UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Mongols in Mamluk eyes
Representing ethnic others in the medieval Middle East
van den Bent, J.M.C.
Publication date
2020
Document Version
Other version
License
Other
Link to publication
Citation for published version (APA):
van den Bent, J. M. C. (2020). Mongols in Mamluk eyes: Representing ethnic others in the
medieval Middle East. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).
Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)
Download date:10 Jan 2023

Introduction
In early 2003, Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, anticipating an impending American invasion, said
that Iraq was ready for war and that ‘Baghdad, its people and leaders, are determined to force the
Mongols of this age (mughūl al-ʿaṣr) to kill themselves on its walls.’ 1 Similarly, when the library of

the well-known Egyptian professor Muhammad Hassanein Heikal in Birqash was set on fire in

August 2013, the arsonists – Heikal accused the Muslim Brotherhood and its supporters – were

described as ‘the new Tatars’ (al-tatār al-judad) by Al-Taḥrīr columnist Galal Aref. 2 More recently,

the terrorist organisation known as IS in the West and as Daesh in the Islamic world, has frequently
been described in similar terms: by the Moroccan novelist Mustapha Laghtiri, 3 in the Emirati

newspaper Al-Bayān, 4 and by the former Egyptian prime minister Ibrahim Mahlab, 5 to name but a

few examples. The historical Mongols are clearly suffering from a poor reputation, one of barbarity
and destruction, in the present-day Middle East – an area they first invaded some eight centuries
ago.

Today’s Middle Eastern cultural archive of images of the medieval Mongols is founded on

the events of the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth century, when the Mongols conquered

and ruled large parts of the Islamic world. In the same way that Galal Aref spoke of ‘the new Tatars’,
the Syrian author and Ayyubid prince Abū al-Fidāʾ (673-732/1274-1331) could describe a people
as ‘the Tatars of Black Africa’. 6 This was not only on account of their violence against their

neighbours, but also because of their alleged lack of religion. Superficially, the medieval Mongols
had as poor a reputation in the Mamluk sultanate (648-922/1250-1517) as they have in today’s
Middle Eastern media. However, the formation of images and stereotypes of the Mongols in the

‘Ṣaddām: Al-ʿIrāq ʿala Uhbat al-Istiʿdād li-l-Ḥarb’, BBC Arabic, 17 January 2003,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/arabic/news/newsid_2667000/2667833.stm. See also Michal Biran, Chinggis Khan,
Makers of the Muslim World (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2007), 1.
2
Galal Aref, ‘Al-Tatār al-Judad… Marrū min “Birqāsh”’, Al-Taḥrīr, 14 September 2013.
3
‘Laghtiri: Bashīʿat “al-Tatār al-Judad” Tataḥaddā al-Qiyam al-Insāniyya’, hespress.com, 15 November 2015,
http://www.hespress.com/permalink/284238.html.
4
Aḥmad Amīn Nimar, ‘Dāʿish… Khulafāʾ al-Tatār’, www.albayan.ae, 6 November 2014,
http://www.albayan.ae/opinions/orbit/2014-11-06-1.2237244.
5
‘Maḥlab: “Dāʿish” Tatār al-ʿAṣr wa-lā Yudrikūna Tārīkh wa-Turāth al-Awṭān’, www.dostor.org, 1 March 2013,
http://www.dostor.org/781467.
6
al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar, ed. Muḥammad
Zaynuhum ʿAzab, Yaḥyā Sayyid Ḥusayn, and Muḥammad Fakhrī al-Waṣīf, vol. I (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1999), 123.
See also ʿUmar ibn Muẓaffar Ibn al-Wardī, Kharīdat al-ʿAjāʾib wa-Farīdat al-Gharāʾib (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Tijāriyya
al-Kubrā, 1910), 51.
1

11

Mamluk sultanate took place in complicated and diverse cultural and political contexts, and was

therefore far from straightforward and unanimous. In this dissertation, I investigate, analyse and

contextualise the representation of the Mongols in Mamluk Syria and Egypt, c. 656-761/1260-1360.
There are various reasons for this complexity and diversity. For one, the Mongols were a

‘new’ people in the Islamic world, arriving suddenly and unexpectedly. Mamluk-era authors could

therefore not simply rely on earlier texts to make sense of them, but had to work creatively in

combining existing stereotypes and ideas on ethnicity with new information. Second, the Mamluk

sultanate made for an ethnically complicated context for such image formation. The Mamluk elite

itself was predominantly of Turkish descent – most mamluks being imported from Turkic Central

Asia, and Mamluk rule often being referred to as dawlat al-atrāk (‘the dynasty/state of the Turks’) –

and the Turks and the Mongols were widely regarded as closely related ethnically: wholesale

condemnation of anything Mongol based on ethnic stereotypes would cause problems. Moreover,
there were ethnic Mongols present in the upper Mamluk echelons, either because they had been

imported as mamluks themselves, or because they had arrived as immigrants. The population over

which they ruled, however, including most of the authors who wrote about the Mamluks and the

Mongols, were local Syrians and Egyptians. Third, the Mamluk sultanate had different relationships
with different groups of Mongols outside the sultanate. The Ilkhanid Mongols were the most

important enemy in its early rule, and the fight against these ‘infidel’ Mongols was an important

element in Mamluk legitimisation strategies. 7 This was further complicated by the Ilkhanid

conversion to Islam around the turn of the century. On the other hand, the Mongols of the Golden

Horde were the Mamluks’ primary ally. Mamluk-era authors thus wrote about Mongols, who

formed a key other, in a complicated social and historical context.

Given these circumstances, the development of ideas on and stereotypes of Mongols in the

first century of the Mamluk sultanate is a highly relevant case study into processes of image

formation, selfing and othering. In this study I will investigate the images of the Mongols current in

the Mamluk sultanate beyond the basic figure of the ‘violent infidel’. I will analyse how these images

were developed from existing discourses combined with new information, but also study when,

where and why they were used. In this way, I will bring to light the variations in representations of

the Mongols across genres, periods, authors and groups of Mongols, thus showing the agency and
creativity of authors, as well as analysing images’ differing functions and effects, in a variety of
contexts – political and otherwise.

Linda S. Northrup, ‘The Baḥrī Mamlūk Sultanate, 1250-1390’, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume I. Islamic
Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl F. Petry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 255.

7
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Mongols and Mamluks
Originally living as nomads in the steppes of Inner Asia, the Mongols had embarked on a series of

conquests under the leadership of Chinggis Khan (c. 1167-1227), who had risen to power in the late
twelfth century. Through charismatic leadership and clever politics he managed to unify the steppe

pastoralists of Mongolia and embarked on a campaign of conquest. They rapidly subjugated parts of

what is now known as China and the lands of Central Asia, before moving westwards, where the
Khwārazmian empire became the first Muslim realm to be taken by the Mongols. His successors

would continue the Mongol conquest of Islamic lands, especially during the reign of Chinggis Khan’s
grandson and fourth Great Khan, Möngke (r. 1251-59), who sent his brother Hülegü (c. 613-

63/1217-65) westward.
The

seventh/thirteenthcentury Mongol

invasion of the Islamic
lands of Central Asia

and the Middle East was
nothing short of

traumatic for the

population in the region,
as well as for the

Muslim world beyond it.
Not only did the local
population suffer the

shock of many deaths,
vast destruction, and

extensive plunder, the

Muslim world was faced
with a spiritual disaster

Map 1. Mamluk territory, 648-58/1250-60. Source: Jonathan Riley-Smith, ed., The Atlas
of the Crusades (London: Times Books, 1991), 108.

as well: the fall of Baghdad to Hülegü and his armies and their murder of the Abbasid caliph alMustaʿṣim (r. 640-56/1242-58) sent shockwaves through the Islamic world. Mongol dynasties

would rule parts of the Islamic world for centuries to come. But although Hülegü and his successors
13

made various attempts to expand their realm to the Mediterranean coast, the Mamluks of Egypt and
Syria managed to prevent that, regularly waging war against them for decades.

The mid-seventh/thirteenth century, when the Mongols first appeared in the Middle East,

was a turbulent time for the region in any case. The Mamluks in Egypt deposed their Ayyubid

predecessors and former masters in 648/1250, founding a sultanate that soon came to include

Syria (in 658/1260) and which remained in power until the Ottoman conquest of 922/1517 (map

1). The Mamluk elite was formed by men who had come to Egypt as mamluks (mamlūk, pl.

mamālīk), military slaves, 8 predominantly taken from Turkic areas in Central Asia (and in later

periods from the Caucasus). The establishment of Mamluk rule in Egypt, Syria at that time still

being ruled by the Ayyubids, coincided with the Mongol advance into the Middle East. News of their
violent subjugation of Muslim lands farther east had reached Syria and Egypt well before that.

Consequently, the new rulers were soon confronted with the threat of Mongol invasion close to

home, with the first military contact between the Mamluks and the Mongols taking place during the
latter’s attempt to conquer Syria in 658/1260.

At the battle at ʿAyn Jālūt (Goliath’s Spring), in the Jezreel Valley in the Galilee on 25

Ramaḍān 658/3 September 1260, the Mamluks succeeded in defeating the Mongols. 9 This was,

however, only the beginning of protracted hostilities between the Mamluks and the Mongols of the

Ilkhanate, the so-called successor khanate centred in modern-day Iran and Iraq. Chinggis Khan had
bestowed an ulus, a territory, on his four sons by his chief wife Börte. Although these initially

remained part of a united Mongol empire, the realm eventually broke up into a number of successor
khanates due to the succession struggle that followed Möngke’s death, for which the uluses formed
a partial, rough template (map 2). 10 The Ilkhanate would be the primary enemy of the Mamluk

sultanate until the peace agreement of 723/1323, a period in which incessant, latent conflict

While the term mamlūk simply means ‘owned’, i.e. a slave, from the third/ninth century onwards it was used to
designate military slaves exclusively. For the history of the phenomenon, see for instance Nasser Rabbat, ‘The
Changing Concept of Mamlūk in the Mamluk Sultanate in Egypt and Syria’, in Slave Elites in the Middle East and
Africa. A Comparative Study, ed. Miura Toru and John Edward Philips (London: Kegan Paul International, 2000), 81;
Reuven Amitai, ‘The Mamlūk Institution, or One Thousand Years of Military Slavery in the Islamic World’, in Arming
Slaves. From Classical Times to the Modern Age, ed. Christopher Leslie Brown and Philip D. Morgan (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2006), 40–78.
9
On this battle and the following period of hostilities, see Reuven Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks. The
Mamluk-Īlkhānid War, 1260-1281 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
10
David Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 61–71; J. J. Saunders, The History of the Mongol
Conquests (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1971), 53–63; Peter Jackson, ‘The Mongol Age in Eastern Inner
Asia’, in The Cambridge History of Inner Asia. The Chinggisid Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
26–45. For a discussion of the meaning of the term ‘ilkhan’, see Reuven Amitai-Preiss, ‘An Exchange of Letters in
Arabic between Abaγa Īlkhān and Sultan Baybars (A. H. 667/A. D. 1268-69)’, Central Asiatic Journal 38, no. 1
(1994): 25–27.
8
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alternated with major Mongol incursions into Syria and major battles. At the same time, however,
the Mamluks developed and maintained friendly diplomatic relations with the Golden Horde

khanate from the early 660s/1260s onwards. They shared an enemy in the Ilkhanate – against

whom they were the Mamluks’ most important ally – traded, and exchanged diplomatic missions.

