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I. Abstract 

This paper empirically investigates why, between 1100 and 1700, the urban and economic center 

of gravity shifted from the Islamic world to Europe—with urbanization rates serving as a proxy for 

economic success in the premodern economies. Using a large, newly collected, city-specific data set 

covering Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia, I explore the role of trade mechanisms, education, 

and institutions in determining long-run city development in two holistic regions: Europe on the one hand 

and the Middle East and Central Asia (MECA) on the other. In this aim, I will ultimately show that the 

main reasons for MECA’s stagnation and Europe’s long-term success are, while specific to each region, 

interdependent and set in an increasingly globalized landscape. Together, the consequences of different 

choices in main transportation modes, reliance on previous fostered trade institutions, and the 

development of local participative governments in Europe—making cities less state-dependent—

collectively culminate in an explanation as to why Europe's urban development took off while MECA 

experienced a loss of dynamism. 

II. Introduction 

As Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden note in their paper “From Baghdad to London: Unraveling 

Urban Development in Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa, 800-1800,” (which will be more 

formally introduced later on), in 800 CE, only four decades after its founding, Baghdad had become a 

flourishing urban center with a population of over 300,000. As the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate, the 

city enjoyed its position as an economic, cultural, and political hub unrivaled in its artistic and scientific 

achievements. Meanwhile, London had only 10,000 inhabitants in 800 CE. Additionally, it was constantly 

threatened by internal struggles within Anglo-Saxon tribes. And yet, not even 700 years later, Baghdad 

was just another relatively unimportant city in the Ottoman Empire and London had become the epicenter 

of economic institution and innovation along with other, relatively new European states. An immediate 

question is raised asking what happened? How could a region, once thriving and serving as the epicenter 
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of knowledge, art, culture, trade, and craftsmanship decline in importance so rapidly while, elsewhere in 

the world, a relative backwater was transformed into the center of the known world? 

 This research project is concerned with explaining this phenomenon of the eventual economic 

inertia of the Middle East and Central Asia as well as the concurrent economic growth that occurred in 

Western Europe from the 12th – 17th century.1  In pursuing this, I wish to look outside the Western-

centric paradigm of academia and explain one phenomenon in terms of the other—rather than simply 

believing that the economic rise of Western Europe was an inherent, inevitable happening. Using a large, 

new city-specific data set covering Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia, I will show how the urban 

center of gravity moved from the latter two regions (which will henceforth be amalgamated into one 

region referred to as MECA) to the former.2  In doing so, I will unravel the role played by trade 

institutions and the accessibility of governments to a city’s inhabitants in determining long-run city 

development in the two regions. Together, these two phenomena will explain why Europe’s urban 

development eventually outpaced that of the Middle East and Central Asia. 

 My hypothesis, which will be described in more detail in a later section, is that these two main 

factors caused the decline of the “East” and the rise of the “West”. There are many other smaller things 

that may have contributed, but I will show that, controlling for these outside variables, it occurred mainly 

due to two things: the ability of a city’s citizens to influence local governments leading to relatively free 

participatory governments that restricted the dominant role of the state, and the reliance on previous trade 

institutions (and consequently how that can enable technological leapfrogging).  

 The main way that I am going to show the economic changes in both regions is through 

urbanization rates since all recent empirical work on long-term trends in economic performance in the 

premodern era use this as a reliable proxy for economic success. Some scholarship has emerged that add 

                                                           
1 This time period is chosen because it is long enough after the rapid spread of Islam to account for any interference 

that may have with the data, and ends right before the widening in urbanization that is characteristic of the Great 

Divergence. 
2 For the purposes of this research paper, Turkey will be included with the Middle East and Iran with Central Asia. 
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the Middle East into the conversation about development, but I plan on moving the attention even further 

east to include, what I hypothesize as being a critical factor for the reversal of fortune between MECA 

and Europe: the Silk Road. 

 I will show that, for starters, the provincial participatory governments that developed in Europe 

after the fall of feudalism were much better instigators for economic growth and economies of scale as 

opposed to the dependent economies of the Middle East and Central Asia. Additionally, I will display 

how the decreasing marginal returns to utilizing the Eurasian caravan route, the Silk Road, had a negative 

effect overall for MECA—starting with the end of Mongolian prosperity—and, that this reliance inhibited 

them from competing with European maritime trade and eventual expansion. This, in turn, would widen 

the divide and allow for the Great Divergence. There was trade in the Indian Ocean basis as well as up 

into the Gulf; but, because of the endurance of the Silk Road, emphasis on and protection of land trade by 

the Mongol Empire (and its subsequent Khanates), the Sea Ban (haijin) during the Ming and Qing 

Dynasty in China, and Portuguese interference in India and Oman, this lucrative industry was not fully 

realized by MECA which therefore made them fall behind in the research and development that was 

required for taking it to the level acquired by Europe which paved the way for eventual colonialism and 

access to new markets. 

III. Background 

A. General 

 This reversal in economic activity that I have thus described, is demonstrative of the overarching 

change that occurred between Europe and MECA. After the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 CE and the 

Carolingian Empire in 814 CE, Europe underwent a period of economic stagnation. The region was 

plagued with invading nomadic tribes, the Black Death, political instability, and many other endogenous 

and exogenous factors. During this same period, MECA was flourishing under the Seljuks (Samanid 

Dynasty) and the Abbasids. To compound on this economic and cultural success, when the Mongols took 

over in the 13th century, they established an organized and streamlined method of trade along the Silk 
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Road between the Middle East, Central Asia, and China to exchange gold, silk, dyes, pottery, etc. with 

vertical trade also being fostered and conducted between modern-day Russia, India, and the Central Asian 

Khanates.3  The trade fostered was so great that the Silk Road returned to a golden age of prosperity that 

it had not experienced since the Sui and Tang Dynasties of China (581 CE – 907 CE). This epoch was 

labeled Pax Mongolica. 

 However, it was around this time that things began to change. Europe began to see a reversal in 

its fortune when the collapse of feudalism – which emerged after the Black Death – opened the door for 

the emergence of capitalism and local participatory governments. MECA also arguably had participatory 

governments; but, when it came to the economy, they were all centrally planned and the main officials, 

i.e. kadis, were put in place by the Sultan in the Middle East and by the ruling Khans and Timur in 

Central Asia. This was a long-held practice during the time of the Ottomans, and after the death of Timur 

and the establishments of the Khanates of Khiva, Bukhara, Kokand, and Kashgar, the economic 

dependency on interior trade and governmental direction grew due to unchanging lifestyles and the need 

for sustainability in the wake of disunity in the region after the fall of the Mongol Empire and the 

decreasing returns to Silk Road trade as maritime trade showed itself as a more lucrative industry. This 

economic dependency by MECA on a strong, centralized government had a strong impact on their 

initiatives and potential economies of scale.  

 To compound upon this, is the previous reliance on Silk Road trade. While there was some 

maritime trade, it was mostly between the Middle East, India, China, and East Africa. Central Asia was 

landlocked and therefore only received second hand benefits from sea trade; this made them not reliant on 

it. For the other countries more heavily involved in maritime trade, there was no real need for 

development or technological innovation. There was already easy access to the markets of East Africa and 

                                                           
3 The reason that India and China are not included in this discussion to a large extent is because they are special 

cases that require a much more individual level of analysis if we want to include them as a whole, especially with 

their access to the sea (however, the cities in northern India and China Turkestan follow the same pattern as the 

Central Asian cities in this sample). 
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South East Asia. Additionally, MECA was still trying to fully utilize the Silk Road because of its prior 

high returns and its historic value. I will show however, that this held them back in terms of technological 

innovation and leapfrogging which is one of the key factors that causes this reversal in fortune between 

“East” and “West”. By the time MECA acknowledged the declining returns of caravan trade and looked 

to seaborne trade, it was already a heavily European-dominated mechanism. By the late 14th century fall 

of the Mongol empires, European countries had already invested heavily in establishing sea trade and had 

reached Porto Santo. By the 1507 fall of the Timurid Empire, Europe had already reached Sumatra and 

Malacca. By this point, it was not possible for MECA to catch up as they had been effectively crowded 

out.  

