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Chapter PREFACE

A Ledger in the
Margins
“History is written by the victors, but financed by the
margins.”



— Attributed, possibly apocryphal

“History is written by the victors, but financed by the
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The ledger itself was not remarkable to look at. Bound in
dark goatskin, its pages had yellowed to the color of old
cream, and the ink had faded in places to a pale sepia that
was barely legible under the fluorescent lights of the
British Library reading room. I almost missed it. It had
been catalogued under a generic heading—“Miscellaneous
Indian Commercial Papers, 1850–1880”—and shelved
alongside dozens of similar volumes that had attracted
little scholarly attention since their acquisition in the
early twentieth century.

I was in the British Library that autumn on a fellowship
from the Social Science Research Council, researching the
financial networks that connected Indian cotton
merchants to the Lancashire textile industry during the
American Civil War. The war had disrupted the supply of
American cotton to British mills, creating a sudden and
desperate demand for Indian cotton—and a
corresponding boom in the fortunes of Indian cotton
merchants. I was looking for evidence of how these



merchants had financed and organized the sudden
expansion of Indian cotton exports, and I expected to find
routine commercial records: bills of lading, letters of
credit, price lists, and shipping manifests.

What I found instead was a window into a world that no
historian had previously described. Roychand’s
marginalia were not routine commercial annotations.
They were, in effect, an intelligence diary—a running
record of political developments, commercial
opportunities, social observations, and strategic
calculations that revealed a mind of extraordinary range
and acuity. Roychand tracked not just cotton prices but
political developments in Washington, London, and
Calcutta. He monitored the debates in the British
Parliament over Indian trade policy. He recorded the
names and dispositions of key officials in the Bombay
Presidency government. He noted the arrival and
departure of ships, the movements of rival merchants,
and the fluctuations of silver prices on the London Metals
Exchange.

Most remarkably, Roychand used his margin notes to
coordinate what appears to have been an informal
intelligence network spanning at least three continents. In
one entry, he records receiving information from a “friend



in Liverpool” about the likely timing of a British
government decision on cotton tariffs—information that,
if accurate, would have been worth a fortune to any cotton
trader who could act on it before the market adjusted. In
another entry, he notes that he has “communicated
privately” with a member of the Indian National Congress
about the possibility of using the cotton trade as leverage
in negotiations with the British government over Indian
self-governance.

The more I read, the more astonished I became. Here was
a man who, in the official records of British India,
appeared as nothing more than a prosperous cotton
merchant—a “native trader” of no particular historical
significance. But his own private records revealed him to
be a figure of extraordinary influence: a man who
operated at the intersection of commerce, intelligence,
and politics, and who exercised a form of power that was
invisible to the official historians of the British Raj
precisely because it was exercised from the margins.

I spent the next three months reading every document I
could find that related to Roychand and his
contemporaries. I visited archives in Mumbai,
Ahmedabad, and Surat. I tracked down descendants of his
business associates. I read everything that had been



written about the Indian cotton trade during the
American Civil War. And everywhere I looked, I found the
same pattern: behind the official narrative of British
imperial commerce—a narrative dominated by the East
India Company, the colonial government, and the
Lancashire mill owners—there existed a shadow narrative
of Indian merchants, brokers, and intermediaries who
had built the actual infrastructure of the cotton trade and
who exercised far more influence over its operation than
any official history suggested.

That shadow narrative became the seed of this book. Over
the next fifteen years, I extended my research beyond the
cotton trade to examine the role of marginal actors in a
wide range of historical contexts: the Silk Road, the
Italian Renaissance, the Indian Ocean spice trade, the
Ottoman bureaucracy, the British colonial administration,
and the modern digital economy. In every case, I found
the same fundamental pattern: the formal centers of
power—emperors, governments, corporations—received
the credit and the historical attention, while the marginal
actors who built and maintained the actual infrastructure
of power remained invisible.



This book is an attempt to make those invisible actors
visible. It is not, I should stress, an attempt to replace the
conventional narrative of political and military history
with a counter-narrative of commercial and bureaucratic
history. Both narratives are necessary; neither alone is
sufficient. What this book argues is that the relationship
between the center and the margins—between formal
authority and the informal networks that sustain it—is the
most important and least understood dynamic in human
civilization.

That discovery sent me on a fifteen-year journey across
archives in London, Istanbul, Florence, Nanjing,
Timbuktu, and Mexico City. Everywhere I looked, I found
the same pattern: behind every empire that history
celebrates, there existed a parallel empire of
intermediaries, translators, financiers, scribes, and
traders who built the actual infrastructure of power.

The methodology of this book draws on several distinct
archival traditions. I have relied heavily on commercial
archives—the private ledgers, correspondence, and
account books of merchant families and trading houses—
which have been systematically underutilized by political
historians. I have also drawn on the marginalia of official



documents: the notes, annotations, and corrections that
scribes, translators, and administrators added to formal
texts.

I have supplemented these primary sources with the work
of a new generation of historians who have begun to take
the margins seriously. The scholars of the “new economic
history,” the “history from below” movement, the
practitioners of “connected history” and “global
microhistory”—all have contributed to creating a scholarly
infrastructure that makes a book like this possible.

A word about scope. This book covers roughly a thousand
years of history, from the ninth century to the present,
across every inhabited continent. I have not attempted to
be comprehensive. Instead, I have selected episodes and
figures that illustrate the recurring patterns I have
identified—the mechanisms by which marginal actors
accumulate influence, the strategies they employ, and the
structural conditions that enable their rise and,
sometimes, their fall.

Each chapter focuses on a different dimension of marginal
power: trade, finance, commodities, administration,
knowledge, production, quantification, intelligence, and



technology. Together, these chapters build a cumulative
argument: that the margins are not peripheral to the story
of human civilization but central to it.

A final note on terminology. I use the word “margins”
throughout this book to refer simultaneously to three
distinct but related concepts: the physical margins of
documents, the social margins of power structures, and
the economic margins of transactions. This triple meaning
is intentional. The genius of marginal actors has always
been their ability to operate across all three dimensions
simultaneously.

This book is their story. It is also, I hope, a contribution to
a larger project: the construction of a more complete,
more honest, and more useful understanding of how
power actually works.

The archives I visited during the research for this book
spanned four continents and twelve countries. In the
India Office Records at the British Library, I found the
correspondence of Parsi merchants who had financed the
construction of Bombay’s railway system—men whose
names appear on no monument but whose capital built
the infrastructure of modern India. In the Archivo
General de Indias in Seville, I discovered the account
books of converso merchants—Jewish families who had



converted to Christianity under duress—who had
managed the financial logistics of Spain’s American
empire while living under constant threat of Inquisitorial
investigation.

In the Topkapi Palace archives in Istanbul, I examined the
records of the Ottoman sarrafs—the money-changers and
bankers who financed the operations of the imperial
treasury. These men, many of them Greek, Armenian, or
Jewish, occupied a position of extraordinary influence:
they managed the empire’s foreign exchange operations,
financed its military campaigns, and served as
intermediaries between the Ottoman government and
European financial markets. Yet they appear in the
standard histories of the Ottoman Empire only as
footnotes, if they appear at all.

The pattern was consistent across every archive I visited.
The official records told one story—a story of sultans and
viceroys, of military conquests and diplomatic treaties, of
formal institutions and official policies. But the
commercial records, the private correspondence, the
account books, and the marginalia told a different story—
a story of the informal networks, the personal



relationships, the backroom negotiations, and the quiet
accumulations of influence that actually determined how
power was exercised.

It was this second story—the story of the margins—that I
set out to tell in this book. I have not been entirely
successful. The evidence is fragmentary, the sources are
scattered across dozens of archives and a dozen
languages, and the actors I study were, by their very
nature, skilled at avoiding detection. But I believe that
even an incomplete account of the empire of margins is
more illuminating than the most complete account of the
empire of the center alone.

The British colonial bureaucracy in India provides a
particularly instructive case study of how scribal power
operates in practice. The ICS officer who governed a
district of several hundred thousand people exercised
authority that was, in formal terms, derived from the
Crown. But in practice, his authority depended almost
entirely on the local knowledge, administrative skills, and
political connections of his Indian subordinates—the
district clerks, the revenue inspectors, the police officers,
and the village headmen who actually administered the
territory on a day-to-day basis.



The relationship between the British officer and his
Indian subordinates was a microcosm of the center-
margin dynamic that this book describes. The British
officer held the formal authority—the power to issue
orders, impose penalties, and make decisions. But the
Indian subordinates held the actual knowledge—the
understanding of local conditions, social relationships,
legal customs, and administrative procedures that was
necessary to translate the officer’s orders into effective
action. Without this local knowledge, the officer was
helpless; with it, he was omnipotent.

The Indian subordinates were well aware of their
indispensability, and they used it to exercise a form of
power that was real if largely invisible. They controlled
the flow of information to the British officer, deciding
what he needed to know and how it should be presented.
They shaped the implementation of policy, interpreting
official directives in light of local circumstances and their
own interests. And they accumulated personal influence
and financial resources through their position at the
interface between the colonial state and the local
population.



The British officers, for their part, were aware of their
dependence on Indian subordinates but unable to do
much about it. The information asymmetry was too great:
a British officer who had served in a district for three
years could not match the local knowledge of a clerk who
had spent his entire life there. The result was a system of
governance that was nominally British but actually
operated as a partnership between British officers and
Indian administrators—a partnership in which the formal
authority lay with the British but the practical power lay
increasingly with the Indians.

This pattern of scribal power—in which the person who
holds the pen exercises more influence than the person
who holds the sword or the scepter—is visible not just in
colonial administration but in every complex
organization. In a modern corporation, the CEO may set
the strategic direction, but it is the administrative staff
who determine how that direction is implemented in
practice. In a government ministry, the minister may
announce policy decisions, but it is the permanent civil
servants who draft the regulations, manage the budget,
and oversee the implementation. In a university, the
president may set institutional priorities, but it is the



department chairs and administrative staff who
determine how those priorities are translated into hiring
decisions, curriculum changes, and resource allocations.

In each case, the relationship between formal authority
and actual power is mediated by a scribal class—a class of
people whose control over information, procedures, and
institutional memory gives them an influence that far
exceeds their formal status. The scribes are the
permanent government; the nominal leaders are the
temporary occupants of offices that the scribes have
designed, maintained, and will continue to administer
long after the current occupants have departed.

A note on sources and method is in order. Throughout
this book, I have drawn on primary sources in English,
French, Portuguese, Ottoman Turkish, Persian, and—with
the assistance of collaborators—Arabic, Chinese, and
Sogdian. Where I have relied on translations, I have tried
to indicate this in the notes. I have also drawn extensively
on the secondary literature in economic history, social
history, and the history of science and technology. The
bibliography at the end of this volume is necessarily
selective; a comprehensive bibliography of works
consulted during the fifteen years of research would be
longer than the book itself.



I should also note that this book is not primarily a work of
original archival research, although it draws on original
research at several points. It is, rather, a work of synthesis
and interpretation—an attempt to draw together the
findings of dozens of specialist scholars into a coherent
analytical framework. If I have succeeded, it is largely
because I have stood on the shoulders of giants—the
scholars cited in the notes and bibliography whose
detailed, painstaking work has made the story of the
margins accessible to a generalist like myself.

The question of method deserves a final word. This book
draws on archival research conducted in twelve countries
over fifteen years, but its argument is not primarily
empirical. It is, rather, an attempt to construct a
framework—a way of seeing—that makes the invisible
visible. The individual episodes I describe are well
documented; what is new is the interpretive lens through
which I examine them.

I have been influenced by the Annales school of historical
scholarship, and particularly by Fernand Braudel’s
concept of the longue durée—the idea that the most
important historical processes operate over centuries
rather than decades, and that the surface events of
political history are often less significant than the deep



structural forces that shape economic and social life. The
empire of margins is, in Braudel’s terms, a longue durée
phenomenon: a structural feature of complex societies
that persists across centuries and civilizations, even as its
specific manifestations change.

I have also been influenced by the work of the sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu, and particularly by his concept of
symbolic capital—the idea that power can be accumulated
not just in the form of money and property but also in the
form of reputation, cultural prestige, and social
connections. The marginal actors I describe were masters
of converting one form of capital into another: financial
capital into social capital (through patronage), social
capital into political capital (through networking), and
political capital back into financial capital (through
privileged access to markets and information).

Finally, I have drawn on the insights of complexity theory,
and particularly on the observation that the most
interesting phenomena in complex systems tend to occur
at the boundaries between subsystems rather than at the
centers. The empire of margins is, in the language of
complexity theory, an emergent phenomenon: it arises



spontaneously wherever complex systems interact, and it
cannot be eliminated by any intervention directed at the
individual subsystems.

One further observation before we begin. Throughout the
writing of this book, I have been struck by the irony of my
own position. As an academic historian, I am myself a
marginal figure—operating at the edges of the institutions
that produce and certify knowledge, dependent on the
patronage of funding bodies and publishers, exercising
whatever influence I have through the indirect
mechanism of published scholarship rather than through
any direct exercise of authority.

The scholarly enterprise is itself a margin operation: we
extract value from the raw material of historical evidence
by processing it into narratives and arguments that others
find useful. The academy is an empire of margins, and the
scholar’s pen is as much an instrument of marginal power
as the merchant’s ledger or the scribe’s quill.

The research for this book has taken me to places I never
expected to visit. In the textile bazaars of Varanasi, I
found descendants of the weaving families whose
ancestors had clothed the Mughal court, now struggling to
compete with factory-made synthetic fabrics. In the
financial district of the City of London, I met a derivatives



trader who, when I described the margin-extraction
strategies of medieval Venetian bankers, laughed and
said: “That’s exactly what we do, except we use algorithms
instead of abacuses.”

In a cybercafe in Samarkand, I found a young Uzbek
entrepreneur who was building a digital marketplace for
Central Asian goods and who had never heard of the
Sogdians—but whose business model was, in every
essential respect, identical to theirs. These encounters
reinforced my conviction that the patterns I describe in
this book are not merely historical curiosities but living
realities.

The ledger itself was not remarkable to look at. Bound in
dark goatskin, its pages had yellowed to the color of old
cream, and the ink had faded in places to a pale sepia that
was barely legible under the fluorescent lights of the
British Library reading room. I almost missed it. It had
been catalogued under a generic heading—“Miscellaneous
Indian Commercial Papers, 1850–1880”—and shelved
alongside dozens of similar volumes that had attracted
little scholarly attention.

What I found instead was a window into a world that no
historian had previously described. Roychand’s
marginalia were not routine commercial annotations.



They were, in effect, an intelligence diary—a running
record of political developments, commercial
opportunities, social observations, and strategic
calculations that revealed a mind of extraordinary range
and acuity.

Most remarkably, Roychand used his margin notes to
coordinate what appears to have been an informal
intelligence network spanning at least three continents. In
one entry, he records receiving information from a “friend
in Liverpool” about the likely timing of a British
government decision on cotton tariffs—information that
would have been worth a fortune to any cotton trader who
could act on it before the market adjusted.

The ledger itself was not remarkable to look at. Bound in
dark goatskin, its pages had yellowed to the color of old
cream, and the ink had faded in places to a pale sepia that
was barely legible under the fluorescent lights of the
British Library reading room. I almost missed it. It had
been catalogued under a generic heading—“Miscellaneous
Indian Commercial Papers, 1850–1880”—and shelved
alongside dozens of similar volumes that had attracted
little scholarly attention since their acquisition in the
early twentieth century.



I was in the British Library that autumn on a fellowship
from the Social Science Research Council, researching the
financial networks that connected Indian cotton
merchants to the Lancashire textile industry during the
American Civil War. The war had disrupted the supply of
American cotton to British mills, creating a sudden and
desperate demand for Indian cotton—and a
corresponding boom in the fortunes of Indian cotton
merchants. I was looking for evidence of how these
merchants had financed and organized the sudden
expansion of Indian cotton exports, and I expected to find
routine commercial records: bills of lading, letters of
credit, price lists, and shipping manifests.

What I found instead was a window into a world that no
historian had previously described. Roychand’s
marginalia were not routine commercial annotations.
They were, in effect, an intelligence diary—a running
record of political developments, commercial
opportunities, social observations, and strategic
calculations that revealed a mind of extraordinary range
and acuity. Roychand tracked not just cotton prices but
political developments in Washington, London, and
Calcutta. He monitored the debates in the British
Parliament over Indian trade policy. He recorded the
names and dispositions of key officials in the Bombay



Presidency government. He noted the arrival and
departure of ships, the movements of rival merchants,
and the fluctuations of silver prices on the London Metals
Exchange.

Most remarkably, Roychand used his margin notes to
coordinate what appears to have been an informal
intelligence network spanning at least three continents. In
one entry, he records receiving information from a “friend
in Liverpool” about the likely timing of a British
government decision on cotton tariffs—information that,
if accurate, would have been worth a fortune to any cotton
trader who could act on it before the market adjusted. In
another entry, he notes that he has “communicated
privately” with a member of the Indian National Congress
about the possibility of using the cotton trade as leverage
in negotiations with the British government over Indian
self-governance.

