
The objects of loyalty in the early Mongol Empire (twelfth and thirteenth
centuries)
Jones, T.X.

Citation
Jones, T. X. (2023). The objects of loyalty in the early Mongol Empire (twelfth and thirteenth
centuries). Iran, 61(2), 196-220. doi:10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701
 
Version: Publisher's Version
License: Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3731983
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3731983


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rirn20

Iran
Journal of the British Institute of Persian Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rirn20

The Objects of Loyalty in the Early Mongol Empire
(Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries)

Tobias Jones

To cite this article: Tobias Jones (2023) The Objects of Loyalty in the Early Mongol Empire
(Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries), Iran, 61:2, 196-220, DOI: 10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 26 Apr 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 4430

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rirn20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rirn20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701
https://doi.org/10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rirn20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rirn20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701&domain=pdf&date_stamp=26 Apr 2021
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/05786967.2021.1915701&domain=pdf&date_stamp=26 Apr 2021


The Objects of Loyalty in the Early Mongol Empire (Twelfth and Thirteenth
Centuries)*

Tobias Jones

Leiden Institute for Area Studies, Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The world empire created by the Mongols in the thirteenth century was based upon a system of
loyalties to different figures, families and institutions. This article explains some of the key “objects
of loyalty” at the heart of the Mongol Empire and at a regional level. These loyalties, when acting in
concert, served as the glue which bound the Mongol Empire together, but when they came into
conflict, served to weaken and finally collapse the unity of the empire. Disagreements about the
legacy and will of Chinggis Khan led to diverging loyalty decisions in succession struggles in the
mid-thirteenth century and the breakdown of the empire into smaller khanates. This article will
examine the system of loyalty as it functioned in the early thirteenth century and how it broke
down in the late thirteenth century.
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Loyalty is a concept that is often mentioned or implied
in studies on the Mongol Empire, but it has rarely, if
ever, been considered as its own topic. This article
focuses on one aspect of loyalty in the early Mongol
Empire of Chinggis Khan and his successors. The inspi-
ration for this choice of topic was Thomas Welsford’s
excellent work, Four Types of Loyalty in Early Modern
Central Asia (2012).1 In this book, Welsford elaborates
on categories of loyalty which show themselves in the
transfer of power between two Chinggisid dynasties in
the Uzbek Khanate which ruled much of Central Asia
in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
As the Uzbek Khanate was also ruled by Chinggisids,
there appeared to be many recurring themes and paral-
lels which could be applied to the early Chinggisid Mon-
gol empire. Analysing Welsford’s categories is beyond
the scope of this article, however, it was in the hope of
providing something similar for the early Mongol
period that I began this research. Welsford’s work
focuses mainly on the different Chinggisid pretenders
to the Uzbek khanate, and their successes or failures
in attracting the loyalty of key players in the region.
When considering the early Mongol world however, it
becomes readily apparent that there were, in fact,

multiple claimants of loyalty, not just pretenders to
the khanate. In order for such a large political entity
to function correctly, there had to be more low-level loy-
alty obligations which tied the larger part of society into
a coherent system. Determining the structure which
linked the objects of loyalty is necessary for a clearer
understanding of the general concept throughout the
Mongol world. We will consider the system in its func-
tionality, but also look at how it could break down. Even
at the top of Mongol society, there were often several
rival objects of loyalty, whether these be individuals,
roles, institutions or even ideas. As we shall see, these
claimants on loyalty often collided, leading to fractures
that were sometimes papered over but could be easily
re-opened.

In selecting the “objects of loyalty”, as I call them, I
have tried to limit these to what our sources have
decided are worthy of loyalty, though there may be
many omissions of both sources and potential loyalty
claimants within the sources I do use. The main works
considered here are the works of the Persian historians
Juvaini and Rashid al-Din and the anonymous Mongol
work, The Secret History of the Mongols, where much of
the discourse about loyalty in the contemporary Mongol
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world was created. Naturally other sources, such as
European travel accounts and Armenian chronicles,
are also considered to provide a wider scope of opinion
outside the centres of Mongol power. Due to the lack of
works focusing specifically on loyalty, this terminology
is of my own creation. What do I mean then when I
talk about an “object of loyalty”? At its most basic,
this means whatever our sources describe as someone
or something which people in the Mongol world should
show loyalty to. For the purposes of this paper, these
objects are narrowed down to expressions of political
loyalty. Social and religious loyalties are not dealt with
except insofar as they ramify or weaken other loyalty
claims. There are many instances where both social
norms, such as obedience to one’s father or respect for
elders, and religious prescriptions, such as adherence
to the shari’a, affect political loyalty obligations.

In order to categorise these objects of loyalty, I have
broken them down into three sections: loyalty objects in
the pre-imperial Mongol world, loyalty objects at the
centre of the Mongol imperial system, and loyalty
objects at the regional level in the Mongol Empire.
For the first section, unfortunately our information on
the pre-imperial Mongol world is limited to that pro-
duced during the empire, so we must be aware of the
possible imperial retrojections of loyalty obligations. It
is included to provide the cultural basis for loyalty in
the Mongol imperial system and to show what changes
were apparently introduced by Chinggis and his descen-
dants. The loyalty objects I have included for this sec-
tion are the rightful lord, the törü, and the khan. The
second section includes objects which our sources put
at the heart of power in the empire, the qa’an/qaghan,
Chinggis or Chinggis’ legacy, the previous qa’an, the
jasaq, the regent, the quriltai, and the aqa. At the
regional level, we shall focus on the khan/khatun of
the ulus, the garrison commander (tammachi), the
military governor, and finally the darughachi. We
must keep in mind that these loyalties are often
entangled, and that ideally many of them existed at
the same time, strengthening each other. For example,
in this ideal world, one’s loyalty to the jasaq, as laid
down by Chinggis and which codified the role of the
quriltai, would lead to the acceptance of a successor
chosen by the previous qa’an and ratified by the quriltai.
As Chinggis’ legendary progenitor Alan Qo’a told her
sons, many arrows together are stronger than one
alone.2 When the system worked correctly, these

loyalties were multiple arrows that formed together a
stronger union. When too many of these loyalty
objects pulled in different directions, the system was
breakable.

Pre-Existing Loyalty Structures

The Mongol Empire did not enter a societal or political
vacuum, nor did its establishment completely do away
with existing social and political systems. In fact, the
sources seem to indicate that they were often very
keen to reinforce the norms which preceded Chinggis’
establishment of the empire. In this light the first and
possibly most basic loyalty tie outside the family was
that of a servant and “rightful lord”, as rendered in
Igor de Rachewiltz’s translation of the Secret History of
the Mongols (henceforth SHM) for the Mongolian tus
qan.3 The obligation to stay loyal to this rightful lord
is one of the most consistent themes permeating the
SHM. As far as we can make out, these rightful lords
were the heads of noble houses, whose lineage decided
their prestige within Mongol societal hierarchy. The
importance of this loyalty bond has been noticed before
by authors such as Paul Ratchnevsky and Morris Ros-
sabi and dealt with more in depth in articles by Michael
Hope and by Caroline Humphrey and Altanhuu Hürel-
baatar, where it is connected to the törü which will be
discussed in the following section.4

The author of the SHM is keen to stress on multiple
occasions (shown below) that one could not abandon
one’s rightful lord and go over to Temüjin (later given
the title Chinggis Khan) willy-nilly, only if their lord
had failed in his lordly duties, thereby sundering the loy-
alty agreement between lord and servant. If we consider
Temüjin’s treatment of two different servants, we can
see this idea in action. The first is the treatment of
one Kököchü, an equerry of Senggüm, the son of Temü-
jin’s erstwhile ally turned rival, To’oril (r. C. 1165–
1203), the Ong Khan of the Kerait people who lived to
the southwest of the Mongols. After Ong Khan and
Senggüm’s defeat by Temüjin, the Kerait leadership
fled. Kököchü tried an opportunist move, stealing Seng-
güm’s horse and possessions and going over to Temüjin.
As so often in the Secret History, women provide the
wise reaction to socially unacceptable actions, Kökö-
chü’s own wife telling him he has failed in his loyalty
obligations to his lord. Temüjin is no more accepting
of Kököchü’s actions either, killing Kököchü personally

2De Rachewiltz, The Secret History, Vol. 1 §22, 5.
3De Rachewiltz, SHM, Vol. 1 §149, 72; Commentary, Vol. 1, 543–4. De Rachewiltz notes that the Ming translators used the term cheng-chu (Wade-Giles), 正主,
meaning “rightful lord”, though these individuals were not often in fact qans in the true sense of the word.

4Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan, 65; Rossabi, “The Legacy of the Mongols,” 31; Hope, “El and Bulqa”; Humphrey and Hürelbaatar, “Regret as a Political Intervention”.
The hierarchical and aristocratic features of Mongol society have been analysed in depth in Sneath, The Headless State.
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for his betrayal.5 The reverse example is shown by
another of the Ong Khan’s servants, Qadaq Ba’atur.
Great praise is given by Temüjin to Qadaq Ba’atur of
the Jirgin who fought against Temüjin for Ong Khan.
Qadaq fights long after his lord has fled and when
Temüjin questions him he states that he could not let
his rightful lord be killed in front of him. Temüjin
praises him as a worthy companion and incorporates
him into his army.6

Many further examples of both loyal and disloyal ser-
vants exist, but it seems that there was an extra taboo on
the “laying of hands” on one’s rightful lord. The five
companions of Jamuqa, again a previous ally turned
enemy, who handed him over to Temüjin found this
out, with Temüjin stating that “Black skins and slaves
have gone so far as to raise their hands against their
lord”, and ordering his servants to “cut down to the
offspring of their offspring these people who have raised
their hands against their rightful lord!”.7 There are sev-
eral other instances of this extreme punishment in the
SHM, indicating the keenness of Temüjin and/or the
author to reinforce the hierarchical structure which
existed in the Mongolian steppe, before and after Temü-
jin’s rise to the khanate.8 This also echoes with the later
strong punishments which were meted out on those
who harmed a member of the Chinggisid house or
even insulted a Chinggisid. Another institution which
contributed to this hierarchical stratification of Mongol
society was that of the bo’ol. This term, which has widely
been translated to mean “slave”, looks to have in fact
been more similar to “vassal”. Tatyana Skrynnikova
has shown that this Mongol term was most commonly
applied by both Rashid al-Din and the SH to elites on
the Mongol steppe who were either forcibly or willingly
submitted themselves to Temüjin, indicating that the
term related more to political than social status.9 The
most famous example of this institution was the
bequeathing of the two brothers, Muqali and Buqa, by
their father Gu’un U’a of the Jalayir to Temüjin early
in his career.10 Muqali went on to serve the Chinggisids
for many years as a general and administrator in north-
ern China. Their fates were seen as bound to their

suzerains, and breaking these bonds held dire conse-
quences. However, these bo’ol came to hold many of
the highest offices in the realm as long as they served
their rightful lord loyally.

A second and more abstract object of loyalty is the
törü. This concept is quite ill-defined for the early Mon-
gol period, though both in the early Turk inscriptions
and later in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries it
meant something like the rulers’ laws.11 The word is
not used by Juvaini or Rashid al-Din, but features inter-
mittently in the SHM, where it seems to mean accepted
norms and customs. Caroline Humphrey and Altanhuu
Hürelbaatar in their work on regret in the early Mongol
world define it in one sense as “a number of sacred pol-
itical-moral principles imminent in the new order”.12 In
another work, these authors emphasise that the word
törü, as it is used in the SHM, means something outside
the will of man, and applies to the khan just as it applies
to his servants. In this way it was different from the later
jasaq, which was laid down by the ruler.13 As Igor de
Rachewiltz has noted, when combined with the term
“yeke”, it means “the great principle”, whereby lords
and subjects were obligated by their oaths to provide
for each other. The subject would provide loyalty, obe-
dience and service, while the lord would provide protec-
tion, sustenance, and reward for their subjects.14 In this
sense, the törü defines and reinforces the system of oaths
which existed in early Mongol society.15 The word is
also combined with the term yosun, meaning custom,
which itself is often combined with the term yeke,
used in similar instances as the phrase yeke törü.16

Given the similarity between these terms, they can
both be described as providing a sort of set of norms
that governed pre-imperial Mongol society, and pre-
sumably those of their Turkic neighbours as well. Loy-
alty to this set of principles would see lord and servant
stay true to their personal bonds, knitting together
Mongol society.

