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abstract

In the medieval period, religion in the Islamic world functioned beyond a personal belief system and
became an active tool in the service of states' foreign policies. The main issue of the present study is
the examination of the role of religious ideology in the foreign policy of two states, the Ilkhanids
(653-736 AH) and the Mamluks (648-923 AH), and its impact on the formation of competition
between them. In response to the question, “What role did religious ideology play in the foreign
policy of the Ilkhanid and Mamluk states and in shaping the competition between them?” the study
hypothesizes that religion, for both governments, was not merely a matter of belief but a functional
instrument for political legitimization, strengthening diplomacy, and organizing foreign relations. This
research was conducted using a descriptive—analytical method with a comparative approach, and the
data were collected and analyzed based on primary historical sources and secondary studies. The
significance of this study lies in demonstrating that understanding the relations between the Ilkhanids
and the Mamluks without considering the instrumental role of religion leads to an incomplete analysis
of the mechanisms of competition and interaction between them. The findings indicate that, in both
states, religious ideology played an active role in guiding diplomatic decisions; for example, Ahmad
Tughlugq’s .slamization to gain legitimacy and rapprochement with the Mamluks and the
institutionalization of the Abbasid Caliphate in Cairo as a symbolic asset for religious legitimization
both served to consolidate power and advance foreign policy objectives. Overall, religion in the
foreign policies of the Ilkhanids and Mamluks was not a marginal factor but a structural, purposeful,

and instrumental element in shaping patterns of competition and cooperation.
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Abstract

In the medieval period, religion in the Islamic world functioned beyond a personal belief system and
became an active tool in the service of states’ foreign policies. The main issue of the present study is
to examine the role of religious ideology in the foreign policy of the Ilkhanids (12551335 CE / 653—
736 AH) and the Mamluks (1250-1517 CE / 648-923 AH) and its impact on shaping competition
between them. The research question is: what role did religious ideology play in the foreign policy of
the llkhanid and Mamluk states and in shaping their rivalry? The study hypothesizes that for both
states, religion was not merely a matter of belief but a functional instrument for political
legitimization, diplomatic reinforcement, and the organization of foreign relations.

This research employs a descriptive-analytical approach with a comparative framework, relying
on both primary historical sources and secondary studies. Its significance lies in demonstrating that
understanding Ilkhanid—Mamluk relations without considering the instrumental role of religion would
yield an incomplete analysis of the mechanisms of competition and interaction between them. The
findings indicate that in both states, religious ideology played an active role in directing diplomatic
decisions. For example, Ahmad Tegiider’s Islamization (r. 1281-1284 CE / 680-683 AH) aimed to
gain legitimacy and rapprochement with the Mamluks and to institutionalize the Abbasid caliphate in
Cairo as a symbolic asset for religious legitimation—both serving the consolidation of power and the
advancement of foreign policy objectives.

Overall, religion in the foreign policy of the Ilkhanids and Mamluks was not a peripheral element
but a structural, purposeful, and instrumental factor in shaping patterns of competition and
cooperation. A comparative analysis of the political and religious ideology of the llkhanids and
Mamluks in the seventh and eighth Islamic centuries demonstrates a close link between religion and
power in the premodern Islamic world. This study shows that religion, far from being merely personal
and devotional, functioned as a strategic tool vital for internal legitimacy, ideological competition,
and foreign policy.

The ideological structure of the Illkhanids, from the beginning of their rule over Iran, derived
from the shamanistic and Tengri-based roots of Mongol culture. Shamanism was not only a religious
belief system but also the foundation of the social and political order of the Mongol tribes; the shaman
acted as an intermediary between humans and the spirits of nature, guaranteeing the political
legitimacy of Mongol khans. The Yassa laws of Genghis Khan reflected these beliefs in the political
structure of the early llkhanids (Eshpuler, 1376 : 202; Hamdani, 1373: 2/1048).

With the Mongols’ entry into .ran, they encountered local religions, including Buddhism,
Nestorian Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and eventually Islam. The Islamization of the Ilkhanids was
not merely a religious conversion but a gradual and deliberate process aimed at reconstructing
political legitimacy. Initial limited steps occurred during Ahmad Tegiider’s reign, followed by Ghazan.
Khan’s era. Ghazan’s engagement with Sufi masters and use of mystical elements enabled the
translation of shamanistic concepts into the language of Islamic mysticism (Hamdani, 1373: 2/1255).
This transformation was not only religious but represented a smart strategy for legitimization among
the Muslim population of Iran and the wider Islamic world.

Ghazan Khan’s .slamization, including his name change to Mahmud and the implementation of a
set of legal and religious reforms, marked a turning point in llkhanid history. The destruction of non-
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Muslim places of worship, imposition of taxes on dhimmis, prohibition of fire worship, and similar
measures functioned as political and regulatory tools, elevating the legitimacy of the llkhanid state
from that of a foreign Mongol government to a guardian of religion and Islamic justice (Hamdani,
1373: 2/1224). His successor, Oljaitii, by adopting Twelver Shi’ism and inscribing the Shahada and
the names of Imams on coins, not only enacted religious change but also established new legitimacy
and consolidated the role of religion in domestic and foreign policy (Aiti, 1383: 253).

