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Abstract: The Silk Roads stretched across Eurasia, connecting East and West for centuries. At its height, the network of trade
routes enabled merchants to travel from China to the Mediterranean Sea, carrying with them high-value commercial goods,
the exchange of which encouraged urban growth and prosperity. We examine the extent to which urban centers thrived or
withered as a function of shocks to trade routes, particularly political fragmentation along natural travel paths. We find
that political fragmentation along the roads to Aleppo and historic Chang’an — major terminus locations for cross-regional
trade—damaged city growth. These conclusions contribute to our understanding of how a premodern international system
operated through an examination of exchange between the two most developed world regions of the medieval and early
modern periods, China and the Muslim East.

Verification Materials: The data and materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the results, pro-
cedures, and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the
Harvard Dataverse Network, at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/8MV984.

The Silk Roads were among the world’s most
important historical commercial routes, con-
necting economic interests in prosperous areas

like China and the Middle East for centuries. Com-
modities traded on these trans-Eurasian routes included
silk, coral, pearls, glass, jade, gems, perfumes, and in-
cense. During the medieval and early modern periods,
Chinese–Middle Eastern trade was both a reflection and
driver of economic prosperity, with scholars suggest-
ing the Silk Roads constituted a cross-regional economy
(Buzan and Little 1994) that played a crucial, connecting
role in an emerging “world system” (Abu-Lughod 1989).

Scholars focused on historical Silk Roads trade em-
phasize the costs and dangers associated with overland
exchange (e.g., Frankopan 2016; Millward 2007). Schol-
arship in this vein suggests that political fragmentation
may have been a hindrance to gains from cross-cultural

trade. Fragmented authority created opportunities for
state actors to demand tolls and taxes from merchants;
uncertain political control increased the possibility for
brigands to predate on travelers, further raising the cost
of exchange. We home in on historical overland trade be-
tween China and the Middle East to show the economic
effects of political shocks on one measure of economic
development—city size. Merchants, including those who
traded foreign luxury goods, were among the wealthiest
urban dwellers of the medieval and early modern peri-
ods. We find that greater political fragmentation on the
roads to Aleppo and historic Chang’an (contemporary
Xi’an)—major Silk Road terminus points—damaged
gains from trade since traders and their agents had to
contend with uncertainty and multiple tariffs on their
route. These results persist even after controlling for both
city and time fixed effects, among other control variables,
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as well as the Chinese tribute system, which created com-
mercial, diplomatic, and security ties between imperial
China and smaller, surrounding polities.

The results we present speak to the question of how
political fragmentation and jurisdictional uncertainty
impact the gains from cooperation. Scholars have long
suggested that a well-ordered world is conducive to trade
and cross-cultural exchange.1 Simmons (2005, 843) ar-
gues that the question of “who is formally sovereign over
what geographical space” is a first-order concern where
ambiguity regarding rules and legal protections reduces
cross-border transactions. Epstein (2000, 8) finds that
jurisdictional fragmentation increased “negotiation, en-
forcement, and exaction costs” associated with histori-
cal trade. For example, fragmentation created potential
for actors like the medieval “robber knights” to impose
high taxes and tolls on rivers and roads that were lo-
cated in their territories. Cox (2017, 726) defines the phe-
nomenon more generally as intra-route fragmentation—
the split in governing authority along a single shipping
route, a situation that leads to overtaxation of the com-
mon pool of merchants.2 Our analysis provides an em-
pirical assessment of how barriers to trade hindered pre-
modern economic development.

These ideas contrast with research that has suggested
political fragmentation—due to competing war-prone
states (e.g., Tilly 1992), the effects of feudalism on exec-
utive constraint (e.g., Blaydes and Chaney 2013), or the
existence of merchants’ exit options (e.g., Cox 2017)—
has had positive effects on institutional development in
Europe.3 In Asia, political fragmentation (when it did
occur) failed to generate forms of executive constraint
and may have hindered the ability of societies to bene-
fit from cross-cultural exchange. Our findings contribute
to political economy research focused on the histori-
cal development of Asia (e.g., Dincecco and Wang 2018;
Rosenthal and Wong 2011) and suggest the ways of

1Empirical evidence suggests that conflict disrupts trade (Ander-
ton and Carter 2001) and there are persistent negative impacts of
war on economic welfare (Glick and Taylor 2010).

2Schleifer and Vishny (1993) describe a state road as the most ba-
sic of government-produced goods; government officials have the
right to restrict access to that good, but when state authority is
low, overtaxing via corruption can slow economic development.
Dincecco (2010) examines institutional fragmentation and associ-
ated proliferation of customs tariffs within states along the Rhine
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

3Schiedel (2019) argues that fragmentation (a term he uses in-
terchangeably with “polycentrism”) was essential for economic
development. He writes that in Europe after the fall of the Ro-
man Empire, “enduring polycentrism…sustained development-
friendly institutional arrangements, encouraged overseas explo-
ration and expansion, and allowed a culture of innovation and
bourgeois values to take hold” (Schiedel 2019, 503).

economic development in Asia followed a different path
from that which occurred in Europe.

Most generally, this article speaks to the question of
how international systems operate, and it does so in a way
that increases our understanding of premodern interna-
tional systems operating outside of the European con-
text.4 Influential scholars in international relations have
sought to draw attention to “system effects” in interna-
tional history, arguing that systems are characterized by
forms of interconnectedness where “the fates of the units
and their relations with others are strongly influenced by
interactions at other places and at earlier periods of time”
(Jervis 1997, 17). Theoretical and empirical explorations
of these issues have focused on the emergence of the sys-
tem of sovereign states in Europe (Spruyt 1994) and the
effects of the Chinese tributary regime on the interna-
tional system in the East Asian context (Kang 2013).5 We
focus on the Silk Roads as an international system—one
made up of a variety of interconnected actors includ-
ing merchants, artisans, and bandits, as well as states and
their agents—in order to contribute to scholarly under-
standing of historical global encounters and their effects.

The Global Economic Order before
Western Hegemony

Existing scholarly work suggests the lack of a global eco-
nomic hegemony before the eighteenth century.6 At the
start of the early modern period, China was arguably
the greatest economic power in the world, with a pop-
ulation of more than 100 million, a productive agricul-
tural sector, and craft industries superior to those found
in other parts of Eurasia (Atwell 1998).7 As European
markets grew in importance, demand increased for Asian
perfumes, spices, and silks.8 Many of these luxury goods

4There is relatively little scholarship that addresses how interna-
tional systems function, particularly in the past. This intellectual
blind spot is more acute for regions outside of Europe, as schol-
arly conceptions of the international system have been based on
the European experience (Buzan and Little 1994).