Scholars such as Pochakaev, Humphrey and Hürel-
baatar have argued that the Chinggisids co-opted the
törü, inserting themselves in between heaven and
earth as creators and mediators of the törü. Indeed,

5De Rachewiltz, SHM, §189, 110.
6Ibid., §185, 106–7. Neither are these sorts of expectations of loyalty limited to the Secret History, compare the story of the faithful servant of the Khwarazm-
shah, Inalchuq, and the unfaithful Qaracha Khass Hajib during the siege of Otrar in Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 84–5.

7De Rachewiltz, SHM, §200, 129, though the translation of bo’ol as slaves has been questioned, see following note.
8Eg. 300 Merkit killed for capturing Belgutei’s mother, §112, 32; Chinggis wiping out men of Tayichi’ut, §148, 70; Tells Shirgü’etü he would have exterminated
his line had he laid hands on his rightful lord §149, 72–3.

9Skrynnikova, “Relations of Domination and Submission,” 93–6.
10De Rachewiltz, SHM, §137, 59–60.
11Pochekaev, “Törü: Ancient Turkic Law,” 183, 186.
12Humphrey and Hürelbaatar, “Regret as a Political Intervention,” 25.
13Humphrey and Hürelbaatar, “The Term törü,” 266.
14De Rachewiltz, SHM, Philological Commentary Vol. 2, 791.
15Hope, “El and Bulqa,” 2–7.
16De Rachewiltz, SHM, Philological Commentary Vol. 2, 727, 791, 919.
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the disappearance of the term and the prevalence of the
Chinggisid jasaq in our later sources does seem to indi-
cate that they were largely successful in being able to
assimilate the ideas of the törü. However, as Humphrey
and Hürelbaatar indicate, references to violation of the
törü in the SHMmention lords’ failures to their subjects.
Thus, Ong Khan apologises to Temüjin for his separ-
ation from him, and thereby the törü, while Ögedei
(r.1229–1241), Chinggis’ successor (Figure 2), in his
summation of his four faults as a ruler, states that he
punished his father’s great servant Doqolqu despite his
constant adherence to the törü.17 In this light, subjects
who were mistreated or underappreciated by their
lords could argue adherence to the törü when switching
allegiances. The above-mentioned example of Kököchü
abandoning Senggüm was reprehensible due to Seng-
güm not violating the törü himself in his treatment of
Kököchü. On the other hand, Temüjin is seen as well
within his rights in finally breaking with Ong Khan
due to his failure to stick with Temüjin. Granted, the
SHM is legitimising Temüjin turning on a previous
ally, but clearly this avenue of complaint was open to
the subject at this time. Similarly, the leaders of a
group called the Je’üriyet, vassals of the Tayichi’ut,
Temüjin’s relatives and rivals, claim that their lords
only harass them and are aggressive towards them,
while Temüjin was generous and an able ruler of the
ulus (pl. ulusut, areas of land and people groups), there-
fore they willingly submitted themselves to him.18

Michael Hope’s analysis of the oath system of the Mon-
gols shows that verbal oaths were exchanged, with wit-
nesses, to indicate the reciprocal nature of this contract,
a sort of reaffirmation of törü principles.19 As written
oaths took the place of verbal ones over the course of
the thirteenth century, both subject and lord often had
something concrete which they could point to in their
disputes.20 This rarely resolved these disputes, but the
reciprocity of these oaths did offer some protection
against overbearing lords and any imposition of

“absolutism”.21 Indeed, one could argue that loyalty to
the törü, as representing high moral principles, required
the servant to abandon his lord if his lord showed him-
self unworthy of these principles.

The position of khan in the pre-imperial Mongol
world was not a consistently present one. This title
seems to have been reserved for leaders who had united
several different peoples, or key houses, under his lea-
dership. Therefore, To’oril, who ruled over all the Kerait
and their subjects, was called the Ong Khan22 in the
SHM, while Temüjin’s father Yisügei does not receive
this title, but rather is predominantly called ba’atur, or
hero, though he was later “khanified” by Qubilai
Qa’an’s (r.1260–1294) edict in 1284.23 Several of Temü-
jin’s Mongol ancestors before Yisügei are given the title
khan (Figure 1); Qabul, Temüjin’s great-grandfather,
Qabul’s successor Ambaqai, forefather of Temüjin’s
great rivals, the Tayichi’ut, and Qutula, perhaps the
uncle of Temüjin’s father Yisügei.24 This title later
became the imperial qa’an/qaghan, the khan of khans
in the Mongol world.25 Temüjin himself only used the
title “khan”, and it was his successor Ögedei who
adopted the title qa’an. Peter Jackson and Igor de
Rachewiltz argue that this adoption of the title used in
the early Turk empire was influenced by the presence
of Uighurs in the Mongol court familiar with Turk
royal custom, conveying to the Chinggisids the more
imperial status of this higher title.26

The title khan was not simply adopted however; it
had to be conferred by a group of those with noble
blood, e.g. the rightful lords as mentioned as the first
object of loyalty. The khan himself had to come from
noble birth, therefore Temüjin being of the Borjigin
Mongols and a relative of the previous khans, Qabul
and Qutula, was key to his elevation (Figure 1). He
also had to have proved his worth on the battlefield,
showing that he possessed suu, or heavenly-bestowed
good fortune.27 These attributes proved that he was
worthy of the loyalty of the other noble houses, whose

17Humphrey and Hürelbaatar, “Regret,” 31, 35.
18Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 162.
19Hope, “El and Bulqa,” 15–20.
20Juvaini uses the word khat, which seems to be equivalent to the Mongol word möchalga used by Rashid al-Din, both written by subjects on the accession of
new rulers or to reaffirm loyalty, see Subtelny, “The Binding Pledge,” 10–11.

21These written pledges could be used as proofs of treachery as well. Rashid al-Din relates that the amir Buqa in 1288/9, who submitted hismöchalga, and those
of his fellow amirs to Prince Jüshkeb, seeking to overthrow the Ilkhan Arghun, was killed by the Ilkhan once Jüshkeb turned over the incriminating documents
to Arghun, Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 3, 570.

22In fact a combination of Chinese and Mongol terms, the Chinese王, or wáng, or prince, and the Turco-Mongol term qan, khan. I have used the more accepted
“khan” throughout, though qan is more faithful to the Mongolian.

23Franke, “From Tribal Chieftain,” 25. Though Rashid al-Din does say that Yisügei was elected as ruler by several different Mongol groups, he also does not give
him the title khan, but rather bahādur. Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 132–4.

24Professor de Rachewiltz has noted that Rashid al-Din, the Yuánshı and SHM contradict each other as to both Ambaqai and Qutula’s position, where YS emits
both, while Rashid al-Din includes Ambaqai but not as a khan and makes no mention of Qutula, SHM, Philological Commentary, Vol. 1, 299, 315.

25For a concise discussion of these terms and their changing meanings, see de Rachewiltz, “Qan, Qa’an,” 95–100.
26Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 81; de Rachewiltz, “Qan, Qa’an,” 96.
27For more information on this and its relationship to the Turkic qut and the Persian farr, see Allsen, “A Note on Mongol Imperial Ideology”; Brack, “Theologies of
Auspicious Kingship”.
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own acclamation of him brought their subjects under
his rule. We can see this in the list of attendees on
Temüjin’s elevation to khan, including the heads of
the major houses of the Mongols, such as the Jalayir,
Ikires, Ba’arin, and Jürkin.28 While the tie between sub-
ject and rightful lord formed the structure of Mongol
society, the ties between these lords and an appointed
khan were only made infrequently, when the need so
arose. Therefore loyalty obligations had to be engen-
dered first, before the title of khan could be bestowed.

Nor were these bonds automatically conferred on any
successor. Qutula, one of Ambaqai’s chosen successors
who was confirmed as khan by the Mongols and
the Tayichi’ut, was supposedly succeeded by Yisügei
(Figure 1), but no such acclamation occurred for Yisü-
gei, at least according to the SHM, nor did he receive
the title “khan” during his lifetime.29 Here we begin to
see the SHM’s attempts to pre-legitimate Temüjin.
Even if his father had been khan, which we have seen
was not the case, Temüjin would not automatically

inherit his father’s position. The previous successions:
Qabul > Ambaqai, Ambaqai > Qutula and theoretically,
Qutula > Yisügei had not been from father to son, and
Yisügei in fact had another son than Temüjin, Bekter,
by another wife than Temüjin’s mother Höe’lün, so
there were in fact many obstacles to potential succes-
sion, notwithstanding Temüjin’s young age on his
father’s death. The hereditary nature of loyalty obli-
gations only truly began with Temüjin’s descendants,
as the SHM claims that later in life Temüjin had his lat-
eral relatives, brothers and nephews, swear that they
would recognise his son Ögedei as successor and
keep the rule within his descendants.30 This may have
been necessary due to the rivalry Temüjin had with
both Bekter, his half-brother who Temüjin killed,
and Jochi Qasar, Temüjin’s younger full brother who
also at times rivalled him for power. Given these
factors, we should be extremely wary of the SHM’s
claims that the Tayichi’ut, as well as Yisügei’s younger
brother Daritai, “abandoned” Temüjin when he was

Figure 1. Temujin’s family.

28Skrinnikova, “Relations of Domination and Submission,” 102–3, in §120–2 of SHM, 133f in the De Rachewiltz translation.
29De Rachewiltz, SHM, §57–8, 12–13; Commentary, Vol. 1, 292, Vol. 2, 550.
30Ibid., §255, 188.
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young.31 These were lords in their own right, and with-
out any agreed-upon khan among them, they were free
to act on their own. Without the ceremonies and oaths
which accompanied formal acknowledgement of loyalty
to a khan, there was no compunction on these lords,
despite what our source tells us. Even Rashid al-Din
acknowledges that there was no way for the Tayichi’ut
to have known that God’s favour had fallen on Temü-
jin.32 In the SHM we see the author “imperialising”
Temüjin before he had even been given the title
“khan” and while he was yet a boy, despite the consistent
aversion to child rulers in the Mongol world.

Imperial Innovations and Adaptations

The most obvious candidate for loyalty in the imperial
Mongol world was the “qa’an/qaghan” currently in
power. I will explain the distinction between the sitting
qa’an and the previous one in the next section, but for
now let us focus on this character. Theoretically of
course, everyone under Mongol dominion was loyal to
the qa’an, whose position had been guaranteed by the
great former leader of the Mongols, Chinggis Khan,
and approved of by all the great men and women of
the empire in a quriltai assembly. As we have seen in
pre-imperial Mongol society, there were intermediaries

between the khan and his people, and while much has
been made of Chinggis’ “breakdown” of tribal structures
in order to create institutions such as the keshig, the per-
sonal bodyguard of the qa’an, intermediary objects of
loyalty were maintained, though perhaps often trans-
ferred from destroyed noble houses, such as the Tatars,
to officials within the new Chinggisid military regime.33

It was only at the top level of Mongol society where cer-
tain figures owed their direct loyalty to the qa’an and the
qa’an alone. John of Plano Carpini comments on the
qa’an’s remarkable power over everyone, but this should
not blind us to the structures that were in place which
limited this power, and the figures within the Mongol
world who commanded loyalty as well, sometimes on
behalf of the qa’an, but also in opposition to him.34

One should also recognise that our sources often ascribe
obligations of loyalty to contenders for the imperial pos-
ition who eventually became qa’an, backdating these to
further strengthen the legitimacy claims of their patrons.
Juvaini therefore accuses Güyük’s (r.1246–1248) sons
Khoja and Naqu (Figure 6) of “treachery”35 when con-
tending for the throne with Möngke (r.1251–1258),
who at the time had not yet been elected by the quriltai
of 1251.36 We have already seen how Rashid al-Din
claims that the Tayichi’ut should have followed Temüjin,
despite the historian accepting that this sort of foresight

Figure 2. Temüjin’s descendants.

