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Customary Law in the Ancient Turkic States
of Central Asia: the Legal Documents and
Practical Regulations

S. G. Klyashtornyi

“When the Blue Sky emerged above, and below — the Brown Earth, be-
tween the two human kinship appeared. And my ancestors — Bumyn-qaghan,
Istemi-qaghan mounted the throne over the people. After mounting the throne,
they founded the El (State) and established the Tiirii (Law) of the Turkic peo-

le!”

d In such a way, Yollyg-qaghan tells about the former centuries, about the
start of the Turkic e/ and its first gaghans — his ancient ancestors. He was the
“prince of the lucky fate,” herald of the qaghans’ house and the first Turkic
chronicler, whose name and work has come to us down through the centuries.
On the “eternal stone” — two steles decorated by the dragon figures — he wrote in
Turkic runic script the funeral paragraphs in honor of his two buried kinsmen —
Bilge-qaghan and Kiil-tegin — and also did not forget to mention the founders of
their great power. He repeated this text twice — in 732 and 735. The two stone
steles with the inscriptions telling about the dynamic history of the Turkic peo-
ple lie now in one of the hollows in the Hangai Mountains near the river Ork-
hon, at the place where the rulers of the powerful nomadic Empires put their
yurts and built their palaces.

Both of these inscriptions formulated the paradigm gaghan — EIl — Tiirii, the
Ruler — State — Law. n this way, the three main bases of the social life and po-
litical thought of the Central Asian nomadic Empires were proclaimed. In addi-
tion, these inscriptions for the first time named the documents that fixated and
proclaimed, reflected and preserved in the memory of the generations the norms
of this life — the eternal stone, the eternal stele (bengu tas), the eternal letters
(bengu bitig).

In the next three parts of my paper, I will try to illustrate how the legal rela-
tions and the legal concepts of the Turks were reflected in the inscriptions on the
stone steles that were created by the Turkic intellectual elite, and also in the evi-
dence given by the foreign observers, whose information significantly adds to
and clarifies the short formulas of the Turkic peoples. The most important of the
archaic nomadic state legal concepts were the laws on the grazing lands, the
status of the qaghan domain and the norms of social inter-relationships. In the
first part, 1 study the epigraphic documents that regulated inter-tribal relation-
Sl_lips on the winter pastures, the main grazing territory of the nomadic commu-
nity. In the second part, I publish and interpret the epigraphic inscriptions that
were recently discovered in the central part of the Tian shan K[| mountains
and, in addition, the evidence from the Arab sources of the same period, which
contain the information on kukuruk — the Khan domain, the protected territory,
which was meant for preparations for war and guarded by the representative of
the Khan. The inscriptions precisely fix the territory of the domain and its
boundaries. The third part views the forms of social dependency that were regu-
lated by custom and law in the ancient Turkic states.
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The Forms of Social Dependency in the States of the Central Asian Nomads
(from the end of the first millenium B.C. through the first millenium A.D.)

Social dependency is one of the most important manifestations of social
relations. It encompasses all the forms stipulated by economic, political and
other systems (in the framework of structural-functional ties), and not less is
connected with the dependencies derived from moral standards, determined by
the common law rules that regulate social relations. The state produces the most
developed and progressively-complicated structure of social dependencies.

The social structure of the states that existed in the epicenter of the ancient
civilizations has been studied relatively comprehensively and leaves the scholar
with less uncertainty as compared with the social structure of the states that ap-
peared on the peripheries of the ancient world, but that also revealed solid forms
of social dependency. The relationship between the elite and the dependent so-
cial groups in these states, as well as the forms of suppression produced by
them, seem to have been eroded, smoothed away or deformed. The institutions
of the former formations and even some features of the archaic society re-
mained, creating the obstacles for introducing the norms and processes that ex-
isted in historically more developed states.

This situation is fully descriptive of one of the largest regions of the Old
World — Central Asia, where at the end of the second and beginning of the first
millennium B.C. the economic-cultural type of extensive nomadic cattle-
breeding formed and defined the historical fate of the steppe zone of Eurasia for
several thousands years'

At the beginning of the first millennium B.C., the tribes that inhabited Cen-
tral Asia created the nomadic culture of the Scythian type. They developed
bronze and iron metallurgy, metal working and wheeled carriages and mastered
horse riding. Their house was a semi-spherical nomad tent with a conic top,
which they fixed on a big carriage when they moved on. The Scythian types of
armament and horse dress, the typical Scythian clothes, and the animal style in
arts have been certified by the excavations in the Altai, in Mongolia, as well as
in the Black Sea area.”

' On the term economic-cultural type, see Jlepun M.I"., H.H.He6Gokcapor. Xo3sgiicTBeHHO-
KyJIbTYpPHBIC THIEI H MCTOPMKO-3THOrpadudeckue obmactu.// Coserckas sTHOrpadms.
1955, Ne 4, ¢. 3-17. [M. G. Levin and N.N. Cheboksarov, Hoziaistvenno-kul’turnye tipy i
istoriko-etnograficheskie oblasti] (Economic-cultural Types and Historical-ethnographic
Areas] and MapkoB I'.E. HMcropus x03sicTBa M MarepuaibHOW KyIabTyphl. MockBsa:
WznarensctBo Mockosekoro yHueepcurera, 1979: 22-25 [G. E. Markov, Istoriya
hoziaistva i material’noi kul’tury] (The History of Economy and Material Culture). On
the forms of the cattle-breeding economy in Central Asia, see Baiinureiin C.H.
Hcropuueckas stHorpadus tysunues. [IpoGieMsl koYeBoro xo3siictea. Mocksa: Hayxka,
1972: 11-37 [S. L Vainshtein, [storicheskaya etnographiya tuvintsev. Problemy
kochevogo obschestv] (The Historical Ethnography of the Tuvinians. The Problems of
the Nomadic Economy).

