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William of Rubruck on Gender Relations among the Mongols

From 1253 to 1255 the French Franciscan missionary William
of Rubruck traveled extensively in the recently established
Mongol empire in hopes of converting the Mongols to
Christianity. He was unsuccessful in his principal aim, but
he met all the leading Mongol figures of the day, including
the Great Khan Mdngke. After his return to France, William
composed a long account of his journey with descriptions
of life on the steppes§.

/

The married women make themselves very fine wagons. . . .
One rich [Mongol] or Tartar has easily a hundred or two hundred
such wagons with chests. Baatu [a prominent Mongo! general
and grandson of Chinggis Khan] has twenty-six wives, each of
whom has a large dwelling, not counting the other, smaller ones
placed behind the large one, which are chambers, as it were,
where the maids live: to each of these dwellings belong a good
two hundred wagons. . . .

One woman will drive twenty or thirty wagons, since the
terrain is level. The ox- or camel-wagons are lashed together in
sequence, and the woman will sit at the front driving the ox,
which all the rest follow at the same pace. ...

It is the women’s task to drive the wagons, 1o load the dwell-
Ings on them and to unload again, to milk the cows, to make
butter and grut [a kind of cheese], and to dress the skins and
stitch them together, which they do with a thread made from
sinew. They divide the sinew into tiny strands, and then twist
them into a single long thread. In addition they stitch shoes,

societies—sometimes as advisors with strong voices in family .
or clan matters and occasionally as regents or rulers in their
own right. '

Nomadic Religion The earliest religion of the Turkish
peoples revolved around shamans—religious specialists who
possessed supernatural powers, communicated with the gods
and nature spirits, invoked divine aid on behalf of their com-
munities, and informed their companions of their gods’ will.
Yet many Turkish peoples became attracted to the religious and
cultural traditions they encountered when trading with peo-
ples of settled societies. They did not abandon their inherited
beliefs or their shamans, but by the sixth century C.E. many
Turks had converted to Buddhism, Nestorian Christianity, or

Manichaeism (MAN-ih-kee-izm)
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socks and other garments. They never wash clothes, for 1
claim that this makes God angry and that if they were hung '
to dry it would thunder: in fact, they thrash anyone doing |aund"
and confiscate it. (They are extraordinarily afraid of thunder, jq
that event they turn out of their dwellings all strangers, and Wran
themselves up in black felt, in which they hide until it ha
passed.) They never wash dishes either, but instead, when
meat is cooked, rinse the bowl in which they are to put it wj
boiling broth from the cauldron and then pour it back info
cauldron, In addition [the women] make the felt and cover
dwellings.

The men make bows and arrows, manufacture stirrups ang
bits, fashion saddles, construct the dwellings and wagons; te
the horses and milk the mares, churn the [kumiss] (that is, the
mare’s milk), produce the skins in which it is stored, and te
and load the camels. Both sexes tend the sheep and goats, ang
they are milked on some occasions by the men, on others b
women. The skins are dressed with curdled ewe's milk; thick=
ened and salted.

For Further Reflection

W Why did women play such prominent social and economic .
roles in nomadic pastoral societies?

Source: William of Rubruck. The Mission of Friar William of Rubruci_r;; )
Trans. by Peter Jackson. Ed. by Peter Jackson with David Morgan.
London: Hakluyt Society, 1990, pp. 74, 90-91. "

Manichaeism. Partly because of their newly adopted relig
and cultural traditions and partly because of their promine
in Eurasian trade networks, Turkish peoples also develope
written script. :

Turkish Conversion to Islam Over the longer term, m
Turks converted to Islam. The earliest converts were Tur IS
nomads captured in border raids by forces of the Abba id
caliphate in the early ninth century and integrated into €
caliphate’s armies as slave soldiers. The first large-scale COMS
version came in the late tenth century, when a Turkish ruliig
clan known as the Seljugs turned to Islam and migrated
Iran in hopes of improving their fortunes through alli

with Abbasid authorities and service to the caliphate. Bet

the tenth and the fourteenth centuries, most Turkish clans®
the steppes of central Asia also adopted Islam, and they &8
ried the dew religion with them when they expanded tHelE
political amd military influence to new regions.
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. Marco Polo on Mongol Military Tactics

| 1he Venetian Marco Polo traveled extensively through central
Asiaand China in the late thirteenth century, when Mongol

| gmpires dominated Asia. His book of travel writings is an

| pspecially valuable source of information about the Mongol
age. Among other things, he described the Mongol way of

making war.