31Ibid., §72–4, 18.
32Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 121.
33Golden, “‘I will Give the People’,” 23. For a comprehensive look at the institution of the keshig, see Melville, “The Keshig in Iran”.
34Dawson, The Mongol Mission, 27. Even Carpini notes that there were dukes who were the representatives of this power.
35Pe. ghadr
36Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 264; Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 1, 219.
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was impossible.37 There are many such examples, nor is
the backdating of loyalty unique to the Mongol world.

Once Chinggis Khan died in 1227, another figure was
added to the list of objects of loyalty, that of Chinggis
himself, but also the general role of the previous
qa’an(s). Loyalty to the legacy of Chinggis as forefather
and founder was shown in many ways. One of the key
attributes required for succession in the Mongol
world, even in the separate khanates which emerged
after the breakup of the Mongol empire in 1259, was
knowledge of the biligs, or wise sayings, of Chinggis
Khan.38 Chinggis’ allocation of ulusut had long-term
implications for the Mongol world. The Persian histor-
ian Vassāf states that in 1302/3 the khan of the ulus of
Jochi (Chinggis’ eldest son, Figure 3), Toqto’a (r.1291–
1312), was appealing to Chinggis’ original dispensation
when claiming the lands of Arran and Azerbaijan then
under the control of the Ilkhans of Persia.39 The great
conqueror Temür (r.1370–1405) would create an
empire and parcel it out to his sons in imitation of
Chinggis in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.40

The issue of Chinggis’ laws and edicts will be dealt
with in the following section on the jasaq. This practical,
political legacy existed alongside a cult worship of
Chinggis which developed over time. Herbert Franke
has pointed out that even in Güyük’s reign, Güyük
spoke of Chinggis being alive and ruler of the earth in
his letter to Louis IX of France (r.1226–1270).41

Official worship of Chinggis as an ancestor was begun
by Qubilai in Yuan China in the 1280s, while in Iran,
under the supervision of the Ilkhans Ghazan (r.1295–
1304) and Öljeitü (r.1304–1316) in the early fourteenth
century (Figure 5), the historian Rashid al-Din turned
Chinggis into a “perfect sacred soul”.42

Much more could be said about Chinggis’ legacy, but
one might imagine, given all this, that sitting qa’ans
could or would not contravene Chinggis’ words or
actions. However, in practice we do have some infor-
mation about sitting qa’ans being able to make policy
contrary to that of Chinggis, though it was not always
well-received by other members of the Chinggisid
house or influential noyans (military leaders). Here I
will provide two examples of qa’ans contravening or

changing the orders of Chinggis, given very different
reviews by the sources depending on which qa’an per-
formed such actions. Rashid al-Din gives a story
where Ögedei after his succession, re-distributes troops
which had belonged to Tolui’s (Chinggis’ youngest son,
Figure 5) sons according to Chinggis’ dispensation to
Ögedei’s own son Köten. This causes anger among
some noyans, who complain of it to Sorqoqtani Beki,
the mother of Tolui’s sons and thereby one of the
aggrieved parties. Sorqoqtani is consistently portrayed
in Toluid sources as an extremely wise woman who
never wavers from the jasaq nor allows her sons to do
so. She claims that this redistribution is well within Öge-
dei’s rights, as “both the army and ourselves are all the
qa’an’s”.43 The Ögedeids do not always come across
very well in our Toluid sources, which may be keen to
stress Sorqoqtani’s wisdom in navigating a difficult situ-
ation, so let us consider another example in Möngke’s
reign. Juvaini, one of Möngke’s eulogists, says that
after his accession to power, Möngke revoked all paizas
(medallions of authority) and yarlighs (written decrees)
from the time of Chinggis Khan, Ögedei and Güyük
(Figure 2). Juvaini portrays this as simply Möngke
establishing good governance.44 Neither Juvaini nor
Rashid al-Din mention any opposition to this measure,
despite the fact that it would have meant a serious limit-
ation of the princes’ authority. Compare this to Güyük’s
accession where Juvaini says that “every yarligh that had
been adorned with the royal al-tamgha (red royal seal)
should be signed again without reference to the
Emperor”.45 Clearly then, lip service had to be paid to
the legacy of Chinggis, but successive qa’ans did have
some leeway with regard to individual policy.

Whatever the case for Chinggis, “remaining loyal” to
the other previous qa’ans seems to have been up to the
individual qa’an himself. As can be seen, this decision
was based on whether or not the qa’an in question wanted
to associate himself with one or more of his predecessors.
Each qa’an apparently had the choice to confirm the jasaqs
of his predecessor or not. Ögedei reaffirmed the decrees of
Chinggis, Güyük did the same for those of his father, while
Möngke conspicuously did not do so for Güyük’s ordi-
nances.46 Juvaini’s text shows how similar actions can be

37See note 29.
38For a detailed analysis of this, see Hope, “The Transmission of Authority,” 87–115.
39Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 14; Vas s āf, Tarikh-i Vas sāf, 398; Vas sāf/Ayati, 241.
40Manz, “Mongol History Rewritten”.
41Franke, “From Tribal Chieftain,” 24.
42Ibid., 30; Brack, “Theologies of Auspicious Kingship,” 1162. All in the efforts of making Öljeitü the “mujaddid”, or the renewer of Islam.
43Rashid al-Din/Thackston,Vol. 2, 282, 387; Rashid al-Din/Rowshan, Vol. 2, 705, lashkar va mā nīz jumle az ān qā’ān-īm, author’s translation.
44Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 598; Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 3, 76. The terminology “az ahd-i chingiz khan” might be a little misleading here. Juvaini says that in both
interregna paizas and yarlighs were issued by many different princes, but he never says that this occurs under Ögedei or Chinggis himself. Möngke recalling
all of these orders going back all the way to Chinggis seems to be more a desire to centre power in his own hands after the Toluid-Jochid coup.

45Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 256; Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 1, 211.
46Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. I, 189, 256
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portrayed as good in one case and as incorrect in another.
Güyük is criticised by Juvaini for installing his close friend
Yesu Möngke (Figure 4) as khan of the Chaghataid ulus
and removing Qara Hülegü, apparently the choice of
both Chaghatai (Chinggis’ second son) and Ögedei.47 In
order to portray Möngke’s justness in returning the kha-
nate to Qara Hülegü upon his own accession, Juvaini
claims that Möngke was merely observing the testament
of Chinggis, and the desires of both Ögedei and Chagha-
tai.48 It is perhaps possible to read into this a clash between
Chinggisid practice of filial succession andMongol custom
based on the principle of seniority, as Güyük justifies
choosing Yesu Möngke over Qara Hülegü due to Yesu
Möngke being a son of Chaghatai and Qara Hülegü only

a grandson.49 Equally, perhaps Güyük was striving to jus-
tify his own position, given that he had been elected
despite the apparent wishes of Ögedei that his grandson
Shiremun would succeed him (Figure 6). Indeed, when
the Toluids took over, they accused Güyük and his sup-
porters of betraying Ögedei’s wishes by ignoring Shire-
mun’s claim.50 In later years, the Ögedeid khan Qaidu
(d. 1301, Figure 6) would claim loyalty to the will of Ching-
gis and Ögedei, indicating to his Toluid relatives that
Chinggis had specifically indicated in his jasaq that succes-
sion was to remain in the House of Ögedei and sub-
sequently fighting with his Toluid neighbours to restore
the Ögedeid patrimony.51 In this we see Qaidu’s family
loyalty as well as his avowed loyalty to the first great

Figure 3. Jochi’s line.

47Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 255; Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 1, 210.Qara Oghul was the son of Chaghatai’s favourite son Mö’etüken, who died during the siege of Bamiyan,
devastating both Chaghatai and Chinggis, see Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol 2, 368.

48Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 273–4. Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 1, 230. Juvaini uses the phrase “bi-h ukm-i vas īyyat-ī ki dar sābiqa rafta būd”, which Boyle translates as “by
virtue of the earlier testament”. However, bi-h ukm can also mean “by command or authority of”, which may imply that Juvaini was trying to render Güyük’s
appointment of Yesu Möngke as illegal.

49Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 255.
50Broadbridge, Women, 206; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, 361.
51Vas s āf, 66; Vas sāf/Ayati, 37. Vas sāf’s language is somewhat ambiguous as to whether this was merely Qaidu’s belief or that Vas s āf also thought it to be a part
of the Chinggisid jasaq.
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qa’ans, as Qaidu fostered and protected Ögedeid princes
who he had enticed away from other khanates.52

Intricately tied specifically to the legacy of Chinggis
Khan, but also to those of his successors, is the thorny
concept of the jasaq (Chinggisid law).53 Much blood
was spilled in the Mongol era over what the jasaq
entailed, and this debate goes on today, thankfully
with the liquid spilled being substituted by ink. Many
of the great Mongolists of past and present have tackled
this issue without much satisfactory resolution.54 The
central debate revolves around whether or not there
was any unified code of laws used by the Mongols and
attributable to Chinggis. It is likely that individual jasaqs
were noted down during Chinggis’ and his successors’
reign, but that no great law code was established at an
early stage of the Mongol Empire. Presumably the exist-
ence of such a code would have made ignoring pre-
viously issued statutes more difficult. We have already
seen that jasaqs had been overturned, and yarlighs and
paizas revoked (7). This article will not delve further
into this debate but rather consider how the jasaq itself
was treated as an object of loyalty. In this manner it
functioned as a sort of ideal loyalty by which people

in the Mongol world could hold each other to account,
and specifically was often used as a shield by those who
acted against a member of the Chinggisid house whose
power had become overbearing.55 Of course, the
interpretation of the jasaq allowed for many claims of
loyalty to it, often in complete opposition to
each other. Some examples of this will help clarify the
point.

The most notable division in the early Mongol
empire was the split which occurred with Möngke’s
enthronement. Each side lined up their arguments as
to why the other had contravened the jasaq. The Jochids
and the Toluids claimed that the Ögedeids’ execution of
Chinggis’ daughter Al Altan without consultation of the
entire Chinggisid family broke the jasaq and the
yosun of the Mongols.56 Also included in their list of
grievances against the Ögedeids is the above-mentioned
refusal to act on Ögedei’s desire for Shiremun to
succeed him. Given the terminology used, this looks
not to have been a specific jasaq.57 According to Rashid
al-Din, it was this breaking of Chinggis’ jasaq and
contravention of Ögedei’s wishes which allowed the
Toluids to break their vows of fealty to the house of

Figure 4. Chaghatai’s line.

52Biran, Qaidu and the Rise, 35–6.
53Referred to in Persian sources and much secondary literature as yāsā.
54See Peter Jackson’s entry in the Encyclopaedia Iranica for a summary of the points of the debate; Jackson, “yāsā”.
55Naomi Standen has analysed how the dao functioned in a similar manner in Liao and Song China in the tenth and eleventh centuries, see Standen,
Unbounded Loyalty.

56Al Altan was suspected of having poisoned Ögedei according to Rashid al-Din, Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 361. For more on this, see Broadbridge,
Women, 169, 206, 220.

57Rashid al-Din’s phrase is “Ogedei qā’ān gufte būd ki pādshāh Shīremūn bāshad”: “Ögedei Qa’an said that Shiremün should be the padshah”, author’s trans-
lation. He does not use the terms yārlīgh or yāsā, Rashid al-Din/Rowshan, Vol. 1, 65.
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Ögedei.58 Interestingly, Qubilai, Möngke’s younger
brother and later qa’an, in his defence of Möngke’s
actions, does not deny the fact that Möngke had pledged
his fealty to Güyük after the latter’s enthronement.59 In
this rationale, Chinggis’ jasaq supersedes that of Güyük,
despite Möngke’s vows. The Ögedeids naturally had a
different version of events. They claimed that Chinggis’
jasaq stipulated that rule of the Mongol Empire should
remain in the Ögedeid house in perpetuity, and that
Möngke had sworn, in writing, to uphold Güyük’s
jasaq reinforcing Chinggis’ words.60 Juvaini himself
acknowledges that it was widely believed that Chinggis
had indeed done this, saying that many people wrote
letters to Batu (r.1227–1255, Figure 3), ruler of the
Jochid ulus and Möngke’s main supporter, complaining
of Möngke’s selection as qa’an.61 The Ögedeids and
Chaghataids would also soon experience the Toluids’
own contravention of the jasaq requiring a full consul-
tation of the Chinggisid house before executing a mem-
ber of that house, with Ögedeid princes such as
Shiremün and Naqu and Chaghataid princes like Büri
and Yesu Möngke (Figure 4) being done away with
without trial. Of great importance here is the role of
the quriltai, which will be analysed in the next section.