z I'pau A Jl. [IpeBHue koueBHHKH B LeHTpe Asuu. Mocksa: Hayka, 1980 [A. D. Grach,
Drevnie kochevniki v tsentre Azii] (Ancient Nomads in the Centre of Asia); Pynenxo
C.H. Kynsrypa mnacemenms LlentpansHoro Asnras B ckudckoe Bpemsa. Mocksa-
Jlenunrpan: Msnarensctso Axagemun Hayk, 1960 [S.I. Rudenko, Kul’tura naseleniya
Tsentral’'nogo Altaya v skifskoe vremya) [The Culture of the Population of the Central
Altai in the Scythian Epoch)).
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The features of the Scythian culture in Central Asia reconstructed from the
archaeological data are insufficiently supported by the written tiourctehs. The no-
mads themselves might have mastered writing in the early 6° — 4 centuries
B.C., as the mystical inscription on the silver vessel from the Scythian burial in
Issyk (5" — 4" centuries B.C.) shows.? However, the discovery of the steles of
this probable Scythian writing, as well as its dec1phem.1ent'must.be left for the
future. Today, very little evidence on the Central Asian inhabitants of those
times is preserved and that solely in the Chinese written records. .

Sima Qian &3 collected the early stories about the northern barbarians
in his Records of the Grand Historian (Shiji #15C) dating from 135-67 B.C.* All
of his information on this topic is fragmentary, extremely limited and in no way
reminds one of the broad narrations about the Black Sea Scythiansh by ilerodo-
tus. Sima Qian names the nomads that inhabited Mongolia in the "5 .centl_l-
ries B.C. Rong 7, and Di 1k; later they were called Hu #f]. At the same time in
the steppes of Inner Mongolia, Southern Manchuria and in the spurs of the Great
Xingan mountains, the Shan-rong || (the Mountain Rong) and the Dong—bu H
(the Eastern barbarians) lived. The northern tribes permanegtly took part in Fhe
political life of the ancient Chinese states by struggling against them or joining
with them in union against each others kingdoms and receiving benefits from
this.®

Sima Qian expressively describes the barbarian way of life and the social
structures of the northern tribes. The Rong and the Dong-hu were not politically
united, and “always were dispersed in the mountainous valleys, had thc.air own
leaders and although often brought together more than one hundred [tribes] of
the Rong, they failed to unite into a single unit.”® The sources note that tl}e Rong
and the Dong-hu sowed millet, but their main occupation was nomadic cattle
breeding: “They move with their cattle from a place to a place, dependent on the
supply of water and grass. They do not know any permanent place. They hvg in
round tents, the entrance of which faces the East. They eat meat, drink koumiss,
and make clothes from colored woolen materials. . . Those who are courageous,
strong and able to manage controversial cases are made the elders. They do not
have inherited possessions. Each nomad camp has the lowest boss. From one
hundred to thousand tents make a community. . . . From the eldest to the last
dependent member each person grazes his own cattle, takes care of his posses-

sions and they do not use each other as servants. . . In every matter they follow

K. A Akues. Kypraa Hccrx. Mocksa: Hckycerso, 1978 [K. A. Akishev, Kurgan
Issyk] (The Kurgan Issyk).

* Shiji 37E0 110; Burton Watson, trans. Records of the Grand Historian, vol. 1. Colum-
bia University Press: New York, 1961: 155-192.

S HAL Buuypun. Cobpanue cBemeHuli o Hapopox, oburaBmmx B CpeaHed Asud B
NpeBHue BpemeHa. Mockpa-Jlenunrpan, UzmarensctBo Axagemun Hayk CCCP, 1950,
V.1, ¢.39-45, issue 1, c.34-37. [N. Ya. Bichurin, Sobranie svedenii o narodah,
obitavshih v Srednei Azii v drevnie vremena)] (The Collection on the Peoples Inhabiting
Central Asia in Ancient Times).

B.C. Tackun. Marepuans! o ucropud cronHy. (ITo kuralickum ucrounukam). Beml
Mocksa: Hayka, 1968; Bem. II. Mockea: Hayka. I'laBHas penaxi(us BOCTOYHOM
aureparypel, 1973 [V. S. Taskin, Materialy po istorii siunnu (po kitaiskim istochnikam)]
(Materials on the History of the Hsiung-nu (from the Chinese sources)).
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the opinion of the women, and only the military affairs do they manage them-
selves. War is an important activity for them.”’

It is difficult to draw a more vivid picture of the life of the clan-tribal soci-
ety that did not have social division. According to the Chinese historiographer,
among the Rong “the higher members of the society preserved the simplicity in
relations with the lower members, and the latter served the former (the elected
elders and the leaders — S.K.), who thus gained their sincerity and loyalty.”® War
and raiding with the aim of capturing loot was an important part of their lives.
However, the Rong never threatened to conquer the Chinese kingdoms, even
when those kingdoms were very weak. Military measures, gifts, paying bribes to
the leaders, and trade prevented or restricted the raids of the nomads. The Chi-
nese were much impressed by the barbarian horse cavalry in battle and some-
times imitated the clothes and weapons of their opponents.

