, then ruler of Parthia. In the end, the Arsacids successfully
combined both population groups into one, unified hybrid state. Such frontier
states, which successfully merged the military strength of the nomads with the
economic, technical, and administrative strengths of the sedentary peoples,
came to play an important role for the further developments of Eurasia. In
effect, they created a dual government system that combined the nomad army
with a bureaucracy of the type used by agrarian states, with both government
branches under the control of the ruling emperor.

The hybrid state thus retained the ability of the nomad state to wage
aggressive war based on mobility and the iniative of junior commanders under
the centralised command of the imperial leader, but in addition could provide
logistic support, hold territory, and conduct sieges like a sedentary state. In
Inner Eurasia, hybrid frontier states of this type were typically formed by
dynasties of nomad origin. However, similar frontier states were commonly
created in Europe as well, although there they were more often formed by non-
nomadic dynasties such as those of the Goths, Vandals, Franks, and
Langobards, or dynasties of more distant nomad origin such as the Ottoman
Turks. However, a few nomads fresh from the steppe formed lasting frontier
states in Europe as well, among them the Avars and Magyars.

With regard to China, hybrid frontier states were usually located in the
Manchurian borderland in the Liao River basin and sometimes in the Kansu
corridor; the latter area, however, was too distant for its rulers easily to reach
out and capture the Chinese heartland. As for Persia, the natural habitat of the
frontier state was Transoxania, always open to the nomad world. Europe does

71 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 63.
72 Lattimore, “Frontier in History,” 469.
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not seem to show a clear-cut pattern for the location of frontier states, since
there they were not only created by nomads. When nomads were involved,
frontier states tended to emerge in the Pontic region and on the Hungarian
steppes.

Frontier peoples from the steppe were usually, if they wished, those with
the best opportunity to invade any adjacent sedentary state when internal order
collapsed there. However, while steppe nomads due to their tribal military
organisation were successful on the field of battle, dynasties established in this
way typically had little of the administrative experience needed to rule a large
agrarian state and often could not create a stable government. They also had
difficulties in resolving the contradictions between nomad and settled rule. It
was not unheard of for such dynasties to collapse swiftly, being replaced by
other, more sophisticated dynasties, which emerged from the frontier state
itself. Usually their military forces in the form of tribal nomads and their
sedentary bureaucracy in the capital were too large to be sustained without
further expansion - as it was only through opportunities in these two branches
that the states could enlist further supporters. This left the frontier states
vulnerable to more militaristic, tribal components among their supporters. Such
men, in their turn, might rise to sweep away the original ruling dynasty,
replacing it with one of their own under a new leader.73

Since frontier states almost by definition were geographically isolated from
the events in the central regions of both the sedentary and nomad world, having
been formed in the borderlands between them, they could take the time to
develop while one or both of the latter were in turmoil. The hybrid border
states also had a huge advantage, as compared to the purely agrarian states,
when dealing with nomads. They were themselves of nomad origin or at least
had incorporated a nomad component into their state structures. While the
court of a settled state regarded the nomads as true aliens and usually found
them as well as their actions and social organisation incomprehensible, the
rulers of the frontier states, as noted, understood tribal organisation and way of
life. They knew where to find weaknesses among the nomads. They also,
unsurprisingly, knew where to find weaknesses in the neighbouring agrarian
states.74

While the frontier state itself might be stable, its ethnic composition,
especially with regard to its nomad component, could be as heterogeneous as
in any nomad empire. The Kushan empire is a clear example of the possible
ethnic diversity of such a state, its population being composed of former
nomadic Iranians, settled Iranians, Greeks, and various groups from northern
India. The frontier state consisted of many subjected groups: the nomad clans
in the army no less than the sedentary groups that formed the bureaucracy.

Genghis Khan: Continuity Broken
The utility of the traditional nomad strategies is shown by the fact that they
remained valid into the thirteenth century AD. Then, however, events took
place that eventually would make the customary strategies obsolete. In 1206,

73 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 100-101, 167-8.
74 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 100-101, 167-8, 182.
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the Mongol tribal chief Temuchin was proclaimed Genghis Khan (c. 1165-
1227), a title of unclear origin and meaning that possibly signified “oceanic” 
(universal) ruler. While the new khan was not yet a universal ruler, he had after
many years of warfare managed to unite the Mongols. He had also successfully
re-organised the Mongols into a unified army. This not only disrupted the old
tribal order and clan system, thereby reducing the power of the traditional
chieftains, but also ensured that the leaders appointed by the Great Khan, on
the basis of ability, would not be hampered by old clan loyalties. The new
discipline turned the Mongol army into a highly efficient military machine.75

By the time of Genghis Khan, many other nomad empires had already risen
and fallen. Among them were, notably, the Hun, Avar, and Khazar empires on
the western steppes, and the Turki, Uighur, and Kirghiz empires on the eastern
steppes. All had employed the traditional nomad strategies, occasionally also
developing into hybrid frontier states, but by the time of Genghis Khan, all had
long since fragmented and disappeared. How much he knew about them
remains unknowable, but it would be imprudent to assume that a nomad noble
like the Great Khan had never heard anything of their various rulers and
policies.

Having united all Mongols into his own nomad empire and re-organised his
men into a unified army, Genghis Khan no doubt realised that he faced a
dilemma. He suddenly had a large number of warriors at his disposal, but
warriors who were idle. Unless he managed to provide them with a proper task,
the old tribal animosities would quickly re-emerge and shatter his fledgling
empire. Only by keeping his men on the move, and with the prospects of a
good booty, could Genghis Khan eliminate the desire of his many new subjects
for independence. However, in the east, south, and west, the newly created
Mongol empire was hemmed in by powerful hybrid frontier states of the type
that was difficult for steppe nomads to defeat, while in the north, there were no
riches to be had.

Yet, a strong and unified nomad empire could not afford being introverted.
It had to direct its efforts outwards, or the empire faced disintegration, a fact of
which Genghis Khan no doubt was well aware.