Map 2. The Successor Khanates. Source: Patrick K. O’Brien, ed., Atlas of World History. Concise Edition (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 99.

Whatever their research question or methods, studies on the early Mamluk period

invariably feature the Mongols, as their actions and plain proximity affected events in the

sultanate. 11 A number of authors have consequently focused on the relations between the Mamluks

and the Mongols. Early work was done by David Ayalon, in his seminal series of articles on the

Mongol Yasa and its position in the Mamluk sultanate (or rather, lack thereof), 12 and his discussion

of the Mongol immigrants to the Mamluk sultanate, the so-called wāfidiyya. 13 Relations between the
Examples range from key studies of individual sultans and their respective reigns – such as Abdul-Aziz Khowaiter,
Baibars the First. His Endeavours and Achievements (London: The Green Mountain Press, 1978); Linda S. Northrup,
From Slave to Sultan. The Career of Al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn and the Consolidation of Mamluk Rule in Egypt and Syria
(678-689 A.H./1279-1290 A.D.) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998); Amalia Levanoni, A Turning Point in Mamluk
History. The Third Reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (Leiden: Brill, 1995) – to prosopographical work (Mazor, The Rise
and Fall) and literary studies (Thomas Herzog, Geschichte und Imaginaire: Entstehung, Überlieferung und
Bedeutung der Sirat Baibars in ihrem sozio-politischen Kontext [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2006]), to name
but a few examples.
12
David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part A)’, Studia Islamica 33 (1971): 97–140;
David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part B)’, Studia Islamica 34 (1971): 151–80; David
Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part C1), The Position of the Yāsa in the Mamluk
Sultanate’, Studia Islamica 36 (1972): 113–58; David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination
(Part C2), Al-Maqrīzī’s Passage on the Yāsa under the Mamluks’, Studia Islamica 38 (1973): 107–56.
13
David Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya in the Mamluk Kingdom’, Islamic Culture 25 (1951): 89–104.
11

15

Mamluk sultanate and the Ilkhanate have been extensively researched by Reuven Amitai, paying

particular attention to the warfare between the two. 14 Relations between the Mamluk realm and the
Mongols did not exclusively consist of warfare: there was trade as well as the exchange of

embassies and letters. This took place not only between the Mamluk empire and their allies of the

Golden Horde, but diplomatic missions and gift exchanges also between the Mamluks and

Ilkhanids. 15 Anne Broadbridge’s insightful study on diplomacy between the Mamluks and Mongols

points to the importance of not only looking into legitimisation strategies for an internal public, but
also focusing on the external audience. Her analysis of the ideologies the Mamluks expressed

through diplomacy vis-à-vis the Ilkhanids and the Golden Horde and vice versa shows how the

chancellery of the Mamluk sultanate, in its dealings with the Mongols, concentrated on religion and
military action (jihād), portraying the Mamluks as defenders of Islam (and Muslims) through their

achievements on the battlefield. This applied to both their adversaries in the Ilkhanate and to their
allies of the Golden Horde, albeit in rather different tones. 16 Whereas Broadbridge focused on the

external audiences of diplomatic texts, I will concentrate on the portrayal of Mongols in a variety of

sources aimed at other, internal audiences. These discourses are, of course, closely connected and
touch on similar themes, as I will show in this study.

See, among other works, Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks; Reuven Amitai, Holy War and Rapprochement.
Studies in the Relations between the Mamluk Sultanate and the Mongol Ilkhanate (1260-1335) (Turnhout: Brepols,
2013).
15
Numerous authors have paid attention to these diplomatic exchanges. See for instance Donald P. Little, ‘Notes
on Aitamiš, a Mongol Mamlūk’, in Die Islamische Welt Zwischen Mittelalter Und Neuzeit: Festschrift Für Hans
Robert Roemer Zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Ulrich Haarmann and Peter Bachmann (Beirut, 1979), 387–401; P. M. Holt,
‘The Īlkhān Aḥmad’s Embassies to Qalāwūn: Two Contemporary Accounts’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies 49, no. 1 (1986): 128–32; Adel Allouche, ‘Tegüder’s Ultimatum to Qalawun’, International Journal of
Middle East Studies 22, no. 4 (1990): 437–46; Amitai-Preiss, ‘An Exchange’; Donald P. Little, ‘Diplomatic Missions
and Gifts Exchanged by Mamluks and Ilkhans’, in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. Linda Komaroff (Leiden:
Brill, 2006), 30–42. In the recent publication on diplomacy in the Mamluk sultanate in general, edited by Frédéric
Bauden and Malika Dekkiche, entitled Mamluk Cairo, a Crossroads for Embassies. Studies on Diplomacy and
Diplomatics (Leiden: Brill, 2019), the following chapters are especially relevant: Anne Broadbridge (‘Careers in
Diplomacy among Mamluks and Mongols, 658-741/1260-1341’, 263–301), Marie Favereau (‘The Golden Horde and
the Mamluks: The Birth of a Diplomatic Set-Up (660-5/1261-7)’, 302–26), Reuven Amitai (‘Mamluk-Ilkhanid
Diplomatic Contacts: Negotiations or Posturing?’, 327–39), and Hend Gilli-Elewy (‘Baghdad between Cairo and
Tabriz: Emissaries to the Mamluks as Expressions of Local Political Ambition and Ideology during the
Seventh/Thirteenth and Eighth/Fourteenth Centuries’, 340–62). For the relations between the sultanate and the
Golden Horde, see also the work by Marie Favereau, ‘Comment le sultan mamlouk s’adressait au khan de la Horde
d’Or : Formulaire des lettres et règles d’usage d’après trois manuels de chancellerie (1262-v. 1430)’, Annales
islamologiques 41 (2007): 59–95; Marie Favereau, ‘The Golden Horde and the Mamluks’, Golden Horde Review 5,
no. 1 (2017): 93–115.
16
Anne F. Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology in the Islamic and Mongol Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2008).
14
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Broadbridge’s study thus points toward some germane representational aspects within the

Mamluk-Mongol diplomatic relations, including the opposition infidel Mongol vs. the good Muslim
ruler and the description of the Ilkhanid conversion to Islam as false. Overall, however, relatively

little attention has been paid directly to Mamluk-era representations of Mongols. Scholars

occasionally mention the bad press Mongols generally received in Mamluk Egypt, 17 but the

questions concerning the images that are employed and the motivations behind them generally

remain unanswered. As far as images of Mongols are discussed in scholarship, it tends to allude to

the major themes of violence and religion without studying those in depth. Although a focus on

excessive violence and a pervasive religious dimension are certainly to be found when looking at
contemporary Islamic works in a general manner, the representations of Mongols was more
complex and fluid. 18

A few authors have written about representations of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate in

more detail. Thomas Herzog analysed the images of the Mongols in the popular epic Sīrat Baybars, a
collection of stories recounting the life and deeds of sultan Baybars (r. 658-76/1260-77). 19 In his
analysis, Herzog shows how this epic most likely first took shape in the second half of the

eighth/fourteenth century and took its final form in the tenth/sixteenth and eleventh/seventeenth

centuries. Period-wise, his research thus begins where mine ends, namely the second half of the

eighth/fourteenth century, and as I will show in this dissertation, the images of Mongols Herzog

uncovers from the Sīrat Baybars were introduced and developed in the seventh/thirteenth century

and first half of the eighth/fourteenth.

Michal Biran has devoted attention to the changing images of Chinggis Khan in the Muslim

world, including the Mamluk sultanate, and pointed to ‘monotheisizing’ tendencies: in order to fit

with his role as founding father of several Muslim dynasties, authors placed him in a monotheistic
For instance Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 2, 247; Walter J. Fischel, ‘A New Latin Source on Tamerlane’s
Conquest of Damascus’, Oriens 9 (1956): 202–3.
18
Aside from this dissertation, see also Josephine van den Bent, ‘“None of the Kings on Earth Is Their Equal in
ʿaṣabiyya”: The Mongols in Ibn Khaldūn’s Works’, Al-Masāq 28, no. 2 (2016): 171–86. Ulrich Haarmann (‘“Großer
Vater Mond” und “Schwarzer Löwenjunge” - eine mongolisch-kiptschakische Ursprungssage in arabischer
Überlieferung’, in Die Mongolen in Asien und Europa, ed. Stephan Conermann and Jan Kusber [Frankfurt am Main:
Peter Lang, 1997], 121–22) suspected the existence of a more complex representation of Mongols, stating that the
context of the Mamluk sultanate, with the presence of ethnic Mongols and its varying relations with outside
Mongols, must have contributed to ‘differentiated images of the Mongols’.
19
Thomas Herzog, ‘La mémoire des invasions mongoles dans la Sīrat Baybars. Persistances et transformations dans
l’imaginaire populaire arabe’, in Le Bilād Al-Šām face aux mondes extérieurs. La perception de l’Autre et la
representation du souverain, ed. Denise Aigle (Damascus: Presses de l’Ifpo, 2012), 345–63. For his thorough and
voluminous study of the Sīrat Baybars in general, see Herzog, Geschichte und Imaginaire. For more on Arabic epic
literature, see, among others, M. C. Lyons, The Arabian Epic: Heroic and Oral Story-Telling (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995).
17

17

framework. 20 Denise Aigle has similarly employed this term in her discussion of the Islamic

reception of the Mongols’ ancestral legend and has also looked at the legendary figure of Chinggis

Khan and the Yasa. 21 Daniel Baraz, in his book on perceptions of cruelty in medieval Europe,

compared European narratives of Mongol cruelty with descriptions of Mongol violence in Islamic

sources. 22 Their analyses, however, are subsumed in works on broader topics and tend to touch

upon only one or a few aspects of Mamluk representations of Mongols. 23 This dissertation takes a

broad view of the Mongol ethnic other as seen through Mamluk eyes, a specific focus on the authors
of the Mamluk sultanate and their representations of the Mongols that also allows me to revise
some of these authors’ conclusions, primarily on account of the wider selection of Mamluk-era

sources this study engages. By bringing together the various elements of these images and placing

them in their wider contexts, I analyse how Mamluk-era authors used strategies of ethnic

categorisation and identification, how they formed and developed their stereotypes of the Mongols,
and how, why and when such images were employed.

