Topic 2.2 Part 1 – The Mongol Empire and the Making of the Modern World (Student)

	Framework
	Standard

	AP World History: Modern
	Theme: GOV (Governance) – “A variety of internal and external factors contribute to state formation, expansion, and decline. Governments maintain order through a variety of administrative institutions, policies, and procedures, and governments obtain, retain, and exercise power in different ways and for different purposes.” 
Learning Objective: Unit 2, LO B – Explain the process of state-building and decline in Eurasia over time. 
Historical Development: KC-3.2.I.B.iii – Empires collapsed in different regions of the world and in some areas were replaced by new imperial states, including the Mongol khanates.

	National Social Studies Standards
	This lesson supports the theme of Civics and Government: understanding how states are formed, how power is exercised, and how institutions evolve. It also links to Time, Continuity, and Change: analyzing patterns of state formation and decline across time and space.

	Florida BEST Standards (Social Studies)
	While Florida’s standards are more focused on U.S. civics and history, this lesson aligns with the strand of Historical Inquiry and Analysis (e.g., using primary sources, contextualizing developments) and the strand of Civics and Government (understanding state power, institutions). 



Lesson Overview
In this lesson you will examine how the Mongol Empire emerged in Eurasia, how it achieved rapid expansion, and how its institutions and governance contributed both to state-building and to eventual transformation. We will focus on internal and external factors that allowed the Mongols to form one of the largest contiguous empires in history, how they administered conquered territories, and how their expansion influenced trade, communication, and the decline of earlier states. You will engage with two primary sources to analyze the Mongols’ governance and the effects of their rule, and then complete an activity that aligns with AP skills such as sourcing, contextualization, causation, and comparison.

By the end of this class, you will have a clearer understanding of how and why the Mongol Empire rose so quickly, how it maintained control, and what broader processes of state formation, expansion, and decline it illustrates in the governance theme.

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson you will be able to:
· Describe key factors that enabled the Mongols to build an empire rapidly across Eurasia.
· Analyze how Mongol governance and administration helped maintain control over diverse territories.
· Explain connections between empire expansion, trade networks, and state decline or transformation.
· Use primary sources to assess how historical actors viewed Mongol rule and its significance.
· Apply the historical reasoning process of causation and continuity/change to the Mongol case.

Essential Vocabulary
1. Khanate – a political entity or territory ruled by a khan (Mongol leader).
2. Nomadic – moving from place to place, often with grazing animals, rather than living permanently in one settled location.
3. Administration – the system or process by which a government carries out its policies and controls its territory.
4. Conquest – the act of taking control of a place or people by force.
5. Interconnection – links or connections among people, states, or regions (for trade, communication, ideas).

Background Reading
In the early 13th century, the Mongols, originally a confederation of tribes in the steppes of Central Asia, were unified under Genghis Khan (born Temüjin). Their nomadic lifestyle, the skill of their cavalry, and their ability to adapt military tactics enabled them to launch swift and devastating campaigns across Eurasia. Because they were mobile and not tied to stationary supply lines like many settled states, they could move quickly and surprise more established governments.

Once the Mongols achieved control of large regions, they shifted from pure conquest to governance: establishing rules, installing administrators, tolerating local elites in some cases, and facilitating communication and trade along formerly risky routes. Their empire-building opened up what some historians call a “Pax Mongolica,” a period of relative stability that increased inter-regional trade and the movement of ideas across Eurasia. However, as with many large empires, the Mongols also faced challenges: governing vast territories, integrating diverse peoples, maintaining loyalty among successors, and adapting to settled state structures. These internal and external factors contributed to declines or transformation of the empire into successor khanates.

Primary Sources
Primary Source 1 — Ali Ibn al-Athir, The Complete History (1220–1221)
Link: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1221ibnal-athir.asp 

The first news we heard of them was in the year 617. The reason for this was that the Tatars invaded the lands of Islam, and no one escaped from them. Their armies spread over the face of the earth like locusts, devastating the countries and plundering them. When one heard about them, he fled before them in terror, for they caused great fear among the people and no land was safe from their destruction.

When they entered any region, they slew its inhabitants, destroyed its buildings, burned its markets, and seized its wealth. The people were left without hope, for they came suddenly and swiftly, leaving ruin behind them. Those who could fled their path, and those who remained suffered the horrors of their wrath. Thus, the lands of Islam fell into great misery because of their assault.

Why this matters:
This excerpt gives you a contemporary Islamic perspective on early Mongol expansion, showing how sudden, destructive, and overwhelming Mongol invasions appeared to those who lived through them. It highlights perceptions of Mongol warfare before their later era of stability and administration.
Analysis Questions:
1. What aspects of Mongol military strategy does Ibn al-Athir emphasize, and why might these have been especially frightening to contemporaries?
2. How does Ibn al-Athir’s background and location influence the way he interprets Mongol expansion?
3. How might this account differ from Mongol self-descriptions or accounts by later observers?

