DIVERSITY + DOMINANCE

Personal Styles of Rule in India and Mali
Ibn Battuta wrote vivid descriptions of the powerful men who
dominated the Muslim states he visited. Although his accounts
are explicitly about the rulers, they also raise important issues
about their relations with their subjects. The following account
of Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq of Delhi may be read as a
treatise on the rights and duties of rulers and ways in which
individual personalities shaped diverse governing styles.
Muhammad is a man who, above all others, is fond of making presents and shedding blood. There may always be seen at
his gate some poor person becoming rich, or some living one
condemned to death. His generous and brave actions, and his
cruel and violent deeds, have obtained notoriety among the
people. In spite of this, he is the most humble of men, and the
one who exhibits the greatest equity. The ceremonies of religion are dear to his ears, and he is very severe in respect of
prayer and the punishment which follows its neglect. . . .
When drought prevailed throughout India and Sind, . . .
the Sultan gave orders that provisions for six months should
be supplied to all the inhabitants of Delhi from the royal granaries. . . . The officers of justice made registers of the people
of the different streets, and these being sent up, each person
received sufficient provisions to last him for six months.
The Sultan, notwithstanding all I have said about his humility, his justice, his kindness to the poor, and his boundless generosity, was much given to bloodshed. It rarely happened that
the corpse of some one who had been killed was not seen at the
gate of his palace. I have often seen men killed and their bodies left there. One day I went to his palace and my horse shied.
I looked before me, and I saw a white heap on the ground, and
when I asked what it was, one of my companions said it was the
trunk of a man cut into three pieces. The sovereign punished
little faults like great ones, and spared neither the learned,
the religious, nor the noble. Every day hundreds of individuals were brought chained into his hall of audience; their hands
tied to their necks and their feet bound together. Some of them
were killed, and others were tortured, or well beaten. . . .
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The Sultan has a brother named Masud Khan, [who] was
one of the handsomest fellows I have ever seen. The king suspected him of intending to rebel, so he questioned him, and,
under fear of the torture, Masud confessed the charge. Indeed,
every one who denies charges of this nature, which the Sultan
brings against him, is put to the torture, and most people prefer death to being tortured. The Sultan had his brother’s head
cut off in the palace, and the corpse, according to custom, was
left neglected for three days in the same place. The mother of
Masud had been stoned two years before in the same place on
a charge of debauchery or adultery. . . .
One of the most serious charges against this Sultan is that he
forced all the inhabitants of Delhi to leave their homes. [After]
the people of Delhi wrote letters full of insults and invectives
against [him,] the Sultan . . . decided to ruin Delhi, so he purchased all the houses and inns from the inhabitants, paid them
the price, and then ordered them to remove to Daulatabad. . . .
The greater part of the inhabitants departed, but [h]is slaves
found two men in the streets: one was paralyzed, the other
blind. They were brought before the sovereign, who ordered
the paralytic to be shot away from a manjanik [catapult], and
the blind man to be dragged from Delhi to Daulatabad, a journey of forty days’ distance. The poor wretch fell to pieces during the journey, and only one of his legs reached Daulatabad.
All of the inhabitants of Delhi left; they abandoned their baggage and their merchandize, and the city remained a perfect
desert.
A person in whom I felt confidence assured me that the
Sultan mounted one evening upon the roof of his palace, and,
casting his eyes over the city of Delhi, in which there was neither fire, smoke, nor light, he said, “Now my heart is satisfied,
and my feelings are appeased.” . . . When we entered this capital, we found it in the state which has been described. It was
empty, abandoned, and had but a small population.
In his description of Mansa Suleiman of Mali in 1353, Ibn Battuta places less emphasis on personality, a difference that may

Under the ruler Mansa Kankan Musa (MAHN-suh KAHN-kahn MOO-suh) (r. 1312–1337),
the empire’s reputation for wealth spread far and wide. Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage to Mecca in
1324–1325 fulfilled his personal duty as a Muslim and at the same time put on display his exceptional wealth. He traveled with a large entourage. Besides his senior wife and five hundred of her
ladies in waiting and their slaves, one account says there were also sixty thousand porters and
a vast caravan of camels carrying supplies and provisions. For purchases and gifts, he brought
along eighty packages of gold, each weighing 122 ounces (3.8 kilograms). In addition, five hundred slaves each carried a golden staff. Mansa Musa dispersed so many gifts when he passed
through Cairo that the value of gold was depressed for years.