Ethnicity and stereotypes
Even though the Mongols were a new phenomenon in the Muslim world, in the eyes of Mamluk-era

authors a certain ethnic relationship, or even affinity, existed between the Turks and the Mongols.
The seventh/thirteenth-century historian Abū Shāma (d. 665/1268), for instance, wrote that the

Mongols were defeated by ‘sons of their own ethnic group of the Turks’ (abnāʾ jinsihim min al-

turk). 24 That was not entirely without reason: the Turkic and Mongolian tribes inhabiting Central

Biran, Chinggis Khan, 108–36. On Persian perceptions of the Mongols, see also David Morgan, ‘Persian
Perceptions of Mongols and Europeans’, in Implicit Understandings: Observing, Reporting, and Reflecting on the
Encounter between Europeans and Other Peoples in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994).
21
Denise Aigle, The Mongol Empire between Myth and Reality. Studies in Anthropological History (Leiden: Brill,
2015).
22
Daniel Baraz, Medieval Cruelty. Changing Perceptions, Late Antiquity to the Early Modern Period (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2003).
23
Very recently, a book chapter came out discussing the image of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate: Koby Yosef,
‘Cross-Boundary Hatred: (Changing) Attitudes towards Mongol and “Christian” Mamlūks in the Mamluk Sultanate’,
in The Mamluk Sultanate from the Perspective of Regional and World History, ed. Reuven Amitai and Stephan
Conermann (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2019), 149–214. It came out while this manuscript was in its final stages,
and therefore I have unfortunately been unable to incorporate, and fully engage with, this chapter in this
dissertation. For now it must suffice to say that Yosef, basing himself in part on a source text I did not employ,
comes to somewhat different conclusions than I do in chapter 5, based on the source material I used.
24
Shihāb al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Ismāʿīl Abū Shāma, Tarājim Rijāl al-Qarnayn al-Sādis wa al-Sābiʿ al-Maʿrūf bi-lDhayl ʿalā al-Rawḍatayn, ed. Muḥammad Zāhid bin al-Ḥasan al-Kawtharī (Cairo: Dār al-Kutub al-Malikiyya, 1947),
208.
20

18

Asia shared a common heritage, with similar ways of life, religious ideas, and frequent interaction. 25

In short, they shared at least some cultural aspects, a key component of ethnicity. Yet the concept of

ethnicity, and the role culture plays in it, is a complicated one. Ever since the 1960s, when ethnicity

arose as an important form of collective identity in research, a vast amount of literature on the topic
has been produced in the social sciences, which led to heated academic debates. 26 The theories
developed were based on modern anthropological and sociological research, and ethnic

nationalism as it appears in the present day – with its many claims to a presumed, ancient ethnic

heritage – originated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Consequently, many studies of

ethnicity and/or nationalism focus on its modern manifestations. However, the base mechanisms

behind ethnic identification and categorisation these debates uncovered are evidently not exclusive
to the modern period, but were present in earlier times as well. 27

An important topic of discussion has been the question of whether ethnicity is primordial

or socially constructed. Primordialism sees ethnicity as biological, innate, and unchanging – ideas

that go back to Romanticism. 28 Adherents of primordialism consider ‘that certain cultural attributes
and formations possess a prior, overriding, and determining influence on people’s lives’, an

influence that trumps any political or ‘rational’ intent. 29 One of the best known proponents of the

primordialist school is Clifford Geertz, who views ethnicity as a ‘given’, emanating from the

community in which one is born, with its language, religion, and social practices, which give people
a ‘natural affinity’ with those in their group. Geertz himself does, however, acknowledge that these
‘primordial bonds’ vary between people and societies. 30 His thinking could thus be called

‘constructed primordiality’, 31 or ‘cultural primordialism’. 32 By contrast, Richard Jenkins, Jack Eller
and Reed Coughland, and many others have argued that the fluidity and mutability of ethnic

Igor de Rachewiltz, trans., The Secret History of the Mongols: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the Thirteenth
Century, vol. I (Leiden: Brill, 2004), xxv, 224-25. Such ideas of distance/closeness between peoples, based on
cultural and geographic criteria, has been attested in modern anthropological research as well (Thomas Hylland
Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives, 2nd ed. [London: Pluto Press, 2002], 25–26, 6).
26
Naysan Adlparvar and Mariz Tadroz, ‘The Evolution of Ethnicity Theory: Intersectionality, Geopolitics and
Development’, IDS Bulletin 47, no. 2 (2016): 123–24.
27
See Siân Jones, The Archaeology of Ethnicity. Constructing Identities in the Past and Present (London: Routledge,
1997); Anthony D. Smith, The Nation in History. Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and Nationalism
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).
28
Richard Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity. Arguments and Explorations, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage Publications,
2008), 46.
29
Smith, The Nation in History, 5.
30
Clifford Geertz, ‘Primordial Ties’, in Ethnicity, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 41–42 (an extract from 'The Integrative Revolution' in Old Societies and New States, ed. C.
Geertz [New York: Free Press, 1963], 108-113); Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 46–47.
31
Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 47.
32
Smith, The Nation in History, 20–22. See also Adlparvar and Tadroz, ‘The Evolution of Ethnicity Theory’, 127.
25

19

identification are too widely evidenced in ethnographic studies for the primordialist view to hold
up. 33

These scholars therefore favour another model of ethnicity, the instrumentalist approach.

Important forerunners in the development of this idea were Max Weber and Everett Hughes, and
the model was further developed within an anthropological context by Fredrik Barth in the 1969
book Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. Rather than viewing ethnicity as innate and fixed, he argued

that it is relational, interactional and situational. According to him, ethnicity hinges on identification
and ascription, and within that context people emphasise those aspects of cultural differentiation

they find important. It is thus not the ‘cultural stuff’, as he calls it, that defines the ethnic group, but
rather the boundaries between groups, which are maintained through interaction across those

boundaries. And, he argues, the cultural aspects that people use in these interactions vary based on
the situational context. 34 Other scholars who made important contributions to this theoretical

model of ethnicity are Abner Cohen of the so-called Manchester School and Nathan Glazer and
Daniel Moynihan. They emphasised how ethnicity is used strategically, for instance in power

struggles. 35 After all, both in the present day and in premodernity, people have employed ethnic

identities for political objectives. 36 A case in point is the Mongol message to a group of Kipchaks,

who had joined forces with Allan troops. The famous Persian historian Rashīd al-Dīn Faḍl Allāh (c.

645-718/1247-1318), writing in the service of the Ilkhanids, reports how the Mongols told the

Kipchaks: ‘We and you are one group and of one sort. The Allans are aliens to us.’ The Kipchaks

agreed, but after the Allans were defeated, the Mongols turned on the Kipchaks and slaughtered

them. 37 A certain Aqush, a Turkish mamluk of the ruler of Azerbaijan, Öz-beg ibn al-Bahlawān (r.
Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 48; Jack Eller and Reed Coughlan, ‘The Poverty of Primordialism: The
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607-22/1210-25), 38 had more luck in this regard. He and a group of soldiers joined the Mongols as

they were marching against Georgian forces. The Mamluk sources report that the Mongols were
favourably disposed towards him because of ‘jinsiyya’, a term that is probably best translated as

‘ethnic solidarity’. 39

The instrumentalist approach received criticism of its own. Although ethnicity is certainly a

factor that can be employed or even exploited, some scholars argued, that the power of elites to

manipulate ordinary people was exaggerated. 40 Moreover, if ethnicity were truly purely political,
any identity could be created and ethnic groups could be convinced that they were, in fact, other
ethnic groups, and that is not the case. There must be some kind of convincing, shared identity

behind ethnic groups. 41 Consequently, the instrumentalist model was further developed into the

constructionist model. Its key difference from the instrumentalist view is that, rather than focusing
on elite creation and/or exploitation of ethnic allegiances, it acknowledges the bottom-up

construction of ethnicity through social interaction, while also paying attention to broader
structural forces that play a role. 42

This discussion and theoretical development has resulted in what Jenkins, who further

developed the arguments of Weber, Hughes, and Barth, has called the ‘basic social anthropological
model’ of ethnicity. He broadly defines ethnicity as ‘collective identification that is socially
constructed in the articulation of purported cultural similarity and difference’. 43 The most

important elements of this basic social anthropological model can be summarised as follows. First,
ethnicity concerns cultural differentiation: not in the sense that differences in culture cause

antum minnā), and these [Allans] are our enemies and your enemies, and we swear to you that we are one hand,
and for you will be part of their property as there is for us.’ Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī,
Kanz al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar, ed. Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ ʿĀshūr, vol. VII (Cairo: s.n., 1972), 256. See also David
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C2)’, 148. On the relation between the Mongols and the Kipchaks, and the position of the latter in the ideology of
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different groups to exist, but in the sense that they mark them. Consequently, ethnicity cannot exist
on its own; it needs another group to be different from, to have on the other side of the boundary

across which ethnicity is created. 44 Or, as Thomas Hylland Eriksen puts it, ‘[g]roup identities must

always be defined in relation to that which they are not – in other words, in relation to non-

members of the group.’ 45 Consequently, ethnicity is a function of a relationship between groups of

people, who view themselves as culturally different from members of other groups with whom they
interact with some regularity. 46 Second, ethnicity is a matter of shared meanings, of culture, and is

produced and reproduced through interaction. This means that ‘[e]thnicity (…) is best thought of as
an on-going process of ethnic identification’, rather than as something that people ‘have’ or ‘belong
to’, 47 as well as that ethnicity is not static and unchanging, but rather fluid and mutable. Ethnicity

exists only as far as people think it exists. It is also situational, in the sense that people may identify
as A in some circumstances and as B in others, as well as hierarchical and segmental. 48 When

studying ethnicity, whether in the present or in the past, it should also be noted that communal

identities, including ethnic identity, tend to be related and overlapping. Elements that come into

play include religion, gender, and status. 49 Related to this is the matter of ‘salience’, the relative
importance that ethnicity carries in different historical contexts. 50

Ethnicity is thus primarily a function of social organisation, in which cultural differences

play a marking rather than a defining role. 51 The role of culture in ethnicity remains complicated. As

Eriksen points out, cultural traits may be shared with others, on the one hand, and/or not be shared
by all members of the ethnic group, on the other hand. 52 That it is the people themselves who

decide which cultural elements matter, which cultural stuff acts as ethnic marker across a specific
boundary, means that there is no ‘checklist’ of sorts identifying relevant aspects of culture for

ethnicity. Although decidedly not compulsory for ethnic identification, elements that frequently do
Jenkins, 10–27.
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46
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come into play are religion, language, customs, laws, traditions, food and material culture, to name
but a few examples. 53

In his discussion of the ‘ethnic past’ of modern nations, scholar of nationalism Anthony D.