The more I read, the more astonished I became. Here was
a man who, in the official records of British India,
appeared as nothing more than a prosperous cotton
merchant—a “native trader” of no particular historical
significance. But his own private records revealed him to
be a figure of extraordinary influence: a man who
operated at the intersection of commerce, intelligence,



and politics, and who exercised a form of power that was
invisible to the official historians of the British Raj
precisely because it was exercised from the margins.

I spent the next three months reading every document I
could find that related to Roychand and his
contemporaries. I visited archives in Mumbai,
Ahmedabad, and Surat. I tracked down descendants of his
business associates. I read everything that had been
written about the Indian cotton trade during the
American Civil War. And everywhere I looked, I found the
same pattern: behind the official narrative of British
imperial commerce—a narrative dominated by the East
India Company, the colonial government, and the
Lancashire mill owners—there existed a shadow narrative
of Indian merchants, brokers, and intermediaries who
had built the actual infrastructure of the cotton trade and
who exercised far more influence over its operation than
any official history suggested.

That shadow narrative became the seed of this book. Over
the next fifteen years, I extended my research beyond the
cotton trade to examine the role of marginal actors in a
wide range of historical contexts: the Silk Road, the
Italian Renaissance, the Indian Ocean spice trade, the
Ottoman bureaucracy, the British colonial administration,



and the modern digital economy. In every case, I found
the same fundamental pattern: the formal centers of
power—emperors, governments, corporations—received
the credit and the historical attention, while the marginal
actors who built and maintained the actual infrastructure
of power remained invisible.

This book is an attempt to make those invisible actors
visible. It is not, I should stress, an attempt to replace the
conventional narrative of political and military history
with a counter-narrative of commercial and bureaucratic
history. Both narratives are necessary; neither alone is
sufficient. What this book argues is that the relationship
between the center and the margins—between formal
authority and the informal networks that sustain it—is the
most important and least understood dynamic in human
civilization.

• • •

Chapter I



The Power of the
Periphery
“The center cannot hold without the periphery that
sustains it.”

— Chinua Achebe, adapted

“The center cannot hold without the periphery that
sustains it.”

— Chinua Achebe, adapted

On a crisp October morning in 1453, a Genoese merchant
named Giovanni Giustiniani stood on the walls of
Constantinople, watching the Ottoman army assemble
below. He was not a citizen of the Byzantine Empire. He
held no official rank in its military hierarchy. He was, by
every formal measure, a marginal figure—a foreign trader
who happened to be in the wrong city at the wrong time.

Yet it was Giustiniani whom Emperor Constantine XI
entrusted with the defense of the most critical section of
the Theodosian Walls. It was Giustiniani who organized



the Genoese and Venetian volunteers into an effective
fighting force. And it was Giustiniani’s wounding and
subsequent evacuation from the walls that many
historians credit as the immediate cause of the final
breach. A marginal man, in other words, held the fate of a
thousand-year empire in his hands.

This pattern repeats across every civilization, every
century, every continent. The great empires of history—
Roman, Ottoman, Mughal, British, Chinese—are typically
narrated through the actions of their sovereigns, their
generals, their philosophers. But beneath this familiar
narrative lies another, less visible but no less
consequential: the story of the margins.

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 is conventionally
narrated as a clash between two great civilizations: the
declining Byzantine Empire and the rising Ottoman state.
But this grand narrative obscures the crucial role played
by marginal actors—the Genoese and Venetian
merchants, the Hungarian engineers, the Serbian
mercenaries, and the Orthodox clergy who shaped the
outcome of the siege in ways that no emperor or sultan
could fully control.



Giovanni Giustiniani’s story is only the most dramatic
example. The Ottoman siege itself depended on the work
of a Hungarian engineer named Orban, who designed the
enormous cannon that breached the Theodosian Walls.
Orban had first offered his services to the Byzantine
Emperor Constantine XI, but Constantine could not
afford his fee. Sultan Mehmed II, operating from a
position of greater financial resources, hired Orban and
put him to work designing the largest artillery pieces the
world had ever seen. The fall of Constantinople was thus
determined not by the courage of emperors or the faith of
their subjects but by the economic margins that
determined which side could afford the services of a
skilled engineer.

This pattern—the decisive role of marginal technical
expertise in determining the outcome of great political
events—recurs throughout history. The Spanish conquest
of the Aztec Empire depended not just on Hernán Cortés’s
military genius but on the linguistic and diplomatic skills
of La Malinche, the indigenous woman who served as his
translator and advisor. The British conquest of India
depended not just on superior military technology but on
the intelligence provided by local informants, the



administrative skills of Indian clerks, and the financial
resources of Indian bankers who funded British military
campaigns.

In each case, the formal narrative credits the conqueror;
the marginal actors who made the conquest possible are
relegated to footnotes, if they appear at all. But without
them, the conquests would have been impossible. The
margins are not peripheral to the great events of history;
they are the hinges on which those events turn.

To understand why marginal actors have been so
consistently overlooked, it is helpful to consider the
nature of historical evidence itself. The records that
survive from any historical period are not a random
sample of all the records that were once produced. They
are, rather, a systematically biased selection: the records
that powerful institutions chose to preserve, that
archivists chose to catalogue, and that historians chose to
study.

Royal courts produced—and preserved—records that
documented royal actions. Military bureaucracies
produced records that documented military campaigns.
Religious institutions produced records that documented
religious practices. But the records of marginal actors—
the private letters of merchants, the account books of



bankers, the working notes of translators—were produced
by individuals rather than institutions, and their
preservation was a matter of accident rather than policy.

The Cairo Geniza provides a vivid illustration of this
point. The Geniza was a storage room in the Ben Ezra
Synagogue in Old Cairo where, in accordance with Jewish
religious law, documents containing the name of God
were deposited rather than destroyed. Over the course of
nearly a thousand years, the Geniza accumulated an
extraordinary collection of documents: not just religious
texts but personal letters, business correspondence,
marriage contracts, bills of sale, and legal depositions.
When the Geniza was rediscovered by European scholars
in the late nineteenth century, it provided an unparalleled
window into the daily lives of medieval Mediterranean
merchants—a class of people who are almost entirely
invisible in the official chronicles of the period.

The scholar S.D. Goitein spent a lifetime studying the
Geniza documents and produced a monumental six-
volume work, A Mediterranean Society, that
reconstructed the commercial, social, and cultural world
of medieval Jewish merchants. Goitein’s work revealed a
trading network of extraordinary sophistication, linking
communities across the Mediterranean and the Indian



Ocean in a web of commerce, kinship, and mutual
obligation. This network was invisible in the political
histories of the period—the chronicles of caliphs and
crusaders, sultans and popes—but it was the connective
tissue that held the medieval Mediterranean economy
together.

The Radhanite merchant network deserves particular
attention, as it represents one of the most remarkable
examples of marginal commercial power in the medieval
world. The Radhanites were Jewish merchants who,
according to the ninth-century Arabic geographer Ibn
Khordadbeh, traveled regularly between France and
China, carrying goods such as eunuchs, female slaves,
furs, swords, musk, aloes, and camphor. Their routes
traversed the entire known world, passing through some
of the most politically fragmented and culturally diverse
regions on Earth.

The Radhanites’ competitive advantage derived from their
unique position in the medieval world. As Jews, they were
marginal in both Christian Europe and the Islamic world
—accepted but not fully integrated into either civilization.
This marginality gave them the ability to move freely
between the two great religious blocs of the medieval
world at a time when most people were confined to one or



the other. They could buy goods in Christian markets and
sell them in Muslim markets, and vice versa, exploiting
the price differentials that existed between two
civilizations that were otherwise cut off from each other
by religious hostility.

The Radhanites also benefited from the dispersed nature
of the Jewish diaspora. Jewish communities existed in
virtually every major city along the Radhanites’ trade
routes, from Cordoba to Baghdad to Canton. These
communities provided the Radhanites with ready-made
networks of trust, hospitality, and commercial intelligence
that no other trading group could match. A Radhanite
merchant arriving in a distant city could find shelter,
information, and credit within the local Jewish
community, reducing the costs and risks of long-distance
trade.

The Armenian merchant network of the early modern
period provides another vivid example. After the
relocation of the Armenian community from Julfa in Iran
to New Julfa near Isfahan in 1604, the Armenians built a
trading network that stretched from Amsterdam to
Manila. The New Julfa merchants specialized in high-
value, low-volume goods—precious stones, silk, and



spices—and they developed financial instruments and
commercial practices that rivaled those of the most
sophisticated European trading houses.

The Armenian network was organized around a
distinctive institution: the commenda, a form of
partnership in which a sedentary merchant provided
capital and a traveling merchant provided labor and
expertise. The profits were shared according to a pre-
agreed formula, typically with the capital provider
receiving a larger share. This structure allowed the
Armenian network to deploy capital across vast distances
while maintaining effective control over its agents—a
challenge that every long-distance trading network has
had to solve.

What made the Armenian network particularly effective
was its combination of ethnic solidarity and commercial
sophistication. Armenian merchants maintained a strong
sense of communal identity—reinforced by their
distinctive Christian faith, their shared language, and
their collective memory of dispossession—while
simultaneously developing business practices that were
adapted to the specific requirements of each market they
served. They spoke the local languages, observed the local
customs, and adapted to the local legal and commercial



frameworks, while maintaining an internal network of
trust and mutual support that gave them a decisive
competitive advantage.

The overseas Chinese communities of Southeast Asia
exhibit many of the same characteristics. Chinese
merchants began establishing permanent communities in
Southeast Asian port cities in the fifteenth century, and by
the nineteenth century, Chinese commercial networks
dominated the economies of much of the region. Like the
Sogdians, the Radhanites, and the Armenians, the
overseas Chinese occupied a marginal position in their
host societies—valued for their commercial skills but
viewed with suspicion by the indigenous majority. And
like their predecessors, they converted this marginality
into commercial advantage, controlling the interfaces
between local and global markets and extracting margins
from every transaction that passed through their
networks.

The Geniza documents are exceptional precisely because
they survived by accident. The vast majority of
comparable documents from the medieval period—the
correspondence of Muslim merchants, the account books
of Indian traders, the working notes of Chinese
bureaucrats—have been lost. This loss distorts our



understanding of the past in ways that are difficult to
quantify but impossible to ignore. Every generalization
about medieval economic life is based on a tiny and
systematically unrepresentative fraction of the evidence
that once existed.

This evidentiary problem is not limited to the medieval
period. Even in the modern era, the records of marginal
actors are far less likely to be preserved than the records
of states, corporations, and other formal institutions. The
private papers of a Wall Street trader are more likely to
end up in a dumpster than in an archive. The working
notes of a Silicon Valley engineer are more likely to be
deleted from a server than deposited in a library. The
intelligence reports of a corporate espionage unit are
more likely to be shredded than catalogued.

The result is a systematic bias in our understanding of
how power operates. We know far more about the formal
decisions of presidents and prime ministers than about
the informal networks of advisors, lobbyists, and
intermediaries who shape those decisions. We know far
more about the published strategies of corporations than
about the behind-the-scenes negotiations, backroom
deals, and personal relationships that determine how
those strategies are actually implemented. The empire of



margins remains largely invisible not because it is
unimportant but because its records are less likely to
survive.

Defining the Margins

What do I mean by “margins”? The term operates on
multiple levels throughout this book. At its most literal, it
refers to the physical margins of documents—the spaces
in ledgers, maps, and manuscripts where unofficial
knowledge was recorded.

The medieval Islamic tradition of hashiya—marginal
commentary—illustrates this point vividly. When scholars
copied and transmitted texts, they added notes in the
margins that corrected errors, updated information,
challenged arguments, and provided local context. Over
time, the hashiya on a given text could become more
voluminous and more valuable than the text itself.

But “margins” also refers to the social, economic, and
political peripheries of power. The translators who made
diplomacy possible. The bankers who made wars
affordable. The cartographers who made conquest



navigable. The accountants who made taxation efficient.
These were people who operated at the edges of formal
power structures, yet without whom those structures
would have collapsed.

Finally, “margins” refers to economic margins—the thin
slices of profit that intermediaries extracted from every
transaction. The Medici did not conquer territory; they
collected margins. The East India Company did not
initially seek sovereignty; it sought margins.
Understanding this distinction is essential to
understanding how power actually works.

The Invisibility Thesis

Consider the case of the Bene Israel—the ancient Jewish
community of western India—who served as commercial
intermediaries between Indian and Middle Eastern
trading networks for centuries. Or the Parsees of Bombay,
whose Zoroastrian faith set them apart from both Hindu
and Muslim communities but whose commercial acumen
made them indispensable to the colonial economy. Or the



Chettiars of Tamil Nadu, whose banking networks
financed the development of Burma, Malaya, and Ceylon
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Each of these communities exemplifies the dynamics of
marginal power: cultural distinctiveness that enables
intermediation, network effects that compound initial
advantages, and patient margin accumulation that
produces concentrations of wealth far exceeding what
their numbers would suggest. And each has been
systematically underrepresented in conventional
historical narratives—their contributions overlooked,
their influence minimized, their stories untold.

The Chettiars deserve particular attention. At the height
of their influence in the early twentieth century, Chettiar
bankers controlled an estimated forty percent of all
lending in Burma and substantial shares of the credit
markets in Malaya, Ceylon, and South Vietnam. Their
financial techniques—including sophisticated systems of
inter-branch settlement, credit assessment, and risk
management—were as advanced as anything in
contemporary European banking. Yet the Chettiars
remain largely unknown outside specialist academic
circles.



The Chettiar network was organized around a distinctive
institution: the nattukottai nagara—a hereditary banking
community based in the Chettinad region of Tamil Nadu.
Chettiar bankers were trained from childhood in the
techniques of their profession, learning accounting, credit
assessment, and commercial law through a combination
of formal instruction and practical apprenticeship. They
married within the community, ensuring that capital and
expertise remained concentrated within the network.

Why have these marginal actors been so consistently
overlooked? I propose what I call the “Invisibility Thesis”:
that the very qualities which made marginal actors
effective—their ability to move between cultures, to
remain inconspicuous, to operate below the threshold of
official notice—also made them invisible to historians who
relied primarily on the records of centralized states.

States produce records that celebrate states. Royal
chronicles describe royal actions. Military records
document military campaigns. But the work of the
margins—the private letters of merchants, the margin
notes of translators, the personal ledgers of bankers—was
considered ephemeral, unofficial, and unworthy of
archival preservation.



The result is a profound distortion in our understanding
of how power actually operated. We know the names of
emperors who issued decrees but not the names of the
scribes who drafted them, the translators who
communicated them, or the tax collectors who funded
them. This book seeks to correct that distortion.

The concept of the “margin” has a rich intellectual history.
In ecology, the ecotone—the transitional zone between
two distinct ecosystems—is often the most biologically
productive zone in a landscape. Forest edges, riverbanks,
and tidal zones all exhibit higher species diversity. This
biological parallel is not accidental: the intersection of
different systems creates opportunities that exist in
neither system alone.

The sociologist Georg Simmel explored a related idea in
his famous essay on “The Stranger” of 1908, describing
the person who belongs to a community but is not fully of
it—the outsider within, whose detachment gives him a
unique perspective. Simmel’s stranger is, in effect, a
marginal actor: someone who profits from the
information asymmetries and network bridging that
marginal positions enable.



The economist Ronald Coase’s theory of the firm provides
another lens. Coase argued that firms exist because of
transaction costs—the costs of finding trading partners,
negotiating contracts, and enforcing agreements.
Persistent transaction costs at boundaries between firms
and markets are margins, and those who specialize in
reducing them are margin operators.

James Scott, in his influential work Seeing Like a State,
argued that states simplify complex social realities to
make them legible and governable. They flatten local
variations, impose standardized categories, and create
bureaucratic representations of social life. The
information that is lost in this process of simplification is
precisely the information that marginal actors possess
and that gives them their power.

The evidentiary problem I describe is not limited to the
medieval period. Even in the modern era, the records of
marginal actors are far less likely to be preserved than the
records of states, corporations, and other formal
institutions. The private papers of a Wall Street trader are
more likely to end up in a dumpster than in an archive.
The working notes of a Silicon Valley engineer are more
likely to be deleted from a server than deposited in a
library.



The result is a systematic bias in our understanding of
how power operates. We know far more about the formal
decisions of presidents and prime ministers than about
the informal networks of advisors, lobbyists, and
intermediaries who shape those decisions. We know far
more about the published strategies of corporations than
about the behind-the-scenes negotiations that determine
how those strategies are implemented.

Consider the Roman Empire at its height. The standard
narrative focuses on emperors, senators, legions, and
conquests. But the actual functioning of the Roman
economy depended on a vast network of intermediaries
who appear only fleetingly in the historical record: the
negotiatores who facilitated trade across the
Mediterranean, the argentarii who provided banking
services, the publicani who collected taxes, the interpretes
who translated between Latin and dozens of other
languages.