A radical change in the situation took place in Central Asia, according to
Sima Qian, during the period of the Warring States (Zhan-guo 5 403-211
B.C.). In the north and west, instead of the former Rong, a strong union of no-
madic tribes called the Xiong-nu 44 (the Huns) and the Yiie-zhi H X
appeared, and it is said of the Dong-hu that they achieved the height of prosper-
ity under a strong ruler. The Chinese for the first time called the Xiong-nu their
opponents; when in the 4" century B.C., these latter started the brutal struggle
for the Ordos region against the Latter Zhao kingdom. The war went on with
variable success; in this period the previously independent Xiong-nu tribes came
to be integrated into the Xiong-nu confederation. In the West, the Xiong-nu
neighbors were the Yiie-zhi — the Eastern-Scythian tribes (Saca) that together
with the kindred Usuns occupied the large territory from the Tian Shan moun-
tains to central Mongolia. The tamgas (heraldic symbols) of the Yiie-zhi leaders
that were found not long ago on the rocks of the Tsagaan-gol canyon in the Gobi
Altai mark the southern border of the Yiie-zhi lands.

In the last decade of the 3™ century B.C. the Xiong-nu tribal unit led by
their military leader, the shan-yu, went through an unprecedented destruction of
traditional relations that resulted in emergence of an archaic barbarian state. The
founder of the Xiong-nu state, Maodun during the victorious wars managed to
force the Han Empire not only to recognise his sovereignty, but also to pay an

annual tribute. In 203-202, Maodun subdued the tribes of the Sayan, Altai and
the Upper Yenisei; in 174-165, his son and successor Ji-zhu A&, the Lao
shang % | Shan-yu, after the victory over the Yiie-zhi forced them to move to
the eastern part of Central Asia and established his control over the rich oasis
cities of the Tarim river basin.

Until today, the social structure of the Xiong-nu state has remained a sub-
ject for discussion. According to A.N. Bernshtam, the main military-democratic
institutions were formed already under Maodun and experienced an increasing
impact of developing slavery institution.” L.N. Gumiliov characterized the social
structure under the first Xiong-nu ruler (shan-yu B.F) as a “gerontocracy — the

7 Bichurin, Central Asia in Ancient Times, 1: 142-143.

® Taskin, History of the Hsiung-nu, issue, 1: 123.

° A.H. Bepaurtam. Ouepk ncropum ryHHoB. Jlenunrpaa: Msparenscteo JIIY uM. ALA.
JKpnanosa, 1951: 51-54. [A. N. Bernshtam, Ocherk Istorii Gunnov] (Essay on the History
of the Hsiung-nu).
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power of the elders in the clan,” and the Xiong-nu state as a clan empire."® Ac-

cording to L.N. Gumiliov, by the 1% century B.C..th1s clan structure transformed

into the orda or military democracy. However, this happened only in one part.O.f

the Xiong-nu society — the northern Xiong-nu from a _cl.an state became a mili-
i t ding to L.N. Gumiliov, the development of

tary-democratic state.” So far, according N. G .

the Xiong-nu state came in the framework of primitive communal formagon.

The Xiong-nu state emerged from the military .democracy of the Xlong.-nu
tribes in the 5™ — 4" centuries B.C., and was formed in the fierce struggle against
the neighboring tribes, the tribal unions and the Chinese states. The goal Of'ltS
founders and their successors was to be supreme over al} the peoples drawing
the bow (the nomads) and to dominate the people living in earthen house?s (the
sedentary peasants).12 Such a state could eiust only as a centralized empire es-

i by military-administrative principles. .
tabh?l“h}fed sh}elln-yu V\r/zs the head of the state and his power was strictly hereditary
and enlightened by the heaven authority. He was called the Son of Heaven and
officially titled as having been “born by Heaven and Earth, eleyated by Sun and
Moon, the great Xiong-nu shan-yu.”"’ His power was detepnmed by his rights
and functions: a) the right to be in charge of the whole territory belonged to the
Xiong-nu and the function of protecting this territory; b) tl}e right to decla.re war
and peace and the function of commanding the troops himself; c) the rlght to
concentrate in his hands all the foreign relationship of the state and function to
determine the course of foreign policy; d) the right over the life and death of
each citizen and the function of supreme judge. '

The shan-yu might have been also a focus of sacral power; in any case all
the mentions by the source of acts to observe the cult came from th.e shan-yu,
who “in the morning went out of his tent and worshiped the sun and in the eve-
ning worshiped the moon.”'* The shan-yu was surrounded by a numerous group
of assistants, advisers and commanders; however, it was the shan-yu hlmgelf
who always made the decision, even if he made it against the common opinion
of his court.

The principal authorities in the state after the shan-yu were the left and. the
right (the Western and the Eastern) Wise Nobles — the sons or the glose relatives
of the shan-yu. They administered the western and eastern territories pf the em-
pire and at the same time were commanders-in-chief of the left and right wings
of the army. Below them were other relatives of the shan-yu and they were in
charge of particular territories. They had various titles and.were called Heads
over Ten Thousand Soldiers (fumen). Their number was strictly fixed — 24 top
commanders distributed among the left and the right wings of the army, 'Fhe
western and the eastern parts of the empire. This or that position was ocgupled
according to the degree of kinship ties with the shan-yu. The shan-yu h1ms§lf
appointed tumens. He also charged each tumen with a territory together with its
population; any migration of the population without the shan-yu’s order was

" JLH. T'ymunes. Xynny.. CpenunHas Asus B ApesHue BpeMeHa. Mocksa, 1960, c. 82
[L. N. Gumilyov, Hsiung-nu. Sredinnaya Aziya v drevnie vremena. Moskva, 1960, c. 82]
(Hsiung-nu. Central Asia in Ancient Times).

1 Gumilyov, Hsiung-nu, 215.

2 Taskin, History of the Hsiung-nu, issue. 1: 43, 46.

' Taskin, History of the Hsiung-nu, issue. 1: 45.

1 Taskin, History of the Hsiung-nu, issue. 1: 40.
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strictly prohibited. The number of people was much more important in determin-
ing the status of the commander than the territory itself. The fixed number of ten
thousand fighting men under the command of the tumens was ended. Sima Qian
points out that each of the 24 commanders had from 10 thousand to several
thousand of fighting men.