So far we have analysed appeals to the jasaq in the
context of a succession struggle, but it was called on fre-
quently in many situations as a justification for action.
Berke, the khan of the Jochid ulus from 1257 to 1266
(Figure 3), wrote in a letter to the Mamluk sultan Bay-
bars (r.1260–1277) that Hülegü, the first Ilkhan
(r. c. 1260–1265), had broken Chinggis Khan’s jasaq
and this was Berke’s reason for going to war with
Hülegü. Berke doubles down on his loyalty obligations,
claiming that Hülegü had taken land in the Caucasus
that belonged to the Jochids according to Chinggis’ sti-
pulations, but also that he and his brothers fought
Hülegü in the name of Islam.62 Hülegü had, after all,
sacked Baghdad in 1258 and killed the last ‘Abbasid
caliph, al-Musta’s im (r.1242–1258) and his family.
Therefore Berke could justifiably say that he was loyal
to both Chinggis’ jasaq and Islam in his conflict with
his relative. Michael Hope has shown another situation
where loyalty to the jasaq was called upon in a dispute.

The Ilkhan Geikhatu (r.1291–1295, Figure 5) was
deposed and executed by a group of commanders who
claimed Geikhatu did not follow the jasaq. His nephew
and eventual successor Ghazan (r.1295–1304) argued
rather that the execution of a Chinggisid khan by
non-Chinggisids ran contrary to the jasaq, and as
Hope notes, to the yeke törü as explained above.63 Inter-
estingly, Vassāf uses the term ta’arruż rasānīdan64 to
describe the reprehensible action of the amirs towards
Geikhatu, which can be roughly translated as “to lay
one’s hands on”, echoing the sentiments expressed vis-
a-vis the rightful lord in the SHM as noted above.65

Now the “rightful lords” were the Chinggisids, and lay-
ing hands on them carried serious penalties.

Loyalty to the jasaq remained a powerful ideal in
Mongol khanates, with supposed concessions to Islam
being protested in the realms of the Ilkhanate, the
Jochid ulus and the Chaghataid khanate. The Persian
historian Qāshānī provides us with a well-known pro-
test of Ghazan’s general Qutlugh-Shah that the Mongols
in the Ilkhanate were casting away the jasaq in favour of
Islam.66 These protests had more dire consequences in
the Jochid ulus, where the khan Özbeg (r.1313–1341,
Figure 3) put to death those amirs who complained of
Özbeg’s betrayal of the jasaq in his adoption of Islam
as the religion of the ulus.67 Michal Biran has shown
that while the supposed “first”Muslim khan of the Cha-
ghataid ulus, Tarmashirin (r.1331–1334), was not
deposed and executed simply because he was a Muslim;
at least some of the sources on his reign, such as the tra-
veller Ibn Battuta, believed it was his abrogation of the
jasaq which caused his fall.68 The dichotomy of the
jasaq and the Islamic shari’a would become a significant
theme in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries due to
the writings of the jurist Ibn Taymiyya who wrote sev-
eral anti-Mongol fatwas under the Mamluk sultanate
specifically targeting the jasaq and thanks to the work
of Ibn ‘Arabshāh, whose polemic against the Turco-
Mongol conqueror Temür (r.1370–1405) made refer-
ence to Temür’s adherence to the jasaq, rendering his
Islam false.69 However, the jasaq and the shari’a often
co-existed, so this discourse should not be overstated
for the Mongol period; suffice it to say that the jasaq

58Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 39.
59Ibid.
60Ibid., and 393; Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 252.
61Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 562.
62Favereau, “The Golden Horde,” 311.
63Hope, “El and Bulqa,” 9; Vas s āf, 317; Vas sāf/Ayati, 193.
64 ندیناسرضرعت
65Vas s āf, 317; Vas sāf/Ayati, 193.
66Qāshānī, Tarikh-i Ūljāytū, 98.
67Biran, “The Chaghataids and Islam,” 748.
68Ibid., 748–50. She shows that there had in fact been several other Muslim khans of the ulus, though their reigns were not long.
69Ibn ‘Arabshāh, Tamerlane.
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was always available as ideological backing for the
actions of princes and noyans in the united Mongol
empire and its successor states.

Another object of loyalty, which Juvaini claims was
enshrined in the jasaq, was the institution of the qur-
iltai.70 The quriltai was a consultative, judicial and
seemingly legislative body which in imperial times
was attended by the Chinggisid family, male and
female, and major military and administrative figures
in the Mongol world. It seems to have evolved from
the congregations of Mongols which elected previous
khans such as Ambaqai (Figure 1), though the con-
sultative assembly has had a long history both in
Inner Eurasian society and elsewhere in the world.71

Given the attendance of many of the key figures of
the Mongol Empire, for many this would have been
the most representative institution capable of making
decisions. Its role is an interesting one in the Mongol
world as its legal and administrative resolutions were
seen as binding as long as the quriltai itself was widely
considered legitimate.72 Therefore, given the body’s
apparent backing by the Chinggisid jasaq, loyalty to
the decisions made here could be seen as the ultimate
expression of Mongol loyalty. This loyalty to the qur-
iltai seems to have been the centre of an ideological

dispute which took place during Möngke’s succession
to the empire.

The two issues were thus: Firstly, Batu, the son of
Jochi and nominal senior among the Mongol princes
in c. 1249 summoned a council in his own lands, at
Ala Qamaq, where many, but not all Chinggisid
princes and khatuns (royal women) were present.73

Batu’s reason for the meeting taking place in his
lands was allegedly due to an illness. To date, all qur-
iltais had taken place in the valley between the Onon
and Kerulen rivers; the Mongols’ ancestral homeland.
Batu seemingly only attended a quriltai in Mongolia
to elect Ögedei in 1229, but did not turn up for
Güyük nor Möngke’s accession, so if this was an
excuse, he was at least consistent in its use. At this
meeting, the princes successfully chose Möngke as
the incumbent qa’an, though it was agreed that they
should hold a quriltai in the proper location to
officially elect him.74 Juvaini indicates some of the
problems which emerged from this. Neither Güyük’s
widow, the regent Oghul Gaimish, nor Güyük’s eldest
sons, Khoja and Naqu, would accept the decision to
choose Möngke. Indeed, the two key figures behind
Möngke’s selection, Batu and Sorqoqtani Beki, pleaded
with the Ögedeids to attend the upcoming quriltai to

Figure 5. Ögedei’s line.

70Juvaini/Boyle, 573.
71Barfield, The Perilous Frontier, 8, 39, 86, 188 gives examples in the Hsiung-nu, Hsien-Pi and Khitan Liao states. Ibn Fadlan, Mission to the Volga, 10,16 regarding
the Oghuz; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 71 states that the Onggut also held such councils.

72Hodous, “The Quriltai,” 87–102.
73Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 263–4; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 402–3. The later historian states that when Möngke was enthroned in February 1251, they had
been waiting for two years to do so.

74Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 263–4.
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discuss the matter with the aqa and the ini (princes
and commanders of the Mongol Empire).75

Neither does Juvaini use the term quriltai for the
meeting at Ala Qamaq, but rather the Turkic term
kangāch or other terms.76 While these terms have a
similar meaning, Juvaini elsewhere uses the term qur-
iltai for the assembly which took place in Mongolia in
1251, which may suggest he did not think Batu’s
meeting was official. Given that he states, as above,
that those present at Ala Qamaq agreed that another
quriltai was required, they were fully aware that the
decision of this assembly was not enough. The Öge-
deids and Chaghataids who did not attend certainly
did not believe it fulfilled the requirements of a legally
binding quriltai and felt no need to adhere to its
decision.

The second ideological standpoint with regards to
the quriltai was that taken by the Toluids and Jochids
after this event. Firstly, the discussion at Ala Qamaq,

even though not given the official title, carried the
weight of the joint agreement of the aqa and the
ini, and the support of the aqa (most senior prince)
of the Mongols, Batu. Representatives of every house
were included, though not the most senior Ögedeid
and Chaghataid princes or khatuns. This was Batu’s
response to those who wrote him complaining of
Möngke’s selection; the council had decided and the
argument was over.77 Juvaini claims that those who
had attended were shocked by the Ögedeids’ later
attempts to counter this decision militarily, saying
“none of them dreamt that the yasa of the World
Emperor Chingiz Khan could be changed or
altered”.78 Once this “coup” was subdued, the recalci-
trant princes were forced to perform obeisance to
Möngke before the official quriltai of 1251, giving
his accession the semblance of legitimacy. The Yuán
shı states that Menggeser, Möngke’s yarghuchi (chief
judge) decreed it a capital offence to not attend the

Figure 6. Tolui’s line.

75Ibid., 265–6. The terms aqa and ini technically mean older and younger brother, however see Hope, Power, Politics and Tradition for its meaning as represent-
ing all the key Mongol figures, from Chinggisids to lesser nobles.

76Juvaini in his description of Ala Qamaq uses kangāch,majma’,majlis and jam’iyyat, but never quriltai. Juvaini/Qazvini, Vol. 3, 17, 18, 20, though admittedly this
is based on Qazvini’s edition and not the manuscripts.

77Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 562.
78Ibid., 573.
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quriltai or to convene one illegitimately.79 For those
Ögedeids and Chaghataids forced to attend, the situ-
ation was lose-lose, as many of them were executed
after the quriltai at Möngke or Batu’s orders. The pre-
cedent had been set however, and when dissension
broke out between Qubilai, Möngke’s eldest surviving
brother, and Arigh Böke, the youngest of Tolui’s chil-
dren, each of them held rival quriltais (Figure 5).
Arigh Böke held his in the appropriate location in
Mongolia, and Qubilai in Shàngdū, with neither ser-
ving to sort out the succession, which would only be
determined through years of war and the break-up
of the united Mongol Empire.

Quriltais would continue to be held throughout the
Mongol world, so the role of this institution did main-
tain some degree of significance. In another succession
dispute, this time in the Ilkhanate, Ahmad Tegüder
(r.1282–1284) complained to his nephew Arghun
(r.1284–1291) of Arghun’s attempts to seize the throne,
stating that he (Ahmad) had been properly elected and
Arghun had not (Figure 5). Arghun did not however,
hold a rival quriltai, but overthrew his uncle and had
his accession quriltai once the dirty work was done.80

However, of the Ilkhans, only Abaqa, Ahmad Tegüder,
and Geikhatu were elected after a discussion in the qur-
iltai.81 Ghazan and other rulers would continue to hold
quriltais semi-annually, but they had lost much of their
force. A lack of respect for tradition by failing to hold
the quriltai was apparently one of the reasons for the
overthrow of the Chaghataid khan Tarmashirin Khan
in 1334, according to the traveller Ibn Battuta.82

At least two quriltais were held after the breakup of
the Mongol empire that were attended by representa-
tives of several different lines, attempting to once
again show some vestige of the united character of Mon-
gol rule and loyalty to Chinggis’ wishes. The first was in
1267, attended by members of three of the Mongol lines;
the Jochids, represented by Berkecher, sent by the khan
of the Jochid ulus Möngkë Temür (r.1266–1280);
the Chaghataids, represented by their khan Baraq
(r.1266–1271), and the Ögedeids, represented by
Qaidu (Figures 3, 4 and 6). Notably absent of course
were the Toluid rulers of China and Iran, Qubilai and
Abaqa, whose lands were targeted by the attendees.
Michal Biran claims that this was not simply an anti-
Toluid pact as there were conflicts between the three
rulers represented immediately preceding and

succeeding this meeting, but given that those who
attended the quriltai agreed to attack Toluid lands and
the very fact that the Toluids were not included would
surely have been seen as signals of such an alliance
from without.83 According to the Yuánshı, the princes
sent a letter to Qubilai complaining of his becoming
too Chinese, showing a lack of loyalty to Mongol
tradition.84

Several decades later, another quriltai was held, sup-
posedly finally uniting all the Mongol lands once again.
In 1304 Öljeitü wrote to King Phillip IV le Bel of France
(r.1285–1314), telling him that all parts of the Mongol
world had been re-connected through postal stations
and that he and his brothers stood behind the Qa’an
Temür Öljeitü (r.1294–1307), Qubilai’s successor.
Neither agreement nor peace lasted long after these
two quriltais, nor were they quite the same affairs as
they had been in the 1230s, but they represented a
bygone era of unity and loyalty to the traditions of
Chinggis and his successors. When showing loyalty to
Chinggisid tradition was deemed important for later
dynasties, quriltais were often convened. Amir Husayn
used one to appoint himself head of the Ulus Chagatai
and to appoint a puppet khan in 1364, while Temür
convened a great quriltai in Samarqand in 1404,
which was extensively described by the envoy Ruy de
Clavijo.85 The symbolic nature of these assemblies was
seen as a way of strengthening one’s legitimacy by show-
ing loyalty to Chinggisid tradition and the legacy of
Chinggis himself.

