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Abstract

Economic policy in the Middle Ages was considered a means of meeting domestic
needs and foreign orientation of governments. Therefore, it became a factor in
competition and conflict between the two rulers, the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks, in
the seventh and eighth centuries AH, a competition whose dimensions went beyond
the military battlefield and encompassed the economic and commercial arenas This
research, based on a descriptive-analytical approach, compares the role of the
economy in the foreign policy of these two governments.The main question of the
research is how and through what mechanisms did the economic policies of the
Ilkhanids and Mamluks become an effective factor in foreign policy in the
competition between these two governments? The research findings show that
economic policies, including management and control of land and sea trade routes,
economic sanctions, and trade alliances with foreign powers, were the most
important factors in shaping the foreign policy of the Ilkhanates and Mamluks. This
policy was used to strengthen military and political power. It became an alternative
to military confrontations and caused both governments to become directly involved
in the world economy and trade, in addition to military competition. In this sense,
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economic policies played a supporting role in meeting domestic needs, and also

acted as key tools of diplomacy and political legitimacy.

Keywords: Iran, Egypt, llkhanids, Mamluks, Foreign Policy, Economic Policies.

Introduction

In the medieval Islamic world, the foreign policies of states were not based solely on
military power or formal diplomacy; economic and commercial factors played a
fundamental role in shaping states’ external behavior. In this context, the rivalry
between the two major powers—the Ilkhanids in Iran and the Mamluks in Egypt and
Syria—during the seventh and eighth centuries AH represents a prominent example
of the close interconnection between economy and foreign policy. This rivalry,
which entered a new phase after the Ilkhanids’ defeat at the Battle of Ain Jalut (658
AH / 1260 CE), was not confined to military conflicts but quickly extended to
economic, commercial, and even religious arenas. By capitalizing on their military
victory, the Mamluks were able to control crucial land and maritime trade routes,
particularly those in Syria, the Hijaz, the Red Sea, and the Eastern Mediterranean,
using this position to exert economic pressure on their Mongol rivals. Conversely,
the Ilkhanids, having lost the possibility of a direct military advance toward Egypt,
sought to shift the balance of power in their favor by focusing on economic policies,
including controlling and enhancing alternative trade routes, forging alliances with
European commercial powers, and exploiting Iran’s strategic position along the
Silk Road.

Hence, the main question of the present study is how the economic policies of
the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks became an effective instrument in the foreign policy

of these two states for asserting supremacy over each other.

Materials & Methods

This study, based on a descriptive—analytical approach, compares the role of
economic policies in the foreign policies of the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks in their

efforts to gain ascendancy over one another.

Discussion & Result

Economic policies, particularly the control of trade routes, played a crucial role in
shaping and sustaining the relations between the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks. Trade,

in addition to providing financial resources and strategic goods, served as a tool for
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political pressure and shifting the balance of power; in this way, blocking or
rerouting routes became a form of “economic warfare.” A clear example is seen
during the reign of Baybars, when the Ilkhanids, through their control over Iran,
Iraq, and parts of Anatolia, dominated vital routes (Karimi & Chahian, 1392: 59).

The roots of this approach lie in Mongol economic policies: Chinggis Khan’s
conquests pursued not only political and military goals but also economic objectives,
emphasizing the security of trade. The Yam network, the Artaqi system, and the
khans’ partnerships with merchants highlighted the central role of commerce
(Wasaf, 1383: 296; Juvayni, 1385: 1/64; Juzjani, 1363: 2/104; Saunders, 1383: 68;
Juvayni, 1385: 1/167; Wasaf, 1383: 158). Support for merchants continued, and
their financial losses were compensated (Juvayni, 1385: 3/84-85), yet this support
always aligned with Mongol political interests (Amitai, 1995: 217).

During the Ilkhanid period, support for merchants, compensation for damages,
and emphasis on trade continued (Hamdani, 1338: 2/713; Aschpuler, 1376: 431; Al-
Qashani, 1384: 109). However, after the Battle of Ain Jalut, control over trade
routes became a key instrument of pressure on the Mamluks; Abaqa Khan restricted
trade with Egypt (Ibn Abd al-Zahir, 1396q: 340), while the Mamluks controlled vital
land and sea routes, including pilgrimage routes and ports in the Red Sea and the
Mediterranean (Amitai, 1995: 208; Holt, 1966: 27; al-Magqrizi, 1355q: 3/128; al-
Magqrizi, 1355q: 2/209; Holt, 1966: 23; Amitai, 1995: 202).

Economic competition with Europe was also significant; Baybars established a
network of economic alliances with Italian city-states and Mongol branches
(Qalgashandi, 1346q: 7/316; al-Magqrizi, 1355q: 2/477-479; Ibn Khaldun, 1383:
4/649). However, the Ilkhanids’ attempts to cooperate with Genoa and Venice were
limited due to these states’ commercial interests with Egypt (al-Magqrizi, 1355q:
3/428-433). Finally, the pilgrimage routes became another arena of economic and
political competition; the Mamluks organized pilgrimage caravans, collected tolls,
and thereby secured revenue and religious legitimacy (Ibn Battuta, 1376: 2/186;
Ayalon, 1988: 112), whereas the Islamized Ilkhanids faced serious limitations in this
sphere (Amitai, 1995: 235). Thus, land, sea, and religious trade routes became multi-
layered instruments linking economy, diplomacy, and power in the foreign policy of
both states.
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Conclusion

The economic policies of the Ilkhanids and the Mamluks can be regarded as a
prominent example of the application of geoeconomics in the medieval period. After
the Ilkhanids’ failure to achieve a military conquest of Egypt following the Battle of
Ain Jalut, economic instruments emerged as a substitute and complement to military
power in their foreign policy, with control over trade routes and the restriction of
goods flows becoming the main mechanisms of pressure on the Mamluks.
Conversely, the Mamluks, by controlling the land routes of Egypt, Syria, and the
Hijaz, as well as ports in the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, were able to dominate
regional and transregional trade and strategic financial resources, thereby
consolidating their economic and political supremacy.

For both states, control over land and maritime routes meant dominance over the
movement of goods, capital, slaves, and pilgrims, and thus access to geopolitical
advantage. The Ilkhanids sought to weaken the economic foundations of the
Mamluks by leveraging the Silk Road, while the Mamluks, taking advantage of
Egypt’s geographic position, established an efficient network of strategic
commercial nodes that limited Ilkhanid economic influence. Overall, this
competition demonstrates that, during this period, the economy became a decisive
factor in foreign policy, and the intelligent management of economic corridors and

key resources played a fundamental role in consolidating state power and influence.
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