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Shi‘ites and Turks,
Crusaders and Mongols

The period of Middle East history from the tenth through the thirteenth
centuries challenges us. There is no one dynasty or country on which to fo-
cus our attention; our story jumps around. The Arabs were no longer dom-
inant everywhere; they had given way to the Berbers in North Africa and
to the Persians and Kurds in the lands east of the Euphrates River. Various
Central Asian peoples, Iranian or Turkish in culture, took over the succes-
sor states to the ‘Abbasid caliphate, which lingered on in Baghdad but now
had to obey other dynasties. Most of the Central Asians camie in as slaves or
hired troops for the ‘Abbasids or their successors. Gradually they adopted
Islam, learned Arabic and Persian, and adapted to Middle Eastern culture.
By the late tenth century, numerous Turks on horseback entered the eastern
lands. Some, notably the Ghaznavids and the Seljuks, formed large empires.

During this time, the Byzantines briefly retook northern Syria, Spanish
Christians began to win back the Iberian Peninsula, and (most notori-
ously) Christians from various Furopean lands launched a series of cru-
sades to recapture the “Holy Land” from the Muslims. The general effect
of the Christian onslaught was to make Islam more militant by the twelfth
century than it had ever been before. Declining Byzantine power in the
eleventh century enabled the Muslim Turks to enter Anatolia, which un-
til then had been a land of Greek-speaking, Orthodox Christians. Thus
Christians were gaining in some areas and Muslims in others. Two cen-
turies later, however, Islam’s heartland was hit by a dreadful disaster—the
invasion of the Mongols, who had built up a great empire under Genghis
Khan and his heirs. Nearly every Muslim state in Asia was conquered or
forced to pay tribute to the Mongols. Only an unexpected victory by the
Mamluks of Egypt saved Muslim Africa from the same fate.
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You may be tempted to call this chapter “One Damned Dynasty Af-
ter Another,” because so many ruling families came and went, but you
will soon see that Islamic civilization overcame sectarian disputes, thrived
despite Turkish infiltration and domination, drove out the Christian Cru-
saders, and subverted the Mongol vision of a universal empire, Some of
the greatest Muslim dynasties of this era were Shi‘ite, but not all from the
same sect. Although these sectarian splits affected what people thought
and did, geopolitical and economic interests mattered more. The concept
of being a Sunni or a Shi‘ite Muslim had just begun to form. Once people
started to think in these terms, though, leaders often rose to power by
exploiting the sectarian leanings of influential groups in a given area. As
soon as these rulers were securely entrenched, they tended to adopt pol-
icies that maintained a Muslim consensus. Muslim civilization survived
because a growing majority of the people wanted to keep the coherent and
comprehensive way of life made possible by Islam.

Sur'rre Istam in Power

Periodization is a problem in any historical account, and certainly in [s-
lamic history. How do we decide when one period ends and another be-
gins? Once scholars used the dates of caliphal and dynastic reigns; now we
will look to broader trends, social as well as political, to spot the turning
points. This chapter’s first theme is the rise of Shi‘ism as a political force in
the Middle East, during roughly the tenth and eleventh Christian centuries.

The Major Sects of Islam

As you know, we tend to identify Muslims as being Sunni, Shi‘ite, or Khar-
ijite. Sunni Islam is often misidentified as the “orthodox” version. Some
Muslims call anyone “Sunni” who follows the recorded practices (sunzua)
of Muhammad. But most people identify a Muslim as a Sunni if he or she
acknowledged the Rashidun, Umayyad, and ‘Abbasid caliphs as legitimate
leaders of the umma because most other Muslims accepted their rule. The
person in question might have been a mystic, a rationalist freethinker, or
a rebel against Islam’s laws; the “Sunni” designation is more political than
theological. But it usually indicates that the particular Muslim adhered to
one of the four standard “rites” of Islamic law, which we will explain in

Chapter 7, though these rites were not clearly established until the ninth or
tenth century.