Within the boundaries of his territory the tumen acting as a shan-yu ap-
pointed the commanders over the thousand, hundred and dozen fighting men,
and charged them with the land and the population grazing on it. Only the shan-
yu could discharge and punish the tumen. The tumens, in their turn, participated
in elevating the shan-yu to the throne without possessing, however, the right to
choose: that power was transferred according to a strict system of inheritance
which lost its meaning later in the period of total weakness of the Xiong-nu
state.

Military service was the main duty of the whole male population in the
state. Every Xiong-nu was seen as a fighter and the slightest evasion of military
duties was punished by death. Each from childhood until death was attached to a
particular military detachment and fought under the leadership of its tumen.

Nevertheless, the military-administrative character of the Xiong-nu state
structures absolutely did not eliminate the clan-tribal relationship. The top of
Xiong-nu society was represented by the four aristocratic clans tied together
with each other by marriages (men from any of those clans took wives from the
other three). The shan-yu could be only from the Liuandi clan, the most noble of
the four. Later sources mention other noble clans as well. The hierarchy of clans
and tribes must have played an important role in Xiong-nu society, and the con-
quered tribes who adapted to the Xiong-nu clan-tribal system were at the bottom
of this hierarchy. Even lower were the subdued tribes not included into the
Xiong-nu tribal system; they were exploited in a particularly brutal manner.

The representatives of the four aristocratic clans as usual occupied the high-
est posts in the system of state rule. Three times a year they gathered at the
Shan-yu’s palace to “make sacrifices to the ancestors, heaven, earth, the spirits
of humans and heaven,” to discuss state affairs and, once a year, in autumn, for
“calculating and checking the amount of people and the households’ cattle.”!
All the participants of these meetings were the relatives or stepbrothers of the
shan-yu.

So far, the ruling elite of the Xiong-nu Empire was formed from the clan-
tribal nobles. Clan relationships determined the social position and political role
of everybody belonging to the higher strata of the Xiong-nu society. At the same
time, the Xiong-nu nobles preserved the internal clan and tribal ties as a patriar-
chal top circle of the society connected with the other members of the tribe by
blood.

The military structure of the Xiong-nu society, the conquering raids and
campaigns, the rule over the subdued tribes and countries opened the opportuni-
ties for the Xiong-nu nobles to obtaining material goods by means of exploiting
the dependent or conquered populations. The main forms of this exploitation
were robbery, forced contributions and tribute. Other forms of exploitation were
commonly practiced within the Xiong-nu society; these were determined by the
unvarying ways of the economic activity and by the stagnant social relation-

13 Taskin, History of the Hsiung-nu, issue. 1: 40
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ships. It was the military character associated with obtaining material goods not
produced in the Xiong-nu economy that made the higher layers of the. society
preserve the clan-tribal traditions. These united the society anq determlned the
military power of the state, supported extreme conservatism in relation to Fhe
already established social institutions and retained the limltatxong on seizing
opportunities to exploit the kinsmen. Any strengthening of the social le.ISIOIlS
and estrangement in the Xiong-nu society itself fatally led to the weakening of
the state military power and after that to the falling away of the conquered
tribes, military defeat, shortage in products supplied as a tribute and — in the end
—the collapse of the empire, which became a reality in the first centuries A'.D. .

Thus, Xiong-nu society is an example of an early type social organization
that lacked the potential for internal development through which more distinct
and advanced class relationships could have emerged. The archaic forms of
slavery and personal dependency that had appeared at the very early stages of
the Xiong-nu state later had only an insignificant development.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to deny totally the existence of slavery
formation in the Xiong-nu state.'® There is some convincing evidence (against
the general background of the limited sources we have) that slavery formgtion
existed, although it did not deeply penetrate into the system of social relations:
the Wei liie Bil% gives us information on one event that happened after the dis-
integration of the first (ancient) Xiong-nu state. At that time, in 25-55 A.D. the
Zilu B#[5 tribes amounting to a few dozens of thousands of people migrated to
Northern China, to the lands extending from Shazhou ¥/ to the mountains of
Helanshan FIG8[[]. According to this source: “Zi was the word that the Xiong-
nu used for slaves. . . .They were not of the same race. Among them living to-
gether were the Da-hu, Afif Ding-ling T4 and many Qiang 7%. This is be-
cause they originally were slaves of the Xiong-nu.”"’

The limited evidence on the character of economic usage of the slaves in the
Xiong-nu society and the share of the slaves’ labor does not allow us to identify
this state as a military-slavery state, although there have been such attempts in
literature. The attribution of the Xiong-nu state as a clan-tribal state is also not
convincing enough. It is necessary to note that the Xiong-nu became the foun-
ders of the first still very archaic nomadic state in Central Asia, inside which
social polarization was incomplete. However it did produce, on the one hand,
the nobles, who based their superiority, privileges and prestige on the undevei-
oped forms of exploitation of their fellow tribesmen and foreign slaves, and on
the other hand, the mass of individually-free nomads dependent on the nobles in
military-administrative issues. The foreign slaves became the lowest layer of
that society after the empire was established. Any more precise definitions of the
social character of the Xiong-nu society are unlikely to appear nowadays; how-
ever the social and political structures that developed from it are clearly noticed
in the Xiong-nu successor nomadic states in Central Asia.

T U. Cementox. K npo6neMe pabcTBa y KoueBbIX Haponxos. // H3sectus AH Ka3CCP.
Cepus ucropum, apxeonoruu u sTHorpadun. Bem. 1 . 1958: 57. [G. 1. Semeniuk,
Probleme Rabstva u Kochevyh Narodov -. Izv. AN KazhSSR, seriya istorii, arheologii i
etnografii. Issue 1. 1958.] (On the Problem of Slavery among the Nomadic People.).