B. Theoretical Debate 

 There have been many explanations posited to explain Europe’s rise and MECA’s stagnation in 

the largely narrative, theoretical economic history literature. They range from focusing on geographical 

conditions, differing institutions, tax regulations, religiosity, or some other factor. In their paper “From 

Baghdad to London,” Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden give a brief overview of the main explanations 

found in modern academia for this difference in development, and I will quickly convey them to you.  

Geography: Opportunities for Trade and Agriculture 

 The geographical conditions in the two regions are said to have influenced their respective 

development (or lack thereof) in two ways. First, geography plays an important role in deciding a city’s 

capability of participating in profitable long distance trade. Trade is widely viewed as one of the 

important drivers of economic prosperity. A favorable geographical location for trade constitutes a 

substantial stimulus for economic and urban development. Europe’s abundance of navigable rivers, 

favorable location for Atlantic trade, and many natural ports have all been stressed as important factors in 

its long-term economic development. Middle Eastern and Central Asia cities have been located on the 

illustrious Silk Road for millennia causing spurts of growth and the large-scale transfer of knowledge that 

was previously unseen. Moreover, due to its geographical position in between Europe, Asia, and Africa, 
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MECA not only had access to the products of three different continents, but it also enjoyed a natural, and 

very profitable, position as middleman (Findlay & O’Rourke, 2007). 

 The other important role of geography in development is agricultural potential. Having a more 

cultivable landscape means a city is generally able to sustain higher levels of urban population. However, 

agricultural systems also appear to be flexible and able to generate substantial surpluses when urban 

demand is sufficiently high (Grantham, 1989; Hoffman, 1996; Hohenberg & Lees, 1995). Additionally, 

Europe’s “agricultural” revolution may itself have been partly driven by increased urban demand (Bosker, 

Buringh, and van Zanden, 2013). In this respect, Europe’s agricultural revolution was not that unique 

from agricultural developments in MECA (Watson, 1983; White, 1962). Therefore, this second role will 

be largely ignored, and this paper will focus on the role of geography in trade measures.  

Institutions 

 Modern scholarship also stresses institutional developments in Europe and MECA as being the 

cause of their different long-term development. As Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden note, throughout the 

Islamic world,  

“power was generally concentrated in the hands of a strong state, favoring the economic interests 

of a small group of elites—the ruler and its central bureaucracy. This made economic stability 

and development more dependent on the state; political instability or a faltering state (due to 

internal instability or external threats, for example) easily translated into stagnating, or even 

declining, economic activity” (p.1420). 

whereas in Europe, which was highly fragmented following the fall of the Carolingian Empire, “cities 

start to develop forms of local participative governments and demand representation in national 

policymaking. This process … is widely viewed as a strong stimulus for economic development” 

(p.1420). These differences in institutional development are often cited as the reason for the stagnation of 
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MECA and rise of Europe; and, in this paper, we will focus on them in the context of government 

accessibility. 

Interdependence 

 The two aforementioned causes, whilst being popular in academia, paint the picture of 

development as being individual and separated. Things were happening concurrently in MECA and 

Europe, but they had no connection to each other. One did not impact the other. However, I believe that to 

truly understand this reversal in fortune, one must put the picture in an increasingly globalized setting. 

Nothing happens in a vacuum or necessarily according to arbitrary state lines. These regions interact with 

one another and the decisions of one affect the other. It could be that European cities decided to heavily 

focus on sea exploration as a means of avoiding Muslim middlemen in accessing Asian trade networks. 

This, in turn, led to the eventual boom of sea trade and made the land-bridge nearly obsolete by 

sidetracking main caravan routes.  

Many Theories, What Evidence? 

 For all of these theories regarding the divergent development of Europe and MECA, there is little 

empirical evidence. Therefore, the goal of this paper is to fill in where they did not. I will perform 

quantitative analysis of new city data sets to try and parse out the causal factors of this change in the 

global economic center of gravity. In later sections, I will present a large, newly collected, city-specific 

data set covering the cities in Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia over the period 1100 to 1700. I 

use this data to quantify the long-term urban developments in Europe and MECA to confirm their reversal 

of fortunes. Next, I will relate urban development in the two regions to detailed information on various 

geographical and institutional characteristics of individual cities. This will shed new empirical light on the 

relative importance of the competing explanations for the very different long-term urban development 

patterns seen in Europe and MECA. 
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IV. Hypothesis 

My formal hypothesis is that the reversal of fortunes between Europe and MECA came about 

because of two causal factors: the level of government participative access to citizens and the reliance of 

states on previous trade institutions. 

 In regard to the first aspect, I plan on showing how by having local participatory governments, 

the potential dominance in the role of a federal government was curbed, a more motivated work ethic was 

fostered, more beneficial trade measures were adopted, and larger returns on individual and eventual state 

enterprise were cultivated. 

 In regard to the second aspect, I will show that MECA’s reliance on the Silk Road eventually 

caused them to economically stagnate. It had been a source of cultural diffusion and relatively safe profits 

for so long (especially whilst under the protection of the Mongols) that there was little incentive to find a 

different path. There was still maritime trade between the Middle East (Gulf ports), India, China, South 

East Asia, and East Africa. However, this was for convenience and did not require much adaptation or 

innovation of new technology. There was no urge for new markets, and the trade relationships were often 

tumultuous (i.e. East African political instability, attempted Portuguese domination of Indian and Omani 

sea trade, Chinese haijin [sea ban] during the Ming and Qing dynasty to limit the negative effect of 

Japanese piracy and Yuan marauders, etc.) These factors compounded in sea trade not being a high 

priority in the MECA region whereas it was in Europe because of their necessity for new markets and 

unwillingness to go through the Ottoman-dominated Middle East. This lack of technological research and 

development as well as reliance on older forms of caravan trade ultimately hurt the Middle East and 

Central Asia. 

 In this thesis, I will show the effect that these phenomena had on Europe and MECA and how 

they precipitated the economic change of both regions by using urbanization rates as an economic proxy. 
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V. Other Scholarship 

This specific topic – the rise of the West – has been talked about and contemplated on in popular 

scholarship dating back to Adam Smith in the 18th century (if not considerably before then) and will 

surely remain popular for millennia to come. However, what makes my project different is that it views 

the phenomenon through a different paradigm. Much modern scholarship on this had looked at the 

transference through a very Western-centric focus, which is not surprising. I have found this to be true of 

many academic disciplines and believe it is another example of a case where history is written with a 

specific intent in mind, and that intent is often not truth—not to mention the fact that history recounting 

and historicism are traditionally orally-documented in Middle Eastern and Central Asian cultures. 

All too often, the rise of the West is painted as being some intrinsic inevitability that came about 

simply because the West was meant to rise. The latent potential had always been there, and when it was 

realized, the unavoidable ascension began. However, recently there has been a reactionary movement 

against this perspective—a movement that takes into account the fact that global occurrences are not 

isolated within regions, and that events may be related to concurrent happenings in another, seemingly 

isolated, area. It puts large-scale phenomena such as the rise of the West in a global context to where it 

can be better, more correctly understood. It is my aim to do this in such a manner that brings both the 

Middle East and Central Asia into the equation—rather than just the former which has been an emerging 

trend as of late. I am going to show that the rise of the West was part of a larger movement that caused a 

reversal in fortunes, not just a change in one. 

VI. Significance 

The fact that this economic development has been talked about so frequently and for so long 

speaks to its significance. If a causal inference can correctly be deduced, then that knowledge could speak 

to both a global economic history as well as drivers of long-term development that can be applied to 

modern economies to some degree. Furthermore, even if an agreed upon causal factor cannot be found, 

contributing new factors to the discussion is, I believe, imperative in reaching a point where we have a 
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more inclusive and understanding development model as well as creating a dialogue where all aspects and 

intravenous factors of the situation are considered. Additionally, some significance could be found on a 

regional basis. The current population density of Central Asia still lines up, almost exactly, to the two 

main Silk Road caravan routes that traversed through the area. The dependence on the institution was 

strong. Therefore, if we can factor that into the equation and show it as a causal factor in the decline of 

this area, then perhaps potential development models and strategies for these regions can be readjusted to 

be more effective. 