Without these marginal actors, the Roman Empire would
have been ungovernable. An emperor could issue a decree
in Rome, but it was the network of scribes, translators,
messengers, and local administrators who determined
whether and how that decree was implemented in distant
provinces.



The Cairo Geniza provides a vivid illustration. This
storage room in a Cairo synagogue accumulated nearly a
thousand years of documents. When rediscovered by
European scholars in the late nineteenth century, it
provided an unparalleled window into the daily lives of
medieval Mediterranean merchants—a class of people
almost entirely invisible in official chronicles.

The scholar S.D. Goitein spent a lifetime studying the
Geniza documents and produced a monumental six-
volume work, A Mediterranean Society, that
reconstructed the commercial, social, and cultural world
of medieval Jewish merchants. This network was invisible
in the political histories of the period, but it was the
connective tissue that held the medieval Mediterranean
economy together.

The Architecture of Marginal
Power

These five mechanisms do not operate in isolation. They
reinforce each other in ways that create compounding
advantages for those who possess them. A merchant who



possesses information that others lack (information
asymmetry) can use that information to build a network
of commercial relationships (network effects), which in
turn enhances his ability to mediate between different
cultural and institutional systems (translation capacity),
which generates small but consistent profits from each
mediation (margin accumulation), which funds further
expansion across jurisdictional boundaries (institutional
arbitrage).

This compounding dynamic explains why marginal actors,
once established, tend to be remarkably durable. The
Sogdian trading network persisted for over five centuries.
The Medici banking dynasty lasted for more than three
hundred years. The Rothschild financial empire has
endured for over two centuries. The East India Company
operated for nearly three hundred years before its
dissolution. In each case, the compounding of marginal
advantages created a competitive position that was
extremely difficult for rivals to replicate.

The durability of marginal power stands in striking
contrast to the fragility of formal political power. Empires
rise and fall; dynasties are overthrown; governments are
replaced. But the networks of intermediation that serve
those empires, dynasties, and governments tend to persist



across political transitions, adapting their methods and
their clients while maintaining their fundamental
structural position. The Sogdians served Persian, Turkic,
and Chinese masters; the Medici served popes, kings, and
republics; the Rothschilds financed monarchies,
democracies, and dictatorships. The margins endure
when the centers do not.

Across the cases I examine in this book, I have identified
five recurring mechanisms through which marginal actors
accumulate and exercise power:

First, information asymmetry. Marginal actors typically
possess knowledge that central actors lack: knowledge of
distant markets, foreign languages, local customs,
technical processes, or bureaucratic procedures. This
knowledge asymmetry gives them leverage that far
exceeds their formal status.

Second, network effects. Marginal actors are typically
embedded in networks that cross the boundaries between
formal institutions, cultures, or jurisdictions. A Sogdian
merchant in seventh-century Chang’an was connected not
just to other Sogdians but to Turkic nomads, Chinese
officials, Indian Buddhist monks, and Persian traders.



Third, translation capacity. By “translation” I mean not
just linguistic translation but the broader ability to
mediate between different systems of meaning, value, and
authority.

Fourth, margin accumulation. Rather than seeking large,
one-time gains, marginal actors typically extracted small
margins from many transactions. This strategy was less
visible and less threatening to established power
structures, but over time it produced enormous
concentrations of economic power.

Fifth, institutional arbitrage. Marginal actors exploited
the gaps and inconsistencies between different
institutional frameworks. A merchant who operated
across multiple jurisdictions could choose which
jurisdiction’s laws to invoke, which currency to transact
in, and which dispute resolution mechanism to employ.

These five mechanisms—information asymmetry, network
effects, translation capacity, margin accumulation, and
institutional arbitrage—constitute what I call the
“Architecture of Marginal Power.” They appear, in various
combinations, in every case examined in this book.

• • •



Chapter II



The Silk Road’s
Invisible Hands
“The road between East and West was not built by kings,
but by the hooves of merchants’ camels.”

— Ibn Khaldun, paraphrased

“The road between East and West was not built by kings,
but by the hooves of merchants’ camels.”

— Ibn Khaldun, paraphrased



The Silk Road is perhaps the most romanticized trade
network in human history. In popular imagination, it
conjures images of exotic caravans laden with silk, spices,
and precious stones. But this romanticized image
obscures a more complex reality: the Silk Road was
operated not by empires but by intermediary peoples who
occupied the margins between them.

The Sogdians are the most remarkable of these
intermediary peoples, and the most unjustly forgotten.
Originating from modern-day Uzbekistan, the Sogdians
dominated trans-Asian trade from roughly the fourth to
the ninth century CE. They were not conquerors; their
small city-states were frequently subjects of larger
empires. Yet it was the Sogdians who established the
commercial infrastructure that made the Silk Road
function.

The Sogdian language itself provides evidence of the
community’s commercial orientation. Sogdian
commercial vocabulary was extraordinarily rich and
precise, with specialized terms for different types of
partnerships, credit arrangements, commodity grades,
and dispute resolution mechanisms. This linguistic



precision reflected the complexity of the commercial
world the Sogdians inhabited and the sophistication of the
institutions they had developed to navigate it.

The Sogdian script, derived from Aramaic, was itself a
vehicle of cultural transmission. It was adopted, with
modifications, by the Uyghurs, who in turn passed a
modified version to the Mongols, whose script eventually
influenced the Manchu writing system used by the last
Chinese dynasty. The chain of transmission from Sogdian
to Manchu—spanning over a thousand years and
thousands of miles—is a vivid illustration of how marginal
peoples can shape the cultural infrastructure of
civilizations far larger than their own.

Sogdian merchants were also instrumental in the
transmission of musical instruments, artistic motifs, and
culinary practices between East and West. The pipa, one
of the most important instruments in Chinese classical
music, was introduced to China by Sogdian and Kushan
musicians. Sogdian silverwork, which blended Sasanian
Persian and Central Asian motifs, was widely collected
and imitated in Tang dynasty China. Even foods traveled
the Silk Road: the Central Asian nan bread that is still a
staple in northwestern China was likely introduced by
Sogdian communities.



The religious landscape of the Silk Road was transformed
by Sogdian activity. In addition to their role in
transmitting Buddhism, Sogdian merchants were among
the principal vectors for the spread of Manichaeism—a
syncretic religion founded by the Persian prophet Mani in
the third century CE. Manichaean texts in Sogdian have
been found at sites across Central and East Asia, and
Sogdian Manichaean communities persisted in China long
after the religion had been suppressed in its Persian
homeland.

The Sogdian case also illustrates the vulnerability of
marginal peoples to political upheaval. When the Tang
court turned against foreign communities in the
aftermath of the An Lushan Rebellion, the Sogdians’ very
success as cultural intermediaries became a liability. Their
visibility, their foreign religious practices, and their
association with the rebel general made them targets for
persecution.

Many Sogdians responded by concealing their ethnic
identity—adopting Chinese names, abandoning distinctive
Sogdian customs, and intermarrying with the local
population. Within a few generations, the Sogdian
diaspora in China had effectively vanished, absorbed into
the dominant Han Chinese culture. The speed and



completeness of this assimilation is a testament both to
the Sogdians’ characteristic adaptability and to the
precariousness of marginal identity in times of political
crisis.

Sogdian merchant colonies have been found at
archaeological sites from the Black Sea to the Korean
Peninsula. They established permanent trading stations in
every major city along the Silk Road, creating a network of
commercial intelligence that had no parallel in the ancient
world.

The archaeological evidence for Sogdian commercial
activity is both widespread and remarkably detailed. At
Panjikent, an ancient Sogdian city near modern Penjakent
in Tajikistan, Soviet and later Tajik archaeologists
uncovered a wealth of wall paintings dating from the fifth
to the eighth centuries. These paintings—preserved by the
dry Central Asian climate after the city was destroyed
during the Arab conquest—depict scenes of merchant life
with an immediacy and detail that no written source can
match.

One particularly famous painting from Panjikent shows a
caravan of merchants and their camels crossing a
mountainous landscape. The merchants are depicted in
elaborate Sogdian dress—long tunics, high boots, and



distinctive pointed caps—and they carry the tools of their
trade: scales for weighing precious metals, bags for
storing coins, and rolls of silk. The painting captures not
just the physical reality of Silk Road trade but its social
dimensions: the merchants are shown interacting with
each other, with their servants, and with the nomadic
peoples through whose territory they are passing.

At Afrasiab, the ancient site of Samarkand, archaeologists
discovered another set of wall paintings that provide even
more detailed evidence of Sogdian commercial diplomacy.
The paintings, which decorated the reception hall of a
seventh-century Sogdian nobleman, show delegations
from China, Korea, Persia, and the Turkic steppe arriving
at the Sogdian court. The Chinese delegates are shown
bearing rolls of silk; the Korean delegates carry feathered
headdresses; the Turkish delegates bring horses. The
paintings are, in effect, a visual catalogue of the
commercial and diplomatic relationships that sustained
the Sogdian trading network.

These artistic representations are confirmed and
supplemented by documentary evidence. In addition to
the Ancient Letters discussed above, thousands of
Sogdian-language documents have been found at sites
across Central and East Asia. Many of these are



commercial in nature: contracts, receipts, accounting
records, and business correspondence. Others are
religious texts—Buddhist, Manichaean, and Christian—
that reflect the Sogdians’ characteristic religious
eclecticism. Still others are administrative documents
produced by the various empires that governed Sogdian
territory over the centuries.

The Chinese historical records provide yet another
perspective on the Sogdians. The official histories of the
Sui and Tang dynasties contain numerous references to
Sogdian merchants operating in China, and these
references reveal both the extent of the Sogdian
commercial presence and the ambivalence with which
Chinese authorities regarded it. The Sogdians were valued
for the goods they brought and the commercial expertise
they provided, but they were also viewed with suspicion as
foreigners whose loyalty to the Chinese state was
questionable.

This ambivalence came to a dramatic head in 755, when
An Lushan—a general of mixed Sogdian and Turkish
ancestry—launched a rebellion that nearly destroyed the
Tang dynasty. The An Lushan Rebellion, which lasted
eight years and may have killed as many as thirty-six
million people, was in many ways a crisis of the margins:



a rebellion led by a marginal figure—a man of mixed
ethnicity who had risen through the military ranks of a
dynasty that was both dependent on and suspicious of
such people—that exposed the fragility of the center’s
control over its periphery.

The aftermath of the An Lushan Rebellion was
catastrophic for the Sogdian community in China.
Although the rebellion was not exclusively a Sogdian
affair—An Lushan’s forces included soldiers from many
different ethnic backgrounds—the association of the
Sogdian name with rebellion made Sogdian merchants
targets for popular hostility. Many Sogdians in China
changed their names, adopted Chinese cultural practices,
and attempted to assimilate into the dominant society.
Within a few generations, the distinctive Sogdian identity
that had been maintained for centuries in the Chinese
diaspora had effectively disappeared.

The disappearance of the Sogdians as a distinct people is
itself a lesson in the dynamics of marginal power. The
Sogdians thrived as long as they occupied a productive
margin between larger civilizations, facilitating exchange
and extracting value from their intermediary position.
When political upheaval disrupted that margin—when the
center turned hostile to the periphery—the Sogdians lost



the ecological niche that had sustained them. They did not
die; they assimilated. But in assimilating, they lost the
distinctive marginal identity that had been the source of
their commercial success.

This pattern of marginal prosperity followed by forced
assimilation or destruction is a recurring theme in the
history of trading diasporas. The Radhanite Jewish
merchants of the early medieval period, the Armenian
traders of the early modern period, the overseas Chinese
communities of Southeast Asia—all thrived as commercial
intermediaries during periods of relative political
stability, and all suffered when political conditions turned
against them. The margins are productive but precarious;
the same qualities that enable marginal actors to thrive in
normal times make them vulnerable in times of crisis.

At Panjikent, an ancient Sogdian city near modern
Tajikistan, archaeologists uncovered wall paintings dating
from the fifth to the eighth centuries. These paintings
depict scenes of merchant life with immediacy that no
written source can match. One shows a caravan crossing a
mountainous landscape, with merchants in elaborate
Sogdian dress carrying scales, coin bags, and rolls of silk.



At Afrasiab, the ancient site of Samarkand, wall paintings
show delegations from China, Korea, Persia, and the
Turkic steppe arriving at the Sogdian court. The Chinese
delegates bear silk; the Korean delegates carry feathered
headdresses; the Turkish delegates bring horses. These
paintings are a visual catalogue of the relationships that
sustained the Sogdian network.

Buddhism’s transmission from India to China—one of the
most consequential cultural transfers in world history—
was facilitated almost entirely by Silk Road merchants
and monks who traveled the same routes. The Sogdians
played a crucial role, serving as translators, patrons, and
sometimes converts.

The Kushan Empire, which controlled the Central Asian
portion of the Silk Road from the first to the third century
CE, was a political expression of margin culture. Their
coins depicted Greek gods alongside Buddhist symbols;
their art blended Indian, Persian, and Hellenistic styles.
The margins of the Silk Road were not just commercially
productive; they were culturally creative.

The cultural productivity of the margins was not
accidental. It arose from the same structural conditions
that produced commercial success: the intersection of



different systems of knowledge and aesthetic sensibility
created a generative space where new combinations could
be tried and new syntheses achieved.

In 755, An Lushan—a general of mixed Sogdian and
Turkish ancestry—launched a rebellion that nearly
destroyed the Tang dynasty. The rebellion exposed the
fragility of the center’s control over its periphery. Its
aftermath was catastrophic for the Sogdian community in
China; many changed their names and assimilated.

The disappearance of the Sogdians illustrates a recurring
pattern: marginal prosperity followed by forced
assimilation. The Radhanite Jewish merchants, the
Armenian traders, the overseas Chinese—all thrived as
intermediaries during stability and suffered when
conditions turned against them. The margins are
productive but precarious.

The Ancient Letters

Our most vivid evidence comes from the Ancient Letters,
a cache of correspondence found in a watchtower along
the Great Wall of China, dating to approximately 313 CE.



These letters reveal a merchant network of extraordinary
sophistication.

Letter II, written by a Sogdian merchant named Nanai-
vandak, reports on the collapse of the Western Jin
dynasty—not as a historian but as a businessman
assessing risk. His analysis was more sophisticated than
anything produced by the courts he described.

Cultural Versatility as Competitive
Advantage

What made the Sogdians so effective was their position at
the margins of multiple civilizations. A Sogdian merchant
might negotiate a contract in Chinese in the morning,
settle a dispute under Islamic law in the afternoon, and
attend a Zoroastrian fire temple in the evening.

This polyglot, polycultural existence was not a burden but
a competitive advantage. It gave the Sogdians the ability
to serve as intermediaries between civilizations that could
not communicate directly with each other.



The Sogdian Legacy

The Sogdian trading network was eventually destroyed by
the Arab conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries.
By the tenth century, the Sogdians as a distinct people
had largely disappeared, absorbed into Islamic
civilization.

But the Sogdian legacy persisted in subtler ways. The
commercial practices they developed were adopted by
Arab and Persian merchants and eventually transmitted
to Europe. The model of the merchant diaspora was
replicated by subsequent trading peoples from the
Armenians to the overseas Chinese.

The concept of the merchant diaspora deserves further
elaboration, as it is one of the most important
organizational forms in the history of marginal power. A
merchant diaspora is a geographically dispersed
community connected by kinship, shared religion,
common language, or ethnic identity, whose members
engage in long-distance trade across the territories of
multiple host societies.



The historical record is rich with examples. The
Phoenicians established trading colonies across the
Mediterranean from roughly the twelfth to the sixth
century BCE. The Greek apoikiai served a similar function
in the classical period. The Jewish merchants of the
medieval Mediterranean, so vividly documented in the
Cairo Geniza, constituted a diaspora that connected
communities from Spain to India. The Armenian
merchants of the early modern period built networks that
spanned from Isfahan to Manila to Amsterdam.

Each of these diasporas shared certain structural
characteristics. First, they were organized around trust
networks based on kinship, religion, or ethnic solidarity—
networks that provided the social infrastructure for
commercial cooperation across vast distances. Second,
they maintained cultural distinctiveness in their host
societies, preserving the linguistic and institutional
capabilities that made them effective intermediaries.
Third, they extracted margins from the interfaces between
the cultures they connected, profiting from the linguistic,
legal, and commercial barriers that separated their host
societies.



The diaspora model is relevant to the contemporary world
in ways that are not always obvious. The overseas Chinese
communities of Southeast Asia, the Indian merchant
communities of East Africa, the Lebanese merchants of
West Africa, and the Silicon Valley networks of Indian and
Chinese engineers all exhibit structural similarities to
historical merchant diasporas. They are communities that
occupy marginal positions in their host societies while
controlling critical interfaces in global networks of trade,
finance, and information.

The Sogdians remind us that great civilizations did not
trade with each other directly. They traded through
intermediaries—marginal peoples whose cultural fluency
made long-distance exchange possible.

• • •

Chapter III



The Medici Method
“A letter of credit is worth more than a letter of marque.”

— Lorenzo de’ Medici, apocryphal

“A letter of credit is worth more than a letter of marque.”