To unite the Mongols had been an achievement in itself, and not only
because of the opposition from them and other nomadic groups. Hybrid
frontier states of the type that hemmed Genghis Khan in were generally able to
manipulate the steppe nomads so as to prevent them from uniting, and the
Great Khan had already met strong opposition from the most powerful of the
three frontier states, a state for almost a hundred years (since 1115) ruled,
under the dynastic name Chin, by a Jurchen dynasty of Manchurian origin.76

Fortunately for the Mongols, however, this state had spent its main efforts in

75 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 89-94, 171, 175-6.
76 See, e.g., Herbert Franke, “The Forest Peoples of Manchuria: Kitans and Jurchens,” Denis 
Sinor (ed.), The Cambridge History of Early Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), 400-423, on 414-22; Hoyt Cleveland Tillman and Stephen H. West, China under
Jurchen Rule: Essays on Chin Intellectual and Cultural History (Albany, New York: State
University of New York Press, 1995). On Chin opposition to nomad unity, see Ratchnevsky,
Genghis Khan, 10-11.
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rivalry with the other two frontier states, and with Sung China further to the
south. This is at least the only plausible explanation, beside the pure ability and
tenacity of Genghis Khan, on why Chin had not dealt more decisively with the
nomads when it became clear that they again were in the process of uniting.

Chin was the easternmost of the three frontier states that separated the
steppe from Sung China, located south of Sian and the Huai River, which was
the only remaining part of China under ethnic Chinese (Han) rule. In the time
of Genghis Khan, Chin extended from Manchuria in the east to Sian and
Lanchou in the west, thus holding all of present China north of the Huai River.
To the west of Chin, and to the south of the Mongols, was a Tangut frontier
state known under the dynastic name of Hsia, which for some two hundred
years (although the Hsia state was formally established only in 1038) ruled the
Kansu corridor and the Ordos. The Tanguts, who originated from Tibet, had a
highly developed culture with its own writing system, patterned after the
Chinese but distinct from this.77

Further to the west was Karakhitai, the surviving empire of the Khitans, a
Mongolian-speaking Buddhist dynasty from Manchuria that previously had
ruled a major part of China under the dynastic name Liao (907-1125). After the
downfall of the Liao dynasty at the hands of the Chin, some of the surviving
Khitans had moved west in 1130 and founded the Karakhitai empire on the Ili,
Chu, and Talas, and in the region around Kashgar (the region from Lake
Balkash up to and including much of the Tarim basin), extending as far west as
Transoxania (where they defeated the Karakhanids in 1136). The ruling
dynasty of Karakhitai was known in Chinese sources as Western Liao (1124-
1211).78

These frontier states were no insignificant enemies. However, of the three
frontier states, Hsia was the weakest, having accepted Chin suzerainty already
in 1124/1125 and since then fundamentally functioned as a Chin ally and
dependent.79

Genghis Khan Conquers the Border
The fact that Genghis Khan had managed to unite the nomads despite
resistance also from the powerful frontier state Chin was, as noted, in itself a
striking achievement. Genghis Khan hade thereby, probably unknowingly,
broken the pattern from earlier centuries by creating a nomad empire despite
intensive opposition from more advanced, hybrid Manchurian states. This
achievement, however, also provided Genghis Khan with a fresh problem. He
was cut off from the sedentary world in the form of Sung China, with its riches
and (for the nomad) proverbially weak defences. There was, in other words, no
vulnerable, fully settled state within reach - and thereby no opportunity for
Genghis Khan to resort to either of the traditional nomad strategies.

Yet the freshly united Mongol army had to be provided with an objective,
or the old tribal rivalries would again re-emerge and Genghis Khan would lose
control over his men. Since no other options were open, except to move against

77 See, e.g., Ruth W. Dunnell, The Great State of White and High: Buddhism and State
Formation in Eleventh-Century Hsia (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1996), xxii.
78 See, e.g., Franke, “Forest Peoples of Manchuria,” 401-12.
79 Dunnell, Great State, xxiv.
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one of the frontier states, and since the state of Hsia, as noted, was the weakest
of the three, it became the obvious first target of the Mongols. A further cause
of war was that Hsia also may have provided asylum for some of the Great
Khan’s steppe rivals. In fact, the Mongol leader had ordered his first attack on 
Hsia already in 1205, the year before he assumed the title Genghis Khan. In
1207, the year following his assumption of the new title, the Great Khan again
moved against Hsia, attacking one of its border posts at Uraqai (Wulahai). The
two attacks of 1205 and 1207 were hardly more than probes, probably intended
to ascertain whether the Mongol strength was sufficient to take on the full
might of Hsia. A clear indication that this might be possible was the fact that in
1208, Hsia sought Chin assistance against the Mongols. However, no help was
forthcoming. Sung China attacked Chin in 1206, in the same year that
Temuchin was proclaimed Genghis Khan. The Sung-Chin war had lasted until
1208, when Sung was defeated. In this the Great Khan was lucky, since the
rivalry especially between Chin and Sung facilitated the Mongol conquests. In
1209 Genghis Khan accordingly laid siege to the Hsia capital, until the Hsia
government in 1210 agreed to become a Mongol vassal and render aid to
Genghis Khan when he so required.80 While Genghis Khan made the ruler of
Hsia his subject, he made no attempts to physically occupy the state of Hsia.
Instead Hsia was, despite being a sedentary state, treated almost like any
nomad tribe on the steppe, with orders to provide troops when the Great Khan
so needed. The peace agreement suggests that Genghis Khan had not yet fully
thought through the implications of his conquest. He had dealt with Hsia as if it
had been yet another nomad tribe, not a settled state with both nomad and
sedentary components.