VII. Literature Review 

Having a project with such a strong emphasis on historical analysis has cultivated a strong 

reliance on literature and research. There is a plethora of studies related to the economic rise of the West, 

but very few specifically emphasize the impact of inter-regional development characteristic of the 

emerging trend of viewing history through a more globalist paradigm which does not classify Western 

Europe’s ascendancy as something intrinsic and inevitable.  

In explaining the decline of the “East” and rise of the “West”, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations 

by David Landes as well as Civilization by Niall Ferguson both expanded upon the concept of a 

difference in work ethic and enterprise that would later be capitalized upon. Civilization breaks down the 

causal factors contributing to the rise as such: competition, science, property rights, medicine, 

consumption, and work ethic. Competition, according to Ferguson, addressed a difference in the 

decentralization of political and economic life; science spoke to a new way of studying, understanding, 

and ultimately changing the natural world; property rights describes the rule of law as a means of 

protecting private owners and forming the basis of a stable form of representative government; medicine 

plays a role in longevity; consumerism is the attitude, he argues, that allowed for the Industrial 

Revolution to be sustainable; and lastly, the “Protestant” work ethic supposedly serves as the moral 

framework and mode of activity which “provides the glue for the dynamic and potentially unstable 

society created by 1 to 5.” (Ferguson, 2011) This last part is interesting in that it is repeated in many 
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different sources—including Landes’ Wealth and Poverty of Nations—as a vital phenomenon that 

brought together any other factor or determinant of long-run economic success. 

This line of questioning then ties in to The European Miracle by Eric Jones which described how 

the difference in economic dependency combined with these differences in attitudes to create varying 

economic growth (which would lead to economies of scale). In MECA, you have economies that are very 

dependent upon a strong central government because they were planned that way by the Ottoman Empire. 

There were local governments, but the heads were all appointed by the Sultan; and, the overall economic 

activity was centrally-planned. However, in Europe you find more participatory and local governments. 

This, combined with different work ethics and willingness for enterprise, culminated in rapid economic 

growth not found in the Middle East and Central Asia as the leading states experienced instability. Jones’ 

work is heavily influenced by thinkers such as Max Weber, Immanuel Wallerstein, and GWF Hefel. So, 

while it is not incredibly useful as an objective measurement of the change in fortune between these two 

regions since it is highly criticized for being Eurocentric, it is helpful in showing how similar factors, 

such as a motivated work ethic and local participation in the economy, are regarded by very differing 

outlooks as agreed upon causes to the economic shift. 

 While the aforementioned works helped explain economic instability in MECA as well as 

economic growth in Western Europe, they did not do enough in speaking toward the eventual loss of 

economic dynamism that occurred in the Middle East and the explosive growth that allowed for Western 

Europe to enter into the Great Divergence. Why the West Rules—For Now by Ian Morris helps bridge this 

gap by introducing the idea of a Social Development Index (SDI). Many different factors were taken into 

account in developing this measure, but the one that stood out the most was the size of large cities. In 

Morris’ measurement, he gives the largest weight to this urbanization level and I found this to be a 

common theme. The notion of using urbanization rates as a proxy for economic success is a common one, 

and it is what lead me to a central article in formatting this research: “From Baghdad to London: 
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Unraveling Urban Development in Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa from 800-1800” written by 

Maarten Bosker, Eltjo Buringh, and Jan Luiten van Zanden.  

 This article, published by the MIT Press, is a study that aims to show the shifting urban center 

from the Middle East and North Africa to Europe. It is different in that it does not focus on Central Asia – 

which I added because I believe that the reliance of the Silk Road as a trade institution was very important 

and that it played a role in inhibiting progress – but it does work to display how geography, institutions, 

types of trade, and representation in government lead to Europe’s urban development eventually 

outpacing that of the Islamic world. This article does not describe the phenomenon qualitatively as do the 

aforementioned works. Rather, it performs quantitative analysis to find the interested variables taking into 

account both city-specific and century-specific variables. It heavily emphasizes the role of religion – 

especially considering how the shifting lines between Islam and Christianity did not match up with 

country border lines from the 9th through 15th century. In doing so, it calculates the Muslim and 

Christian foreign urban potential, that while not being directly related to this project, are useful in 

showing the benefits of location in regard to other primary cities. However, whereas this article 

emphasizes religion, this thesis will highlight religious differences up until the two settle down and will 

focus heavily on MECA’s reliance on Silk Road trade following that. The study also showed that 

urbanization rates followed its timeline of events and fell in the MENA region while rising exponentially 

in Western Europe. They run multiple regressions to find the effect of these factors on changes in 

urbanization rates; but, whereas they focus on education, Roman roads, Mediterranean trade, bishoprics, 

and religion I will focus on enterprising spirit, reliance on the Silk Road, decreasing returns from caravan 

trade, lack of research and development for navigation, and economic dependency.  

The Rise of the West by William McNeill offers another interesting perspective in that it breaks 

up global dominance chronologically. The first supposed era was an era of Middle Eastern dominance 

which lasted up until 500 BCE due to their favorable geographic location, rising cosmopolitan society, 

administrative systems, formulation of peripheral societies, and overarching social structure. After this 
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decline, McNeill offers that the second era was one of Eurasian cultural balance spanning from 500 BCE 

– 1500 CE due to the expansion of Hellenism; expansion and development of the non-Hellenic cultures of 

Eurasia; the political, social, and cultural development of the Eurasian eucumene; barbarian 

breakthroughs; the expansion of Indian civilization, the resurgence of the Middle East, and the conquering 

Mongols of the Central Asian steppes. He then wraps this up by detailing the third era—that of Western 

dominance due to global explorations, the transmutation of Europe, the changing balance of the 

eucumene, a changing global balance, perceived Muslim catalepsy, and crises in Eastern Asia. While the 

first and final era are interesting, the most fascinating is what is hidden deeper in the second era. What 

nuances occurred that caused this flip from “East” to “West”? It is for this reason that this paper chooses 

to focus specifically on the 12th – 17th century in order to get a snapshot and measure the precursors of 

the change. 

“Spatializing 6,000 Years of Global Urbanization from 3700 BC to 2000 AD” by Reba, Reitsma, 

and Seto as well as Atlas of World Population History by McEvedy and Jones both do a good job of 

documenting population densities of people, their movements, and subsequent urbanization rates. Using 

urbanization change as a proxy for economic success makes these statistics vital; however, Central Asia is 

a highly under-documented region of the world. So, these two sources are very helpful in regard to their 

information about movements of groups of human beings near Central Asian cities like Samarkand and 

Bukhara, North Indian cities like Delhi and Agra, and other interior cities along the path to Xi’an, China 

that were historically important in the Central Asian steppes and on the Silk Road. There is a plethora of 

other scholarship that was instrumental in this project—which will be discussed in detail later; however, 

these aforementioned sources were critical in shaping the scope of the research. Specifically, “From 

Baghdad to London” will be critical because this paper will employ the same research strategy and 

methodological approach, but will factor in different regions and variables therefore also coming to 

different conclusions. 
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    FIGURES 1 & 2 – All Cities in the Sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

VIII. Data Sets of Cities in Europe, the Middle East, and 

Central Asia 

This section is compromised by an overview of the main city-specific variables that will form the 

basis of my analyses. A more detailed description of the data set is provided in the appendices as well as 

summary statistics. 

A. City Population 

The main source of data for the population size of European cities is Bairoch et al. (1988), who 

provide population estimates for 677 European cities having more than 10,000 inhabitants.  The number 

of cities with a population over the inhabitant threshold is recorded for every country during every 

century from the 9th – 19th century. The data for Middle East pre-industrial population size are attained 

from Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden (2013) who provide information on 116 cities larger than 10,000 

inhabitants on a similar centennial basis as Bairoch et al. Finally, the results for Central Asia were 

systematically collected by myself on Central Asian cities with populations higher than 10,000. They 

have a similar centennial basis, but are strictly from the time period for which I am concerned (12th 

century – 17th century) as opposed to the former data which ranges from 800 CE – 1800 CE. These 

figures will be used to trace the changes in urbanization rates throughout the region with regard to the 
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number of cities with over 10,000 inhabitants. Due to the limited amount of research and data on these 

regions of the world in this time period, the data come from multiple sources with different estimating 

tools—with the source containing the best reliability marker being chosen. 