A Shi‘ite Muslim, in contrast, is a partisan of ‘Ali as Muhammad’s true
successor, at least as imam (leader) or spiritual guide of the umma, and
of one of the several lines of ‘Ali’s descendants, shown in Figure 4.1 (see
page 57). Shi‘ites reject all other caliphs and all of ‘Ali’s successors not in
the “correct” line, whose members supposedly inherited from him per-
fect knowledge of the Qur'an’s inner meaning and Muhammad’s whole
message. Given its essentially genealogical differences, Shi‘ism split into
many sects. Some grew up and died out early, such as the Hashimites, who
supported a son of “Ali born of a wife other than Fatima—Muhammad ibn
al-Hanafiyyah. Others stayed underground until the ‘Abbasid caliphate
grew weak, then surfaced in revolutionary movements.

The three Shi‘ite sects you are most likely to read about are the Twelve-
Imam (or Ja'fari) Shi‘ites (sometimes called Twelvers), the Isma‘ilis (some-
times called Seveners), and the Zaydis (sometimes cafled Fivers), all shown
in Figure 4.1. The first group believed in  line of infallible imams extend-
ing from “Ali to Muhammad al-Muntazar, who is thought to have van-
ished in 874 but will someday return to restore peace and justice on earth.
The Isma‘ilis had by then broken with the Twelve-Imam Shi‘ites over the
designation of the seventh imam, maintaining that Isma‘it was wrongly
passed over in favor of his brother. The Zaydis had broken off even earlier.
Zayd, who rebelled against Umayyad Caliph Hisham (r. 724-743), was to
his followers the legitimate imam. By 900 Zayd’s descendants were leading
independent states in the mountains of Yemen and Tabaristan. Under the
Zaydi system, each imam named his own successor from among his fam-
ily members. The Zaydi imams of Yemen ruled up to 1962, when an army
coup ousted them and set off a long civil war, The Zaydis are believed to
be the closest to Sunnis in terms of Islamic beliefs and practices. Although
the majority of the Shi‘a belongs to the three major groups outlined above,
there were other small splinter Shiite groups known as Ghulat “extremes”
including Kaysanites, Ghurabiyya, and the Hurufiyya.

"To round out this overview, let us remind you that the Kharijites were
the Muslims who had turned against ‘Ali in 657, They believed that nei-
ther he nor his descendants nor the Umayyads nor the ‘Abbasids had any
special claim to lead the umma. The Kharijites were prepared to obey any
adult male Muslim who would uphold the laws of Istam. But if he failed
to do so, they would depose him. Even though their doctrines seemed an-
archistic, some Kharijites did form dynastic states, notably in Algeria and
Oman, where they are known today as the Ibadis.

As political unity broke down during the ninth and tenth centuries,
various dynastic states emerged in the Middle Fast and North Africa in
response to jocal economic or social needs. Most are little known, but two

Shi‘ite dynasties threatened the Sunni ‘Abbasids in Baghdad: the Fati@-
ids, who challenged their legitimacy, and the Buyids, who ended their
autonomy.

The Fatimid Caliphate
The Fatimids appeared first. You may note that their name looks like that
of Fatima, Muhammad’s daughter who married ‘Ali and bore Hasan and
Husayn. This choice of name was deliberate. The dynasty’s founder, ca.lﬂed
Ubaydallah (Little Abdallah) by the Sunnis and al-Mahdi (Rightly Guided
One) by his own followers, claimed descent from Fatima and “Ali. H(.)p-
ing for Shi‘ite-specifically Isma‘ili~support, he proposed overthrowing
the “Abbasid caliphate and restoring the leadership of Islam to the house
of “Ali. The Isma‘ilis had become an underground revolutionary move-
ment, based in Syria. During the late eighth and ninth centuries, Isma‘ili
Shi‘ism slowly won support from disgruntled classes or clans throughout
the Muslim world. Toward this end, it formed a network of propagandists
and a set of esoteric beliefs, the gist of which had allegedly been passed
down from Muhammad, via ‘Ali and his successors, to Isma'‘il, who had
enlightened a few followers before his death. ‘

