DBQ Lesson 1 Main Content – Student
Time Period: 1200–1450
Theme: Mongol Empire & Afro-Eurasian Transformations
Purpose: First DBQ-writing lesson, student version only

STANDARDS TABLE
	Framework
	Standard Alignment

	AP World History: Modern
	Units 1 & 2 (1200–1450)

	Topics Covered
	1.1–1.7 (State Building); 2.1–2.2 (Networks of Exchange)

	Historical Theme(s)**
	GOV, ECN, CDI

	Key Concepts
	KC-3.1 & KC-3.2 (Mongol expansion, state-building, and exchange networks)

	AP Skill Focus
	Document-Based Questioning (DBQ) — analysis, sourcing, argumentation

	C3/NCSS Standards
	Historical Thinking, Use of Evidence, Contextualization, Global Connections

	Literacy Skills
	Evaluate primary/secondary sources; analyze cause/effect; continuity & change



DBQ PROMPT
Evaluate the extent to which the Mongol Empire transformed Afro-Eurasian trade, communication, and cultural exchange in the period 1200–1350.

Your Task 
· Write a historically defensible thesis
· Use at least six of the seven documents
· Explain sourcing (POV, purpose, historical situation, or audience) for three documents
· Provide one piece of outside evidence not found in the documents
· Demonstrate complexity (nuance, multiple perspectives, or connections)
· Organize your essay logically and clearly

Content Refresher Reading
The Mongol Empire and Afro-Eurasian Connections, 1200–1450

Between 1206 and 1368, the Mongols created the largest contiguous land empire in world history, stretching from the Korean Peninsula to Eastern Europe. Before the Mongol conquests, regions across Afro-Eurasia—Song China, the Islamic world, South Asia, Central Asia, and Eastern Europe—were connected by Silk Road routes, but political fragmentation, banditry, and regional warfare limited the scale and safety of long-distance travel. The rise of the Mongol Empire dramatically changed these conditions. By conquering key cities and stabilizing caravan routes, the Mongols created the “Pax Mongolica,” an unprecedented period of secure and regulated travel across thousands of miles.

The Mongols reorganized trade routes through administrative innovations such as the yam relay system, standardized passports (paizi), and strict protections for merchants. These changes stimulated long-distance commerce: silk, porcelain, gunpowder, paper, textiles, spices, and precious metals moved more reliably than before. At the same time, diplomatic envoys, Sufi mystics, Buddhist monks, Christian missionaries, and European merchants traveled freely across the empire, leading to new intellectual, technological, and religious interactions.

Cultural exchange expanded in multiple directions. Chinese printing, medicine, and gunpowder technologies spread westward. Islamic world astronomy, mathematics, and medical knowledge circulated eastward into Yuan China. Mongol royal courts—especially under Kublai Khan in China and Hülegü in Persia—employed multiethnic scholars to compile world histories, translate scientific texts, and sponsor artistic projects. Although Mongol warfare caused widespread destruction in its early phases, the empire also fostered new connections that reshaped Afro-Eurasian societies.

By the mid-14th century, these intensified exchanges also created vulnerabilities. Increased traffic along trade routes facilitated the movement of pathogens, including the bubonic plague, which traveled along the same networks that had once carried goods and ideas. The transformations the Mongols initiated were therefore both constructive and destructive, revealing the complex ways that empires influence global interaction.

Document 1
Ibn al-Athir, The Complete History, written 1220–1221
(Public-domain English translation published before 1923)
Source: https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.283218 

“In the year 617 [1220 CE] there occurred a great calamity the like of which had never been seen nor heard of. The accursed Tatars [Mongols] came forth… They poured over the lands like the flood which overwhelms and destroys all before it. They swept through the regions of Transoxiana, through Bukhara and Samarkand, cities famed for learning and prosperity, and they laid waste to them with fire and sword. No age has ever recorded such devastation. They spared neither the learned nor the pious, neither the weak nor the strong. The earth was covered with their corruption, for they slew men, women, and children, plundered wealth, tore down buildings, and burned markets.

“People fled from them like sheep before wolves, but no refuge was found, for the Mongols overtook them with astonishing speed. They marched unceasingly, as though driven by some force beyond nature. Many thought that the end of the world had come upon them. What made this calamity even greater was that those who survived carried within their hearts terror and dread, for tales of Mongol cruelty spread far and wide. Woe to those upon whom they descended, for they turned blooming lands into desolation and happiness into sorrow.”






Document 2
William of Rubruck, Itinerarium (Journey to the Mongol Court), 1253–1255
(Rockhill 1900 public-domain translation)
Source: https://archive.org/details/rockhill-william-of-rubruck 

“When I came to Karakorum, I found the city filled with people of many nations. There were Nestorian Christians, Saracen Muslims, idol-worshipers from Cathay, and men from all the lands of the steppe. Each had built there places for worship: churches for the Christians, mosques for the Saracens, and temples for the idolaters. The Khan allows all to practice their faith, and he summons disputations among them so that he may hear their arguments. It seems to me that he desires to show impartiality, though in truth he seeks what will best preserve his dominion.

“Merchants from distant regions were also present in great number, for under the protection of the Mongols they travel without fear. The roads are made safe by their vigilance; the rulers demand strict order and punish severely any who molest travelers. Thus, great caravans come from Cathay, from India, from Persia, and from Russia. They bring with them silks, spices, woolen cloths, silver, and many other goods. I marveled that so many nations meet in one place, and that the Mongols, who only recently emerged from the wilderness, have made themselves masters over the nations and the conduits of such commerce.”