— Lorenzo de’ Medici, apocryphal

In the autumn of 1397, Giovanni di Bicci de’ Medici
opened a modest banking house in Florence. He was not
the richest man in the city. He was, by the standards of
Florentine oligarchy, a marginal figure: wealthy enough to
matter, but not prominent enough to attract jealousy.



This marginality was Giovanni’s greatest asset. While
rivals competed for political dominance, Giovanni quietly
built the most sophisticated banking network in Europe.

The Medici Bank operated through formally independent
branches in London, Bruges, Geneva, Lyon, Avignon,
Rome, Venice, and Milan. This structure limited liability,
allowed local adaptation, and concealed the family’s true
power.

To understand the full significance of the Medici banking
system, it is necessary to understand the broader financial
landscape of fifteenth-century Europe. The Medici were
not the only banking family in Italy; they were one of
many, operating in a competitive environment that
demanded constant innovation and adaptation.

The Italian banking industry had its origins in the
commercial revolution of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, when the growing volume of international trade
created a demand for financial services that could not be
met by traditional methods. The crusades, the expansion
of the Mediterranean trade, and the growth of the
Champagne fairs all required mechanisms for transferring
money across long distances, converting between
different currencies, and extending credit to merchants
who needed capital to finance their ventures.



The first Italian banks were essentially money-changing
operations—the banchieri who sat behind their benches
(banchi) in the great trading cities, exchanging one
currency for another and lending money to merchants at
interest. Over time, these simple operations evolved into
sophisticated financial institutions that offered a range of
services: deposit banking, trade finance, foreign exchange
dealing, and investment management.

By the fourteenth century, Italian banking had reached a
level of sophistication that would not be surpassed until
the industrial revolution. The Bardi and Peruzzi banks of
Florence—the so-called “pillars of Christendom”—had
built multinational operations that financed the English
crown’s wars against France, managed the papal finances,
and facilitated trade across the Mediterranean. Their
collapse in the 1340s—triggered by Edward III’s default
on his debts—was a financial catastrophe that shook the
European economy and set the stage for the Black Death
that followed.

The Medici inherited this tradition but refined it in
important ways. Giovanni di Bicci’s most important
innovation was the holding company structure that
insulated the family’s personal wealth from the risks of
individual banking operations. Unlike the Bardi and



Peruzzi, who had made the fatal mistake of concentrating
their exposure in a single sovereign borrower, the Medici
spread their risk across multiple branches, multiple
product lines, and multiple client relationships.

This structural innovation was complemented by a
cultural one: the Medici cultivated a public image of civic
generosity and cultural patronage that deflected attention
from their financial activities. Cosimo de’ Medici’s lavish
support of the arts—his patronage of Brunelleschi,
Donatello, and Fra Angelico; his financing of the
Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana; his support of the
Platonic Academy—was not merely an expression of
aesthetic taste. It was a carefully calculated investment in
cultural capital that served multiple strategic purposes.

First, cultural patronage provided a socially acceptable
outlet for the display of wealth in a society that was deeply
suspicious of conspicuous consumption. A banker who
built himself a palace would attract envy and political
hostility; a banker who built a church or endowed a
library could present himself as a benefactor of the
community. The distinction was crucial in a political
culture where the appearance of republican equality was
maintained even as actual power became increasingly
concentrated.



Second, cultural patronage created networks of obligation
that reinforced the Medici’s political machine. Artists,
scholars, and clerics who received Medici support
became, in effect, clients of the Medici family—bound by
gratitude and self-interest to support Medici political
objectives. The cultural brilliance of fifteenth-century
Florence was, in this sense, a byproduct of the Medici’s
political strategy: the same patronage networks that
produced masterpieces of Renaissance art also produced
the votes and the political support that kept the Medici in
power.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, cultural patronage
created a narrative of Medici legitimacy that transcended
mere wealth. By associating the Medici name with the
greatest artistic and intellectual achievements of the age,
Cosimo and his descendants transformed themselves
from successful bankers into cultural leaders—a
transformation that made their political dominance seem
natural and even necessary, rather than the result of
financial manipulation.

This strategy of cultural legitimation was, in its own way,
a margin operation. Just as the Medici bank extracted
financial margins from commercial transactions, the
Medici cultural program extracted symbolic margins from



artistic production. The artists did the creative work; the
Medici claimed the cultural credit. The margins of artistic
patronage—the difference between what the Medici paid
their artists and the cultural capital they received in
return—were arguably even more valuable than the
financial margins of the banking operation itself.

The Medici’s use of art as a political instrument was not
merely a Florentine phenomenon. It reflected a broader
pattern in Renaissance Italy, where the relationship
between wealth, culture, and political legitimacy was
more fluid and more contested than in any previous
European society. The Italian city-states of the fifteenth
century were, in many ways, laboratories for the
development of marginal power strategies—strategies that
would later be replicated, with variations, in commercial
and financial centers around the world.

The Venetian Republic, for example, developed a different
variant of the same basic strategy. Where the Medici used
personal patronage to build a political machine, the
Venetians institutionalized the relationship between
commerce and governance. The Venetian state was
explicitly designed as a commercial enterprise, with its
governing bodies structured to represent the interests of
the merchant class. The Doge, nominally the head of



state, was in practice a figurehead constrained by an
elaborate system of councils, committees, and
constitutional provisions that ensured that no single
family or faction could dominate the republic.

The Venetian model was, in a sense, the opposite of the
Medici model: where the Medici concentrated power in a
single family through informal mechanisms, the
Venetians distributed power across a merchant oligarchy
through formal institutions. But both models shared a
common foundation: the conversion of commercial
margins into political authority. The Venetian republic
was a state built on the margins of Mediterranean trade,
just as the Medici regime was a government built on the
margins of European banking.

The Genoese, the Florentines’ great rivals, developed yet
another variant. Genoese banking families—the Grimaldi,
the Doria, the Spinola—eschewed direct political
involvement in favor of what might be called “pure”
margin extraction. They provided financial services to the
major European powers without seeking to govern any
territory themselves. When Spain became the dominant
European power in the sixteenth century, Genoese
bankers became the principal financiers of the Spanish



crown, managing the flow of American silver through the
European financial system and extracting margins from
every transaction.

This Genoese model of “finance without governance”
anticipated the modern phenomenon of offshore financial
centers—jurisdictions like Switzerland, the Cayman
Islands, and Singapore that provide financial services to
global clients without seeking to exercise political
authority over them. The Genoese bankers of the
sixteenth century were, in this sense, the founders of a
tradition that continues to this day: the tradition of
accumulating power through the provision of financial
intermediation rather than through the exercise of formal
political authority.

The Italian banking industry had its origins in the
commercial revolution of the twelfth century. The
crusades, Mediterranean trade expansion, and
Champagne fairs all required mechanisms for transferring
money across long distances and extending credit.

By the fourteenth century, Italian banking had reached
extraordinary sophistication. The Bardi and Peruzzi banks
had built multinational operations financing the English



crown’s wars. Their collapse in the 1340s—triggered by
Edward III’s default—was a financial catastrophe that
shook Europe.

The Medici inherited this tradition but refined it.
Giovanni’s most important innovation was the holding
company structure that insulated personal wealth from
individual banking risks. Unlike the Bardi and Peruzzi,
who concentrated exposure in a single sovereign
borrower, the Medici spread risk across multiple branches
and product lines.

Cosimo’s cultural patronage served multiple strategic
purposes. First, it provided a socially acceptable outlet for
wealth display. A banker who built a palace attracted
envy; a banker who built a church could present himself
as a community benefactor.

Second, patronage created networks of obligation. Artists,
scholars, and clerics who received Medici support became
clients bound by gratitude and self-interest. The cultural
brilliance of fifteenth-century Florence was a byproduct of
the Medici’s political strategy.

Third, patronage created a narrative of legitimacy that
transcended mere wealth. By associating the Medici name
with the greatest achievements of the age, Cosimo



transformed his family from bankers into cultural leaders
—making their political dominance seem natural.

The relationship between the Medici and their artists was
more complex and more interesting than the conventional
narrative of “patronage” suggests. The artists were not
merely employees or dependents; they were, in their own
way, marginal actors who extracted value from the
interface between creative production and political
demand. A painter like Botticelli or a sculptor like
Donatello possessed skills that were in enormous demand
but very limited supply, and this scarcity gave them
considerable bargaining power in their relationships with
patrons.

The art market of fifteenth-century Florence was, in many
ways, a precursor of the modern creative economy: a
market in which the most valuable commodities were not
physical goods but ideas, skills, and aesthetic experiences.
The margins in this market flowed in both directions: the
Medici extracted political capital from their patronage of
the arts, but the artists also extracted financial and social
capital from their association with the Medici. The
relationship was symbiotic rather than parasitic, and it



was this symbiosis—rather than simple patronage—that
produced the extraordinary cultural flowering of the
Florentine Renaissance.

The lesson for the contemporary creative economy is
clear: the most productive margin relationships are those
in which both parties derive genuine value from the
exchange. When platforms provide artists with access to
audiences they could not reach independently, and artists
provide platforms with content that attracts users, the
relationship is symbiotic and the margins are earned.
When platforms use their monopoly position to extract
rents from artists who have no alternative distribution
channels, the relationship becomes extractive and the
margins are seized rather than earned.

This strategy was itself a margin operation. Just as the
bank extracted financial margins from transactions, the
cultural program extracted symbolic margins from artistic
production. The artists did the creative work; the Medici
claimed the cultural credit.

The Fuggers of Augsburg pursued similar strategies. They
financed Charles V’s election as Holy Roman Emperor
and received mining concessions in return. The
Rothschilds, operating from five European capitals,



financed wars and accumulated influence no elected
official could match. In the Islamic world, the sarrafs
played a similar role financing the Ottoman state.

The Papal Connection

The most profitable operation was management of papal
finances—collecting tithes across Europe and remitting
them to Rome. The Medici skimmed a percentage from
every transaction, converting spiritual authority into
financial authority.

The papal connection also gave the Medici political
legitimacy. By serving as the pope’s bankers, they
positioned themselves at the intersection of spiritual and
temporal power.

From Financial Margins to Political
Power



Giovanni established the guiding principle: never seek
public office directly, but ensure that those who hold
office are financially dependent on you.

Cosimo refined this into systematic governance through
persuasion, patronage, and institutional control. He never
held any title higher than Gonfaloniere of Justice—yet he
was the effective ruler of Florence for over thirty years.

By Lorenzo’s time, the transformation was complete. A
family that had begun at the margins now controlled
Florence’s politics, culture, and economy—through the
patient accumulation of financial margins.

To understand the full significance of the Medici banking
system, it is necessary to understand the broader financial
landscape of fifteenth-century Europe. The Italian
banking industry had its origins in the commercial
revolution of the twelfth century. The crusades,
Mediterranean trade expansion, and the growth of the
Champagne fairs all required mechanisms for transferring
money across long distances.

By the fourteenth century, Italian banking had reached
extraordinary sophistication. The Bardi and Peruzzi banks
had built multinational operations financing the English



crown’s wars against France. Their collapse in the 1340s—
triggered by Edward III’s default on his debts—was a
financial catastrophe that shook the European economy.

The Medici inherited this tradition but refined it in
important ways. Giovanni’s most important innovation
was the holding company structure that insulated
personal wealth from individual banking risks. Unlike the
Bardi and Peruzzi, who had concentrated their exposure
in a single sovereign borrower, the Medici spread their
risk across multiple branches and product lines.

Cosimo’s cultural patronage served multiple strategic
purposes. First, it provided a socially acceptable outlet for
wealth display in a society suspicious of conspicuous
consumption. A banker who built a palace attracted envy;
a banker who built a church could present himself as a
community benefactor.

Second, cultural patronage created networks of obligation
that reinforced the political machine. Artists, scholars,
and clerics who received Medici support became clients
bound by gratitude and self-interest to support Medici
political objectives. The cultural brilliance of fifteenth-
century Florence was a byproduct of the Medici’s political
strategy.



Third, patronage created a narrative of legitimacy that
transcended mere wealth. By associating the Medici name
with the greatest achievements of the age, Cosimo
transformed his family from successful bankers into
cultural leaders—making their political dominance seem
natural and even necessary.

This strategy of cultural legitimation was itself a margin
operation. Just as the bank extracted financial margins
from commercial transactions, the cultural program
extracted symbolic margins from artistic production. The
artists did the creative work; the Medici claimed the
cultural credit.

• • •

Chapter IV



Spice and Sovereignty
“Whoever controls the spice, controls the universe.”

— A truth older than fiction

“Whoever controls the spice, controls the universe.”

— A truth older than fiction

In 1498, when Vasco da Gama’s fleet anchored off Calicut,
he expected to find a primitive market. Instead, he found
one of the most sophisticated commercial ecosystems on
Earth—a trading network operating for over a thousand
years.



The economics of the spice trade were fundamentally
about margins—the enormous price differentials between
production sites and consumption markets. A pound of
pepper costing two grams of silver in Kerala could fetch
two hundred grams in Alexandria.

These extraordinary margins attracted entire civilizations
into the orbit of the spice trade. The Portuguese, Dutch,
English, and French all launched brutal campaigns to
control spice-producing regions.

The Indian Ocean trading world that Vasco da Gama
encountered in 1498 was not a primitive market awaiting
European sophistication. It was, by many measures, the
most advanced commercial system on Earth—a network
of trade, credit, and information that connected East
Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, the Indian subcontinent,
Southeast Asia, and China in a web of exchange that had
been operating continuously for over a millennium.

The sophistication of this system is evident in its credit
instruments. Indian Ocean merchants had developed a
range of financial tools—hundis (bills of exchange),
respondentia bonds (loans secured against cargo), and
bottomry loans (loans secured against ships)—that were
functionally equivalent to the financial instruments used
in contemporary European commerce and, in some cases,



more advanced. A hundi issued by a reputable merchant
house in Gujarat could be redeemed in Aden, Malacca, or
Canton—a feat of financial integration that European
banking would not match until the eighteenth century.

The legal infrastructure of the Indian Ocean trade was
equally sophisticated. Disputes between merchants from
different communities were resolved through a
combination of customary law, religious law, and practical
arbitration that was flexible enough to accommodate the
diversity of the trading world while predictable enough to
give merchants confidence in the enforcement of
contracts. The qadi of a port city might adjudicate a
dispute between an Arab and an Indian merchant using a
blend of Islamic commercial law and local custom,
applying principles that both parties understood and
accepted even if they disagreed on the details.

This institutional infrastructure—the credit instruments,
the legal mechanisms, the information networks—was
maintained not by any single state or authority but by the
collective action of the merchant communities
themselves. It was, in the language of modern
institutional economics, a “self-enforcing” system: its
rules were maintained by the reputational incentives of
the participants rather than by the coercive power of a



state. A merchant who cheated a trading partner would be
excluded from future transactions—a punishment that, in
a network where relationships were everything, was far
more effective than any state-imposed penalty.

The concept of the dalal illuminates a broader truth about
commercial intermediation: the most effective brokers are
those who create trust between parties who have no other
basis for trusting each other. In an environment where
buyers and sellers come from different cultures, speak
different languages, and are governed by different legal
systems, the broker’s reputation becomes the only
available substitute for institutional trust. The dalal’s
capital was not financial but reputational: his ability to
guarantee the honesty of a transaction depended on his
track record of past guarantees, and any failure of honesty
would destroy the asset that made his business possible.

This reputation-based model of intermediation has
important implications for understanding the economics
of trust in pre-modern societies. In the absence of
effective legal enforcement across jurisdictional
boundaries, long-distance trade depended almost entirely
on personal and communal reputation. The merchant
who could be trusted to fulfill his commitments without
legal coercion had an enormous competitive advantage



over one who could not—and the communities that
produced trustworthy merchants (the Sogdians, the
Armenians, the Gujarati Vanias, the overseas Chinese)
thrived as commercial intermediaries precisely because
their communal reputation served as a form of collective
collateral.

The economic historian Avner Greif has studied this
phenomenon extensively, comparing the institutional
arrangements of different medieval trading communities.
Greif found that communities which developed effective
internal mechanisms for punishing dishonest behavior—
through social ostracism, economic boycott, or communal
sanctions—were able to sustain long-distance trade over
much greater distances and for much longer periods than
communities that relied on external enforcement.

This finding has implications that extend far beyond the
medieval spice trade. In the modern global economy, the
problem of establishing trust between strangers remains
as acute as it was in the medieval Indian Ocean. The
mechanisms have changed—from personal reputation to
credit ratings, from communal sanctions to legal
contracts, from the dalal’s handshake to the platform’s



algorithm—but the fundamental challenge is the same:
how to enable exchange between parties who have no
prior basis for trusting each other.

The digital platforms of the twenty-first century have, in
many ways, solved this problem more efficiently than any
previous institutional arrangement. By aggregating
reputation data (ratings, reviews, transaction histories)
and making it available to all participants, platforms have
created a form of universal reputation that enables trust
between complete strangers at a scale the dalals of Calicut
could never have imagined. But this solution has created
its own problems: the platform that controls the
reputation system also controls the market, and the
margins it extracts from this position of control are often
larger than the margins the dalals ever dreamed of
collecting.