5A growing literature explores the determinants of historical Chi-
nese hegemony in Asia (Lee 2016), as well as sovereign autonomy
in the East Asian context (Park 2017).

6Abu-Lughod (1989, 364–365) argues that there existed multiple
powers in a nonhierarchical, interdependent world economic sys-
tem during the medieval period.

7Frank (1998, 324) writes that until 1700, there was nothing “ex-
ceptional” about Europe other than its relative marginality and
“correspondingly minor role in the world economy.”

8Blaydes and Paik (2016) link Holy Land Crusades to urban growth
and associated demand for Eastern commercial products.
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traveled through Persia and the Levant, eventually arriv-
ing in Aleppo. This section discusses the conditions un-
der which trade routes connected urban areas, including
how political fragmentation along travel paths may have
hindered the gains from exchange.

Trade, Cities, and Political Order

One key challenge associated with identifying the histori-
cal global distribution of economic power relates to mea-
surement. Influenced by scholarship in the field of polit-
ical economy, we adopt city size as a proxy for economic
development in the preindustrial period. De Long and
Shleifer (1993, 675) suggest that the population of prein-
dustrial European cities serves as the best available in-
dicator of economic prosperity, since urban areas relied
on high levels of agricultural productivity and specializa-
tion. Acemoglu et al. (2002) present cross-sectional and
time-series evidence suggesting an empirical association
between urbanization and income per capita for cities
around the world in the preindustrial period. Stasavage
(2014) uses city size as a proxy for economic flourishing
in premodern Europe.

City population estimates from Africa, Europe, and
Asia suggest that between 1100 and 1800 CE, the largest
cities in the world were located primarily in China and
the Middle East.9 Indeed, Eurasia’s urban “center of
gravity” for much of the last millennium was located
in contemporary Iran.10 By 1800, however, the cities of
Northwestern Europe increasingly became among the
world’s largest, alongside Asian cities. Kupchan (2012, 3)
argues that the world’s center of influence shifted from
Asia and the Mediterranean to Europe by the eighteenth
century, with important implications for the ability of
the West to use “its power and purpose to anchor a
globalized world.”

One reason that the Middle East and Central Asia
thrived for so long relates to the central location of the re-
gion with regard to trade routes. Among the most promi-
nent of these routes were the Silk Roads. The term Silk
Roads refer to “all the different overland routes leading
west out of China through Central Asia to Syria and
beyond” (Hansen 2012, 235). Christian (2000, 3) de-
fines the Silk Roads as “the long- and middle-distance
land routes by which goods, ideas, and people were ex-
changed” between regions of Eurasia.

Trade was an important driver of prosperity in urban
areas. Merchants engaged in long-distance trade were

9See Figure 1 in SI Appendix D.

10See Table 1 in SI Appendix B.

among the wealthiest residents of Eurasian cities. Gilbar
(2003, 1) argues that long-distance traders were “at the
very top of the ladder of the commercial community”
given the size and scope of their economic activities
as well as their possession of liquid wealth. Frankopan
(2016, 144) finds that merchants made fortunes meeting
demand for luxury goods from China and India. Court
records from fifteenth-century Bursa suggest the city’s
wealthiest merchants were those involved in the spice or
silk trade (Inalcik 1994, 344–45).

Yet trade ties could be disrupted, damaging
prospects for merchants. Caravan routes could be dis-
turbed by war, political change, and Bedouin incursions
(Constable 2010). How did shocks to trade impact the
growth of cities in China and the Muslim East? Blaydes
and Paik (2019) find that proximity to historical Muslim
trade routes was positively associated with urbanization
in 1200 but not in 1800. In other words, Middle Eastern
and Central Asian cities—long beneficiaries of locational
centrality between Europe and Asia—declined as Euro-
peans found alternative routes to the East and opened
new trade opportunities in the New World.

In this article, we focus on another disruption
to trade—political fragmentation—that damaged eco-
nomic growth along major land routes connecting West-
ern to Eastern Asia. Why focus on Asia? Beyond the need
to decenter world historical studies away from a focus
on Europe, there are theoretical and empirical benefits
from such an approach. First, as discussed in the previ-
ous section, the Eurasian urban center of gravity was lo-
cated in Asia. The Middle East and China, despite impor-
tant differences of religion and philosophy, shared histor-
ical parallels, including their vulnerability to external ac-
tors, such as nomadic tribesmen (Harris 1993, 23). Park
(2012, 191) writes that “the history of contact and ex-
change between China and the Islamic world offers one
of the most remarkable cases of pre-European encounter
because it involves tremendous wealth, transformative
ideas, and great power.”

Second, we pick up on threads within the existing lit-
erature that suggest China served as the global economic
heavyweight with which other cultures sought to trade.
According to Frank (1998, 111), China was “unrivaled”
in its production of luxury consumer goods. Indeed,
China has been described as exhibiting “outstanding
absolute and relative productivity in manufactures”
(Frank 1998, 127).11 As Europe become wealthier,

11India also produced important and valued goods. But given
the predominance of sea trade opportunities—and our inter-
est in overland trade—we are focused primarily on trade with
China.
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there was a strong interest in acquiring Chinese prod-
ucts. Frank (1998, 116–117) goes as far as to argue that
“the entire world economic order was Sinocentric” until
the eighteenth century.12

Even if we take Frank’s position on these issues to
be extreme, relatively little scholarship has sought to
understand the effects of political fragmentation outside
of Europe. Much has been written about the benefits of
political fragmentation in Europe, where fragmentation
is thought to have created conditions ripe for limited
government and, eventually, economic development.13

Although an influential literature has suggested that
forms of political fragmentation have been directly or
indirectly good for economic development (e.g., Blaydes
and Chaney 2013; Cox 2017; Tilly 1992), fragmentation
also damaged the gains to trade (e.g., Epstein 2000; Sim-
mons 2005).14 In Asia, growth-promoting institutions,
like parliaments, were slow to develop; we consider the
conditions that encouraged or discouraged exchange
and development outside of Europe. We argue that
political fragmentation hindered the exchange of goods,
hurting economic prosperity—and that the most appro-
priate place to test this argument is in premodern Asia,
where the effects of fragmentation were not confounded
by growth-promoting institutions, as developed in
Europe.

