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LYNDA NORENE SHAFFER
Southernization

The author of this selection began her career as a historian of China,
but she is currently a world historian, having published books on
Native American, Southeast Asian, and Chinese history. Shaffer coins
the term Southernization to suggest that Westernization was preceded
by an earlier “southern” process of technological expansion that even-
tually made it possible. Which of her examples of Southernization do
you find most important in changing the world? Which least signifi-
cant? Did India and Indian Ocean societies of the early Middle Ages
play a role like that of the West today?

Thinking Historically

Shaffer did not write this essay to criticize Lynn White Jr., nor does her
essay address precisely the same issues. Our exercise here is not the rel-
atively simple task of weighing two debaters on a single issue. Rather,
Shaffer’s essay challenges some of the assumptions and arguments
made by White and many other historians when they discuss the his-
tory of technology. What are some of the assumptions and arguments
of White that Shaffer challenges? How might you use Shaffer to chal-
lenge White’s grand theory? Which essay provides a more satisfying
explanation of the origins of modern science and technology?

The term Soutbernization is a new one. It is used here to refer to a
multifaceted process that began in Southern Asia and spread from there
to various other places around the globe. The process included so many
interrelated strands of development that it is impossible to do more
here than sketch out the general outlines of a few of them. Among the
most important that will be omitted from this discussion are the metal-
lurgical, the medical, and the literary. Those included are the develop-
ment of mathematics; the production and marketing of subtropical or
tropical spices; the pioneering of new trade routes; the cultivation, pro-
cessing, and marketing of southern crops such as sugar and cotton; and
the development of various related technologies.

The term Southernization is meant to be analogous to Westerniza-
tion. Westernization refers to certain developments that first occurred
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in western Europe. Those developments changed Europe and eventually
spread to other places and changed them as well. In the same way,
southernization changed Southern Asia and later spread to other areas,
which then underwent a process of change.

Southernization was well under way in Southern Asia by the fifth
century C.E., during the reign of India’s Gupta kings (320-535 c.e.). It
was by that time already spreading to China. In the eighth century vari-
ous elements characteristic of Southernization began spreading through
the lands of the Muslim caliphates. Both in China and in the lands of
the caliphate, the process led to dramatic changes, and by the year
1200 it was beginning to have an impact on the Christian Mediter-
ranean. One could argue that within the Northern Hemisphere, by this
time the process of Southernization had created an Eastern Hemisphere
characterized by a rich south and a north that was poor in comparison.
And one might even go so far as to suggest that in Europe and its
colonies, the process of Southernization laid the foundation for West-
ernization.

The Indian Beginning

Southernization was the result of developments that took place in many
parts of southern Asia, both on the Indian subcontinent and in South-
east Asia. By the time of the Gupta kings, several of its constituent
parts already had a long history in India. Perhaps the oldest strand in
the process was the cultivation of cotton and the production of cotton
textiles for export. Cotton was first domesticated in the Indus River
valley some time between 2300 and 1760 B.C.E., and by the second mil-
lennium B.C.E., the Indians had begun to develop sophisticated dyeing
techniques. During these early millennia Indus River valley merchants
are known to have lived in Mesopotamia, where they sold cotton
textiles.

In the first century c.E. Egypt became an important overseas market
for Indian cottons. By the next century there was a strong demand for
these textiles both in the Mediterranean and in East Africa, and by the
fifth century they were being traded in Southeast Asia. The Indian tex:
tile trade continued to grow throughout the next millennium. Even
after the arrival of European ships in Asian ports at the turn of the six
teenth century, it continued unscathed. According to one textile expert,
“India virtually clothed the world” by the mid-eighteenth century. The
subcontinent’s position was not undermined until Britain’s Incustrial
Revolution, when steam engines began to power the production of cot
ton textiles.

Another strand in the process of Soutl
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new sources of bullion, can be traced back in India to the end of the