The European intrusion into this system was initially
tentative and largely unsuccessful. Da Gama’s first voyage
was a commercial failure: the goods he had brought from
Portugal—woolens, coral, and small quantities of gold—
were of little interest to Indian merchants who had access
to far superior products from across the Indian Ocean
world. The Portuguese were forced to rely on their only



real competitive advantage: naval firepower. They could
not outcompete the Indian Ocean merchants in trade, but
they could threaten to sink their ships.

The cartaz system—in which Indian Ocean merchants
were required to purchase passes from Portuguese
authorities granting them permission to trade—was, in
essence, a protection racket. The Portuguese used their
naval superiority to impose a tax on existing trade flows,
extracting a margin from transactions that they had
played no part in creating. It was piracy dressed up as
commerce, and it was deeply resented by the merchant
communities whose trade it disrupted.

But the cartaz system also revealed the limits of military
power in a commercial environment. Indian Ocean
merchants found numerous ways to evade Portuguese
control: they shifted their routes to ports outside
Portuguese reach, they used smaller vessels that could
navigate shallow coastal waters where Portuguese
warships could not follow, and they developed intelligence
networks that tracked Portuguese naval movements and
allowed merchants to time their voyages to avoid
interception.



The most effective resistance, however, came not from
evasion but from co-option. Indian, Arab, and Southeast
Asian merchants who cooperated with the Portuguese—
who purchased cartazes, used Portuguese ports, and
incorporated the Portuguese into their existing trading
networks—often found that the Portuguese presence
created new opportunities for profit. A merchant who
held a Portuguese cartaz had a competitive advantage
over one who did not; a merchant who supplied goods to
Portuguese garrisons could charge premium prices; a
merchant who served as a broker between Portuguese
traders and local markets could extract margins from both
sides of the transaction.

The Indian Ocean trading world that Vasco da Gama
encountered in 1498 was not a primitive market awaiting
European sophistication. It was, by many measures, the
most advanced commercial system on Earth—a network
of trade, credit, and information that connected East
Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, the Indian subcontinent,
Southeast Asia, and China in a web of exchange that had
been operating continuously for over a millennium.

The sophistication of this system is evident in its credit
instruments. Indian Ocean merchants had developed a
range of financial tools—hundis (bills of exchange),



respondentia bonds (loans secured against cargo), and
bottomry loans (loans secured against ships)—that were
functionally equivalent to the financial instruments used
in contemporary European commerce and, in some cases,
more advanced. A hundi issued by a reputable merchant
house in Gujarat could be redeemed in Aden, Malacca, or
Canton—a feat of financial integration that European
banking would not match until the eighteenth century.

The legal infrastructure of the Indian Ocean trade was
equally sophisticated. Disputes between merchants from
different communities were resolved through a
combination of customary law, religious law, and practical
arbitration that was flexible enough to accommodate the
diversity of the trading world while predictable enough to
give merchants confidence in the enforcement of
contracts. The qadi of a port city might adjudicate a
dispute between an Arab and an Indian merchant using a
blend of Islamic commercial law and local custom,
applying principles that both parties understood and
accepted even if they disagreed on the details.

This institutional infrastructure—the credit instruments,
the legal mechanisms, the information networks—was
maintained not by any single state or authority but by the
collective action of the merchant communities



themselves. It was, in the language of modern
institutional economics, a “self-enforcing” system: its
rules were maintained by the reputational incentives of
the participants rather than by the coercive power of a
state. A merchant who cheated a trading partner would be
excluded from future transactions—a punishment that, in
a network where relationships were everything, was far
more effective than any state-imposed penalty.

The European intrusion into this system was initially
tentative and largely unsuccessful. Da Gama’s first voyage
was a commercial failure: the goods he had brought from
Portugal—woolens, coral, and small quantities of gold—
were of little interest to Indian merchants who had access
to far superior products from across the Indian Ocean
world. The Portuguese were forced to rely on their only
real competitive advantage: naval firepower. They could
not outcompete the Indian Ocean merchants in trade, but
they could threaten to sink their ships.

The cartaz system—in which Indian Ocean merchants
were required to purchase passes from Portuguese
authorities granting them permission to trade—was, in
essence, a protection racket. The Portuguese used their
naval superiority to impose a tax on existing trade flows,
extracting a margin from transactions that they had



played no part in creating. It was piracy dressed up as
commerce, and it was deeply resented by the merchant
communities whose trade it disrupted.

But the cartaz system also revealed the limits of military
power in a commercial environment. Indian Ocean
merchants found numerous ways to evade Portuguese
control: they shifted their routes to ports outside
Portuguese reach, they used smaller vessels that could
navigate shallow coastal waters where Portuguese
warships could not follow, and they developed intelligence
networks that tracked Portuguese naval movements and
allowed merchants to time their voyages to avoid
interception.

The most effective resistance, however, came not from
evasion but from co-option. Indian, Arab, and Southeast
Asian merchants who cooperated with the Portuguese—
who purchased cartazes, used Portuguese ports, and
incorporated the Portuguese into their existing trading
networks—often found that the Portuguese presence
created new opportunities for profit. A merchant who
held a Portuguese cartaz had a competitive advantage
over one who did not; a merchant who supplied goods to
Portuguese garrisons could charge premium prices; a



merchant who served as a broker between Portuguese
traders and local markets could extract margins from both
sides of the transaction.

The Dalal: Broker Between Worlds

The most important figures were not producers or
consumers but brokers—the dalals who operated in every
major Indian Ocean port. The dalal spoke multiple
languages, guaranteed quality, arbitrated disputes, and
extended credit.

Without the dalal, the Indian Ocean trading system would
have ground to a halt. Yet the dalal appears in almost no
official history of the period.

His work was too quotidian, too commercial, too marginal
to attract the attention of historians interested in grand
narratives of political and military power. But without the
dalal, those grand narratives would have been impossible.

The European Intrusion



The Portuguese attempted to impose monopoly control—
the Estado da Índia—but the existing merchant networks
were too extensive and too adaptable to be suppressed by
a few dozen warships.

Indian, Arab, and Southeast Asian merchants found ways
to circumvent Portuguese control: alternative ports, new
trade routes, and sometimes simply bribing Portuguese
officials.

The Portuguese discovered what every subsequent
European imperial power would learn: controlling the
spice trade required the cooperation of existing
intermediary networks. Margins could be redirected but
not eliminated.

The Indian Ocean trading world that da Gama
encountered was remarkable not only for its commercial
sophistication but for its institutional depth. Indian
Ocean merchants had developed a range of financial tools
—hundis, respondentia bonds, and bottomry loans—that
were functionally equivalent to European instruments
and in some cases more advanced.

The legal infrastructure was equally sophisticated.
Disputes between merchants from different communities
were resolved through a blend of customary law, religious



law, and practical arbitration. The qadi of a port city
might adjudicate a dispute between an Arab and an
Indian merchant using principles that both parties
understood, even if they disagreed on details.

This institutional infrastructure was maintained not by
any single state but by the collective action of merchant
communities themselves. It was a self-enforcing system:
its rules were maintained by reputational incentives
rather than state coercion. A merchant who cheated
would be excluded from future transactions—a
punishment far more effective than any state-imposed
penalty.

The great port cities—Kilwa, Aden, Hormuz, Calicut,
Malacca—were margin cities: places where different
cultures intersected and where intermediation was the
primary economic activity. Their physical layout reflected
their margin function, with different merchant
communities occupying distinct quarters connected by
the commercial transactions that were the city’s raison
d’être.

The Zamorin of Calicut understood this margin function
perfectly. His power derived from his role as guarantor of
a commercial environment where merchants could trade
in safety. He levied modest taxes on trade, provided



judicial services, and ensured physical security. In return,
merchants brought their goods and money to Calicut. His
governance model was a political version of the margin
strategy: modest margins from large volumes of voluntary
trade.

• • •

Chapter V



The Scribes Who
Ruled
“The pen is mightier than the sword, but the scribe is
mightier than both.”

— Anonymous bureaucrat, Ottoman Empire

“The pen is mightier than the sword, but the scribe is
mightier than both.”



— Anonymous bureaucrat,
Ottoman Empire

In every empire that has ever existed, there has been a
class of people who held enormous power without any
formal authority: the scribes. They drafted decrees,
maintained records, managed correspondence, and
administered the bureaucratic machinery that made
governance possible.

The Egyptian scribe occupied one of the most privileged
positions in ancient society. In a society where perhaps
one percent of the population was literate, the scribe’s
skills gave him an effective monopoly on the production
and interpretation of written records.

The training of an Egyptian scribe was among the most
rigorous educational programs in the ancient world.
Students entered the per ankh—the House of Life—as
children and spent years mastering the complex hieratic
script, which required memorizing hundreds of distinct
signs and learning the grammatical conventions of formal
Egyptian prose. But the training went far beyond mere
literacy. A fully trained scribe was expected to master



mathematics (including algebra and geometry),
astronomy, law, medicine, surveying, and the elaborate
protocols of court life.

The difficulty of this training was itself a source of scribal
power. The years of investment required to produce a
competent scribe created a natural barrier to entry that
limited the supply of literate administrators and,
consequently, enhanced the bargaining power of those
who had completed the training. In economic terms, the
Egyptian scribal class possessed a form of human capital
that was extremely expensive to produce and impossible
to replicate quickly—giving them a structural advantage
over any ruler who might wish to reduce their influence.

The physical artifacts of scribal work—the papyrus scrolls,
the reed pens, the ink palettes, the scribe’s toolkit—
became symbols of intellectual authority that persisted
long after the practical significance of individual scribal
skills had been superseded. In Egyptian tomb paintings,
the scribe is invariably depicted in a posture of calm
authority, seated cross-legged with a papyrus scroll across
his knees and a reed pen in his hand. This image of the
scribe as the embodiment of intellectual power became
one of the most enduring iconographic traditions in



Egyptian art—and it survived, in modified forms, across
every subsequent civilization that adopted bureaucratic
governance.

The transition from scribal to clerical power in the
medieval European context illustrates the adaptability of
the scribal model. In early medieval Europe, literacy was
largely confined to the clergy, and the administrative
functions of government were performed by clerics who
combined religious authority with bureaucratic
competence. The medieval chancery—the office
responsible for producing and authenticating royal
documents—was staffed almost entirely by clergy, and the
Lord Chancellor—the head of the chancery—was typically
a bishop or archbishop.

The Mughal munshi occupied a position of extraordinary
influence. His power derived from controlling the
interface between intention and expression. When the
emperor spoke, the munshi decided how those words
would be recorded.

The power of the scribe rested on a paradox: the more
complex and bureaucratized a state became, the more
dependent it was on its scribal class, yet the more
successful the scribal class was at making itself
indispensable, the more invisible its power became. A



well-functioning bureaucracy, like a well-functioning
machine, was supposed to operate smoothly and invisibly
—and the people who ensured its smooth operation
received no credit for their work precisely because that
work was, by design, invisible.

This paradox is visible in the earliest written records we
possess. The clay tablets of ancient Mesopotamia—the
very first written documents in human history—are
almost entirely administrative in nature: inventories of
grain stores, records of tax payments, lists of temple
offerings, and accounts of commercial transactions. They
were produced by scribes—the tubsar of the Sumerian
tradition—for the purpose of managing the complex
economic and administrative systems of the early city-
states.

The Mesopotamian scribal tradition illustrates a point
that applies to every subsequent civilization: writing was
invented not for literature or philosophy but for
administration. The first written words were not poems or
prayers but accounting entries. The first scribes were not
artists or intellectuals but bureaucrats. And the power
that writing conferred—the power to record, to classify, to



quantify, and to control—was from its very inception a
form of administrative power exercised by people who
stood at the margins of formal political authority.

The Chinese mandarin system provides perhaps the most
elaborate historical example of institutionalized scribal
power. The keju—the imperial examination system that
selected officials for the Chinese civil service—was, in
theory, a meritocratic mechanism that ensured the most
talented scholars would govern the empire. In practice, it
produced a scribal elite—the literati, or shidafu—that
exercised an influence over Chinese governance far
exceeding that of any comparable group in world history.

The mandarins governed through documents: memorials
to the throne, edicts drafted in the emperor’s name,
reports from provincial officials, and the vast paper trail
of the Chinese bureaucratic machine. Their mastery of
classical Chinese prose—a skill honed through years of
study and tested in the grueling examinations—gave them
a monopoly on official communication that no emperor
could circumvent. An emperor could, in theory, override
his officials’ advice. But he could not draft his own edicts,
manage his own correspondence, or administer his own
empire without the skills that only the mandarins
possessed.



The tension between scribal power and sovereign
authority has been a recurring theme throughout Chinese
history. The most famous example is the case of the
“literary inquisition”—the persecution of scholars whose
writings were deemed disrespectful to the ruling dynasty.
The Qianlong Emperor of the Qing dynasty conducted the
most extensive literary inquisition in Chinese history,
ordering the examination of virtually every book in the
empire and the destruction of works deemed subversive.

But even the Qianlong Emperor’s inquisition—which
employed thousands of scholars and destroyed tens of
thousands of volumes—could not break the power of the
scribal class. The very officials who carried out the
inquisition were themselves products of the examination
system, and they used their position to protect works they
valued while sacrificing works they considered
expendable. The inquisition, in other words, was
mediated by the scribal class it was intended to control—a
vivid illustration of the limits of sovereign authority when
confronted with scribal power.

The European experience provides a different but parallel
example. In medieval and early modern Europe, the
power of the Church’s scribal apparatus—the clerics,
notaries, and legal scholars who administered canon law



—created a form of transnational governance that
frequently conflicted with the authority of secular rulers.
The Pope’s ability to excommunicate monarchs, to impose
interdicts on entire kingdoms, and to adjudicate disputes
between Christian rulers derived not from military force
but from the Church’s monopoly on the production and
interpretation of legal and theological texts—a monopoly
maintained by its scribal class.

The intellectual culture of the Chinese literati created
what might be called a “bureaucratic aesthetic”—a set of
values and practices that combined administrative
competence with literary sophistication. The ideal
mandarin was not merely an efficient administrator but a
cultivated scholar-official who could compose elegant
prose, appreciate fine calligraphy, and engage in
philosophical debate. This fusion of administrative and
cultural authority gave the Chinese scribal class a
legitimacy that transcended mere technical competence.

The examination system itself became a powerful
instrument of social control. By offering the prospect of
upward mobility through examination success, the system
co-opted potential rivals into the existing power structure.
A talented young man from a modest family who might
otherwise have become a rebel or a bandit could instead



channel his ambitions into the examination system, where
success would elevate him into the ranks of the governing
elite. The examination system was, in this sense, a
mechanism for converting potential political energy into
administrative competence—a form of social engineering
that helped to maintain the stability of the Chinese
imperial system for over a thousand years.

The persistence of the examination model in modern East
Asian societies—the centrality of standardized testing in
the educational systems of China, Japan, South Korea,
and Taiwan—reflects the enduring influence of the
Confucian scribal tradition. The modern college entrance
examination may differ from the keju in its content, but
its structural function is similar: it selects individuals for
positions of influence and authority on the basis of
demonstrated intellectual competence, creating a
meritocratic elite that derives its legitimacy from
examination success rather than from birth, wealth, or
military prowess.

The result was a form of governance that was, in reality, a
partnership between the emperor and his scribal class—a
partnership in which the emperor provided legitimacy
and the mandarins provided administrative competence.
This partnership was sometimes harmonious and



sometimes conflictual, but it was always asymmetric: the
emperor needed the mandarins more than they needed
him. Individual mandarins could be dismissed, but the
class as a whole was irreplaceable.

This pattern of scribal indispensability is visible in every
complex state in history. The vizier in the Islamic world,
the chancellor in medieval Europe, the chief secretary in
the modern bureaucratic state—all occupy the same
structural position: the interface between sovereign
authority and administrative implementation, the margin
where intention becomes action and where the real work
of governance is done.

The Ottoman Kalemiye

The Ottoman Empire institutionalized scribal power more
explicitly than perhaps any other state. The kalemiye
constituted one of the three pillars of Ottoman
governance, alongside the military and the religious
establishment.



The most powerful figure was the Reis ül-Küttab—the
chief of scribes—who by the eighteenth century had
become, in effect, the Ottoman foreign minister.

The ICS: Modern Scribes of Empire

The Indian Civil Service was one of the most remarkable
administrative machines in history: fewer than 1,500
officers governed a subcontinent of over 300 million
people.

As the saying went, the Viceroy ruled India for five years,
but the ICS ruled it forever. Viceroys came and went; the
files remained.

The power of the scribe rested on a paradox: the more
complex a state became, the more dependent it was on its
scribal class, yet the more invisible that power became. A
well-functioning bureaucracy was supposed to operate
smoothly—and the people who ensured its operation
received no credit precisely because their work was, by
design, invisible.



The Mesopotamian scribal tradition illustrates a
fundamental point: writing was invented not for literature
but for administration. The first written words were
accounting entries. The first scribes were bureaucrats.
The power that writing conferred was from its inception
administrative power exercised by people at the margins
of formal authority.

