
when asia was the world

when asia was the world refers to a pivotal era in global history when Asian
civilizations led advancements in culture, technology, trade, and political
influence. This period, spanning from ancient times through the medieval age,
saw Asia as the epicenter of innovation and economic power, with empires such
as the Chinese dynasties, the Indian subcontinent's kingdoms, and the Islamic
Caliphates shaping the course of human development. The prominence of the
Silk Road, maritime trade routes, and the flourishing of arts and sciences
underscore Asia’s dominance. Understanding this era reveals how Asian
societies contributed foundational knowledge and intercultural exchanges that
influenced the entire world. This article explores the historical context,
key empires, technological innovations, trade networks, and cultural
achievements during the time when Asia was the world. It provides a
comprehensive overview of how Asia's influence shaped global history and laid
the groundwork for modern civilization.
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The Historical Context of Asia’s Dominance
The phrase when asia was the world encapsulates a time when Asian
civilizations led the globe in many aspects of development. This dominance
primarily occurred during the ancient and medieval periods, a time before the
rise of Western Europe as a global power. Asia’s vast geography, rich natural
resources, and diverse cultures created fertile ground for major
advancements. The region was home to some of the world’s earliest
civilizations, including Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, and ancient China.
These early societies laid the foundations for agriculture, writing systems,
and urbanization. The historical context includes the development of powerful
states and empires that controlled vast territories, facilitating stability
and economic prosperity.

The Rise of Early Civilizations
Early Asian civilizations like the Sumerians, Harappans, and Shang dynasty in



China pioneered key aspects of human progress. Their innovations in
agriculture, governance, and technology set the stage for centuries of
growth. These societies developed centralized governments, legal codes, and
complex infrastructures such as irrigation and road systems. The continuity
and expansion of these civilizations allowed Asia to maintain a leading role
in global affairs.

Geopolitical and Economic Factors
Asia’s dominance was also fueled by its strategic location bridging Europe,
Africa, and the rest of Asia. The region’s position enabled vibrant trade
routes and cultural exchanges. The Silk Road, for example, connected China to
the Mediterranean, facilitating the flow of goods, ideas, and technologies.
Economic prosperity in cities and states across Asia reinforced political
power and cultural development.

Major Asian Empires and Their Contributions
During the era when Asia was the world, several powerful empires emerged that
left lasting legacies. These empires not only expanded territorial boundaries
but also promoted cultural integration, technological progress, and economic
networks. Their influence extended beyond their borders, impacting societies
across continents.

The Chinese Dynasties
China’s imperial dynasties, especially the Han, Tang, and Song, were central
to Asia’s historical prominence. The Han dynasty established a model of
centralized imperial rule and expanded the Silk Road trade. The Tang dynasty
is often considered a golden age of culture and cosmopolitanism, with
advances in art, poetry, and governance. The Song dynasty furthered
technological innovation and economic development, introducing paper money
and enhancing maritime trade.

The Indian Empires
The Indian subcontinent was home to influential empires such as the Maurya
and Gupta dynasties, which advanced political organization, philosophy, and
science. The Maurya Empire under Ashoka promoted Buddhism and administrative
efficiency, while the Gupta period is known as India’s classical age for its
achievements in mathematics, astronomy, and literature.



The Islamic Caliphates
The rise of the Islamic Caliphates, particularly the Abbasid Caliphate,
marked a significant period of intellectual and commercial flourishing in
Asia. Baghdad became a center of learning, preserving and expanding knowledge
in medicine, mathematics, and astronomy. The Caliphates also facilitated
trade across the Middle East, Central Asia, and parts of South Asia.

Technological and Scientific Innovations
One of the defining features of the time when Asia was the world was the
remarkable technological and scientific progress. Asian civilizations
contributed key inventions and discoveries that transformed societies
globally. These innovations often spread along trade routes, influencing
distant cultures.

Inventions from China
China is credited with several world-changing inventions during this period,
including:

Gunpowder: Revolutionized warfare and later transformed global military
tactics.

Printing: The development of woodblock and movable type printing
facilitated the spread of knowledge and literacy.

Compass: Enabled maritime navigation and expanded sea trade routes.

Paper: Made documentation and communication more efficient and
accessible.

Scientific Advances in India and the Islamic World
India’s contributions included advancements in mathematics such as the
concept of zero and the decimal system. Indian astronomers made significant
observations that influenced later Islamic and European scholars. The Islamic
world preserved and enhanced Greek and Roman knowledge, while making original
contributions in algebra, optics, and medicine.

Trade Networks and Economic Influence
Trade played a crucial role during the era when Asia was the world,
facilitating not only economic prosperity but also cultural exchange. Asia’s



expansive trade networks connected diverse regions, enabling the flow of
goods, ideas, and technologies.

The Silk Road
The Silk Road was the most famous overland trade route linking East Asia with
the Mediterranean. It allowed the exchange of silk, spices, precious metals,
and luxury goods. More importantly, it was a conduit for cultural diffusion,
spreading religions such as Buddhism and Islam, as well as artistic styles
and technological knowledge.

Maritime Trade Routes
In addition to overland routes, maritime trade routes across the Indian Ocean
connected East Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. These
sea lanes enabled the trade of bulk goods like spices, textiles, and
ceramics, fostering economic interdependence and cultural interaction among
port cities.

Economic Impact and Urban Centers
The prosperity generated by trade supported the growth of vibrant cities such
as Chang’an, Samarkand, Baghdad, and Calicut. These urban centers became hubs
of commerce, culture, and administration, contributing to the wealth and
stability of Asian empires.

