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EAST-WEST COMMUNICATION AS THE MAIN CULTURE-BUILDING FACTOR

OF THE OLD WORLD

he very notion of the “Silk Road” was introduced by Ferdinand von Richthofen as a result
Tof his explorations in the second half of XIX century (1877). Basing on his observations
and historical data he had drawn the map of communication routes from Europe through Cen-
tral Asia to China. However, it must be stressed that these were by far not the only routes exist-
ing, since the Euro-Asian continent due to its size offers a lot of them (see Abu-Lughod, 2012,
227-248). So it seems that the notion of the Silk Road should rather be understood as an entire
set of land connections the entire landmass between Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Accordingly, it
seems that such geographical conditions had played key role in culture changes in Europe, Asia
and Africa.

First of all, along such routes the fruits of so-called Neolithic Revolution had spread. Do-
mestica animals and plants were being transported from the Middle East within a favourable cli-
mate zone (close to mild), reaching from Europe to China (Diamond, 2005). Those changes were
conditioned by geography, since neolithic economy did not reach the Sub-Saharan Africa and
Eurasian Taiga region. It is worth noting that the longitudinal orientation of both Americas had
effectively hampered such changes in the New World.

The East-West communication intensified significantly when the first (neolithic) nomadic
peoples emerged, thriving in the prairie /forest zone. This was connected with the expansion
of the Indo-European population, said to originate in those areas. The exact location is the ob-
ject of years-long dispute — the most often mentioned however are the steppes north
of the Caspian and partly Black Sea (see Anthony, 2007). In relatively short period, people
of the Indo-European language family appeared all over a vast area — from Europe through
Near Fast, north India, Central Asia up to modern Western China (see T. Milewski). Obviously,
migrating peoples were using broadly understood Silk Road routes — largely the belt of prairie
spreading from Asia to Europe. The unprecedented migration had been possible only after
the horse domestication, which took place exactly on the steppes. As a consequence, battle chari-
ots as well as transport carts emerged (Anthony, 2007, 65-75, 193-202, 213-216). Horse mastery
allowed for extended husbandry — a rider could watch over ten-odd times as much animals as

a pedestrian. Another benefit brought about by the horse was the possibility of using far pastures
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(Anthony, 2007, 222-224). Settlers no longer needed to concentrate on great rivers crossing
the steppes, therefore husbandry became even more effective. Along with human genetic muta-
tions in late Neolith (Allentoft et al., 2015), increased lactose tolerance occurred (Burger et al.,
2007; Itan, et al., 2009). It is possible that this was connected with Indo-European migrations
too, so that dairy products won by husbandry were utilized more effectively than by other peo-
ples. Another noteworthy factor is the appearance of new, long-wool sheep breeds ca. 3500 BC.
It allowed to weave cloth of better quality (Mallory, Mair, 2008, 209-210), offering increased pro-
tection against wind and variable steppes (prairie) weather. All these factors combined brought
about a demographic explosion, which in turn resulted in rapid territorial expansion. The latter
was facilitated by new means of communication, as well as new, extremely effective warfare asso-
ciated with cavalry.

The Indo-European expansion directly contributed to innovations in China, such as the in-
troduction of the horse, donkey and sheep husbandry or batley, wheat and grapewine cultivation
(Mallory, Mair, 2008, 134-136, 169). In a similar manner technology of constructing and operat-
ing wagons, as well as bronze metallurgy was developed (Mallory, Mair, 2008, 324-328).

The Indo-European presence caused changes in social structures too. That ethnolinguistic
group of was characterised by deities responsible for might, power and fertility. This by analogy
was to correlate with social strata — the priests, the warriors and peasants/breeders (or more
broadly — workers) (Eliade, 1997, 125-127). Thus a new social class emerged, whose main occu-
pation was organized violence. Warriors became a permanent part of social life — they consti-
tuted a key element of social structure, holding religious legitimacy too. Such a type of social
structure allowed for an easy incorporation of alien groups into the society. Most often they were
included in class of people destined for work and the most visible example has been the Indian
caste system which emerged as a result of the Indo-European invasion (Eliade, 1997, 127-128).

