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THINKING HISTORICALLY

The Global Eclipse of the Nomadic Warrior Culture

AS THE SHOCK WAVES OF THE Mongol and Timurid explosions
amply demonstrate, nomadic incursions into the civilized cores
have had an impact on global history that far exceeds what one
would expect, given the small numbers of nomadic peoples
and the limited resources of the regions they inhabited. From
the time of the great Indo-European migrations in the 3rd and
2nd millennia B.c.E. through the classical and postclassical eras,
nomadic peoples periodically emerged from their steppe, prairie,
and desert fringe homelands to invade, often build empires, and
settle in the sedentary zones of Eurasia, Africa, and the Americas.
Their intrusions have significantly changed political history by
destroying existing polities and even, as in the case of Assyria,
whole civilizations. They have also generated major population
movements, sparked social upheavals,
and facilitated critical cultural and eco-
nomic exchanges across civilizations.
As the Mongols’ stunning successes in
the 13th century illustrate, the ability of
nomadic peoples to break through the
defenses of the much more populous
civilized zones and to establish control
over much richer and more sophisti-
cated peoples arose primarily from the
nomads’ advantages in waging wat.

A reservoir of battle-ready warriors and mobility have proved
to be the keys to success for expansion-minded nomads. Harsh
environments and ongoing intertribal and interclan conflicts
for survival within them produced tough, resourceful fighters
who could live off the land on the march and who saw com-
bat as an integral part of their lives. The horses and camels on
which pastoral peoples in Eurasia and Sudanic Africa relied gave
them a degree of mobility that confounded the sedentary peoples
who tried to ward off their incursions. The mounted warriors
of nomadic armies had the advantages of speed, surprise, and
superior intelligence, gathered by mounted patrols. The most suc-
cessful nomadic invaders, such as the Mongols, also were will-
ing to experiment with and adapt to technological innovations.
Some of these, such as the stirrup and various sorts of harnesses,
were devised by the nomads themselves. Others, such as gun-
powder and the siege engines—both Muslim and Chinese—that
the Mongols used to smash the defenses of walled towns were
borrowed from sedentary peoples and adapted to the nomads’
fighting styles.

Aside from the military advantages of the nomads’ lifestyles
and social organization, their successes in war owed much to the
weaknesses of their adversaries in the sedentary, civilized zones.
Even in the best circumstances, the great empires that provided
the main defense for agricultural peoples against nomadic

With the introduction early
in the 17th century of light,
mobile field artillery into the
armies of the warring states
of central and western Europe,
the nomads’ retreat began.

incursions were diverse and overextended polities. Imperial con-
trol and protection diminished steadily as one moved away from
the capital and core provinces. Imperial boundaries were usually
fluid, and the outer provinces were vulnerable to nomadic raids
and conquest.

Classical and postclassical empires, such as the Egyptian and
Han and the Abbasid, Byzantine, and Song, enjoyed great advan-
tages over the nomads in terms of the populations and resources
they controlled. But their armies, almost without exception, were
too slow, too low on firepower, and too poorly trained to resist
large and well-organized forces of nomadic intruders. In times of
dynastic strength in the sedentary zones, well-defended fortress
systems and ingenious weapons—such as the crossbow, which
the peasant conscripts could mas-
ter fairly easily—were quite effective
against nomadic incursions. None-
theless, even the strongest dynasties
depended heavily on protection pay-
ments to nomad leaders and the divi-
sions between the nomadic peoples
on their borders for their security.
Even the strongest sedentary empires
were shaken periodically by nomadic
raids into the outer provinces. When
the empires weakened or when large numbers of nomads were
united under able leaders, such as the prophet Muhammad and
his successors or Chinggis Khan, nomadic assaults made a sham-
bles of sedentary armies and fortifications.

In many ways, the Mongol and Timurid explosions repre-
sented the apex of nomadic power and influence on world history.
After these remarkable interludes, age-old patterns of interaction
between nomads and town-dwelling peoples were transformed.
These transformations resulted in the growing ability of seden-
tary peoples to first resist and then dominate nomadic peoples,
and they mark a watershed in the history of the human commu-
nity. Some of the causes of the shift were immediate and specific.
The most critical of these was the devastation wrought by the
Black Death on the nomads of central Asia in the 14th century.
Although the epidemic was catastrophic for large portions of the
civilized zones as well, it dealt the sparse nomadic populations a
blow from which they took centuries to recover.

In the centuries after the Mongol conquests, the rulers of
sedentary states found increasingly effective ways to centralize
their political power and mobilize the labor and resources of
their domains for.war. The rulers of China and the empires of
the Islamic belt made some improvements, but the sovereigns
of the emerging states of western Europe surpassed all others in
this regard. Stronger control and better organization allowed a
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growing share of steadily increasing national wealth to be chan-

neled toward military ends: The competing rulers of Europe also
invested heavily in technological innovations with military appli-
cations, from improved metalworking techniques and radical
innovations in fortress construction to more potent gunpowder
and firearms. From the 15th and 16th centuries, the discipline and
training of European armies also improved. With pikes, muskets,
exacting drill in the use of firearms, and trained commanders,
European armies were more than a match for the massed nomad
cavalry that had so long terrorized sedentary peoples.

With the introduction early in the 17th century of light,
mobile field artillery into the armies of the warring states of cen-
tral and western Europe, the nomads’ retreat began, States such

as Russia, which had centralized power on the western European

model, as well as the Ottoman Empire in the eastern Mediterra-
nean and the Qing in China, which had shared many of the arma-
ment advances of the Europeans, moved steadily into the steppe
and desert heartlands of the horse and camel nomads. Each fol-
lowed a conscious policy of settling part of its rapidly growing
peasant population in the areas taken from the nomads. Thus,
nomadic populations not only were brought under the direct
rule of sedentary empires but saw their pasturelands plowed and
planted wherever the soil and water supply permitted.

These trends suggest that the nomadic war machine had been
in decline long before the new wave of innovation that ushered
in the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century. But that process

sealed its fate. Railways and repeating rifles allowed sedentary

peoples to penetrate even the most wild and remote nomadic
refuges and subdue even the most determined and fierce nomadic
warriors, from the Plains Indians of North America to the
bedouin of the Sahara and Arabia. The periodic nomadic incur-
sions into the sedentary zones, which had recurred for millennia,
had come to an end.
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: 'QUESTIONS _ : Sl
"u What are some of the major ways in whlch nomadlc peoples and
o thelr penodtc expansmns have affected global hlstory? .' T
u .WhICh oftheu' movements and conquests do you th:nk were the o '
- most lmportant? S : : '
a _Why Were the Mongols abie to butld a much gre ter'empn’e than :
o any prevnous nomad:c contender’ - )
' Why did the Mongol Emplre collapse s0 rap:dly, and what does ltS. _
. fall telf us about the underiymg weaknesses of the nomadlc war '
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