Primary Source 2 — Marco Polo, The Travels, excerpt on Hangzhou (c. 1299)
Link: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/eastasia/marcopolo-hangchow.asp 

The city of Kinsay is so great that it hath twelve thousand bridges, and though the water beneath them be shallow, the great multi-arched bridges stand firm and strong. The Great Khan, since he occupied the city, hath ordered that each bridge be provided with guards to prevent robbery and to give warning at the outbreak of fire. Should any house be on fire, these watchmen give the alarm and hasten to extinguish it. The city is full of rich merchants, and the Khan receiveth immense revenue from the taxes on the trade which is carried on there.

The inhabitants are skilled in many crafts and enjoy great prosperity, for the city is a center of commerce and manufactures. The number of people and the wealth of the place are astonishing. Indeed, in all the world there is not a city that equals it for grandeur and magnificence.

Why this matters:
Marco Polo’s account provides a late 13th-century European perspective on the administration and commercial wealth of a major Chinese city under Mongol rule. It highlights how Mongol governance—especially taxation, urban oversight, and promotion of trade—contributed to prosperity and cross-cultural interaction.

Analysis Questions:
1. What does Marco Polo’s description reveal about how the Mongols governed urban centers in China?
2. How do the details Polo emphasizes reflect his own interests and background as a Venetian merchant?
3. In what ways does this source challenge or complicate the negative portrayal of Mongols in Ibn al-Athir’s account?

AP Skill-Aligned Activity
Activity: Comparison Chart / Causation Chart
Create a two-column chart:
· Column A: Key Features of Mongol Empire Building and Governance
· Column B: Causes and Consequences

Fill in at least four rows with features (e.g., rapid cavalry conquests, incorporation of local elites, promotion of trade, fragmentation into khanates) and in the ‘Causes and Consequences’ column explain why that feature occurred (cause) and what effect it had (consequence) for the empire and for Eurasian connections.
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Then write a short paragraph (approx. 5–7 sentences) explaining which cause you believe was the most important for the expansion of the Mongol Empire and why.

Changes and Continuities: Mongol Empire (c.1206-1368) / State Formation & Decline
	Feature
	Continuity or Change?
	Explanation

	Use of mounted nomadic cavalry in warfare
	Continuity (nomadic traditions)
	Mongols adapted existing nomadic practices for large-scale conquest

	Creation of a unified legal code / Yassa (traditional)
	Change
	The empire imposed a new standard of rule across tribes and territories

	Promotion of inter-regional trade (Silk Roads)
	Change
	Under Mongol rule, trade flourished in ways less common under previous fragmented states

	Division into separate khanates after initial unity
	Change
	The empire fragmented as local rulers gained independence

	Use of local administrators and elites in conquered territories
	Continuity & Change
	While local elites were used (continuity), the scale and integration were novel



CCOT / Comparison / Causation Section
Causation: The Mongols expanded so quickly due to the convergence of military innovations (highly mobile cavalry, coordinated command), weak and fragmented neighboring states, and ecological/social pressures pushing nomadic groups to seek new pastures. Their expansion caused major shifts: destruction of some cities, reorganizing of political landscapes, and opening of trade and communication networks across Eurasia.

Continuity and Change Over Time: While nomadic groups had invaded settled states before, the Mongols changed the scale and reach of conquest and connected Eurasia in unprecedented ways. Over time, the unity of the empire gave way to khanate fragmentation (change), but some administrative practices and trade infrastructure (continuity) persisted into successor states.

Comparison: Compare the Mongol Empire’s state-building and decline with earlier empires (e.g., Abbasid Caliphate) or later ones (e.g., Ottoman). Both required strong military and administrative institutions; both faced overextension and local resistance. However, the Mongols were distinct in how rapidly they expanded, how they integrated trade across continents, and how their nomadic origins influenced governance.

Practice Activity
Short Writing Task:
In a well-structured paragraph (8–10 sentences), evaluate the extent to which the Mongol Empire succeeded in creating a stable form of governance. Use evidence from one of the primary sources and your background reading. Include a clear claim, supporting evidence, and reasoning.

Key Takeaways
· The Mongols were able to build a vast empire across Eurasia through a combination of military mobility, strategic leadership, and the collapse or weakness of surrounding states.
· After conquest, the Mongols established administrative practices—taxation, policing, trade infrastructure—that enabled them to govern diverse territories.
· Their expansion created far-reaching interconnections in Eurasia (trade, ideas, movement of peoples) and set patterns for state formation and decline relevant in world history.
· While the empire eventually fragmented, its legacy of governance, trade facilitation, and cultural exchange endured in successor states and across regions.
· Applying historical reasoning (causation, continuity/change, comparison) helps us understand how this empire fits into the broader theme of governance in the AP framework.
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