Their arms are bows and arrows, sword and mace; but
above all the bow, for they are capital archers, indeed the best
that are known. . . . i

When a Mongol prince goes forth to war, he takes with him,
say, 100,000 men. Well, he appoints an officer to every ten men,
one to every hundred, one to every thousand, and one to every
ten thousand, so that his own orders have to be given to ten
persons only, and each of these ten persons has to pass the
orders only to another ten, and so on, no one having to give or-
ders to more than ten. And every one in turn is responsible only
to the officer immediately over him; and the discipline and order
that comes of this method is marvellous, for they are a people
very obedient to their chiefs. . ..

When they are going on a distant expedition they take no
gear with them except two leather bottles for milk, a little earth-
enware pot to cook their meat in, and a little tent to shelter them
from rain. And in case of great urgency they will ride ten days on
end without lighting a fire or taking a meal. On such an occasion
they will sustain themselves on the blood of their horses, open-
ing a vein and letting the blood jet into their mouths, drinking till
they have had enough, and then staunching it. . . .

When they come to an engagement with the enemy, they
will gain the victory in this fashion. They never let themselves get

Instead, he assigned Mongol overlords to supervise local
administrators and to extract a generous tribute for the
Mongols’ own uses. Chinggis Khan’s heirs continued his
conquests, but they also undertook the task of designing a
more permanent administration to guide the fortunes of the
Mongol empire.

The Mongol Empires after Chinggis Khan

Chinggis Khan’s death touched off a struggle for power among
his sons and grandsons, several of whom had ambitions to
succeed the great khan. Eventually, his heirs divided Chinggis
Khan’s vast realm into four regional empires. The great khans
ruled China, the wealthiest of Mongol lands. Descendants of
Chaghatai, one of Chinggis Khan’s sons, ruled the khanate
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into a regular medley, but keep perpetually riding round and
shooting into the enemy. And as they do not count it any shame
to run away in battle, they will sometimes pretend to do so, and
in running away they turn in the saddle and shoot hard and
strong at the foe, and in this way make great havoc. Their horses
are trained so perfectly that they will double hither and thither,
just like a dog, in a way that is quite astonishing. Thus they fight '
to as good purpose in running away as if they stood and faced
the enemy because of the vast volleys of arrows that they shoot
in this way, turning round upon their pursuers, who are fancy-
ing that they have won the battle. But when the Mongols see
that they have killed and wounded a good many horses and
men, they wheel round bodily and return to the charge in perfect
order and with loud cries, and in a very short time the enemy are
routed. In truth they are stout and valiant soldiers, and inured to
war. And you perceive that it is just when the enemy sees them
run, and imagines that he has gained the battle, that he has in
reality lost it, for the Mongols wheel round in a moment when
they judge the right time has come. And after this fashion they
have won many a fight.

For Further Reflection

® In what ways do the military practices described by Marco
Polo reflect the influence of the steppe environment on
the Mongols? ‘

Source: Marco Polo. The Book of Ser Marco Polo, 3rd ed. Trans. and
ed. by Henry Yule and Henri Cordier. London: John Murray, 1921,
pp. 260-63. (Translation slightly modified.)

of Chaghatai in central Asia. Persia fell under the authority of
rulers known as the ilkhans, and the Khans of the Golden
Horde dominated Russia. The great khans were nominally
superior to the others, but they were rarely able to enforce
their claims to authority. In fact, for as long as the Mongol em-
pires survived, ambition fueled constant tension and occasional
conflict among the four khans.

Khubilai Khan The consolidation of Mongol rule in China
came during the reign of Khubilai (sometimes spelled Qubilai),
one of Chinggis Khan’s grandsons. Khubilai was perhaps the

Khubilai (KOO-bih-lie)