B. Reliability Marker 

 In compiling the new city-specific data set for Central Asia, my main source of data was Tertius 

Chandler’s Four Thousand Years of Urban Growth where he systematically estimates the population size 

for large global cities. For any missing values, I then consulted different editions of the Encyclopaedia of 

Islam. For a few of the values, the size descriptor would be qualitative not quantitative, i.e. City X was 

bigger than City Y but dwarfed by City Z. For these cities, I weighted the answer between the two cities 

according to the description and utilized some of the population interpolation tools described in 

“Estimating the Population Size of Cities” by Pasciuti and Chase-Dunn. In these estimations, I account 

for size (in hectacres) of the residential and non-residential area, population density, the number of 

dwellings, the average number of inhabitants per dwelling, the number of mosques, and the number of 

soldiers. However, the number of cities that I had to do this for was relatively small. Additionally, if there 

were multiple sources that had an estimate for a city’s population size for a given year, I chose whichever 

source had a more credible and sure reliability marker as noted both in their paper as well as in critiques 

of their estimation model. However, research on this region of the world during this time period is still 

very sparse, so (hopefully) more accurate representations may eventually be available. When they do, I 

welcome any critiques/changes or revisions to make this quantitative analysis more accurate and 

pertinent. The lack of data notwithstanding, I believe that starting a dialogue at the very least about the 

role of Central Asia in this reversal of fortune is imperative in explaining the overall picture of why, 

simply put, some cities grew and some did not. Additionally, a few cities may have been missed that at 

some point between 1100 and 1700 had more than the threshold population, but there was no population 

data for it or enough descriptors for an estimate. I do not, however, believe that these few cities would 

significantly affect the numerical outcomes and analyses presented in this work.  
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C. Geography: Opportunities for Trade 

 My geographical characteristic, similar to that in “From Baghdad to London” concerns a city’s 

opportunity for long-distance trade and the agricultural potential of its surrounding territory. Potentials for 

both water-based and land-based trade are taken into account as well as the different methods of trade—

caravan versus wheeled transportation (Hourani, 2002; Rostovtzeff, 1971). The reliance on these trade 

methods will be addressed in century-specific variables later on. 

 A city’s potential for water-based trade is captured by documenting whether it is located by a sea 

or a navigable waterway. For land-based trade, I documented whether a city was located on a former 

Roman road, was a hub on a Roman road, was located on a main caravan route, or was a hub on a caravan 

route. Roman roads were used to avoid reverse-causality issues that could arise when using actual roads—

since their trajectories favor following urban expansion. Caravan routes are used for MECA since trade 

on camelback quickly became the main mode of long-distance transportation following the Arab 

conquests and rapid expansion of Islam. Worries about the endogeneity of these routes is also limited 

since their respective paths remained relatively unchanged over time due to the limited number of 

potential routes with access to water. This is where the reliance on Silk Road trade will emerge as an 

inhibitor to competition and long-term economic growth. 

 To capture the agricultural potential of a city’s territory, I used a geographically detailed 

cultivable land index (similarly to “From Baghdad to London”). It comes from Ramankutty et al. (2002) 

in which information on climatic conditions and soil quality are combined into one index that labels a 

region’s cultivation probability based on its respective longitude-latitude grid cell. Apart from this 

variable, I also included a city’s elevation above sea level. 

D. Institutions 

 The first three institutional variables used help document a city’s status in both a political and 

ecclesiastical hierarchy. They are all dummy variables that indicate whether a city is a capital or not, 

whether it is a bishopric or not, and finally whether it is an archbishopric or not in each century of the 
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sample. These different factors would have made the city an important seat of power attracting people and 

economic activity in exchange for the services provided by the sovereigns of those cities. Due to the more 

decentralized nature of Islam, there is not a similar hierarchal classification by which to measure the 

power derived from a city’s place in the hierarchy. However, since many cities in MECA have a similar 

Christian heritage to Europe, archbishoprics are found in both regions.  

 To capture a city’s religious importance, dummy variables are added to note if the city is one of 

the holy cities: Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, Damascus, Rome, and Constantinople. Additionally, each city 

is measured for its distance from each of these cities. 

 In order to capture a city’s education potential, a dummy variable was created to display if the 

city was home to a large university or large madrasa. In Europe, universities started to appear from the 

12th century on and were soon widespread. As centers of learning and scientific progress, attracting 

students and academics, their impact on economic development is important (Cantoni and Yuchtman, 

2010). Madrasas, additionally, are centers of learning in the Arab world, and appeared early on in the 9th 

century. These centers of learning are also important to understanding factors of economic development. 

 Most importantly, are two final institutional development variables that constitute one of the 

largest impacts on long-term economic success in both Europe and MECA. The first variable indicates 

whether or not a city has a local participative government, and the second describes the larger political 

entity that a city is contained in. These variables document the extent to which citizens could participate 

in the political process (much more inclusive in Europe than MECA) by having representatives in an 

active governmental body. Something important to note, however, is that the rise of cities with a form of 

local participative government or gaining influence in national policymaking did not happen in MECA 

whereas it did on a large scale in Europe (Cahen, 1970). In MECA, it was more common for political 

power to stay in the hands of the sovereign and a central bureaucracy (Pamuk, 2008; Landes, 1998; 

Hourani, 2002). This variable is the one that will document and track the role of participatory 
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governments in curbing governmental economic dominance and the reliance of local economies on a 

strong central government. 

 To capture institutional developments, to a certain degree, we include whether or not a city was 

included in a large state for each century in this sample. This variable serves as a quasi-proxy to test if the 

size of an empire mattered for development, i.e. having more power, more resources, access to large 

internal markets, easier time maintaining law and order, safeguarded trade routes, organized defenses, 

streamlined processes, etc. 

  

  

 One large factor included in “From Baghdad to London,” and specifically left out of this paper, is 

an emphasis on religion and its influence on a city’s urban development. They specifically emphasize the 

role of Muslim and Christian urban potential on a city’s development. While this makes sense for their 

paper, with their time period beginning in 800, it does not fit in with the objectives of this paper. I posit 

that every effect stemming from a city being either Christian or Muslim is accounted for with the other 

variables that I include (whether it be about a city’s education, government, foreign relations, work ethic, 

foreign urban potential, citizen access to government, positions on trade, and things of that nature. 

Figure 3 – Percentage of Muslim cities and urban population in Europe and MECA, 1100-1700 

Urban population is defined as the number of people living in cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants. 

Europe 

MECA 
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Furthermore, by the mid-1400’s, as shown by Figure 3, the boundaries between Europe and MECA lined 

up almost exactly with those of the Christian and Islamic world—barring a few cities in the Middle East 

for which the regressions will be run with them labelled as MECA and with them removed. So, while to a 

limited extent, I take religious factors into account, they do not dominate my discussion of this topic as 

they do in “From Baghdad to London.”   

E. City Interaction 

 As a proxy for foreign urban potential, I used distance bands to measure the impact of having 

other cities with 10,000 or more inhabitants within certain ranges from the subject city. The three bands 

used are for any city within 0-20 kilometers, any city between 20-50 kilometers, and finally any city 

between 50-100 kilometers. 

 The final variable is one that directly measures the effect of war and invasion on a city by 

inhibiting their urban potential (Iyigun, 2008; Fletcher and Iyigun, 2010). Since the time blocks are 

broken up by century, this variable will measure the number of times a city was attacked in the preceding 

century and the negative impact of those militaristic maneuvers. Among others, it captures the Mongol 

invasions that were particularly devastating in MECA as well as the Viking raids that plagued large parts 

of Northern and Western Europe (Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden, 2013). 

IX. Discovering the Main Drivers of Urban Development 

in Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia 

A. Trends in Urbanization Rates 

 My empirical analysis begins with a brief overview of the changes in urban development in the 

two regions. As shown in Appendix A, which tracks geographical distributions of people, the largest 

cities in the world resided solely in MECA until around 1300 with the rise of cities like Paris, Granada, 

and Venice.  Additionally, Figure 4 shows the evolution of each region’s urban population and 

urbanization rate from 1100-1700. It demonstrates the shift in the urban center of gravity from MECA to 
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Europe. As displayed, MECA had both a larger urban population as well as a higher urbanization rate 

than Europe.  