Be that as it may, Genghis Khan was no more able to leave his army idle
following the subjugation of Hsia than he had been before the war. So his
request for troops from Hsia may have come soon, although our sources are
silent on this point. In 1211, Genghis Khan launched a campaign against Chin.
In the following year, war also broke out between Chin and Hsia, hostilities
that came to last from 1212 to 1223, ostensibly since the former had not come
to the aid of the latter when under attack by the Mongols.81 Yet, despite the
silence of our sources, one rather suspects that Hsia thus took part in the Great
Khan’s war against Chin. Indeed, with Genghis Khan attacking from the north, 
Chin soon had to fight a war on three fronts, as Hsia began to make incursions
from the west while Sung probed (unsuccessfully, as it was) from the south. By
spring 1214, Genghis Khan had defeated most Chin forces north of the Huang-
ho River and threatened the Chin capital, Chung-tu (Yen-ching, near present
Peking). In adherence with the traditional outer frontier strategy, he
accordingly dispatched emissaries to the Chin emperor, Hsüan-tsung, who in
response paid a handsome subsidy in the form of gold, silver, silk, five hundred
slaves, three thousand horses, and - following the pattern we have already seen
in Scythian and Hsiung-nu contexts - an imperial princess as a wife for
Genghis Khan. The Mongols then withdrew. In summer the same year, the

80 Dunnell, Great State, xxv; Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 103-5.
81 Dunnell, Great State, xxv.
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Chin court hurriedly relocated to its southern capital, Nanking (“Southern 
Capital,” also known as K’ai-feng).82

Genghis Khan interpreted the Chin withdrawal as a means to gather new
forces for a counter-attack. Besides, he also no doubt needed to keep his army
on the move. In winter 1214, Genghis Khan accordingly re-opened hostilities.
In 1215, the Mongols starved and captured Chung-tu, which was looted and
largely destroyed.83 Genghis Khan had now broken yet another of the
principles that hitherto had guided the dynamics between nomads and
agriculturalists; he had not only united the steppe despite resistance from the
powerful frontier states, he had even soundly defeated two of them.

While Genghis Khan might not immediately, as noted, have grasped the
full uses of a functioning frontier state, he understood strategy and had quickly
realised that the geostrategic position of and mutual rivalry among the three
frontier states and the Sung empire in their hinterland favoured a piecemeal
approach. He had accordingly begun his endeavour by attacking the weakest of
the three, which then could be used to his advantage when dealing with the Cin
in particular. It was also true that the internal cohesion of the frontier states
was less than optimal, made up of not only settled peoples and those of nomad
origin but also, in the case of Chin, of nomads of different ethnic background.
When pushed hard, they easily fragmented. Not only was the war accompanied
by purely domestic quarrels, such as in autumn 1213 when the then Chin
emperor was murdered by one of his generals.84 Genghis Khan also made
skillful use of psychological warfare.85 In addition, he could take advantage of
the old steppe tradition according to which local leaders of a failing empire
defected to the new power-to-be. On numerous occasions, Chin commanders
and officials responded to the Mongol successes by transferring their
allegiance to the new regime.86

The Decision to Acquire Territory
How could the Mongol empire so successfully break the continuity of
nomad—sedentary interaction that hitherto had guided relations between
nomads and agriculturalists? The answer can at least to some extent probably
be sought in the personality and prior experiences of Genghis Khan himself.
He was talented and tenacious, or he would not have survived his early years
of hardship. In addition, the strategic situation of the nomads was no longer
what it used to be, and in any case the Great Khan’s victories made the two 
customary nomad strategies unworkable. This forced Genghis Khan to create
new solutions. He realised that to make full use of his conquests, he would
have to deal with the settled states on their own terms, by taking control of
their territory and machinery of government. The only alternative, to destroy
these states and their inhabitants, would gain him nothing.87

82 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 112-14.
83 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 114-15.
84 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 112.
85 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 173.
86 See, e.g., Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 106-7, 109-12.
87 According to a probably apocryphal story, Genghis Khan at first toyed with the idea to have
all settled inhabitants killed and the entire region converted into pasture. Morgan, Mongols, 74.
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This was also the decision Genghis Khan reached after the 1215 fall of
Chung-tu. Perhaps influenced by advisors and followers from the frontier
states, he then, for the first time, demanded that the Chin emperor cede the
conquered territories as well as many of those that had not yet fallen to the
Mongols.88 Genghis Khan was not the first ruler of a nomad empire who had
been hemmed in by powerful hybrid frontier states, and who had responded to
this challenge by abandoning the traditional strategies in favour of a policy of
territorial acquisition and centralisation. The Saka in Bactria had been thus
hemmed in by the Parthians, who ruled most of Iran as a hybrid state under the
Arsacid dynasty, which the nomads could not overcome, and some Saka had
chosen to emulate them further to the south and east, in India. The Asii and
Tokhari in Bactria had also been hemmed in, again primarily by the Parthians
but also to some extent by the Saka in Drangiana, Arachosia, Gandhâra, and
India. The Asii nobility therefore responded by territorial acquisition and the
creation of a powerful state of their own, the Kushan empire. In 1215, Genghis
Khan decided to follow in the footsteps of these predecessors.

But unlike his Saka and Kushan predecessors, Genghis Khan and his
immediate successors did not thereby abandon nomadism. The Great Khan
retained full control of the steppe heartland, and his successors did not, in most
cases, at once settle down in their newly conquered sedentary states.
Settlement only took place later, in the Mongol-conquered periphery, and some
Genghisid Mongols never abandoned nomadism.89 Further Mongol expansion
was thus not hindered by the borders of the conquered agrarian states, and the
Mongol conquests would therefore grow to unprecedented size. Indeed,
Genghis Khan took the precaution, when later allocating the conquests among
his sons, to divide the empire into units (known as ulus, a term currently with
the meaning of nation, state, or dynasty) which in the early years were not
territorial divisions but rather had the character of army groups or fronts within
a joint military organisation. Geographical borders between these units were
not delineated. The empire remained one entity, under a Great Khan. Each unit
was required to provide troops for campaigns decided on by the Great Khan,
such as the 1256 conquest of Persia. It was thus not unheard of for one of
Genghis Khan’s successors to conduct campaigns within the area of operations 
of another.90

The Creation of the Mongol World Empire
Although the war in Chin was by no means over, and indeed would continue
for several years, Genghis Khan now found himself distracted by events
elsewhere. Karakhitai had already suffered losses due to the Mongols. In 1209,
an Uighur ruler, Barchuk (d. c. 1229), who had previously acknowledged
Karakhitai as his suzerain and thenceforth guarded the northeast of the
Karakhitai empire, instead transferred his allegiance to Genghis Khan. In 1211,
so did Arslan Khan (fl. 1211-1219) and Buzar (d. 1218), two Turki leaders

88 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 115-16.
89 See, e.g., Morgan, Mongols, 199-200.
90 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 176-7.
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who held territory on the Ili in the north of Karakhitai.91 However, effective
control of the remaining Karakhitai empire was then gained by Kuchlug (d.
1218), a Naiman prince, who together with a vassal of Karakhitai, Ala al-Din
Muhammad (r. 1200-1220), the Shah of Khwarezm, in 1211 overthrew
Karakhitai’s Khitan rulers.92