Ubaydallah overthrew the Aghlabids, Muslim Arabs tied to the ‘Ab-
basid caliphate, and seized their North African empire in 909 by allying
themselves with Berber nomads. These spirited rebels embraced Shi‘ism
in rejecting their Sunni Aghlabid overlords. To the Fatimids, however,
Tunisia seemed too remote a base from which to build a new universal
Muslim empire to replace the faltering ‘Abbasids. Initially, they hoped to
capture Baghdad. Instead, they found Egypt, which had played a 'surpris—
ingly minor role in early Islamic history. It had been ruled by various dy-
nasties since Ahmad ibn Tulun had broken away from Baghdad in 868.
While fighting the Byzantine navy in the Mediterranean, the Fatimid gen-
eral Jawhar saw that Egypt was in political chaos and gripped by famine.
In 969 Jawhar entered Egypt unopposed and declared it a bastion of Is-
ma'ili Shi‘ism. Then the Fatimid caliph, al-Mu'izz, brought his family and
government from Tunis to Egypt. It is said that a welcoming deputation
of ‘ulama challenged him to prove his descent from ‘Ali. Al-Mu‘izz un-
sheathed his sword, exclaiming, “Here is my pedigree!” Then he scattered
gold coins among the crowd and shouted, “Here is my proof.” They were
easily convinced.

The Fatimid caliphs built a new city as the capital of what they hoped
would be the new Islamic empire. They called their city al-Qahira (mean-
ing “the conqueror,” referring to the planet Mars); we know it as Cairo. It



soon rivaled Baghdad as the Middle East’s leading city. Its primacy as an
intellectual center was ensured by the founding of a mosque-university
called al-Azhar, where for two centuries the Fatimids trained Isma'ili pro-
pagandists. Cairo and al-Azhar outlasted the Fatimids and remained, re-
spectively, the largest city and the most advanced university in the Muslim
world up to the Ottoman conquest in 1517, Today Cairo, with its 12 mil-
lion inhabitants, is again Islam’s largest city, and al-Azhar remains a ma-
jor university, drawing Muslim scholars from many lands.

The Fatimid government in Egypt was centralized and hierarchical. It

promoted long-distance trade but not agriculture, for it neglected the Nile
irrigation works. Like many Muslim states then and later, the Fatimids set
Up an army of slave-soldiers imported from various parts of Asia. Their
strong navy helped them to take Palestine, Syria, and the Hijaz, but they
lost control over their North African lands.

Suarprisingly, the Fatimids did not try to convert their Sunni Muslim
subjects to Isma'ili Shi‘ism. They respected the religious freedom of the
many Christians and Jews over whom they ruled. The exception was Caliph
al-Hakim (r. 996-1021), who has been depicted as a madman who perse-
cuted Christians, destroyed their churches, killed stray dogs, outlawed cer-

tain foods, and finally proclaimed himself divine. Modern scholars think -

al-Hakim’s hostility was aimed mainly against Orthodox Christians; he ac-
cused them of backing the Byzantines, who had just retaken part of Syria.

He issued sumptuary laws to fight a famine caused by his predecessors’ ne- -

glect of Nile irrigation. Far from claiming to be God, he ended distinctions
between Isma‘ilis and other Muslims. One day he vanished in the hills east
of Cairo; his body was never found.

Possibly al-Hakim’s bad name among Muslims is due to the preach-
ing done on his behalf by an Isma'ili propagandist, Shaykh Darazi, who
convinced some Syrian mountain folk that al-Hakim was divine. These
Syrians built up a religion around the propaganda of Darazi, from whom
they got the collective name of Duruz, hence Druze. The Druze faith is a
secret one that combines esoteric aspects of Isma‘ili Shi‘ism with the be-
liefs and practices of other Middle Eastern religions. As mountaineers, the
Druze people could not be controlled by Muslim rulers in the low-lying
areas. Muslim historians therefore called them troublemakers and here-
tics. The Druze survive today and take part in the tangled politics of mod-
ern Syria and Lebanon and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. A proud and
hardy people, they share the language and culture of the Arabs, but their
desire to retain their religious identity has kept them distinct politically,

The Fatimids ruled Egypt for two centuries, a long time for a Muslim
dynasty, but they seem to have done better at building a strong navy and

a rich trading center than at spreading their domains or their doct_rine.s.
Could they have won more converts? Sunni [slam seemed to be waning in
the tenth and early eleventh centuries. The ‘Abbasid caliphs were no ior%ger
credible claimants to universal sovereignty, for they had become captives
of the Buyids, who were Persian and Shi‘ite. In fact, the .strongest states re-
sisting Fatimid expansion were already Shi‘ite and r}ot impressed b}f these
self-styled caliphs, with their propagandists and their fake genealogies.