Smith similarly draws attention to the ethnosymbolic account through which the national present is
connected to the ethnic past. This notion of ethnosymbolism is based on John Armstrong’s concept

of ethnic ‘myth-symbol complexes’ which include symbolic elements as language, dress, and rituals,
for example. Smith also pointed to the primary role played by ethnic myths and shared memories,
including ancestry myths and ideas of ancestral homelands. 54 This notion of shared ancestry, of

kinship, also explains the frequent use of family terminology in the discussion of ethnic

relationships, 55 such as Abū Shāma’s referral to the Mongols as ‘sons’ of the Turkish Mamluks’

ethnic group. 56 The cultural stuff relevant to modern-day ethnic identification and ascription, was

similarly relevant in earlier times. Herodotus, in his ethnographic descriptions, focused on religion,

customs (particularly sexual and funerary), dress and eating. 57 For early medieval Europe, Patrick J.
Geary has shown that origin, customs, language and law were considered the most important
characteristics stressed by authors discussing ethnicity. 58

Altogether, this means that ethnic identity hinges on ascription, both by the ingroup and

outsiders. Jenkins stresses the importance of the latter, as he argues that many studies on ethnicity
preoccupy themselves with ethnic identification, i.e. internal definition, to the detriment of the

attention for social categorisation, i.e. external definition. Similarly, he differentiates between a

social group, which is self-identified and names and defines itself, and social categories, which are

identified and defined by outsiders. These two may well coincide, but the categorisation may also

be an imposition that is not recognised by the categorised. Social collectivities, including ethnicity,
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Jenkins argues, are constructed by internal identification and external categorization, the dialectic
between them producing social identities. 59

Ethnic categorisations are also important, as they help the categorisers bring order to their

complicated social world and make ‘standardised cognitive maps over categories of relevant

others’. 60 An example of this function can be seen in the many medieval Islamic geographical works
that classify the various peoples they are aware of in seven climes or other organisational

frameworks. 61 In this light, Eriksen points to the importance of stereotypes in the creation of ideas
of cultural distinctiveness of a certain group and its boundaries. Stereotypes of a group do not

necessarily reflect how people actually behave towards members of this group, but they do allow an
individual to simplify a complex world; they can justify power relations or mitigate feelings of
powerlessness; and stereotypes play an important role in setting and sustaining boundaries

between groups. 62 This means that stereotypes also influence the perception of the other when

people are confronted with them, causing concrete experiences with the other and preset images to
compete. 63

Although the reverse certainly also exists, most stereotypes of the own group tend to be

positive, while those of the outgroup are negative. They communicate the virtues of the ingroup and
the vices of the outgroup, allowing an individual to identify as a member of the ingroup. 64

Stereotypes may be based on over-generalized factual traits. 65 Often, however, stereotypes tell us
little to nothing about the stereotyped group, yet they can be very informative about the people

employing the stereotypes in question. Jenkins gives the example of Spanish and later Chilean ways

of looking at the Mapuche indigenous people, which changed through time, from ‘brave and fearless
warriors’ through (among others) ‘lazy drunken Injuns’ to ‘gentle savages who lack education’. As
Jenkins points out, this view of Mapuche people not only affects their lives (as they were the

dominated group in this context), but it also does not give us any ‘factual’ information about the

Mapuche, other than how they were perceived of course. ‘Rather, they tell us about native policies,

the goals of the Spanish and the Chileans with respect to the Mapuche. Hence they tell us about the
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categorizers – how they see themselves and their objectives – more than the categorized.’ 66 Ethnic

sterotypes also contain aspects of physical appearance, whether imagined or ‘real’. 67

Altered circumstances can thus result in altered stereotypes. It is not only the content of the

stereotypes that may change, however. Change can also lie in the way they are employed. In

Communities of Violence, David Nirenberg has shown how images and stereotypes can be age-old.
Yet, focusing on outbreaks of violence and the way in which these were ‘justified’ by existing

discourses and stereotypes of religious and/or social minorities, he showed how the function and
effect of these stereotypes are dependent on the context in which they are used. In the same vein,
he emphasised the agency of people in their employment of these images. 68 The same agency in

employing images and stereotypes is visible in the treatment of the Mongols in Mamluk-era works.

Ethnicity in the medieval Islamic world

Ethnicity and ethnic classification serve various purposes to people, both modern and premodern,
and while the contexts of ethnicity may vary, ethnicity as ‘the kind of group consciousness that is
based on the dialectical opposition of different cultural traditions in the process of social

interaction’ is present across socio-historical contexts. 69 The same applies to the presence of images

of such ethnic others. 70 The role of, and ideas on, ethnicity in medieval Europe has been studied and

debated quite elaborately in the past decades. 71 Significantly less work has been done on the topic

for the premodern Islamic world, and for that reason this section will rely on earlier scholarship as

well as on primary source material. A recent and important contribution to the field is Peter Webb’s
study into the ethnogenesis of Arabness in early Islam, showing how different groups began to call

themselves ‘Arabs’ and a notion of Arab identity gradually emerged and, from then on, constantly
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evolved. 72 Webb demonstrates how this ethnic identification arose in conquered territories, across

the boundaries between the newly arrived conquerors and the existing population in order to

differentiate themselves from the latter and so retain (or claim) status and privilege. Ethnicity, even
if newly found, thus mattered in the early Islamic caliphate.

As Suliman Bashear has shown, the differentiation early Islamic rulers and society made

between this elite and the so-called aʿjam, or non-Arabs, had practical consequences – even if they

were Muslim and mawālī (clients). 73 For instance, Kufan governor al-Ḥajjāj (41-95/661-714) was

forced to dismiss a judge from Kufa, a dark-skinned client called Saʿīd ibn Jubayr. The people of Kufa
had protested because they did not consider a mawlā suited for the position: only an Arab could

hold it. 74 In a similar vein, ḥadīths circulated favouring Arabs over non-Arabs or discussing

relations between them, including on the issue of mixed marriage: can Arabs marry (Muslim) aʿjam,
and how does that affect the status of their offspring? 75 As Webb has shown, the mention of
Arabness in these ḥadīths are second/eighth-century forgeries. 76 Yet it not only shows the

development of Arab ethnogenesis in this period, but also that ethnic identity was considered to
have practical consequences.

Arguably the most famous case of cultural or ethnic awareness in the early Islamic period is

the shuʿūbiyya 77 phenomenon of the late second/eighth and third/ninth centuries in Iraq. Non-Arab
writers, primarily Persians, opposed ideas of Arab superiority and ridiculed the Arabs’ history and

descent while glorifying their own in works with titles as Mathālib al-ʿArab (The Vices of the Arabs)
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by al-Haytham ibn ʿĀdī (d. 207/822-23). 78 This challenge to Arab precedence in an ethnically

charged discourse has been described by Webb as an example of ‘ethnic revival’: in light of

impending assimilation into hegemonic identity, assimilators emphasise and promote their own

heritage (and members of the hegemon may do the same). It is, however, shortlived and the groups
are eventually assimilated. 79 A similar tension between Arab and non-Arab Muslims was present in

Al-Andalus, where a descending order existed of Arabs, Berbers, and muwalladūn, local converts to

Islam. 80 Here, in the fifth/eleventh century, the non-Arab Muslim Ibn García used the earlier Middle
Eastern shuʿūbiyya texts to formulate a similar critique and break a lance for non-Arab rule. 81

Various ethnic identities and categorisations have thus always been present in the Islamic

world – albeit subject to continuous negotiation and (re)adjustment – and they were recognised as

such by Islamic authors. And although religious affiliation was arguably more important to a
person’s identity than ethnic background in the Islamic world, 82 the latter was perceived as

potentially consequential. Ethnic backgrounds, for instance, could determine which positions a

person could or could not hold, and in the case of slaves affect the type of work they were assigned

(see Chapter 1). Moreover, ethnic affiliation could serve as a cause for action, or be interpreted that
way. The abovementioned Turkish mamluk Aqush reportedly received a warm welcome from the

Mongols on account of his ethnic background. Similarly, regarding a revolt of black troops following
Salāḥ al-Dīn’s (532-89/1138-93) overthrow of the Fatimids, Ibn al-Athīr (d. 630/1233) wrote that

they did this out of jinsiyya, or ‘ethnic solidarity’. 83 Ethnic origins were also used to name military
bodies and dynasties – the Ayyubids, for instance, were sometimes referred to as the ‘Kurdish
dynasty’ (dawlat al-akrād). 84

Ethnic diversity was not found only within the Islamic realm, but also beyond its borders.

The regions outside the Islamic world drew the attention of Muslim writers. As Göran Larsson has

pointed out, authors divided and categorised the world primarily by the criteria of geography,
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politics, language, and religion, thus constructing boundaries. 85 The Arabic tradition accordingly

contains a wealth of material on peoples outside the Muslim world, which has been described by

Aziz Al-Azmeh as ‘the literary canonization of ethnological convention and ethnographic accounts,

and their casting as topoi in all Arabic discourses of exoticism’. 86 This material originated from the
stories of travellers, particularly in the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries, and quickly turned

into topoi and stereotypes that found their way into all sorts of literary genres, from geographies to

histories to slave-trading manuals. 87 The elements that such descriptions pay attention to are nicely

summed up by the later Mamluk historian al-Maqrīzī (766-845/1364-1442) when he writes: ‘In

each of the seven climes live peoples (umam) differing in language, colour, and other things (ghayr

dhālika), [such as] disposition (ṭabāʾiʿ), morals (akhlāq), views (arāʾ), religions, doctrines

(madhāhib), beliefs, trades and crafts, customs and religious observances.’ 88 Al-Maqrīzī and his

colleagues thus pay attention to very similar aspects of cultural stuff as premodern and modern

authors did and do. Bernard Lewis has stated that discussions of ethnicity in the classical Arabic

sources usually appear ‘in the context of origin or employment – that is, of tribes or slaves’, 89 noting
that these two frequently go together, as a slave’s tribe of origin is often mentioned. Ethnic

differences then, Lewis writes, are most commonly discussed in slave-buying manuals, and they are
also found in descriptions of intra-military rivalries between various factions. 90 These are indeed

important sources, but ethnic descriptions and stereotypes are found throughout the genres of
Islamic literature, including in the Mamluk era.

In the Mamluk sultanate, the military elite consisted of men of many different ethnicities.

That this was duly noted and considered relevant becomes clear from many contemporary sources,
The ninth/fifteenth-century scholar Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Asyūṭī (b. 813/1410-1), for

instance, in his examples for sales contracts, stated that in case of the sale of a slave their ethnic

background should be mentioned in the contract. 91 The muḥtasib and historian Badr al-Dīn al-ʿAynī
(762-855/1360-1451), in his biographies of the Mamluk sultans al-Muʾayyad Shaykh (r. 815-
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24/1412-21) and al-Ẓāhir Ṭaṭar (r. 824/1421), not only lists the ethnic backgrounds of various

Mamluk sultans, but also gives an elaborate account of how all these ethnic groups are descended

from Noah through his sons Japheth, Ham, and Shem. 92 Ethnicity was clearly considered relevant in

the Mamluk sultanate, and academic discussion on the topic has mostly focused on its salience, its

relative importance. Koby Yosef, who has also pointed out the frequent mention of ethnic origins in

the Mamluk sources, has argued that affiliation and identity within the Mamluk sultanate was based
primarily on ethnic background. 93 Other scholars, such as Amitai and Amir Mazor, have warned

against placing too much stock in notions of ethnic solidarity, pointing to other bases for solidarity,
as well as to instances of a clear lack of such ethnic solidarity. 94

Ethnicity is thus a recurring topic in various types of sources. Some authors even appear to

be thinking about ethnicity on a more analytical level. The encylopaedist Shı̇hāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn

Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī (700-49/1301-48/9) seems to be arguing for an intriguing mix between a
primordial and constructionist model of ethnicity, avant la lettre, when discussing the Golden
Horde:

In the past, this kingdom was the land of the Kipchaks. When the Tatars (tatār) ran them
over, the Kipchaks became their subjects. Then they mixed with them and married with
them. The land conquered their natural disposition (al-jibla) and origin (al-aṣl). All of them
became like the Kipchaks, as if they were one ethnicity (jins), due to the Mongols (almughul) dwelling in the land of the Kipchaks and their relationships by marriage to them,
and that their lands (bilād) are on their ground (arḍ). 95
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Matters of heritage and birth evidently play a role, in al-ʿUmarī’s eyes, but so do social contacts and
the environment.