Cultural and Intellectual Achievements
When Asia was the world, its cultural and intellectual achievements set
global standards in art, literature, philosophy, and religion. These
contributions shaped the cultural heritage of humanity and continue to
influence contemporary societies.

Art and Literature
Asian civilizations produced exemplary works of art, including Chinese
landscape painting, Indian sculpture, and Persian poetry. Literature
flourished with classical texts such as the Chinese “Dream of the Red
Chamber,” Indian epics like the Mahabharata, and Persian works like those by
Rumi and Ferdowsi.



Philosophical and Religious Contributions
Asia was the birthplace of major world religions and philosophies including
Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, and Islam. These belief systems
offered frameworks for ethics, governance, and personal conduct, influencing
societies across Asia and beyond.

Educational Institutions and Knowledge Transmission
Centers of learning such as Nalanda University in India and the House of
Wisdom in Baghdad attracted scholars from various regions. These institutions
preserved, expanded, and transmitted knowledge across generations and
cultures, reinforcing Asia’s role as a beacon of intellectual achievement.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'When Asia Was the World'
documentary?
The documentary explores the golden age of Asian cinema in the 1950s and
1960s, highlighting its influence on global film culture during that period.

Which countries' film industries are featured in
'When Asia Was the World'?
The documentary primarily features film industries from Hong Kong, Japan,
India, and other parts of Asia that were prominent in the mid-20th century.

Why is the period covered in 'When Asia Was the
World' considered a golden age?
This era is considered a golden age because Asian cinema produced many
critically acclaimed and commercially successful films that shaped global
cinematic trends.

Who directed 'When Asia Was the World'?
The documentary was directed by Philbert Dy, a Filipino film critic and
historian.

How does 'When Asia Was the World' contribute to the
understanding of global film history?
It sheds light on the overlooked impact of Asian cinema on the global stage,



challenging the Western-centric narrative of film history.

Where can viewers watch 'When Asia Was the World'?
The documentary is available on various streaming platforms and sometimes
screened at film festivals focusing on Asian cinema or film history.

Additional Resources
1. When Asia Was the World: Traveling Merchants, Scholars, Warriors, and
Monks Who Created the "Riches of the East"
This book by Stewart Gordon explores the vibrant history of Asia from 1000 to
1500, a time when Asia was the center of global trade, culture, and
innovation. It highlights the interconnectedness of Asian civilizations
through the travels of merchants, scholars, warriors, and monks. The
narrative challenges Eurocentric views by showing how Asia’s wealth and ideas
shaped the world long before European dominance.

2. Empires of the Silk Road: A History of Central Asia from the Bronze Age to
the Present
Peter Frankopan offers a sweeping history of Central Asia, emphasizing its
crucial role as a cultural and economic hub along the Silk Road. The book
reveals how the region connected East and West, facilitating the exchange of
goods, ideas, and religions. It sheds light on the powerful empires and
diverse peoples who influenced the broader Asian world.

3. The Silk Roads: A New History of the World
Also by Peter Frankopan, this work reorients world history around the Silk
Roads, the ancient trade routes that linked Asia with Europe and Africa. It
argues that Asia was the heart of global civilization, driving economic and
cultural exchanges that shaped humanity’s development. The book is rich with
stories of travelers, traders, and conquerors who traversed these routes.

4. Asian Expansions: The Historical Experiences of Polity Expansion in Asia
Edited by Michael Arthur Aung-Thwin and Kenneth R. Hall, this collection
examines the patterns and impacts of political expansions across Asia. It
covers various empires and kingdoms, analyzing how they grew, interacted, and
influenced their neighbors. The essays provide insight into the dynamic
political landscape that defined Asia’s historical prominence.

5. The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World
Economy
Kenneth Pomeranz explores why Europe eventually surpassed Asia economically
despite Asia’s early dominance. Focusing on China and Europe, the book
investigates factors like resource access, industrialization, and global
trade networks. It offers a nuanced understanding of Asia’s historical role
in the global economy.

6. Lost Enlightenment: Central Asia’s Golden Age from the Arab Conquest to



Tamerlane
S. Frederick Starr chronicles the intellectual and cultural flourishing of
Central Asia between the 8th and 14th centuries. The book highlights how
cities like Samarkand and Bukhara became centers of science, philosophy, and
art. This golden age was instrumental in preserving and transmitting
knowledge across Asia and beyond.

7. Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea and the End of a Stable Pacific
Robert D. Kaplan examines the geopolitical significance of the South China
Sea and its impact on Asia’s modern power dynamics. While focusing on
contemporary issues, the book provides historical context about Asia’s
strategic importance over centuries. It reflects on how historical rivalries
and trade routes continue to shape the region.

8. The Open Empire: A History of China to 1600
Valerie Hansen presents a comprehensive history of China emphasizing its
openness to foreign influence and trade. The book traces China's role as a
central force in Asia’s economic and cultural exchanges before 1600. Hansen
highlights how China’s interactions helped shape the broader Asian world.

9. Trade and Civilization in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History from the
Rise of Islam to 1750
K.N. Chaudhuri explores the Indian Ocean as a vibrant maritime trade network
connecting Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. The book details the economic
and cultural exchanges that made the Indian Ocean a crucial axis of global
commerce. It underscores Asia’s central role in the world economy during the
pre-modern era.
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