id Dynast
gfsi izzwn fzr ha}\jring captured Baghdad and the ‘Ai?basids i.n 945, the
Buyids were one of several dynasties that helped revive Persian soveri;
eignty and culture. By this time Persia had fuilly recovered from the Arah
conquest. During the tenth centary, all Persia came to be .rui(?d by suc
families: the Shi‘ite Buyids in the west and the Sunni Samai.ufis in the east.
Both consciously revived the symbols and practices of Persia’s pre-Islamic
rulers, the Sassanids. Persian language, literature, and cultun? madg a ma-
jor comeback at this time, but attempts to revive Zoroastrianism fa}led. '

‘The Buyid family consisted of several branches concurrently ruling dif-
ferent parts of Iraq and western Persia; indeed, the dyn_asty was founded
by three brothers, each with his own capital. The most important was Is-
fahan, in the prospering province of Fars, rather than Baghda.d,' whose
politics were turbulent and whose agricultural lands were decin}mg. All
Buyids were Twelve-Imam Shi‘ites, but they toleratecf other Muslim sects.
Although they allowed the ‘Abbasids to retain the caliphate, they confined
them to their Baghdad palace and took away their means of support. One
‘Abbasid caliph was blinded, and another was reduced to l?eggmg in th.e
street; but the institution of the caliphate was a useful ﬁ(:‘,tl()n beca?use it
stood for the unity of the umma. The Buyids’ foreign policy was frlencf-I}f
to Christian Byzantium, to whoever was ruling Egypt, and‘fo the'Isma ili
Qarmatians. They were hostile to their Twelve-Imam Shi‘ite nelgl‘}bors,
the Hamdanids of Mosul, and to their fellow Persians, the Samarlnds of
Khurasan, In short, when making alliances, the Buyids heeded their eco-
nomic interests more than any racial or religious affinities.

Domestically, the Buyids let their viziers govern for them, Eromot.ed
trade and manufacturing, and expanded a practice begun by the Abbas¥ds
of making land grants (igta‘} to their chief soldiers and bureaucrats in-
stead of paying them salaries. The igfa‘ was supposed to be a short-term
delegation of the right to use a piece of state-owned land or other property.
Under the Buyids, though, it came to include the rig}}t to coilfzct t‘he land
tax (kharaj) and to pass on the property to one’s heirs. The igta‘ system
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the western Turkic tribes, the Khazars, adopted Judaism, hoping to get
along with its Christian and Muslim trading partners, while distancing
‘itself from both sides.

The Islamization of the Turks

‘Eventually, though, most Turkic peoples became Muslim. The Islamiza-

tion process was gradual, and it varied from one tribe to another. Once
the Arab armies crossed the Oxus River—if not long before then—they
encountered Turks. Even in Umayyad times, some Turks became Mus-
lims and served in the Arab armies in Transoxiana and Khurasan, Under
the ‘Abbasids, you may recall, the Turks became numerous and powerful
in the government. The first Turkic soldiers for Islam were probably pris-
oners of war who were prized for their skill as mounted archers but were
viewed as slaves. Most historians think that the institution of slavery grew
in ‘Abbasid lands to the point where some tribes would sell their boys (or
turn them over as tribute) to the caliphs, who would have them trained
as disciplined soldiers or skilled bureaucrats. These slaves became so im-
bued with Islamic culture that they no longer identified with their original
tribes. In addition, whole Turkic tribes, after they had embraced Islam,
were hired by the ‘Abbasids or their successors (notably the Samanids)
as ghazis (Muslim border warriors) to guard their northeastern bound-
aries against the non-Muslim Turks. As for Sunnism versus Shi‘ism, those
Turks who served a particular Muslim dynasty usually took on its political
coloring. The ghazis cared little about such political or doctrinal disputes.
Their Islam reflected what had been taught to them by Muslim merchants,
mendicants, and mystics, combined with some of their own pre-Islamic

beliefs and practices.