Causes and Effects of Political
Fragmentation

It is no coincidence that two of the most famous explor-
ers of the medieval period—Ibn Battuta of Tangier and
Marco Polo of Venice—made their famous cross-regional
travels during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries. In the century after the Mongols created the
largest land empire in world history, political stability

12Sharman (2019) concurs, arguing that the dominance of Euro-
pean powers over Asian ones starting in the eighteenth century
represents a historical anomaly.

13Fragmentation is thought to have been a common feature of Eu-
ropean history. Schiedel (2019) argues that the emergence of the
Roman Empire—Europe’s longest experience with imperial rule—
was a historical anomaly. As Rosenthal and Wong (2011) point out,
empire under Chinese dominance was the norm in East Asia, on
the other hand.

14Tilly (1992) focuses on the impact of competition between small,
war-prone polities on the development of national states. Blaydes
and Chaney (2013) argue the decentralized forms of political con-
trol associated with feudal institutions had positive impacts on the
emergence of executive constraint. Cox (2017) argues that political
fragmentation, which provided exit options for merchants, com-
bined with self-governing cities and parliaments to facilitate forms
of executive liberty.

in Western Asia facilitated travel of people, goods, and
ideas. Their characterizations of long-distance, cross-
regional travel suggest the relative safety of their jour-
neys. The most important challenges that they faced
were related to extreme weather, not the dangers of
travel.

But the movement of travelers, including merchants,
might be disrupted for a variety of reasons, many of
which were related to political fragmentation. In partic-
ular, periods of incomplete or uncertain political con-
trol could be highly disruptive to trade. Tribal warfare
posed a security threat to traders (Abu-Lughod 1989,
158). According to Curtin (1984, 93–94), “to take a car-
avan through an uncontrolled nomad country would
have been dangerous in the best of circumstances.” In
Western China, trade routes were disrupted when bor-
der areas became insecure (Cinar, Geusz, and Johnson
2015); in the Caucasus, unrest and political instabil-
ity made travel “impracticable,” whereas pacification of
these regions allowed overland trade routes to be used
with regularity (Matthee 1994, 740). According to Har-
ris (1993, 22), “the emergence of small warring king-
doms…made the East-West highway more dangerous
and difficult and populations along the route began to
decline.”

Beyond that, traversing a number of different poli-
ties might lead merchants to incur multiple tolls as a
result of political fragmentation. Individual merchants
were often required to make payment for safe passage
upon entering the territory of another state. As a result,
“protection rent and tribute are natural and necessary
concepts” for understanding premodern trade (Steens-
gaard 1973, 17). Long-distance traders who transported
goods over land were concerned about being subject
to taxes and fees (Frankopan 2016, 220) in addition to
“customs duties…(and) extortion” (Steensgaard 1973,
60). Cinar, Geusz, and Johnson (2015) argue that pre-
vailing rates of tax or tariff determined whether trade
flourished.15 While even a fully organized state could not
promise safety for travelers, state tax collectors were con-
sidered preferable to highway robbers since tax men were
more predictable and had a larger interest in maintaining
trade into the future (Steensgaard 1973, 62–67).16

15Historians have suggested that state-imposed tariffs in Persian
cities, for example, varied across polities and could range from 4%
in some localities to 16% in other locations (Cinar, Geusz, and
Johnson 2015). In Russian areas, merchants were often required
to pay transportation taxes as well as an ad valorem tax (Matthee
1994, 752).

16There was also a strong tendency to stick with agreed-upon cus-
toms duties and tariffs, especially in Islamic areas (Steensgaard
1973, 62).
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Beyond the payment required by “potentates
through whose territories” merchant caravans passed,
nomadic people whose territories were traversed could
also make demands (Goiten 1967, 279). Imperial states,
such as the Mughuls and Ottoman, levied more pre-
dictable taxes on travelers, but merchants were also con-
cerned with “highway robbers” who demanded payment
for serving as an “armed escort” through hinterland
areas (Barendse 2000, 217). Traders along the Russian
overland routes were concerned about safety, “high tolls
and poor security,” all of which could negatively impact
trade (Matthee 1994, 752). Peaceful relationships be-
tween empires facilitated safe passage in border regions,
leading to a flourishing of Middle Eastern trade with
Mediterranean areas (Ranjbar and Manesh 2016). The
importance and profitability of the Silk Roads “waxed
and waned,” at least in part, as a function of stability on
the edges of agrarian civilizations of China, India, Iran,
and Mesopotamia (Christian 2000, 6).

Phillips and Sharman (2015) argue that large em-
pires, on the other hand, generated systems of authori-
tative political control that helped to coordinate market
activities across long distances. Christian (2000, 6) finds
that “when the agrarian civilizations or pastoralist em-
pires dominated large sections of the Silk Roads, mer-
chants traveled more freely, protection costs were lower,
and traffic was brisk.” How did states matter in support-
ing trade? In historical Persia, for example, specialized
highway police were stationed at regular intervals along
trade routes to maintain order; they were paid a modest,
fixed duty per beast of burden that passed (Steensgaard
1973, 68). In some cases, local governors could even be
held responsible if a traveler was robbed and stolen goods
could not be recovered (Steensgaard 1973, 69). Interior
security and a well-functioning toll system contributed to
prosperity for the Persian economy (Ranjbar and Manesh
2016).

Scholars have struggled to explain the complex
causes of political fragmentation and jurisdictional
uncertainty.17 At times, large imperial units would
take control of vast swaths of territory. The process by
which large states emerged often involved “consolidating
groups into a single confederation” that might spread
across the steppe to include new territories and peoples

17Abramson (2017) provides an account for the formation of states
in Europe and associated political fragmentation between 1100
and 1790. He finds small political units tended to proliferate when
weather-related shocks aided the growth of towns. The situation in
Europe, where cereal production drove economic conditions, con-
trasts with the Central Asian context. In Central Asia, geographies
of desert, plateau, and mountain pasture made livestock produc-
tion more prominent than cereal production.

(Rogers 2007, 258). Rogers (2012, 206) argues that there
is no obvious explanation for when and why successful
polities developed and that polities “emerged, existed,
and collapsed in ways that often defy conventional un-
derstandings.” State formation and collapse, then, can
be thought of as caused by a complex set of factors,
with a large number of exogenous contingencies (Rogers
2007, 265).18 Indeed, part of our approach to causal
identification relies on an increasing preponderance of
archaeological and historical climate science evidence
that suggests state formation on the Eurasian steppe was
a function of environmental factors.