" Ed. Chavannes, “Les pays d’Occident d’aprés le Weilio,” TP, sér. 2, vol. 6, 1905 525-
526.
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State formation on the lands of Central Asia and the Southern Siberia in the
early middle ages, a few centuries after the disintegration of the Xiong-nu Em-
pire, is connected with the formation of the Turkic Qaghanate (the first Turkic
Qaghanate, 551-630 and the second Turkic Qaghanate, 681-744), the traditions
of which were inherited by the Uighur Qaghanate (745-840). The Kyrgyz state
on the Upper Yenisei did not differ from them either in ethno-cultural or social-
economic aspects. The Kyrgyz state emerged soon after the decline of the
Xiong-nu state and Jasted till the Mongolian conquest. For a short period in his-
tory (840 — the beginning of the 10™ century), it achieved hegemony over the
whole of Central Asia.'® The unity of social-economic formation, ethno-cultural
ties and the similarity of the political organization of all three of these states lets
us view the time of their existence and dominance in Central Asia as a relatively
complete historical-cultural period, which could be called according to the name
of the first of those states — the Ancient Turkic Time or the Ancient Turkic Ep-
och in the same way as the previous periods are called the Scythian or the
Xiong-nu (the Xiong-nu-Sarmat Time by S.V. Kiseliov, the Xiong-nu-Shurmak
Epoch by L.R. Kyzlasov),19 and the following period — the Mongolian Period;*’
for the neighboring Central Asian territories of the Far East, the ancient Turkic
time was simultaneous with the Epoch of the Tungus States.’

Up until now, there have been disputes on the definition of the social nature
of the ancient Turkic states that possessed similar institutions of social organiza-
tion. Thus, L.N. Gumiliov considers that the social structure of the ancient
Turkic society that replaced the tribal organization by orda may be defined as
military democracy.”” The Hungarian scholar 1. Ecsedi, on the contrary, writes

18 v V. Bartol’d. Dvenadtsat’ lektsii po istorii narodov Srednei Azii.// Sochineniya. T. V.
Moskva: Izdatel’stvo vostochnoi literatury, 1968, c. 19-192. [V. V. Bartold, (Dvenadtsat’
lektsii po istorii narodov Srednei Azii] (The Twelve Lectures on the History of the
Peoples of Central Asia]; C. B. Kucenes. JIpesnsist ucropus xuoit Cubupu. Mocksa:
Wznarenncreo Axamemun Hayk CCCP, 1951: 487-635. [S. V. Kiselyov, Drevnyaya
istoriya Yuzhnoi Sibiri] (The Ancient History of Southern Siberia]; ipesuas Cuoups. T.
1.// Vctopua CuOupd ¢ APEBHEHIIMX BpeMeH X0 Hamux jgued B 5 Ttomax. T. L
Jlennnrpan: Hayka. JleHuHrpaackoe otanenue, 1968 Jpenss Cuoups. T. 1./ Uctopus
Cubupu ¢ npeBHEHIIHX BpeMeH 10 Halumx aHeil B 5 tomax. T. 1. Jlenunrpan: Hayka.
Jlenunrpanckoe otmietue, 1968: 266-302. [Istoriya Sibiri] (The History of Siberia) V. 1.
[Drevnyaya Sibir’] (Ancient Siberia).

9 Ancient Siberia, 227; Kiselyov, Southern Siberia, 307; JI.P. Krrznacos. Uctopus Tysbl
B cpelHue Bexa.. Mocksa: HsnarensctBo MockoBckoro yHusepcutera, 1969, ¢ 79[L. R.
Kyzlasov Istoriya Tuvy v srednie veka] (The History of Tuva in the Middle Ages).

20 JLP. Keznacos Jlpeenstn Tyea. Mocksa; M3narenbctBo MOCKOBCKOTO yHHBEPCHTETE,
1979, ¢.130. [L. R. Kyzlasov, Drevnyaya Tuva] (Ancient Tuva)

2 Ancient Siberia, 307; A.JI. I'pau. XpOHOJOrHECKHE ¥ STHOKYIIBTYPHBIC TPaHHULIBI
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Collection).
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of the tribe and tribal organization of the Qaghanate.”® The Japanese researcher
M. Mori distinguishes three social classes in ancient Turkic society: the class of
big cattle-owners (begs); the class of small-scale cattle-owners somewhat de-
pendent on the first class and the slaves. He defines the Qaghanate structure as
feudal, and feudalism itself he interprets as political phenomenon not connected
with a particular social-economic process.24 L.R. Kyzlasov writes on the forma-
tion of feudalism in the Turkic Qaghanates in the 6™ — 8" centuries and on the
golden age of feudalism in the ancient Khakas state,” in other words, in the
Kyrgyz state. L.P. Potapov preserves in the definition of the Qaghanate social
structure the term Patriarchal-Feudal Relations.*®

The well-known scarcity of the sources makes the authors of the works de-
voted to the above-mentioned topic follow generalist concepts rather than use
the analysis of very little and often quite controversial evidence, the value of
which, however, is approved since they adequately present the situation. This
can be explained by both synchronism and the everyday reality of the known
facts that exclude the possibility of their tendentious interpretation. The steles
created by the nomadic state itself have a special meaning for explaining social
ties and dependencies. The ancient Turkic epigraphic documents in Mongolia
(8™ — 9™ centuries A.D.) and the Upper Yenisei valley in Tuva and Khakassia
(8™ — 11" centuries A.D.) present us with a rare opportunity to look inside the
system of ideas of the Central Asian nomads in the early middle ages. The most
historically valuable inscriptions are the ones in honor of Kiil-tegin (732) and
Bilge-qaghan (735) that are also called the Koshotsaidam steles. Both inscrip-
tions were written in the name of Bilge-qaghan by his relative (grandson?) Yol-
lyg-tegin. Together with the Tonyukuk inscriptions (the inscription from Bayan-
Tsokto), Kuli-chor (the inscription from Ikhe Hushotu), Bilge Yshbar Tamgan-
tarkan (the Ongin inscription) that are dated to the second decade of the 8" cen-
tury, the Koshotsaidam inscriptions are included in the group of so-called Ork-
hon steles and viewed as some kind of encyclopedia on the history and culture
of the ancient Turks. In the same range are the three runic steles of the Uighur
dynasty (759-760) — the Terkh inscription, Tes inscription and the inscription
from Mogon Shine Usu written in the name of Eletmich Bilge-gaghan and his
successor.”” Especially I would like to mention the oldest Turkic stele in the
Sogdian language raised around 581-585 in honor of Taspar-qaghan.”®