I have so far used the term ‘ethnicity’ to translate the Arabic word jins (pl. ajnās). This raises

the question whether that is justifiable. After all, the word jins can have a wide variety of meanings,
both in premodern and in modern Arabic. As Lewis has pointed out, in classical Arabic it ‘could

indicate type, species, class, race, nation, sex, or – in the original grammatical sense of the word –
gender’. 96 But even when it is possible to deduce from the context that we are dealing with a

(perceived) ethnic group, the question remains what exactly is meant by the term jins. Nonetheless,

in the context of this study the translation ‘ethnicity’ or ‘ethnic origin’ is probably the most accurate,

more so than, for instance, an interpretation as ‘descent’. This is evidenced in a description by al-

Maqrīzī of an audience with the sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (r. 693-4/1293-4; 698-708/1299-1309;

709-41/1310-41): ‘The sultan himself, without intermediary, asked him [a trooper] about his name,
his origin (aṣlihi), his ethnicity (jinsihi), when he came to Egypt and with whom, and to which amir

[officer, commander] or other person [he belonged], and about which raids he had been present at,
and about what he knows of the art of war, and other such thorough inquiries.’ 97 The terms ‘origin’

(aṣl) and ‘ethnicity’ (jins) are clearly separated here, indicating that jins connotes more than simply
being from a certain family (or, perhaps, a certain region).

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that there might be variations in how the term

is used, even when jins is clearly used in the context of ethnicity. Ibn al-Wardī (d. 861/1457), for

instance, writes that ‘the Khazars are a jins of the Turks (jins min al-turk)’, 98 although the Turks

themselves are also frequently referred to as a ‘jins’. Similarly, the Egyptian historian Ibn al-

Dawādārī (c. 686-735/1289-1336) wrote about his maternal grandfather: ‘He was of Turkish

ethnicity (turkī al-jins) and his ethnic group was called (yusammī jinsuhu) B-R-SH Ughlī.’ 99 How
should this double use of the term jins be interpreted? The second use clearly denotes a

subgrouping of the former. In an article that discusses medieval concepts of ethnicity and race,

historian Robert Bartlett argues that the twelfth-century English historian and chronicler William
of Malmesbury’s
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usage [of the term gens] sometimes suggests that there may be gentes of more than one
kind, specifically that one gens may be a subdivision of a larger gens. He is willing to call the
Northumbrians, Mercians, East Anglians, and men of Kent gentes, but also refers continually
to the gens Anglorum. 100

A similar use of the term jins seems to appear in medieval Arabic sources, in which the term can

indicate both an overarching ethnicity, such as Turk, and a subgroup of that ethnicity, such as the

Kipchaks. A similar mechanism is at work in the texts of Mamluk-era authors when they discuss the

Turkish Mamluks and Mongols of being ‘of one jins’, as in the abovementioned example of Abū

Shāma.

Consequently, when discussing the relations between ‘Turkish’ Mamluks, local Egyptians

and Syrians, and Mongols in this thesis, I will use the terminology of ethnicity – as far as the sources
allow for this, of course. There are various ethnic relationships between these groups: across

boundaries between realms, but also within the Mamluk sultanate. Ethnic stereotypes and ethnic

prejudice are therefore plentiful. After all, ethnicity mattered, is frequently mentioned, and was an

important means for medieval Middle Eastern authors to categorise the world around them.

Terminology
Before moving on to the source material, a few other terminological remarks are in order. When

discussing the Mongol conquests and the successor khanates, medieval Arabic sources use both the
terms mughul and tatar. At times, the two appear to be used interchangeably, but in other cases a

distinction appears to be made, although the actual perceived difference between them is rarely
clear. How are these two concepts related, and how does that affect research into images of the
Mongols?

When they lived in the Mongolian Steppe, the tribes of the Mongols and ‘actual’ Tatars were

archenemies. The so-called Secret History of the Mongols, the Mongols’ oldest written story of the

origin of their people and the rise of Chinggis Khan relates as much, and quotes Chinggis Khan

saying, for instance: ‘From old days, the Tatar people have been our mortal enemies, the people
who have destroyed our fathers and forefathers.’ 101 And although the Tatars were likely the

strongest of the Turco-Mongol tribes in Mongolia in the middle of the twelfth century, they were
Bartlett, ‘Medieval and Modern Concepts’, 43. The similarities between the Latin word gens and the Arabic jins
are not coincidental. The Arabic term is a loanword from the Greek cognate γένος (genos), via Syriac gensā. Lutz
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101
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one of the first tribes to be completely conquered and subdued by the Mongols, who – in

consequence to the enmity between the two tribes – were ruthless and massacred the Tatar men,

while the remaining Tatars were taken captive. As an independent tribe the Tatars ceased to exist,
with those surviving being split up and scattered among the Mongol population. 102 The new

federation, brought together by Chinggis Khan, called itself Yeke Mongqol Ulus, the great Mongol
nation, in which the subjugated steppe peoples were absorbed. 103

Nonetheless, the term tatar came to be widely used in both Europe and the Islamic world to

indicate the Mongols and their armies. In Europe, it was frequently spelt ‘Tartar’, which had the

advantage of linking them to Tartarus, the underworld of Greek mythology. 104 Although the Arabic
sources use both the terms mughul and tatar, in variant spellings, the use of ‘Tatar’ is more

frequent. 105 Why were the Mongols called Tatars? It has been argued that the earlier prominence of
the Tatars may have led to their name becoming a general label for peoples from the Mongolian

region. 106 This is a common mechanism: the sixth- to eighth-century Türk Empire in Inner Asia lent
its name to all peoples speaking a language related to theirs. 107 In fact, Rashīd al-Dīn already

suggested as much, adding that in his days, i.e. the years around 700/1300 – ‘most Turks are called
Mongols’, because of the latter’s success and dominance. 108 This is not entirely true, at least for the

Likely this massacre was limited to the aristocracy of the Tatars, and not only young children, but also
nonaristocratic Tatars were spared and incorporated into the Mongols. Chinggis Khan himself had at least two
Tatar wives, and several Tatars went on to gain high positions with in the army. Timothy May, The Mongol Art of
War (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2007), 10–11. For the description in the Secret History, see de Rachewiltz,
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Arabic sources, which do in fact differentiate between all sorts of Turkic peoples. Moreover, in some

cases they also differentiate between Mongols and Tatars.

Rashīd al-Dīn’s and modern scholars’ explanation for the spread of the word ‘Tatar’ is

indeed a likely one. For one, mention is made of ‘Tatars’ in tenth- and eleventh-century Persian
sources. The anonymous tenth-century geography Ḥudūd al-ʿĀlam (Boundaries of the World)

discusses the nomadic Toghuzghuz, one of the Turkish peoples. ‘The Tātār too’, it says, ‘are a race

(jinsī) of the Toghuzghuz.’ 109 In his mirror for princes, the Qābus Nāmah, the Ziyarid ruler Kaykāvūs
(c. 412-83/1021-90), similarly groups the Tatars among the Turks, and states that they are the

people most used to hardship and discomfort. 110 It is impossible at this point to determine with
certainty whether these Tatars are the same people who were so powerful on the Mongolian

steppes and who were later definitively defeated by Chinggis Khan and his men. Given the area in
which these Tatars lived according to these texts, it would be possible. 111 The earlier success by

Tatars led to the spread of that name in Asia, leading to its adoption for a conquering people coming
from the same direction that the Tatars lived in. In any case, the Tatar name was known to Persian

authors in this period, and it would make sense for this name to have been used for steppe peoples
that were regarded as related to, or even as the same group, as them. This practice would have
easily spread from Central Asia and Persia into the Arabic-speaking world.

The rather confusing Arabic use of mughul and the more frequent tatar, in all their variant

spellings, has been noted by scholars. However, few attempts have been made to untangle the

question whether there is any real difference in meaning between the two terms. Many of those

working with texts from the Mamluk sultanate take a similar approach to that of Donald Little, who
states that he will ‘assume that the two terms Muġul and Tatar are interchangeable, as indeed they

almost always are, but to guard against possible exceptions I shall adhere to the specific terms used
in the texts.’112 In many cases, Little is right. A good example of this interchangeability can be found
in the biography of sultan Baybars by Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (620-92/1233-92). He speaks

Hudúd Al-ʻĀlam: The Regions of the World: A Persian Geography, 372 A.H. (982 A.D.), ed. C.E. Bosworth and V.V.
Barthold, trans. V. Minorsky, 2nd ed. (London: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 1970), 94.
110
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of the same two Golden Horde ambassadors as nafarayn min al-tatār (‘two Tatar men’) and al-

nafarayn al-mughul (‘two Mongol men’). 113 Similarly, in Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā al-Yūnīnī’s (640-

726/1242-1326) account of the Mongol occupation of Damascus in 699/1300, he mentions al-tatār

seizing horses from the civilian population on Thursday and al-mughul praying in the mosque on

Friday, within six lines of one another, with no indication whatsoever that he is referring to
different (sub)groups here. 114

In some cases, however, authors clearly do make a distinction between ‘Mongols’ and

‘Tatars’, although they rarely, if ever, indicate what they consider the difference or relationship

between the two to be. A clear instance of this can be found in the work of al-Asyūṭī. In an example
for a contract in his chapter on salam (advance purchase, i.e. the buyer pays in advance, but the
goods are delivered at a later date) he writes:

If the advance purchase is for a slave, say: I hand such and such over to so and so, in this and
that way, as a legal advanced purchase, comprising the consent and the approval of a
mamluk of Mongol ethnicity (mamlūk mughulī al-jins), or Byzantine (rūmī), or Circassian, or
Tatar (tatarī), or of another ethnicity. 115

In the ninth/fifteenth century, al-Asyūṭī apparently viewed the Mongols and the Tatars as belonging
to two different ethnic groups. But based on this material, it is not possible to reconstruct if he sees

any kind of relationship between the two groups, apart from them both belonging to the Turks, and
if so, what that would be.

One possible explanation for the respective use of the two terms was given by Omeljan

Pritsak, who suggested that the term tatar referred to ‘people who have become (politically)

Mongol’. Amitai has responded to this idea, stating that he finds this plausible, as it is his impression

‘that this distinction is confirmed by much of the usage of the terms in some of the Arabic

sources’. 116 Although it is seldom made explicit, the terms are used interchangeably at times, and

Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Khuwayṭir (Riyadh:
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authors do not use the term consistently, generally speaking the authors of the Mamluk sultanate
considered a) the mughul to be a subgroup of the tatar, in which the former b) formed the ruling
elite.