One factor that might have worked against the neg-
ative effects of political fragmentation was the Chinese
system of tribute. Zhang (2013) describes the tribute sys-
tem as embodying institutions and norms that domi-
nated China’s relations with the non-Chinese world until
the nineteenth century. By providing stability and secu-
rity, Chinese regional hegemony may have operated in
a way consistent with hegemonic stability theory, which
suggests that a hegemonic distribution of power can have
positive effects on trade openness (e.g., Krasner 1976).
Other scholars, however, have suggested that premod-
ern China was not able to create an open trade order
(Shu 2012) and that the application of a tributary-system
model to historical international relations is problematic
(Van Lieu 2017). For example, Perdue (2015) contends
that arguments that suggest a systematic Chinese tribu-
tary system are misleading given the multiple and com-
plex relationships of trade, diplomacy, and ritual between
China and other Asian polities. Our empirical analysis
provides evidence testing the effects of changes in tribute
status on urban growth.

Trade Shocks and Prosperity on the
Silk Roads

Between 200 BCE and the beginning of the Common Era,
overland trade between China and the eastern Mediter-
ranean polities of the Middle East became a regular oc-
currence (Curtin 1984, 90). In fact, the very origins of
the Silk Roads have been associated with periods when
Eurasia was characterized by a small number of large land
empires. The emergence of long-distance Eurasian trade
was temporally linked to the Han Dynasty’s unification
of China as well as Han extension of political control into

18Similarly, Schiedel (2019, 272) argues that on the Central Asian
steppe, both “the scale and intensity of imperiogenesis were pro-
foundly shaped by ecological features.”
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the Xinjiang region. In Western Asia, the Roman Empire
extended political control across the Mediterranean. The
timing associated with the growth of these trade routes
suggests a linkage between consolidation of political con-
trol in China and the Mediterranean basin. Thus, while
the location of the Silk Roads may have been determined
by geographic features, such as “mountain passes, valleys,
and springs of water in the desert” (Hansen 2012, 235),
the robustness of trade connecting urban areas may have
been a function of political factors. In this section, we re-
view some of the existing qualitative evidence regarding
how forms of political stability and imperial consolida-
tion impacted cross-cultural exchange in the premodern
period. If our main conjecture is correct, we should see
supportive evidence reflected in the historical literature.

Imperial Consolidation and Silk Road
Development

Historians have argued that the Silk Roads enjoyed a
“golden age” during the Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE),
a period that coincided with the Arab conquests and
the first two centuries of Islam. Scholars of the early Is-
lamic period have suggested that the advent of Islam was
an important force associated with interregional trade
(Hodgson 1974, 65). It was during this period that trade
became “increasingly determinative of the fate of any
given region” and mercantile and bourgeoisie interests
strengthened relative to agrarian classes (Hodgson 1974,
65). The Tang Dynasty maintained military and commer-
cial connections with Central Asian polities as far west as
Persia (Benite 2011).

During this time, trade linking the Middle East
and China was economically significant, with implica-
tions for the growth and development of major urban
centers. Caravans of horses and camels traveled from
Mesopotamia to the Iranian plateau and then eastward
toward the Oxus, after which point routes passed through
Kabul and Kashgar (Lombard 1975, 218).

Political stability associated with large empires cre-
ated the security zones under which trade might pros-
per. Curtin (1984, 91) argues that the “Tang Dynasty in
China and the Abbasid Caliphate of Baghdad…provided
imperial umbrellas over most of the trade routes be-
tween China and Mediterranean.” These favorable con-
ditions, associated with the power of contemporaneously
large empires, made it relatively easy for long-distance
traders to move across vast areas (Curtin 1984, 105).
Under the “long reach of Tang control to the west,”
many Middle Eastern and European travelers were able to
visit China (Curtin 1984, 105). Foreign merchants trans-

formed small oasis settlements across Central Asia into
larger towns and cities (von Glahn 2016, 197).19

The Mongol Empire and Overland Trade

The land conquests of the Mongols served as a com-
mon shock to both the eastern and western parts of Asia.
For the Mongols, the rich societies of China, Iran, Iraq,
and Anatolia were appealing targets of attack, whereas
“little-known, fragmented Europe” was relatively periph-
eral (Sinor 1999, 40). Although much has been written
about the destructive aspects of Mongol rule, historians
are increasingly painting a more complex picture of the
economic impact of the Mongol invasions. Some cities
never recovered from the destruction during the con-
quests, but others saw relatively rapid rebounds in their
population (Soucek 2000, 114). Manz (2011) describes
both the destructive elements of the Mongol conquests
as well as the new opportunities introduced for artisans
and merchants.

One of the most important positive externalities as-
sociated with the creation of the Mongol Empire was the
establishment of political order over regions that sup-
ported overland trade. Curtin (1984, 120) writes that
“the new rulers united so much of Asia that travelers
could move securely under a single authority from the
shores of the Black Sea to China.” The Mongols built
shelters every 20 or 30 miles along roads to assist trans-
port animals as well as to provide guides who specialized
in navigating difficult terrains (Weatherford 2004, 220).
During this period, Anatolia became more connected to
long-distance commercial relations coming from Central
and East Asia (Meloy 2011). According to Abu-Lughod
(1989, 154), the Mongols created “an environment that
facilitated land transit with less risk and lower protective
rent.” Benite (2011) argues that during this time period,
larger numbers of merchants were coming to China than
ever before, with many of them from the Islamic world.

Scholars have argued that Mongol rulers “ordered
and patronized” economic exchange (Allsen 2001, 191).
Manz (2011) suggests that trade was of major interest to
Mongol leaders who directly engaged in trade through
commercial partnerships. Caravaners were “prime ben-
eficiaries of the Pax Mongolica” as the formation of a
pan-Asian Mongol Empire supported overland, East–
West trade (von Glahn 2016, 283). One scholar summa-
rizes these effects in the following way: “Mongol leaders
protected foreign travellers and merchants; established a

19Schafer (1963) describes the ways in which foreign trade flour-
ished during this period as a result of the relative security of routes
and a growing interest in exotic tradeable goods.
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wide network of relay stations…across their great con-
tiguous land empire; and granted other specific privileges
to merchants as well as to religious men, who were often
entrepreneurs…medieval writers living during this time
reported that these measures were effective in facilitating
trade and commerce” (Enkhbold 2019, 532).