 Following the Mongol Invasion, MECA saw a drop in its urbanization rate, but eventually began 

to bounce back having a higher change in rate of growth than their European counterpart until 1400. As 

the data will later emphasize, the 15th century marks the beginning of the final decline of MECA and the 

beginning of a widening gap between the two regions. After that point, MECA had a stagnating 

urbanization rate whereas Europe’s continued to steadily rise. 

B. City-Specific Drivers of Urban Development 

 To address city-specific drivers of long-term urban development in Europe and MECA, a simple 

estimated regression model can be used: 

                                            lnpopit = Xi β + Xit γ + αi + αt + εit                                                            (1) 

Figure 4 – Urban development in Europe and MECA 

Europe 

MECA 

Urban population is defined as the number of people living in cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants. The urbanization rate is 

calculated as the total urban population for each region divided by the total population. 
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where popit is the population of city i at period t, Xi are time-invariant city-specific variables, Xit are 

time-varying city-specific variables, αi denotes a city-specific effect, and αt are century-specific fixed 

effects. Lastly, εit is a disturbance term where standard errors are clustered at the individual city level. β 

and γ are the two main points of interest in this regression; and, we restrict αi   to be uncorrelated with the 

other regressors to allow the time-invariant city-specific variables to be parsed out (an assumption which 

is not made when later looking at fixed effects). 

 In addition to estimating equation (1) considering all cities in the sample, I chose to add a 

subsample for the baseline regression to remove six outlier cities that skew the data and obscure the more 

realistic coefficients for MECA as a whole.4 

Table 1 displays the results of equation (1). I will first discuss the results of the geographical 

factors and their importance, followed by a brief analysis of the institutional factors. 

Geography & Opportunities for Trade 

As I mention in my hypothesis, being located advantageously on a trade route was greatly 

beneficial for a city. However, the nature of these trade routes differed greatly between the two regions. 

Europe, on the one hand, prospered greatly from sea trade and using navigable rivers to get to ports. 

Water-based transportation was a staple of its development. Initially, the Byzantines and Italians 

dominated Mediterranean Sea trade while Hanseatic cities on the shores of the Baltic and North Sea 

dominated their area. Additionally, after the initial seafaring in the early 15th century, Atlantic sea ports 

would prosper and become hubs of economic activity lasting to the present day. 

On the other hand, MECA had a strong reliance on caravan trading routes, and they were very 

profitable for a time. The largest cities in this region were all landlocked, and laid on trading routes that 

had been prosperous on-and-off for millennia—with the importance being emphasized when the six 

                                                           
4 These six cities are just outside the border of Europe, interacted heavily with their European and Christian 

counterparts, and as such follow a European pattern of development. 
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The dependent variable in all columns is ln(city population), p-values, based on standard errors that are clustered at the individual 

city level, are in brackets. significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%, respectively. Results obtained allowing for city-specific random 

effects. Regressions include as additional control variables: a Muslim dummy, ln distance to Mecca, ln distance to Byzantium, ln 

distance to Rome, ln elevation above sea level, and cultivation potential; they also include a full set of country- and century-fixed 

effects. See figure 1 for the definition of Europe and of MECA. 

outlier cities are removed (see Muslim MECA column). The amount of sea trade occurring between 

China, India, and the Middle East was negligible in the face of this huge, enduring institution that was a 
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guaranteed and streamlined mechanism for trade. The Mongol invasion and subsequent protection and 

fostering of trade, leading to the Pax Mongolica, deepened this reliance well into the 14th century (and 

arguably 15th during the reign of Timur). 

 It therefore follows that we would find the sea being more important to Europe and land-based 

caravan routes being more important to MECA.  

Institutions 

 The first institutional element we will look at is a city’s status in a religious hierarchy. As shown, 

being a bishopric was beneficial for the development of a city for both Europe and MECA. However, 

removing the few outlier cities from MECA, we see that this coefficient loses its significance (see Muslim 

MECA column). So, while being a bishopric was slightly advantageous in Europe and the cities directly 

bordering it, such was not necessarily the case for the rest of the Middle East and Central Asia. 

Furthermore, being an archbishopric was demonstrably even more important in Europe causing a larger 

gain in growth without any such significance being found in MECA.5  However, for these two variables 

there is a potential endogeneity problem. It could be that they were made (arch)bishoprics due to their 

already grandiose size. Either way, I do not believe that this variable is a strong factor in the eventual 

reversal of fortune between these two regions in that the only important aspect (bringing power and 

opportunity to a city) is, I believe, covered under the “capital” variable. 

 Being a capital city was clearly important for the economic development of a state. It had a large 

impact on cities in both Europe and MECA. Capitals attracted people, power, knowledge, and 

investments such as public expenditure or royal privileges which created jobs and business opportunities 

thereby drawing more people in.  As Ades and Glaeser (1995) wrote, “Urban giants ultimately stem from 

the concentration of power in the hands of a small cadre of agents living in the capital.”6  Some might 

                                                           
5 Most likely due to the prominence of archbishoprics in Europe and the considerable political power and important 

role in the economy played by powerful archbishops. 
6 While unable to identify the exact mechanisms driving the capital city effect, it is likely they were different in 

Europe and MECA. 
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criticize this variable as well saying that a city could have been chosen as a capital because of its prior 

size. However, in my studies of these regions, I have found this to largely not be the case—especially for 

Central Asia. Additionally, “rulers often chose not to establish the seat of government in the metropolis 

for the fear of the potential for unrest any large city breeds” (Bairoch, 1988). In many instances, a city 

was chosen as a capital because of its distance from large cities or out of some sentimentality—as was the 

case with the Timurid Empire (Harris & Ullman, 1945).  

 Finally, we look at the educational institutions in a city. As table 1 shows, housing a university 

had a positive impact on a city’s size in Europe as having a madrasa did for MECA. The two variables 

appear to have had a similar impact in this regard. However, I do not really want to put emphasis on these 

variables as they could also be plagued with endogeneity issues. As Bairoch (1988) noted, “The 

universities … gravitated mainly toward cities of more substantial size” and “rarely constituted poles of 

urban growth themselves” (p. 190). Looking at the data, we also find this to be true. Cities that hosted 

universities or madrasas were significantly larger than those that did not.  

City Interaction 

 The last variable I look at is whether or not a city was plundered in the preceding century. 

Without looking at the results, one would normally think that this effect would be much larger in MECA 

than Europe because of the time period that this study centralizes on. The Mongol invasion and 

subsequent Timurid expansion wrecked cities throughout all of Central Asia and much of the Middle 

East. While Europe did undergo similar plundering nomads, it was not to such an extent. However, 

looking at the data we actually see the opposite where being plundered had a significantly worse impact 

on European cities than their Middle Eastern and Central Asian counterparts. Therefore, using the Mongol 

invasion as a sole explanatory factor of the decline of MECA is incorrect. Interestingly, the only 

significance found using the distance bands as a proxy for foreign urban potential was in Europe for cities 

within 20 kilometers of the sample cities. At a glance, it appears that having other large cities close by 

could have helped add to a city’s development. 
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Summary of Baseline Results 

 My baseline results highlight an important difference between Europe and MECA in the main 

drivers of urban development. While it shows interesting findings for institutional variables (which will 

be touched on in further detail later on), what is important to look at here is the difference in trade route 

returns. For Europe, there is a significantly positive effect of location by a sea on urban development, 

which is not found in MECA—and to a much lesser extent in the Muslim MECA column. Reversely, in 

MECA we see large returns to urban development from being a hub of a caravan route or Roman road. 

This is the first step in emphasizing the importance of trade routes in development, and helps explain why 

the emphasis on the Silk Road specifically was so strong in MECA. It was a hugely profitable industry, 

and therefore there was no incentive to find another means of trade—even when that profitability began to 

slip away and be replaced by sea trade. However, this is not sufficient evidence to offer conclusive 

explanations as to this reversal in fortune, which leads us to the next section where I look at the effects of 

being located on a trade route, being a capital city, and having a free and accessible government. 