One of the earliest sources supporting this theory is Ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī’s (610-85/1213-

86) Kitāb al-Jughrāfiyā (Book of Geography). When discussing Karakorum, the capital of the

Mongols, he writes: ‘To the east of [the river] is the capital of the Tatars in our time, Karakorum. (…)
Next to it is the land of the Mongols and they are the distinguished among the Tatars (wa-hum

khāṣat al-tatar) and from there are their khans.’ 117 Ibn Saʿīd’s geography was an important source

for Abū al-Fidāʾ’s geography Taqwīm al-Buldān (Almanac of Lands). The latter thus states that
Karakorum

means ‘black sand’ in Turkish and Ibn Saʿīd has said that Karakorum was the base of the
Tatars and next to it is the land of the Mongols and they are the pure Tatars (khāliṣat altatar) and from there are their khans.’ 118

The passages by Ibn Saʿīd and Abū al-Fidāʾ show a possible interpretation of the tatar as the group

who conquered, and by then ruled, vast areas of Asia – the group that modern scholars would refer
to as Mongols. The mughul form an elite subgroup. That this is likely how Abū al-Fidāʾ regarded

them, is similarly evident in his statement about the 680/1281 Battle of Homs that ‘the number of

Tatars (tatar) was eighty thousand horsemen and among them were fifty thousand Mongols

(mughul); the rest were groups of different ethnicities (ajnās) like Georgians and Armenians and

Persians (ʿajam) and others’. 119 Another good example can be found in Ibn Kathīr’s (700-74/1300-

Pritsak’s statement was based on linguistic arguments, and his interpretation of the term ‘Tatar’ has nothing to do
with the Tatar tribe.
117
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plains of Elbistan from the banks of the Euphrates, and how Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī is likely confusing the river with the
Göksu here, see Paulina B. Lewicka, Šāfi‘ Ibn ‘Alī’s Biography of the Mamluk Sultan Qalāwūn (Warsaw: Academic

35

73) history, which states that the Chinggisid dynasty arose from a people whose ‘language was

different from the language of the rest of the Tatars (tatar)’. 120

Such a classification of the mughul as part of the tatars also appears in the works of Ibn

Khaldūn (732-807/1332-1405). In his autobiographical Al-Taʿrīf bi-Ibn Khaldūn, he describes

Chinggis Khan as: ‘Commander of the Mongols, who belong to the Tatar peoples’ (amīr al-mughul

min shuʿūb al-ṭaṭar). 121 Similarly, in his Kitāb al-ʿIbar (Book of Examples), he mentions that a group

of tatars fought one Kushlū Khān, and that they were known as mughul, and their king was Chinggis
Khan. 122 Yet, he is not entirely consistent in this, at times appearing to refer to them as separate
groups or, on the contrary, using the terms interchangeably. 123 Other texts show similar

inconsistencies. Referring to the same battle of Homs as Abū al-Fidāʾ above, Ibn Wāṣil (604-

97/1208-98) reported that among the tatar whom the Mamluks fought, there was a large number

of ‘the brave of the Mongols’ (min shujʿān al-mughul), and that an amir told him that there was more
‘progeny of the Mongols’ (dhurriyat al-mughul) present than at the earlier battle at ʿAyn Jālūt in

658/1260. 124 Yet when discussing those very armies, Ibn Wāṣil relates that Hülegü ‘came to Syria
with an innumerable army of Mongols (mughul) and others from among the Georgians and

Persians’, 125 yet refers to the same troops, a few pages down, as being from among ‘the Tatars
(tatar) and the Persians and the Georgians and other peoples’. 126

So while there appears to be a general notion that the mughul were a subgroup of a larger

tatar people, this differentiation was by no means strictly adhered to – neither between authors (al-

Asyūṭī’s use of the two terms does not appear to acknowledge any such relations), nor within their
respective works. A somewhat stronger correlation appears to exist between the term mughul and

Publishing House Dialog, 2000), 103–4. See also Abū Shāma’s mention of ‘the representative of king of the Tatars
from among the Mongols’ (malik al-tātār min al-mughul) (Tarājim, 205).
120
Abū al-Fidāʾ Ismaʿīl Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, vol. XIII (Beirut: Maktabat al-Maʿārif and Maktabat alNaṣr, 1966), 82. See also al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 179.
121
Ibn Khaldūn, Al-Taʿrīf bi-Ibn Khaldūn wa-Riḥlatuhu Gharban wa-Sharqan (Cairo, 1951), 360.
122
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar wa-Dīwān al-Mubtadaʾ wa-l-Khabar fī Ayyām al-ʿArab wa-l-ʿAdjam
wa-l-Barbar wa-man ʿAṣarahum min Dhawī al-Sulṭān al-Akbar, ed. ʿĀdil bin Saʿd, vol. V (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub alʿIlmiyya, 2010), 108.For the Mongols and Chinggis Khan fighting ‘Kushlū Khān’, see chapter 4.
123
See for instance Ibn Khaldūn, Al-Taʿrīf, 366 as well as the examples in van den Bent, ‘None of the Kings’, 173–74,
nn. 8, 9.
124
Jamāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Ibn Wāṣil, Die Chronik des ibn Wāṣil. Ğamāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Wāṣil Mufarriğ alKurūb fī Aḫbār Banī Ayyūb. Kritische Edition des letzten Teils (646/1248-659/1261) mit Kommentar. Untergang der
Ayyubiden und Beginn der Mamlukenherrschaft, ed. Mohamed Rahim, vol. VI (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag,
2010), 224. The editor has read this as an assertion that the Mongol army as a whole was larger at Homs than at
ʿAyn Jālūt, and reflects that this is not correct (Ibn Wāṣil, VI:298 n. 1531). That does not, however, appear to be
what Ibn Wāṣil intended to say here.
125
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:191.
126
Ibn Wāṣil, VI:196.
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concrete political power. Ilkhanid amirs tend to be referred to as mughul rather than tatar. Al-

Nuwayrī (677-733/1279-1333), for instance, uses the term tatar virtually everywhere the Mongols

are involved, but speaks of akābir umarāʾ al-mughul (the great Mongol amirs) and abnāʾ al-mughul
(the sons of the Mongols) in his report of the Ilkhanid political elite’s move to oust and kill the

Ilkhan Tegüder Aḥmad (r. 681-3/1282-4). 127 Abū al-Fidāʾ describes Temürtash (d. 728/1328), an
Ilkhanid rebel, as very arrogant ‘due to his high descent from the Mongols (mughul)’. 128 It is also

generally mughul who decide on enthronements. 129 However, as in the case of the mughul as a

subgroup of the tatar, this distinction is not absolute. Even if they tend to use the term mughul for
the higher (political or military) echelons, authors may still use the term elsewhere to indicate a

group that is not part of this elite or that they even refer to as tatar elsewhere. I mentioned Ibn ʿAbd
al-Ẓāhir earlier, but examples can be found, among others, in the works of Ibn Shaddād (613-

84/1217-85), 130 Ibn al-Dawādārī, 131 and Ibn Kathīr (700-74/1300-73) – the latter speaks of the

King of the Tatars, malik al-tatār, Hülegü’s army as a whole as jaysh al-mughul, the Mongol army, on

the same page. 132

In sum, the authors of the Mamluk sultanate were inconsistent in their use of the terms

tatar and mughul to indicate the actors and polities that modern scholarship has come to denote as

Mongols. The concurrent use of terms shows that authors were aware of some sort of difference
between the two. In a very broad manner, although this was by no means universal, the mughul

were regarded as a subgroup of the tatar, and in that constellation the mughul were the political
elite. It is conceivable that this is a reflection of the historical reality that the Mongol tribe had

incorporated other peoples from the Mongolian steppes, although this is not something articulated
in the sources. Possibly, it also served to reconcile an earlier awareness of a tatar people

somewhere in the steppes, with the ‘new’ ethnonym mughul. In any case, it is clearly a case of ethnic

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:272.
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, IV:116. On Temürtash’ rebellion and subsequent demise at the hands of al-Nāṣir
Muḥammad, see for instance Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 117–25.
129
See for instance Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, ed. Aḥmad al-Arnāʾūṭ and
Turkī Muṣṭafā, vol. VIII (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 2000), 227; Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā ibn Muḥammad alYūnīnī, Dhayl Mirʾāt al-Zamān fī Tārīkh al-Aʿyān, vol. IV (Cairo [Hyderabad]: Dār al-Kitāb al-Islāmī [Majlis Dāʾira alMaʿārif al-ʿUthmāniyya], 1992), 212.
130
ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. Aḥmad Ḥaṭīṭ (Wiesbaden:
Franz Steiner Verlag, 1983), 55–57. Cf. his use of the terms on pages 179-80.
131
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:290; Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar waJāmiʿ al-Ghurar, ed. Ulrich Haarmann, vol. VIII (Cairo: s.n., 1971), 35, 169.
132
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:218.
127
128

37

categorisation by outsiders that did not entirely coincide with the ethnic identification of the people
in question, in this case the Mongols. 133

A definitive answer to what medieval Muslim authors meant by the terms tatar and mughul,

respectively, thus remains elusive, despite the recurring tendencies that I have described here.

Moreover, it is a reminder that one must be careful when working on medieval Arab interpretations
of ethnicity and ethnic groups. Different authors may mean different things when using the same

word, and even a single author might well be inconsistent in his or her terminology. In my analysis

of the sources from the Mamluk sultanate and their representations of those whom modern

scholarship refers to as ‘Mongols’, I will, however, give precedence to the fact that, in the vast

majority of cases, Mongol conquering forces are referred to as tatar, as are polities and individuals.
This term is clearly the one generally employed, for early seventh/thirteenth-century conquering

armies, Ilkhanid enemies and Golden Horde allies alike. And although a more thorough study of the

use of the term mughul remains a desideratum, it is evident that in the vast majority of cases in

which differentiation is made between the two, the mughul are, one way or another, subsumed

within the broader tatar category. I thus consider it justified to use mentions of both in my analysis

of the representation of the Mongols in Mamluk sources, and refer to them by that English term,
although I will indicate the term used in any direct quotation containing it.

A final point of terminology: the Mamluk era is usually divided into two ‘halves’, the first

running from its inception in 648/1250 to 784/1382, when the ethnically Circassian sultan Barqūq
took the throne, the second ending with the Ottoman takeover in 923/1517. The eras were

traditionally referred to as the Baḥrī or Turkish period and the Burjī or Circassian, respectively, but
David Ayalon already pointed out that the terms Baḥrī and Burjī are incorrect. 134 The terms

‘Turkish’ and ‘Circassian’, referring to the ethnic origin of (the majority of) their respective sultans
is more useful, but, as Amir Mazor has argued, given the variety of ethnic backgrounds of both

sultans and high-ranked amirs in the ‘Turkish’ period, that term is also somewhat awkward. I will
therefore follow Mazor, and refer to them as the first and second Mamluk periods. 135

Something similar can be seen in the medieval Arabic use of the word ‘Turk’. See Yehoshua Frenkel, ‘The Turks
of the Eurasian Steppes in Medieval Arabic Writing’, in Mongols, Turks, and Others. Eurasian Nomads and the
Sedentary World, ed. Reuven Amitai and Michal Biran (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 204–5.
134
David Ayalon, ‘Baḥrī Mamlūks, Burjī Mamlūks – Inadequate Names for the Two Reigns of the Mamlūk
Sultanate’, Tārīḫ 1 (1990): 3–53. See also Northrup, ‘The Baḥrī Mamlūk Sultanate’, 250–51.
135
Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 20.
133
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Primary sources
There were many ways in which the Mamluks and the Mongols interacted: across borders, with the

Ilkhanids and the Jochids of the Golden Horde, but also within the Mamluk sultanate. Consequently,

they frequently appear in chronicles that describe the ruling elite’s interactions with these Mongols,

and that devote ample space to Mongol military prowess and aggression, as well as paying attention
to friendly contacts between the sultanate and the Golden Horde. But it was not only Mongol

conquests and later khanates that drew attention; their pre-conquest times and their conquests

before those of the central Islamic lands were similarly of interest to Mamluk-era authors. The

sources contain, for instance, origin legends which try to trace the Mongols’ roots and explain the

cause of their exodus (khurūj) from their homeland, biographies of Mongol leaders, especially
Chinggis Khan, and other sorts of information on this ‘new’ people. In order to both trace the
development of images of Mongols in the first Mamluk period as well as investigate the

differentiation among them and their respective authors’ motives and agency, I have carried out a
number of case studies, for which I selected a diverse corpus of relevant sources.