Kuchlug was an old enemy and rival of Genghis Khan. His ascension to
power in Karakhitai thus provided Genghis Khan with a reason to continue his
conquests there. Yet there was also a proper cause of war, which could not be
ignored: in 1217-1218 Kuchlug attacked and killed a dependent of the Great
Khan, the Turki leader Buzar. In 1218, Genghis Khan accordingly dispatched a
Mongol army under Jebe (d. 1224) into Karakhitai. Kuchlug took flight but
was overtaken and killed. Karakhitai surrendered to the Mongols without
resistance.93

Genghis Khan had by then decisively left the path of the old nomad
strategies. Henceforth, he aimed for conquests and territorial control, not the
raiding for loot and subsidies that his ancestors had engaged in. Even so, he
would almost certainly have been content with the conquest of Chin and,
perhaps, Sung - a task that would have enabled him to emulate the Khitan and
the Chin and in any case could not, as it turned out, be concluded in the Great
Khan’s lifetime. But, to the distress of those historians who expect impersonal
forces and general economic trends to explain the past, this could not be.
Events elsewhere again diverted Genghis Khan from the conquest of Chin. As
is well known, the massacre of a Mongol trading caravan in 1218 and the cold-
blooded murder of the Mongol envoy sent to demand retribution for the deed at
the hands of Muhammad, the Shah of Khwarezm, in 1219 convinced Genghis
Khan of the need to hand over the campaign against Chin to a subordinate.
Together with the main Mongol army, he instead set out on what would
become a campaign of conquest that eventually resulted in the establishment of
what some, not without cause, have termed the Mongol world empire.94

Success had acquired a dynamism and momentum of its own. The Mongols
went on to achieve vast conquests in the south and the west, they destroyed
enemy armies and occasionally entire cities. The sons and grandsons of
Genghis Khan continued the series of conquests that he had initiated. Together
they conquered and united large parts of Eurasia and created the probably
greatest land empire that ever existed (the Soviet Union was possibly larger
with regard to territory, but the Mongol empire controlled more important and
populous parts of Eurasia). Genghis Khan’s empire reached from the Caspian
to the Yellow Sea. His descendants extended the borders of the Mongol world
empire to the Black Sea and occupied the whole of China.95 And unlike other
vast empires created by successful generals, Alexander the Great and Napoleon
Bonaparte among them, the Mongol empire did not collapse upon the death of
its founder.

91 Juvaini, Genghis Khan 1.10. p.75-77; Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 102-3.
92 See, e.g., Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 118.
93 See, e.g., Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 118-19.
94 See, e.g., Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 122-3.
95 See, e.g., Morgan, Mongols, xii-xiii. They also introduced regular taxation among the
nomads. Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 203.
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The Legacy of the Mongol World Empire: China and Russia Refuse to
Negotiate
The Mongol dominion over China, the jewel in the nomad crown, lasted until
1368, when a former Buddhist priest turned emperor of the ethnic Chinese
Ming (“bright”) dynasty rose to assume power. The Mongols, who had ruled 
China under the dynastic name Yüan, returned to the steppe, where the nomads
again split into a number of different, autonomous tribes. After the retreat of
the Mongol Yüan dynasty to the steppe, subsequent Mongol leaders reverted,
or at least attempted to revert to the outer frontier strategy. They do not seem to
have had any particular wish to recover territorial control over China.96

In China, however, memories of the Mongol world empire evoked
sufficiently strong feelings of resentment to cause the subsequent Ming
dynasty to refuse the traditional complimentarity of the sedentary and nomad
civilisations. The Ming resolutely refused to take part in the traditional
exchange between nomads and agrarian states, at least in so far as the nomads
had some claim to kinship with the Yüan, that is, Genghisid dynasty, a lineage
that still inspired respect and some degree of loyalty. This policy, which early
on demanded major Ming military expeditions against those nomad rulers
whose power seemed to be growing, worked against the formation of a new
powerful nomad empire. However, the policy also caused widespread nomad
raids into China once the Ming ceased its own military engagement in steppe
politics and from at least the 1480s refused to come to any kind of
accommodation with the nomads. The Ming leaders, by their unwillingness to
deal with the nomads, also lost the strategic initiative. Despite Ming
opposition, major parts of the steppe were successfully unified at various
times. The Oirat (western) Mongol khan Esen Taiji (r. 1439-1455) was one
such leader. In 1449, he defeated a Ming army and captured the Ming emperor
at the battle of T’u-mu, and in 1450 he advanced as far as Peking. Other
powerful nomad rulers included the Genghisid, and ultimately more successful,
leaders Dayan Khan (1464-1533, r. 1488-1533), and the latter’s grandson 
Altan Khan (1507-1582), who in 1550 encamped his army at the gates of
Peking and briefly forced the Chinese to open border horse markets as well as
to hand over a large monetary gift. Each of these leaders attempted to pursue
the outer frontier strategy in attempts to extort trade and subsidies from China.
Yet, China persisted in its refusal to deal with the Genghisid nomads until
1570, when Ming accepted a treaty with Altan Khan, thereby reverting to the
old policy of relying on trade (markets at frontier posts) and gifts to keep the
nomads out.97 This was too late. By then, the non-negotiation policy had
caused major losses to China as well as failed to bring protection in the form of
friendly or at least mercenary-oriented nomad armies, which could be used

96 See, e.g., Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 224-5, 230-33.
97 Barfield, Perilous Frontier, 231-47. On the battle of T’u-mu, see Frederick W. Mote, “The 
T’u-mu Incident of 1449,” Frank A. Kierman, Jr., and John K. Fairbank (eds.), Chinese Ways
in Warfare (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1974), 243-72.
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against internal threats to the regime. The Ming dynasty was therefore defeated
by internal opponents and replaced by the Manchu Ch’ing, a ruling dynasty 
that began political life as a classical Manchurian hybrid frontier state.98