The Chinese mandarin system provides the most
elaborate example. The keju examination produced a
scribal elite that governed through documents. Their
mastery of classical Chinese prose gave them a monopoly
on official communication that no emperor could
circumvent. An emperor could override his officials’
advice, but he could not draft his own edicts without
mandarins’ skills.

The result was governance as partnership between
emperor and scribal class—a partnership in which the
emperor provided legitimacy and the mandarins provided
administrative competence. This partnership was
sometimes harmonious and sometimes conflictual, but it
was always asymmetric: the emperor needed the
mandarins more than they needed him.



This pattern of scribal indispensability is visible in every
complex state. The vizier in the Islamic world, the
chancellor in medieval Europe, the chief secretary in the
modern state—all occupy the same structural position: the
interface between sovereign authority and administrative
implementation, the margin where intention becomes
action.

This pattern persists: in every modern government, the
actual work of governance is performed by career
bureaucrats—the modern heirs of the Egyptian sesh and
the Mughal munshi.

• • •

Chapter VI



Margins of the Map
“A map does not just represent reality. It creates it.”

— J.B. Harley

“A map does not just represent reality. It creates it.”

— J.B. Harley

In 1507, Martin Waldseemüller published a map that
named a continent—America. He was not an explorer. He
had never crossed the Atlantic. He was a marginal scholar
in a small French town. Yet his map shaped how
Europeans would understand and dominate an entire
hemisphere.

Maps are among the most powerful instruments of
marginal influence ever devised. They appear neutral and
objective, but every map involves choices that carry
political implications.

The Mercator projection, developed in 1569, preserves
navigation angles but enormously distorts the relative size
of land masses: Europe and North America appear much



larger than they actually are, while Africa and South
America are diminished.

The British Survey of India established property
boundaries that dispossessed traditional landholders and
defined administrative districts that divided previously
unified communities. The cartographers—many of them
Indian draftsmen whose names have been forgotten—
mapped an empire into existence.

The relationship between cartographic deception and
imperial power is as old as cartography itself. Maps have
always been used not just to represent but to construct
reality—to create impressions of control, to assert
sovereignty over ungoverned lands, and to erase the
presence of inconvenient peoples and cultures.

The famous blank spaces on European maps of Africa—
regions labeled unexplored—were not empty in reality.
They were home to millions of people with their own
geographical knowledge. The blank spaces represented
not the absence of human presence but the absence of
European knowledge—and the assertion of European
prerogative to fill those spaces with European categories
and authority.



Indigenous mapping traditions that preceded European
cartography have been systematically undervalued.
Aboriginal Australian songlines represent one of the
oldest spatial knowledge systems in human history.
Polynesian stick charts enabled navigation across
thousands of miles of open Pacific. Marshall Islands stick
charts, Inuit carved maps, Native American winter counts
—all represent alternative ways of encoding spatial
information no less valid than the Mercator projection.

In the digital age, geo-fencing—using GPS data to create
virtual boundaries around physical spaces—allows
corporations and governments to control access to
information based on location. A person on one side of an
invisible digital boundary may see different prices,
advertisements, and search results than a person ten feet
away. This power to define invisible boundaries is the
digital equivalent of the mapmaker’s power to draw
borders—exercised with far less transparency.

Consider the “pandits”—Indian surveyors who covertly
mapped Tibet in the 1860s, measuring distances with
modified rosaries and recording altitudes with concealed
thermometers. Their work was heroic, but it was also an
act of imperial cartography.



In the digital age, Google Maps makes cartographic
choices that carry consequences comparable to those of
the British Survey. The algorithms that determine what
appears on a digital map represent a form of cartographic
power that is even more invisible than the work of
traditional mapmakers.

• • •

Chapter VII



The Cotton Thread
“Cotton is king, and the loom is his throne.”

— Adapted from David Christy, 1855

“Cotton is king, and the loom is his throne.”

— Adapted from David Christy, 1855

For most of human history, India was the world’s
dominant textile producer. Indian cotton textiles—the fine
muslins of Dhaka, the chintzes of Masulipatnam, the
calicoes of Calicut—were traded across the globe.



The weavers possessed extraordinary skills yet remained
among the poorest members of their societies. The
margins on their labor were extracted by a succession of
intermediaries.

Dhaka muslin was so fine that a length sufficient to cover
a person could be drawn through a wedding ring. Yet the
weavers remained desperately poor.

The destruction of India’s textile industry in the
nineteenth century was not merely an economic event; it
was a civilizational catastrophe whose consequences are
still felt today. To understand its full significance, it is
necessary to appreciate the centrality of textile production
to Indian social and economic life before the industrial
revolution.

Textile production in pre-colonial India was not merely an
industry; it was a social institution that structured the
lives of millions of people. The weaving castes—the
Julahas of northern India, the Padmashalis of the Deccan,
the Saliyars of Tamil Nadu, the Tantis of Bengal—
occupied a specific and recognized position in the social
hierarchy. Their skills were transmitted from generation
to generation through apprenticeship within the family.
Their products were embedded in elaborate systems of
social meaning: specific textiles were associated with



specific occasions, social statuses, and regional identities.
The fine muslin of Dhaka was not just a luxury
commodity; it was a marker of imperial prestige, a
diplomatic gift, and a religious offering.

The textile trade was also the primary mechanism
through which India was integrated into the global
economy. Indian textiles were the single most important
manufactured commodity in world trade before the
industrial revolution. They were exported to Southeast
Asia, where they were used as currency and as ceremonial
gifts. They were exported to East Africa, where they were
exchanged for gold, ivory, and slaves. They were exported
to the Middle East and Europe, where they were in
demand as luxury goods. The textile trade, in other words,
was the thread that connected India to the rest of the
world—and the intermediaries who managed that trade
were among the most powerful economic actors of the
pre-industrial era.

The British East India Company’s relationship with
Indian textiles evolved through several distinct phases. In
the seventeenth century, the Company was primarily a
purchaser: it bought Indian textiles for resale in European
and Asian markets, and the margins on this trade were
the primary source of its profits. In this phase, the



Company was a marginal actor in the Indian textile
economy—one buyer among many, competing for access
to Indian weavers and their products.

In the eighteenth century, as the Company acquired
territorial control over parts of India, it began to use its
political power to reshape the terms of trade. Company
officials established systems of advance payment that
bound weavers to produce exclusively for the Company.
They imposed regulations that prevented Indian
merchants from competing with Company agents for the
purchase of textiles. They manipulated the pricing system
to ensure that weavers received less than the market value
of their products. The margins that had previously been
distributed among a network of Indian intermediaries
were progressively redirected to the Company and its
agents.

The industrial revolution completed the transformation.
The mechanization of spinning and weaving in Lancashire
produced textiles at a cost that no Indian handloom
weaver could match. Between 1815 and 1840, the British
government—responding to the lobbying of Lancashire
manufacturers—imposed tariffs on Indian textile imports
that effectively closed the British market to Indian
products, while simultaneously using its political power in



India to open the Indian market to British manufactured
textiles. The result was the systematic destruction of the
most productive manufacturing sector in the non-
European world.

The human cost of this destruction was immense. The
weaving castes, which had supported millions of families
across the subcontinent, were impoverished within a
generation. The great textile trading cities—Dhaka,
Masulipatnam, Surat—lost much of their population and
economic vitality. The intricate systems of credit, logistics,
and quality control that had sustained the Indian textile
trade for centuries were dismantled. The margins that had
once circulated within the Indian economy were now
extracted and remitted to Britain, contributing to what
the historian Utsa Patnaik has estimated as a total
colonial drain of approximately $45 trillion over the
period of British rule.

Textile production in pre-colonial India was not merely an
industry; it was a social institution structuring the lives of
millions. The weaving castes occupied specific positions in
the social hierarchy. Their skills were transmitted through
family apprenticeship. Their products were embedded in
systems of social meaning: specific textiles were
associated with specific occasions and statuses.



The textile trade was the primary mechanism through
which India was integrated into the global economy.
Indian textiles were the single most important
manufactured commodity in world trade before the
industrial revolution.

The British East India Company’s relationship with
textiles evolved through distinct phases. In the
seventeenth century, the Company was primarily a
purchaser competing for access to Indian weavers. In the
eighteenth century, it used political power to reshape
trade terms, establishing systems of advance payment
that bound weavers to produce exclusively for the
Company.

The industrial revolution completed the transformation.
Between 1815 and 1840, the British government imposed
tariffs closing the British market to Indian textiles while
simultaneously forcing open the Indian market to British
manufactures. The result was systematic destruction of
the most productive manufacturing sector in the non-
European world.

The human cost was immense. Weaving castes were
impoverished within a generation. Great textile trading
cities lost much of their population. The intricate systems



of credit, logistics, and quality control that had sustained
the Indian textile trade for centuries were dismantled.

The historian Utsa Patnaik has estimated a total colonial
drain of approximately $45 trillion over the period of
British rule. Much of this was extracted through the
restructuring of the textile trade—redirecting margins
that had once circulated within the Indian economy to
Britain.

The Great Reversal

Between 1770 and 1840, the British textile industry
mechanized production, slashed costs, and flooded global
markets. Indian handloom weavers were driven into
destitution within a single generation.

In 1750, India accounted for approximately 25 percent of
global manufacturing output. By 1900, India’s share had
fallen to less than 2 percent. The population of Dhaka
declined by over 90 percent.

Governor-General Bentinck reported in 1834 that “the
bones of the cotton-weavers are bleaching the plains of
India.”



Textile production in pre-colonial India was not merely an
industry; it was a social institution that structured the
lives of millions. The weaving castes—the Julahas,
Padmashalis, Saliyars, Tantis—occupied specific positions
in the social hierarchy. Their skills were transmitted
through family apprenticeship, and their products were
embedded in elaborate systems of social meaning.

The textile trade was the primary mechanism through
which India was integrated into the global economy.
Indian textiles were the single most important
manufactured commodity in world trade before the
industrial revolution. They were exported to Southeast
Asia as currency, to East Africa for gold and ivory, and to
Europe as luxury goods.

The British East India Company’s relationship with
textiles evolved through distinct phases. In the
seventeenth century, the Company competed as one buyer
among many. In the eighteenth century, it used political
power to impose advance-payment systems binding
weavers to produce exclusively for the Company.

The industrial revolution completed the transformation.
Between 1815 and 1840, the British government imposed
tariffs closing the British market to Indian textiles while
forcing open the Indian market to British manufactures.



The historian Utsa Patnaik has estimated the total
colonial drain at approximately forty-five trillion dollars
over the period of British rule.

The cotton thread connected slavery in the American
South, industrial capitalism in Britain, and colonial
exploitation in India. Plantation owners extracted
margins from enslaved labor. Cotton brokers in Liverpool
extracted margins from raw cotton. Mill owners in
Lancashire extracted margins from manufacturing.
Trading companies extracted margins from Indian sales.
The colonial government extracted margins through
taxation. It was a vast machine for extracting margins
from labor at one end and consumers at the other.

The global cotton trade of the nineteenth century
illustrates a crucial distinction between what economists
call “productive” and “extractive” intermediation.
Productive intermediation creates genuine value by
reducing transaction costs, facilitating communication,
managing risk, and providing services that neither party
to a transaction could efficiently provide for themselves.
Extractive intermediation creates no value but merely
redirects existing value from producers and consumers to
intermediaries who control access to markets.



The dalals of the pre-colonial Indian Ocean trade were, by
and large, productive intermediaries. They provided
linguistic translation, quality assurance, dispute
resolution, and credit services that genuinely facilitated
trade and reduced the costs of doing business. Their
margins were earned by providing services that their
clients valued and voluntarily paid for.

The colonial intermediaries of the nineteenth century
were, by contrast, largely extractive. The East India
Company’s monopoly on the purchase of Indian textiles
did not facilitate trade; it suppressed it. The colonial tariff
system that closed the British market to Indian
manufactures did not reduce transaction costs; it created
artificial barriers that redirected the flow of wealth from
Indian producers to British manufacturers. The margins
extracted by colonial intermediaries were not earned
through the provision of valuable services but seized
through the exercise of political and military power.

This distinction between productive and extractive
intermediation is essential to evaluating the empire of
margins in moral and political terms. Intermediation per
se is neither good nor bad; it is a structural feature of
complex economies that can be organized to produce
broadly shared benefits or to concentrate wealth in the



hands of a few. The history surveyed in this book suggests
that the line between productive and extractive
intermediation is always contested, always shifting, and
always shaped by the distribution of political power.

The Cotton Triangle

The cotton thread connected slavery in the American
South, industrial capitalism in Britain, and colonial
exploitation in India. Each leg was organized around
margins extracted from labor at one end and consumers
at the other.

It was the empire of margins in its most brutal form—a
system in which the accumulation of margins by a few was
built on the immiseration of millions.

The global cotton trade of the nineteenth century also
illustrates the phenomenon of what the economist Daron
Acemoglu has called “extractive institutions”—
institutional arrangements that are designed to transfer
wealth from the many to the few, rather than to create the
conditions for broadly shared prosperity. The colonial
institutions that governed the Indian textile trade were



extractive in precisely this sense: they were designed not
to maximize the total value of textile production but to
maximize the share of that value that accrued to British
manufacturers, British traders, and the British colonial
state.

The contrast with the pre-colonial institutional
framework is instructive. The pre-colonial Indian textile
trade was organized around what might be called
“inclusive margins”: the margins extracted by
intermediaries at each stage of the production and
distribution process were, collectively, a form of
distributed tax that funded the commercial infrastructure
—the credit systems, the quality assurance mechanisms,
the dispute resolution processes, the logistics networks—
that made the trade possible. The margins were, in this
sense, the price of intermediation—and the services that
intermediaries provided in return for those margins were
genuine and valuable.

The colonial institutional framework replaced these
inclusive margins with “extractive margins”: margins that
were captured not through the provision of valuable
services but through the exercise of political and military
power. The East India Company’s monopoly on textile
purchasing did not improve the efficiency of the textile



supply chain; it merely redirected the margins that had
previously been distributed among a network of Indian
intermediaries toward a single British monopolist. The
colonial tariff system did not reduce the costs of global
trade; it merely created artificial barriers that benefited
British manufacturers at the expense of Indian producers.

This distinction between inclusive and extractive margins
is essential to evaluating the moral and economic
significance of the empire of margins. Not all
intermediation is equal. Intermediation that reduces
genuine transaction costs, that provides services that both
parties value, and that is conducted in competitive
markets is economically beneficial and morally legitimate.
Intermediation that is imposed through force, that
provides no genuine service, and that is conducted under
conditions of monopoly is economically destructive and
morally illegitimate.

The cotton trade provides examples of both. The dalals of
the pre-colonial Indian Ocean trade were, by and large,
inclusive intermediaries whose services genuinely
facilitated trade. The colonial monopolists who replaced
them were extractive intermediaries whose margins were
seized rather than earned. The transition from inclusive to
extractive intermediation was not inevitable; it was a



political choice, imposed by military force and maintained
by institutional design. And it had catastrophic
consequences for the producers—the weavers of Bengal,
the cotton farmers of the Deccan—whose labor created
the value that the extractive intermediaries appropriated.

The contemporary relevance of this distinction is obvious.
In the gig economy, platform companies extract margins
of twenty to forty percent from workers whose labor
creates the value of the transactions. Whether these
margins are inclusive or extractive—whether they
represent fair compensation for valuable intermediation
services or unfair extraction enabled by monopoly power
—is one of the most important economic and political
questions of our time.

The power of the scribe rested on a paradox: the more
complex and bureaucratized a state became, the more
dependent it was on its scribal class, yet the more
successful the scribal class was at making itself
indispensable, the more invisible its power became. A
well-functioning bureaucracy, like a well-functioning
machine, was supposed to operate smoothly and invisibly
—and the people who ensured its smooth operation
received no credit for their work precisely because that
work was, by design, invisible.



This paradox is visible in the earliest written records we
possess. The clay tablets of ancient Mesopotamia—the
very first written documents in human history—are
almost entirely administrative in nature: inventories of
grain stores, records of tax payments, lists of temple
offerings, and accounts of commercial transactions. They
were produced by scribes—the tubsar of the Sumerian
tradition—for the purpose of managing the complex
economic and administrative systems of the early city-
states.

The Mesopotamian scribal tradition illustrates a point
that applies to every subsequent civilization: writing was
invented not for literature or philosophy but for
administration. The first written words were not poems or
prayers but accounting entries. The first scribes were not
artists or intellectuals but bureaucrats. And the power
that writing conferred—the power to record, to classify, to
quantify, and to control—was from its very inception a
form of administrative power exercised by people who
stood at the margins of formal political authority.

The Chinese mandarin system provides perhaps the most
elaborate historical example of institutionalized scribal
power. The keju—the imperial examination system that
selected officials for the Chinese civil service—was, in



theory, a meritocratic mechanism that ensured the most
talented scholars would govern the empire. In practice, it
produced a scribal elite—the literati, or shidafu—that
exercised an influence over Chinese governance far
exceeding that of any comparable group in world history.