The Ghaznavids
Two Turkish dynasties, both Sunni and both founded by ghazi warriors

for the Samanid dynasty, stand out during this era: the Ghaznavids and
the Seljuks. The Ghaznavids got their name from Ghazna, a town located
90 miles (145 kilometers) southwest of Kabul {(the capital of modern Af-
ghanistan), because their leader received that region as an igta’ from the
Samanids in return for his services as a general and a local governor. The
first Ghaznavid rulers, Sebuktegin (r. 977-997) and his son Mahmud
(r. 998-1030}, parlayed this igta’ into an immense empire, covering at its
height {around 1035) what would now be eastern Iran, all of Afghanistan
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» the Seljuks, takes it name from a pagan Turkic
chieftain who converted to Islam about 956, Later Seljuk enrolled his clan
as warriors for the Samanids, His descendants became one of the ablest
ruling families in Islamic history (see Map 6.1}, making themselves in-

dispensable first to the Samanids and then to the Ghaznavids as ghazis in
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the sultan at the height of Seljuk power, ruled over Palestine, Syria, part
of Anatolia, the Caucasus Mountains, a] of Iraq and Persia, plus parts of

Central Asia up to the Aral Sea and beyond the Oxuys River, The Seljuk
Turks claimed to be the saviors of Islam,

Muslim dynasty. Malikshah,

The Fatimids and the Seljuks, circa 1090

tolia, which historically was part of the Byz-
antine Empire. That empire, in turn, called jtself Rome, which is why the

Map 6.1



ey et e v maamn s

ey

Arabs, Persians, and Turks all called the area Rum. The Turkish “Rome.”
with its capital at Konya, lasted until about 1300, ’

The Seljuk legacies helped transform the Middle East. Let us summarize
them: (1) the influx of Turkic tribes from Central Asia; (2) the Turkifi-
cation of eastern Persia and northern Iraq, most of Azerbaijan, and later
f‘\natoiia {the Iand we now call Turkey); (3) the restoration of Sunni rule
in southwest Asia; (4) the spread of Persian institutions and culture {which
the Seljuks greatly admired); (5) the development of the madrasa (mosque-
school) for training ‘ulama in Islamic law; (6) the regularization of the igta*
system for paying the tribai troops; and (7) the weakening of the Byzantine
Empire in Anatolia, long its main power center.

Tue Crusabes

The last of these enumerated results of Seljuk rule opened a new chapter in
the history of Christian-Muslim relations. The Byzantines worried about
the encroachment of Muslim Turkic nomads and were alarmed by the
Seljuks’ rise to power during the eleventh century—so alarmed, in fact
that the Byzantine Emperor Alexios I begged the Roman pope, with whom)
the Greek Orthodox Church had broken definitively forty years eariier, to
save his realm from the Muslim menace. Pope Urban 11, hardly a frie’nd
of the Byzantine Empire, responded to the call for help—but for his own
reasons. Eager to prove the papacy’s power in relation to the secular rulers
f)f‘ Christendom, Urban in 1095 made a speech inviting all Christians to
join in a war to regain Jerusalem’s Holy Sepulcher from “the wicked race.”
This call to arms inaugurated the first of a series of Christian wars, known
to history as the Crusades. ,

' ‘As the Crusades have inspired so many popular novels, films, and tele-
vision programs, you may know something about what seems a romantic
episode in the history of medieval Europe. Many Catholics and Protes-
tants have learned a positive view of the Crusaders from their religious
education. You will soon see why this early confrontation between the

Middh.e Eastand the West is less fondly recalled by Muslims in general and
by Syrians and Palestinians in particular.

Their Beginning

'T.h? success of Christian armies in pushing back the Muslims in Spain and
Sicily encouraged travel overland or across the Mediterranean to the Mid-
dle East for trade or pilgrimage. One of the telling points in Pope Urban’s

speech was his accusation that the Muslims (probably the Seljuks) were
disrupting the Christian pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Thousands of volunteers,
mighty and lowly, rich and poor, northern and southern Europeans, left
their homes and fields in response to the papal call. Younger sons from large
noble families, unable to inherit their fathers’ lands, wanted to win new es-
tates for themselves. Led by the ablest European generals of the day (but not
by kings), the soldiers of the cross joined up with the Byzantines in 1097.
They took Antioch after a nine-month siege, progressed southward along
the Syrian coast, and reached the walls of Jerusalem in June 1099. Only
1,000 Fatimid troops guarded the city. After six weeks of fighting, the 15,000
Crusaders managed to breach the walls. Both Muslim and Christian ac-
counts attest to the bloodbath that followed, as thousands of noncombatant
Jews, Muslims, and even native Christians were beheaded, shot with arrows,
thrown from towers, tortured, or burned at the stake. Human blood flowed
knee-deep in the streets of Jerusalem. The Dome of the Rock was stripped of
hundreds of silver and gold candelabra and turned into a church.

