Topic 3.4 – Comparison in Land-Based Empires
Thematic Focus: Argumentation Using Unit 3 Evidence

Standards Table
	Framework
	Standard

	AP World History: Modern
	Unit 3 Learning Objective D: Compare methods by which various empires increased influence from 1450–1750. 
Theme GOV: States gained and maintained power through military innovation, administration, and belief systems. 
KC-4.3: Empires expanded in scope and influence across Afro-Eurasia. 
KC-4.3.II: Expansion relied on gunpowder, cannons, and armed trade. 
KC-4.3.III.i: Political and religious disputes shaped rivalry and conflict.

	NCSS Standards
	Power, Authority & Governance; Culture.

	Florida BEST SS Standards
	Compare strategies of empire-building; evaluate impacts of belief systems on political authority; analyze causes and effects of conflict.



Lesson Overview
This final topic of Unit 3 focuses on the skill of comparison. Students will synthesize everything they learned about the Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, and Qing (Manchu) empires, analyzing how and why each expanded their influence in the period from 1450 to 1750. This period saw the rise of “Gunpowder Empires,” which relied on new technologies such as muskets, cannons, and siege artillery to conquer fortified cities and control large populations.

But military power alone did not build empires. Rulers also developed administrative systems, bureaucratic elites, and complex taxation structures to centralize authority. Belief systems—such as Sunni and Shi’a Islam, Confucian traditions, and syncretic religions like Sikhism—were used strategically to legitimize rule and reinforce imperial identity. Political and religious rivalries, such as the Ottoman–Safavid conflict, further shaped how states attempted to expand influence.

By comparing these empires, students will practice developing claims, selecting evidence, and explaining historical relationships, all of which are key skills for AP argumentation. This topic prepares students to write strong comparative essays and understand broader patterns across regions.

Learning Objectives
Students will be able to:
· Compare methods of political expansion across land-based empires.
· Identify patterns and divergences in military, administrative, and religious strategies.
· Use evidence from multiple units to construct comparative arguments.
· Analyze how interactions, conflicts, and belief systems shaped state development.
· Practice AP comparison skills (Skill 4 & Skill 6).
Essential Vocabulary
1. Gunpowder Empire – A state that expanded using firearms, cannons, and siege artillery.
2. Centralization – Increasing state control over regions, people, and resources.
3. Legitimacy – Methods rulers use to justify authority (religion, art, tradition).
4. Syncretism – The blending of two or more belief systems into a new tradition.
5. State consolidation – Processes used to strengthen and stabilize a government.

Background Reading 
The Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, and Qing Empires all expanded during the early modern period, but their methods varied across political, cultural, and geographical contexts. The Ottomans expanded through a combination of military innovation—especially cannons and Janissaries—and a flexible administrative system that integrated diverse peoples. By contrast, the Safavids blended Persian bureaucratic traditions with Shi’a Islam to strengthen state identity while relying on ghulam slave soldiers for military control.

The Mughal Empire expanded through strategic use of cannons and cavalry, paired with administrative reforms such as the mansabdari system and religious tolerance under Akbar. These policies helped unify a religiously diverse population. Meanwhile, the Qing Empire used both military conquest and Confucian administrative continuity to legitimize rule over Han Chinese subjects.

When comparing these empires, it becomes clear that all relied on some mix of military power, administrative innovation, and belief systems. What differed was the weight each placed on these tools and the unique historical circumstances that shaped their development.

Primary Source 1 — Busbecq on the Janissaries (1555)
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1555busbecq.asp 
Among the Ottomans, advancement in the army is not determined by noble birth but by merit, discipline, and ability. The Janissaries are trained from a young age to endure hardship, obey commands without question, and live modestly. They are content with simple food and clothing and are forbidden from luxury or excess. Because promotion depends entirely on performance and loyalty, each soldier strives to prove his worth through service to the state.

The Janissaries owe their position and livelihood directly to the sultan, from whom they receive pay and honor. They are not allowed to engage in trade or form private loyalties that might divide their allegiance. As a result, they remain unified, obedient, and entirely dependent on the ruler. This system gives the sultan confidence that his army will enforce his authority faithfully, both during military campaigns and in maintaining internal order.