One of the instances in which quriltais were con-
vened was to decide upon the succession to the khanate,
as we have seen. One person who could convene such an
assembly and ran the empire during the time it took to
gather those who needed to be present was the regent.
While this figure may appear to have limited impor-
tance as a sort of placeholder, in fact regents ruled the
empire for about 10 years of the 53 year existence of
the united Mongol empire (1206–1259) and indeed pur-
sued their own policies and agendas. What is somewhat
unclear is whether or not the regents ruled on behalf of
the deceased monarch, or on behalf of the future ruler.
The uncertainty of Mongol succession and the necessity
of a quriltai to determine the next ruler seems to indi-
cate that these people ruled on their predecessor’s
behalf. These figures do not always have the best repu-
tation in our sources, in part because most of them

79Yuánshı Ch. 2, 33; Ch. 124, 3055, as referenced in Hodous, “The Quriltai,” 91.
80Vas s āf, 126, 139; Vas sāf/Ayati, 74, 81.
81Jackson, Mongols and the Islamic World, 270; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 3, 517.
82Ibn Batṭụ̄tạ/Gibb, Vol. II, 560–1.
83Biran, Qaidu and the Rise, 25–6.
84Ibid., 27, quoting YS 16/333.
85Manz, The Rise and Rule of Tamerlane, 50; De Clavijo, Narrative of the Embassy.
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were women, who rarely receive praise for their leader-
ship qualities in the Christian or Muslim historical tra-
dition.86 However, the first regent of the empire seems
to have been Tolui, Chinggis’ youngest son (Figure 2),
who ran things between Chinggis’ death and Ögedei’s
accession (1227–1229).87 As regent, Tolui ordered or
was party to the sending out of a plundering expedition
without general consultation, in contravention of the
jasaq.88 Ögedei’s blanket pardoning of past crimes on
his accession in 1229 looks to have cleared Tolui’s
name, but the Chinese sources also claim that Tolui
wanted to delay the quriltai to choose a successor and
only agreed after pressure from one of Chinggis’
respected ministers, Yeh-Lu Ch’u-ts’ai.89 According to
the YS, it was Tolui as regent who was responsible for
calling the quriltai, a function which was also performed
by at least one other regent, Töregene Khatun. It is to
the khatuns in their regency roles that we now turn.

Both Ögedei and Güyük’s regents were their wives,
Töregene Khatun (1241–1246) and Oghul Gaimish
(1248–1251) respectively (Figure 6). As Bruno de Nicola
has shown, both women had their own policies, often
pursuing the election of one of their sons.90 Perhaps
due to the issues which may have arisen during Tolui’s
regency, sons of the former ruler no longer became the
regents. This may have been in order to restrict them
from seizing the entire resources of the empire and
establishing themselves militarily without recourse to a
quriltai.91 Töregene became regent in a sort of postal
vote quriltai, whereby she sent letters to Chaghatai,
the aqa, and the other princes requesting this role, out-
manoeuvring another of Ögedei’s widows who thought
to have assumed the role, Möge Khatun.92 She therefore
earned loyalty by gaining the support of the key princes
in the empire, as well as through the judicious use of
gifts. It was Töregene who convened the quriltai
which eventually selected her eldest son, Güyük, though
Töregene largely held on to power until her death.
Things changed somewhat with the regency of Oghul
Gaimish. She was confirmed in her position as regent

by Batu, by this point the aqa of the Mongols. However,
it was Batu and not Oghul Gaimish who convened the
quriltai to choose a successor. While it is often noted
that Batu’s quriltai was illegitimate for its location and
lack of key attendees, there may also be a procedural
issue here. Batu was not the regent, and heretofore the
convocation of a quriltai had been in the remit of
these regents. However, Oghul Gaimish may have
been delaying calling a quriltai due to the dissension
between two of her own sons, Khoja and Naqu, and
with Shiremün, Ögedei’s grandson and chosen heir.93

Loyalty to these figures was both weaker and more
precarious than to the khans themselves. As the regents
themselves did not have the backing of an election
through the process of a quriltai, there was greater
scope for action against their will. Töregene Khatun
deposed two of Ögedei’s most influential officials, Chin-
qai and Mahmūd Yalavāch, but was thwarted by her
own son Köten, who gave them refuge and refused to
hand them over.94 According to Juvaini, after both
Güyük and Möngke’s accessions, the qa’ans had to
recall the great deal of paizas and yarlighs which had
been issued by numerous princes during Töregene
and Oghul Gaimish’s rule.95 We must be wary of course
of the sources’ tendency to exaggerate, but the actions of
the qa’ans who succeeded these regents do tend to
suggest that there was a stronger reaction to “abuses
of power” when they were perpetrated by women.96

While Güyük did not harm his mother after taking
power, her closest advisor, Fatima, seemed to take the
full brunt of Mongol anger at some of Töregene’s pol-
icies, which included dispensing with long serving
officials such as Chinqai. Fatima’s torture and brutal
execution are described all too vividly by Juvaini and
Rashid al-Din.97 Chinqai, who had served Chinggis,
Ögedei, Güyük and Oghul Gaimish, was executed at
the age of 83 by Möngke in 1252. Oghul Gaimish her-
self, and Shiremün’s mother Qadaqach were tried for
witchcraft and executed after their sons opposed Mön-
gke’s succession.98 Loyalty to a regent therefore could

86Take for example, the Arab historian of the thirteenth century Ibn al-Athir, who quoted a hadith from Bukhari’s Sahih collection which states “No people will
prosper who appoint a woman to rule over them”, Ibn al-Athir, The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athir, 216.

87YS, 115, 2885, found in Allsen, “The Rise of the Mongolian Empire,” 367, note 56.
88Jackson, “The Dissolution,” 320.
89De Rachewiltz, “Yeh-lu Ch’u-ts’ai,” 199.
90De Nicola, Women in Mongol Iran, 70–5.
91Holmgren, “Observations on Marriage,” 161.
92Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 240; De Nicola, Women in Mongol Iran, 68–9. Juvaini does state however, that Möge was already performing this role before Töregene
took it over. Her death shortly after made Töregene’s path to regency considerably smoother.

93Broadbridge, Women, 207, 210.
94Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 242.
95Ibid., 255, 598.
96Rubruck states that Möngke told him that Oghul Gaimish was a “wicked woman, more vile than a dog[…]that by her sorcery had destroyed her whole
family”, Dawson, Mongol Mission, 203.

97Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 245–6; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 391.
98Broadbridge, Women, 218.
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be extremely dangerous, even if the regent’s own choice
for a successor was confirmed by the quriltai, such as
Töregene’s manoeuvring on behalf of her son Güyük.

Another figure whose importance seemed to grow
when a qa’an had not yet been chosen was the aqa.
While this title was often added to personal names as
a sign of respect, such as with the famous administrator
Arghun Aqa, its technical meaning was “older brother”,
and was nominally applied to the eldest Chinggisid des-
cendant. Unfortunately this very clear cut definition
does not stand up to an analysis of the sources, whose
political leanings also muddy up the water. The only
character who is consistently referred to as the aqa of
the princes is Jochi’s son Batu. Both Juvaini and Rashid
al-Din declare Batu as the eldest of the princes, though
both patently state that Jochi had an older son, Orda
(Figure 3), who willingly stepped aside for Batu to suc-
ceed Jochi as khan of the Jochid ulus.99 Orda and his
descendants continued to rule their own ulus to the
east, eventually called the White Horde, and while
theoretically under Batu and his descendants’ rule,
they had their own khans who did not pay homage to
Batu’s descendants.100 Beyond this discrepancy, it was
Batu’s status as aqa which apparently conveyed the
necessary weight to achieve Möngke’s succession in
1251, and both historians, as officials of Toluid regimes,
were keen to stress this role’s importance.

Batu was arguably the key figure in the Mongol world
in the 1240s and early 1250s and many of our sources,
Persian, Armenian and Latin, attribute great power to
him. It was with the death of Güyük and the transition
of power from the house of Ögedei to the house of Tolui
that Batu exerted his considerable influence. Rashid al-
Din claimed that it was Batu’s inability to attend (due to
illness) which delayed the quriltai to elect Güyük until
1246, 5 years after Ögedei’s death.101 However, the
fact that the quriltai was in fact held, without Batu’s
presence, but with plenty of Jochid representation,
including Orda and Batu’s eventual successor Berke,
this point seems overstated by Rashid al-Din. In the
interregnum which followed Güyük’s death in 1248,
Batu confirmed Güyük’s widow Oghul Gaimish as
regent, just as Chaghatai had done previously for
Töregene. Batu’s subsequent actions, however, would

undermine the authority of the regent. If precedent
was important, Tolui and Töregene, the two previous
regents, had called the quriltais to elect Ögedei and
Güyük respectively. But Batu not only called an assem-
bly to discuss the succession himself, but also decided
that it should come to him on account of his illness
(possibly gout). Chaghatai, the great observer of the
jasaq and technical aqa after Ögedei’s death, did not
take these actions. Rashid al-Din claimed that Chaghatai
died several months before Ögedei.102 Perhaps this is
merely a mistake by Rashid al-Din, but doing away
with Chaghatai does accomplish several things if we sus-
pect the historian of a more elaborate historical plot to
weaken Ögedeid legitimacy. Unlike Juvaini, who states
that Töregene became the regent based on Chaghatai’s
confirmation as well as other princes, Rashid al-Din
claims that Töregene seized control of the khanate
using trickery and without consulting the aqa and
ini.103 Thus Töregene’s regency is called into question,
and therefore also the quriltai which she summoned
to elect Güyük, without the presence of Batu, the aqa.

Batu’s assembly at Ala Qamaq has already been dis-
cussed, but an important dimension of this meeting
was the language used by Juvaini, and Rashid al-Din fol-
lowing him, to describe the authority of the aqa.
According to Juvaini, Batu is the aqa and “whatever
he commands, his word is law”.104 Rashid al-Din says
the princes stated “Batu is the elder of all the princes,
[…] and we are subject to his command. We will in
no way go against what he considers proper.”105 They
indicate that the princes in fact gave written pledges,
called möchalgas by Rashid al-Din, to obey the com-
mand of Batu. Batu had decided that Töregene’s selec-
tion of Güyük contravened Ögedei’s order that
Shiremun should succeed him and therefore the Öge-
deids should no longer be in full control of the succes-
sion. Instead, Möngke, eldest son of Tolui and the
very wise Sorqoqtani Beki, who knew the jasaq well
and never swerved from it, had the right to the kha-
nate.106 While the princes in attendance seemingly
accepted Batu’s directive to choose Möngke as the
next qa’an, the fact that this “assembly”, majma’, was
of a quite questionable nature due to the absence of
important attendees and its location, meant that it

99Batu’s seniority, Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 557; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 387. Orda being the elder, Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 249; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2,
348.

100Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 348.
101Ibid., 360.
102Ibid., 376; Local chronicler Jamal al-Qarshi confirms that Chaghatai died some time after Ögedei, though there is a discrepancy with Juvaini’s 1242 date of
about 2 years; see Jackson, “Chaghatayid Dynasty”.

103Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 391.
104Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 557.
105Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 401.
106Ibid., 402.

210 T. JONES



functioned as a sort of primary before the true quriltai
took place.107

However, Batu and Sorqoqtani Beki, the other figure
who worked tirelessly to achieve Möngke’s election,
now treated this decision as a fait accompli, due to its
backing by the aqa and the fact that they could now
claim that it was done in consultation with the aqa
and ini of the Mongol Empire. Batu and Möngke had
been able to entice certain members of the Ögedeid
and Chaghataid houses with grievances against their
own houses to break ranks and lend to Möngke the
nominal backing of their lines. At this point, the Jochids
and Toluids indicated to their recalcitrant relatives that
their loyalty obligations were to the aqa and the assem-
bly, using multiple tactics to try and force the Ögedeid
and Chaghataid princes and their supporters to attend
the upcoming quriltai. Juvaini claimed that both Batu
and Sorqoqtani wrote to their kinsmen using a mixture
of enticements and threats, but he also indicates that at
other times they tried to persuade the other princes that
there would in fact be a proper discussion about the suc-
cession with all the aqa and ini if only they would come
to the quriltai.108 These mixed messages cannot but
have confused the princes, and made them extremely
wary. Their failed attempt to resist the Toluid coup
could hardly have surprised the Jochid-Toluid party,
who as we have seen (p. 13) claimed their shock as to
the “alteration” of the jasaq of Chinggis.109 What
specific jasaq of Chinggis they are referring to is not
made clear by either Juvaini or Rashid al-Din, but
given that they both follow the account of the struggle
with a famous anecdote of Chinggis’ calling for unity
between his sons, perhaps they meant some general
admonition against infighting. The hypocrisy of the
Toluid-Jochid claims was pointed out by the regent,
Oghul Gaimish, who wrote to Möngke telling him
that he had attended Güyük’s coronation and given
his written word that he would choose a successor
from Ögedei’s line, in fact a jasaq of Chinggis, Ögedei
and Güyük’s. For having the temerity to point this
out, Oghul Gaimish was tortured, put on trial while
naked by Möngke’s jarghuchi (chief judge) Mengeser
Noyan, wrapped in felt and cast into a river.110

Beyond ideological differences between the two sides,
there seems also to have been some confusion for the
Mongols as to which loyalty object demanded one’s
obligations in a time of interregnum, the aqa or the
regent. For comparison, perhaps we should turn to
the previous possible holder of the title aqa, Chinggis’
second son Chaghatai. Chaghatai’s status as the oldest
Chinggisid came about in 1227 when both his older
brother Jochi and Chinggis himself died. Chaghatai
was apparently significantly involved in achieving
Ögedei’s accession. As we have seen in the YS, there
may have been some disagreement over succession
between Tolui and Ögedei, and Rashid al-Din also
seems to allude to this, saying that only Chaghatai
was friendly with both brothers, perhaps acting as a
mediator, though he was adamant that they elect Öge-
dei according to his father’s wishes.111 In a more cer-
emonial sense, Chaghatai was physically involved in
Ögedei’s accession, holding his right hand, while
Tolui held his left, and Chinggis’ younger brother
Temüge Otchigin took Ögedei by the belt.112 At
Güyük’s coronation, the two who raised him to the
throne were Yesu Möngke, Chaghatai’s eldest legiti-
mate son, and Orda, the elder brother of Batu.
While this may have been a necessity for Güyük
given Batu’s absence from his quriltai, it may simply
have been a statement of fact that Orda was in fact
the aqa by this point.113

Beyond this ritual position, the role of aqa seems to
have been largely advisory. The SH claims that in his
role Chaghatai mainly functioned as the preeminent
advisor to Ögedei during his reign, with Ögedei seeking
his support and backing for key measures such as the
creation of the yam (postal) system.114 However, there
was at least one major disagreement between the two
recorded by Rashid al-Din. Chaghatai reallocated
lands in his ulus in Transoxiana which Ögedei had
decreed were crown lands. Ögedei’s representative in
the region, Mahmud Yalavach, reported this to Ögedei.
Chaghatai wrote an apology to Ögedei, but was in fact
granted the region in perpetuity, while Yalavach was
berated by Chaghatai and reappointed to administer
northern China by Ögedei.115 In the confrontation

107Rashid al-Din at first calls this meeting at Ala Qamaq a quriltai, but then reverts back to following Juvaini, and in Moge Oghul’s speech it is referred to as a
majma’, or gathering, while the princes agree to have a “great quriltai”, quriltai-yi buzurg, in the Onon and Kerulen valley the following year.

108Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 265–6, Vol. 2, 562.
109Ibid., 573.
110Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 409.
111Ibid., 375.
112Ibid., 312. Temüge’s position is interesting here, lending support from the lateral side of the family, who still controlled huge swathes of territory within the
Mongol Empire. This loyalty to Chinggis’ wish for power to remain amongst his sons and their descendants did not last very long, as Temüge made a play for
the throne before Güyük’s accession. It was likely this and his impending trial and execution that forestalled his participation in the enthronement ceremony.

113Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 251.
114De Rachewiltz, SHM, §270 and 279, 202, 215.
115Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 380.
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between qa’an and aqa, formalities were observed but it
was the qa’an who backed down to his elder brother.

Chaghatai’s status as eldest prince became even more
important after Ögedei’s death, however. According to
Juvaini, people began to flock to Chaghatai’s court to
pay him homage, seemingly in expectation that he
would become the next qa’an, though his death not
long after Ögedei precluded such a development.116 It
may have been for this reason that Töregene Khatun
was especially keen to get Chaghatai’s support for her
regency. As far as we can tell from our sources, Chagha-
tai was content with Töregene as regent, and if he was
planning to succeed, never got as far as convening a qur-
iltai, if indeed this was within his purview. In sum, we
do not have enough information as to the position of
aqa to say with any great clarity what authority it
entailed and what duties were expected, beyond the cer-
emonial aspect.117 It seems however, that Batu capita-
lised on Mongol respect for seniority and the divisions
among the Ögedeid house to play the kingmaker,
accentuating the loyalty obligations of the Mongols to
their aqa, as opposed to the regent and the house of
Ögedei.

Regional Loyalties

Now we move on to a group of characters who were
objects of loyalty at a regional level. In this sense, they
themselves had loyalty obligations to those people and
institutions above them, those listed in the previous sec-
tion. However, these more regional loyalties could and
often did challenge the authority of figures at the heart
of the empire, which could cause major issues given
their ability to co-opt those below them and drain man-
power and resources away from the empire. The most
significant regional power was the khan/khatun of the
ulus. During his lifetime, Chinggis had parcelled out
both lands and peoples to his relatives as their emchu
(in Persian sources īnjū), or private property. Sons,
brothers, nephews, wives and daughters all got varying
shares which were theirs and their descendants in per-
petuity. Ideally, all of these characters would subordi-
nate themselves to the qa’an in cases such as taxation
and military affairs, but even with his immediate

successor Ögedei, problems emerged between the cen-
tral authority and the regional khans. The above-men-
tioned dispute between Ögedei and Chaghatai as to
lands within Chaghatai’s ulus went the way of the
regional khan. In his dealings with the khatun of Tolui’s
ulus, Sorqoqtani Beki, Ögedei had mixed success. We
have seen that he was able to transfer several thousand
troops from her ulus to that of his son Koten, but Sor-
qoqtani ignored his yarligh ordering her to remarry
Ögedei’s eldest son Güyük, which would have signifi-
cantly strengthened the Ögedeid house.118 Ögedei and
Batu also seemed to have waged something of a phony
war in Mongol territories in the Middle East and the
Caucasus, where officials from both competed to tax
the settled population and to oust one another from
power.119 These officials had to tread a fine line between
Batu as the regional power, and the qa’an in Qara
Qorum. Arghun Aqa for example, reported both to
Batu and to the qa’an.120

The struggles between qa’an and khan of the ulus
were often played out with regards to succession of
the various ulusut. The qa’ans often tried to get their
own man (or woman) as head of the ulus to guarantee
that region’s cooperation. However, it seems unclear
whether or not this was the prerogative of the qa’an
or if this was to have been decided by the previous
regional khan, or even by a quriltai.121 When both the
qa’an and the regional khan agreed on their successor,
clearly there was no issue. Juvaini claims that Chaghatai,
khan of the Chaghataid ulus, and the ruling qa’an Öge-
dei (as well as Chinggis himself), agreed that Chaghatai’s
grandson Qara Hülegü (Figure 4) would succeed
him.122 Apparently, there was also agreement between
Batu of the Jochid ulus and Möngke qa’an that Batu’s
son Sartaq (Figure 3) should succeed him.123 However,
once power struggles began, the qa’ans began to inter-
vene more regularly. Güyük, in contravention of the
wishes of Ögedei and Chaghatai, replaced Qara Hülegü
with Chaghatai’s son Yesu Möngke, Güyük’s friend and
ally, on the basis of seniority, Qara Hülegü only being a
grandson. The disenfranchised Qara Hülegü naturally
sided with Möngke in his struggle with the Ögedeids,
and was rewarded for his loyalty by being restored to
the rule of the ulus. Möngke assigned him to execute

116Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 272.
117There is some evidence that Berke assumed this position after Batu’s death. It was Berke who had sat Möngke on the throne, on Batu’s behalf, and Rashid al-
Din goes out of his way to justify Hülegü’s conflict with Berke despite him being senior to Hülegü, see Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 511.

118Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 387.
119Kamola, “Rashid al-Din,” 34–9.
120Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 507, 514, 519, 521.
121According to Rashid al-Din, the Chaghadaid khan Alghu admits to Qubilai and Hulegu that he did not consult them when he sat in Chaghatai’s place, and the
aqa and ini would have to decide whether he had done wrong, Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 435.

122Ibid., Vol. 1, 255.
123Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 361.
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Yesu Möngke, though he died en route. Möngke then
entrusted this task to Qara Hülegü’s widow, Orghina
Khatun, and put the rule in the hands of her infant
son Mubarakshah.124

Though the Mongols regularly stated they would not
follow a child, Möngke ignored these customs yet again
in the Jochid ulus, installing the young son of Sartaq,
Ulagchi, with Batu’s wife Boraqchin Khatun as his
regent.125 Ulagchi also died quickly after, and Batu’s
younger brother Berke became the successor. We do
not have any information about how this took place,
though both Stefan Kamola and Anne Broadbridge
have claimed that this was against Möngke’s wishes
and a usurpation of Sartaq’s line respectively.126 How-
ever, at least according to Rashid al-Din, Berke’s invol-
vement in Möngke’s coronation and further support led
to a close working relationship in which Berke was
superior to Möngke’s brother Hülegü. Even after he suc-
ceeded, the historian claims that Berke maintained over-
all good relations with the Toluids, at least until the
suspicious deaths of Berke’s relatives who had
accompanied Hülegü’s campaign to the west.127

The purge of the Ögedeid and Chaghataid houses by
Möngke after his succession meant that the princes who
remained were Toluid lackeys, at least for a time. During
the succession struggle between Ariq Böke and Qubilai
(1260–1264), the contenders vied for control of the Cha-
ghataid ulus via puppet khans. This Toluid overbear-
ance within the Chaghataid ulus and among the
Ögedeid princes was cast off by those such as the Öge-
deid khan Qaidu and the Chaghataid khan Du’a
(Figures 4 and 6), who reasserted both the territorial
claims of their houses and their own status within the
Chinggisid house.128

Berke also had cause to resent the Toluids. His loyalty
and support in Möngke’s succession was hardly appreci-
ated by Hülegü, Möngke’s younger brother and

commander in the western campaign, who executed
his relatives and took control of lands that the Jochids
felt were their own. Berke waited until Möngke’s
death to act on these slights, eventually attacking
Hülegü in 1262. By this point, Hülegü’s two brothers
Qubilai and Ariq Böke were fighting for control of the
khanate and Berke did not commit to either. Berke
had presumably lost patience with his Toluid suzerains,
who had allowed his family members to be killed and his
lands to be taken without redress. His lack of support for
the eventual qa’an Qubilai and his longstanding conflict
with Hülegü saw the Jochid ulus exert its independence.
Loyalties for troops who had served in the western cam-
paign came down to individual lineage, not the faraway
qa’an; therefore Jochid troops who had been stranded in
what came to be the Ilkhanate either fled to their own
territories, or went to support the Ilkhans’ other ene-
mies, the Mamluks of Egypt. The system of hereditary
control of troops meant loyalty bonds which were
formed closer to home, not to a qa’an in Daidu. Once
the regional khan saw no obligation to be loyal to the
qa’an, the ulusut became their own entities, too power-
ful to be brought back into line by the ruler in Daidu.129

The next set of characters in our cast are the garrison
commander (tammachi), military governor and dar-
ughachi.130 I will treat these roles jointly in order to
deal with the often confusing nature of the three, with
at times overlapping duties. This administrative web
was not helped by the Mongol rulers, who at times
doubled up on these positions, making things even
less clear to those who owed their loyalty to these
more regional figures. While this seems like a bureau-
cratic nightmare bound to lead to conflicts (which
indeed it did), it certainly helped to limit the powers
of officials and commanders who had significant free-
dom in areas not yet fully under Mongol control.
What is also noticeable is the Mongols’ flexibility

124Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 273–4.
125Ibid., 268.
126Kamola, “Rashid al-Din,” 52; Broadbridge, Women, 231.
127Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 361, 511.
128The Ögedeid ulus disappeared after Möngke’s purge, though individual Ögedeids did retain some small amount of land. Qaidu created an Ögedeid state
within the Chaghataid ulus in the late thirteenth century.