The breakup of the Mongol Empire may have also
hindered forms of economic exchange. Genghis Khan’s
efforts to divide the empire into parts to pass on to his
sons planted the seeds of political instability (Millward
2007, 61). Subsequent internecine conflict among rival
Mongol khanates encouraged a greater interest in mar-
itime trade (von Glahn 2016, 283). This reflected a more
generalized pattern that during times of political instabil-
ity in Central Asia, merchants tended to turn to sea routes
instead of overland trade (Schottenhammer 2015).

Empirical Analysis

Thus far, we have discussed a number of factors that
might impact the gains from cross-cultural, overland
trade, including disruptions associated with the rise and
fall of land empires in Central Asia. Yet the factors that
could influence political stability in Central Asia may be
difficult to predict. In this section, we explore how fac-
tors that were disruptive to trade—beyond city-specific
or time-specific effects—may have impacted prosperity
along the Silk Roads.

Determining Historical Travel Paths

One challenge associated with measuring the economic
impact of trade and shocks to trade is that sources de-
scribe the location of the Silk Roads in different ways.
We do not attempt to introduce a set of definitive Silk
Road corridors or claim to add specific route locations
that have hitherto not been described in the existing lit-
erature. Our aim is, instead, to establish a link between
the cost and ease of travel on the Silk Roads and eco-
nomic prosperity. For this purpose, we find it useful to
look for evidence of how natural travel paths may have
been carved, and whether these paths correlate with sub-
sequent changes in economic development. Building on
existing work in geography, we suggest that these paths
were not endogenous to the Silk Road trade; that is, the
path of travel was not chosen with trade or commerce in
mind. Rather, we rely on natural geographic features to
simulate the route using the strategies described in Fra-
chetti et al. (2017; henceforth Frachetti). In doing so, we
extend their original study from a particular zone within
Inner Asia to a broader Asian sample.

In particular, Frachetti designs a GIS algorithm
to simulate and identify routes taken by nomads for
seasonal travel. This exercise in identifying nomadic
travel paths is focused on highland areas at elevations
from 750 to 4,000 meters. According to Frachetti, high
elevation pathways were an essential part of Silk Road
networks, but they developed differently from those
in lowland regions, with the latter being predicted by
terrain-based “least cost” travel algorithms on the basis
of “ease of travel” and “connecting dots” between known
Silk Road locations.20 As a result, the herding paths that
predict Silk Road routes plausibly circumvent endogene-
ity concerns since existing patterns of urbanization did
not impact pastoralists as they sought the best available
land for animal grazing. The top panel of Figure 1 shows
different characterizations of historical Silk Roads by
Hansen (2012) as well as Silk Road Historical Geography
Information Open Platform;21 the bottom panel shows
an extension of the Frachetti strategy for identifying
nomadic corridors, when we use the same approach and
extend the coverage to the highlands (750–4,000 meter
range) in Asia.22

Our empirical analysis assesses whether disruption
in the Silk Roads, proxied by the historical nomadic mi-
gration corridors in the highlands and least-cost routes in
low-lying areas, can explain changes in economic devel-
opment. Our proxy for economic development is urban
population for 85 East, West, and Central Asian cities for
the years 1100 to 1800 CE, on the 50-year interval. Our
data set excludes South and Southeast Asia since trade
in those regions was more likely to occur via sea routes
rather than the overland routes that are the focus of this
analysis. Our data come from Chandler and Fox (1974)
and contain all the cities appearing at least once on any of
the lists for the world’s largest cities across these time pe-
riods.23 Why operationalize economic growth and trade-
related prosperity with city size? Beyond the existing
literature in economics endorsing such an approach,
qualitative historical analysis also draws links between

20In higher-elevation regions, pastoralists migrated with their ani-
mals to highland pastures in the summer and traveled back to the
lowlands during the winter to maximize food available for their
herds. Using seasonal pasture quality and annual herding “flow ac-
cumulation” across highlands in Asia, Frachetti creates a link be-
tween nomadic mobility and Silk Roads. When generating the flow
model, the authors do not include Silk Road routes or site locations
as part of the algorithmic input.

21See www.srhgis.com.

22The geographical extent of our analysis spans 25 to 135 degrees
longitude, and 25 to 56 degrees latitude.

23SI Appendix A provides further description of the city popula-
tion interval data.

http://www.srhgis.com
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FIGURE 1 Silk Roads Mapped (Top) and Highlands and Nomadic Corridors (Bottom)
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overland Eurasian trade and city growth. For example,
Lary (2012, 51) argues that trade supported merchants
who settled in the cities of Central Asia. Commercial
markets created dense networks of exchange that re-
flected forms of product specialization (Wong 1997, 20).
Christian (2000, 9) writes that “the urban geography of
the Silk Roads…points to the importance of the trans-
ecological routes,” with important cities, like Kashgar
and Bukhara, located on major trade paths.

For our empirical analysis, we simulate Silk Road
pathways between each city in our sample and the two
Silk Road end points: Aleppo and historic Chang’an.
Chang’an represented a major terminus of overland trade
routes in the East (Allsen 2001, 13); Aleppo was an “em-
porium” for Asian goods in the West (Inalcik 1994, 57)
and a long-standing destination of overland caravans. In
Figure 2, we show the nomadic migration corridors that
form the basis for our Silk Road proxy, as well as the cities
in our sample. The simulated pathways connecting each
city with Aleppo and Chang’an are also represented on
the map. A foundational assumption of our project is
that deviations from these natural travel paths are costly
for merchants.24

Measuring Political Fragmentation

Our main explanatory variable is the degree of politi-
cal fragmentation merchants faced on the natural travel
paths associated with the Silk Roads. To assess whether
traders encountered different states along their travel
paths, we utilize a set of maps from GeaCron, a geo-
temporal database that provides state boundaries around
the globe for different time periods.25 Based on these
maps, we obtain our main explanatory variable of inter-
est: the number of times each path crosses different states
to Chang’an and to Aleppo. This variable measures the
extent of political fragmentation that one would have ob-
served when traveling on the Silk Roads toward the East
and the West. We also gather information on whether the
departure city was part of a polity identified in GeaCron
as well as whether it served as a capital city.26

It is significant that we code for how many nonstate
territories merchants would have traversed on natural

24Historians have suggested that for many sections of the route,
there did not exist good secondary options. For example, for
traders departing China along the edge of the Gobi Desert (“be-
yond the Jade Gate”), there did not exist attractive alternative travel
paths (Schafer 1963, 13).

25See geacron.com for details on how these data were collected.