From a comparative perspective, the ideological transformation of the llkhanids cannot be seen
merely as a matter of personal belief. It was a strategic response to the legitimacy challenge posed by
the revived Abbasid caliphate in Cairo under the Mamluks. While the Mamluks considered
themselves the defenders of Sunni Islam and heirs to Abbasid legitimacy, the Islamization of the
Ilkhanids enabled dialogue, reduced conflict, and sometimes allowed alliances against common
enemies. Ahmad Tegiider’s conversion to Sunni Islam in 1282 CE, in particular, sought.to create a
diplomatic peace with the Mamluks, although limitations—such as the omission of the caliphate issue
and differences in views on its role—prevented complete success (Amitai-Preiss, 1995: 66).

Ghazan Khan’s Islamization, however, went beyond diplomatic efforts and led to structural and
institutional reconstruction of the Illkhanid state. He established legal and religious institutions, built
mosques, schools, and khangahs, and provided extensive financial support to jurists and sayyids
(Hamdani, 1994: 2/1256). These measures strengthened both the religious stature of the llkhanid state
and its internal and external legitimacy. Ghazan’s Islamization demonstrated the maturity oftlkhanid
religious policy, as military campaigns—such as those in Syria and Egypt—were carried out under the
religious justificationtad™ | “jad” [ (Hadani, 1373: 2/1289-1290).

The transformation of theaMongols’ identity from&‘foreign rulers” andi“destroyers” to “defenders
of Islam” wasia historical-discursive process, grounded in religious reconstruction, institutionalization
of legal reforms, and redefinition of the relationship between power and religion. This identity shift
was crucial not only for internal governance but particularly for foreign policy and competition with
the Mamluks. The llkhanids, through official correspondence with the Cairo court, emphasized
Islamization, justice, and abandoning past misdeeds to present themselves as defenders of Islam
(Wasaf al-Hadra, 1269 AH: 372). In this context, religion was not merely an ethical tool but a source
of power and political legitimacy.

Conversely, the Mamluks, by reviving the Abbasid caliphate in Egypt, established a legitimacy-
generating discourse. Sultan Baybars’fiactions, including summoning the caliph and acquiring
religious titles, ensured spiritual authority and consolidated the position of the Mamluk government
(Holt, Lambton & Lewis, 1387: 1/293). The defeat of the Mongols at Ayn Jalut (1260 CE / 658 AH)
under Qutuz and Baybars was not only a military turning point but also reinforced the Mamluks’
religious legitimacy (Khandamir, 1380: 3/253). By employing the discourse of jihad, the Mamluks
presented themselves as true defenders of Islam, mobilizing public support for their legitimacy
(Amitai-Preiss, 1995: 32). Ibn Taymiyyah, a contemporary Hanbali scholar, even deemed jihad
against the Mongols obligatory despite their Islamization, emphasizingtithe Mamluks’ enduring
legitimacy in opposition to them (Rapoport, 2010: 15).

This analysis shows that religion became a multifaceted tool. For the Ilkhanids, it was an
instrument of internal legitimacy, social order, institution-building, and political identity
reconstruction; for the Mamluks, it was a means of military defense, legitimization, and jihadist



discourse against the enemies of Islam. Even the religious shifts of the Ilkhanids, such as Oljaitii’s
conversion to Shi’ism, demonstrated that religion could be highly flexible and serve political and
diplomatic goals under the cover of religious discourse without necessarily leading to direct
confrontation (Aiti, 1383: 253).

Analysis of different Ilkhanid reigns also shows that the use of religion in foreign policy was a
gradual and intelligent process, from Ahmad Tegiider’s peace-oriented stage to Ghazan’s aggressive
and jihadi stage. Religion was both a source of meaning and a tool for competition, dominance,
legitimacy, and even sacred military campaigns. This indicates that in the premodern Islamic world,
the boundary between religion and politics was not merely blurred but intentionally redefined to
strengthen state power.

The developments of the llkhanids and Mamluks also highlight the significance of religious
legitimacy in foreign policy. While the Mamluks, by reviving the caliphate and promoting jihad
against the Mongols, established themselves as the sole legitimate Islamic state, the llkhanids, through
Islamization and reconstruction of religious institutions, transformed from a foreign Mongol power
into legitimate defenders of Islam. This identity transformation had profound internal and regional
effects, illustrating the complex interaction of religion and power in the premodern Islamic world.

In conclusion, the comparative study shows that religious ideology was a flexible, variable, and
strategic instrument in the service of political, military, and diplomatic objectives. In this framework,
religion was not only a personal belief but a political technology capable of creating legitimacy,
framing war as jihad, and even managing diplomatic relations under sacred concepts. Both the
llkhanids and the Mamluks used this tool to consolidate their rule and assert power, legitimacy, and
influence at the regional and global levels. In other words, the Ilkhanid and Mamluk periods
demonstrate that in Islamic history, power and legitimacy were inseparable from religious framing,
and religion functioned as the primary language of politics, a tool for reproducing identity and
legitimacy, and a means of confronting internal and external enemies.
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