129The Ilkhans did technically seek confirmation of their rule by Qubilai for some time, but even for Abaqa, Hülegü’s successor, he was enthroned by a regional
quriltai in 1265 (Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. III, 517) before receiving his official confirmation by Qubilai in 1270, when he mounted the throne for a second
time, Vol. III, 535. The Qa’an’s approval was not required for rulership even in the Ilkhanate.

130There is some debate about whether the Mongol term darughachi can be simply equated to the Turkic term basqaq or the Arabo-Persian shih na. For Thomas
Allsen and Christopher Atwood the semantic similarities between the Turkic bas and Mongol daru, meaning “to press” render the two terms interchangeable,
while the term shih na, more familiar to their Middle Eastern subjects, was similarly applied, Allsen, “The Rise of the Mongolian Empire,” 374; Atwood, Ency-
clopedia of Mongolia, 134. However, this has been questioned by Donald Ostrowski who argues that the roles were in fact separate, with the darughachi
meaning a civilian governor (equivalent to shih na) and the basqaq being a military governor (equivalent to the tammachi), Ostrowski, “The ‘tamma’”.
The confusion is apparent in our sources: Take Rashid al-Din: He says that Chormaghun was the head of tamma troops in the west in the 1230s, Vol. I,
42, but he later states that Ögedei sent the basqaqs of provinces to support Chormaghun’s campaigns, which included the shih na of Khwarazm, Chin
Temür, who is later given the governorship of Khorasan and Mazanderan, while Chormaghun is kept in his position and told not to interfere, Vol. II,
322–3. While Ostrowski’s divisions are logically tempting, they are not so easy to define. Juvaini states that in Güyük’s reign Möngke Bolad was made
the basqaq of the artisans of Tabriz, Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. II, 511. This would seem to indicate that the basqaq was not equivalent to the tammachi, what I
term garrison commander. Neither Juvaini nor Rashid al-Din use the term darugha/darughachi, which is used in the SHM and Chinese sources. See also
Buell, “Sino-Khitan Administration”.
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according to different situations. Both geographically
and temporally, the Mongols adapted their administra-
tive apparatuses according to need. At times all three
roles seemed to function side by side, while in other
areas of their empire such as Rus’, only the basqaq
was in operation. In certain vassal states, even these
figures seem to have been dispensed with, the local
ruler being allowed to operate on his own as long as
he fulfilled Mongol demands.

The first of these roles was the garrison commander,
or tammachi. He was the head of the tamma troops, who
were sent into a region to pacify it and further extend
Mongol conquests, living in those lands and passing on
their positions to their children. This was usually a
large army; Chormaghun when sent to the regions of
the Caucasus and Azerbaijan was accompanied by 4
tumens (units of 10,000 men), while Muqali in Chin
lands had similar numbers.131 This role functioned in
areas not within the ulusut, which were not completely
subdued.132 It seems that primarily the commander
had military duties, subduing such groups that were
not yet in submission to the Mongols. Therefore, the
noyan Chormaghun was appointed by Ögedei after
Chinggis’ death to end Jalāl al-Dīn Khwārazmshāh’s
resistance to the Mongols.133 Similarly, his successor
Baiju was sent into Anatolia to achieve the submission
of the rump Seljuk state there in the 1240s.134 In this
role, they were the representatives of the qa’an, and
dominant in the area they were assigned to. Those
rulers who operated in the area subordinated them-
selves to these commanders in order to show their loy-
alty to the qa’an, though they still were usually made
to submit in person to the qa’an. However, these
figures’ authority went beyond solely the military
sphere, and as quite often in the Mongol world, both
military and administrative duties were expected of
those holding positions of power. According to Arme-
nian sources, these commanders had great freedom in
action, allowed to convene quriltais, take censuses, give
their seal of approval to merchants, appoint their own
commanders and accept delegations from conquered
populations.135 Rashid al-Din also states that they

appointed their own shih nas in conquered territory.136

Apparently this freedom of action for the garrison
commanders got out of hand. Juvaini claims that areas
such as Azerbaijan and Tabriz suffered from the depre-
dations of Baiju and Chormaghun.137 As the empire
grew, the frontiers were pushed outwards and lands
within Mongol control were put in the care of the mili-
tary governors, who took over some of the duties of the
garrison commanders, though the governors were still
nominally subordinate to these commanders. Thomas
Allsen pointed out that three “branch secretariats”, or
xingsheng as they had been called in China, existed in
northern China, Turkestan and Khurasan.138

For our case study wewill look at Khurasan, which had
previously beenunder the control ofChormaghun.Oneof
the shih nas/basqaqs who had supported Chormaghun’s
campaigns in the early 1230s was Chin Temür, who had
been appointed to this role inKhwarazmby Jochi. In deal-
ing with rebels neglected by Chormaghun, Chin Temür
took over the administration of Khurasan, apparently
without the approval of either Chormaghun or Ögedei.
Ögedei had in fact sent another noyan, Tayir Bahadur,
to pacify Khurasan, but Chin Temür rejected his takeover,
instead sending messengers to Ögedei reporting on his
own actions. Perhaps this alonewould not have convinced
the qa’an, but significantly, he also sent several amirs from
Khurasanwhohad surrendered to him topayobeisance to
Ögedei.This delighted theqa’an, whohadbeenapparently
frustrated by Chormaghun’s failure to send any rulers to
him. Chin Temür was rewarded with a paiza and al-tam-
gha confirming him in the governorship of Khurasan and
Mazandaran. Ögedei ordered Chormaghun to relinquish
control of the area. However, Chin Temür did not have
it all his own way, with Ögedei appointing an amir of
his own household, Kulbolad, as a partner to Chin
Temür.139 A baffling situation, doubtless, and Ögedei
did nothing to ease the situation, sending further newgov-
ernors before the sitting governor had died or was
removed, leading to often violent confrontations. Chor-
maghun and his amirs also pushed back, often refusing
to hand over lands which Ögedei had decreed would be
administered by the governor.140

131Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 41; Atwood, Encyclopedia of Mongolia, 527.
132In this there seems to be a difference with the basqaq/shih na. Chormaghun, the tammachi was on the far western frontier of the Mongol Empire, while Chin
Temür, the basqaq, was appointed over Khorasan and Mazanderan, though this did not mean that the basqaq did not have military duties, see Juvaini/Boyle,
482–7.

133Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 41, Vol. 2, 313.
134Ibid., Vol. 1, 11, Vol. 2, 397, 457, 486.
135Grigor of Akanc’, History of the Nation, 303; Vardan, Compilation of History, 88; Kirakos, History of the Armenians, 219, 237, 239.
136Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 322–3.
137Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 507.
138Allsen, “Technologies of Governance,” 125.
139Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 483–7.
140Ibid., 501. The extensive military actions of those termed shih nas seems to confound Ostrowski’s theory that these were civil administrators, Ostrowski, “The
‘tamma’,” 275.
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We may look on this administrative nightmare with
frustration, but these tactics seem to have been a
mode of ensuring loyalty to the qa’an at the centre of
the empire. Officials and noyans could not get any delu-
sions of grandeur despite being far from imperial con-
trol, while they were often forced to return to Qara
Qorum to plead their case or have the qa’an reaffirm
their positions. This seems to have been the status quo
under Ögedei, but things changed under the regency
of Töregene Khatun and the appointment of Arghun
Aqa to the governorship of Khurasan. Perhaps due to
her own weaker position as regent, Töregene did not
appoint anyone to “partner” Arghun Aqa and it was
under Arghun that the power of the governor reached
its zenith. Arghun was able to maintain control despite
the changes in power in the imperial centre, and in fact
his remit was increased to include all of Iran, Iraq, Azer-
baijan, Anatolia and the Caucasus.141 Both Güyük and
Möngke had also entrusted Arghun with the collection
of the yarlighs and paizas issued by the princes and kha-
tuns during the interregna and the reigns of their prede-
cessors.142 Arghun Aqa was responsible for taking
censuses, collecting taxes, requisitioning the army and
leading troops against rebellious territories. This natu-
rally signalled a more marginal role for garrison com-
manders such as Eljigitei (Güyük’s replacement for
Baiju) and Baiju. Their freedom was yet further cur-
tailed by the arrival of Hülegü.

Once Möngke appointed Hülegü to command the
armies of the west, he ordered that the troops which
had until that point followed Baiju and Chormaghun
be reassigned to Hülegü’s command. According to
Rashid al-Din, it was Baiju’s overweening pride in his
power that saw him executed by Hülegü.143 Nonethe-
less, it was to these military/administrative officials
that many in the Islamic and Caucasian world owed
their loyalties, given that they were the highest represen-
tatives of Mongol power in the area for the better part of
30 years. It was only with the coming of Hülegü in the
late 1250s that a member of the Chinggisid house
exerted direct control over the Mongol forces in the
west. For the troops who had fought in these garrisons,
their loyalties were much closer to those they served
with and lived with, so it should come as no surprise

that many of these groups did not accept Hülegü’s
suzerainty and stuck with their local leaders.

The most famous of the rebel bands who did not
accept the suzerainty of the Chinggisid khans were the
Qara’unas troops, who became mercenaries-cum-ban-
dits in the late thirteenth century based in the areas of
Ghor and Ghaznin.144 This group, or rather collection
of groups, had its origins in a garrison force sent by
Möngke Qa’an to the regions of Badakhshan, Qunduz
and the frontiers of Hindustan before Hülegü’s arrival.
The force was later put under the command of a Tatar
amir named Sali Noyan, who was sent out as a branch
of Hülegü’s army. At first there seem to have been no
problems, with Sali campaigning and apparently sending
many Indian slaves to Hülegü. However, by the reign of
Ghazan, one of Sali’s grandsons, Begtut, was commanding
aQara’unas troop inKhurasan, bywhich time theQara’u-
nas had long been independent of Ilkhanid control, often
conducting raids on the realm.145Our sources do not pro-
vide a clear picture as towhy theQara’unas servedHülegü
loyally under Sali but were considered rebellious by
Abaqa; but as Peter Jackson has noted, this issue became
mixed up in the conflict with the Negüderis, another
group which followed its commander rather than its
khan.146 Negüder, according to Rashid al-Din, led a
large group of Jochid troops, who had formed a part of
Hülegü’s army, into exile in a similar region as theQara’u-
nas onceHülegü turned on the Jochid elements within his
forces. Information about the character of Negüder is very
sparse, with Marco Polo and Rashid al-Din’s main trans-
lator, Wheeler Thackston, erroneously associating him
with a Chaghataid prince of the same name.147 Whatever
the case may be, his followers were labelled with his name
and were often lumped together with the Qara’unas;
understandable given their similar location, aims and
joint actions. It may have been under the influence of
the Negüderis that the Qara’unas became an independent
group, but one cannot ignore that the absence of a recog-
nisedqa’anpresumably alsoplayed its part. Both groups at
times served the Ilkhanids, at times theChaghataids, while
also acting as raiders and pillagers of their own volition.