26For coding whether the cities in our data were capital cities, we
utilize city data from Pierskall, Schultz, and Wibbels (2017).

travel paths. Identifying areas outside of the purview
of state control, or the number of “nonstate” territo-
ries on the path, allows us to include an additional di-
mension in our analysis, as travelers in ungoverned ar-
eas may have been subject to predation by bandits and
nomads. In other words, the mere presence of a state
entity should be associated with more security. As dis-
cussed, states sought to secure and maintain trade routes
by building roads and armed fortresses at stopping points
on major routes as well as constructing rest houses to
serve merchants and pilgrims (Hanna 1998, 23). In some
cases, sophisticated administrative systems with educated
bureaucracies eased trade by validating the quality of
goods at market and maintaining an extensive road sys-
tem (Frankopan 2016, 4). Muslim rulers in Central Asia,
Persia, and South Asia invested in the maintenance and
improvement of trade routes by repairing overland roads,
providing security for caravans, and quieting tribal peo-
ples who sometimes obstructed commercial traffic (Levi
2011).

A concern that could be raised about our strategy
for measuring political fragmentation is that we fail to
take into account the endogenous formation of states;
in other words, maybe Eurasian land empires were cre-
ated to encompass profitable trade routes? One advan-
tage of focusing on East, Central, and West Asian cities
is that state formation on the Eurasian steppe has come
to increasingly be understood as a function of exoge-
nous climatic factors, at least in part because nomadic
statecraft has been shown to be sensitive to environmen-
tal conditions. This may particularly be the case since
there are important links between forms of political au-
thority in Central Asia and transport technologies that
support pastoral cultures, especially reliance on horses
(Honeychurch 2014). For example, the sudden rise of
Genghis Khan was totally unexpected according to his-
torians (Soucek 2000, 103). Scientists specializing in cli-
mate change, however, have found that the timing of
the Mongol rise was closely linked to climate anomalies
since unusually wet weather was associated with a prolif-
eration of grasses to feed horses as the Mongols moved
across the Eurasian steppe (Pederson et al. 2014). Addi-
tional studies in climate science suggest that the Mongol
withdrawal from Hungary in 1242 may also have been
a function of unanticipated climatic conditions (Bunt-
gen and Di Cosmo 2016). This perspective is consis-
tent with scholars who have observed that the process
by which Eurasian land empires have formed is relatively
unpredictable (Rogers 2007, 2012), suggesting the im-
portance of exogenous conditions. Although this strat-
egy does not fully address concerns that state forma-
tion may have been endogenous to economic factors,

geacron.com
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FIGURE 2 Natural Travel Paths as a Proxy for Silk Roads

our empirical analyses also include a wide-ranging set of
control variables to further isolate the effects of political
fragmentation on trade-driven growth.

Figure 3 provides a stylized illustration of our argu-
ment and empirical strategy. Merchants from City A seek
trade opportunities that allow them to deliver goods to
Aleppo and Chang’an. In order for those merchants to
engage in commerce, they may need to traverse a num-
ber of polities to arrive at their destination. They may also
traverse nonstate territories, as well as tributary states un-
der Chinese rule. In this illustration, the solid lines rep-
resent independent polities while dotted lines represent
independent polities that fall under the Chinese impe-
rial tribute system. The number of state and nonstate
territories traversed included a large stochastic compo-
nent related to how exogenous weather and environmen-
tal conditions impacted the creation of land empires on
the Eurasian steppe.

Empirical Strategy

To estimate the impact of political fragmentation on eco-
nomic prosperity in premodern Asia, we use interval data
with population estimates for each city and a generalized
maximum log-likelihood interval model to obtain coef-

ficient value estimates.27 The following equation reflects
a panel regression approach and can be specified as

Popit = β0 + β1Path2Chang′anit + β2Path2Aleppoit +

+ Xit� +
j=1800∑

j=1150

Z′
iI

j
t�j

+
∑

c

γIc
i +

j=1800∑

j=1150

ρjI
j
t + εit, (1)

where Popit is the natural log of city population
of city i in year t , Path2Chang′anit and Path2Aleppoit

are our political fragmentation variables, and Xit is
a vector of time-varying control variables including
the number of nonstate territories crossed en route
to Chang’an and Aleppo, the capital status and state
rule existence of city i in time t . This vector also
includes city i’s “urban potential” to account for po-
tential population spillover from neighboring cities.28

27The coefficient estimates from the interval model can be inter-
preted in the same way as the ordinary least squares estimation;
see SI Appendix A for an explanation and Blaydes and Paik (2019)
for more details on specifying the log-likelihood function.

28Urban potential for city i in time t is calculated as the sum of the
population of every other city in our data set in time t , divided by
its geodesic distance to city i.
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FIGURE 3 Stylized Illustration of the Argument Regarding the
Effects of Crossing Jurisdictions on the Costs of Trade

Note: The solid lines represent divisions between independent polities. The dotted line rep-
resents independent polities that fall under the Chinese imperial tribute system.

Additionally,
∑ j=1800

j=1150 Z′
iI

j
t � j are the city-specific ge-

ographic characteristics interacted with time-period
fixed effects. Given that city location and their sur-
roundings are paramount to trade and city sizes, these
are meant to capture any time-differential effects of
geographic variables that determine both the city’s ac-
cess to the Silk Roads and urbanization. They include
the distance to the nearest natural migration corridor
in the highlands (as simulated in our analysis), distance
to the nearest coast, and longitude and latitude, as well
as the elevation mean and standard deviation. Finally,∑

c γIc
i and

∑ j=1800
j=1150 ρ jI

j
t are the city and time-period

fixed effects, respectively.
On average, a merchant’s path intersects with five

polities to get to Aleppo and five on the path to
Chang’an.29 There exists a great deal of variation for
cities across time, however. For example, in our sam-
ple, the maximum number of polities crossed is 16 on
the path to Aleppo and 17 to Chang’an. Our main find-
ings are reported in columns 1–4 of Table 1 and sug-
gest that the number of polities crossed to get to Aleppo
and Chang’an (i.e., political fragmentation in both direc-
tions) has consistently negative effects on city size. This
is true after controlling for city and time fixed effects
as well as the time-varying impacts of geography. Both

29See Table 2 in SI Appendix B for summary statistics of our vari-
ables.

variables are statistically significant when we control for
the number of nonstate territories on the paths, the cap-
ital status and an indicator for state rule existence. From
a substantive perspective, every additional polity crossed
to get to Aleppo is associated with a 12 to 14% decrease
in city population, whereas for the polities crossed to
get to Chang’an, a 5 to 9% decrease in city population
is observed, depending on the regression specification.
We also find that while being a capital city consistently
has a positive association with city size, being located
in a nonstate territory has the opposite effect on city
population.30