* H. Ecsedy. "Tribe and Tribal Society the 6th Century Turk Empire,” 4OH. E. 25.
214972; 245-262.
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Although the geographic and ethnographic knowledge of the authors of the
ancient Turkic texts was quite wide, their social-political thinking was limited
by the tribal boundaries. The center of their world was the Holy Mountain of the
Turks — the mountain Otiiken, the heart of all the ancient Turkic states of Central
Asia and they called themselves the Peoples of the Holy Otiiken Mountain
(KTb 23). The two acts of creation — the birth of people by the “blue sky and the
brown land” and the appearance of the Turks “between them both” are identified
with each other by the Koshotsaidam steles. The first people (kishi oghly the
human sons) made that Turkic community, over which the ancestors of the rul-
ing dynasty — qaghans Bumyn and Istemi (according to the Ongin inscription —
Tamy-qaghan, and according to the Terkh inscription — qaghans Bumyn, Yollyg
and Istemi) immediately mounted the throne. Together with them the other peo-
ples emerged (this is only meant, but not directly told), who inhabited the four
corners of the [world]. However, they were from the very beginning in opposi-
tion to the Turks and that was the reason why the Turkic gaghans conquered
them (KTb2).”

In the eyes of the author of the Koshotsaidam steles all of humanity was
originally divided into the Turks, who had their state (e/) and their organization
(torii), and their enemies, whose fate it was to surrender themselves to the
Turkic qaghans, as the inscriptions say: “to become their slaves.” Those who
would not agree to surrender were to be eliminated. This is the postulated politi-
cal and social concept embodied in the picture of the ideal historical past. In the
same ideal political personification, they viewed the actual reality: “I made the
people living in the four corners of the [world] establish peace with me and 1
caused them not to oppose me. All of them surrendered to me!” Bilge-qaghan
evaluates his military success by these words (KTb 29-30).

The nucleus of the political philosophy of the steles could be summed up in
one thesis — the organization of the world of people is invariable, the same as the
organization of the four-sided Universe. Its absolute imperative was the aspira-
tion of each people to subdue foreign tribes and rule over them (or the urge to
become free from the foreign rule). That is why all peoples either surrender or
rule over others and the relations among them are dominated by the struggle for
preserving this rule or liberating themselves from it.

The structure of the Turkic community itself is invariable in the same way:
the Turkic tribal union (tirk gara gamagh bodun all the Turkic people) consists
of separate tribes (bod) and clans (oghush). All of them are politically integrated

Inscriptions, Vols 1-4]. Istanbul, 1936-1941; T. A. Tekin, 4 Grammar of Orkhon Turkic.
Bloomington, 1968.
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into the el. The clan-tribal organization (bodun) and the military-administrative
governmental organization (e/) supplement each other. The qaghan “holds the el
and commands the bodun” (E 45, line 4). He functioned as head of the civil
service inside his own tribal unit (people) according to the right of the elders in
the genealogical hierarchy of the kinships and tribes and a function of a leader,
supreme judge and supreme priest. At the same time, while leading the political
organization created by his tribal unit, he fulfilled the functions of a military
leader who subdued the other tribes and made them pay contribution and taxes.
So far the functions of the ancient el were maintaining the army, orientation of
military campaigns and raids, suppressing the subdued peoples and making them
loyal, and using their economic and military resources. The gaghan was the head
of the el and in his turn gained support from the tribal aristocracy, from which
he recruited the military service class — the military-administrative commanders
and personal milieu of the qaghan.

Addressing their listeners by means of the inscriptions-exhortations (“listen
well to my speech!” — Bilge-qaghan requests, KTm2), the Turkic qaghans and
their peers distinguished two social groups among the listeners — the nobles and
the common people. In the Sogdian Bugut inscription of the end of the 6™ cen-
tury, those two groups were called the Kurkapyns, i.e., Those Possessing Titles,
and The Clans and The People who belonged to the lower strata (line 12). In the
inscriptions of the second Turkic Qaghanate we can see the same stereotype of
addressing people — the begs and the people (tiirk begler bodun — the Turkic
begs and the people). The begs and the Common People can be noted in the ste-
les of the Yenisei Kyrgyz. The sharpest distinction between the nobles and the
people can be found in the terminology of the ancient runic steles of the middle
of the 8™ century: atlygh — the Great Names, and gara igil bodun — the Common
People.