C. Century-Specific Impact of Transport Modes, Capital Status, and City Interaction 

 To address the continuing reliance on the Silk Road and the different speeds of adaptation and 

development utilized on maritime trade, we turn to century-specific regressions. It is similar to the above 

estimation equation (1), but with a slight variation: 

                                            lnpopit = Xi*β + X it*γ + αi + αt + εit                                                      (2) 

where Xi* and X it* denote the time-invariant and time-varying variables allowed to have a century-

varying effect, Xit are the other time-varying variables, αi are city-specific fixed effects which absorb the 

effect of the other time-invariant variables (making the century-specific effect measurement relative, not 

absolute), and αt  are century-specific fixed effects. 
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 To display the changing benefits of trade routes, the geographical variables that I allow to have a 

century-specific effect are location at sea or by a river for Europe and location on a Roman road or 

caravan hub in MECA. This will show the changing returns to each method. I also include the time-

varying effect of the capital status variable to test for a possible century-specific effect. Permitting for 

century-specific effects in the other variables generally results in nonsignificant patterns. Furthermore, to 

show the role of these variables in Central Asia specifically, I have isolated that region for this section. 

Geography & Opportunities for Trade 

While the rest of my research very closely follows the methodology and results of “From 

Baghdad to London,” this is where the two papers largely diverge. They did not find any significant 

results concerning trade routes except for the eventual importance of sea trade to European cities in their 

sample. This is due to them leaving Central Asia out of the equation. The Silk Road was such a profitable 

institution for so long, that it makes perfect sense for there to be a strong and long-standing reliance on it. 

It was the main method of the diffusion of goods, knowledge, art, culture, etc. As mentioned earlier, 

population densities in Central Asia still mirror Silk Road trade routes to this day. When the Mongols 

invaded the area, they established a prosperous manner of utilizing the trade route re-igniting its 

profitability and dependence on it. There was no need to look for different manners of trade like there was 

in Europe.  

Looking at table 2A, we see that—while only having one significant result—the impact on 

development played by the Silk Road and caravan trade increased to its maximum in 1400 (namely the 

1460’s looking at the data) before beginning to descend—with its importance being especially large in 

Central Asia. Th is fits with the narrative I described in that this time period is when the Timurid Empire 

began to collapse and we see the fostering of peaceful Silk Road trade disappearing. And while it appears 

that being located on a Roman road became steadily more advantageous, this is only for the six cities 

mentioned that follow a European growth model. Once those cities are factored away, we see a 

simultaneously decreasing effect of being located on a Roman road.  
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The dependent variable in all columns is ln(city population), p-values, significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%. The regression also 

includes a full set of century dummies. 

 

This makes sense in the grand scheme because camel and caravan trade had become the dominant 

transport mechanism over any horse, oxen, or wheeled cart trade. Furthermore, after the collapse of 

caravan trade, there was no incentive to switch to trading on Roman roads as there was a large cost, and it 

was not the most lucrative trading method any longer. It was at this point that the disparity in returns 

between land trade and sea trade were becoming apparent. By the time the Timurid Empire officially fell 

in 1507, the diminishing returns of caravan trade had become apparent; but, by then MECA was too late 

to the sea-trade game. Europe had already reached the Americas in the late 15th century and Southeast 

Asia by 1509. Europe already had a clear dominance of the sea whereas MECA, in relying too heavily on 

a previously lucrative and enduring institution, fell behind as the returns of the institution did.  

 Looking at table 2B, we see the time-varying results for Europe. Looking at these results, we see 

a clear significant increase in the impact of residing by a sea on a city’s urban population over time. 

Europe’s focus on seaborne trade proved to be very beneficial in the long-term given the much bigger 
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scope for productivity gains due to technological innovations in shipbuilding, sailing techniques, and 

improved navigation—resulting in mass discoveries of new markets (Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden, 

2013). Similar studies of the effect of sea trade on Europe show that this significance increase continues 

to substantially rise after 1700, but as that is out of my purview, I am not including it. That information 

would go to explain why the Great Divergence occurred, and I am merely focused on why a reversal 

occurred. And, looking at this data, we see that the decline of caravan trade and rise in sea trade were 

happening simultaneously, and the returns and innovations stemming from sea trade quickly outpaced 

those from caravan trade with the market on sea trade being largely European-dominated.7 

 For both caravan trade in MECA and sea trade in Europe, the results of estimating the time-

varying effects become more significant and much larger when not including city-specific fixed effects to 

absorb the effect of other time-invariant variables. 

Institutions 

 The first institutional variable included to test for time-varying effects is a city’s capital status. 

After noticing an initial drop between 1100 and 1200, the impact of being a capital tends to remain the 

same in MECA. Despite shifting boundaries and capitals that was characteristic of the different empires 

of this region, the coefficient stays relatively constant. For Europe, however, that is not the case. The 

effect of being a capital floats around the same levels as MECA until 1500 when it begins to forge ahead, 

and capital cities began to dominate the European urban landscape. This increasing dominance reflects 

the relatively slow process of state formation in Europe (Tilly, 1990). After the collapse of the 

Carolingian Empire, “Europe was politically heavily fragmented, resulting in a complex patchwork of 

                                                           
7 As mentioned, while there were port cities in MECA, the mostly centered around Mediterranean and Gulf Trade 

with their neighbors.  Those that were able to reach a larger market, were quickly taken over by Europeans, i.e. 

Portugal in Oman and India, causing these cities to not reap the full possible benefits. For the rest, there was no real 

need to find a sea route to get to further lands because they had the Silk Road, and there was no need for new 

markets. Reversely, Europe needed to find new routes to get to Asia than through the Muslim empires that 

controlled the land bridge between the two regions. Their necessity begot technological innovation and expansion 

whereas by the time a similar necessity was arising in MECA, the trade was already heavily dominated by Europe.  
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political entities, with many new capital cities founded or formed out of initially small towns” (Bosker, 

Buringh, and van Zanden, 2013). After a time, the successful city-state capitals were able to consolidate 

into larger territories, resulting in the creation of new and strong territorial states with large, centralized 

governments principally located in their capital city bringing growth and opportunities.  

 The second and third institutional variables included concern the government type a city falls 

under. The first is a “commune” variable which—using “From Baghdad to London” standards—measures 

if a city has a form of self-governance or not, and the second is a “free state” variable which—using 

DeLong and Shleifer’s (1993) standards—measures if a state is a “free” or “prince” state.8 These 

variables only matter in relation to Europe because the forms of self-government and respective freedom 

were only found in the emerging governments there and not in the ever-changing empires of MECA. 

 As we can see from table 2B, the effect of having a form of self-government stayed about the 

same until 1600 when it began to significantly increase. This is most likely due to the changing emphasis 

of intellectual thought that emerged from the Renaissance where the nature and appreciation of man’s 

power became a focal point of academic inquiry. This change, coupled with the invention of the printing 

press making literature that much more accessible, created a stronger and more knowledgeable 

population. And, having access to their government, it follows that this would have a positive impact on 

development and urban growth.  

 Furthermore, looking at the “free state” column, we note that while there is not a significant 

change over time for this variable, there are certain time periods for which the variable has a stronger 

impact on urban development. We see that initially, there was actually a negative coefficient for being a 

free state. This could be due to a multitude of factors like having a divided church, lacking the proper 

means of defense against raiding parties after the collapse of the Carolingian Empire due to being a 

fractured free (not strictly regulated) state, etc. However, then the variable starts to pick up and reaches a 

                                                           
8 For a more detailed description of these terms and all others used in my data set, see Appendix D. 
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pinnacle when the creation of large states in Europe was reaching its climax. These new, large, and free 

states were growing rapidly. Finally, this factor falls in significance again until re-rising in 1700. While 

providing interesting observations, there is a potential endogeneity problem with this variable. It could 

simply be that as a state grew in size, it tended to lean toward being a freer state. Or, there could be an 

underlying variable affecting both terms. So, while I do not think this term plays a significant role in our 

investigation (mostly due to its volatility over time), I think that the commune variable does.   

Summary of Time-Varying Results 

 These results can be broken down into three important observations. First off, despite MECA 

initially having a more lucrative mode of transportation (camel-back caravan routes), in the long run, the 

lack of opportunities for efficiency improvements in caravan trade would decrease the returns from this 

trade mechanism until they fell far below other methods. The European focus on water-based trade, 

combined with the much bigger scope for technological innovation in ship design, sailing, navigation 

techniques, and establishing more efficient networks of shipping routes eventually gave the Europeans the 

upper hand in long-distance trade (van Zanden & van Tielhof, 2009).  This reversal in returns to routes 

culminated in Europe not only overtaking MECA but creating a widening gap between the two regions. 