Once the Holy Sepulcher was back in Christian hands, some of the
Furopean and Byzantine soldiers went home, but many stayed to colo-
nize the conquered lands. Four Crusader states were set up: the kingdom
of Jerusalem, the principality of Antioch, and the counties of Tripoli and
Edessa. The Crusaders also shored up a tiny state called Little Armenia,
formed in southwest Anatolia by Armenian Christians who had fled from
the conquering Seljuks. The Armenians would remain the Crusaders’
staunchest allies.

Muslim Reactions

You may ask how Islam, supposedly reinvigorated by the Turks’ influx,
stood by and let the Crusaders in. To some extent, the Crusaders were
lucky. By the end of the eleventh century, Seljuk rule in Syria and Palestine
had broken up. The successor states were fighting one another. The Shi‘ite
Fatimids farther south cared little about stopping an invasion that, until
it reached Jerusalem, took lands from Sunni rulers. The ‘Abbasid caliph
in Baghdad was helpless; it is wrong to suppose that he was an Islamic
pope who could command all Muslims to wage jihad against the Crusad-
ers. Besides, the lands taken by the Crusaders were inhabited mainly by
Christians of various sects, some of whom did not mind Catholic rule, or
by Jews, Druze, or dissident Muslims. The Crusaders never took a city that
really mattered to the political or economic life of Islam, such as Aleppo,
Damascus, Mosul, Baghdad, or Cairo. Relative to the Muslim world in
1100 as a whole, the First Crusade was only a sideshow.
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unlike some of his Christian foes. For example, Reginald of Chatillon,
one of the Crusader princes, raided caravans of Muslim pilgrims going
to Mecca. When Salah al-Din sought revenge, he held off attacking Reg-
inald’s castle when told that a wedding feast was going on inside. Yet he
could be vindictive toward Muslims who disagreed with him; he had many
of the Fatimid courtiers and poets publicly crucified in Cairo.
Most Europeans thought Salah al-Din had a master plan to drive the
Crusaders out of the Middle East. If so, he did not wholly succeed, for
he failed to dislodge them from much of what we now call Lebanon. The
Third Crusade, which lured France’s King Philip and England’s Richard
the Lionheart to Palestine, took Acre from Salah al-Din in 1191. Some
scholars think he wanted to restore Muslim unity under the “Abbasid ca-
liphate, but his aims were less grandiose. Salah al-Din did manage to unite
Egypt and Syria under his own family, which became the Ayyubid dynasty.
The Ayyubids went on ruling these lands, though not always wisely or
well, for almost two generations after Salah al-Din’s death. Although the
‘Abbasid caliphate did revive at this time, the lands it recovered were in
Iraq and Persia. Stranger still, in 1229 the Ayyubid sultan in Cairo chose to
Jease Jerusalem back to the Crusaders, who also held the coast of Syria and
Palestine. Twice they raided the Egyptian Delta. Egypt’s Ayyubids resisted
the Christian raiders, using their Turkic slave soldiers, called Mamluks,
who then took over the country for themselves.

In general, Muslim militancy and intolerance grew in response to the
Crusader challenge. The Ayyubid dynasty’s founder, Salah al-Din, is still
revered as a hero of Muslim resistance to the Christian West, Because he
took Jerusalem back from the Crusaders, Muslims regained their self-
confidence—ijust in time to face a far fiercer challenge from the East.

THe MoncoL [nvasion

The unwelcome interlopers from Asia were the Turks’ cousins: the Mon-
gols. For centuries these hardy nomads had inhabited the windswept pla-
teau north of the Gobi Desert, occasionally swooping down on China or
on the caravans that plied the Great Silk Route linking China, India, and
Persia. Most Mongols had kept aloof from the civilizations and religions
surrounding them, worshiping their own deity, Tengri (Eternal Blue Sky).
But in the late twelfth century, a warrior chieftain known as Genghis Khan
united the eastern Mongol tribes into a great confederation. He made for-
ays into northern China but then turned abruptly toward Central Asia
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Genghis Khan’s death in 1227 gave Islam a respite, during which his

Destruction of the Caliphate
B
ut the Mongols needed no help. In 1256, Hulegu, Genghis’s grandson
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Box 6.1 Hulegu Khan