The dual nature of the opposing stands portrayed in the text are clearly seen
in the inscriptions qaghan — begs — people:

gaghan and begs people
qaghan begs and people

The situations described in the inscriptions demonstrate the variations in
behavior and also the difference in the interests of the begs and the people. Thus,
the Ongin inscription tells us about the battle, in which the Common People
were fighting and perished, but the begs stayed alive by escaping (Oa 1). The
Uighur gaghan Eletmych Bilge opposed the interests of those great names, who
betrayed him, to the interests of the common people and called upon the divided
tribes to submit to him again (MShU 17). In another situation, the Turkic Bilge-
qaghan demanded that the people should not separate themselves from their
begs (BK, Xb 13). Here we can find the same tendency as in the aristocratic
folklore preserved by Mahmud al-Kashgari s sl 3 gasa (MK, 1, p. 466):
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Jer basruqy tagh

bodun basruqy beg

The foundation of the earth — mountain
The foundation of the people — beg

The very essence of the nobles’ attitude toward the people is clear in the
epitaph-precept by one of the Kyrgyz begs: “Common people, be diligent
(hardworking)! Do not break the establishment of the el!” (E 10, line 7).

The opposing stand, on the contrary, united the begs and the people by em-
phasizing contradictions between clan interests and the interests of the el associ-
ated with the qughan. Accusing the begs and the people of previous betrayals
and attempts to move away out of the control of the qaghan, Bilge accuses them
also of the former misfortunes of the Turkic el and demands they confess to
these previous actions and be permanently loyal to the qaghan (KTm 10-11,
KTb 6-7). In some variants of the political interpretations only the Turkic people
who betray the qaghan are mentioned (T 1-4). However, the context very clearly
points out that the begs are not separated from the people here (KT 6-7, 22-24).
The calls for the loyalty of the begs and the people to the qaghan in order to mu-
tually oppose the aggressive surrounding peoples are expressed in extremely
emotional terms in the Orkhon inscriptions.

These two stands, so clearly seen in the ancient Turkic steles, remained so-
cial positions and did not become class contradictions. Determining the posi-
tions of the traditional social groups that made the community, these opposing
stands are more likely to reflect the struggle between the groups for their shares
in the material welfare gained by the community rather than attempts to change
the structure itself. There is a very representative story by the well-informed
foreign historiographer about the rise and fall of the Tiirgesh qaghan Sulu (Su-
luk): ““At the beginning (of his rule — S.K.) Sulu ruled his people well; he was
attentive and thrifty. After every battle he gave all the loot to his loyal people,
and that was why the clansmen were satisfied and served him with all their
forces. . . In the last years. he became greedy and started to accumulate loot
without distributing any of it. Then the people began to separate from him . . .
Mohe}ODagan and Dumochzhy unexpectedly at night attacked Sulu and killed
him.”

The begs were the upper strata of the ancient Turkic community, aristocracy
by blood, by birth they belonged to the clan, and their status in handling the mat-
ters of the clan was undisputed and clear by tradition. In the Turkic e/ the elite of
the aristocracy by blood was the gaghan clan of Ashin, and in the Uighur state —
the clan of Yaylakar. Together with a few other noble clans, whose position in
the hierarchy was commonly known and recognized by everybody, they were at
the top of their communities and occupied a special privileged stratum.

The position of the nobles was based on the right to lead the clan and com-
munity and to take care of the welfare of their relatives. The ideology of the ge-
nealogic unity connected each tribal group — Turkic, Uighur, and Kyrgyz. The
material base for this unity was the right to possess the clan and conquered
lands, the right to a share in the military loot and the right to exploit the con-
quered and subdued tribes. In all the inscriptions by the Turkic qaghans and their

* Bichurin, Central Asia in Ancient Times, I: 298-299.
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fellow-fighters, there is a persistently repeated idea that only gaghans with the
help of their kinsmen and stepbrothers are able to feed the people. The preserved
fragments of the Bugut inscription repeat this formula three times: it is said
about Muhan-qaghan (553-572) that he fed the people well (B 1I 4). Bilge-
gaghan constantly reminds the listeners that he “dressed the naked people,” “fed
the hungry people,” and “made the poor people rich.” It was due to him that the
“Turkic people gained a lot.” “For the sake of the Turkic people,” he and his
younger brother Kiil-tegin “did not sit idle during the daytime and did not sleep
at night” (KTm 9-10, KTb 26-27, BK 33, 38, BK Xa 10, BK Xb 11-12). Bilge
Tonyukuk reminds them about the tireless efforts to make gains for the sake of
the Turkic people by Elterish-qaghan and himself, accompanying his words by
the sentential comment: “If people had a qaghan and [he] happened to be lazy,
what grief that would cause to the people!” (T 57).

The unity demanded by the qaghans, a unity inside the community based
not on the equality of the clan members, but on the multi-stepped system of sup-
pression, meant the denial of social contradictions and the acceptance of such a
political structure and such legal norms under which the power and conse-
quently the welfare obtained by non-economic compulsion, war, and a threat of
war belonged to the aristocrats by blood, who in their turn granted the rest of the
community a share in the loot and contributions, determined by tradition. The
communal unity had a social and legal reflection in using the single name — er
(man-warrior) towards all the members of the community. Any young man by
the right of birth became a man-warrior when he reached a certain age and re-
ceived the status of er — “a man’s (heroic, military) name,” regardless whether
he was one of the hundreds of commoner fighters or a prince by blood. In com-
bination, besh bingtr bashi “head over five thousand man-warriors” (Terkh, 7)
the term er indicated every soldier of the five thousand man detachment. Kiil-
tegin, the son of Elterish-qaghan became a man-warrior, when he was ten years
old (KTb 30-31).

The gaining of a man’s name was connected with the initiation cult. Before
the initiation, a young man should have achieved a feat of arms or hunting.
Probably the hunting feats of the hero mentioned in the Ikhe Hushotu inscription
have something to do with the above-mentioned: “At seven years of age Kuli-
chor killed the mountainous goat and at nine — the wild boar” (IX 18). In the
noble families the initiation might have happened earlier than in others — imme-
diately after the boy’s success in hunting. A relatively late runic text on paper
(1o century) mentions a more common variant of the initiation. This text — Yrk
bitig (The Book of Fortune-telling) tells us: “There is a story of how the son of
the hero-fighter (alp er oghly) went in a military campaign. On the battlefield,
Erklig made him his messenger. And it is said, when he returned home he came
famous and cheerful, with the honor [of a man] who had reached maturity.
Know so far — this is very good!” (Parable LV). Only after participating in a
battle and exhibiting heroism does the young man (er oghly) “reach maturity.”