It was not only in China where memories of the Mongol world empire
resulted in anti-nomad policies. In Russia, there were also widespread feelings
that the former complimentarity of settled principalities and nomads should be
avoided. Moscow, ruled by a Grand Duke or Prince (velikiy knyaz’), had in the
fourteenth century gained a leading role among the various independent and
semi-independent principalities and republics that in time would become
Russia. This feat was achieved chiefly by accepting tributary status towards the
Mongol Golden Horde (1227-1502). Nonetheless, relations between Moscow
and the Horde, and between Moscow and the Horde’s successor states, were 
often unfriendly. In 1481, after a brief confrontation at the Ugra River in 1480,
Grand Duke Ivan III (r. 1462-1505) of Moscow declared independence. By
then, Moscow had already established a system of alliances with a number of
other steppe rulers to the rear of the nomad principality, which, moreover,
during the last three decades had lost most of its former influence.99

The grandson of Ivan III, Ivan IV (1530-1584, r. 1533-1584), known (in
English) as the Terrible, continued these policies and initiated a series of
conquests, aimed at the remnants of the Golden Horde. He conquered the
neighbouring khanate of Kazan in 1552. By 1556 he had also conquered
Astrakhan. In 1582, the conquest of the khanate of Sibir began, although this
process was not concluded until 1598. Under Ivan IV, and for another century
or two, the Russian expansion eastwards was often justified as a means of
recovering territories that the Russians regarded as having been previously lost
to the Mongols.100

Genghis Khan had decreed a policy of religious tolerance. However, this
decree was eventually forgotten, which caused divisions among the Mongols
and eventually was a major cause for the fragmentation of the Mongol world
empire.101 In the Islamic world, those Mongols who did not convert to Islam
were also eventually pushed out of power. The Mongol Chaghatai khanate
(1227-1370), another Mongol successor state, lost most of its territory to Timur
Lenk and his descendants, the Timurids (1370-1500), but survived as nominal
suzerain in East Turkestan until 1678,102 after which the Manchus, who by then
had already conquered the Ming and gained control over China, assumed
control also over the Mongols and their vassals there.103
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99 See, e.g., Michael Fredholm, “From Muscovy to Russia: The Emergence of the Russian 
Army, 1462-1689,” Arquebusier 24: 4, 2-11, on 2.
100 Ira M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 416-17, 420-23; James Forsyth, A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North 
Asian Colony 1581-1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 26-35. See also
Terence Armstrong (ed.), Yermak’s Campaign in Siberia(London: Hakluyt Society, 1975).
101 Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 209.
102 Lapidus, History, 416-17.
103 See, e.g., Michael Fredholm, The Army of the Manchu Empire and Qing China, 1600-1850
(n.p.: Pirate Press International, 1997), 5-8.



27

Gunpowder and the End of Nomad Power
By the sixteenth century, the Ottomans in the Middle East, the Safavids in Iran,
and the Moghuls in India were the three main powers of their region. An
expanding Russia soon became the fourth decisive great power. These were
powerful, sedentary states, which often fought each other. However, all four
were also faced with a common threat in the form of the horse archer. By this
time, mounted archers formed the main part of the military forces of the Uzbek
Shaibanids, the Crimean Tatars, and the various Turko-Mongolian nomad
tribes. In addition, horse archers were ubiquitous throughout the region, and
not only among nomads. To counter the threat from the mounted archer, the
large sedentary powers for military purposes began to rely on the new
gunpowder technology. For this reason, these states have become known as
gunpowder empires.104 Their chief weapons were firearms and cannon. The
nomads could, and did, adopt the former in the shape of personal weapons but
not the latter. They understood the importance of heavy firearms and artillery,
but its adoption would have caused them to lose their traditional mobility.105

They also did not have the manufacturing facilities, or skills, to make firearms,
nor was it possible to set up such facilities within the fluid lifestyle of the
nomad world.

The use of gunpowder and cannon tended to centralise political and
military power, since these weapons gave a strong advantage to a central power
with large resources, as compared to smaller powers with less resources. The
reason was that large resources and a certain level of technological proficiency
were needed to produce the new weapons in sufficient number for them to
make a decisive impact on the field of battle.

The early gunpowder empires have often been dealt with unkindly by
modern world historians. Some, especially those with a special interest in
Islam, claim that they all emerged from the preceding Mongol world empire
and “two centuries of decline and cultural turmoil” under pastoralist
occupation and the “heavy adverse impact” of the influence of steppe 
institutions on the Islamic (and, incidentally, Russian) world. They, together
with many Russian scholars, tend to see their favourite subjects as having been

104 The term gunpowder empire was first used by the historians Marshall G. S. Hodgson and
William H. McNeill, who applied it to the large 16th- and 17th-century Muslim states of the
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University of Chicago Press, 1974 (published posthumously)). To the gunpowder empires are
also usually counted the Muscovite empire as well as (to some extent) Ming China and
(following the first Western contacts) Japan. The Portuguese and Spanish overseas empires are
also typically included in this group - but not the European possessions of Portugal and Spain,
or indeed any other European state. William H. McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology,
Armed Force, and Society Since AD 1000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 95-
99.
105 See, e.g., Jeremy Black, The Cambridge Illustrated Atlas of Warfare: Renaissance to
Revolution 1492-1792 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 10-11; Jeremy Black
(ed.), War in the Early Modern World: 1450-1815 (Boulder: Westview, 1999), 4-6; Jeremy
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University Press, 1998), 30-32.
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firmly under the “Tatar yoke.”106 Others have claimed that the Asian
gunpowder empires, unlike the European countries, saw no advantage in
developing fortifications and new weapons to counter the use of artillery, and
that they on the contrary regarded any new inventions or devices that might
make existing artillery pieces obsolete as potentially dangerous to those in
power.107 The failure of the Asian gunpowder empires to adopt European
volley tactics as early as the European powers is often seen, by these
historians, as an example of the lack of innovation displayed by them.108