only be due to the fact that he had little personal contact with
him. He stresses the huge social distance between the ruler and
the ruled, between the master and the slave, and goes on to tell
more of the ways in which Islam had altered life in Mali’s cities;
he also complains about customs that the introduction of Islam
had not changed.
It happened that Mansa Suleiman, the Sultan of Mali, a most
avaricious and worthless man, made a feast by way of kindness. I was present at the entertainment with some of our
theologians. When the assembly broke up, I saluted him, having been brought to his knowledge by the theologians. When I
had left the place he sent me a meal, which he forwarded to the
house of the Judge. Upon this occasion the Judge came walking hastily to me, and said: Up, for the Sultan has sent you a
present. I hastened, expecting that a dress of honour, some
horses, and other valuables, had been sent; but, behold! they
were only three crusts of bread, with a piece of fried fish, and
a dish of sour milk. I smiled at their simplicity, and the great
value they set on such trifles as these. I stayed here, after this
meal, two months; but saw nothing from him, although I had
often met him in their friendly meetings. I one day, however,
rose up in his presence, and said: I have travelled the world
over, and have seen its kings; and now, I have been four months
in thy territories, but no present, or even provision from thee,
has yet reached me. Now, what shall I say of thee, when I shall
be interrogated on the subject hereafter? Upon this, he gave
me a house for my accommodation, with suitable provisions.
After this, the theologians visited me in the month of Ramadan, and, out of their whole number, they gave me three and
thirty methkals of gold. Of all people, the blacks debase themselves most in the presence of their king: for when any one of
them is called upon to appear before him, he will immediately
put off his usual clothing, and put on a worn-out dress, with a
dirty cap; he will then enter the presence like a beggar, with
his clothes lifted up to the middle of his legs; he will then beat
the ground with both his elbows, and remain in the attitude of
a person performing a prostration. When the Sultan addresses
one of them, he will take up the garment off his back, and
throw dust upon his head; and, as long as the Sultan speaks,
every one present will remain with his turban taken off. One of
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the best things in these parts is, the regard they pay to justice;
for, in this respect, the Sultan regards neither little nor much.
The safety, too, is very great; so that a traveller may proceed
alone among them, without the least fear of a thief or robber.
Another of their good properties is, that when a merchant happens to die among them, they will make no effort to get possession of his property: but will allow the lawful successors to it to
take it. Another is, their constant custom of attending prayers
with the congregation; for unless one makes haste, he will find
no place left to say his prayers in. Another is, their insisting on
the Koran’s being committed to memory: for if a man finds his
son defective in this, he will confine him till he is quite perfect, nor will he allow him his liberty until he is so. As to their
bad practices, they will exhibit their little daughters, as well as
their male and female slaves, quite naked. In the same manner
will the women enter into the presence of the King, which his
own daughters will also do. Nor do the free women ever clothe
themselves till after marriage.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How would the actions of these rulers have enhanced their
authority? To what extent do their actions reflect Islamic
influences?
2. Although Ibn Battuta tells what the rulers did, can you
imagine how one of their subjects would have described his
or her perception of the same events and customs?
3. Which parts of Ibn Battuta’s descriptions seem to be objective and believable? Which parts are more reflective of his
personal values?

Sources: First selection from Henry M. Elliot, The History of India as Told by
Its Own Historians (London: Trübner and Co., 1869–1871) 3:611–614. Second
selection as seen in The Travels of Ibn Battuta in the Near East, Asia and Africa,
1325–1354, translated and edited by Rev. Samuel Lee, 2004, pp. 239–240.

On his return from this pilgrimage, Mansa Musa built new mosques and opened Quran
schools in the cities along the Niger bend. Ibn Battuta, who visited Mali from 1352 to 1354 during the reign of Mansa Musa’s successor, Mansa Suleiman (MAHN-suh SOO-lay-mahn) (r.
1341–1360), lauded the Malians for their faithful recitation of prayers and their zeal in teaching
children the Quran. He also reported that “complete and general safety” prevailed in the vast
territories ruled by Suleiman and that foreign travelers had no reason to fear being robbed or
having their goods confiscated if they died. (For Ibn Battuta’s account of the sultan’s court and
his subjects’ respect, see Diversity and Dominance: Personal Styles of Rule in India and Mali.)
Two centuries after its founding, Mali began to disintegrate. Mansa Suleiman’s successors could not prevent rebellions breaking out among the diverse peoples subjected to Malinke
rule. Other groups attacked from without. The desert Tuareg retook their city of Timbuktu (timbuk-TOO) in 1433. By 1500, the rulers of Mali had dominion over little more than the Malinke
heartland.