This focus on sea trade led them to great discoveries giving them direct access to Asian markets (greatly 

diminishing the importance of MECA’s role as a middle man controlling the amount of transactions) and 

resulting in an inundation of new goods, wealth, and potential markets to exploit (Findlay & O’Rourke, 

2007; Steengaard, 1974).  

 Land based trade could only be so profitable for so long when trade was not yet on a completely 

global scale. Once it began to be, land trade lagged behind; and, by the time cities dependent on this trade 

realized its decline they were already too far behind. And while looking at the Roman road column on 

table 2A initially seems to state that the impact of being on a Roman road increased urban development 

concurrently to the declining positive impact of caravan trade, once the six outlier cities are removed this 

positive impact immediately falls away and the profitability of being on a Roman road in MECA also 
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falls. MECA’s reliance on profitability (which was never guaranteed as being eternal but had been 

consistent up to that point), stunted them from reacting to changing marginal benefits and moving their 

focus to where it needed to move to. The fact that population density in Central Asia today still follows 

the Silk Road route speaks to this dependency as does those cities’ economic stagnation and eventual 

decline.  

 Second, is that the institutional variables here show something interesting. For starters, we see 

that capital cities ruled the urban landscape in MECA, and the state played a consistently dominant role. 

This was not the case in Europe at the start. However, as time progresses and with the slow rise of the 

nation-state, we begin to see a dominance of capital cities here as well. However, instead of floating 

around the value as capitals in MECA, the influence of European capitals explodes after 1600 to show a 

large dominance of a city’s capital status on urban development. 

 Finally, we look at the results of a city’s citizens having access to local government and whether 

or not a city is labeled as being “free.” While being labeled a free state seems volatile between periods, it 

shows a general trend of significantly rising over time displaying a phenomenon that as a state becomes 

more free and diverse in their economic interests and economic independent strength (as opposed to a 

strong economy being dependent on a strong government as was the case in MECA), their urban 

population will grow. Our commune variable shows a steady rise and significant growth following the 

late 1500’s. As a city’s inhabitants became able to access their local governments, urban development 

rose. This makes sense because the citizens then had a method of adopting the best trade policies, 

working toward cultivating a productive economy where they have a stake in it engendering a hard work 

ethic, etc. 

 In the next section, I will emphasize the importance of the institutional factors mentioned in 

understanding long run development and how the nation-state building process that emerged from the 

fragmentation of Europe allowed for them to have institution more suited for rapid urban development. 
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Local Authority: A Defining Difference 

 Much scholarship has already shown the positive effect of the quality of political institutions on 

urban development. To add to this, “the greater the degree of local authority and the fewer the constraints 

on economic activity imposed by the state, the better the incentives and opportunities are for economic 

and urban expansion” (Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden, 2013). To address this, I use the two 

aforementioned institutional variables commune and free state, along with a new “active parliament” 

variable that denotes whether the sample city had the possibility of influencing statewide policy through 

an active national parliament made up of not just the nobility or clergy, but also citizen representatives of 

the city. 

 After the collapse of the Carolingian Empire, Europe was political fragmented and increasingly at 

the mercy of raiding parties. In the resulting power vacuum, cities were able to organize themselves and 

profess a self-rule often acknowledged by the sovereign in exchange for taxes or loyalty (Jones, 2003). 

The first examples of communal self-governance appeared at the beginning of our time period (the early 

12th century) in Italy and Spain, and subsequently spread. Phenomena like this is what resulted in local 

participative governments being better able to regulate themselves and create beneficial trading 

regulations allowing for growth and expansion (Weber, 1922, 1958). Following up on this, as Bosker, 

Buringh, and van Zanden (2013) note: 

“As these cities gained in power and influence, they also started to ask for influence in national 

decision making, and tax policy in particular. This eventually resulted in cities’ gaining 

representation in royal assemblies that developed into national parliaments. It may therefore be no 

coincidence that the emergence of parliaments followed that of local participative governments 

by about a century” (p.1432). 

For this reason, we include a parliamentary variable to additionally capture that aspect of citizen 

participation and access to government found in European cities. 
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 This process of cities acquiring forms of local participative governments did not happen in 

MECA. While there has been some scholarship that discusses the emergence of feudal institutions in the 

Islamic world, they did not have the same background of fragmented sovereignty characteristic of 

European governments at the time (Ashtor, 1976 and Inalcik, 1994). Similar urban autonomies would not 

have been practical by any means given the regions institutions and history. While cities in some empires 

were governed in a more decentralized manner, i.e. the Ottoman Empire, there were still urban officials 

that were appointed by the state and were in charge of policy creation and execution (Ergene, 2003).  

 To empirically test whether or not having forms of participation in government affected a city’s 

development, I ran a similar estimation to equation (1) adding in the commune, free state, and active 

parliament variables. In order to contrast this with MECA, I added a “large state” variable which denotes 

whether or not a city was contained in a large state at the specified year of the sample. This is because 

there was a much larger incidence of cities being in large states in MECA than in Europe. Large empires 

supplanting each other was the norm rather than the exception. 

  Table 3 shows the results of this estimation (with city-specific fixed effects being included since 

the institutional variables vary over time). Looking at the results, we can see that local participative 

governments, parliamentary representation, and being labelled a free state all have a positive significant 

impact on a city’s urban development in Europe where, as mentioned, there was not in MECA. So, the 

rise in free governments with participation access effectively served to increase European cities’ 

urbanization rate. Shifting to look at the importance of being in a large state, we see that while it did not 

have a significant effect on European cities, it did on Middle Eastern and Central Asia cities—especially 

once the six outlier cities are removed (as shown in the Muslim MECA column) and when Central Asia is 

isolated. So, being part of a large state was much more important and beneficial in MECA than in Europe. 

However, there is a potential endogeneity problem because, as was mentioned, it was the norm for a city 

to be part of a large state. There was hardly any political fragmentation between regime changes. The fall 

of one empire begat the rise of another; and, since I only measure on a centennial basis, almost every city 
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The dependent variable in all columns is ln(city population), p-values, based on standard errors that are clustered at the individual 

city level, are in brackets. significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%, respectively. All regressions also include a full set of city and 

century dummies. The other institutional variables (results not reported are very similar to those in table 2) are dummy variables 

for bishoprics, archbishoprics, capitals, universities, madrasas, and being plundered. 

 

 

falling in Central Asia, and MECA to a lesser extent, was marked as being part of a large state. Therefore, 

since the region experienced urban decline and economic stagnation, it follows that the significant 

positive impact that we see is not the full story.  

 Overall, the data finds that the importance of local participative governments in Europe contrasts 

sharply with the absence of bottom-up institution building in MECA. While being part of a large state 

appears to have been beneficial, it ultimately hindered them. On the other hand, the large cities that were 

gaining power and prominence in Europe were those whose citizens were well represented in government 

affairs with active national parliaments and larger degrees of communal self-rule. Europe’s center of 

urban development even shifted toward regions that displayed this phenomenon more strongly – notably 

the Netherlands, United Kingdom, and Switzerland—where cities were able to maintain their local 

authority and strengthen their position in national representative institutions (Bosker, Buringh, and van 

Zanden, 2013). 

X. Conclusion 

This paper, as a whole, adds to the increasingly popular conversation of contextualizing history in 

a more globalized manner. It stresses the relationships between the institutions of these two regions and 

Table 3 - Focus on City-Specific Institutions

Europe MECA Muslim MECA Central Asia

Large State -0.000 0.179** 0.259*** 0.368**

(0.047) (0.079) (0.081) (0.159)

Commune 0.130** - - -

(0.052)

Parliament 0.076 - - -

(0.061)

Free People 0.087* - - -

(0.050)

Observations 1,272 444 401 220
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uses comparison to draw out the advantages of each. Additionally, it sheds new empirical light on the 

reversal of fortunes that occurred between Europe and MECA between 1100 and 1700. It helps answer 

why the urban center of gravity moved from “East” to “West”. Based on my analysis, I draw the 

following conclusions.  