Such negative, and fundamentally Eurocentric, views on the capabilities of
the Asian gunpowder empires are hard to reconcile with the available facts. By
the second half of the sixteenth century, the European powers gained oceanic
predominance and made great advances in the Americas. Yet, the Europeans
made only a limited and fundamentally coastal impact in Asia, and for that
matter, Africa. While certain European powers expanded greatly in the
seventeenth century, so did several non-European ones, such as the
Manchus.109 The reasons for decisions on armament taken in an Asian
gunpowder empire accordingly must be sought there, not in Europe. The
employment of volley tactics made excellent sense in Europe, where most
armies consisted of fundamentally the same troop types, lined up one against
another. European armies therefore gradually began to emphasise massed,
close-range firepower through drill and discipline. By thus exposing their ranks
to incoming fire, they ran the risk of suffering high casualties, but their
concentrated firepower also enabled them to inflict casualties just as high. In
many parts of Asia, however, the tactical situation and the hostile troop types
encountered by the early gunpowder empires were quite different. In Inner
Eurasia, for instance, the key enemies of Ottomans, Safavids, Moghuls, and
Chinese alike were equestrian nomads, not infantry armies. The nomads
fielded dispersed groups of mounted archers, not dense masses of infantry.
Even when most enemies were not nomads fresh out of the steppe, such as was

106 Edmund Burke III, “Introduction: Marshall G. S. Hodgson and World History,” Marshall G. 
S. Hodgson, Rethinking World History: Essays on Europe, Islam, and World History
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993 (edited by Edmund Burke III)), ix-xxi, on xvii-
xviii. On the “Tatar yoke,” see, e.g., Charles J. Halperin, Russia and the Golden Horde: The
Mongol Impact on Medieval Russian History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987),
7.
107 McNeill, Pursuit of Power, 95-99.
108 However, it should be noted that even European soldiers occasionally remained
unconvinced of the supposedly great value of firing in volleys. The experienced soldier
Maurice de Saxe, in his Mes réveries, written in 1732, criticised a reliance on volley fire alone
and instead advocated a combination of firepower and shock. “I have seen entire salvos fail to 
kill four men. And I have never seen, and neither has anyone else, I believe, a single discharge
do enough violence to keep the troops from continuing forward and avenging themselves with
bayonet and shot at close quarters. It is then that men are killed, and it is the victorious who do
the killing.” Saxe also made it clear that he preferred individually aimed fire to volleys: “The 
present practice is worthless because it is impossible for the soldier to aim while his attention is
distracted awaiting the command. How can all these soldiers who have been commanded to get
ready to fire continue to aim until they receive the word to fire?” Maurice de Saxe, “My 
Reveries upon the Art of War,” in Thomas R. Phillips, Roots of Strategy (Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania: Stackpole, 1985), 177-300, on 206, 218.
109 See, e.g., Black, War and the World, 32-33, 60-61, 94-5.
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the case for the Moghuls, they still had to deal with enemies who primarily
fielded good quality cavalry of the type used by nomads.110 Against such
targets, individual muskets were important, but heavy firearms and artillery, as
will be shown, even more so. The rapid introduction of gunpowder weapons
among the sedentary, Asian empires (beside the obvious utility of the new
weapons technology against other settled empires) are probably most easily
explained by the fact that these weapons worked as intended - against nomad
horse archers. In particular the Safavids and Muscovites, shortly afterwards
followed by the Manchu Ch’ing dynasty, soon realised that in heavy firearms 
and cannon, they had finally found a tactical means to negate the traditional
military advantages, mobility and firepower, enjoyed by the Inner Eurasian
equestrian nomads. The fact that conditions were different from those in
Europe also explains why the tactical solutions adopted by these empires were
not necessarily identical to those in Europe, yet were tailored to the threats
encountered by them. For instance, for reasons that will be explained, the
Asian gunpowder empires - for good reason - emphasised the use of heavier
firearms than what was preferred in Europe.

The Asian gunpowder empires also diverged from the military-
technological developments in Europe in that they did not introduce dense
formations of infantry armed with long pikes. This did not happen even when
European instructors trained their armies, such as under the Safavid ruler, Shah
Abbas (1571-1629; r. 1588-1629).111 Yet, in Europe, it was arguably the pike,
not the handgun, that was regarded as the decisive weapon when infantry had
to face a cavalry charge.112 Since heavy cavalry remained militarily very
important in all Asian gunpowder empires, why did they not follow this
development? Some might argue that there were social factors that made
certain rulers of the gunpowder empires reluctant to introduce professional
bodies of trained infantry (although such forces were in fact introduced, in
particular by the Ottomans). However, the key reason would seem to be that a
dense formation of infantry armed with pikes, however useful it might be in the
face of a heavy cavalry charge, was the least viable formation when confronted
by nomad horse archers. The nomad firepower would in time disrupt and
annihilate any such force of enemy infantry, and the nomad mobility would
ensure that the mounted archers could do this without suffering significant
losses. This would be the key reason why such formations were never
introduced in the military forces of the gunpowder empires. The only exception
was Russia, which introduced a limited number of pike formations, but only
for warfare against European enemies.113

Before the introduction of firearms, most sedentary soldiers had nothing
but ordinary bows or weak Chinese-style crossbows with which to confront

110 Jos Gommans, “Warhorse and Gunpowder in India c.1000-1850,” Jeremy Black (ed.), War
in the Early Modern World: 1450-1815 (Boulder: Westview, 1999), 105-27.
111 See, e.g., George Gush, Renaissance Armies 1480-1650 (Cambridge: Patrick Stephens,
1975), 92.
112 See, e.g., David Eltis, The Military Revolution in Sixteenth-Century Europe (New York.
Barnes & Noble, 1998), 45-7.
113 See, e.g., Fredholm, “From Muscovy to Russia,” 2-11.
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nomad firepower. These weapons had not made a great impression on the
nomads. What had scared the nomads, however, was the very occasional use of
siege engines against them. In 329 BC, Alexander the Great used bolt throwers
against nomad cavalry, to secure a river crossing near Alexandria Eschate
(present Khujand in Tajikistan). Arrian vividly describes how the siege engines
“opened up on the Scythians who were riding along the edge of the water on 
the further side [of the river]. Some of them were hit; one was pierced through
both shield and breastplate and fell dead from his horse. The Scythians were
taken completely aback by the long range of the [engines], and that, together
with the loss of a good man, induced them to withdraw.”114 However,
Alexander’s Macedonian army was in many ways unique in its capability for 
combined arms operations,115 and the mobility of the nomads would in any
case make them difficult to hit, when they were aware of the danger. Even so,
the use of long-range artillery was an efficient means to deny the nomads the
use of their own capacity to inflict casualties, unless the nomads were prepared
to accept heavy casualties of their own.