The same situation describing the cult of initiation itself can be found in the
Oguz Epos (The Book of my grandfather Korkut}. The son of the Khan Bai-Buri
reached fifteen and he became a Dzhigit. However, “in those times a young man
was not given a name until he had cut off a head or caused bloodshed.” It did not
mean that the boy did not have any name (he was called Basam), but that he
lacked a man’s name. Basam killed the robbers who attacked the merchant cara-
van. And then Bai-Buri called the begs-oguz together for a feast and together
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with the begs “the grandfather Korkut came. . . and gave the boy a name. . .
*You called your son Basam; (from now on) let his name be Bamsi-Beirek, the
owner of the grey stallion!”!

After receiving a man’s name, the fighter could add to it the titles that

would signify his nobility or his place in the military-administrative hierarchy of
the Qaghanate. However, in all cases his first goal was to be an er, a man-
warrior — a full member of the Turkic community.
At the same time, the Turkic el as any else tribe encompassed by it was a spe-
cifically structured community, in which the position of every er was determined
first of all by the privileges that his kinsmen and tribe enjoyed. The strict hierar-
chy of kinships and tribes was a fundamental principle of social and state order
in the nomadic states of Central Asia.

The position of an er in the society was determined by his title, a dignity
that was a part of his man’s name, not standing alone and often not separated
from his name. The title was often inherited according to the right of majority in
succession to the throne and but also in succession within the household. The
inscription on the Ikhe Hushotu gives a vivid example of inheriting the title and
the position. It tells us about the fate of three generations of Kuli-chor, the he-
reditary rulers and begs of the Tardush people.”” It was the title that identified
the position of the er in the system of rule and subordination. The majority of the
epitaphs discovered in Mongolia and on the Yenisei tell us the name and the title
of the buried man in the very first lines, sometimes they note his clan, but even
more often render his clan ramga with the additional (diacritic) symbols that
point out the place of the hero in the generations’ account. Here is an example of
the relatively complete inscription on the position in the el (stele from Uiyk-
Tarlak, E 1):

(1) To you, my el, my wives, my sons, my people —

Oh, what a pity! — I said farewell when I was sixty.

(2) My name is El-Togan-tutuk. I was a ruler of my divine el.
was a beg of my six-formed people.

The welfare and prosperity of the family were of significant importance for
the position and prestige of the er. The concept of movable property, including
the tents (eb, keregii) and the constructions (barq), but first of all the property of
cattle is very clearly reflected in the Orkhon-Yenisei inscriptions. The property
differentiation inside the Turkic tribes was very notable as in the other nomadic
tribes of Central Asia. Wealth became a matter or pride and praise among the
Turkic aristocracy. The Kyrgyz inscriptions have the most vivid characteristics
of property. “I was wealthy. I had ten enclosures for the cattle. I had numerous
herds!” — these are the words from the epitaph of the buried Kutlug baga-tarkan,
the noble Kyrgyz beg who lived on the territory of Northern Mongolia at the
second part of the 9™ century (E 47, line 5). The other Kyrgyz beg mentions his
6,000 horses (E 3, line 5), which means that according to the usual proportion
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between the horses and the other cattle. he owned more than 20 thousand head.
In other inscriptions, camels and various other cattle in numerous quantities are
mentioned. The happiness that a human asks from the god, the latter presents the
former by the usual good wish: “Let cattle be in your enclosures!” (YB, XLVII).

The poor, people without property (cyghaj, joq cyghaj) are opposed to the
rich (baj, bajbar, jylsygh) in the inscriptions.33 For the author of the Koshotsai-
dam inscriptions the poor people, “not having food inside them and clothes upon
them” were “the pitiable, worthless, low people” (jabyz jablag bodun, KTb 26).
Poverty did not bring compassion, more than this it was despicable. The real
man-warrior had to obtain wealth by means of weapons: “At fifteen I went (in a
military campaign) against the Chinese khan. Due to my courage. . . I seized
from the [Chinese] state, gold, silver, one-hump camels and people (variant:
wives)!” (E 11, line 9).**

The results of archaeological research provide us with vivid examples of
social and property differentiation in ancient Turkic society. In comparison with
the gorgeous burial constructions of the top nobles that were built by hundreds
of people and decorated by specially invited masters from foreign countries, the
kurgans of the common fighters looked plain. In these kurgans, the fighter was
buried with his military horse in its full armament under the saddle. In the in-
terments of the poorest commoners, there were neither expensive weapons nor
horses.

In Mongun-Taiga situated on the Tuva-Mongolian border, in the high-
mountainous valley of the river Karga there are plenty of Turkic kurgans of the
6™ — 9™ centuries. A few of them have been excavated and the two interments
attract especial attention. One is the burial of a rich and noble er from the distant
border tribe of the Turkic Qaghanate. He was buried in accordance with the full
ceremony: with a horse andin clothes made from expensive Chinese silk. Such
silk was called in the ancient Turkic language aghy (jewel, treasure). Beside him
there was a Chinese metal mirror with an inscription written in characters and
with highly artistic ornaments — one of those particularly appreciated by the no-
mads of Central Asia and sometimes even mentioned in the epitaph (E 26). Ten
golden pendants that decorated the horse armor were made of gold of a high
standard of purity. In the next kurgan there was a man buried who was 30-35
years of age, and his main property was a birch bark quiver. Instead of a military
horse there was a bridled and belly-banded sheep.®
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