 First, I conclude that the differences in trade routes had a significant impact on the explosion of 

European cities’ urban growth rates and on the economic stagnation of MECA. The Silk Road was 

pioneered in 139 BCE, and civilizations were built around it for millennia. Central Asian life was founded 

around it. It ran through fertile oases that were surrounded by cultivable land and had a decent climate. It 

laid the groundwork for a city’s establishment. You do not find any a priori determinant of this magnitude 

in Europe. For this reason, it makes complete sense that the region would be so heavily reliant on it. It had 

been very profitable off and on throughout history, and after the Mongol invasion and mass sacking of 

cities, those remaining became even more reliant on it because it was a safe-guarded method of attaining 

profits to rebuild after the extensive damage done by the raiding party.9  Additionally, the Timurid Empire 

continued to foster this trade route to continue to sale of goods, diffusion of ideas, and mixing of culture. 

Then, despite the fall in profitability beginning in the 15th century, it still stood to reason that the Silk 

Road might bounce back. The initial cost of refocusing the entire continent’s trade policy toward seaborne 

trade would be astronomical due to how sunken they were in their initial mechanism; and, by the time 

their focus had switched, it was too late. Europe had a complete dominance over seafaring and seaborne 

trade. 

 This, in turn, came out of European necessity. Their land based trade was incredibly limited, and 

they were stuck going through Muslim empires to reach Asian markets, and that access (as well as the 

cost) was left up to the discretion of the state head of that Muslim empire. They needed a change, and 

necessity is the mother of invention and innovation. Their status as a relatively backward region was what 

                                                           
9 It is important to note also that many prior empires, such as the Ghorid Dynasty, also tried to foster peaceful trade 

along the Silk Road. 
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allowed them to technologically leapfrog over MECA and find a trade route that superseded all others in 

its efficiency and capacity for innovation. This phenomenon is, ultimately, a large causal factor of the 

reversal of fortunes and eventual Great Divergence. 

 Secondly, I conclude that the access of a city’s inhabitants to its government was another causal 

factor in the growth of Europe and decline of MECA. For many centuries, Europe was fragmented into 

many small political entities after the fall of the Carolingian Empire. During this time, cities began to 

“develop forms of local participative government and to demand representation in national 

policymaking,” which made them less dependent on the state as opposed to cities in MECA which never 

developed any form of participative governments (Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden, 2013). Therefore, 

even when capitals cities began to dominate the urban landscape in European states, they were held in 

check by these other cities whose urban systems still had some form of local authority. This laid the 

groundwork for active national parliaments which were able to act in the best interest of all people—as 

opposed to the non-integrated urban states of MECA where the heads of empires were very isolated from 

their populations and could therefore look out for the interests of themselves and their allies exclusively 

(to the detriment of development). This accessibility in Europe and the creation of such an interdependent 

urban system is what brought people to these cities and fostered a better environment for self-

enfranchisement, initiative, and beneficial trade policies. 

 It was these two factors, trade route dependence and government accessibility, that played causal 

roles in the reversal of fortune between Europe and MECA. It is my hope that this work will start a 

discussion about the global phenomena that lead to the fall of the Middle East and Central Asia while 

allowing for the rise of Europe. Perhaps it can work toward new development models. But, at the very 

least, it serves as empirical evidence that adds to a growing field of scholarship that seeks to explain why 

despite its longstanding history, MECA faded away and Europe became a shining beacon of economic 

activity and potential. 
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XIII. Appendix B: Fixed Effects 
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XV. Appendix D: Data Terms Explanation 
• Indicator: numeric indicator unique to each city 

• City: name of the city (sometimes containing different names used in different time periods) 

• Country: country (defined on 2016 boundaries) a city is located in 

• Year: date in CE 

• arab_peninsula: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located on the Arabian 

Peninsula 

• longitude: longitude-coordinate 

• latitude: latitude-coordinate 

• citypop_le10: city population in 1000s, only reported when the city has at least 10,000 

inhabitants 

• citypop_le5: city population in 1000s, only reported when the city has at least 5,000 inhabitants 

• sea: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located at sea 

• river: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located at a river 

• hub_3rr: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located on a crossing of at least two 

roman roads 

• rom_road_nohub: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located on a roman road 

(and is not a hub) 

• caravan_hub: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located on a crossing of at least 

two caravan routes 

• caravan_nohub: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located on a caravan route 

(and is not a caravan hub) 

• elevation_m: elevation above sea level in meters 

• capital: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is a capital city 

• university: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city hosts a university 

• muslim: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city falls under muslim rule 

• muslim_holy_city: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is one of the four holiest 

cities in Islam (Jerusalem, Damascus, Mecca or Medina) 

• plundered: dummy variable indicating the number of times a city was plundered in the previous 

century 

• soilquality: dummy variable indicating the soil quality of the fields surrounding a city 

• commune: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city has a form of self-governance 

• free_prince_dls: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located in a country that is 

classified as “free” (=1) or “prince” (=0) according to DeLong and Shleifer (1993) 

• total_pop_country: total population of the country the city belongs to at the time of 

measurement (due to the consistently shifting border likes of the Central Asia “-stans”, the 

country used for this variable is all of Russian Turkestan taken together as a whole 

• Dmedina: distance to Medina in kms 

• Dmecca: distance to Mecca in kms 

• Drome: distance to Rome in kms 

• Djerusalem: distance to Jerusalem in kms 

• Dbyzantium: distance to Byzantium (Constantinople) in kms 

• d_nearest_muslim: distance to the nearest city falling under Muslim rule 

• d_nearest_christian: distance to the nearest city falling under Christian rule 
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• fup: a city’s “foreign urban potential”   

• nrcities_le10_0_20: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within a 0 – 20km 

range 

• citypop_le10_0_20: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within a 

0 – 20km range 

• nrcities_le10_20_50: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within a 20 – 

50km range 

• citypop_le10_20_50: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within 

a 20 – 50km range 

• nrcities_le10_50_100: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within a 50 – 

100km range 

• citypop_le10_50_100: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants located within 

a 50 – 100km range 

• nrcities_le10_0_20_mus: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under Muslim 

rule located within a 0 – 20km range 

• citypop_le10_0_20_mus: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling  

under Muslim rule located within a 0 – 20km range 

• nrcities_le10_0_20_chr: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under Christian 

rule located within a 0 – 20km range 

• citypop_le10_0_20_chr: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling 

under Christian rule located within a 0 – 20km range 

• nrcities_le10_20_50_mus: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under Muslim 

rule located within a 20 – 50km range 

• citypop_le10_20_50_mus: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling 

under Muslim rule located within a 20 – 50km range 

• nrcities_le10_20_50_chr: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under 

Christian rule located within a 20 – 50km range 

• citypop_le10_20_50_chr: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling 

under Christian rule located within a 20 – 50km range 

• nrcities_le10_50_100_mus: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under 

Muslim rule located within a 50 – 100km range 

• citypop_le10_50_100_mus: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling 

under Muslim rule located within a 50 – 100km range 

• nrcities_le10_50_100_chr: number of cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling under 

Christian rule located within a 50 – 100km range 

• citypop_le10_50_100_chr: total population of all cities with at least 10,000 inhabitants falling 

under Christian rule located within a 50 – 100km range 

• parl_act: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city falls under an active parliament 

• madrassa01: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city hosts a madrassa 

• d_largestate: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city falls under the rule of a relatively 

large state  

• me_ca: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located in the Middle East or Central 

Asia (including Turkey and Iran) 

• central_asia: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located in Central Asia 

(including Iran) 
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• ind_pak: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is located within the borders of 

modern day India or Pakistan 

• iran: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is in Iran 

• china_modern: dummy variable indicating if a city is located in modern-day China 

• hormuz_moved: dummy variable to mark Hormuz, Iran since it is a special case 

• fbtl: dummy variable indicating if the data is from the “From Baghdad to London” data set 

• Christian_holy_city: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is a Christian holy city 

• Muslim_holy_city: dummy variable indicating whether or not a city is a Muslim holy city 
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XVI. Appendix E: Baseline Results with 5,000 Inhabitants 

 