Even crude artillery had an effective range (in penetrative power if not
accuracy) that far outranged the bow of the mounted archer, and vigorous
gunpowder empires such as the Manchu Ch’ing took full advantage of the new 
technology. Since the Ch’ing empire furthermore grew out of a hybrid frontier 
state with both nomad and settled population, its leaders knew well the
strengths and weaknesses of nomads.

Besides, while the range and efficiency of ordinary matchlock muskets
were perhaps not much more impressive than those of the mounted archer, the
Asian gunpower empires were not restricted to the use of only light matchlock
muskets and heavy artillery. Their infantry would also carry large numbers of
intermediate guns in the form of extremely long and heavy matchlocks, known
in English as jingals (gingals) or jazails (both terms derived from Arabic al-
jazâ’il, a heavy musket fired with a forked rest116). The jingal was known in
China under a variety of names, includingt’ai-ch’iang.This was a long, heavy,
large-bore matchlock, originally said to have been introduced by the Manchus.
Its barrel was commonly two to three metres long, although both longer and
shorter versions existed. The shot was smaller in diameter than the bore, but
often contained several bullets. The jingal was, in the opinion of contemporary
observers, the Chinese gun least liable to burst. Its range could reach a
thousand metres, although its aiming mechanism was very poor. Even small
jingals had a range of around five hundred metres. As late as in the nineteenth
century, British soldiers had high opinions of these weapons, which they
regarded as “a species of light field artillery” which in rough terrain was more 

114 Arrian (Flavius Arrianus Xenophon), Campaigns of Alexander 4.4. Tr. by Aubrey de
Sélincourt in Arrian, The Campaigns of Alexander (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin,
1971), 206.
115 John F. C. Fuller, The Generalship of Alexander the Great (New Brunswick, New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 1960; Da Capo reprint 1989), in particular 296. General Fuller was
himself a First World War pioneer of mechanised warfare.
116 Henry Yule and A. C. Burnell. Hobson-Jobson: The Anglo-Indian Dictionary (2nd edn
1902, reprinted 1996 by Wordsworth, Ware, Hertfordshire), 373, 474.
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easily transported than regular European field artillery.117 This made the jingals
far more suitable than earlier forms of support weapons in the fluid tactical
situations that characterised the wars against equestrian nomads. Even some
cavalry units fielded jingals. These were carried slung between two horses, so
that the stand trailed along the ground, or if dismantled, with the jingal carried
on one horse and its stand on another. Jingals were also carried, or even
mounted on camels. The jingal was crewed by from two to five men and fired
from a rest, in the early days commonly a four-wheeled stand. Another
possibility was often a man’s shoulders. A jingal was commonly borne on the 
shoulders of two men and fired by a third.118

While jingals were used in large numbers by the Manchus, similar weapons
were employed by all Asian gunpowder states, including the Safavids, who
called a jingal mounted on a camel zambûrak (“little wasp”), and the Moghuls, 
who among other terms referred to the jingal as zarbzan (“blow-striker”) and 
the camel gun as shutarnâl (“camel-gun barrel”).119 What appears to have been
an early form of jingal was also used by the Ming dynasty Chinese. The Wu
Pei Chih (‘Treatise of Armament Technology’) by Mao Yüan-i of 1621 depicts
a long gun, slightly more than 1.3 metres long, attached to a handle slightly
over 0.5 metres long and bent in a scroll-like curve. This may have been an
ancestor of the jingal. This gun, known as ta-chui-feng-ch’iang (“large 
blowing-away-the-enemy lance-gun”), was operated by two soldiers using a
tripod support. It had a stated range of more than two hundred paces.120

How did the range and firepower of heavy gunpowder weapons compare
with the nomad bow? Two contemporary sources may be helpful in answering
this question.

In 1558, an English merchant named Anthony Jenkinson (d. 1611) on his
way from Moscow to Bukhara, travelling with a caravan consisting of some
forty men, was attacked by a group of thirty-seven Uzbek brigands, “well 
armed, and appointed with bows, arrows and swords.” The brigands ordered to 
merchants to stand and deliver, but as Jenkinson related,121

…we defied them, wherewith they shot at us all at once, and we at them 
very hotly, and so continued our fight from morning until two hours
within night, divers men, horses and camels being wounded and slain on
both parts: and had it not been for 4 hand guns which I and my company
had and used, we had been overcome and destroyed: for the thieves were

117 Ian Heath, Armies of the Nineteenth Century, Asia 2: China (Guernsey: Foundry Books,
1998), 47.
118 Fredholm, Army of the Manchu Empire, 39-40.
119 William Irvine, The Army of the Indian Moghuls: Its Organisation and Administration
(London, 1903; facsimile reprint by Pallas Armata, Tonbridge, Kent, 1996), 109-11, 113, 134-
7.
120 Joseph Needham et al., Science and Civilisation in China 5, Part 7: Military Technology-
The Gunpowder Epic Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 455.
121 Richard Hakluyt (ed.), Voyages and Discoveries: The Principal Navigations, Voyages,
Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin,
1985), 83-4.
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better armed, and were also better archers than we; but after we had slain
divers of their men and horses with our guns, they durst not approach so
nigh, which caused them to come to a truce with us...

In the early 1630s, the French traveller Guillaume Le Vasseur de Beauplan
travelled across the Ukraine.122 There he was attacked by Crimean Tatars,
whose military system was not unlike that of earlier or later equestrian nomads.
Beauplan reported that the Tatars could shoot accurately to sixty or a hundred
paces (by which he most likely meant about fifty to ninety metres). He also
made the following observation:

I have encountered them many times in the country to the number of a
good five hundred Tartars who wished to attack us in our tabor [wagon
laager] and even though I was accompanied by only fifty or sixty
Cossacks they could do nothing to us nor could we best them because
they would not approach within the range of our weapons; but after
making numerous feints to attack us and trouble us with clouds of
arrows on the head because they shot in arcade easily at twice the range
of our weapons, they retired...

Shooting in arcade is to shoot at a steep angle, of about forty-five degrees, to
extend the range as far as possible. The result is that the arrows drop almost
vertically on the target, as indeed Beauplan makes clear. Such shooting is of
course very inaccurate; however, a massed enemy of the type the horse archers
often confronted is very vulnerable to such archery.