Huiegu Khan (c. 1216-1265) was the grandson of Genghis Khan and the

younger brother of Mongke Khan. In 1255 Mongke, as ruler of the great

Mongol khanate, dispatched Hulegu at the head of a large army to conquer the

Muslim lands of Persia, Iraq, and greater Syria. As a young man Hulegu was

interested in philosophy and science, but he gave them up when summoned to

command a great Mongol horde. Although by religion he was a lifelong panthe-
ist, both his mother and favorite wife were Nestorian Christians,

Hulegu moved slowly southwest with his army and crossed the Oxus River,
the frontier between Mongol-ruled lands and Persia, only in 1256. Then he rap-
idly subdued the Isma'tlis and put an end to their infamous Assassins headquar-
tered at Alamut. In 1257 he sent emissaries to Caliph Mustasim in Baghdad,
calling on him to accept Mongol suzerainty, as his predecessors had submitted to
the Seljuk Turks. Mustasim, the thirty-seventh "Abbasid caliph, was sure that any
attack on Baghdad would unite the Muslim world behind him and rejected the

Mongol demands. Hulegu then replied as follows:

When [ lead my army agawnst Baghdad in anger, whether you hide in heaven
or in earth I will bring you down from the spinning spheres: I will toss you in
the air like a lion. [ will leave no one aive in your realm. | wilt burn vour city,
your land and yourself. If you wish to spare yourself and your venerable fam-
ily, give heed to my advice with the ear of inteltigence. If you do not, you witl

see what God has willed.

Hulegu carried out his threats in January and February 1258. He destroyed
Baghdad, killing at least 90,000 of its inhabitants, including the caliph. He then
withdrew his forces into Azerbatjan, which became the center for the Mongol
H-Khanid dynasty, which would rule the eastern Muslim lands. Later in 1258, he
once more set out to conquer Syria, taking Aleppo and Damascus with ease. By
1260 the Mongols had reached southern Palestine and Egypt's Sinai frontier,

At this point Hulegu received news that his brother Mongke Khan had died.
This made him return home with most of his army to take part in the cnsuing
succession struggle. This turn of events enabled the Mamluk forces from Egypt to
defeat a diminished Mongol army at ‘Ayn Jalut in 1260

Even if the Mongols had maintained their forces at full strength, they probably
could not have conquered Egypt. The Mongol armies traveled with thousands of
horses and tens of thousands of sheep and cattie. A pastoral society on the move
needs plenty of land to support its animals. The Sinai and Arabian deserts would

have posed an impenetrable barrier to Hulegu’s hordes.




schools and libraries, destroyed its mosques and palaces, murdered possi-

bly a million Muslims (the Christians and Jews were spared), and finally

executed all the ‘Abbasids by wrapping them in carpets and having them
trampled beneath their horses’ hooves. Until the stench of the dead forced
Hulegu and his men out of Baghdad, they loaded their horses, packed the
scabbards of their discarded swords, and even stuffed some gutted corpses
with gold, pearls, and precious stones, to be hauled back to the Mongol

Mamluk Resistance

The world of Islam did not vanish. Its salvation came from the Mam-
luks (their name Iiteraily means “owned men”), who in 1250 had seized
Egypt from their Ayyubid masters, the descendants of Salah al-Din, In
1259-1260, Hulegu’s forces pushed westward, supported by Georgian and
Armenian Christians eager to help destroy their Muslim enemies. They
besieged and took Aleppo, Mmassacring its inhabitants, Damascus, aban-

doned by its Ayyubid ruler, gave up without a fight. Then Hulegu sent
envoys to Cairo with this message:

You have heard how we have conquered a vast empire and have purified
the earth of the disorders that tainted it. It is for You to fly and for us to
pursue, but whither will you flee, and by what road will you escape us?
Our horses are swift, our 1rows sharp, our swords like thunderbolts, our
hearts as hard as the mountains, our soldiers as numerous as the sand.
Fortresses will not detain s, We mean well by our warning, for now you
are the only enemy against whom we have to march,

But then Hulegu learned that his brother, the Mongol emperor, had
died. Grief stricken (or perhaps power hungry), he headed home from
Syria, taking most of his men with him. In the meantime, the Mamluks

CoNCLUSION
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