1. Identify ONE characteristic of the Janissaries described by Busbecq that contributed to their effectiveness as a military force.
2. Explain ONE way the Janissaries’ recruitment or organization reflects broader Ottoman administrative strategies.
3. Explain ONE reason why maintaining a disciplined standing army would increase Ottoman imperial power between 1450 and 1750.

Primary Source 2 — Shah Ismail’s Declaration of Shi’a Islam (early 1500s)
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1501ismail.asp 
By divine will and through the authority granted by God, we proclaim the true faith of the Twelve Imams to be the religion of our empire. All within our lands are commanded to follow this path, which is the rightful and just form of Islam. Loyalty to the shah and loyalty to the true faith are inseparable, for God has entrusted us with the defense and spread of this belief.

Those who deny the authority of the Imams follow false teachings and stand in opposition to divine truth. We reject their claims and assert that our rule is founded upon religious righteousness. Through this unity of faith and power, we strengthen our realm and distinguish ourselves from our enemies. By enforcing Shi’a belief, the state is unified under one identity, ensuring obedience and resistance to those who challenge our authority.

1. Identify ONE way Shah Ismail connects religious belief to political authority in the Safavid Empire.
2. Explain ONE way this religious policy could support Safavid state expansion or consolidation of power.
3. Explain ONE way the Safavid adoption of Shi’a Islam could contribute to conflict with neighboring empires.

AP Skill-Aligned Activity – Comparison Table
	Category
	Ottoman
	Safavid
	Mughal
	Qing

	Military Expansion
	Cannons, Janissaries
	Ghulam soldiers
	Gunpowder + cavalry
	Banner armies + gunpowder

	Administrative System
	Devshirme, bureaucracy
	Persian bureaucracy
	Mansabdari
	Civil service exams

	Use of Religion
	Sunni legitimacy
	Shi’a state ideology
	Tolerance (Akbar)
	Confucian ideology

	Methods of Influence
	Architecture, trade
	Shi’a identity
	Art, architecture
	Tribute, Confucian rituals



Methods of Increasing Influence
	Method
	Examples
	Comparative Takeaway

	Military innovation
	Cannons, muskets, siege techniques
	All land empires relied on gunpowder, but used it differently.

	Elite military groups
	Janissaries, ghulams, mansabdars
	Provided loyalty and professionalism.

	Administrative centralization
	Land surveys, tax systems, devshirme
	More efficient governance supported expansion.

	Religious legitimacy
	Shi’a identity, Sunni traditions, Confucianism
	Used differently to unify populations.

	Monumental architecture
	Taj Mahal, mosques, Forbidden City
	Demonstrated power and legitimacy.



CCOT / Comparison / Causation Section
Causation
· Gunpowder → ability to conquer fortified cities
· Growing trade → need for efficient administration
· Religious rivalries → conflict and identity formation

Comparison
Similarities:
· All relied on some form of gunpowder military
· All used religion to justify authority
· All employed bureaucratic elites
Differences:
· Safavid = Shi’a identity; Ottoman = Sunni pragmatism
· Qing = Confucian continuity; Mughal = tolerance
· Recruitment methods varied (devshirme vs. exams vs. mansabdars)

CCOT
Continuities:
· Religion as political legitimacy
· Bureaucratic government structures
Changes:
· Rise of professional armies
· Increasing use of firearms

Reflection Task
In 8–10 sentences, compare how two land-based empires increased their influence between 1450 and 1750.

Use evidence from at least one primary source.
Requirements:
· Clear comparative claim
· Direct evidence from Busbecq or Shah Ismail
· At least one similarity and one difference
· Explanation of why differences existed

Key Takeaways
· Land-based empires expanded using a combination of military, administrative, and religious strategies.
· Gunpowder united all empires, but belief systems divided them.
· Different empires adapted similar tools to their own cultural and political needs.
· Comparison is essential for understanding global patterns of state expansion.

Source Citations
Busbecq, Turkish Letters, Fordham Sourcebook.
Shah Ismail I, Declaration of Shi’a Islam, Fordham Sourcebook.
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