Columns 5–8 of Table 1 present an alternative way
to test the idea that political fragmentation reduced the
gains from cross-regional trade. Rather than consider-
ing the number of polities crossed to either Aleppo or
Chang’an, the economic prospects for a particular city
may be a function of fragmentation on the entire East–
West trade artery. In other words, the health of the entire
route may matter for garnering trade-related gains, and,
as a result, fragmentation on the two segments should
not be considered to be independent from one another.
In this set of specifications, the explanatory variable of

30Our goal is not to make a causal argument regarding the effect
of capital city status on city size. Although it is possible that capi-
tal status may have been determined by unforeseen factors, rather
than endogenously driven by city size, we mainly include capital
status to control for alternative channels associated with city size.
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TABLE 1 Effect of Fragmented Polities on City Size

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Polities to Aleppo −0.133∗ −0.122† −0.127∗ −0.149∗

(0.066) (0.066) (0.060) (0.062)
Polities to Chang’an −0.054 −0.052 −0.083† −0.098∗

(0.052) (0.050) (0.043) (0.043)
Nonstate territories to Aleppo −0.319† −0.198 −0.136

(0.173) (0.145) (0.152)
Nonstate territories to Chang’an 0.052 0.007 0.085

(0.154) (0.147) (0.156)
Polities crossed −0.120∗ −0.111† −0.111∗ −0.128∗

(0.057) (0.058) (0.053) (0.054)
Nonstate territories crossed 0.051 0.041 0.077

(0.185) (0.181) (0.182)
Capital city 0.773∗∗ 0.755∗∗ 0.782∗∗ 0.769∗∗

(0.147) (0.143) (0.148) (0.146)
In nonstate territory −0.698∗ −0.609∗

(0.302) (0.274)
N 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275
Urban Potential Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geography × Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
City Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: Robust standard errors are clustered at the city level and reported in parentheses.
†p < .1, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

interest is the total number of polities crossed. We find
that a larger number of polities crossed on the combined
trade path is associated with lower city population. Every
additional polity crossed is associated with an 11 to 12%
decrease in city population after controlling for capital
city status and nonstate territories crossed. That is, the
results we report are similar to those found in the first
four columns of Table 1.

Our empirical strategy rests on the assumption that
deviations from the travel paths that we have identified
are costly to merchants who view these paths as pre-
ferred travel routes. The topography of Central Asia—
with large natural barriers like the Taklamakan and Gobi
Deserts—make large deviations unlikely, yet, nonethe-
less, we also validate our main findings using the travel
paths identified in Hansen (2012) instead of the paths we
have simulated. Using the routes identified by Hansen
to generate our key independent variable—rather than
our simulated Silk Road routes—we find the results to be
similar to our main findings as reported in Table 1.31

Next, we include variables related to forms of hier-
archy and hegemony within the Asian political sphere

31See Table 3 in SI Appendix B.

through an investigation of the effects of the Chinese
tributary system. Kang (2010, 591) writes that the East
Asian tributary order was an “enduring, stable, and hi-
erarchic system, with China clearly the hegemon” and
a “viable and recognized international system with mil-
itary, cultural, and economic dimensions that all inter-
sected to create a…stable security system.” In return for
recognizing the legitimacy of Chinese preeminence in re-
gional affairs, China became responsible for maintain-
ing order in the region (Wang 2013, 213). We test the
impact of crossing Chinese tributary states by including
the number of polities on the paths classified as tributary
states as additional control variables. We also include an
indicator for whether the city is inside a tributary state.

Table 2 reports these results. While scholars have ar-
gued that tributary practice and exchanges may have fa-
cilitated trade in a number of ways, we find crossing
tributary states was also negatively associated with city
size. With a full complement of control variables in-
cluded, we find that crossing tributary states when head-
ing to Aleppo to be more damaging than when heading to
Chang’an; this suggests that the tribute system may have
spurred less damaging effects for those traveling toward
Chang’an and, thus, closer to China. The main results
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TABLE 2 Effect of Fragmented Polities on City Size, including Chinese Tributary State Control
Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Polities to Aleppo −0.149∗ −0.098† −0.150∗ −0.098†

(0.062) (0.055) (0.062) (0.054)
Polities to Chang’an −0.098∗ −0.082† −0.090∗ −0.082∗

(0.043) (0.043) (0.043) (0.041)
Nonstate territories to Aleppo −0.136 −0.136 −0.113 −0.136

(0.152) (0.156) (0.157) (0.156)
Nonstate territories to Chang’an 0.085 0.126 0.107 0.126

(0.156) (0.168) (0.155) (0.168)
Tributaries to Aleppo −0.423∗ −0.424∗

(0.174) (0.188)
Tributaries to Chang’an −0.154 −0.154

(0.159) (0.181)
Polities crossed −0.128∗ −0.082 −0.124∗ −0.088†

(0.054) (0.052) (0.054) (0.052)
Nonstate territories crossed 0.077 0.138 0.098 0.140

(0.182) (0.187) (0.180) (0.185)
Tributaries crossed −0.526† −0.427

(0.289) (0.285)
Capital city 0.755∗∗ 0.784∗∗ 0.770∗∗ 0.784∗∗ 0.769∗∗ 0.792∗∗ 0.783∗∗ 0.796∗∗

(0.143) (0.142) (0.140) (0.142) (0.146) (0.149) (0.143) (0.146)
In nonstate territory −0.698∗ −0.649∗ −0.699∗ −0.649∗ −0.609∗ −0.583∗ −0.598∗ −0.583∗

(0.302) (0.288) (0.301) (0.288) (0.274) (0.266) (0.273) (0.266)
In tributary state −0.301† 0.001 −0.304∗ −0.182

(0.158) (0.168) (0.153) (0.139)
N 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275 1,275
Urban Potential Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geography × Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
City Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: Robust standard errors are clustered at the city level and reported in parentheses.
†p < .1, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

on polities crossed to Aleppo and Chang’an, respectively
(columns 1–4), as well as total polities crossed (columns
5–8), show similar effects as reported in Table 1, suggest-
ing that after controlling for tributary state status, the
main effects persist.

State Capacity and Political Stability as
Additional Considerations

States during this historical era were vastly different enti-
ties than the ones that we observe today. As a result, one
potential concern that could be raised about our existing
analysis relates to omitted variable bias associated with
differential levels of state capacity. Our operationaliza-

tion of state capacity seeks to identify the extent to which
there was a state presence along each route. Relative to a
situation of “statelessness,” state presence should be as-
sociated with greater stability and the rule of law. Our
operationalization of state capacity seeks to capture the
difference between the extent to which each natural travel
path experienced state (versus nonstate) rule.