The case studies focus on various aspects of Mongol culture and history, on key moments in

Mongol-Mamluk relations, and on different Mongol groups. This not only allows for a broad

spectrum of images to be analysed in a variety of contexts and periods – in which they may have

different functions – but also gives me the opportunity to compare the works and ideas of various

authors and genres. After all, the agency of individual authors affects the images present and their

purpose. Likewise, different genres have different conventions, aims and target audiences, all of

which influence their respective approaches to the Mongols and the emphases in their respective

perceptions of them. 136 I have thus selected relevant sources varying by genre and date which were
written by authors with different backgrounds.

Li Guo has pointed to the great variety in background in those writing history in the

Mamluk sultanate. Apart from Abū al-Fidāʾ, all Syrian chroniclers were ʿulamāʾ, religious scholars.
Others, such as al-Nuwayrī and al-ʿUmarī (700-49/1301-48/9) certainly considered themselves
ʿulamāʾ, but were also employees of the Mamluk court and consequently had a rather different

educational background and social context. 137 Many of these authors were employed in the Mamluk
See Joep Leerssen, ‘Imagology: History and Method’, in Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, 28.
Li Guo, ‘Mamluk Historiographic Studies: The State of the Art’, Mamlūk Studies Review, 1997, 29–32. See also
Donald P. Little, ‘Historiography of the Ayyūbid and Mamlūk Epochs’, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume I.
Islamic Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl F. Petry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 413. On historians and
their different social contexts, see also Konrad Hirschler, ‘Social Contexts of Medieval Arabic Historical Writing:
Court Scholars Versus Ideal/Withdrawn Scholars – Ibn Wāṣil and ’Abū Šāma’, in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid,
Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras. IV: Proceedings of the 9th and 10th International Colloquium Organized at the
136
137

39

administration, in religious positions or in the chancellery. In these roles, they participated in the
development of the Mamluk legitimisation strategies, which were largely based on religion and

aimed in part at the Mongols, as described by Broadbridge. 138 The relationship between the Arab

ʿulamāʾ and the Mamluk political and military elite was not always without its problems, however.

Some scholars looked down upon the ‘Turks’, regarding them as lacking in the fields of culture and
science – a prejudice levelled by the ‘men of the pen’ to ‘men of the sword’ that has a long

tradition. 139 Apart from differences between pen and sword, however, there was also a relevant

ethnic difference in most cases. In most cases, scholars writing about the Mongols were themselves
of local descent, and were thus writing about an ethnic group that was considered to be closely

related to their own rulers, whose ethnic background they did not share. Some scholars, however,
were of a similar ethnic background as the Mamluk elite. Baybars al-Manṣūrī (d. 725/1325), had

come to Egypt as a mamluk, while Ibn al-Dawādārī and al-Ṣafadī (696-764/1297-1363) belonged to
the so-called awlād al-nās, the free offspring of Mamluk amirs. In my selection of authors and texts I

have striven to create a representative selection of authors of various backgrounds, including both

Egyptians and Syrians, of both Arab and Mamluk descent, 140 holding different positions within

Mamluk society.

My second criterium, at least in selecting the key authors in this study, was that they

consciously experienced the time when the Ilkhanate was still a threat. With regard to the genres, I
have analysed geographies, rulers’ biographies, biographical dictionaries, chronicles and universal
histories, encyclopaedias, and what could be described as an apocalyptic treatise, Ibn al-Nafīs’ (d.

687/1288) Al-Risāla al-Kāmiliyya fī al-Sīra al-Nabawiyya. Additionally, I have incorporated the wellknown fatwas by Ibn Taymiyya (661-728/1263-1328) and a brief section of tafsīr, Qur’an exegesis,
by his student Ibn Kathīr. As far as historical sections are concerned, I studied them until the year

736/1335, when the Ilkhanate collapsed. In this section, I will briefly describe the selected genres,
works and authors.

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in May 2000 and May 2001, ed. U. Vermeulen and J. Van Steenbergen (Leuven:
Uitgeverij Peeters, 2005).
138
Broadbridge, ‘Mamluk Legitimacy’, 91–92.
139
Ulrich Haarmann, ‘Arabic in Speech, Turkish in Lineage: Mamluks and Their Sons in the Intellectual Life of
Fourteenth-Century Egypt and Syria’, Journal of Semitic Studies 33, no. 1 (1988): 81–84. See also Nasser Rabbat,
‘Representing the Mamluks in Mamluk Historical Writing’, in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed.
Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 59–75; Amitai, Holy War, 94–98.
140
Webb (Imagining the Arabs, 332) has pointed to the shift in the use of the term ʿarab to primarily denote
outsider Bedouins rather than their own, Arabic-speaking communities, and expressed the desideratum for a
proper study investigating the use of this term in the fourth/tenth-tenth/sixteenth century Middle East. For
practical purposes, however, I will here use the term ‘Arab’ to distinguish these authors from local authors with
Mamluk backgrounds.
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In geographical texts, authors would discuss both the topography of the world as well as the

perceived ethnological characteristics of the peoples inhabiting it. 141 These sources not only

supplied information (and entertainment) to educated readers and official, but also provided
mirror images of the Other, which ‘would have [had] to be in line with then prevalent

interpretations of history, as well as with the dominant style of depicting the stranger and the

Other’. 142 One of the most important geographers of the Mamluk era was Shams al-Dīn al-ʾAnṣāri al-

Dimashqī (d. 727/1327), who wrote the geographical work Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr fī ʿAjāʾib al-Barr
wa-l-Baḥr (The Book of the Selection of the Age on the Wonders of Land and Sea) as well as a

physiognomical text. Another geographical text I have used is Abū al-Fidā’s Taqwīm al-Buldān. This

descriptive geography includes tables with mathematical and geographical data, 143 mostly lacks
ethnographic data, but does mention relevant historical events.

A thriving genre in the Mamluk period was historiography, which came in various forms,

the two most important being chronicles and biographical dictionaries. 144 Authors frequently

worked across genres, and Abū al-Fidāʾ, who stemmed from a line of Ayyubid lords of Hama, also

wrote a world history entitled Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Tārīkh al-Bashar (The Concise History of

Mankind). 145 One of the earlier historical works he made use of was that of Ibn Wāṣil, who was one

of his teachers. Ibn Wāṣil, a scholar from Hama who worked in various official positions in different
Syrian cities and spent some twenty years in Cairo, from 642/1243 to the 660s/1260s, wrote an

annalistic chronicle entitled Mufarrij al-kurūb fī akhbār Banī Ayyūb (The Dissipater of Anxieties on

the Reports of the Ayyubids). 146 I have also used histories by a number of later Syrian ḥadīth

scholars, whose works are strongly connected. Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā al-Yūnīnī wrote a supplement

(dhayl) to Sibṭ Ibn al-Jawzī’s (d. 654/1256) famous chronicle Mirʾat al-Zamān fī Taʾrīkh al-Aʿyān,

(The Mirror of Time Concerning the History of Notables), retaining the latter’s format of a

combination of year by year reports of events (ḥawādith) and biographical notices of the deceased
notables of that year. 147 The text is related to that of Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm al-

Frenkel, ‘The Turks’, 209–10.
Frenkel, 233.
143
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 91.
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On his life and work, see ‘Introduction’, in al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, The
Memoirs of a Syrian Prince. Abu’l-Fidā’, Sultan of Ḥamāh (672-732/1273-1331). Translated with an Introduction by
P. M. Holt, trans. P.M. Holt (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1983), 1–5; Donald Presgrave Little, An Introduction
to Mamlūk Historiography: An Analysis of Arabic Annalistic and Biographical Sources for the Reign of al-Malik anNāṣir Muḥammad Ibn Qalā’ūn (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1970), 42–46.
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See Konrad Hirschler, Medieval Arabic Historiography. Authors as Actors (London: Routledge, 2006), 12–13.
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Jazarī’s (658-739/1260-1338) Ḥawādith al-Zamān wa-Wafayāt al-Akābir wa-l-Aʿyān min Abnāʾihi
(Events of the Time and the Obituaries of the Leaders and Notables among its Sons). 148 These

histories influenced the work of Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān
al-Dhahabī (673-748/1274-1348). He, too, was a religious scholar, and he studied with Ḥanbalī

scholar Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya. Al-Dhahabī was strongly influenced by the works of his
forerunners, and continued the division into annals and obituaries in his Taʾrīkh al-Islām (The

History of Islam), which runs up to the year 700/1300-1. 149 From his hand is also a biographical

dictionary, entitled Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ (The Lives of Noble Personalities). Another member of

this Syrian historiographical tradition was ʿImad al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn Kathīr (700-74/1300-73),
likewise a religious scholar and student of Ibn Taymiyya and one of the latter’s most loyal

supporters. He wrote a world history entitled Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya (The Beginning and the End)
as well as a tafsīr.

Although the heart of historiographical production in the first half of the fourteenth century

was located in Syria, Egyptian historians also contributed important works. Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh
ibn Aybak al-Dawādārī, usually referred to as Ibn al-Dawādārī, wrote the universal chronicle Kanz

al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar (The Treasure of Pearls and the Collection of the Finest) as well as a

smaller, one-volume chronicle Durar al-Tījān wa-Ghurar Tawārīkh al-Azmān (The Pearls of the

Crowns and the Finest of the Histories of the Ages), both of which he finished in the 730s/1330s. 150
Where Ibn al-Dawādārī was a descendent of mamluks, Baybars al-Manṣūrī (d. 725/1325) actually
was a Mamluk amir himself. He wrote the universal chronicle Zubdat al-Fikra fī Taʾrīkh al-Hijra

(The Choicest Thoughts on the History of the Hijra), covering Islamic history until around the year

709/1310, as well as the shorter Al-Tuḥfa al-Mulūkiyya fī Dawla al-Turkiyya (The Royal Gem on the

Turkish Dynasty), which discusses the Mamluk period up to the year 711/1311. 151 These historical

also Little’s earlier work on the topic, Little, An Introduction, 53–61. On Sibṭ ibn al-Jawzī and his work, see for
instance Alex Mallet, ‘Sibṭ Ibn al-Jawzī’, in Medieval Muslim Historians and the Franks in the Levant, ed. Alex Mallet
(Leiden: Brill, 2014).
148
For an analysis of the relationship between the texts of al-Yūnīnī, al-Jazarī, and a third ḥadīth scholar, ʿAlam alDīn al-Qāsim al-Birzāli (658/1260-739/1339), see Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:40–80. See also Guo,
‘Mamluk Historiographic Studies’, 25–26, 32, 37–38.
149
Little, An Introduction, 61–62.
150
On him and his works, see for instance Ulrich Haarmann, Quellenstudien zur frühen Mamlukenzeit (Freiburg:
Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1970), 61–84; Grunhild Graf, Die Epitome der Universalchronik Ibn-ad-Dawādārīs im
Verhältnis zur Langfassung: Eine quellenkritische Studie zur Geschichte der ägyptischen Mamluken (Berlin: Schwarz,
1990).
151
See D.S. Richards, ‘A Mamluk Amir’s Mamluk History: Baybars al-Manṣūrī and the Zubdat al-Fikra’, in The
Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed. Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 37–38; Holt, ‘Literary
Offerings’, 4.
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works, whether they are annalistic histories for specific time periods or world histories spanning
centuries, all pay ample attention to the Mongols and their conquests and/or to Mamluk-Mongol
relations.