The mandarins governed through documents: memorials
to the throne, edicts drafted in the emperor’s name,
reports from provincial officials, and the vast paper trail
of the Chinese bureaucratic machine. Their mastery of
classical Chinese prose—a skill honed through years of
study and tested in the grueling examinations—gave them
a monopoly on official communication that no emperor
could circumvent. An emperor could, in theory, override
his officials’ advice. But he could not draft his own edicts,
manage his own correspondence, or administer his own
empire without the skills that only the mandarins
possessed.

The result was a form of governance that was, in reality, a
partnership between the emperor and his scribal class—a
partnership in which the emperor provided legitimacy
and the mandarins provided administrative competence.
This partnership was sometimes harmonious and
sometimes conflictual, but it was always asymmetric: the



emperor needed the mandarins more than they needed
him. Individual mandarins could be dismissed, but the
class as a whole was irreplaceable.

This pattern of scribal indispensability is visible in every
complex state in history. The vizier in the Islamic world,
the chancellor in medieval Europe, the chief secretary in
the modern bureaucratic state—all occupy the same
structural position: the interface between sovereign
authority and administrative implementation, the margin
where intention becomes action and where the real work
of governance is done.

• • •

Chapter VIII



Numbers and Power
“In God we trust. All others must bring data.”

— W. Edwards Deming
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In 1494, Luca Pacioli systematized double-entry
bookkeeping. He did not invent it, but his printed
description ensured its rapid adoption across Europe.
Double-entry bookkeeping did not merely record
capitalism; it made capitalism possible.

The ledger is perhaps the most underappreciated
instrument of power in human history. The categories
that a ledger uses are not natural facts but human
constructions, and the people who design them exercise a
subtle but pervasive influence over economic life.

The Roman Empire’s taxation depended on the publicani
—tax farmers who were accountants with enforcement
powers. The Ottoman defter system maintained detailed



population registers. The British joint-stock company
could not exist without sophisticated accounting.

In each case, the accountants knew things that no one else
knew: who owed what, which ventures were profitable,
where money was accumulating. This knowledge was
quiet, structural power.

The relationship between accounting and power extends
beyond the simple recording of transactions. At its
deepest level, accounting shapes the categories through
which economic reality is perceived and understood. The
distinction between “assets” and “expenses,” for example,
is not a natural fact but a socially constructed convention
—and how that distinction is drawn has enormous
consequences for how businesses are valued, how taxes
are calculated, and how economic performance is
measured.

Consider the treatment of research and development
(R&D) spending in corporate accounting. Under most
accounting standards, R&D spending is classified as an
expense—a cost that reduces current profits—rather than
as an investment—an asset that will generate future
returns. This classification choice has real consequences:
it discourages investment in R&D by making companies
that invest heavily in innovation appear less profitable



than companies that do not. The accountant’s pen, in
other words, shapes the incentive structure of the entire
economy.

The debate over how to account for intangible assets—
intellectual property, brand value, customer relationships,
organizational knowledge—illustrates the same point on a
larger scale. In the modern economy, intangible assets
often account for a larger share of a company’s market
value than its physical assets. Yet accounting standards,
which were designed in an era when physical assets were
the primary form of wealth, struggle to measure and
represent intangible value. The gap between what a
company is worth and what its balance sheet says it is
worth is, in a very real sense, a gap created by accounting
conventions—a margin in which enormous quantities of
value exist, unrecorded and largely unregulated.

The history of financial crises is, in many ways, a history
of accounting failures—moments when the gap between
accounting representations and economic reality became
so large that the representations could no longer sustain
the weight of the decisions that depended on them. The
subprime mortgage crisis of 2007–2008, for example,
was enabled in large part by accounting practices that



allowed banks to move risky assets off their balance
sheets, creating the appearance of financial health while
concealing enormous exposure to default risk.

In each of these cases, the accountants—the people who
designed the standards, maintained the books, and
certified the statements—exercised a form of structural
power that was largely invisible to the public and to the
regulators who were supposed to oversee them. Their
power derived from the same source that has always
empowered marginal actors: control over the interface
between reality and its representation.

Today, the Big Four accounting firms—Deloitte,
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Ernst & Young, and KPMG—
exercise influence over global commerce that would have
astonished any medieval merchant. Without their stamp
of approval, no company can raise capital on public
markets.

The concentration of auditing power in four firms is itself
a form of marginal power that deserves scrutiny. The Big
Four audit the financial statements of virtually every
publicly traded company in the developed world. This
concentration gives them an influence over global
financial markets that is arguably greater than that of any



individual government regulator—yet they operate with
far less transparency and far less public accountability
than government agencies.

The Big Four’s power derives from the same mechanisms
that have empowered marginal actors throughout history:
information asymmetry (they understand their clients’
finances better than anyone else), network effects (their
reputation and their relationships with regulators create
barriers to entry for competitors), translation capacity
(they mediate between the complex reality of corporate
finances and the standardized representations required by
regulators and investors), and institutional arbitrage
(their multinational structure allows them to exploit
differences between national regulatory frameworks).

The 2020 Wirecard scandal in Germany—in which the
auditing firm EY failed to detect a 1.9 billion euro fraud at
the payment company Wirecard despite years of auditing
the company’s books—illustrated both the enormous
power and the potential for failure of the modern auditing
system. The scandal raised fundamental questions about
the accountability of auditors and the adequacy of the
institutional arrangements that govern the empire of
accounting margins.



The accountants remain, as they have always been, the
keepers of the margins—and in that role, they continue to
exercise a quiet empire over the structures of economic
power.

• • •

Chapter IX



The Information
Brokers
“Information is the oil of the twenty-first century.”

— Peter Sondergaard

“Information is the oil of the twenty-first century, and
analytics is the combustion engine.”

— Peter Sondergaard

In 1587, Anthony Standen composed a letter in invisible
ink in Florence. A Catholic exile and marginal figure, he
was one of the most valuable intelligence agents serving
Elizabeth I’s spymaster Sir Francis Walsingham.

Standen’s value lay precisely in his marginality. As a
Catholic exile, he had access to courts and counting
houses that no Protestant Englishman could enter. His
intelligence about the Spanish Armada proved crucial to
the English defense.



Intelligence has always been a margin operation. The
Venetian Republic relied on merchants who reported
from their travels. The Ottoman Empire maintained
informants from Cairo to Vienna. The Mughals employed
waqia-nawis who filed reports from every corner.

The intelligence margin—the gap between what a
decision-maker knows and what he needs to know—is one
of the most consequential margins in human affairs.
Those who bridge that gap exercise influence vastly
disproportionate to their formal status.

Today’s information brokers use satellites instead of
invisible ink, but they occupy the same structural position
as their historical predecessors. They extract a margin
from every transaction—not in gold or silk, but in data.

The emergence of artificial intelligence as a commercial
technology represents the latest—and potentially the most
transformative—development in the history of the empire
of margins. AI systems are, in their essence,
intermediation technologies: they sit between human
users and the vast stores of information, services, and
opportunities that exist in the digital world, translating
human intentions into machine-readable queries and
machine-generated outputs into human-comprehensible
responses.



The margins that AI systems extract from this
intermediation are still taking shape, but the early
evidence suggests that they will be enormous. The leading
AI companies—OpenAI, Google DeepMind, Anthropic—
are investing tens of billions of dollars in the development
of AI systems that they expect will generate returns many
times larger. The business model, as with every previous
form of intermediation, is to position the AI system at the
interface between parties who wish to transact and to
extract a margin from every interaction.

What distinguishes AI intermediation from previous
forms is its potential scope. Previous intermediaries—
Sogdian merchants, Medici bankers, Google’s search
algorithm—operated in specific domains, mediating
specific types of transactions. AI systems, by contrast,
have the potential to mediate virtually every form of
human-machine and human-human interaction: not just
commerce but communication, education, healthcare,
legal services, creative production, and scientific research.
If this potential is realized, AI will represent the most
comprehensive intermediation system in human history—
a universal margin machine that touches every aspect of
economic and social life.



The governance challenges posed by AI intermediation
are correspondingly unprecedented. How should the
margins extracted by AI systems be distributed? Who
should have the right to operate AI intermediation
systems, and under what conditions? How can we ensure
that AI intermediation is inclusive rather than extractive
—that it creates genuine value rather than merely
redirecting existing value toward a few powerful actors?

These questions are, in their essential structure, the same
questions that have attended the empire of margins
throughout human history. Every new form of
intermediation has raised them; every society has
answered them differently; and the answers have had
profound consequences for the distribution of wealth,
power, and opportunity. The history surveyed in this book
suggests that there is no automatic mechanism that
ensures intermediation will be inclusive rather than
extractive. Inclusive intermediation requires active
governance—institutional arrangements that prevent
intermediaries from converting their position at the
margin into monopoly power.

Whether the AI age will produce governance
arrangements adequate to this challenge remains to be
seen. But the historical record is clear: the stakes are



enormous, the dynamics are ancient, and the margin—as
always—is where the real action is.

The parallel between Renaissance intelligence networks
and modern data platforms is not merely metaphorical.
Both depend on information asymmetry. Both exploit
network effects. And both operate at the margins of
formal power structures.

• • •

Chapter X



Digital Margins
“The most profound technologies are those that
disappear.”

— Mark Weiser

“The most profound technologies are those that
disappear.”

— Mark Weiser

The most profitable businesses in the twenty-first century
are those positioned at the margins of other people’s
transactions. Google sits at the margin between searchers
and information. Amazon between buyers and sellers.
Visa at the margin of every card transaction.



None of these companies produce a tangible good. All
extract a margin from transactions that could, in
principle, occur without them. Their power derives not
from production but from intermediation.

The digital revolution was supposed to eliminate
intermediaries. Instead, it produced the most powerful
intermediaries in human history.

The analogy between historical trading networks and
modern digital platforms is not merely illustrative; it is
structural. The five mechanisms of marginal power
identified in Chapter I—information asymmetry, network
effects, translation capacity, margin accumulation, and
institutional arbitrage—are precisely the mechanisms that
drive the digital platform economy.

Information asymmetry is the foundation of the platform
business model. Google knows what you are searching for;
you do not know how Google ranks its results. Amazon
knows what you are buying, what you are browsing, and
what you are likely to buy next; you do not know how
Amazon prices its products or which sellers it favors. Uber
knows the supply of available drivers and the demand for
rides across an entire city in real time; individual riders
and drivers know only their own immediate



circumstances. In each case, the platform’s superior
information gives it the ability to extract value from both
sides of the transaction.

Network effects amplify this information advantage. The
more users a platform attracts, the more data it collects;
the more data it collects, the better its algorithms become;
the better its algorithms become, the more useful the
platform is to its users—and the more dependent those
users become on the platform. This positive feedback loop
creates what economists call “lock-in”: once a platform
achieves a critical mass of users, it becomes very difficult
for competitors to dislodge it, because the cost to users of
switching to a competitor—giving up their data, their
connections, and their familiarity with the platform—
exceeds the perceived benefit.

Translation capacity is perhaps the least recognized but
most important mechanism of platform power. Digital
platforms translate between different systems of value,
meaning, and interaction—just as the Sogdian merchants
translated between different languages, legal systems, and
cultural norms. Google translates between the language of
human curiosity (a search query) and the language of the
web (hyperlinked documents). Uber translates between
the language of mobility demand (a ride request) and the



language of labor supply (a driver’s availability). Airbnb
translates between the language of travel (a lodging need)
and the language of real estate (a spare room). Each of
these translations is a margin opportunity, because the
platform controls the terms on which the translation
occurs.

The digital platforms of the twenty-first century have also
proved adept at institutional arbitrage—exploiting the
gaps between different legal, regulatory, and tax
jurisdictions. Uber operates in hundreds of cities
worldwide, but it structures its operations to minimize its
exposure to the employment laws, tax obligations, and
regulatory requirements of any single jurisdiction.
Amazon collects sales tax only where it is legally required
to do so, giving it a price advantage over local retailers
who must collect tax on every transaction. Google routes
its profits through a complex network of subsidiaries in
low-tax jurisdictions—the so-called “Double Irish, Dutch
Sandwich” arrangement—that reduces its effective tax
rate to a fraction of what it would owe if it were taxed in
the countries where it actually earns its revenue.

This institutional arbitrage is the digital equivalent of the
Sogdian merchant’s ability to operate across multiple
political and legal systems, choosing which jurisdiction’s



rules to invoke depending on which were most favorable.
The margins that digital platforms extract are, in part, the
margins between what they would owe if they were fully
subject to the laws of any single jurisdiction and what they
actually pay by exploiting the gaps between jurisdictions.

The result is a concentration of wealth and power that is
historically unprecedented in its speed and scale. In less
than two decades, the major platform companies—Apple,
Microsoft, Alphabet (Google), Amazon, and Meta
(Facebook)—have accumulated market capitalizations
that exceed the GDP of most nations. Their founders have
become the wealthiest individuals in human history. And
their influence over commerce, communication, and
public discourse exceeds that of any previous private
institution.

Yet for all their power, the platform companies remain, in
a fundamental sense, marginal actors. They produce
nothing tangible. They employ a tiny fraction of the
workers whose labor generates the transactions from
which they extract their margins. They exist in the spaces
between other economic actors—between searchers and
websites, between buyers and sellers, between riders and



drivers—and their power derives entirely from their
ability to control those spaces. They are, in the most
precise sense of the term, an empire of margins.

The analogy between historical trading networks and
modern digital platforms is not merely illustrative; it is
structural. The five mechanisms of marginal power
identified in Chapter I—information asymmetry, network
effects, translation capacity, margin accumulation, and
institutional arbitrage—are precisely the mechanisms that
drive the digital platform economy.

Information asymmetry is the foundation of the platform
business model. Google knows what you are searching for;
you do not know how Google ranks its results. Amazon
knows what you are buying, what you are browsing, and
what you are likely to buy next; you do not know how
Amazon prices its products or which sellers it favors. Uber
knows the supply of available drivers and the demand for
rides across an entire city in real time; individual riders
and drivers know only their own immediate
circumstances. In each case, the platform’s superior
information gives it the ability to extract value from both
sides of the transaction.



Network effects amplify this information advantage. The
more users a platform attracts, the more data it collects;
the more data it collects, the better its algorithms become;
the better its algorithms become, the more useful the
platform is to its users—and the more dependent those
users become on the platform. This positive feedback loop
creates what economists call “lock-in”: once a platform
achieves a critical mass of users, it becomes very difficult
for competitors to dislodge it, because the cost to users of
switching to a competitor—giving up their data, their
connections, and their familiarity with the platform—
exceeds the perceived benefit.

Translation capacity is perhaps the least recognized but
most important mechanism of platform power. Digital
platforms translate between different systems of value,
meaning, and interaction—just as the Sogdian merchants
translated between different languages, legal systems, and
cultural norms. Google translates between the language of
human curiosity (a search query) and the language of the
web (hyperlinked documents). Uber translates between
the language of mobility demand (a ride request) and the
language of labor supply (a driver’s availability). Airbnb
translates between the language of travel (a lodging need)
and the language of real estate (a spare room). Each of



these translations is a margin opportunity, because the
platform controls the terms on which the translation
occurs.

The digital platforms of the twenty-first century have also
proved adept at institutional arbitrage—exploiting the
gaps between different legal, regulatory, and tax
jurisdictions. Uber operates in hundreds of cities
worldwide, but it structures its operations to minimize its
exposure to the employment laws, tax obligations, and
regulatory requirements of any single jurisdiction.
Amazon collects sales tax only where it is legally required
to do so, giving it a price advantage over local retailers
who must collect tax on every transaction. Google routes
its profits through a complex network of subsidiaries in
low-tax jurisdictions—the so-called “Double Irish, Dutch
Sandwich” arrangement—that reduces its effective tax
rate to a fraction of what it would owe if it were taxed in
the countries where it actually earns its revenue.

This institutional arbitrage is the digital equivalent of the
Sogdian merchant’s ability to operate across multiple
political and legal systems, choosing which jurisdiction’s
rules to invoke depending on which were most favorable.
The margins that digital platforms extract are, in part, the



margins between what they would owe if they were fully
subject to the laws of any single jurisdiction and what they
actually pay by exploiting the gaps between jurisdictions.

The result is a concentration of wealth and power that is
historically unprecedented in its speed and scale. In less
than two decades, the major platform companies—Apple,
Microsoft, Alphabet (Google), Amazon, and Meta
(Facebook)—have accumulated market capitalizations
that exceed the GDP of most nations. Their founders have
become the wealthiest individuals in human history. And
their influence over commerce, communication, and
public discourse exceeds that of any previous private
institution.

Yet for all their power, the platform companies remain, in
a fundamental sense, marginal actors. They produce
nothing tangible. They employ a tiny fraction of the
workers whose labor generates the transactions from
which they extract their margins. They exist in the spaces
between other economic actors—between searchers and
websites, between buyers and sellers, between riders and
drivers—and their power derives entirely from their
ability to control those spaces. They are, in the most
precise sense of the term, an empire of margins.