This measure does not capture a particular location’s
history of state control, however. To take this type of dif-
ferent data into account, we calculate the extent to which
each route connecting cities in our data to Chang’an and
Aleppo overlapped with polities that existed 100 years
earlier. To do this, we divide the segment length by the
total route length to derive a fraction for each city and
year. This measure allows us to identify the proportion of
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TABLE 3 Effect of Political Fragmentation on City Size, including State Capacity and Stability
Control Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Polities to Aleppo −0.205∗∗ −0.225∗∗

(0.066) (0.079)
Polities to Chang’an −0.154∗ −0.075

(0.065) (0.064)
Nonstate territories to Aleppo −0.081 −0.093

(0.186) (0.197)
Nonstate territories to Chang’an 0.062 0.106

(0.172) (0.169)
Polities crossed −0.232∗∗ −0.129∗

(0.059) (0.059)
Nonstate territories crossed 0.094 0.076

(0.198) (0.192)
Historical state capacity to Aleppo 2.709∗ 2.860∗

(1.229) (1.355)
Historical state capacity to Chang’an 0.145 0.059

(0.842) (0.795)
Historical state capacity (total polities crossed) 1.651 0.872

(2.326) (2.133)
Local stability to Aleppo −0.023

(0.266)
Local stability to Chang’an 0.314

(0.411)
Distant stability from Aleppo −0.739

(0.676)
Distant stability from Chang’an 0.816†

(0.471)
Local stability (to Aleppo/Chang’an) 1.029∗

(0.517)
Distant stability (from Aleppo/Chang’an) 1.324

(1.371)
N 1,105 1,105 1,105 1,105
Urban Potential Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geography × Year Yes Yes Yes Yes
City Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Capital city status Yes Yes Yes Yes
Nonstate territory status Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: Robust standard errors are clustered at the city level and reported in parentheses.
†p < .1, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

the trade route from each city to Aleppo or Chang’an that
experienced state presence 100 years earlier where the
main assumption is that a history of state presence is pos-
itively associated with later state capacity. The results pre-
sented in columns 1 and 2 in Table 3 suggest that after
controlling for this measure of historical state capacity,
the number of polities crossed to Aleppo and Chang’an

(as well as total polities crossed) remains negative and
statistically significant.32

32We recognize, however, that this is not the only possible proxy
measure for state capacity and present another alternative opera-
tionalization in the supporting information. In SI Appendix C, we
measure state capacity using a distance-decay model where we ar-
gue state capacity declines with distance from cities. The results
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In addition to being concerned with historical state
capacity, one might also be interested in disentangling
the impact of localized political stability from the num-
ber of polity crossings to Aleppo and Chang’an. Although
our regression specifications include a number of fixed
effects (city, time, and geographic features interacted
with a time trend), we may also want to account for the
way that political fragmentation impacted local condi-
tions and associated city size. For example, localized in-
stability has the potential to damage city growth as resi-
dents flee the area, but it might also lead to increased city
size if people in the periphery seek “safe harbor” behind
city walls (e.g., Dincecco and Onorato 2016). These dy-
namics would be independent of trade and not captured
by the fixed effects specification that we have proposed.

In order to take into account localized political con-
ditions, we measure the distance to the first polity cross-
ing from each city toward Aleppo and Chang’an, respec-
tively, and divide that value by the total route length.
Larger distances, all else equal, suggest more localized po-
litical stability, whereas smaller distances suggest a lower
degree of local political control. We might also be in-
terested in seeing whether faraway political stability also
matters for city size. Instability close to Silk Road end-
points might also damage city size, as it may be very
costly for long-distance traders to bring their goods to
market; distant stability is measured as the distance to
the first polity crossing from Aleppo and Chang’an on the
route to each city in the data set, divided by route length.
We are interested in seeing whether our main variables of
interest are robust, even after controlling for these forms
of stability.33

These variables have a range from 0 to 1, where 0
means the city is located in a nonstate territory and 1
means the entire trade route is contained in the same
polity. In Table 3, columns 3 and 4, we include these
proxy variables for local and faraway, or distant, condi-
tions, in addition to our state capacity controls, for both
separate and combined travel paths. We find that the neg-
ative relationship between polity crossing and city size re-
mains consistent. We also find that cities benefited when
the polities they belonged to exerted greater control over
the combined local trade routes to Chang’an and Aleppo
(column 4). In other words, local stability may matter for
city growth, at least in some specifications, but even after
taking this variable into account, political fragmentation
on natural travel paths continues to be negatively associ-
ated with city size.

using the distance-based capacity measure show consistent find-
ings (Table 4 in SI Appendix C).

33Figure 2 in SI Appendix D presents a stylized illustration of lo-
calized versus faraway polity crossings.

Conclusions

While some of the most prominent works on historical
development have focused on the origins of states and
state institutions, scholars have increasingly drawn atten-
tion to the importance of transnational and global dy-
namics (Go and Lawson 2017, 8), including forms of pre-
modern, proto-globalization. Cross-regional trade routes
like the Silk Roads connected economic interests between
prosperous regions of the world for centuries.

Observers have long suggested that “the Silk Road
was at its strongest when it was dominated by a few pow-
erful dynasties” and that “political stability across wide
areas enabled commerce to thrive” (Ibbotson 2017). Yet,
empirical evidence for such conjectures has been largely
unavailable. Our analysis represents an attempt to quan-
titatively interrogate the effects of fragmented political
authority in premodern Asia. We find that the benefits
of cross-cultural exchange are diminished as a result of
shocks to political stability on trade routes. Political frag-
mentation along likely routes is associated with smaller
city size, even after controlling for city and time fixed ef-
fects and the inclusion of a variety of control variables,
including Chinese imperial tributary state status.

Our focus on prosperity in premodern Asia does
not tackle the question of why Europe pulled ahead of
other world regions economically, but it does allow us
to understand more about variation in economic de-
velopment before the “rise of the West.” Epstein (2000,
39) points out that whereas scholars have commonly
viewed all preindustrial economies as equally stagnant,
“regional diversity has became the central question of re-
cent research.” This article represents our scholarly con-
tribution to answering this question and offers evidence
that premodern forms of globalization flourished dur-
ing historical periods characterized by large land empires
in Eurasia.
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