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Figure 10B.2 P> In medieval Italy, a
city-state such as Venice prospered because
of its placement between rich sources of
raw materials and larger markets eager to
purchase those materials. Other cities in
medieval Europe also grew rich from trade,
and for a time the city-state became the
most economically vital entity in the world.
This map shows the location of Venice itself,
along with the fairly small territory that sur-
rounded it (in green). It also demonstrates
that, for Venice, the most significant aspect
of its prosperity lay in the trade routes and
markets that connected it to places through-
out the eastern Mediterranean. Territory was
held not as a source of raw materials but

as a means to facilitate the deployment of
merchant ships. Source: From Dennis Sherman and
Joyce Salisbury, The West in the World, Third Edition,
© 2008 by The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., page
315. Used by permission.

culturally distinct regions that are held
together by force, under the control of a
single dominant region. Most empires
are not formed on the basis of mutual
consent but, rather, are products of
coercion as a result of the expansion of
a particularly successful state. Empires
came in several different flavors but
most were ruled autocratically, by an
emperor and his retinue. They gener-
ally favored a dominant culture and
cultural group. Political geographers
distinguish between the dominant part
of the empire, sometimes termed the
metropole, and the parts of the empire
that are subordinate and have very
little right to self-determination, some-
times termed colonies.

Within the last two centuries, many
European countries have sought to cre-
ate a series of sea-based empires, which
included colonies that stretched around
the world. The British Empire was the
largest of these, covering nearly a quar-
ter of the world’s land surface. France,
Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, and
Belgium controlled broad swatches
of territory many times greater than
their own size. While several of these
empires lasted for well over a century,
they eventually succumbed to the mod-
ern view that all peoples should enjoy
the right of self-determination, and
that colonies are not a desirable form
of political organization.
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A Figure 10B.3 The Roman Empire is probably the most famous of the land-based ancient empires.
It held together the Mediterranean basin and stretched as far north as modern Britain, as far east as
Iran, and as far west as Morocco. What is remarkable about the Roman Empire is how long it persisted.
Empires, by their nature, require conquest and military control over the conquered people and ter-
ritories. In Rome, the military and political leadership had a knack for at first coercing new subjects
but later instilling a strong allegiance to the Roman Empire and the emperor. Other empires have been
almost as successful, from the Han and Tang dynasties in China to the Persian Abbasid Empire to more
modern equivalents, such as the Ottoman Empire. In general, all these created stable political struc-
tures, while encompassing a huge degree of cultural diversity. Other empires have existed only as long
as their conquerors, from Alexander the Great’s empire in ancient Greece and Charlemagne’s empire dur-
ing the medieval period, to the more modern European empires carved out by Napoleon and Hitler.
Source: From Dennis Sherman and Joyce Salisbury, The West in the World, Third Edition, © 2008 by The McGraw-Hill
Companies, Inc., page 144. Used by permission.
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