Document 3
Rashid al-Din, Compendium of Chronicles, early 14th century
(Public-domain Gibb Memorial Series edition)
Source: https://archive.org/details/compendiumofchro01rash 

“The Empire of the Mongols extends over many regions and embraces peoples of diverse customs, tongues, and dispositions. In former times these nations were unknown to one another, separated by mountains and deserts, and hindered by wars among kings. But under the auspicious rule of the Khans, the lands have been joined together as though they were one realm. Merchants and envoys travel freely from the cities of Cathay to the shores of Rum, from the lands of the Indians to the steppes of Kipchak. All this is by reason of the laws and ordinances established by Chinggis Khan, who commanded that no man should molest the merchants or the learned.

“The Ilkhan’s court, following the example of the Great Khan, gathers scholars from among the Chinese, the Franks, the Arabs, and the Turks. They bring together books of history, medicine, astronomy, and philosophy, translating them into many tongues so that knowledge may be increased. I myself have been charged with compiling these chronicles so that the deeds of all nations may be recorded in a single work. Such enterprises have not been undertaken since ancient times. The world has become connected in ways unknown before, and the sciences have flourished by reason of the peace which the Mongols have established.”





Document 4
Marco Polo, The Travels (Yule 1903 Public-Domain Edition)
Source: https://archive.org/details/travelsmarcopol01pologoog 

“In the realm of the Great Khan there is such security that merchants and travelers may go on journeys for nine months without fear of robbers or of enemies, so strictly and carefully is the land guarded. The Khan maintains along the highways a line of posting-stations, each furnished with horses and provisions, and kept by officers whose duty it is to ensure that no harm comes to travelers. These posts are placed a day's journey apart, and by means of them messages are carried with remarkable speed.

“The Khan derives great revenue from trade, for he has established markets in all the chief cities, and commands that all merchants be treated with honor. Because of this, men come from India, Persia, Arabia, and even the lands of the Franks, bringing spices, pearls, silks, cloth of gold, and many divers kinds of merchandise. When I visited the city of Cambaluc, I saw warehouses filled with goods from every region under heaven, and all this is due to the wise governance of the Khan, who, though a conqueror, knows well how to encourage commerce. Under his rule, the empire enjoys such peace that I, who have wandered through many lands, have never seen its like.”

Document 5
Ibn Battuta, Rihla (Travels), 1325–1354
(Public-domain English translation, 1929)
Source: https://archive.org/details/travelsibnbattu00ibnuoft 

“I traveled in the lands of the Turks and the Tatars and found their roads to be the safest in the world. One may journey through the steppe for many days without fear of brigands, for the soldiers of the Khan patrol continually. Along the highways are caravanserais where travelers may rest, obtain food, and shelter their animals. These stations are placed at intervals of a day’s ride, and each is supplied with water and fodder. I was astonished to find such order among people whom the world had long thought to be wild and uncivilized.

“In the city of Khansai I encountered merchants from India and China trading in spices, pearls, and fine silks. In another city I met artisans from Baghdad and Damascus who were in the service of the Khan, for he summons skilled men from every land. The Mongols show great favor to merchants, and by their command the highways are made secure. Their empire is vast, and in its expanse are peoples of every nation. The manner in which they have brought together these diverse regions is remarkable, and through their dominion commerce has increased beyond measure.”







Document 6
Ata-Malik Juvaini, The History of the World Conqueror
(Public-domain edition: Rehatsek, 1895)
Source: https://archive.org/details/historyworldcon01juvogoog 

“Chinggis Khan, having brought the lands under his sway, issued commands for the governance of the realm. He ordained that the highways be cleared of robbers and that any who molested travelers should suffer death without mercy. He established post-stations at intervals along the royal roads, each furnished with horses and provisions, so that envoys and merchants might proceed with speed and safety. These measures were not taken in vain, for commerce greatly increased, and the merchants of every country journeyed across the length and breadth of the empire.

“He further decreed that ambassadors, scholars, and physicians should be held in honor, for he desired that knowledge be sought out from every land. The princes of the empire were commanded to send to his court men skilled in writing, account-keeping, the observation of the stars, and the healing arts. Thus were gathered at his court men from Cathay, from Transoxiana, from Persia, and from India. By means of these wise measures the world, which had long been troubled by wars among kings, was united in peace. And though the Mongols were feared in battle, their governance brought great prosperity to the lands under their dominion.”

Document 7
The Secret History of the Mongols, c. 1240
(Public-domain Waley translation)
Source: https://archive.org/details/cu31924023281747 

“Then Chinggis Khan spoke, saying: ‘We have conquered many lands and brought low the pride of kings. Yet if the roads are troubled by thieves, if the merchants dare not travel, then our dominion is in name only. Therefore let it be proclaimed throughout the empire that any who obstruct the highways or plunder caravans shall be punished with death. Let guards be posted at fords and bridges, and let the officers of tens and hundreds be answerable for any wrongdoing within their charge. If merchants come from foreign lands, let them be given protection and food, and let no man hinder their passage.’

“He also commanded that messengers should ride with sealed tablets of authority, so that wherever they go, the people must supply them with horses. By this means messages pass swiftly from one end of the empire to the other. And he ordered that wise men be brought to his presence—scribes, astrologers, physicians, and craftsmen—saying: ‘The strength of an empire is not only in the sword but in knowledge. Let all nations send men skilled in their arts, for we shall learn from each other.’ Thus were laid the foundations of the order which bound together the peoples of the empire.”
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