In the Bronze Age the continuous communication along East-West routes triggered
the emergence of the Bronze Age civilization. From China, through India and the Middle East
up to the Mediterranean a number of similarities can be demonstrated. In all these areas there
developed an urban civilization, characterized by a strictly hierarchical social structure with con-
siderable influence of temples and priests on political and economic life. It is even suggested that
these were the first demonstrable signs of globalization processes (see Vandkilde, 2016, with fur-
ther bibliography). Inter-societal contacts were driven by a necessity of obtaining raw materials
for bronze production. Since outcroppings of relevant materials — copper and tin — do not
exist in the same places, a good communication network was necessary already at the stage

of production (Chochorowski, 1999a, 205-2006).
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In the early Iron Age the steppe belt used as a communication route played also a role par-
ticularly in China, India, Iran, and Middle East. Europe witnessed emerging political organiza-
tions of steppe tribes, to a large extent living off regular raiding the richer and much better or-
ganized lands of the South. Apart from lootings formal tributes have been extorted too. It seems
that nomadic people were at least partially forced to act in this way due to the chronic shortage
of plant-based food, which they compensated for by exploiting or robbing their neighbours
(Moszynski, 1953, 31-32).

In the Middle East and Europe the earliest known marks of this phenomenon had been left
by the Scythians. They arrived within the Black Sea basin as a result of so-called avalanche
of tribes. According to Herodotus (VI: 3), the Arimasps had expelled the Issedons, who in turn
moved west of the Scythians, who in turn pushed the Cimmerians out of their lands at the Black
Sea. Most probably the information was based on the Arimaspea, a lost poem by Aristeas (Mal-
lory, Mair, 2008, 39-42). Such migrations of large groups over the vast steppe areas do repeat
periodically and are well known from the earlier times too (Moszynski, 1925, 19-23). The flight
of the Cimmerians from the Pontus area then brough about raiding waves all over the Balkans —
as documented by archeologic artefacts — and the Middle East, as told by written tales (Bu-
kowski, 1979a, 192-195; Chochorowski, 1999b, 312-331, pict. 366). In the course of time
the Scythians themselves arrived with their looting raids too (Bukowski, 1979b, 195-205, fig. 108,
109; Chochorowski, 1999b, 321-327b, fig. 370).

On the eastern end of the steppe belt analogical activity in the last centuries B.C. was per-
formed by the Huns (Hzung-nu) (see Gumilev, 1997a, 1997b). Repelled by the Chinese, they most
probably turned west, finally reaching Europe. Their migration triggered another migration, this
time the Great One. It was concisely described by late Ancient writers. As St. Ambrosius wrote:
“Huns attack the Alans, the Alans the Goths, the Goths the Taifal and Sarmatians” (Ambrosius, Exposi-
tio, X: 10). Jordanes records other tribes conquered by the Huns before Alans, as “Apidzuros,
Aletldzuros, Itimaros, Tuncarsos et Bioscos” (Getica 126). As a result of these events “Zerrifying rumonrs
spread abroad that the peoples of the north were stirring up new and uncommonly great commotions: that through-
out the entire region which extends from the Marcomanni and the Quadi to the Pontus, a savage horde of un-
known peoples, driven from their abodes by sudden violence, were roving about the river Hister in scattered bands
with their families”, as testified by Ammianus Marcellinus (XXXI, 4, 2). That was the root cause
of great political, social and ethnic change in Europe during the Great Migration period. It is
worth noting that in that time not only the Huns have reached Europe through the steppes.
Shortly thereafter there came the Avars (see Szymanski, 1979), as well as the Bulgars, Khazars

and Pechenegs (see Dabrowski, Nagrodzka-Majchrzyk, Tryjarski, 1975; Dudek, 2016). The great
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expansion of the Slavonic tribes (see Parczewski, 2002) was at least partly possible due to that
process, too.

An example of later large migrations along the steppes were the XIII-XIVth centuries, when
the Mongols had raised to power since the reign of Genghis Khan onwards. Characteristically,
war disrupted traditional trade routes in Central Asia, so for vast regions the steppes became
the basic communication corridor. In that period it was exactly over this route that silk was im-
ported to Europe (Abu-Lughod, 2012, 250).

It seems that another example of political dimension embedded in East-West land corridor
was the territorial expansion of Russia, including the colonization of Siberia. Since the reign
of Ivan the Terrible until XIXth century Russia had been consistently annexing political struc-
tures, which in the late Middle Ages had been under Mongol/Tatar control. What is important,
the expansion was directed primarily along the West-East axis (F.ukawski, 1981, 59-78). It must be
noted however, that since the early modern period, the East-West land connections had been
gradually losing importance.

In the Middle Ages, regular use of the Silk Road caused a permanent outflow of bullion
from Europe. It was clearly noted in case of Byzantine solidi, and later ducats channelled through
Venetian Republic to Arabia and then further east (Nobis, 2014, 349-357, 389-396). In return,
besides the imported China goods, Chinese culture’s inventions were received too, with their dis-
tinct impact on the Western culture. The most important of them, and causing the most pro-
found effects, were the gunpowder (Goody, 2012, 260), paper (Goody, 2006, 186-190; 2012, 277),
the compass, print, blast furnace, the looms (Goody, 2006, 61-62, 152; 2012, 44, 282), noodles
(Goody, 20006, 65) and the institution of postal service (Goody, 2012, 265-260).