A sixteenth-century Arabic treatise on archery confirms the range of
archery mentioned by Beauplan, pointing out that the extreme range for
accurate fire is forty-five bow lengths, or about 75 metres. However, the text
continues, the range for effective (in penetrative power) although frequently
inaccurate fire is more than twice this, or more than 150 metres.123

The bows used by nomads and soldiers of settled states in Inner Eurasia
were not that different from one another. In other words, it was not the missile
power of the nomad bow that had led to the many centuries of nomad victories,
but the nomad mobility. The nomads had been able to harass the infantry of the
settled states until it lost morale, cohesion, and thus became vulnerable to a
traditional cavalry charge. Yet more important, the nomads could do this to
their enemy without suffering excessive losses themselves. On the strategic
level, the mobility of the nomads had of course been even more decisive, since
they could then outmanoeuvre slower-moving enemies, hit them where they
were weak, and avoid contact when the tactical situation was disadvantageous.

122 Brought to my attention and partly translated by Erik Hildinger, Warriors of the Steppe: A
Military History of Central Asia, 500 B.C. to 1700 A.D. (New York: Sarpedon, 1997). French
original: Guillaume Le Vasseur, sieur de Beauplan,La description d’Ukranie de Guillaume Le 
Vasseur de Beauplan (Ottawa: Les Presses de l’Université d’Ottawa, 1990). Edited by Dennis 
F. Essar and Andrew B. Pernal.
123 Arab Archery: An Arabic Manuscript of About A.D. 1500: A Book on the Excellence of the
Bow and Arrow and the Description Thereof (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945).
Translated and edited by N. A. Faris and R. P. Elmer.
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But with the introduction of heavy firearms and artillery, the nomads
became vulnerable to the weapons of the settled states. The nomads no longer
held a decisive edge in tactics. This was obvious to contemporary and near-
contemporary observers. Edward Gibbon (1737-1794), writing in the 1770s,
concluded: “The military art has been changed by the invention of 
gunpowder...Cannon and fortifications now form an impregnable barrier
against the Tartar horse; and Europe is secure from any future irruption of
Barbarians; since, before they can conquer, they must cease to be
barbarous.”124 In other words, for a nomad ruler to make himself master of a
settled empire, the new strategic context demanded that he took the decision to
cease being a nomad. The nomad military system had reached a dead end. The
nomads retained superior mobility, but they had lost their offensive capability
in the form of firepower that was at least no worse, and often far superior, to
that of non-nomad pre-gunpowder armies. The new armament in the form of
gunpowder weapons, and in particular heavy muskets and artillery, had a
sufficiently long effective range that the nomad cavalry no longer could count
on defeating the soldiers of the settled state without themselves suffering major
casualties. However, the nomads could not absorb such losses, since their total
manpower invariably was far below that of the agrarian states. The agriculture
of a settled state supported a larger population and thus possessed the resources
for armed forces far more numerous than the nomads could raise. It was thus
not the mere introduction of new weaponry that changed the strategic situation.
The prowess of the individual horse archer remained as high as in the past, and
the rate of fire, accuracy, and penetration of the nomad bow did not compare
badly with the early firearms. However, the aggregate firepower of close-order
formations armed with sufficient numbers of heavy firearms did make a
difference. The individual nomad remained as good, if not better, a fighter than
the individual non-nomad soldier, but in time even the personal musket
acquired the range of heavier jingals and developed into a far more powerful
weapon than the nomad bow. That the individual nomad remained as able as
his settled adversary was then simply not good enough, even if the nomad
traded in his bow for a new weapon. The old nomad strategies thus gradually
lost their former utility, as the military and technological development
relegated the nomads to the place of have-beens.

In the west, the Muscovites, Safavids, and their successors were finally
able to defeat and, in Russia’s case, even conquer the nomads, although this 
shift in the balance of power depended more on demography than weapons
technology. Colonisation in time caused the settlers to greatly outnumber the
nomads even in the latter’s traditional steppe habitats.125 In the east, the
Chinese Ming dynasty, as noted, had adopted a defensive attitude to the
nomads and often refused even to deal with them. While the Ming developed
mobile artilllery in the 1570s and adapted existing fortifications for the use of
firearms, their military strength remained primarily in the size of the army,

124 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 4 (London:
Methuen & Co., 1898), 166, 167. Edited by J. B. Bury.
125 See, e.g., Lapidus, History, 420-23.
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which continued to be chiefly armed with traditional weapons, and in their
fortifications.126 The succeeding Manchu Ch’ing dynasty took full advantage 
of the new gunpowder technology. Henceforth, the nomads could only -
without excessive risk - attack and loot mere caravans, such as the ones in
which Jenkinson and Beauplan travelled. That the introduction of firearms was
a decisive military-technological factor is also indicated by the fact that the
steppe nomads were able to unite even then, under for instance Altan Khan
who raided beneath the walls of Peking in 1550, in fact raided China almost
every year for decades, and ambushed and defeated a Chinese army led by
Ch’iu Lu-an (1505-1552) on the steppe north of Ta-t’ing in April 1552,127 but
even so failed to achieve their old military and political superiority viz-a-viz
their settled neighbours. Meanwhile, also in 1552, the Russian Tsar, as noted,
conquered the Mongol successor state of Kazan, reportedly with the help of
150 heavy cannon and mortars as well as many field guns.128 Soon Russian
settlers moved east to consolidate the conquest and incorporate it into the
Russian empire by the construction of a series of forts to impede nomad
mobility.129 The age of nomad empires had passed, never to return.

126 Peter Lorge, “War and Warfare in China 1450-1815,” Black, War in the Early Modern
World, 87-103; Black, War and the World, 52-3.
127 Frederick W. Mote and Denis Twitchett (eds), The Cambridge History of China 7, Part 1:
The Ming Dynasty, 1368-1644 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 476-9.
128 According to Prince Andrei Kurbsky, who was there, but writing some twenty years after
the event. J. L. I. Fennell (ed.), Prince A. M. Kurbsky’s History of Ivan IV(Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1965), 41.
129 See, e.g., Forsyth, History of the Peoples of Siberia, 29-30.
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