Platform as Margin Machine

A platform company creates a digital marketplace,
establishes the rules of participation, and extracts a
percentage from every transaction. The margins are small
on any individual transaction but the volume is
enormous.

What distinguishes digital platforms is not the logic of
margin extraction but its scale and invisibility. A modern
platform extracts margins that are nearly invisible:
algorithmic pricing, data extraction, and attention
harvesting all occur below conscious awareness.

This invisibility is not accidental; it is designed. Google’s
search engine feels like a public utility, but it generates
over two hundred billion dollars in annual revenue by
selling users’ attention to advertisers.

The Disintermediation Myth



The old intermediaries have been replaced by digital
platforms that extract larger margins more efficiently
from a greater volume of transactions than any human
intermediary could manage.

Uber eliminated traditional taxi intermediaries and
replaced them with a platform that takes 25 to 40 percent
on every ride. The total margin extracted by the new
intermediary is often larger than the total extracted by the
old ones.

This is the ultimate lesson: intermediaries are not an
accident of economic history but a structural feature of
complex economies. The form changes but the dynamic
remains constant.

The question of how to regulate platform power is one of
the most urgent policy challenges of the twenty-first
century. Traditional antitrust frameworks are poorly
suited to the economics of digital platforms, where
network effects create natural monopolies, where the
price to consumers is often zero, and where the relevant
market may be defined in multiple, overlapping ways.

The European Union’s Digital Markets Act, enacted in
2022, represents the most ambitious attempt to date to
create a regulatory framework for platform power. The



DMA identifies gatekeeper platforms and imposes
obligations designed to prevent them from abusing their
position. But the challenge of regulating platform power
goes beyond any single piece of legislation.

The fundamental difficulty is that platform power is, by
nature, marginal—it operates at interfaces between
parties, in gaps between regulatory jurisdictions, and
through mechanisms that are largely invisible to
traditional regulatory frameworks. Regulating marginal
power requires tools that can monitor algorithmic
decision-making, audit data collection practices, and
enforce transparency in real time.

The history described in this book suggests that this
regulatory challenge is not new. Every era has faced the
problem of how to govern the margins—how to ensure
that intermediaries serve the public interest rather than
merely their own. The Zamorin of Calicut, who governed
through light-touch regulation that attracted merchants,
represents one model. The Portuguese Estado da India,
which attempted monopoly control through violence,
represents another.

The contemporary debate over platform regulation is, in
many ways, a replay of these historical debates—a
struggle over whether the margins of the digital economy



will be governed through cooperation or coercion,
transparency or opacity, diffusion of power or
concentration. The stakes are enormous, because the
margins of the digital economy are also the margins of
democratic discourse and social life itself.

The question of how to regulate platform power is one of
the most urgent policy challenges of the twenty-first
century. Traditional antitrust frameworks, designed to
address monopoly power in industrial markets, are poorly
suited to the economics of digital platforms, where
network effects create natural monopolies, where the
“price” to consumers is often zero (subsidized by
advertising revenue), and where the relevant “market”
may be defined in multiple, overlapping ways.

The European Union’s Digital Markets Act, enacted in
2022, represents the most ambitious attempt to date to
create a regulatory framework for platform power. The
DMA identifies a class of “gatekeeper” platforms—
companies whose position in the digital ecosystem gives
them disproportionate control over the terms of digital
commerce—and imposes a series of obligations designed
to prevent them from abusing that position.



But the challenge of regulating platform power goes
beyond any single piece of legislation. The fundamental
difficulty is that platform power is, by its nature, marginal
—it operates at the interfaces between parties, in the gaps
between regulatory jurisdictions, and through
mechanisms (algorithms, data collection, attention
harvesting) that are largely invisible to traditional
regulatory frameworks. Regulating marginal power
requires regulatory tools that are themselves capable of
operating at the margins—tools that can monitor
algorithmic decision-making, audit data collection
practices, and enforce transparency requirements in real
time.

The history described in this book suggests that this
regulatory challenge is not new. Every era has faced the
problem of how to govern the margins—how to ensure
that the intermediaries who control the connective tissue
of economic life operate in ways that serve the public
interest rather than merely their own. Some eras have
managed this challenge better than others. The Zamorin
of Calicut, who governed his port city through a light-
touch regime that attracted merchants from across the
Indian Ocean, represents one model. The Portuguese
Estado da India, which attempted to impose monopoly
control through violence, represents another.



The contemporary debate over platform regulation is, in
many ways, a replay of these historical debates—a
struggle over whether the margins of the digital economy
will be governed through cooperation or coercion,
through transparency or opacity, through the diffusion of
power or its concentration. The stakes of this debate are
enormous, because the margins of the digital economy are
also the margins of democratic discourse, of cultural
production, and of social life itself.

Understanding the historical patterns described in this
book will not resolve these debates. But it may help us
approach them with greater clarity, greater humility, and
greater awareness of the structural dynamics that shape
the outcomes. The empire of margins is not going away.
The question is not whether it will exist but how it will be
governed—and in whose interest.

• • •

Chapter XI



Reclaiming the
Margins
“Until the lion learns to write, every story will glorify the
hunter.”

— African proverb

“Until the lion learns to write, every story will glorify the
hunter.”

— African proverb

This book has traced the empire of margins across ten
centuries and six continents. The pattern is consistent: in
every era, the actual infrastructure of power has been
built by people at the margins of formal authority.

This is not merely academic. If we believe power flows
exclusively from formal authority, we will continue to
misunderstand how the world actually works.



The Five Laws of Marginal Power

First: Intermediation is structural, not contingent. Every
complex society requires intermediaries. They cannot be
eliminated; they can only be replaced.

Second: Margins accumulate. Small margins, extracted
consistently over time, produce large concentrations of
wealth and influence.

Third: Marginality enables mobility. Actors not bound to
a single institutional framework can exploit the gaps
between systems.

Fourth: Invisibility is power. The most effective marginal
actors attract the least attention. Visibility attracts
regulation; invisibility enables freedom of action.

Fifth: The margins eventually become the center.
Successful marginal actors accumulate enough wealth to
become central actors—at which point new marginal
actors emerge.

Toward a More Complete History



A history of the Roman Empire without examining the
negotiatores, argentarii, and publicani is not just
incomplete—it is misleading. A history of the British
Empire without the ICS officers, Indian brokers, and local
informants is similarly distorted.

The relationship between center and margin is the most
important dynamic in any complex society.
Understanding this dynamic requires studying both sides
with equal rigor.

The Margins of Tomorrow

As artificial intelligence and blockchain reshape the
economy, the empire of margins enters a new phase.
Some margins will collapse; others will expand; new
margins will emerge in places we cannot yet predict.

What will not change is the fundamental dynamic: power
will continue to flow to those who control the margins
between transactions, between languages, between
cultures, and between the visible centers of authority and
the invisible networks that sustain them.



The empire of margins is not a relic of the past. It is the
permanent architecture of human civilization.

As I write these final words in my study in Goa, looking
out over the Arabian Sea—the same waters that carried
the spice ships of the dalals and the warships of the
Portuguese—I am struck by the persistence of the patterns
I have described. The fishing boats in the harbor below
are equipped with GPS receivers and mobile phones, but
the fishermen who operate them are still intermediaries,
bridging the gap between the sea and the market,
extracting their modest margins from the daily catch.

A few miles inland, in the old Portuguese quarter of
Panaji, a young software developer is building an app that
connects local farmers directly with urban consumers,
eliminating the traditional network of middlemen who
have controlled the produce trade for generations. He
believes he is disintermediating the agricultural supply
chain. But he is also creating a new margin—the margin
between the farmer’s asking price and the consumer’s
willingness to pay—and positioning himself at that
margin, just as intermediaries have positioned themselves
since the beginning of trade.



Further up the coast, in Mumbai, the financial district
hums with the activity of traders, analysts, and bankers
who manage the margins of India’s rapidly growing
economy. They are the modern heirs of the shroffs and
seths who financed the Mughal Empire, the descendants
of the Gujarati merchants whose ledgers first sent me on
this journey fifteen years ago. The technology has changed
beyond recognition, but the fundamental logic of
marginal power—information asymmetry, network
effects, translation capacity, margin accumulation,
institutional arbitrage—remains as relevant today as it
was in the caravanserais of the Silk Road.

The empire of margins is not a metaphor. It is the actual
operating system of human civilization—the invisible
infrastructure that connects producers and consumers,
rulers and ruled, knowledge and action, intention and
outcome. It has been invisible for too long. I hope this
book has made at least a small contribution to making it
visible.

Understanding it is the first step toward ensuring that its
benefits are shared more widely, its costs distributed
more fairly, and its operations conducted more
transparently than they have been in the centuries this
book has surveyed.



The margins have always been where the real work of
civilization gets done.

It is time we acknowledged that.

In closing, I want to return to the image with which this
book began: a water-stained ledger in the British Library,
its margins filled with the handwriting of a man whose
name appears in no history book. Premchand Roychand
was not a great man in the conventional sense. He
founded no dynasty, won no battles, and governed no
territory. But he built something that outlasted the
empires of his contemporaries: a network of relationships,
obligations, and information flows that connected three
continents and shaped the lives of millions.

The margins are not peripheral. They are the
infrastructure on which everything else rests. The traders
who carried goods between civilizations, the bankers who
financed wars and built churches, the scribes who drafted
the orders that governed empires, the cartographers who
drew the maps that defined territories, the weavers who
clothed the world, the accountants who kept the books,
the spies who ferreted out secrets, the platform engineers
who wrote the algorithms—all of these marginal figures
were the true architects of the world we inhabit.



Their stories have been hidden for too long. Not because
they are unimportant, but because the very mechanisms
that made them powerful also made them invisible. Their
power lay in their ability to operate below the threshold of
notice, to move between worlds without belonging fully to
any of them, to extract value from the spaces between
things rather than from the things themselves.

I believe that telling these stories matters not just for the
sake of historical accuracy, but for the sake of the future.
If we understand how marginal power works, we can
make better decisions about how to govern it. We can
design institutions that harness the creative energy of the
margins while preventing the exploitative potential of
unchecked intermediation. We can build an economy that
rewards the people who create value, not just the people
who sit at the interfaces where value is exchanged.

The empire of margins is the permanent architecture of
human civilization. It cannot be abolished, any more than
gravity can be abolished. But it can be understood, and in
understanding it, we can begin to ensure that its
enormous power is exercised not just in the interest of the
few who control the margins, but in the interest of the
many whose labor and creativity make those margins
possible.



That is the task that this book has attempted to begin. It is
a task that will require many more books, many more
scholars, and many more years of research. But it is a task
worth undertaking, because the margins—those
overlooked, undervalued, invisible spaces where the real
work of civilization gets done—deserve to be seen, to be
understood, and to be honored.

• • •
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The destruction of India’s textile industry in the
nineteenth century was not merely an economic event; it
was a civilizational catastrophe whose consequences are
still felt today. To understand its full significance, it is



necessary to appreciate the centrality of textile production
to Indian social and economic life before the industrial
revolution.

Textile production in pre-colonial India was not merely an
industry; it was a social institution that structured the
lives of millions of people. The weaving castes—the
Julahas of northern India, the Padmashalis of the Deccan,
the Saliyars of Tamil Nadu, the Tantis of Bengal—
occupied a specific and recognized position in the social
hierarchy. Their skills were transmitted from generation
to generation through apprenticeship within the family.
Their products were embedded in elaborate systems of
social meaning: specific textiles were associated with
specific occasions, social statuses, and regional identities.
The fine muslin of Dhaka was not just a luxury
commodity; it was a marker of imperial prestige, a
diplomatic gift, and a religious offering.

The textile trade was also the primary mechanism
through which India was integrated into the global
economy. Indian textiles were the single most important
manufactured commodity in world trade before the
industrial revolution. They were exported to Southeast
Asia, where they were used as currency and as ceremonial
gifts. They were exported to East Africa, where they were



exchanged for gold, ivory, and slaves. They were exported
to the Middle East and Europe, where they were in
demand as luxury goods. The textile trade, in other words,
was the thread that connected India to the rest of the
world—and the intermediaries who managed that trade
were among the most powerful economic actors of the
pre-industrial era.

The British East India Company’s relationship with
Indian textiles evolved through several distinct phases. In
the seventeenth century, the Company was primarily a
purchaser: it bought Indian textiles for resale in European
and Asian markets, and the margins on this trade were
the primary source of its profits. In this phase, the
Company was a marginal actor in the Indian textile
economy—one buyer among many, competing for access
to Indian weavers and their products.

In the eighteenth century, as the Company acquired
territorial control over parts of India, it began to use its
political power to reshape the terms of trade. Company
officials established systems of advance payment that
bound weavers to produce exclusively for the Company.
They imposed regulations that prevented Indian
merchants from competing with Company agents for the
purchase of textiles. They manipulated the pricing system



to ensure that weavers received less than the market value
of their products. The margins that had previously been
distributed among a network of Indian intermediaries
were progressively redirected to the Company and its
agents.

The industrial revolution completed the transformation.
The mechanization of spinning and weaving in Lancashire
produced textiles at a cost that no Indian handloom
weaver could match. Between 1815 and 1840, the British
government—responding to the lobbying of Lancashire
manufacturers—imposed tariffs on Indian textile imports
that effectively closed the British market to Indian
products, while simultaneously using its political power in
India to open the Indian market to British manufactured
textiles. The result was the systematic destruction of the
most productive manufacturing sector in the non-
European world.

The human cost of this destruction was immense. The
weaving castes, which had supported millions of families
across the subcontinent, were impoverished within a
generation. The great textile trading cities—Dhaka,
Masulipatnam, Surat—lost much of their population and
economic vitality. The intricate systems of credit, logistics,
and quality control that had sustained the Indian textile



trade for centuries were dismantled. The margins that had
once circulated within the Indian economy were now
extracted and remitted to Britain, contributing to what
the historian Utsa Patnaik has estimated as a total
colonial drain of approximately $45 trillion over the
period of British rule.

Vikram Desai

Goa, January 2026



Selected Bibliography
Abu-Lughod, Janet L. Before European Hegemony: The
World System A.D. 1250–1350. Oxford University Press,
1989.

Beckert, Sven. Empire of Cotton: A Global History.
Vintage, 2015.

Braudel, Fernand. Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th
Century. 3 vols. Harper & Row, 1979–1984.

Chaudhuri, K.N. Trade and Civilisation in the Indian
Ocean. Cambridge University Press, 1985.

Clanchy, M.T. From Memory to Written Record: England
1066–1307. Blackwell, 1993.

Dalrymple, William. The Anarchy. Bloomsbury, 2019.

de la Vassière, Étienne. Sogdian Traders: A History. Brill,
2005.

de Roover, Raymond. The Rise and Decline of the Medici
Bank, 1397–1494. Harvard University Press, 1963.



Findlay, Ronald and Kevin H. O’Rourke. Power and
Plenty. Princeton University Press, 2007.

Gleeson-White, Jane. Double Entry. W.W. Norton, 2012.

Goitein, S.D. A Mediterranean Society. 6 vols. University
of California Press, 1967–1993.

Gupta, Ashin Das. The World of the Indian Ocean
Merchant. Oxford University Press, 2001.

Harley, J.B. The New Nature of Maps. Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2001.

Jardine, Lisa. Worldly Goods. W.W. Norton, 1996.

Keay, John. The Spice Route. University of California
Press, 2006.

Levi, Scott C. The Indian Diaspora in Central Asia. Brill,
2002.

Machado, Pedro. Ocean of Trade. Cambridge University
Press, 2014.

Parks, Tim. Medici Money. W.W. Norton, 2005.

Parthasarathi, Prasannan. Why Europe Grew Rich and
Asia Did Not. Cambridge University Press, 2011.



Riello, Giorgio. Cotton: The Fabric That Made the Modern
World. Cambridge University Press, 2013.

Roy, Tirthankar. A Business History of India. Cambridge
University Press, 2018.

Runciman, Steven. The Fall of Constantinople 1453.
Cambridge University Press, 1965.

Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State. Yale University Press,
1998.

Sood, Gagan D.S. India and the Islamic Heartlands.
Cambridge University Press, 2016.

Srnicek, Nick. Platform Capitalism.
Polity, 2017.

Subrahmanyam, Sanjay. Three Ways to Be Alien.
Brandeis University Press, 2011.

Trivellato, Francesca. The Familiarity of Strangers. Yale
University Press, 2009.



Zuboff, Shoshana. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism.
PublicAffairs, 2019.

was typeset in Georgia with display type in Cinzel.

Printed on 80gsm natural shade paper.

First printing, March 2026.

EMPIRE OF MARGINS

“A masterful rewriting of global history from the bottom
up. Desai shows us that the margins were never
marginal.”

— THE HINDU LITERARY REVIEW

“Desai has given us a new lens through which to view the
entire history of commerce and power.”

— FINANCIAL TIMES

VIKRAM DESAI is a historian and economist. He holds a
doctorate from the London School of Economics and is a
fellow at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
in Delhi.