A genre that incorporated both historical and geographical (as well as many other sorts) of

information, was the ‘encylopaedia’ – a term that should not be taken in its modern meaning. Elias
Muhanna has argued that it might be better, in fact, to speak of ‘encyclopaedism’ and

‘encyclopaedic’ as a concept. 152 What exactly an encyclopaedic work entailed could differ wildly.

What they really have in common is two features, as Maaike van Berkel described: the aim for some
sort of completeness, and a presentation of the text in an organised order to promote accessibility.
In this sense, the work of the authors of biographical dictionaries could also be considered as

such. 153 These, however, I will discuss separately, for the material on the Mongols they offer is

mostly of a very different kind. In my use of the term, I mean those texts that touch upon a wide
variety of disciplines.

For the first Mamluk era, when such literature gained in popularity, 154 the two primary

authors of that type of work were Shihāb al-Dīn al-Nuwayrī and Shı̇hāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Faḍl Allāh

al-ʿUmarī . Al-Nuwayrī was from Egypt and worked as a high-ranking clerk in the Mamluk

administration. He wrote his encyclopaedic compendium Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab (The
Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition) from somewhere in the 710s/1310s until his death
733/1333. 155 It is arranged in five sections (funūn): the cosmos, humanity, animals, plants, and

history. This last section, a universal history running from the creation of man to al-Nuwayrī’s own

lifetime, contains a chapter on the rise of the Mongols. 156 Al-ʿUmarī was based in Syria, and his

Elias Muhanna, The World in a Book. Al-Nuwayri and the Islamic Encylopedic Tradition (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2018), 11–12. See also Muhanna’s earlier article ‘Why Was the Fourteenth Century a Century of
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 343–56.
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(Harvard University, 2012), 15–23. See also Van Berkel, ‘Opening Up’, 361–63.
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famous encyclopaedic work is entitled Masālik al-Abṣār fī Mamālik al-Amṣār (Roads towards Insight

into the Kingdoms of the Metropolises). 157 The Masālik contains an elaborate description of the four
Mongol khanates. 158

Al-ʿUmarī served as an important source for his colleague, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-

Ṣafadī. 159 Al-Ṣafadī, in turn, had a close relationship with al-Dhahabī, with whom he worked in

Mamluk governmental service, and frequently used him as a source. 160 His biographical dictionaries
Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt (The Full Account of Those Who Have Passed Away), a general work of

biographies, and Aʿyān al-ʿAṣr wa-Aʿwān al-Naṣr (The Notables of the Era and the Supporters of

Victory), devoted to the author’s contemporaries. 161 Like al-Dhahabī’s Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ , al-

Ṣafadī’s biographical dictionaries include tarjamas, biographies, of various Mongols as well as other
entries including information pertaining to them.

Biography and history also come together in the rulers’ biographies of Mamluk sultans.

These were often written by senior officials who were close to the major events during the reigns of

these sultans, as well as to their diplomatic and other relations with the various Mongol

khanates. 162 I have used Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s biography of Baybars, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir fī

Sīrat al-Malik al-Ẓāhir (The Splendid Garden Concerning the Life of al-Malik al-Ẓāhir); his nephew’s

Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī’s 649-730/1252-1330) biography of Qalawun (r. 678-89/1279-90), Al-

Faḍl al-Maʾthūr min Sīrat al-Sulṭān al-Malik al-Manṣūr (The Transmitted Excellence of the Life of the

Sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūr); 163 and ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād’s (61384/1217-85) biography of Baybars, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir (The History of al-Malik al-Ẓāhir). 164
These seventeen men are the key authors on which I have based this dissertation. I will,

however, occasionally refer to, or even make an excursion into, other sources. For one, these are the
texts on which these Mamluk-era authors based themselves, such as the works of al-Nasawī, Ibn al-

Athīr, and Juvaynī, in order to analyse how the Mamluk-era authors used these texts in their own

formen: An-Nuwayrīs Ḏikr aḫbār ad-dawla al-ğinkizḫāniyya. Überlegungen zu Entstehung, Gestalt und Sinn’
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work. Second, I occasionally include sources that are later than my actual research period in order
to underline how certain trends developed and continued, for example Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī (727-

71/1327-70), al-Maqrīzī (766-845/1364-1442), and Ibn ʿArabshāh (791-854/1392-1450). The

third category, admittedly, is more haphazard. A variety of writers in the Mamluk sultanate simply
had interesting things to say: about the writing of Mongol history in the Mamluk sultanate (al-

Qalqashandī [d. 821/1414]), or otherwise made remarks that are of relevance, even though they
were not among my basic selection (e.g. Abū Shāma, al-Yūsufī).

Contents of this study
In this study, I will generally work from a broad approach to a narrow one, moving from general
ideas on ethnicity and ethnic difference as applied to the Mongols as a people to case studies of

individual groups, people and objects representing Mongols. Additionally, I will approach the topic
in a more or less chronological manner, progressing from the perceived origins of the Mongols

through their rise under the leadership of Chinggis Khan to the successor khanates. The chapters
themselves are structured in a comparable fashion. This makes it possible to reveal and trace

longterm continuities as well as changes and developments, and investigate how stock images were
used in specific historical and/or social contexts.

First, in chapter 1, I will explore how Mamluk-era authors made sense of the previously

unknown Mongols by incorporating them into existing traditions, both climate- and humoral theory
and the biblical division of peoples between the sons of Noah, connecting them to other northern
peoples, including the Turks. I will also show how environmental theory was used to explain

perceived physical and mental characteristics of the Mongols. This incorporation of the Mongols

into existing ideas on northern peoples served as the basis for Mamluk-era images of the Mongols:
courageous and savage, with wide chests, broad faces and narrow eyes.

In the next two chapters I analyse how authors made use of Mongol cultural stuff. Origin

stories, an important part in the creation of ethnic identity, were used to malign the Mongols, as I
argue in chapter 2. The Mongols’ own narrative of Chinggis Khan’s ancestress Alan Qo’a and her

reported immaculate conception was used to paint Chinggis Khan’s male ancestor (or even himself)
as a bastard child – and the Mongols as fools for believing the story of a sun-ray induced pregnancy.
Another, non-indigenous, story about Mongol origins was recounted by Ibn al-Dawādārī, who used
it to paint an image of the Mongols that emphasizes the same characteristics (courage, strength,

savagery) that were derived from the environmental theories as discussed in chapter 1. Moreover,
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he used the myth to explain contemporary circumstances and concerns, particularly the shared
heritage and enmity between the Turks and Mongols.

Arguably the most famous part of Mongol cultural stuff was the Yasa – a supposed legal

code, instated by Chinggis Khan, about which many questions remain in today’s scholarship.

Mamluk-era authors made enthusiastic use of the Yasa and its founder in their othering strategies,

depicting Chinggis Khan and his Yasa as photonegatives of the prophet Muhammad and the Sharia.
In Chapter 3, I argue that authors did so from a very early stage in Mamluk-Ilkhanid relations:

rather than from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards, as previous scholarship has asserted, the

Sharia and the Yasa were contrasted in the late seventh/thirteenth-century already. The discourse

of opposing the Yasa and Islamic rules and mores was then developed in more detail in the

eighth/fourteenth century. Chapters 2 and 3 also stress the importance of individual authors’

agency, and show how they purposefully used their source material to bring a message across,
which at times resulted in different images of the Mongols or their culture.

Differences in the depiction of Mongols not only depended on individual authors, but also

on to which group of Mongols they belonged, which is especially visible in the different

representations of the hostile Ilkhanids and the friendly Golden Horde, respectively. In chapter 4, I
investigate how Mamluk-era authors portrayed the first Mongol armies, the later Ilkhanate and

Golden Horde. Using a series of chronological case studies, I explore how writers in Egypt and Syria

used the works of their predecessors and from thereon further developed images and stereotypes.
From their descriptions of these early Mongols through the Mamluk-Ilkhanid war, aspects as

courage, violence, infidelity and savagery were taken and expanded upon and joined by images of

subterfuge and trickery. The Mongols of the Golden Horde, however, received drastically different
press. Their Muslim khans, especially Berke (r. 655-64/1257-66) were praised for their piety, but
even in the case of khans who were not Muslim, authors made an effort to connect them to Islam

nonetheless, for instance by emphasizing their advancement of Islam and/or Muslims over other
religions and their adherents. Depictions of Mongols were thus strongly influenced by political
concerns.

The importance of context in the use of images of ethnic Others is similarly evident in the

case of Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate. In chapter 5, I use three case studies to investigate
the way in which Mamluk Mongols were represented. The reports around the various groups of

Mongol immigrants, wāfidiyya, to the sultanate as well as the reign of the Mongol Mamluk sultan

Kitbugha (r. 694-6/1294-6) show that their ethnic backgrounds were not necessarily problematic.
Problems instead arose due to jinsiyya – favouritism based on ethnicity shown by Kitbugha to the
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Oirat wafidiyya of 695/1296 – and the Oirat refusal to convert to Islam, in addition to the

factionalism in which some members of the elite considered Kitbugha a usurper to the throne. That
tensions regarding Mongol Mamluks should be sought in these issues, rather than in their jins

(ethnicity) itself, is exemplified by the metalwork produced by Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn, particularly
in the basin now known as the Baptistère de Saint Louis. This work – which I consider to have been

made for a Mamluk audience rather than a European one, as has been argued in the past – depicts
the military and courtly elite of the Mamluk sultanate: the khāṣṣakiyya. Among them are ethnic

Mongols, recognizable by their faces that follow the physical descriptions of Mongols as found in
the ethnographic tradition discussed in chapter 1.

Through these chapters, I trace the development of stock images of Mongols that were

developed by authors in the Mamluk sultanate. These were based on environmental theories and
earlier scholarly and historiographical texts alike. Not only did they build on these and develop

them further, the way in, extent to, and purposes for which those images and stereotypes were used
were also highly variable. They vary across genres, among authors, and according to their exact

subject: different groups of Mongols receive different sorts of treatment in the sources, depending
on their status of enemies, allies, or even in-group. The study of the image of the Mongols in

Mamluk eyes thus shows the agency and creativity of authors, as well as images’ differing functions
and effects, in a variety of contexts – political and otherwise.
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