These were not isolated incidents of tamma troops
acting independently. Jackson has pointed out that
there were others operating within the Ilkhanate,

141Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 410.
142Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 2, 509; Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 2, 411.
143Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 1, 111, Vol. 2, 478.
144Ibid., Vol. 2, 371.
145Ibid., Vol. 1, 49.
146Jackson, “The Mongols of Central Asia,” 93.
147Ibid., note 18; Thackston groups the Negüder under Jochid service alongside the Negüder who was a son of Mochi Yaba, Chaghatai’s eldest son in his index
to JT. The Chaghataid Negüder according to Jackson was in fact called Tegüder, and indeed Thackston acknowledges the confusion in JTmanuscripts with the
Arabic letters ت and .ن Confusingly, this prince also accompanied Hülegü’s forces and rebelled against the Ilkhanate, encouraged by the Chaghataid Khan
Baraq, and was captured and rendered submissive in Georgia.

IRAN 215



including the Jurma’is of Fars and Kirman, and the
Ughanis of Kirman. Jurma had been a military official
and Ughan was a Jalayir commander of a 1,000. These
groups became “quasi-tribes” based on hereditary des-
cent. In the decimal breakdown of the Mongol military,
loyalties were the strongest to those officers closest to
the troops. John of Plano Carpini and Juvaini both indi-
cated the enforced unity through collective punishment
of groups of 10 or 100 and punishment of disobeying
one’s unit commander.148 Add to this the decades of liv-
ing alongside the same troops and intermarrying with
them over time and one can see the ties that bind. For
the leaders of 1,000 or 10,000, the absence of a recog-
nised great qa’an and the internecine warfare between
Chinggisids seemed to erode their sense of loyalty to
the Altan Urugh (golden lineage, referring to the Ching-
gisids). Qubilai apparently saw the possibilities for dis-
loyalty through the rootedness of troops in such a
system, and Marco Polo states that he shuffled his garri-
son troops to different regions every two years, as well as
changing their commanders. This, combined with
apparently good wages for the soldiers, helped the
qa’an to ensure their loyalty.149

An interesting incident noted by Rashid al-Din
occurred in 1290 can perhaps help us here. A group of
Qara’unas under one Aladu Noyan had been in service
to Amir Nawruz in Khurasan. They turned on their
master, sacking Nawruz’s tent and making off with the
goods. They then deserted their own commander
Aladu, breaking off into different groups. Aladu then
submitted himself to Prince Ghazan, who gave him
lands and showed him favour. Later that year, several
groups of Qara’unas were making trouble in the regions
of Juvayn and Merv, so Ghazan sent the self-same Aladu
to try to pacify these groups.150 Our author does not
provide us a fitting end to the tale, and the Qara’unas
continued to make trouble in Khurasan for the duration
of the Ilkhanate; but what is notable here is that Ghazan
could think of no better person to deal with the Qara’u-
nas than one of their own commanders, hoping that
their personal loyalty to him would sway the troops
into submitting to Ghazan. These groups would also
provide refuge and support to rebellious Ilkhanid
princes and amirs such as Kingshü and Nawruz, proving

a constant thorn in the side of the state that in fact out-
lasted the Ilkhanate itself. Loyalties in the Mongol world
had clearly fractured far beyond the classical four kha-
nates idea.

The final “Mongol” object of loyalty at the regional
level was the darughachi.151 It was they who formed
the link between the Mongol Empire itself and the sub-
missive local rulers. This system was seemingly adapted
from the Qara Khitai of Central Asia, who often ruled
quite loosely over their territories, relying on local rulers
complemented by these officials (called shih nas during
Qara Khitai rule).152 These men were stationed in cities
or provinces as a kind of colonial viceroy. It was to them
that local officials reported and paid their taxes to. They
often had a military presence to enforce Mongol rule as
well.153 In certain parts of the Mongol Empire, such as
the Rus’ principalities or Uighuristan, these figures
were the only Mongol representatives present among
the local population. Otherwise, paying tribute and deli-
vering levies was the responsibility of the Rus’ princes or
the Uighur idiqut (ruler). We have evidence of such
figures in areas such as Rus’, Armenia, Iran, Central
Asia, Korea and Northern China, in greater or lesser
numbers, and they were largely maintained in the suc-
cessor khanates.154

This position was quite a dangerous one as the posts
were often in border areas not yet fully under Mongol
control. When a local ruler, both under the Qara Khitai
and the Mongols, wished to signal his change of alle-
giance, he banished or killed the local darughachi.
Juvaini claims that Barchuq, the idiqut of the Uighurs,
killed his Qara Khitai shih na and subsequently sent
messengers to Chinggis to submit to him.155 In the
Mongol Empire, Qaracha, an amir of the Khwarazm
Shah Jalāl al-Dīn, went around Khurasan putting to
death the darughachis who Chormaghun had estab-
lished on his route west in the 1230s.156 However, it
was not only local rulers who resented Mongol control,
but also the general populace. In 1262, across the cities
of the Rus’ principalities such as Vladimir, Suzdal and
Riazan, local riots took place without the support of
the Russian princes, killing many of the Mongol darugh-
achis appointed to those cities.157 Ibn al-Athir states that
the people of Hamadan also killed their darughachi and

148Dawson, The Mongol Mission, 33; Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 32.
149Marco Polo, The Travels, 115.
150Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 3, 597–9.
151I use here the Mongol term, as is common in recent historiography, though the Persian sources do not use this, but rather shih na and basqaq quite
interchangeably.

152Biran, “Between China and Islam,” 63–83.
153Dashdondog, “Darughachi in Armenia,” 221.
154Ostrowski, “The ‘tamma’”.
155Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 45.
156Ibid., Vol. 2, 484.
157De Hartog, Russia and the Mongol Yoke, 58.
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prepared to resist the Mongols.158 Mongol responses to
these actions were brutal, often supported by local mag-
nates seeking to show their loyalty to the Mongol
regime.

Thomas Allsen also saw the darughachis as checks on
the power of the regional khan, as they were appointed
either by the qa’an or his representatives.159 Indeed, the
appointing of these officials does seem to have been a
bone of contention between the qa’an and the regional
khan. Rashid al-Din states that Qubilai had appointed
one Mogholtai as the shih na of Turkistan in the late
1260s. Baraq, the Chaghataid khan at the time and
appointee of Qubilai, removed Mogholtai and replaced
him with his own man Begmish. Qubilai sent a force
to the area to reinstate Mogholtai, but was repulsed by
Baraq’s superior forces in the area.160 Clearly, the
role’s importance to the functioning of the empire is
seen in the reactions to violence against or interference
with these figures. At the local level, it was they who
were the symbolic objects of loyalty for princes, amirs
and officials looking to show their allegiance to the
Mongol Empire more generally; accepting a darughachi
was a commitment which demanded loyalty in the form
of taxes and levies.

Conclusion

Where does all of this leave us then? Firstly, it should be
restated that there is much more that can be said about
loyalty in the Mongol world and that this paper seeks
merely to investigate some of the standout themes.
Notable exclusions from this paper have been those
non-Mongols who functioned as the glue which held
the Mongol Empire together in conquered territory.
The subservient maliks, amirs, and officials et al had
their own personal loyalty networks which plugged
into the Mongol world when these figures remained
loyal to their overlords.161 Though Chinese sources
have been used where possible, this scholar’s language
limitations mean that a great deal could certainly be
added to this topic by a specialist in Yüan China, and
case studies from other areas of the Mongol world,
such as Armenia and the Rus’ principalities would
also further this discussion. Mongol khatuns and
officials also had their own loyalty networks, which
were often influential in deciding policy. The historian

‘Atā Malik Juvaini for example, while under investi-
gation for embezzlement under the Ilkhan Abaqa,
appealed to Öljei Khatun, one of the late Hülegü’s
chief wives, who interceded on Juvaini’s behalf and
saved his life.162 A fuller examination of these inter-
mediary objects of loyalty and their shaping of the Mon-
gol world is beyond the scope of this paper, though
other works have done much to shed light on some of
these loyalty networks.163

Secondly, how does it all work? It may seem a little
bewildering, all of these claimants on people’s loyalty
operating at the same time. Indeed, often the Mongol
system of governance and succession is portrayed as
barely controlled chaos. However, as Morton Grodzins
pointed out in the 1950s, there are indeed multiple clai-
mants of loyalty in modern democratic states as well,
often pulling in quite different directions to the state
itself. In these states however, disloyalty is far more
difficult, open to only a few. For the large majority of
people, loyalty is only really shown by not being
actively disloyal.164 In the Mongol world, disloyalty
was certainly possible for a greater portion of the
population, though again at the lower end of the
spectrum, personal loyalties to family and landowners
rendered it difficult for most to express their disloyalty
in any meaningful way. For those actors who had
greater personal choice, disloyalty was easier, however
there were also clear guidelines as to the steps one should
take to prove loyalty and systems of reward for those who
showed themselves loyal over a period of time. Juvaini
provides an example of this system in the potted
history of the Uighur idiqut Barchuq in the decades
1210–1230. Barchuq fulfilled all the duties of a loyal
vassal, firstly by casting off Qara Khitai suzerainty by
executing their shih na, then sending ambassadors to
Chinggis to indicate his submission. He subsequently
paid homage in person to Chinggis, and was given hon-
ours and rewards for his submission. He provided the
Mongols with yearly tribute in the form of gold brocade
and damask. He supported at least three of Chinggis’
military campaigns, against Küchlüg of the Naiman, the
Khwarazm Shah and the Tanguts. His long service was
rewarded by Chinggis, bequeathing him one of his
daughters, eventually sent by Ögedei after Chinggis’
death.165 In this way, Barchuq was made part of the
ruling elite, one of the güregen (sons-in-law) who formed

158Ibn al-Athir, The Chronicle of Ibn al-Athir, 218.
159Allsen, Mongol Imperialism, 113.
160Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 3, 520.
161Esther Ravalde shows this system at work in a case study of the sahib-divan of the Ilkhanate, Shams al-Din Juvaini; Ravalde, “Shams al-Din Juwayni,” 55–78.
162Rashid al-Din/Thackston, Vol. 3, 543.
163See Broadbridge, Women; De Nicola, Women in Mongol Iran.
164Grodzins, The Loyal and the Disloyal, 30–3.
165Juvaini/Boyle, Vol. 1, 44–7.
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an intermediary class of aristocrats between the altan
urugh and those they ruled.

This system with its multiple loyalty obligations
worked when these loyalties reinforced each other.
The Mongol Empire may have been broader than it
was deep, as the system certainly encouraged great con-
quests and rewards accruing to those who were a part of
it, but the united empire itself lasted for 50 years or so.
However, those who question the rationality of such a
system must be confronted with the fact that it was
mimicked or applied with adaptations by dynasties for
centuries after the fall of the Mongol Empire itself.
Chinggisid ideas of loyalty and the obligations that
came with it were influential throughout much of Asia
until the seventeenth century, and in some areas even
up to the nineteenth century. This paper has sought to
explain how these ideas functioned and how the Ching-
gisids sought to encourage those who served them, both
Mongol and non-Mongol, to fulfil their loyalty obli-
gations. In understanding these objects of loyalty, we
can better understand the differing push and pull factors
that affected agents’ actions in the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries. A deeper analysis of the agents’ own
motivations for their actions is not dealt with here,
but is a promising area for further study. Analysing
these loyalty claimants not only helps us to piece
together the Mongol imperial system, but it also helps
us to understand how the system broke down. The
civil wars of the 1250s and 1260s were the outward
expressions of loyalty choices, where some actors clearly
felt that certain loyalties, such as to the jasaq or legacy of
Chinggis, were more important than personal loyalties
to one’s khan, while for others, the principle of seniority
determined their loyalty to Batu as aqa and his choice of
Möngke as qa’an.
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