Eastern trade also contributed to increasing contacts between the Europeans (mainly Italian
cities) and Arab countries. As a result, many achievements of Islamic culture were incorporated,
with their considerable influence on cultural and economic changes at the time of the Renais-
sance (see Goody, 2012, 41-43, 62-84, 140-142, 175). The Italians were able to follow the Arab
ways of trade exchange with the accompanying organisation of trade companies, as well as
the credit system (Abu-Lughod, 2012, 347-363).

Yet another important phenomenon were the outbreaks of the plague, caused at times of in-
creased communication by Yersinia pestis bacteria. The first recognized pandemic dates back
to the turn of the Neolith/Bronze Ages and can be associated with the Indo-European migra-
tion (Rasmussen et al.,, 2015). Due to the lack of written data it is hard to ascertain how it af-
fected culture changes, as it was discovered by analysing skeletons found during archeologic exca-

vations. Another outbreak occurred in history during the Migration Period under the name
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of the Justinian’s Plague (541-543 AD) (Wagner et al., 2014), and it considerably contributed to
the decline of Byzantine Empire, as well as triggered further expansion of the barbarians in
Western Europe. The biggest of these epidemics was of course the Black Death of XIVth cen-
tury. It occurred all along the route from China to Europe. Noticeably, the most affected were
the Arab countries (Abu-Lughod, 2012, 278-284, fig. 7). Combined with the Mongol wars, it sig-
nificantly weakened all of the Islam world, which in turn allowed Europeans to take over
the long-distance trade (due to political constraints increasingly concentrating on the sea lanes).
Not surprisingly, another Yersinia pestis pandemic in the second half of the XIXth century turned
global, spreading exactly along the seaways originating in China (Wagner, et al. 2014, fig, 4).

The turn to the sea trade was the reason for the ultimate abandoning of the Silk Road. It
must be stressed however, that the East-West connections kept functioning, and specifically
Europe-China contacts were ever increasing and intensifying. That was mainly driven by the dif-
ference in value of silver within the two realms. For the Europeans with secured continuous ac-
cess to silver mines in South America, this was exceptionally advantageous and resulted in
the exportation of bullion (Goody, 2006, 153, 156). That is why, subsequent Chinese inventions
were reaching Europe by the sea, mainly through the journeys of Dutch sailors. These were
the turnplough, used for cultivating muddy soils, and the mining drill e.g. for the natural gas and
rotary winnowing fan, separating grain from chaff (Mallory, Mair, 2008, 319-320).

Today the question is, whether at the time of maritime and aviation transport as well as elec-
tronic information exchange, the land connection between the East and the West can have a simi-
lar role as it used to have in the past. Can we expect any political, cultural, ethnic, etc. changes? It
seems that current conditions are completely different — so the effects have to be different too.
Additionally, it must be noted that a convenient land route has existed since the end of XIXth
century in the form of the Trans-Siberian Railway (P. Milewski, 2014, 299-300). The railway is
very important for Russian, and former USSR economy, however it cannot be thought of as sig-
nificantly contributing to global cultural and economic change and exchange. First and foremost,
its importance is limited to the country which had built it. To a large extent, this is the thread that
links Siberia and the Far East with the “European” part of Russia. The railway played a vital mili-
tary role during the Russian Revolution (Bullock, 2009, 21-24) and the Second World War. It
made it possible to maintain the crucial production potential and to move it east of the Ural
Mountains (Braithwaite, 2011, 294-295), as well as to relocate troops from China’s border in or-
der to organize the defence of Moscow in 1941 (Rees, 2010, 80; Braithwaite, 2011, 294-295, 327).

If indeed such is the case, we are led to ask: is the New Silk Road a viable initiative

of “changing the world”, or is it just a project that largely comes down to a propaganda effect?
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Obviously, there is a political dimension behind it too that cannot be overlooked and possibly this
is the main reason. Convenient communication routes will certainly bring China’s western prov-
inces closer to the mainland and to the state itself. Most of all, this means Xinjiang, populated
mainly by the Uyghurs, and to a certain degree Tibet, too. Also Central Asia can in this way have
a tighter connection with the East. However, it is hard to imagine a fast and cheap land transport
covering a couple of thousand kilometres through the territories of several countries. Thus it
seems that Europe itself may represent a rather marginal element within the project. Neverthe-
less, it can be of much importance for the landlocked Central Asia countries which have no pos-

sibility to participate in maritime trade.
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